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ON NEURAL PLASTICITY, TRAUMA, 
AND THE LOSS OF AFFECTS 

The Two Meanings of Plasticity 

The brain's exposure to accidents directly involves its plasticity. Under the term 
neural plasticity hides, in fact, two plasticities. One is positive: It characterizes 
the formation process of neural connections and the fact that these connec-
tions may be transformed during our lifetimes under the influence of experi-
ence and of the kind of life we are leading. Every brain has its own form and 
there is no such thing as two identical brains. So, in the case of the healthy 
plastic brain, every kind of event is integrated into the general form or pattern 
of the connections, and the series of events of our lives constitute the autobio-
graphical self There exists a second kind of plasticity, however, which refers to 

brain damage and its destructive power. This negative plastic power consists in 
the transformation of the patient's previous personality and in the emergence 
of a new individual proceeding from the explosion of the former identity. We 
see clearly here that plasticity appears as an accurate balance between the abil-
ity to change and the resistance to change. 

Damasio states that "the circuits are not only receptive to the results of first 
experience, but repeatedly pliable and modifiable by continued experience."! 
This "good" plasticity, so to speak, can be interrupted by what neurobiologists 
call "disconnection:' A lesion that occurs in a brain region "does more than 
gashing a hole in this region. It removes this region from the whole brain orga-
nization .... Cerebral lesions are always disconnections."2 



Why the destructive work plastic? Isn't 
an name here? 10 answer this issue, I refer to the famous 

case of Phineas Gage, which is related by Damasio in Descartes' Error and by 
Mark Solms in The Brain and the Inner World: 

In the 1840S, an unfortunate man by the name of Phineas Gage was laying rail-
ways tracks in the midwestern United States. He was pressing down a charge 
of dynamite into a rock formation, using a tamping rod, when the charge sud-
denly exploded. This caused the tamping rod to shoot through his head, from 
underneath his cheekbone into the frontal lobe of his brain and out through 
the top of his skull. Partly because the rod passed through so rapidly, prob-
ably cauterizing the tissue on its way, the damage to Gage's brain was not very 
widespread; only a relatively small area of frontal tissue was affected .... Gage 
did not even lose consciousness, and he made a rapid physical recovery. His 
physician, however, reported some interesting changes when he published 
the case in a local medical journal a few years after the incident. Dr Harlow 
noted that, despite the good physical recovery and the relatively small extent 
of the brain injury, his patient was radically changed as a person; his personal-
ity was changed .... Let's read a passage from Doctor Harlow's report: "he is 
fitful, irreverent, indulging at times in the grossest profanity (which was not 
previously his custom), manifesting but little deference for his fellows .... In 
this regard his mind was radically changed, so decidedly that his friends and 
acquaintances said that he was 'no longer Gage."'3 

Let's focus on the statement that "his mind was radically changed." The 
specific operation of such a "radical" change cannot be of the same type as 
the one fulfilled by the plastic power of experience upon neural connections. 
Why not? First of all, a brain lesion interrupts all kinds of experience. The 
events that cause the pathological "radical change" are purely contingent, 
external, and totally unanticipated. They cannot be assimilated or interior-
ized by the psyche or by the brain. Second, the sort of transformation that 
occurs in such cases is not a partial modification but a complete metamor-
phosis of the personality. In Gage's case, there is no existential phantom limb 
phenomenon. The previous personality is totally lost and there is no remain-
der. Of course, some aspects of this personality are preserved: language, 
cognition, and reasoning. These faculties are strangely intact. But the emo-
tional brain has been badly injured and this causes a dramatic change. Even 
if some capacities remain untouched, the patient is unrecognizable. Such a 
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transformation may be said to be in the sense that 
and anew 

The two plasticities are two different kinds of relationships between events 
and affects. When brain damage occurs, it interrupts the economy of our 
affects. Solms declares: "In our clinical work as neuropsychologists we have 
met hundreds of Phineas Gages, all with damage to the same part of the brain. 
This is a fact of obvious importance for anyone with an interest in personality. 
It suggests that there is a predictable relationship between specific brain events 
and specific aspects of who we are. If anyone of us were to suffer the same 
lesion in that specific area, we would be changed in much the same way that 
Gage was, and we, too, would no longer be our former selves. This is the basis of 
our view that anyone with a serious interest in the inner life of the mind should 
also be interested in the brain and vice versa."4 

The destructive plasticity forms what it destroys. It is not a simple annihilation 
or suppression to the precise extent that it has a result. This result is the formation 
of "someone else:' a new self, a self that is not able to recognize itself The accident 
appears to be the plastic explosion that erases any trace and every memory, and 
that destroys any archive. And yet, such a damaged mind is still alive. It is a kind 
of survival that absolutely renounces the possibility of redemption or salvation. 

The event of the brain damage occurs without presenting itself and forever 
stays out of access, out of interiorization, remaining exterior to any "becom-
ing-subject." Destructive plasticity is a biological deconstruction of subjectiv-
ity. All the questions Derrida raises under the name of heteroaffection-the 
impossibility of a presentation of the self to itself, of the I to itself, the impos-
sibility of regarding the event as an accident belonging to the subject-all these 
questions seem to coincide precisely with the problems that are addressed in 
the neurobiological redrawing of the self 

The Loss of Affects 

Brain damage is also a theoretical accident that happens to the very idea of the 
accident in its traditional definition. All the cases of brain damage that Dama-
sio exposes are cases of absent subjectivity. Such a subjectivity is absent to itself 
and to its essence as well as to its accidents-a subjectivity without affects, the 
extreme form ofheteroaffection. 

The "survivors of neurological disease," as Damasio calls them in The Feel-
ing o/What Happens,s lead a life that is sometimes almost totally destroyed in 
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its and its structure. All these survivors share in com-
mon: they all endure a profound of personality caused this destruc-
tion: "Prior to the onset of their brain damage, the individuals ... affected had 
shown no such impairments. Family and friends could sense a 'before' and an 
'after: dating to the time of neurologic injury."6 The loss of the previous self 
almost always leads the patients to indifference, coldness, and a lack of concern, 
"a marked alteration of the ability to experience feelings."7 

All the cases that Damasio examines show this characteristic, which he 
calls "disaffectation" and, sometimes, "cold blood." One of the first examples 
of this phenomenon is exposed in Descartes' Error, in chapter 3, "A Modern 
Phineas Gage." This modern Phineas Gage is named Elliot. He was suffering 
from a brain tumor that had to be removed. "The surgery was a success in every 
respect, and insofar as such tumors tend not to grow again, the outlook was 
excellent. What was to prove less felicitous was the turn in Elliot's personal-
ity. The changes, which began during his physical recovery, astonished family 
and friends. To be sure, Elliot's smarts and his ability to move about and use 
language were unscathed. In many ways however, Elliot was no longer E11iot."8 
Damasio continues: 

Bit by bit the picture of this disaffectation came together, partly from my 
observations, partly from the patient's own account, partly from the testimony 
of his relatives. Elliot ... seemed to approach life on the same neutral note. 
I never saw a tinge of emotion in my many hours of conversation with him: 
no sadness, no impatience, no frustration with my incessant and repetitious 
questioning. I learned that his behaviour was the same in his own daily envi-
ronment. He tended not to display anger, and on the rare occasions when he 
did, the outburst was swift; in no time he would be his usual self again, calm 
and without grudges. 

This was astounding. Try to imagine it. Try to imagine not feeling pleasure 
when you contemplate a painting you love or hear a favorite piece of music. 
Try to imagine yourself forever robbed of that possibility and yet aware of the 
intellectual contents of the visual or musical stimulus, and also aware that once 
it did give you pleasure. We might summarize Elliot's predicament as to know 

but not to jeef.9 

The mechanism of mapping seems to be separated from all emotional pro-
cesses. The attachment of the self to itsel£ or concern, does not take place any 
longer. There is no possible healing of such a disaffection: "Elliott seemed 
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like the repeat offender who sincere repentance 
but commits another offense afrer."l0 

Another case is that of "L"; "The stroke suffered by this patient, which I 
will call L., produced damage to the internal and upper regions of the frontal 
lobe in both hemispheres. An area known as the cingulate cortex was damaged, 
along with nearby regions. She had suddenly become motionless and speech-
less .... The term neutral helps convey the equanimity of her expression, but 
once you concentrated on her eyes, the word vacuous gets closer to the mark. 
She was there but not there .... Again, emotion was missing."ll 

A third example is even more serious and concerns cases of anosognosia 
(from the Greek nosos, "disease;' and gnosis, "knowledge"). Anosognosia 
denotes the inability to recognize a state of disease in one's own organism: "No 
less dramatic than their oblivion that anosognosic patients have regarding their 
sick limbs is the lack of concern they show for their overall situation, the lack 
of emotion they exhibit, the lack of feeling they report when questioned about 
it. The news that there was a major stroke ... is usually received with equanim-
ity, sometimes with gallows humor, but never with anguish or sadness, tears or 
anger, despair or panic." 12 

Anosognosia is a lack of perception of damage. It is also known as Anton's 
Syndrome. Anton was an Austrian physician living at the end of the nineteenth 
century. In a talk he gave to the Society of Physicians of Austria, he described 
these patients as "soul-blind for their own blindness." Anton's Syndrome is the 
inability to make a certain functional loss available for conscious experience. 
The patients who suffer from this syndrome lose any ability to wonder about 
anything. The feeling of wonder itself has disappeared from both their body 
and their mind. This disappearance is a total one, not a partial loss. In what case 
is the deconstruction of autoaffection the more radical: when wonder proceeds 
from heteroaffection, or when affects are definitely impaired? Do we have to 
think of a heteroaffected subject or of a nonaffected subject to complete or 
accomplish the de constitution of traditional subjectivity? 

Freud and the Event 

Freud wouldn't agree to consider that an emotion or an affect may totally dis-
appear. In the psyche, he says, "nothing that has once come into existence will 
have passed away."13 This capacity to preserve the past is precisely called plastic-
ity. Freud compares the psyche to the city of Rome, in which every strata of the 
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past still present: every memory is still alive in the 
the ",,!-'Uc'",UUH of total oblivion in life. 
monument. 

He insists upon 
memory is thus like a 

In the development of the mind, says Freud in "Thoughts for the Times on 
War and Death;' 

every earlier stage persists alongside the later stage which has arisen from it; 
here succession also involves co-existence, although it is to the same materials 
that the whole series of transformations has applied. The earlier mental stage 
may not have manifested itself for years, but none the less it is so far present 
that it may at any time again become the mode of expression of the forces in 
the mind, and indeed the only one, as though all later developments had been 
annulled or undone. This extraordinary plasticity of mental developments is 
not unrestricted as regards directions; it may be described as a special capac-
ity for involution-for regression-since it may well happen that a later and 
higher state of development, once abandoned, cannot be reached again. But 
the primitive stages can always be re-established; the primitive mind is, in the 
fullest meaning of the word, imperishable. 

What are called mental diseases inevitably produce an impression in the 
layman that intellectual and mental life have been destroyed. In reality, the 
destruction only applies to later acquisitions and developments. The essence 
of mental disease lies in a return to earlier states of affective life and function-
ing. An excellent example of the plasticity of mental life is afforded by the state 
of sleep, which is our goal every night. Since we have learnt to interpret even 
absurd and confused dreams, we know that whenever we go to sleep we throw 
out our hard-won morality like a garment, and put it on again next morning.14 

We clearly see that Freud only stresses the positive meaning of plasticity. Plas-
tic means imperishable, resilient, possessing the ability to cure or to heaL The 
metaphor of the city of Rome shows that psychic space, thought in reference 
to architectural extension, is always capable of exhibiting its memory and over-
coming wounds and loss. The psyche can be both extended and positively plas-
tic or indestructible. 

Neurobiology puts this so-called psychic immortality into question. The 
formation of a "new" identity after a brain lesion shows that the primitive 
psyche is not imperishable, as Freud states; it can be damaged without any 
return to a previous state. The patients are not allowed to regress or to seek 
shelter in their own history or their own past. 
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The value of Freud's "excellent example of the plasticity of mental life" (i.e., 
dreams) seems to be put into question by some kinds of brain damage that 
destroy the very process of dreaming. Mark Solms shows that damage caused 
to sites specializing in mental imagery provokes a disturbance in the ability to 
dream: "If the patient loses the ability to generate a mental image, the inability 
to dream seems a logical consequence:'15Three areas are involved in the process 
of imagery. When these areas are affected, visual experiences cease. For exam-
ple, these patients lose the ability to perceive color or movement, or they lose 
the ability to recognize specific objects or faces. What are the effects of these 
lesions on dreaming? "Damage to the primary visual cortex, Zone I, has (per-
haps surprisingly) no effect on dreaming at all. Although these patients cannot 
see in waking life, they see perfectly well in their dreams .... Damage to the 
middle zone of the system, Zone 2, causes exactly the same deficits in dreams 
as it does in waking perception: these patients continue to dream in various 
sense modalities, especially somatosensory and auditory, but their visual dream 
imagery is deficient in specific respects. For example they no longer dream in 
color, or they dream in static images (loss of visual movement), or they cannot 
recognize any of the faces in their dreams. Damage to the higher zone, ... Zone 
3, on the other hand, produces complete loss of dreaming." 16 

What does the Freudian definition of the plasticity of mental life mean to 
people who have lost their ability to dream, to people who cannot see what 
they are dreaming of? In what sense is their sleep a return to a previous state? 
What is there to find? These patients indeed do have a psychic life. We must 
ask ourselves what this kind of psychic life means when there is no return, no 
regression, no attachment to the past, and no detachment from the past either. 

A neurological accident is hopeless, unpredictable, and never consumable, 
an accident that cannot be integrated by the psyche, that cannot make sense for 
it, that cannot form a moment of a personal history. This is a purely destructive 
event, which provokes the total disappearance of a psychic formation, or of a 
brain region, or of affects, particularly wonder. 

62. GO WONDER 
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CHAPTER 1

Will Sovereignty Ever Be Deconstructed?

Catherine Malabou

■  In “Truth and Power,” an interview from 1977, Michel Foucault de-
clares: “What we need . . . is a po liti cal philosophy that isn’t erected 
around the problem of sovereignty, nor therefore around the problems 
of law and prohibition. We need to cut off  the King’s head: in po liti cal 
theory that has still to be done.”1

Why does Foucault affi  rm this per sis tence of kingship in contem-
porary po liti cal theory? Hasn’t the passage from royal to demo cratic 
or pop u lar sovereignty already been accomplished for a long time in 
the West? According to Foucault, this passage hasn’t changed the very 
structure of sovereignty, which is always attached—whatever the pol-
ity it characterizes—to monarchy—that is, with a system of power 
having a single center and in which the law is the only expression of 
authority. Th is model is, according to Foucault, that of Hobbes’s Levia-
than. To cut off  the king’s head means that we “abandon the model of 
Leviathan, that model of artifi cial man who is at once an automaton, a 
fabricated man, but also a unitary man who contains all real individu-
als, whose body is made up of citizens but whose soul is sovereignty. 
We have to study power outside the model of Leviathan, outside the 
fi eld delineated by juridical sovereignty and the institution of the 
State.”2

Western democracies are, according to Foucault, still dependent upon 
this model because of their juridical structure. Th ey are, then, secretly 
inhabited by the remnant fi gure of the sovereign; that is, of the king.

It thus seems that no form of sovereignty can exist in de pen dently 
of the fi gure of the sovereign. No sovereignty without the sovereign. 
No sovereignty without a king. Th is explains why the very notion of 
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sovereignty has to be criticized or, as Derrida declares in his seminar Th e 
Beast and the Sovereign,3 why it has to be deconstructed.

Is such a deconstruction on its way? Does it have any chance to attain 
its goal? To be accomplished? Have we, after Foucault, after Derrida—
and I add, after Agamben—cut off  the king’s head? My answer,  here, 
is no.

How can I justify such a position? In order to develop my argument, 
I fi rst turn toward the concept of biopolitics, forged by Foucault and 
re- elaborated by Agamben and Derrida in two diff erent ways. Accord-
ing to Foucault, sovereignty, as both a structure of power and a polity, 
has disappeared from the West with the emergence of modernity. A 
new form of or ga ni za tion, which has nothing to do with sovereignty, 
substitutes for it. At the turn of the seventeenth century, the pyrami-
dal model of the Leviathan, described in po liti cal philosophy, appears 
as what it is in reality: the ideological mask that hides a disappear-
ance or a void—precisely, the void of sovereignty. Foucault declares 
that from that time through the eigh teenth century, a new form of 
power emerges that is “absolutely incompatible with relations of sov-
ereignty”4 and is occulted by the per sis tent ideological affi  rmation of 
sovereignty. Th is new form of power is constituted by the paradoxical 
dissemination of power, the existence of multiple networks, sites of 
control, the supremacy of the norm over the law, of discipline and 
technologies of conditioning over repression. “One must keep in view 
the fact that, along with all the fundamental technical inventions and 
discoveries of the seventeenth and eigh teenth centuries, a new tech-
nology of the exercise of power also emerged which was probably even 
more important than the constitutional reforms and new forms of 
government established at the end of the eigh teenth century.”5

Th is new exercise of power is by no means reducible to the structure 
of sovereignty: “Power had to be able to gain access to the bodies of in-
dividuals, to their acts, attitudes and modes of everyday behaviour. . . . 
Hence there arise the problems of demography, public health, hygiene, 
housing conditions, longevity and fertility. And I believe that the po liti-
cal signifi cance of the problem of sex is due to the fact that sex is located 
at the point of intersection of the discipline of the body and the control 
of the population.”6 Th e intersection of the discipline of the body and 
the control of population is constitutive of what Foucault calls, for the 
fi rst time in 1974, “biopolitics.”



Will Sovereignty Ever Be Deconstructed? 37

Later, in History of Sexuality, volume 1, he writes: “For millennia, man 
remained what he was for Aristotle: a living animal with the additional 
capacity for a po liti cal existence; modern man is an animal whose poli-
tics places his existence as a living being in question.”7 Further, he wrote,

Western man was gradually learning what it meant to be a living spe-
cies in a living world, to have a body, conditions of existence, prob-
abilities of life, an individual and collective welfare, forces that could 
be modifi ed, and a space in which they could be distributed in an 
optimal manner. For the fi rst time in history, no doubt, biological 
existence was refl ected in po liti cal existence; the fact of living was 
no longer an inaccessible substrate that only emerged from time to 
time, amid the randomness of death and its fatality; part of it passed 
into knowledge’s fi eld of control and power’s sphere of intervention.8

Biopolitics plays a double role. Because it inaugurates a new form of po-
liti cal authority made of micropowers that produce a “subjugation of 
bodies and control of populations,”9 biopolitics is already, in itself, a de-
constructive tool of sovereignty. It challenges its structure. At the same 
time, biopolitics covers its own deconstructive power to the extent that 
it hides itself behind the traditional ideological mask of sovereignty. If 
the emergence of biopower inaugurates the reign of the norm, it con-
ceals the operation of normalization itself behind the old fi gure of the 
law. A normalizing society is the historical outcome of a technology of 
power centered on life. “We have entered a phase of juridical regres-
sion in comparison with the pre- seventeenth- century societies we are 
acquainted with; we should not be deceived by all the Constitutions 
framed throughout the world since the French Revolution, the Codes 
written and revised, a  whole continual and clamorous legislative activ-
ity: these  were the forms that made an essentially normalizing power 
acceptable.”10 Th e “right” to life becomes the biopo liti cal mask that dis-
simulates the normalization of life.

What, then, does the phi los o pher’s task consist in? Th e phi los o pher 
has to deconstruct biopo liti cal deconstruction, that is, to unveil it and 
resist its ideological tendency. Such a task requires that we situate the 
point where biology and history, the living subject and the po liti cal sub-
ject, meet or touch.

Th e issue I am raising  here appears precisely at that intersection. It 
concerns the philosophical discourse, more precisely, the structure of 
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the philosophical critique of biopolitics. How do contemporary phi los o-
phers characterize the convergence of biology and history?

As Foucault affi  rms in several texts, the emergence of biopolitics is 
inseparable from the emergence of biology as a science. It is only at the 
turn of the seventeenth century, when biology is constituted as a sci-
ence replacing natural history, that biopolitics becomes possible. Th e po-
liti cal subject becomes henceforth the living subject, the individual as it 
is determined by biology.

Th e problem is the following: for Foucault, as for Agamben or Derrida, 
even in diff erent ways, biology is always presented as intimately linked 
with sovereignty in its traditional fi gure. Biology is always depicted as a 
science that transgresses its limits to repress, domesticate, instrumental-
ize life; that is, as a power of normalization, but a power that precisely oc-
cults its essential relationship to the norm and appears as what inscribes 
law within organisms. Function, program, teleology, organism: these are 
some examples of how biology conceptually and practically imprints the 
fi gure of law and of the sovereign at the heart of biopolitics, which is 
also at the heart of life. An organism always has the form of a micro– 
Leviathan. Th is explains why a thinker like Deleuze says that we have to 
think of bodies outside organisms. Biology plays the part of the sover-
eign, Derrida says, of the king.11 Th is also explains why biology always 
appears, for phi los o phers, as an instrument of power, never as an eman-
cipatory fi eld or tool.

Th ere can’t be any biological re sis tance to biopower.
Th is means that biology—the biological determination of life—has 

to be transgressed. As if there  were always two concepts of life in life. 
For the phi los o phers I am talking about  here, there exists a nonbiologi-
cal defi nition of life that transgresses or exceeds the scientifi c, objective 
one. Th is surplus of life is symbolic life. Symbolic life as opposed to bio-
logical life. Th is symbolic life appears as the resource or the potentiality 
of re sis tance.

Th is double- sided concept of life is easily noticeable in Foucault’s dis-
course on the body, in Agamben’s analyses of bare life, and in Derrida’s 
elaboration of the notion of the animal.

In the History of Sexuality, Foucault declares: “Hence I do not envisage 
a ‘history of mentalities’ that would take account of bodies only through 
the matter in which they have been perceived and given meaning and 
value; but a ‘history of bodies’ and the manner in which the most mate-
rial and most vital in them has been invested.”12 If biology invests what 



Will Sovereignty Ever Be Deconstructed? 39

is the “most material” and the “most vital” in bodies, it means that there 
is a less material and less vital dimension. What can it be outside the 
symbolic body? Th e fl esh?

In Homo Sacer, Agamben writes: “Bare life is no longer confi ned to 
a par tic u lar place or a defi nite category. It now dwells in the biological 
body of every living being.”13 It means that bare life is not reducible to 
the biological. It is the symbolic part of life that dwells within the bio-
logical body. A body within the body.

In the Beast and the Sovereign, Derrida characterizes the animal as a 
poem. Th e poem is irreducible to an organism. Th e poetic dimension of 
the animal is what forever escapes biopower and the instrumentalization 
of life. Th is poetic essence constitutes the sacred part of life. In a previous 
text, “Faith and Knowledge,” Derrida had already declared that “life has 
absolute value only if it is worth more than life.” More than the “natu-
ral” and the “bio- zoological.” “Th [e] dignity of life can only subsist beyond 
the present living being.” Life is “open to something and something more 
than itself.”14

A border remains then, in these approaches, between two notions 
of life, between two lives. Deconstruction or critique of biopolitics 
maintains the old relationship between the biological and the sym-
bolic, the discrepancy, the separation that exists between them. This 
is what prevents such a deconstruction or such a critique from super-
seding the traditional or metaphysical approaches to life. What do I 
mean by the “old relationship”? I refer  here to Ernst Kantorowicz’s 
famous book The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Po liti cal The-
ology.15 The king has two bodies: a natural body and a nonmaterial 
one.

Let me recall the defi nition of the two bodies: “For the King has in 
him two bodies, viz., a Body natural, and a Body politic. His Body natu-
ral is a Body mortal, subject to all Infi rmities that come by Nature or 
Accident [ . . . ]. But his Body politic is a Body that cannot be seen or 
handled, consisting of Policy and Government [ . . . ]”16 Eric Santner, 
in his beautiful book Th e Royal Remains: Th e People’s Two Bodies and 
the Endgames of Sovereignty,17 calls these two bodies the biological one 
and the symbolic one. It is then striking to notice that the critique or 
deconstruction of sovereignty is structured as the very entity it tends 
to critique or deconstruct. By distinguishing two lives and two bodies, 
contemporary phi los o phers reaffi  rm the theory of sovereignty, that is, 
the split between the symbolic and the biological.
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Of course, for Foucault, Derrida, and Agamben “symbolic” does not 
mean immortal or infi nite as opposed to biological (understood as fi nite 
and destructible). Yet the partition remains—and it is, in eff ect, a “royal 
remain”—between the empirical and the symbolic, between the natural 
and something that is irreducible to it, what ever its defi nition. In criti-
cizing sovereignty, philosophy reveals its own sovereignty, that is, the 
two bodies of its discourse.

It has become urgent to deconstruct this deconstructive discourse, to 
put an end to the split between the two bodies. It has become of primary 
importance to stress the po liti cal force of re sis tance inscribed in most 
recent biological concepts. It is time to affi  rm that biology can play a 
part other than that of a royal remain. Th e time has come to free Con-
tinental philosophy from the rigid separation it has always maintained 
between the biological, hence the material, and the symbolic, that is, the 
nonmaterial or the transcendental.

Recent biological discoveries reveal the plasticity of diff erence: that 
is, the plasticity of the genome, of cells, of brain development—all ele-
ments that challenge the idea of a strict ge ne tic determinism and allow 
us to go beyond the classical distinction between body and fl esh, be-
tween a material, obscure, mechanically determined organism, on the 
one hand, and a spiritual body or incarnated spirit, on the other. What 
appeared, until recently, as irreversible or unchangeable—the ge ne tic 
code, cellular diff erentiation, the phenotype, in general—is currently 
described as plastic, that is, mutable and reversible. Until recently, Con-
tinental phi los o phers have articulated the notion of diff erence. We now 
have to elaborate a theory of what changing diff erence may mean. Th e 
reversibility of diff erence, brought to light by current biology, opens 
a new perspective on the relationship between the symbolic and the 
biological. Th eir dialectical interplay is inscribed within the body, not 
outside of it, putting an end to the logic of the two bodies but conse-
quently also challenging the structure of sovereignty inherent in this 
philosophical discourse. One of the most important of all current bio-
logical concepts, that of epige ne tics, is a privileged factor in this total 
change of orientation.

What I develop  here concerning philosophy is valid for any other 
discourse (po liti cal science, anthropology, law,  etc.) where a fi xed and 
rigid meaning of the symbolic that undermines the deconstruction of 
the Leviathan still prevails. Th e symbolic still colonizes all discourses 
in human sciences. It is as if we still need to affi  rm the existence of a 
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beyond or an outside of the real to confer meaning to reality, as if a prior 
structure, necessarily nonmaterial, was requested to give sense to mate-
riality itself. As if we need the two bodies to kill the king . . . 

What does “symbolic”  here mean? Th e contemporary signifi cation of 
this term, as we know it, which is diff erent from “symbolism,” has been 
brought to light by Lévi-Strauss, mainly in his introduction to the work 
of Marcel Mauss. Th e symbolic designates the structural spacing of the 
diff erent entities that compose a language, a po liti cal community, or the 
ethical values of a society.

According to Lévi-Strauss, such spacing has to do with the existence 
of what he calls the fl oating signifi er, able “to represent an undetermined 
quantity of signifi cation, in itself void of meaning and thus apt to re-
ceive any meaning.” It is “a signifi er with a vague, highly variable, un-
specifi able or non- existent signifi ed.” As such, a “fl oating signifi er” may 
“mean diff erent things to diff erent people: they may stand for many or 
even any signifi eds; they may mean what ever their interpreters want 
them to mean.” Th is fl oating signifi er, which maintains the correspon-
dence between signifi ers and signifi eds, is said to possess a “value zero,” 
a symbolic value.18

Here, as we see, the symbolic means this empty space that gives lan-
guage its mobility. It is because our language is full of these little non-
sensical words, like “hau,” “mana,” and all the ones quoted from Lewis 
Carroll by Deleuze, that it can function. So the symbolic  here designates 
the empty boxes or places or spaces, the value zero which determines the 
arrangement of any group of signifi cant elements. What Derrida calls 
the supplement. An excess.

Th e symbolic, defi ned as the empty space, has, according to Lévi-
Strauss, a double function: the empty space, the “mana,” for example, 
is both the sacred and what is off ered to sacrifi ce. Th e most preserved 
and the most exposed, both the sacred and the sacrifi ceable. Life, in mo-
dernity, appears precisely as both sacred and sacrifi ceable. Th is explains 
Agamben’s famous book title Homo Sacer. “Sacer” designates something 
that is neither in nor out and both in and out at the same time. Th is is 
the status of “bare life”: something that is nowhere, neither within nor 
outside the community. Th at is, both sacred and off ered to murder. As 
we previously saw, bare life never coincides with biological life. Again: 
“Bare life inhabits the biological body of each living being.” Th e space 
that separates bare life from the biological body can only be the space 
of the symbolic.
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For Foucault, power mechanisms tend to obliterate, reduce, or restrict 
the emptiness of the symbolic, to fi ll it up with a content, to interrupt its 
mobility and transform it into an essence or a fi xed entity. Th is is what 
sovereignty is: the result of a transformation of the fl oating signifi er into 
a rigid fi gure, that of the king or of the law or of any central and central-
ized motif. Biology is thought of as what makes this transformation 
possible. Biological concepts are for Foucault immediately edible or as-
similable by politics: hence, for example, blood and sex, which are con-
stituted as organic- political values that appear as central and centralized 
entities obliterating the dissemination of both power and bodies.

Biology, again, is the ally of sovereignty. It never serves the cause of 
the symbolic but always tries to hide it. Of course, this eclipse is not a sup-
pression. Politics itself, as well as sovereignty, is rooted, like every other 
reality, in the symbolic economy. Resisting sovereignty, then, amounts 
to reintroducing the excess, to unveiling it and making it ungraspable by 
power. Such a gesture necessarily implies a transgression of the biological. 
Th e resisting bodies, with their economy of pleasures (Foucault insists on 
the plural).

Deleuze, in “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?,”19 shows that 
the symbolic, defi ned as a prior nonmaterial empty space, occupies a 
major role in Foucault’s thought. Deleuze demonstrates that the empty 
or fl oating signifi er for Foucault is the notion of subject, or subjectivity, 
which is not a substance or an essence but appears, on the contrary, as 
a pure void, a gap, that gets its content from its self- formative gesture. 
Th e self and the body that are thus formed and transformed are not the 
biological ones. Even if Foucault insists, particularly in his last seminars, 
on the importance of the biological body for philosophical discipline, as 
it appears in Cynicism, for example, it is clear that the formation and 
transformation of the self operates on the symbolic body in the fi rst 
place. It is clear that we have two bodies in one. In all cases, biology is 
always dependent on the symbolic. Always derived from it. A secondary 
phenomenon. Biological life remains obscure, predetermined, ge net-
ically programmed, deprived of any meaning. Biology remains attached 
to control and sovereignty.

As I said at the start, the problem is that this critique of sovereignty 
is exactly structured as what it criticizes. Th e split between the biologi-
cal and the symbolic is the scarlet letter printed by sovereignty on the 
philosophical body.
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If we try to erase this mark, if we can affi  rm that plasticity inhabits the 
biological, that it opens, within organic life, a supplement of indetermi-
nacy, a void, a fl oating entity, it is then possible to claim that material life 
is not dependent in its dynamic upon a transcendental symbolic economy; 
that on the contrary, biological life creates or produces its own sym-
bolization.

Epige ne tics is able to provide us with such a concept of biological 
supplement. I briefl y explain what epige ne tics means before I insist, in 
conclusion, on its po liti cal implications.

Th e term epige ne tics (Greek: επί-, over, above) was coined by Conrad 
Waddington in 1942.20 It designates the branch of biology that studies 
gene expression, that is, the molecular pro cesses that allow the forma-
tion of an individual structure—the phenotype—out of the primary 
genome or dna sequence. Gene expression concerns the translation 
or transcription from dna into proteins via rna. Th e passage from ge-
nome to phenotype involves the molecular mechanisms that constitute 
cell diff erentiation, extend genes’ action, and give the organism its form 
and structure. Th is implies that certain genes are activated and some 
others inhibited. Th ese operations of activation and inhibition depend 
on epige ne tic factors, that is, factors of change that translate dna with-
out altering it. Epige ne tics, in other words, studies nonge ne tic changes 
or modifi cations. Th ese changes are of primary importance in the bio-
logical fashioning of individual identities.

What is extremely interesting is that such changes are both chemi-
cal and environmental. Environment, experience, and education appear 
to be epige ne tic factors that play a major role in this fashioning. Th e 
brain’s development, for example, depends for a great part upon epige-
ne tic factors. Th e anatomy of the brain is ge ne tically determined. But the 
innumerable synaptic connecting possibilities are not. Synapsis forma-
tion escapes ge ne tic determinism and is indebted to contacts that the 
organism has established with its environment. Th e brain’s connective 
development depends, throughout its long lifetime, upon experience 
and learning. It means that we are, for a great part, the authors of our 
own brains. As a contemporary neurobiologist affi  rms: “the brain is more 
than a refl ection of our genes.”21

Plasticity is in a way ge ne tically programmed to develop and operate 
without program, plan, determinism, schedule, design, or preschemati-
zation. Neural plasticity allows the shaping, repairing, and remodeling of 
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connections and in consequence a certain amount of self- transformation 
of the living being.

Th e diff erence between ge ne tics and epige ne tics can probably be 
compared to the diff erence between writing and reading a book. Once 
a book is written, the text (the genes or dna- stored information) will 
be the same in all the copies distributed to the interested audience. 
However, each individual reader of a given book may interpret the 
story slightly diff erently, with varying emotions and projections as 
they continue to unfold the chapters. In a very similar manner, epige-
ne tics would allow diff erent interpretations of a fi xed template (the 
book or ge ne tic code) and result in diff erent read- outs, dependent upon 
the variable conditions under which this template is interrogated.22

In their important book Evolution in Four Dimensions, Eva Jablonka and 
Marion J. Lamb give a very similar defi nition: “Th ink about a piece of 
music that is represented by a system of notes written on paper, a score. 
Th e score is copied repeatedly as it is passed on from one generation 
to the next. [ . . . ] Th e relationship between the score and the music is 
analogous to the genotype/phenotype distinction.”23

Th e becoming obsolete of the notion of program in biology opens 
new conditions of experience, new thresholds of rationality, as well as 
new philosophical and theoretical paradigms. If nature and culture are 
intimately linked in and through epige ne tics, it means that nature and 
history meet within the biological, that there is a biological encounter 
between them. In that sense, biology ceases to be a pure deterministic 
fi eld, with no symbolic autonomy, a simple raw material for po liti cal use. 
On the contrary, epige ne tics is a biological notion that resists the po-
liti cal reduction of biology to a pure and simple vehicle of power. What 
epige ne tics reveals is the originary intrication of the biological and the 
symbolic that never requires a transgression of the biological itself.

I have no intention  here to negate the symbolic dimension of life or 
to affi  rm that life has only a biological sense. My contention is that if we 
admit that history and biology form a dialectical couple within biologi-
cal life itself, we don’t need to survey the biological from an overarching 
structural point of view, but on the contrary, we can discover the structural 
meaning of the empirical within the empirical, within “vibrant matter.”24

If we keep the defi nition of the symbolic as an empty or vacant space, 
this empty space is currently becoming what I call the plastic space or the 
locus of plasticity, something that allows play within the structure, that 
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loosens the frame’s rigidity—the frame being biological determinism. 
Th e symbolic  here appears as that which allows the interplay of deter-
minisms and freedom within the frame or the structure. Th is symbolic 
biological dimension is the transformative tendency internal to mate-
riality, the self- transformative tendency of life. It is life transforming 
itself without separating itself from itself. I would like to conceive of life 
as possessing its own modes of self- transformation, self- organization, 
and self- directedness.

What I specifi cally developed  here about life may be extended to other 
contexts in which the symbolic, defi ned as a surplus or a supplement, 
an excess over the real, is conceived of as a critical po liti cal weapon. As 
we know, the structuralist defi nition of the symbolic was elaborated 
within the frame of the relationship with primitive societies, as a com-
mon feature to all human communities. To challenge the priority of the 
symbolic, thus defi ned, is then not only to touch on a par tic u lar point, 
for example, that of philosophy and biology, as I have done  here, but to 
address the issue of the po liti cal legitimacy of such a priority in general. 
Do we still have to presuppose a gap between the structural and the ma-
terial in order to render the material meaningful? Do we have to tran-
scend the empirical or ga ni za tion of the real in order to produce a theory 
of the real? Or shouldn’t we, on the contrary, consider such gestures as 
sovereign acts that reinscribe, just as kingship, the excess at the heart 
of meaning?

I wonder if the categories of excess, surplus, supplement are still ac-
curate to approach any kind of or ga ni za tion. Bataille used to oppose the 
excess, the “accursed share,” to the servility of Hegelian dialectics. As we 
know, for Hegel, energy never comes from outside the system but from 
the redoubling of the negative within it. What if he was right? What if the 
dialectical plasticity of diff erence was, more than the indiff erence of 
the symbolic, the most effi  cient way to materialize the deconstruction 
of sovereignty?

NOTES

1. Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 121.
2. Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 34.
3. Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign.
4. Foucault, Society Must Be Defended, 35.
5. Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 124.



46 Catherine Malabou

6. Foucault, “Truth and Power,” 125.
7. Foucault, History of Sexuality, 143.
8. Foucault, History of Sexuality, 142.
9. Foucault, History of Sexuality, 140.
10. Foucault, History of Sexuality, 144.
11. See Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign.
12. Foucault, History of Sexuality, 152.
13. Agamben, Homo Sacer, 140.
14. Derrida, Acts of Religion, all quotations, 87.
15. Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies.
16. Plowden (1816), quoted in Kantorowicz, King’s Two Bodies, 7.
17. Santner, Royal Remains.
18. Translations from Lévi-Strauss, “Marcel Mauss,” ix– lii.
19. Deleuze, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?,” 170–92.
20. Waddington, “Epigenotype,” 18–20.
21. Schwartz and Begley, Mind and the Brain, 365.
22. Jenuwein (Max Planck Institute of Immunology, Vienna), quoted in 

“What Is Epige ne tics?”
23. Jablonka and Lamb, Evolution in Four Dimensions, 109.
24. Bennett, Vibrant Matter.



CHAPTER 2

Whither Materialism? Althusser/Darwin

Catherine Malabou

■  Whither materialism? Th is title echoes another one, “Whither Marx-
ism?,” that of a conference held in 1993 in California where Derrida pre-
sented an oral version of Specters of Marx.1 With regard to this ambiguous 
title, Derrida proposed that “one may hear beneath the question ‘Where 
is Marxism going?’ another question: ‘Is Marxism dying?’ ”2

Th e same ambiguity will be at work throughout this chapter.3 Where 
is materialism currently going? Is materialism currently dying? Th ese 
two questions will of course allow me to address the problem of Marx-
ism proper but from the point of view of what Marxism has repressed, 
that is, materialism itself. Th is strange approach to Marxism, according 
to which, in all Marx’s work, an offi  cial materialism would be repress-
ing a more secret one, is defended by the late Althusser in a fascinating 
text from 1982: “Th e Underground Current of the Materialism of the 
Encounter.”4

In this text, Althusser brings to light “the existence of an almost com-
pletely unknown materialist tradition in the history of philosophy, . . . a 
materialism of the encounter, and therefore of the aleatory and of con-
tingency. Th is materialism is opposed, as a wholly diff erent mode of 
thought, to the various materialisms on record, including that widely 
ascribed to Marx, Engels, and Lenin, which, like every materialism in 
the rationalist tradition, is a materialism of necessity and teleology; 
that is to say, a transformed, disguised form of idealism.”5 Such a re-
pressed materialism is the one I intend to interrogate  here: a materi-
alism which threatens necessity, order, causality, meaning, a “danger-
ous”6 materialism, as Althusser characterizes it, a materialism—this is 



48 Catherine Malabou

the central idea of the article—“which starts out from nothing.”7 I will 
constantly question this: what does starting out from nothing mean, 
and is it possible?

I quote Althusser again: “to free the materialism of the encounter from 
this repression; to discover, if possible, its implications for both philoso-
phy and materialism; and to ascertain its hidden eff ects wherever they 
are silently at work—such is the task that I have set myself  here.”8

Th is task is clearly an answer to the fi rst question: whither materi-
alism? Where is it going? At the same time, the second question im-
mediately appears. Is this materialism of the encounter still a materi-
alism, Althusser asks. Is not the revelation of the repressed always the 
end of what is revealed? Will materialism whither in its contingent 
form, in the nothingness it presupposes? Will it open new paths, or 
will it die?

Again, I intend to show that these two questions are of par tic u lar 
philosophical and po liti cal relevance and urgency for our time.

Now, why Darwin? Th e list of authors Althusser considers represen-
tative of the new materialism includes Epicurus, Machiavelli, Spinoza, 
Hobbes, Rousseau, Nietz sche, Heidegger, Derrida, Deleuze, a certain 
Marx, and Darwin. Why Darwin? Is it an arbitrary choice? It is in a way. 
It has to be. Contingency alone can adequately respond to contingency. 
So why not Darwin. And it is not, of course. Th e encounter between Al-
thusser and Darwin I am risking  here helps to situate the specifi c prob-
lem raised by the notion of the encounter itself. Both share the same 
vision of this strange ontological point of departure: nothingness, noth-
ing, the same critique of teleology, the same concept of selection—thus 
the same materialism.

Darwin? A materialist? Yes, indeed, according to Althusser, Darwin is 
a materialist of the encounter.

Let me propose some defi nitions before I start the demonstration. 
Materialism is a name for the nontranscendental status of form in gen-
eral. Matter is what forms itself in producing the conditions of possi-
bility of this formation itself. Any transcendental instance necessarily 
fi nds itself in a position of exteriority in relation to that which it orga-
nizes. By its nature, the condition of possibility is other than what it 
makes possible. Materialism affi  rms the opposite: the absence of any 
outside of the pro cess of formation. Matter’s self- formation and self- 
information is then systematically nontranscendental.
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Th ere are then two possibilities of explaining and understanding the 
origin of this immanent dynamic. Dialectical teleology is the fi rst well- 
known one. Th e formation of forms—forms of life; forms of thought, 
forms of society—is governed by an internal tension toward a telos, 
which necessarily orients and determines every self- development. Th is 
teleological vision of materialism, which has long been predominant, is 
precisely the one Althusser rejects  here. Such a materialism presupposes 
that “everything is accomplished in advance; the structure precedes its 
elements and reproduces them in order to reproduce the structure.”9 It 
amounts in reality to a transcendental analytics, which is why Althusser 
may identify it with idealism.

Materialism of the encounter, on the contrary, doesn’t presuppose 
any telos, reason, or cause—such a materialism claims, against any 
transcendental structure, “the non- anteriority of Meaning.”10 From 
this second point of view, forms are encounters that have taken form. 
Althusser constantly insists on such a “form taking,” or “crystalliza-
tion”: “Th e crystallization of the elements with one another (in the 
sense in which the ice crystallizes).”11 Here, the formation of form has 
to be sought in what “gives form” to the eff ects of the encounter. Th e 
encounter has to “take form” and “take hold” in order to last and be-
come necessary.

It is while explaining this very specifi c type of plasticity—the crystal-
lization and taking of form out of nothing—that Althusser turns toward 
Darwin. “Instead of thinking contingency as a modality of necessity, [ . . . ] 
we must think necessity as the becoming- necessary of the encounter of 
contingencies. Th us we see that not only the world of life (the biologists, 
who should have known their Darwin, have recently become aware of 
this), but the world of history, too, gels at certain felicitous moments, 
with the taking hold of elements combined in an encounter that is apt 
to trace such- and- such a fi gure: such- and- such a species, individual, or 
people.”12 It is precisely the passage between a species, an individual, 
and a people that I will examine  here. Are these forms equivalent? Can 
we transpose what happens at the level of nature to that of the po liti cal 
and of history?

I fi rst ask to what extent social selection is assimilable to natural 
selection as Darwin elaborates it. I will then examine the diff erence 
between a natural encounter and a social and po liti cal one. Here I ask 
where in society is the void, the nothingness, the point zero from which 
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a form can emerge? In conclusion, I attempt to situate Althusser’s new 
critique of capitalism, its impact on our philosophical time, and the cur-
rent emergence of new materialisms.

■  My use of the word “plasticity” a moment ago to describe the crystal-
lization of form in the materialism of the encounter is not entirely my 
decision. An attentive reading of Th e Origin of Species reveals that plas-
ticity constitutes one of the central motifs of Darwin’s thought. Indeed, 
plasticity situates itself eff ectively at the heart of the theory of evolu-
tion. How does a “form” take form according to Darwin?

Th e concept of plasticity allows the articulation—as Darwin indicates 
at the beginning of his book—of a fundamental connection between the 
variability of individuals within the same species and the natural selec-
tion between these same individuals.

Variability fi rst. Th ere is no species without it. To refer to Althusser’s 
terminology, variability is the “void” or “empty point” or “nothingness” 
from where forms can emerge. Th e most important characteristic of a 
species is its mutability; the great number of potential morphological 
transformations observable in the structure of the organism is a func-
tion of its aptitude to change forms. Contrary to a widespread misread-
ing of Darwin, a species is never rigid or fi xed. Filiation reveals the high 
degree of a species’ plasticity. Considering descent, one has the impres-
sion that “the  whole or ga ni za tion seems to have become plastic.”13 At 
the beginning of chapter 5, Darwin writes, “the reproductive system is 
eminently susceptible to changes in the conditions of life; and to this 
system being functionally disturbed in the parents, I chiefl y attribute 
the varying or plastic condition of the off spring.”14 Characteristic of 
variability, plasticity designates the quasi- infi nite possibility of changes 
of structure authorized by the living structure itself. Th is quasi infi nity 
constitutes precisely the openness or the absence of predetermination 
which makes an encounter possible.

Th e form “takes” when variability encounters natural selection. Natu-
ral selection transforms the contingency of the former into a necessity. 
“I am convinced that the accumulative action of Selection . . . is by far 
the predominant Power [in the economy of mutability and variability].”15

One must therefore understand that selection guides variability and 
that it regulates the formation of forms. Selection allows the taking of 
oriented form, which obeys the natural exigency of the viability, consis-
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tency, and autonomy of individuals. Th e plastic condition—otherwise 
called the motor of evolution itself—therefore hinges on plasticity, un-
derstood as the fl uidity of structures on the one hand and the selection 
of viable, durable forms likely to constitute a legacy or lineage on the 
other. Th e materialism of the encounter thus pertains to a natural pro cess 
that assures the permanent selection and crystallization of variations.

Th e relation between variation and selection raises the fundamental 
philosophical question I would like to address  here to Althusser. In nature, 
the relation between variation and selection is not, properly speaking, 
planned. Paradoxically, natural selection appears in Darwin as a mecha-
nism deprived of all selective intention. Th e best is the fi ttest, but apti-
tude is  here in de pen dent of all value judgments or all actual teleology.

Natural selection is ateleological, without intention. It is, again, an 
encounter. Insofar as it is not more than a mechanism—a term that, by 
defi nition, evokes a blind movement, the opposite or reverse of freedom—
natural selection is paradoxically nonanticipatable, a promise of forms 
never chosen in advance, of diff erences to come.

However, this is again the central problem; it seems that this natural 
formation of forms cannot have, without disguise or misrepre sen ta-
tion, a social destiny. We know the errors of “social Darwinism,” which 
is everything but a philosophy of plasticity to the degree that it reduces 
down to a simple theory the struggle of the strong against the weak. 
For many years, particularly in France, natural selection came to be un-
derstood as a simple pro cess of eliminating the weakest and of life as 
a merciless struggle for power in all its forms. We may have also con-
fused Darwinism and Malthusianism, despite precise precautions taken 
regarding this subject in Th e Origin of Species, taking natural selection as 
a simple quantitative dynamic governed by the ratio of the number of 
individuals in a population and the availability of resources.16 Th is inter-
pretation is absolutely not Darwinian and, again, is a misunderstanding.

If such a misunderstanding is possible, though, is it not because a 
materialism of the encounter seems to be socially and po liti cally unsus-
tainable because it can work only at the level of atoms or of forms of 
life, never when it comes to individuals or peoples? Th e automaticity 
and nonteleological character of natural selection seems defi nitively 
lost in social selection. Why—in the logic of exams, in competitions, 
or in professional selection in general, the discrimination of candidates 
regarding aptitude functions, of competencies, or of specifi c technical 
capacities—does selection seem to lack plasticity; that is, fl uidity on the 
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one hand and the absence of any predetermined selective intention on 
the other? Why, most of the time, does social selection give the feeling 
of being an expected or agreed- upon pro cess, a simple logic of confor-
mity and reproduction, whereas natural selection is incalculably open to 
possibility?

Is not the materialism of the encounter always doomed to be re-
pressed by that of teleology, anteriority of meaning, presuppositions, 
predeterminations?

Th e plastic condition Darwin describes calls for a par tic u lar articula-
tion of identity and diff erence. Identity, because individuals selected are 
able to reproduce and therefore to inscribe themselves into the stabil-
ity of an identifi able type. Diff erence, because this identity is not rigid 
and is obtained precisely from variability. Specifi c identity is an iden-
tity produced by the diff erentiation of structures and types. However, 
in nature, there is an automatic and blind equilibrium between identity 
and diff erence, while it seems that, in the social order, there is always 
a predominance of identity over diff erence and that the natural grace 
of the balance is interrupted. Th e idea of choice, according to an appar-
ent paradox, is again entirely absent from natural selection. In nature, 
selection is unconscious. As soon as selection becomes an intention of 
selection, which presupposes predefi ned criteria, certainly programmed 
this time, as soon as there is no more naturality or spontaneity in the 
promotion, the plastic condition is menaced or even inexistent. A mate-
rialism, again, is repressing another.

In nature, the fi ttest is never the one that accidentally fell upon a fa-
vorable environment for its survival. It is a matter of simply “adjust[ing] 
a response” to the environment, to restate it in François Jacob’s terms.17 
Adaptation, the agreement between the environment and variation, 
can of course be unpredictable. Th ere is no better “in itself.” Certainly, 
Darwin described natural selection as a work of perfectioning or as an 
“improvement,” but these notions of “better” remain without inten-
tion. Darwin was very reticent to speak of “progress”; he himself never 
wanted to understand his theory as a theory of “evolution,” a term that 
could risk suggesting a linear progress comparable to the Lamarckian 
law of complexifi cation. Th e improvement of which Darwin speaks is 
not subordinated to a fi nalism. Th e form of survivors, its permanence 
over time, is in a certain way sculpted by the disappearance of the dis-
advantaged, by the return of eliminated living forms to the inorganic. 
In the words of Canguilhem, “death is a blind sculptor of living forms.”18 
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Th e inanimate therefore becomes, negatively, the condition of sense or 
the project of the living.

Could we then consider that Darwinism stops itself at the threshold 
of society and culture and that all social destiny betrays it, which is to 
say, precisely, alters it? Selection would then be nothing other than a 
reproductive pro cess of the identical.

Can we not envision, in spite of everything, a plasticity of social con-
dition and recover the wealth of variations and deviations of structure 
at the heart of culture? Is it not possible to think a social and po liti cal 
equilibrium in the relation between variation and selection? Where are 
we today with Darwin on this point?

And where are we with Althusser? According to him, the same plastic-
ity as the biological one should prevail in the social and po liti cal order. 
Th is is the profound meaning of his new materialism. Let’s go back to 
individuals and peoples.

Althusser comes to the “taking form” of the individual when he talks 
about Machiavelli’s Prince. Here is the po liti cal version of the material-
ism of the encounter at the level of the individual: “Machiavelli [ . . . ] 
moves on to the idea that unifi cation will be achieved if there emerges 
some nameless man. . . . Th us the dice are tossed on the gaming table, 
which is itself empty.”19

So we have  here this void, this absence of meaning, telos, or prede-
termination. Form will emerge out of the encounter between fortune—
that is, contingency—and the prince’s virtue—that is, his ability to se-
lect the best possibilities fortune off ers, yet a selection made with no 
intention to do so. As if there was a naturally plastic balance between 
the lion and the fox, fortune and virtù.

Consequently, the Prince is governed, internally, by the variations of 
this other aleatory encounter, that of the fox on the one hand and 
the lion and man on the other. Th is encounter may not take place, but 
it may also take place. It has to last long enough for the fi gure of 
the Prince to “take hold” among the people—to “take hold,” that is, 
to take form, so that, institutionally, he instils the fear of himself as 
good; and, if possible, so that he ultimately is good, but on the abso-
lute condition that he never forget how to be evil if need be.20

But how can there exist, in the social, such a nameless man, able to begin 
from nothing, from such a nameless place, from such a nonteleological 
formation of forms?
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Th e problem becomes all the more urgent when Althusser comes to 
the people or community via Rousseau. Th e specifi c po liti cal issue Rous-
seau raises is the following: to the extent that men have been “forced to 
have encounters”21 when they  were in the state of nature, forced into 
the social, is it possible to transform this imposed and illegitimate state 
of things into a legitimate one? Th at is, is it possible to re- create the 
conditions for a contingent and nonteleological form of encounter once 
the encounter has already taken place? To plasticize it retrospectively in 
some way? “To rectif[y] an illegitimate (the prevailing) form, transform-
ing it into a legitimate form?”22 Such is, according to Althusser, the lead-
ing question of Th e Social Contract. “Th e most profound thing in Rousseau 
is doubtless disclosed and covered back up [decouvert et recouvert]  here, in 
this vision of any possible theory of history, which thinks the contingency 
of necessity as an eff ect of the necessity of contingency, an unsettling pair 
of concepts that must nevertheless be taken into account.”23 Again, where 
is the void, the empty square from where we can start undertaking such 
a shift? “It is in the po liti cal void that the encounter must come about,”24 
Althusser writes. But where is it and what can it be?

■  Th ere seems to be no void in our societies. Let’s have a look at the 
pro cess of social selection—understood, for example, as the sorting 
and choosing of capacities or special aptitudes within the framework of 
 examinations, contests, or recruitment interviews—which immediately 
appears as the antonym to the plastic condition that presides over the 
economy of natural selection and its nonsignifying sense.

Th e cata log of tasks, the outline of jobs, the protocol of exams al-
ways precede the real encounter with the variability and diversity of 
candidates, thus preventing diff erences from emerging by themselves. 
Such selection cannot, in fact, consist in the production of diff erences 
but, instead, only in the perpetuation of the criteria through which one 
chooses them. It is not the best that are selected or even those that ex-
hibit an astonishing capacity for adaptation but those who are the most 
conformable. Agreement takes pre ce dence over value. Ensuring the per-
petuation and renewability of the identical, social selection therefore 
ensures the return of so cio log i cal heaviness, never the emergence of 
singularities out of nothing.

Marx, particularly in his Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, was 
the fi rst thinker to have denounced the conservative characteristic of 
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the social selection of aptitudes. Taking the example of “functionaries,” 
Marx shows that one expects of them no special competence beyond 
that which consists in perpetrating the established order.25 Hegel writes 
in his Elements of the Philosophy of Right that these “individuals are not 
destined by birth of personal nature to hold a par tic u lar offi  ce, for there 
is no natural or immediate link between the two. Th e objective moment 
in their vocation is knowledge and proof of ability.”26 However, these ca-
pabilities, says Marx, are not capabilities; no “technique” is necessary 
to become a functionary, no specifi c expertise except for the talent of 
obedience, of respect for the state, and therefore of conformism.

Another critique of social selection would be conducted in the work 
of Pierre Bourdieu, notably in the famous text Th e Inheritors,27 which he 
coauthored with Jean-Claude Passeron in 1964 and which concerns the 
class trajectory of students. Selection norms, always defi ned in advance, 
constitute a veritable program and coincide, again, with pure and simple 
values of conformity, those of the dominant class, that fi x the criteria of 
“cultural legitimacy.” Th e principal characteristic of this legitimacy is to 
be a dissimulated social authority. Th is is the function of social repro-
duction of cultural reproduction, founded upon “privilege”—by defi ni-
tion the most predetermined selective criterion ever.

Social selection has the goal of reproducing order, privilege, or the 
dominant ideology. One never selects the aptitude for action or po liti-
cal struggle, for example, but always aptitudes that respect order. Who 
among us has never been shocked by the injustice of this sorting, this tri-
age, which retains only those individuals most compliant, never the most 
singular, and which, fi nally, elects so many mediocre, incompetent, and 
narrow minds? Who has never had the feeling that social selection was, in 
eff ect, a program and never a promise and that the morphological trans-
formations of society  were, deep down, only agents of conservation?

Th e question that arises then is whether the destiny of social selec-
tion is a fatality, or if selection could, in the po liti cal realm, join in any 
way the natural plastic condition. How can we ensure, within the realm 
of community and culture, the equilibrium between variation and selec-
tion, the future of diff erence, the promise of unexpected forms?

■  Althusser is in reality perfectly aware of these diffi  culties, of the dis-
crepancy between the encounter in the ontological or natural order and 
the encounter in the po liti cal realm. Th ere would have to be only one 
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solution to this: to know that criteria do not preexist selection itself. In 
society, such would be the recovered plastic condition. Th e  whole prob-
lem always concerns knowing how not to identify the diff erence in ad-
vance, since selection in the order is always an act that confers value and 
therefore creates hierarchies and norms. How must one think at once 
the evaluating character inevitable to all social selection and its possible 
indetermination or liberty?

Th e only phi los o pher to have clearly posed this question is Nietz sche, 
and that is why Althusser refers to him after dealing with Machiavelli 
and Rousseau. It is certainly not for him to condemn selection, for the 
latter is inevitable, and it has an ontological foundation: becoming is 
itself nothing other than selection. Do not forget the following saying 
by Heraclitus: “For even the best of them choose one thing above all oth-
ers, immortal glory among mortals, while most of them are glutted like 
beasts.”28 Becoming is so rich in diff erences that it can occur only upon 
the mode of choice. Th e task of philosophy is essentially selective since 
it chooses the diff erences opened by the fl ux of life, sorts them, and in-
terprets them. In Ecce Homo, Nietz sche asks, “What is it, fundamentally, 
that allows us to recognize who has turned out well?”29 Which could be 
translated as “who has taken form”?

In Diff erence and Repetition,30 Deleuze, to whom Althusser is also re-
ferring, shows that selection produces its own criteria as it operates. It 
therefore becomes sensitive to the validity and viability of diff erences. 
Th e diff erence will be selected, as it unfolds, demonstrating its aptitude 
for return, which is to say the possibility of engendering a heritage or 
tradition. Th ereby “good” music, for example, engenders a tradition of 
interpretation, a great text engenders a lineage of readers. Selection should 
therefore happen after the emergence or springing of diff erence in the 
same manner that variability precedes natural selection.

Althusser perfectly knows that the “po liti cal void” in which the “en-
counter must come about,”31 this po liti cal void which is also, as he says, 
“a philosophical void,”32 may not exist; if we could be certain of its ex-
istence, if we  were able to know in advance, the encounter would never 
take place, and we would fall back into teleology again. Th e determina-
tion of this void of nothingness, of this point of possibility that opens 
all promise of justice, equality, legitimacy cannot be presupposed and 
cannot be as blindly and automatically regulated as in nature either. It 
has to be made possible. Th is is the philosophical task that appears with 
the end of the repressed materialism.
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Machiavelli’s Prince is, Althusser says, “a man of nothing who has 
started out of nothing starting out from an unassignable place.”33 To 
fi nd and give form to this unassignable place is what we have to do. 
“Unassignable” is the translation of the French inassignable, but I am not 
sure that the word has the same meaning in both languages. In French, 
it means indeterminate and infi nite. In En glish, it means incapable of 
being repudiated or transferred to another: inalienable. But I also found 
unassigned: not allocated or set aside for a specifi c purpose. Th e En glish 
is then much more interesting because it opens a space within the idea 
of a proper, something that cannot be attributed to someone  else, that 
cannot be denied without destroying the subject, that belongs to no one 
and has no destination. We can call this place, the unassignable place, 
the properly anonymous. Without qualities, without privilege, without 
legacies, without tradition. People of nothing, people of valor. From 
there and there only can new forms emerge—singular, unpredictable, 
unseen, regenerating—Althusser also says.

Before I ask a few questions about this “place,” let me evoke the 
changes caused by this new materialism in Althusser’s reading of 
Marx and consequently in his critique of capitalism. In the light of this 
new materialism, Althusser writes, Marx “was constrained to think 
within a horizon torn between the aleatory of the Encounter and 
the necessity of Revolution.”34 Hence, all his disavowals, debarments 
and philosophical betrayals. Very briefl y: “In innumerable passages, 
Marx . . . explains that the capitalist mode of production arose from 
the ‘encounter’ between ‘the own ers of money’ and the proletarian 
stripped of everything but his labour- power. It so happens that this 
encounter took place, and ‘took hold,’ which means that it . . . lasted, 
and became an accomplished fact, . . . inducing stable relationships 
and laws . . . : the laws of development of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction . . .”35 So initially, Marx analyzes the constitution of capital-
ism as an encounter starting from the plastic void, the nothingness 
of the proletariat—its fundamental dispossession. But instead of re-
maining faithful to this vision, to the vision of a mode of production 
as a form taking form out of nothing, aggregating diff erent elements 
and becoming gradually necessary, Marx and Engels have inverted the 
pro cess. Th ey eventually affi  rmed that the diff erent elements consti-
tutive of the encounter “ were from all eternity destined to enter into 
combination, harmonize with one another, and reciprocally produce 
each other as their own ends, conditions and or complements.”36 Th ey 
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substitute an analysis of the reproduction of the proletariat instead 
for its production.

When Marx and Engels say that the proletariat is “the product of 
big industry,” they utter a very great piece of nonsense, positioning 
themselves within the logic of the accomplished fact of the reproduction 
of the proletariat on an extended scale, not the aleatory logic of the “en-
counter” which produces (rather than reproduces), as the proletariat, 
this mass of impoverished, expropriated human beings as one of the 
elements making up the mode of production. In the pro cess, Marx 
and Engels shift from the fi rst conception of the mode of production, 
an historico- aleatory conception, to a second, which is essentialistic 
and philosophical.37

So again, the task is to free the repressed philosophical status of im-
poverishment, expropriation, dispossession, nothingness as the origin 
of any formative pro cess. Poverty, dispossession, exploitation are the 
points of departure of philosophical thinking not because they would 
constitute objects or topics for phi los o phers but because practice and 
theory both owe their energy, the power of their dynamism, to their 
originary absence of determinate being. Th e same originary “virgin for-
est,”38 Althusser says.

“Th e Underground Current of the Materialism of the Encounter” 
is no doubt a surprisingly anticipative text. Th e attempt at clearing 
a point of void, nothingness, and dispossession is at the heart of the 
most important current philosophical trends, which defi ne them-
selves as materialisms. Speculative realism, for example, in its search 
for a noncorrelationist mode of thinking, elaborates a notion of an 
absolute which would be not “ours,” which would remain indiff erent 
to us.

Opening the unassignable place in a global world, where every place 
is assigned, has become the most urgent ethical and po liti cal task. Th e 
problem is to succeed in not constituting it as a transcendental struc-
ture. Th is is what I am struggling with myself, trying to disengage my 
plasticity from any symbolic grip and attempting to constantly empty it 
from its own sovereignty.

All this is extremely fragile; the waves are constantly, repeatedly, cov-
ering up the “open fi elds”39 of singularity, surprise, nonanticipatable 
selection, recognition of aptitudes, the capacity to welcome new forms 
without expecting them. Th e waves of own ership, appropriation, repro-
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duction are constantly and repeatedly covering up the originary depri-
vation of ontological wealth.

Whither materialism? Th e question won’t ever lose its ambiguity. But 
as Darwin says, when considering the changing nature of species, one 
at times has the impression that the “ whole or ga ni za tion seems to have 
become plastic.”40 Let’s live for those times.
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The Brain of History, or,  
The Mentality of the Anthropocene

 This essay is a response to the highly challeng
ing topic on which Ian Baucom and Matthew 
Omelsky asked me to elaborate: “For your contribu
tion,” they wrote, “we would be particularly inter
ested in an essay that investigates the intersection 
of philosophy and neuroscience as it relates to cli
mate change” (pers. comm., October 10, 2015). 
After some time, I decided to explore the link 
between the current constitution of the brain as 
the new subject of history and the type of aware
ness demanded by the Anthropocene.

An immediate answer to Baucom and Omel
sky’s challenge would have been an exploration of 
the relationship between the brain and the “envi
ronment.” It is, of course, a widespread idea in 
global change literature that “the Anthropocene 
idea abolishes the break between nature and cul
ture, between human history and the history of life 
and Earth,” as well as between “environment and 
society” (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016: 19, 37). The 
blurring of these frontiers, of course, necessitates a 
study of the profound interaction between the soci
ological and the ecological, understanding them as 
parts of the same metabolism. I believe that this 
notion of “interaction” requires closer analy sis, 
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though, and renders necessary a preliminary study of the specific concept of 
history in which it currently takes place.

If the Anthropocene acquires the status of a true geological epoch, it is 
obvious that such an epoch will determine the historical representation as 
well as the social and political meaning of the events occurring in it. In other 
words, this new geological era will not and cannot have the neutrality and 
asubjectivity characteristic of geological eras in general. The Anthropocene 
situates the human being itself between nature and history. On the one 
hand, it is still of course the subject of its own history, responsible, and con
scious. Consciousness of history, or “historicity,” is not separable from his
tory itself. It entails memory, capacity to change, and, precisely, responsibil
ity. On the other hand, though, the human of the Anthropocene, defined as 
a geological force, must be seen as neutral and indifferent, as a geological 
reality itself. The two sides of this new identity cannot mirror each other, 
causing a break in reflexivity.

The awareness of the Anthropocene, then, originates through an inter
ruption of consciousness. Such is the problem. I intend to ask whether such 
an interruption opens the space for a substitution of the brain for conscious
ness. I proceed to a confrontation between two different points of view on 
this question. According to the first, the Anthropocene forces us to consider 
the human as a geological agent pure and simple. Such is Dipesh Chakra
barty’s position. I refer to his two now famous articles (Chakrabarty 2009, 
2012). According to the second, understanding the Anthropocene necessar
ily privileges the role of the brain and thus biology. This is the approach Dan
iel Lord Smail takes in his On Deep History and the Brain (2008). I show how 
their two approaches may be seen as complementing each other and intro
duce in the debate, as a medium term and under a new form, some impor
tant and unjustly forgotten elements brought to light by some prominent 
French historians from the École des Annales—like those of “mentality” 
and “slow” or “long term” temporality.

Chakrabarty denies any metaphorical understanding of the “geologi
cal.” If the human has become a geological form, there has to exist some
where, at a certain level, an isomorphy, or structural sameness, between 
humanity and geology. This isomorphy is what emerges—at least in the 
form of a question—when consciousness, precisely, gets interrupted by this 
very fact. Human subjectivity, as geologized, so to speak, is broken into at 
least two parts, revealing the split between an agent endowed with free will 
and the capacity to selfreflect and a neutral inorganic power, which para
lyzes the energy of the former. Once again, we are not facing the dichotomy 
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between the historical and the biological; we are not dealing with the rela
tionship between man understood as a living being and man understood as 
a subject.

Man cannot appear to itself as a geological force, because being a geo
logical force is a mode of disappearance. Therefore, the becoming force of 
the human is beyond any phenomenology and has no ontological status. 
Human subjectivity is in a sense reduced to atoms without any atomic inten
tion and has become structurally alien, by want of reflexivity, to its own 
apocalypse.

A major common point between Chakrabarty and Smail is the neces
sity to consider that history does not start with recorded history, but has to 
be envisaged as deep history. As Chakrabarty (2009: 213) suggests, “Spe
cies thinking . . . is connected to the enterprise of deep history.” Let’s recall 
the definition of deep history proposed by Edward Wilson (1996: ix–x), to 
whom both Chakrabarty and Smail refer: “Human behavior is seen as the 
product not just of recorded history, ten thousand years recent, but of deep 
history, the combined genetic and cultural changes that created humanity 
over hundreds of [thousands of] years.”

According to Chakrabarty, however, biological “deep past” is certainly 
not deep enough. In that sense, therefore, a “neurohistorical” approach to 
the Anthropocene remains insufficient. Neurocentrism is just another ver
sion of anthropocentrism. Focusing on the biological only, Smail would 
miss the geological dimension of the human: “Smail’s book pursues possi
ble connections between biology and culture—between the history of the 
human brain and cultural history, in particular—while being always sensi
tive to the limits of biological reasoning. But it is the history of human biol
ogy and not any recent theses about the newly acquired geological agency of 
humans that concerns Smail” (Chakrabarty 2009: 206). The human’s 
recent status as geological agent paradoxically draws the historian back to a 
very ancient past, a time when the human itself did not exist—a time that 
thus exceeds “prehistory.”

One will immediately argue that Smail, in his book, is precisely under
taking a deconstruction of the concept of prehistory. Clearly, the notion of 
deep history represents for him the result of such a deconstruction. Deep 
history, then, substitutes itself for prehistory. According to the usual view, 
history starts with the rise of civilization and departs from a “buffer zone” 
between biological evolution and history proper—such a buffer zone is what 
precisely is called prehistory. If history must be understood, as Wilson sug
gests, as the originary intimate interaction between the genetic and the 
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cultural, it starts with the beginning of hominization and does not require 
the “pre” (Smail 2008).

Smail’s approach is clearly an epigenetic one, which forbids the assimi
lation of “hominization” with the history of consciousness. Epigenetics is a 
branch of molecular biology that studies the mechanisms that modify the 
function of genes by activating or deactivating them without altering the 
DNA sequence in the formation of the phenotype. Epigenetic modifications 
depend on two types of causes: internal and structural, on the one hand, and 
environmental, on the other. In the first case, it is a matter of the physical and 
chemical mechanisms (RNA, nucleosome, methylation). In the second, epi
genetics supplies genetic material with a means of reacting to the evolution 
of environmental conditions. The definition of phenotypical malleability 
proposed by the American biologist Mary Jane WestEberhard (2003: 34) is 
eloquent in this respect: it is a matter of the “ability of an organism to react 
to an environmental input with a change in form, state, movement, or rate of 
activity.” Contemporary epigenetics reintroduces the development of the 
individual into the heart of evolution, opening a new theoretical space called 
“evolutionary developmental biology,” or “evodevo.”

Lambros Malafouris, in his book How Things Shape the Mind: A Theory 
of Material Engagement, shows how epigenetics has modified the usual view 
of cognitive development, thus constituting cognitive archeology a major 
field in historical studies. “Cognitive development,” he writes,

is explained as the emergent product . . . of these constraints [from genes 
and the individual cell to the physical and social environment]. In this con
text, the view of brain and cognitive development known as probabilistic epi-

genesis . . . which emphasizes the interactions between experience and gene 
expression . . . is of special interest. The unidirectional formula (prevalent in 
molecular biology) by which genes drive and determine behavior is replaced 
with a new scheme that explicitly recognizes the bidirectionality of influ
ences between the genetic, behavioral, environmental, and sociocultural 
levels of analysis.” (Malafouris 2013: 40)

This new scheme requires, as Malafouris brilliantly shows, a material
ist approach of the interaction between the biological and the cultural. Hence 
the subtitle of the book: A Theory of Material Engagement. The epigenetic 
crossing and interaction in question take place through things, through matter, 
which is also to say, through the inorganic. It is a “nonrepresentative” vision of 
interaction, which requires no subjectobject relationship, no mind seeing in 
advance what has to be made or fabricated. Mind, brain, behavior, and the cre
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ated object happen together; all are part of the same process. “The cognitive 
life of things is not exhausted by their possible causal role in shaping some 
aspect of human intelligent behavior; the cognitive life of things also embod
ies a crucial enactive and constitutive role” (Malafouris 2013: 44). Therefore, 
to explore the relationships between the brain and its “environment” is a 
much wider and deeper task than to study the role of the “human” in its 
“milieu,” precisely because it lays the foundation, for an essential part, on a 
nonhuman materiality and cannot be limited to a biological form of inquiry. 
In that sense, ecology to come acquires a new meaning: “This new ecology 
cannot be reduced to any of its constitutive elements (biological or artificial) 
and thus cannot be accounted for by looking at the isolated properties of per
sons or things. The challenge for archaeology, in this respect, is to reveal and 
articulate the variety of forms that cognitive extension can take and the diver
sity of feedback relationships between objects and the embodied brain as they 
become realized in different periods and cultural settings” (82). Malafouris 
then argues that this ecology should be understood as a result of the “embed
ment” of the human brain. “The term ‘embedment,’” Malafouris (2010: 52) 
writes, “derives from the fusion of the terms ‘embodiment’—referring to the 
intrinsic relationship between brain and body—and ‘embeddedness’—
describing the intrinsic relationship between brain/body and environment.”

To conclude on that point and go back to our initial discussion, we can 
see that Smail’s and Malafouris’s approaches to the brain/environment rela
tionship are not “strictly” biological but include, as a central element, the 
inorganic materiality of things. As Smail (2008: 48) declares: “The great his
torical disciplines, including geology, evolutionary biology and ethology, 
archeology, historical linguistics, and cosmology, all rely on evidence that 
has been extracted from things. Lumps of rocks, fossils, mitochondrial 
DNA, isotopes, behavioral patterns, potsherds, phonemes: all these things 
encode information about the past.” “History is something,” he continues, 
“that happens to people, things, organisms, and is not made by them” (57).
Deep history, conjoined with archeology of the mind, or “neuroarcheology,” 
would then extend the limits of the “brain” well beyond reflexivity and con
sciousness, well beyond “historicity” as well. As archeological, the brain/
environment relationship is already also geological. It remains clear, though, 
that Chakrabarty would not be entirely convinced by such an argument. 
Even if nonanthropocentric, even if thing and inorganicmatteroriented, 
even if including at its core a neutral, areflexive, nonrepresentative type of 
interaction as well as cognitive assemblages, the conjoined point of view of 
deep history and archeology of the mind still takes the “human” as a point of 

South Atlantic Quarterly

Published by Duke University Press



44 The South Atlantic Quarterly  •  January 2017

departure. The process of hominization is of course inseparable from an evo
lutionary perspective. Chakrabarty’s perspective is very close to that of 
French philosopher Quentin Meillassoux in his book After Finitude. Meillas
soux argues for a “noncorrelationist” approach to the “real,” which would not 
lay foundation on the subjectobject relationship at all and would totally 
elude the presence of the human on earth as a point of departure. There 
exists a mode of exploration of deep past (of the extremely deep past) that 
does not even consider the emergence of life in general as a “beginning.” 
Deep past, then, becomes an “ancestrality” devoid of any “ancestors”: “I will 
call ‘ancestral,’” Meillassoux (2008: 10) writes, “any reality anterior to the 
emergence of the human species—or even anterior to every recognized 
form of life on earth.” The archive, here, is not the object, not even the thing, 
not even the fossil, but what Meillassoux calls the arche-fossil:

I will call “archefossil” or “fossilmatter” not just materials indicating the 
traces of past life, according to the familiar sense of the term “fossil,” but 
materials indicating the existence of an ancestral reality or event; one that is 
anterior to terrestrial life. An archefossil thus designates the material sup
port on the basis of which the experiments that yield estimates of ancestral 
phenomena proceed—for example, an isotope whose rate of radioactive 
decay we know, or the luminous emission of a star that informs us as to the 
date of its formation. (10)

For Meillassoux, the earth is entirely indifferent to our existence, anterior 
to any form of human presence—be it neural, be it neutral.

Again, these affirmations resonate with Chakrabarty’s claim that the 
notion of the “geological,” in the term geological agent, forever remains out
side human experience. “How does a social historian go about writing a 
human history of an uninhabited and uninhabitable vast expanse of snow 
and ice?” he asks when talking about the Antarctic (Chakrabarty 2012: 11). A 
decorrelated subject cannot access itself as decorrelated. “We cannot ever 
experience ourselves as a geophysical force—though we now know that this 
is one of the modes of our collective existence” (12). Chakrabarty’s analysis 
adds an important element to Meillassoux’s thesis when it takes into account 
the experience of the impossibility to experience decorrelationism. We can 
conceptualize it but not experience it.

Who is the we? We humans never experience ourselves as a species. We can 
only intellectually comprehend or infer the existence of the human species 
but never experience it as such. There could be no phenomenology of us as 
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a species. Even if we were to emotionally identify with a word like mankind, 
we would not know what being a species is, for, in species history, humans 
are only an instance of the concept species as indeed would be any other life 
form. But one never experiences being a concept. (Chakrabarty 2009: 220)

At this point, a major issue appears, relaunching the discussion and a 
return to Smail’s analysis. First, we do not see what a species can be outside 
the biological point of view. Why keep that term? Second, I do not understand 
why the fact of becoming a geological form would have to remain entirely 
conceptual, without producing a kind of mental phenomenon. “Climate scien
tists’ history reminds us . . . that we now also have a mode of existence in 
which we—collectively and as a geophysical force and in ways we cannot 
experience ourselves—are ‘indifferent’ or ‘neutral’ (I do not mean these as 
mental or experienced states) to questions of intrahuman justice” (Chakrabarty 
2012: 14; emphasis mine). Before coming to the political consequences of 
such a statement, I would like to ask why precisely we could not be suscepti
ble to experience mentally and psychically the indifference and neutrality that 
have become part of our nature. Deprived of any empiricality, mental or psy
chic effects, the assumption of the human as a geological force remains a 
pure abstract argument, and, in that sense, it appears as an ontological or 
metaphysical structure. Just like Meillassoux, Chakrabarty ends up failing to 
empiricize the very structure that is supposed to detranscendentalize, so to 
speak, the empirical. Why should there be any intermediary locus of experi
ence between consciousness and the suspension of consciousness?

This is where the brain demands recognition! Is not the brain, on 
which Chakrabarty remains silent, an essential intermediary between the 
historical, the biological, and the geological? That site of experience we are 
looking for?

This brings us back to Smail and to one of the most important and interest
ing aspects of his analysis, the theory of addiction. Smail insists that the con
stant interaction between the brain and the environment is essentially based 
on brainbody state alterations. The brain maintains itself in its changing 
environment by becoming addicted to it, understanding “addiction” in the 
proper sense as a “psychotropy,” a significant transformation or alteration of 
the psyche. These altering effects result from the action of neurotransmit
ters “such as testosterone and other androgens, estrogen, serotonin, dopa
mine, endorphins, oxytocin, prolactin, vasopressin, epinephrine, and so on. 
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Produced in glands and synapses throughout the body, these chemicals 
facilitate or block the signals passing along neural pathways” (Smail 2008: 
113). Such chemicals, which determine emotions, feelings, and affects in 
general, can be modulated according to the demands of the behavioral adap
tation they make possible. Adaptation, here, is twosided. It is of course adap
tation to the external world, but it is also the adaptation of the brain to its 
own modifications.

All important changes in deep history, like the passage of one age to 
another, have always produced new addictive processes and chemical bodily 
state modulations:

A neurohistorical model offers an equally grand explanatory paradigm, pro
posing that some of the direction we detect in recent history has been cre
ated by ongoing experiments with new psychotropic mechanisms that 
themselves evolved against the evolutionary backdrop of human neurophys
iology. The Neolithic revolution between 10,000 and 5,000 years ago trans
formed human ecology and led to fundamental and irreversible changes in 
demographics, politics, society, and economies. In this changing ecology, 
new mechanisms for modulating body states emerged through processes of 
undirected cultural evolution. (187)

We have to understand that

the expansion in calories available for human consumption, the domestica
tion of animals useful as sources of energy, the practice of sedentism, the 
growing density of human settlements—such were the changes character
istic of the Neolithic revolution in all parts of the world where agriculture 
was independently invented: Mesopotamia, Africa, China, Mesoamerica, 
and other sites. All these changes created, in effect, a new neurophysiologi
cal ecosystem, a field of evolutionary adaptation in which the sorts of cus
toms and habits that generate new neural configurations or alter brainbody 
states could evolve in unpredictable ways. (155)

From this, Smail concludes, “Civilization did not bring an end to biol
ogy” (155). Again, deep history reveals the profound interaction of nature and 
history through the mediation of the brain as both a biological and cultural 
adaptor. Human practices alter or affect brainbody chemistry, and, in return, 
brainbody chemistry alters or affects human practices. Brain epigenetic 
power acts as a medium between its deep past and the environment.

“The moodaltering practices, behaviors, and institutions generated by 
human culture are what I refer to, collectively, as psychotropic mechanisms,” 
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Smail explains. “Psychotropic is a strong word but not wholly inapt, for these 
mechanisms have neurochemical effects that are not all that dissimilar from 
those produced by the drugs normally called psychotropic or psychoactive” 
(161). Further, “Psychotropy comes in different forms: things we do that 
shape the moods of others; things we do to ourselves; things we ingest” (164).

We can distinguish here between autotropic and allotropic psychotro
pic, that is, addictive substances and practices acting on the self, and addic
tive practices acting on the other political addictive practices. Among the 
former are “coffee, sugar, chocolate, and tobacco” (179), which first began 
circulating in Europe in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. “All of 
these products have mildly addictive or moodaltering properties” (179). To 
these alcohol and drugs will later be added.

Smail recalls that the current meaning of the term addiction emerged 
in the late seventeenth century. “Earlier, the word had implied the state of 
being bound or indebted to a person—to a lord, for example, or perhaps to the 
devil” (183). This old meaning helps us understand what constitutes allotropy. 
Psychotropic addictive chemical mechanisms can also be induced in subjects 
out of power excess and abuse of domination. Stress and more general affec
tive states of dependence, what Baruch Spinoza calls “sad passions,” are 
essential aspects of psychotropy, caused in contexts of dominance. The cross
ing point between modularity and change coincides precisely with the cross
ing point between biology and politics: “Humans possess relatively plastic or 
manipulable neural states and brainbody chemistries,” such that “moods, 
emotions, and predispositions inherited from the ancestral past” can be “vio
lated, manipulated, or modulated” (Smail 2008: 117).

According to Smail, autotropic and allotropic addictive processes auto
matically mark the point of indiscernibility between biology (chemical sub
stances and mechanisms) and culture (beingintheworld). We find again 
the idea that the brain is the mediator between the two dimensions of (deep) 
history: the natural and the historical.

How can we extend these remarks to the current situation? First, they 
lead us to admit that only new addictions will help us to lessen the effects of 
climate change (eating differently, traveling differently, dressing differently, 
etc.). Addictive processes have in large part caused the Anthropocene, and 
only new addictions will be able to partly counter them. Second, they force us 
to elaborate a renewed concept of the addicted subject, of suspended con
sciousness and intermittent freedom. Third, they allow us to argue that the 
neutrality Chakrabarty speaks of is not conceivable outside of a new psycho
tropy, a mental and psychic experience of the disaffection of experience. Such 
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a psychotropy would precisely fill the gap between the transcendental struc
ture of the geological dimension of the human and the practical disaffection 
of historical reflexivity. The subject of the Anthropocene cannot but become 
addicted to its own indifference—addicted to the concept it has become. And 
that happens in the brain.

The motif of a narcolepsy of consciousness, as both cause and effect of 
the technological destruction of nature, had already been interestingly and 
importantly suggested by Marshall McLuhan. His analysis seems to fit the 
framework of the current ecological crisis perfectly. Technological develop
ment coincides for him with an extension of the nervous system to the very 
limits of the world: “After three thousand years of explosion, by means of 
fragmentary and mechanical technologies,” he writes, “the Western world is 
imploding. During the mechanical ages we had extended our bodies in 
space. Today, after more than a century of electric technology, we have 
extended our central nervous system itself in a global embrace, abolishing 
both space and time as far as our planet is concerned” (McLuhan [1964] 
1990: 52). The extension of the nervous system to the world has a double 
contradictory effect, acting as a pain killer (a “counterirritant”) to the extent 
that it suppresses all alterity and, at the same time and for the same reason, 
acting as a destructive power. Such is the structure of our “narcotic culture.” 
Every technological device is a prolongation of the brain and the organism, 
and McLuhan characterizes this prolongation as a process of “autoamputa
tion” that helps lower the pressure and creates anxiety, thus putting at work 
an economy of pleasure as “numbness.”

One might argue that the world about which McLuhan talks, the world 
to which the nervous system extends its frontiers is an image, a reflecting 
surface, whereas the split Chakrabarty analyzes as the separation between 
the human as a historical agent and the human as a geological force con
fronts two heterogeneous entities that cannot reflect each other at all. Never
theless, if we look closely at what McLuhan says about mirroring, narcis
sism, and the projection of one’s own image, we see that reflection is for him 
immediately suspended by a spontaneous petrification, a geologization of 
both the gaze and the image. On the myth of Narcissus, McLuhan writes 
([1964] 1990: 53): “As counterirritant, the image produces a generalized 
numbness or shock that declines recognition. Selfamputation forbids self
recognition.” Indifference and neutrality, once again, can be mental phe
nomena, even when their manifestations may seem totally alien to any men
tal or internalizing structure. Again, I do not think that the neutralization of 
consciousness due to its “geologization” can happen without the intermedi
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ary of brain processes resulting from its interaction with the world. Indeed, 
I have tried to show elsewhere that indifference has become the global cur
rent Stimmung, that is, atunement or affect (Malabou 2012).

Such an indifference, this interruption of consciousness or awareness, 
directly challenges the concept of responsibility, which is of course central in 
our debate. How can we feel genuinely responsible for what we have done to 
the earth if such a deed is the result of an addicted and addictive slumber of 
responsibility itself? It seems impossible to produce a genuine awareness of 
addiction (awareness of addiction is always an addicted form of awareness). 
Only the setting of new addictions can help in breaking old ones. Ecology 
has to become a new libidinal economy.

These are some of the issues that political discourses on climate 
change, as demonstrated at conferences like the recent twentyfirst session 
of the Conference of the Parties (COP21) to the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change in Paris, do not genuinely take into account. 
Most of the time, the official ecological discourse is still only a discourse on 
awareness and responsibility. That of course does not mean that the human 
is not responsible for global warming. Nevertheless, the type of responsibil
ity requested by the Anthropocene is extremely paradoxical and difficult to 
the extent that it implies the acknowledgment of an essential paralysis of 
responsibility.

Chakrabarty would no doubt argue that these last developments 
remain caught in the correlationist frame. They would still be human, all too 
human. Do they not let aside the issue of nature as such to only take into 
account humanity’s technoscientific power and its psychotropic causes and 
consequences?

The traditional concept of history, Chakrabarty writes, implies a dis
avowal of the fact that nature can have a history. It presupposes a strict border 
between pure contingent facts (natural ones) and events understood as acts of 
agents. Benedetto Croce, for example, claims that “there is no world but the 
human world” (Chakrabarty 2009: 203). French historian Fernand Braudel, 
in his book The Mediterranean and the Ancient World (2001), of course rebelled 
against such a vision by taking into account the specific temporality of the 
Mediterranean natural environment, the soil, the biosphere, and so on. Never
theless, this time of nature is still seen as purely repetitive and mechanical, 
deprived of any agency or eventual power; it “is a history of constant repetition, 
everrecurring cycles” (Chakrabarty 2009: 204). Such a contention is not sus
tainable any longer, because the age of the Anthropocene teaches something 
already widespread in the “literature of global warming”: “The overall environ
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ment can sometimes reach a tipping point at which this slow and apparently 
timeless backdrop for human actions transforms itself with a speed that can 
only spell disaster for human beings” (Chakrabarty 2009: 205).

How do we respond to this? It is obvious that Braudel has not thematized or 
even perceived the historicity of nature, its mutability and ability to trans
form itself. In The Mediterranean and the Ancient World (Braudel 2001), the 
analysis of climate is definitely poor, as Braudel does not say a word, or at 
least nothing significant, about ecology. In that sense, Chakrabarty is right 
to challenge the cyclical vision of natural time that still governs Braudel’s 
notion of nature’s time and space. It seems to me, though, that Chakrabarty 
does not see how helpful Braudel nevertheless can be for our discussion. It is 
true that what Braudel calls the “geohistorical time,” the archaic natural 
time, does not change. The “very long term” time, made of thousands of 
years, geological time proper, seems to be deprived of any capacity to trans
form itself. But it is striking to note that the two other levels Braudel distin
guishes, that of economic and social time (middle term duration) and that of 
the event (short term temporality), are also contaminated by the first level’s 
immobility. And here is the interesting point. Braudel has perhaps failed to 
take into account the historical force of nature, but he certainly very early and 
accurately perceived the irrevocable naturalization of human history, that is, 
of economic, political, and social time. He described better than anyone else 
the narcolepsy of historical temporality, to such a point that he was accused 
of depoliticizing it.

Deconstructing the privilege of the event, Braudel showed that a geo
logical principle, that of a blind slowing force, was operating at all layers of 
time. In that sense, he anticipated something from the current situation, to 
the extent that he announced that historical consciousness had to acknowl
edge its own naturalization and suspension by entering the reign of immo
bility. In that sense, what Chakrabarty sees as a consequence (the human 
transformed into a geological force because of climate change and the entry 
into the Anthropocene), Braudel saw as a beginning (history has always 
already slowed down, thus preparing itself for its own neutralization by 
nature). What Braudel said about capitalism is extremely interesting in this 
respect. He argued that material life progresses by means of “slow evolu
tions.” Advances occur “very slowly over long periods by the initiative of 
groups of men, not individuals . . . , and in countless varied and obscure 
ways” (Braudel 1973: 258). Great technical revolutions infiltrate society 
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“slowly and with difficulty . . . to speak of revolution here is to use a figure of 
speech. Nothing took place at breakneck speed” (442).

One might object again that long term temporality presupposes an 
essential passivity and unchangeability of nature, that it cannot account for a 
sudden constitution of nature itself as a historical acting agent, like the one 
we are currently witnessing with the Anthropocene. That is true. But the 
problem, as we have seen all along, is that approaching the historical force of 
nature paradoxically leads us to slow down, to face the suspension of con
sciousness, the numbness and slumber of our responsibility. It is in a certain 
sense like exchanging roles, nature becoming historical and the anthropos 
becoming natural. This exchange constitutes a new form of human experi
ence, and this Braudel helps us to conceptualize.

The third generation of the Annales School in France—Marc Ferro, 
Jacques Le Goff, and Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie—still increased the part 
played by the very long term temporality. As one of them declares: “Time is 
fully human, and yet, it is as motionless as geographic evolution” (Dosse 
quoting Aries 1987: 165).1 Braudel’s work found itself extended and prolon
gated by the introduction of an important concept that emerged at that time 
in historical science, that of “mentality,” closer to the psychological than to 
the intellectual. The acknowledgment of slow time, or long term time, gave 
way to a “history of mentalities” (histoire des mentalités). Based on “material 
culture,” that is, on the similarities between the mind’s rhythms and natural 
cycles, history of mentalities provided its readers with descriptions and anal
yses of uses, repetitions, habits, and representations. Philippe Aries (1981) 
declared that the history of mentalities situated itself “at the crossing point 
between the biological and the social” (quoted in Dosse 1987: 198).

As we already noticed, this crossing point between the biological and 
the social does not mean that the biological must be taken as a point of depar
ture or that the human as a living being should become the origin of histori
cal research. The history of mentality also includes, as one of essential dimen
sion, the materiality of inorganic nature, the soil, the rocks, the mountains, 
the rivers, the earth. A mentality is a hybrid concept that comprehends not 
only the psychic and the social but also the originary likeliness of the mind 
and the fossil, the inscription of naturality in thought and behavior. Mental
ity, in that sense, is rooted in the brain and not in consciousness. “The human 
reduced to its ‘mental’ is the object rather than the subject of its own history” 
(“L’homme réduit à son mental est objet de son histoire plutôt que sujet”) 
(Dosse 1987: 206). Jean Delumeau (1990), author of the important La peur en 
Occident, XIVe–XVIIIe siècles: Une cité assiégée (Sin and Fear: The Emergence of 
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a Western Guilt Culture, Thirteenth to Eighteenth Centuries), writes, while play
ing with the multiple sense of the term natural: “Fear is natural” (quoted in 
Dosse 1987: 206). As a consequence of all previous analyses, we may consider 
history of mentalities to be the first form of environmental studies in France. 
Could it be that new histories of mentalities, which would bring together the 
geological, biological, and cultural current dimensions of historical (non)
awareness, may open a new chapter of Anthropocenic study?

What seems to me challengeable in Chakrabarty’s work is the claim of an 
impossibility to phenomenalize the geological becoming of the human. This 
“species” the human remains a pure void concept until it can be filled with 
intuition, that is, with empirical and sensuous content, if not with aware
ness. A renewed and reelaborated concept of mentality might precisely help 
provide the missing content of this form. There necessarily exists a mental 
effect of the numbness and paralysis of consciousness, a mental effect of the 
new narcoleptic structure of humanity’s (impossible) reflection on itself. We 
have seen, with Smail and McLuhan, that this mental effect was a neural 
one in the first place. Again, it is not a matter of thinking the brain “in” its 
environment; it’s a matter of seeing the brain as an environment, as a meta
bolic place. Therefore, I prefer using the term mental rather than neural, 
because mental immediately evokes the merging and mingling of different 
registers of materialities. In that sense, getting accustomed to the new condi
tion of the human as a geological agent will of course require a new mental
ity, that is, new addictions, new bodily adaptations to an inorganic and 
earthly corporeity, a new natural history. A history, still, nevertheless.

Reading Braudel and his followers helps us perceive that the narco
lepsy of consciousness constitutes an irreducible dimension of history. Long 
term temporality, immobility, and very slow evolution show that deep history 
has always been inscribed at the heart of history, as this numbness of time 
and action that submits cultural evolution to a geophysical rhythm. Braudel 
is perhaps not a thinker of climate change, but he is a great theoretician of a 
new form of Marxism that binds the critique of capital to a study of the irre
ducible naturality, neutrality, and passivity of time. The critique addressed to 
the historians of long term duration and mentalities was the same as the 
ones currently addressed to Chakrabarty, all pointing, in both cases, at a sup
posed depoliticization of history. François Dosse (1987: 258) wrote that with 
the École des Annales, in the end, “history ha[d] negated itself.” He wished 
that “the event” might come back in order to wake up time from its geologi
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cal slumber. . . . He could not foresee that with the Anthropocene, long term 
temporality would precisely acquire the status of an event—which would 
free the attempt at thinking ecology and politics differently.

Note

 1 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine.
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