
Chapter 10

On Cognition as Art and Politics:  
Reflections for a Toolkit (1997–1999)1

My enemies have grown powerful and have distorted the image of my 
teaching. 

— Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, ca. 1883 

Most people lament the lost revolution, Rosa Luxemburg analyzes it. 
— Brecht, Project for a play on Luxemburg, 1950s

Preguntando caminamos [we walk while asking] 
— EZLN (Zapatista) slogan

Part 1. How May We Know For Salvation

An introduction will establish the work’s methodological relationship to dialecti-
cal materialism in the form of a confrontation of “salvation” with the customary 
“apologia.”

— Benjamin to Horkheimer, 16 April 1938 

I wish first to speak of how I ought to speak, and only then to speak. 
— Agathon, in Plato’s Symposium, fourth century BCE

1 The writing of this chapter in Berlin and Montreal, 1997–99, in part overlapped with 
that of Chapter 12, and some more or less identical formulations resisted eradication 
in either.
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— He who knows that he knows, knows not yet how to know. 
— This is again very good. But it smells of capitulation. 

— Brecht, 1938

Creation – thinking new thoughts as Ermöglichungen (making possible) of new 
lives – hides in the ellipsis.

— R. Wyser, 1999

Wedge 1/ Cognition is Our Unavoidable Horizon: But Who Cognizes 
How and What for?

A theory is exactly like a box of tools. It must be useful. It must function. And not 
for itself.

— Gilles Deleuze, “Intellectuals and Power”

1.1

Nobody lives without cognizing; even the wondrous eye of the octopi does 
not see without a brain. In that sense, as Gramsci and Brecht’s Galileo had 
it, all of us are philosophers. We always see (perceive, feel, judge, evalu-
ate) our environments as fields of action and value, orienting ourselves 
according to our interest. Any life-world is saturated with overlapping and 
competing types, vectors, and tiers of understanding-with-evaluating. But 
without reflexivity – if you do not know what and how (and why) you are 
understanding – chances are that you shall see insufficiently and wrongly. 
Hegel’s formulation in the Lectures on the History of Philosophy: “The great 
difference lies in one’s knowing what one is; only then is one truly that,” may 
not be sufficient in that it brackets the traffic with practice, but it remains 
indispensable. Yet even if one trusted intuition more than is reasonable 
in this age of polluted ground-waters, it would not be possible to adjust 
one’s intuitive seeing without constant corrections from other people and 
changing experiences of reality, prominently including cognitive delving 
beneath the surface appearances. 
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This opens at least three huge questions. First: What is knowing? 
Hegel’s great sentence should obviously be supplemented with other sen-
tences. To begin with, let us consider probably the central knot today – 
Nietzsche’s sentence: “Thou sayest ‘I’ and art proud of this word. But the 
greater one […] is your body and its great understanding [Vernunft]: it does 
not say ‘I’ but it performs ‘I’” (Also 28–29). This slides seamlessly into: What 
is “one” (what are we)? And last not least, as our right now final horizon: 
How does knowledge or understanding mesh with and into actions of our 
individual and collective bodies; or, what do we do? This last question is 
in this historical period, alas, kidnapped by financial speculators in war, 
prostitution, and other drug dealers. I – we who are interested in knowing 
what we truly are and may be – can here-and-now only speak about know-
ing and only reactively about doing. As Brecht’s Galileo at the end of the 
play, still shrewd but now less confident, maybe even panicky, not quite 
rightly observed: it all smells of capitulation. My (and his) excuse and small 
comfort in the intellectuals’ Grand Hotel Abyss is – to quote Brecht from 
1929 against the Brecht of 1938 – “They could not see the causes of events, 
because they could not get rid of the events” (GBFA 21: 307). 

And further, a certain kind of understanding – such as understand-
ing the preceding sentence – is also a precondition for any future action: 
a preparation for getting rid of the present actors. I shall articulate this 
further at the end. 

1.2

And so, who are we, this fraction of the professional class: intellectuals? But 
only if standing as society’s bump of consciousness and conscience. Today 
most of us intellectuals are mercenaries, adjunct police(wo)men keeping 
kids off the streets and ideas out of dangerous hands. No empirical group 
is exempt of class-society corruption: nobody is fit to be the angel with 
the flaming sword. Yet we finally need also the sword, figured in esoteric 
Buddhism as Fudô, the wrathful aspect of creation: not too dissimilar 
from Blake’s sword necessary for Jerusalem in England’s green and pleas-
ant land. A first lesson: no knowledge without a fusion of experiences 
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with imagination, that is, tropes and images; nor without allegories, that 
is, personifications of dismantling and rebuilding. We should cautiously 
and firmly wrest angels and deities away from monotheism, as Walter 
Benjamin did, for they might be messengers and images of our collective, 
always more or less cognitive, functions of demystification and critique. The 
path from empirical people to collective allegory is tricky and humbling. 
But it is the only path: and just look at the exemplary edifice Marx built 
upon the allegorical image of commodity as fetish!

1.3

Cognition is not split into reason and emotion, which are co-present in 
any proposition – I cannot argue this here, and can only refer to my essay 
“On Cognitive” (now also to “Emotion”). The only useful distinction is 
between cognition relevant for our purposes and interests (pertinent) and 
irrelevant (non-pertinent – cf. Prieto). For example: the classical theological 
conundrums about the existence of God are irrelevant to me; not so the 
understanding of people’s position under the stars and other powers – the 
impulse toward salvation of communities and individuals. Thus, relevance is 
to be understood as pertaining to the present historical epoch and people’s 
salvation in it, not as this day’s profit. What is relevant meshes with our 
salus (health/salvation), what is irrelevant does not – and vice versa. Since 
our systems should be open (see Wedge 2), we cannot finally know what 
may at some point become relevant, but only pragmatically know what 
is – here and now, for such-and-such interests – not relevant. Therefore, 
in case of doubt relevance should be both carefully and sympathetically 
tested. Novelties are welcome but only if they improve well-being for one 
and many. Yet ill-making, damnation, must be guarded against. Example 
for this: to market products of pharmaceutical chemistry, and even more 
so of molecular genetics, as “atomic” units, without careful testing of their 
“thick” impacts in space and time. What profit it you to gain billions if 
your wives bear thalidomide babies? 
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1.4

Any acceptable horizon after the industrial revolution is – for better or 
worse, but necessarily – dynamic, a movable feast or engine. The Copernican 
revolution of Marx’s paradigm means “[t]here is no knowledge […] aside 
from critical knowledge” (Lefebvre, Production 323). However, 

[t]he methods get used up, the attraction does not work any longer. New problems 
come about and need new means. Reality is changing; to present it, the way of pres-
entation must change. Nothing comes out of nothing, the new comes from the old, 
but is nonetheless new. (Brecht, GBFA 22.1: 410)

When the ground inevitably shifts from under our feet, what may remain 
constant is our orientation; our bearings or stances (called usually but less 
felicitously, slighting the body in favour of eyes only, standpoint or view) 
assume central importance. Any bearing inserts the body personal into the 
body politic, according to the interests which direct the mutual induction 
of reasons and emotions (see Suvin “Haltung”). 

This leads to the always final question about understanding: What for? 
All categories in which we are inescapably thought and think, acted and 
act, are products of a glorious but also radically tainted class history; yet 
some are better tools than others. Every method is shaped by experiences 
that history imprints upon the flesh of social classes. But both cui bono and 
“Why bother?” are such huge questions that before attempting to move 
them a working kit of ropes and pulleys must be assembled. 

Wedge 2/ Closed Conceptual Systems Are Bankrupt; Radical Critique and 
Form 

We step and we do not step into the same rivers. We are and we are not. 
— Heraclitus
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2.1

Though the Christian godhead is supposed to be infinite, the closed feudal 
system with nostalgias of a Holy Roman world empire produced a theology 
which eventually, say after Aquinas, pretended to have a closed spherical 
system – a Ptolemaic cycle of epicycles – that explains everything. Several 
social formations later, it is clear to us that the explanations ultimately 
worked either by tautology or by derivation from a not further know-
able God, to be believed on pain of loss of soul (political suppression) or 
indeed body (physical suppression). To update Marx with help of Brecht 
and Benjamin, the shape of the ideas of a ruling class is the ruling shape of 
the ideas in the world that class rules. 

Physician heal thyself ! What can we carry forward from this our hard-
won understanding (Bruno still flames with a bit in his mouth!)? What 
does this imply for the dominant system of Objectivist science in our no 
less horribly polluted times? This ideology is no less absolute than medi-
eval theology, both in its claims and its hold on the masses – though the 
absolutism of science is dynamic and more complex, therefore also more 
difficult to understand. And what, finally, does this imply for the stance or 
bearing from which we criticize both Objectivism and its Deconstructionist 
inverted mirror? 

2.2 Learned Excursus on “System”

[The “system” of all philosophers] springs from an imperishable desire of the human 
mind – the desire to overcome all contradiction.

— Engels, Ludwig Feuerbach and the End of Classical German Philosophy 

“System” really means any articulation of propositions that can claim an 
architectonic unity. It was imported into English from Greek (and probably 
French) at the beginning of the seventeenth century to signify “the whole 
scheme of created things, the universe” (OED s.v. “system,” from which are 
all data here). This bolstered the theological tradition through the authority 
of both ancient Hellenic philosophy and modern up-and-coming sciences. 
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In these sciences system came to mean either a set of objects and/or (a fun-
damental confusion!) “a set of principles, etc.: a scheme, method” which 
shapes and informs a department of knowledge or belief that deals with such 
a correlative set of objects as an organized whole. This was immediately, by 
the mid-century, applied to a comprehensive exposition of or treatise about 
some subject, that is, to a written work claiming to be for that particular 
“branch” of knowledge as total and authoritative as the Book or books of 
any among the by now rival theologies claimed to be for the universe as a 
whole; moreover, this horizon carried overtones of a harmonious whole 
that Plato had called mousiké (clearly grounded in politics) and which 
had had a systema to organize it. The ideological vanguard department of 
both knowledge and scientific belief was first, at the end of the seventeenth 
century, Galileian physics including astronomy, which delineated the solar 
system and various mechanical systems of using force and gaining power 
from manipulations of gravity, wind, optical knowledge, and similar. 

In and after the eighteenth century the notion of “system” began to 
expand but also to harden. It extended first to biology where system came 
to mean a set of organs or parts of the same structure or function, as ren-
dered visible by the meshing of new ideological and technological ways of 
looking, for example the nervous or the sanguine system apprehended by 
dissection and the microscope. Eventually any department of knowledge 
(geology, geometry, architecture …) could have one or more systems in the 
sense of an organized, structurally and/or functionally connected set of 
objects – again, both really “out there” and validated by a science that had 
these objects for its object. But simultaneously, the meaning of system jelled 
into schemes of formal classification, perhaps most famously the Linnaean 
system for living beings, to be joined later by the Mendeleyev system of 
chemical elements and other triumphs of taxonomic organization that 
became the basis for whole sciences and their sweeping advances. 

The ideological dominance of system meant also the setting in place 
of a deep and long duration topological structure – a qualitative geom-
etry permeating all imaginable relationships – in the hegemonic collec-
tive unconscious. It then begat two important semantic derivations. First, 
what was anyway a dead metaphor derived semantically from the Greek for 
“standing up together” (istanai plus syn) and structurally from an Idealist 
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version of the Athenian polis, came to be used metaphorically for any suffi-
ciently encompassing set of principles, scheme or method. Increasingly, this 
returned to politics as a synonym for the strongly hierarchical organization 
of an industrialized society composed of discrete and fixed units, which 
incorporated humans as systemic parts (see Marcus and Segal 140 and 
passim). And second, a reaction by the oppressed identified “the System,” 
in caps, as what oppresses them: the dominant political, economic, and 
social order. This reaction was first recorded in gibes at system builders 
(in Tristram Shandy and in Diderot) or indeed system mongers by the 
humanist intelligentsia, but came to a head in the socialist agitation of the 
English working class of the mid-nineteenth century, whence it contin-
ued to (one hopes) our days. Today this reaction is, for our little historical 
moment, backgrounded in favour of systems obviously constructed by 
people yet nevertheless largely outside of our control: computer operat-
ing systems, systems analysis or similar technocratic management systems 
of late, warmongering capitalism (see Gray 142–43, 149–65, Marcus and 
Segal 129 and 243ff.), geared to totalizing efficiency in maximizing profit 
inextricably wedded with killing. Nor is there much hope we can get soon 
out of such anti-democratic programmings that progress smoothly from 
designing weapons systems, with humans inserted into their computer-
ized net as “information processing systems,” to designing the future of the 
present social system (see Lefebvre, Cybernanthrope 65–79, Levidow and 
Robbins eds 28ff., 56ff., 152ff., and Ross 174 and passim); or that we can in 
any foreseeable future get out of systems analyses. 

Thus, “system” is a powerful but also very ambiguous concept. In 
orthodox scientism it is used as an unverifiable tautology that poses (or, 
worse, tacitly presupposes) a delimited whole apprehended as an organ-
ized or articulated unity of distinguishable parts which are not simply in 
a fortuitous juxtaposition but obey a scheme or order, a “lawful” principle, 
a rule – so that they can be called a set, a complex unity, an organization. 
Even clearly manipulated technological or directly political sub-systems 
claim the prestige and sanction of “nature,” including human nature, and 
of hidden teleologies – for example, of The Technology or The Market. 
The authority of “natural laws” (“as if there were something authoritarian 
and dominating in nature” – Anders 463 [see also 411–13]) obscured how 
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– by whom, through whom, for whom – they came about and functioned: 
as operative hypotheses carried out and constantly updated in the interest 
of precise social classes. The system’s closure means the disciplining and 
arrest of historical flow. When astronomy or cosmology subjects anything 
from the Earth+Moon system up to the ensemble of red-shift galaxies 
to a universal law of movement, such a discipline exemplarily explicates 
the presupposition present, in “softer” ways, in any talk about a closed 
system of relationships. That the Big Bang theory of cosmology came to 
be dominant after Hiroshima is a wonderful case of post hoc ergo propter 
hoc (causal dependency on history): ask not where the explosion came 
from! Worship it in awe and wonder! (One might suspect the downfall of 
this theory will not come about before the “big bang” of capitalist profit 
expansion collapses.) 

An influential minority concluded therefore from Nietzsche on that 
the notion of “system” ought to be abandoned as tautological, indeed 
immoral (Twilight 9). On the other hand, all intellectual activity as well 
as human intervention into an increasingly complicated and contradictory 
world would grind to a halt unless articulated wholes can be delimited 
and as it were cut out of it, as trees out of rhizomes, for purposes of both 
immediate and long-duration understanding (I have argued this in “Two 
Cheers”). All such purposes are historical and wedded to interests of given 
social groups. If that is foregrounded, then the horizons of human freedom 
and the incalculable contingencies of history can be constantly factored 
in and reconciled with a “soft” systematicity. Lenin praised the ancient 
Greeks for having “modes of framing questions, as it were tentative systems 
[…]” (367). A great pioneer of such open, in the sense of both polycentric 
and changeable, systematicity, Gramsci, argued that it should not be an 
imposed structure that goes from thought to thought but a grappling with 
problems presented by the process of history (see II: 1216). Another great 
pioneer, Ernst Bloch, openly called for an “open system” (Gesamtausgabe 
8: 472). Such systems are then more than a closed organization of concepts 
incapable of feedback and change. As Lenin put it, “Practice is higher than 
(theoretical) knowledge, for it has not only the dignity of universality, 
but also of immediate actuality” (213). Containing an inalienable compo-
nent of induction and analogy, such systems or provisional totalities are 
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constructs which nonetheless allow for grasping segments and aspects of 
historical reality. 

2.3

All systems assuming an unchanging nature and a fixed attribution of what is 
“natural” are hidden theologies. Marx clearly refused systems (see Grundrisse 
471: “natural or divine presuppositions”), and Engels even more explicitly, 
e.g., in Ludwig Feuerbach. Any child-raiser (mother, teacher) knows “nature” 
is extremely changeable and malleable. And yet, orthodox Marxism in the 
positivistic Second and Third Internationals adapted to its new bearers’ 
– not the proletariat’s – need for another scientistic orthodoxy or quasi-
theological system. Insofar as theology formalizes a collective desire (for 
all of us) as well as a distributive desire (for each of us) for salvation, I have 
suggested above that it springs out of an unalienable necessity for a human 
life not simply as we know it but also as we can imagine it. But the formaliza-
tion (shaping) into a closed system, that is characteristic of the Euro-American 
monotheistic long duration of the last 2,000 years, was always constrict-
ing and much too often hugely pernicious. It is supposedly validated by 
the closure of nature as seen by a potentially all-knowing observer (God, 
Science, History) but it is in fact magically analogous to this closed nature. 
The working classes’ revolt against the constrictive and oppressive System of 
(in)human relationships fell prey to this danger of excessive systematicity, 
their enemies’ hierarchy of fixed classes. The reason for this is not simply 
historical inertia, the millennial socialization of several continents into 
comforting closures, but also the hijacking of the workers’ movement by 
new social groupings (the least imperfect designations for which are up to 
now “despotic bureaucracy” and “labour aristocracy”) whose interest was 
involved in closure. This began in the nineteenth-century socialist parties 
– ironically, when both poetry (Heine, Baudelaire, Rimbaud) and serious 
philosophy (Marx, Kierkegaard) had abandoned rigid systems, kept alive 
by third-raters like Comte or Spengler – but came to a head in Stalinism 
(and in parallel though distinct ways, directly geared to the capitalist tech-
noscientific militarization, in Fascism), again in opposition to liberatory 
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revolutions in politics and Einsteinian physics. Dealing with this multiple 
closure is indispensable in order to draw lessons from our ancestral, Fordist 
period (ca. 1890–1973) and the ensuing even more murderous Post-Fordism, 
for which central Marxian insights are still needed. 

2.4

To reject the notion of an articulated whole organized according to an 
overarching method – which would be a provisional historical totality – 
would mean we could have no formalizable body of knowledge. However, 
a watershed between useless and useful wholes (that is, closed and open 
systems) can be found in the relation of a system towards contradiction. 
Already in Hegel one can find the distinction between horizons of mean-
ing which obtain at the revolutionary beginning of a historic epoch, when 
the new dispensation “behaves with fanatic enmity toward the systemati-
zation of the preceding principle,” and at its fulfillment when its central 
“principle” matures into a full subsumption of all elements from past and 
present (see Wissenschaft 15, but also his other writings, and the comments 
in Bodei 358–67). It follows that the earlier, “fermentation,” phase is domi-
nated by contradiction and the later, systematizing one by a consolidating 
affirmation. This important pointer, however, still allots maturity to the 
overcoming of contradiction and is to that extent to my mind too colo-
nised by a centrally theological closure. At the latest since the Industrial 
Revolution contradictions can never be fully backgrounded in favour of a 
“positive,” synthesizing principle. Only dynamically equilibrated systems, 
with a deniable and thus changeable rather than closed history (peddled 
today for example by the ideologists of the global US domination), can at 
these – our – times be defended. 

Brecht and Benjamin – different but largely compatible formulators 
– have for me an exemplary status because they understood two meshing, 
necessary and sufficient, matters. First, like Fordist technocrats and other 
great Modernists (Kafka, Joyce, Lenin, Einstein), they saw how shapes, 
forms or frameworks determine behaviour. Second, as opposed to the 
Post-Fordist capitalists and their PoMo epicycle, they saw that such forms 
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participate of contradictory historical experience which is yet open as it 
can be presented and intervened into. There is a huge difference between 
a complex emptiness or fruitful inexhaustibility, and ignorance which 
means possession by prejudice: between the illusion you really know vs. 
the Socratic knowledge you really do not know (scio ut nesciam). Nietzsche 
exiled Socrates: let us defy Lyotard and call Socrates back from the exile. 

2.5

Forms are – inalienably and simultaneously – both concepts and tropes (met-
aphors). As different from concepts organized into closed systems, the 
metaphoric aspect is a self-criticism of ossified bureaucratized conceptual 
reason: full, “living” metaphors are also metamorphic, they change shapes 
to accommodate changing experiences (see for this the opus of Guattari 
and Deleuze, for example Deleuze 61, also Suvin, “On Metaphoricity”). 
As different from a superficial rhetorics of tropes, the conceptual back-
bone of such shapes is a reaffirmation of clear if corrigible steering toward 
a constantly moving horizon; perhaps even more clearly than concepts, 
metaphors presuppose a difference between the literal and the figural, the 
extra- and the intra-textual. (To coin a phrase: il n’y a pas de texte sans hors-
texte; there is no text without the outside-the-text.) Micro-shapes: images, 
metaphors (Benjamin’s “eidos, a vivid image of life” – Correspondence 308). 
Meso-shapes: metaphoric themes, sets, and types of argumentative propo-
sitions, narrations – for example, genres of writing and of other semiotic 
and dialogic communication (performances, paintings …). Mega-shapes: 
representative (equally personal and collective) stances, bearing, horizons, 
behaviours, theories. Finally: mass behavioural movements. All these forms 
change in time (history); indeed, morphogenesis (à la Thom) constitutes 
history. 

Eisenstein’s, Heartfield’s, Picasso’s, Ernst’s, and Brecht’s “montage” as 
well as Benjamin’s “constellations” may be attempts to negotiate all three of 
the above levels. To the univocal closed system, all of them oppose a kind 
of previously unthought-of but now incipiently meaningful juxtaposition, 
a bricolage partaking of a topological practice as much as of a conceptual 
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presupposition. For this dynamically unstable cognitive nexus, the more 
powerful a system, the more it needs to be shot through and indeed coun-
teracted (unterwandert) by one or preferably more metaphoric ensembles, 
which by definition are not quite systematic systems. Examples (which I 
have analyzed elsewhere): Marx’s Manifesto, Brecht’s Life of Galileo. 

In our little epicycle, this also means there are serious limitations to 
the academic article or book, aping systematicity and therefore as a rule 
constricted, Laocoon-like, by the twin serpents of Scientificity approximat-
ing absolute Truth and fashionable Originality-for-a-Day. 

Wedge 3/ Into Riemannian Interstellar Seas: Science, Truth, Open Forms 

There is only one knowledge, the knowledge of our world in its becoming; and this 
becoming includes the very knowledge. 

— Merleau-Ponty, Adventures of the Dialectic

3.1

The dynamics of developing sciences seem opposed to the sudden static 
revelation of religion. So they are, but as poles of the same globe of tran-
scending the messy imperfection of everyday praxis.2 There is a real differ-
ence between them, of a piece with the difference between precapitalist 
social formations based on agricultural space and capitalism based on 
industrial time and then financial spacetime. Yet the dogmatic pretension 
of science to get – in however deferred and lengthy ways – to a final Truth 

2 Characteristically, both religion and science stake out claims to a deeper truth, vis-
ible for religion in the approximations of ideas, ecstasies, and art, and for science 
in mathematically laced ideas and via the new instruments of vision from micro-
scope and telescope, cloud chamber, or photos beyond the range of the human eye. 
Goodman and Elgin compare and contrast the deviations from empirical visibility 
in medieval paintings, where the Madonna and Child are bigger than others in pro-
portion to significance, with those in X-ray or cloud-chamber photographs (113, and 
see Gombrich 245–46).
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about the universe (marked by a capital T) participates of the same long-
durational, class-society delusion that history, with all its human interests 
and evaluations, can be brought to a stop. Science yoked to capitalism is 
still dominated by a Platonic-Christian ideology, refusing the body and 
femininity (Noble); it has not taken off for the open cosmic spaces or the 
glowing magma center. 

There are by now few respectable thinkers who would not concede 
that of the two main kinds of scientific knowledge, “facts” and “theories,” 
the theories – say of chemical valency – are self-evidently useful fictions 
(conventions), and the facts or observations an unholy amalgam of sensual 
evidence and semantics with theory (that is, fiction), “theory-laden to a 
degree that makes their contents inseparable from the theory” (Laudan 
142; this still leaves enough room for criteria to adjudicate competing theo-
ries, he rightly notes). Let me take Harré’s example for a factual sentence, 
“A blue precipitate appeared at 28°C.” (80), and note its referent would 
be rendered quite differently in cultures which see blue as not different 
from green (there are many such cultures), which would instead of degrees 
Celsius use a qualitative scale (say, “it blushed”), and which would instead 
of “precipitate appears” say “Mercury has been revealed” (the alchemists 
would). Is the sentence “Mercury is revealed when water blushes green” 
really translatable into Harré’s lab language without remnants? If a sentence 
(as any linguist would know) includes presuppositions as well as positions, 
it is not. Is the untranslatable part simply magical mumbo-jumbo that can 
be suppressed? This would depend on what additional cognition it might 
contain: for example, “Mercury” may well be more specific (as to its look 
or curative powers) than “precipitate” and thus contain more bytes of infor-
mation. And what about great cultures which instead of the subject-object 
syntax use mainly contiguity and richer if less univocal relationships, and 
say something like “East Dragon – green – sudden event – blush – liquid,” 
as I fantasize the Chinese would? How come they invented gunpowder, 
printing, and the South-pointing compass needle? 

In sum, as Harré notes, “Many, indeed infinitely many, different sets of 
hypotheses can be found from which statements describing the known facts 
can be deduced […]” (87; see Haraway 24–39 and passim). All attempts “to 
show that the methods of science guarantee it is true, probable, progressive 
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or highly confirmed knowledge […] have generally failed,” concedes a recent 
prominent defender of the efficiency of science as cognition (Laudan 2). 
His proposed way out, that science solves important problems, passes 
under silence – as pragmatism usually does – what problems were picked 
out from brute facticity (ibid. 16) and constituted as worthy of solution at 
expense of other ones, as well as whom do the solutions benefit. As a whole 
current of philosophers has maintained since Gassendi (in 1658), theories 
are not true or false but good or bad instruments for research. Laudan 
maintains with much historical evidence that “in determining if a theory 
solves a problem, it is irrelevant whether the theory is true or false, well or 
poorly confirmed; what counts as a solution to a problem at one time will 
not necessarily be regarded as such at all times” (22–23). 

Formally speaking, “atom” is the name of an agent in a story about 
“chemistry,” just as “Mr Pickwick” is the name of an agent in a story about 
“the Pickwick Club” (see Harré 89), notwithstanding some different rules 
of storytelling in the two cases, consubstantial with the much greater his-
torical impact of the atom-type of story upon masses of people than the 
Pickwick-type story. “[Theoretical f ]ictions must have some degree of 
plausibility, which they gain by being constructed in the likeness of real 
things,” concludes a middle-of-the-road theoretician of science (Harré 98). 
In other words, literary and scientific “realism” are consubstantial products 
of the same attitude, the quantifying immanency of bourgeois society. Yet 
institutionally sanctified science persists in claiming it is the pursuit of 
the whole truth in the form of certainty, while the apparently “weaker” 
and certainly more modest Dickens did not. The philosophic and other 
systems of belief arising out of (and constituting) science remain stuck on 
this two-dimensional surface. As a planet’s map is regulated and shaped 
by the grid of cartographic projection, so is any such system based on a 
principle, for example the Aristotelian excluded middle or the Hegelian 
necessarily resolved dialectical contradiction. And this principle is also a 
kind of (obviously circular) meta-reflection about, or methodic key of, the 
system that is in turn founded on and more or less necessarily deduced 
from it, and that exfoliates in the form of a finite series of propositions 
culminating in a rounded-off certainty. 



284 Chapter 10

This form is finally not too different from the nineteenth century 
“well-made,” illusionistic stage play; no wonder, for they both flow out of 
the Positivist orientation. The Lady with the Camelias and the Laws of 
Thermodynamics are sisters under the skin: both show a beautifully nec-
essary death. Such a necrophilic stance is only possible in a society whose 
ruling class is committed to “mastery” over nature and other people. The 
hegemonic science “has projected and promoted a universe in which the 
domination of nature has remained linked to the domination of man” 
(Marcuse, One-Dimensional 166). In this section I focus on epistemology as 
a first step, but any stance implies a social subject, it is impelled and limited 
by its political interests. There are fatal limits to all cognition shaped by a 
clash of interests between masters and slaves, by “male identity” (Noble xiv, 
and see Haraway 29), and by murderous ethnocentrism, usually implying 
a fake “race” theory. As Foucault – among others – noted, our “Truth” is 
a discourse of “a few great political and economic apparatuses (university, 
army, writing, media)” (132), that is, it is geared to capitalist production 
and bourgeois power. Finally, conclusions have to be drawn from this. 

3.2

What could then be the form and horizon of a possible and needful ascen-
sion from the Flatland planimetry into the curved space of trigonometry 
or indeed the imaginary nth dimensions of higher mathematics, in which 
Euclid’s axioms do not suffice and hold? It would be an open form. Its 
presupposition is that openness does not at all imply formlessness. There 
is no understanding without articulation. Combating division into social 
classes and domination of the upper classes is the prerequisite for a humanly 
sustainable ensemble of values, openly articulated according to preferen-
tial interests on the agenda of humanity: not an-archeia but a dynamic 
hierarchy.

The non-Euclidian form would be open at the end. This could be a 
tautology (“open” implies also “open at the end”) were it not necessary to 
firmly distinguish “language” from meta-language. Namely, in order for 
a form to be a form – a provisional, pragmatic cosmos with preferential 
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orientations and not a chaos – it has to have a provisional closure of the 
Signifier: this is a condition of perceptibility for any piece of writing, math-
ematics, imaging or topology, or any other imaginable semiotic system – 
“language” in a loosely metaphoric sense. (Friedrich Schlegel remarked that 
we cannot live either with or without a system: updating this, we cannot do 
without either provisional systems or system-destroying metaphors!) But 
it has simultaneously, then, to beware of a magical, short-circuiting, final  
closure of the Signified – of the intended horizons toward which the piece is 
oriented. The orientation is not an anchor in the wild ride on the oceanic 
swells and currents but our firm though flexible guideline for the helm. 
It is determined both by the huge urgency of escaping from where we 
are now (our locus of capitalist terror) and an idea – however initial and 
vague – of the horizons which are to be refused, thus also of the horizons 
which call for investigation. 

3.3

Nietzsche’s call auf die Schiffe! (to the ships), leaving the comfortingly 
familiar but by now barren and indeed death-dealing shores, implies today 
several superimposed but distinguishable ways to follow or methods. First, 
with Bloch, it implies venturing into the open invitation of not only the 
optimistically Not Yet Known (as in traditional bourgeois science) but also 
the riskier Not Yet Existing. What rough beast may be ambling toward 
Bethlehem – surely not only the PoMo delight in the polymorphically 
perverse horrors of supercapitalism? But even further, and crucially, it then 
implies openness toward the Not Now Foreseeable; and indeed, toward 
the Not Ever Cognitively Exhaustible. Not ever exhaustible cognitively, 
because not ever exhaustible experientially, historically, agentially. History 
has no end (but untold catastrophes and triumphs). Much like a haiku 
echoing forth in the reader (see Suvin Lessons, Chapter 2); or the series 
of encounters along Don Quixote and Sancho Panza’s road; or the ideal 
Brechtian pedagogy of playing; or the ideal Benjaminian arrested image, 
for example the Angel of History being propelled backward to an unseen 
future, looking at the film of ruins presenting themselves in front of him. 
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Shooting the fishes of facts in a closed barrel of experiences is only possible 
if history is viscous, arrested, finally contained. This does not seem on the 
agenda of any liveable future for humanity. 

But then the openly signifying form would be open at any sufficiently 
neuralgic point of articulation, for example the cusp of a Prigoginian “catas-
trophe” figure. This is easily proven: a beginning and a middle exist only in 
function of an end. If the cessation of a semiotic piece is not its end – neither 
its politic telos nor its final reverberation in the constitutive dialog with the 
piece’s user (say the reader) – then the piece’s articulation or organization 
only seems to have an Aristotelian beginning and middle: given that the loci 
and even the horizon of the Signified are dynamic, the beginning could have 
been elsewhere, the middle can be anywhere, and any distinguishable seg-
ment or articulum has its own ending – up to a point open. Like a Brechtian 
play or a Cervantesian novel or a Marxian or Nietzschean or Benjaminian 
prose project, the piece demands to be rewritten for every new user-type – 
that is, new constellation of human relationships. Any version (and there 
are only versions, no “originals”) must be syntagmatically closed but also 
paradigmatically open, always shimmering at the edges: its open signifying 
structure means that it can go on indefinitely, like a tapeworm, parasitic 
on the intestine in and from which it is nourished. This foregrounds the 
rewriting that any user’s mind will anyway inevitably effect, but attempts 
to steer it according to a constant value orientation. 

3.4

Therefore, what may Hegel’s definition of philosophy as “the age grasped in 
thought” (Foreword to Sketch of the Philosophy of Law, Werke 7: 26) today 
mean? The age (historical monad) is provisional, split along class, gender, 
ethnic, and many other fault-lines: there are as many ages as stable and acting 
groups with critical and creative interests and evaluations. There are also 
correspondingly many “thoughts” or ways what to grasp such an age as (the 
correspondence is, I think, quite strict). Alas, of Aristotle’s two “dianoetic 
virtues,” philosophy and the arts, the former has paled on our historical 
horizon and may only be rescued by new politics. But the orientation, the 
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acknowledgement that all is steeped in overwhelming yet open history, may 
remain. History is our fertile delight and cursed limitation. But history is 
only grasped as a montage, in all its senses. A montage provides the chance 
at critical distances and step-by-step verification by practice. 

Wedge 4/ Economics of Working Bodies, Salvational Politics 

We are like somebody wha hears
A wonderfu’ language and mak’s up his mind 
To write poetry in it – but ah!
It’s impossible to learn it, we find, 
Tho’ we’ll never ha’e ony use again 
For ither languages o’ ony kind.

Hugh MacDiarmid, “Ode to All Rebels” 

4.1

Cognition is in our times threatened by the complementary perils of solidi-
fied dogmatism and shoreless Disneyfication – both catexes of sympa-
thy away from autonomous personalities. These twin reproducers of class 
hegemony are mass sects of infantilized salvation through some numinous 
image that invites empathizing stories: a saviour ( Jesus, Stalin, Hitler) or an 
allegory of commodification (Mickey Mouse, the Lion King). Both entail 
kidnapping and fakery of the salvational impulse: the initially metamorphic 
and liberating Mickey Mouse, lauded by Benjamin as kin to anti-mythic 
folktales and to Fourier, can easily turn (has turned) into the Big Bad Wolf, 
and Lenin into Stalin. The religious or political personalized saviours, who 
mask the apparati they head; the institutionalized science as part of fixed 
capital and ideology of technocratic cadres; and, obversely, the ceaseless 
mania for consumption – all are arrests of imagination, corruptions of the 
potentially best into the worst. This may be avoided only by a permanent 
revolution, the constant interaction of knowing with not-knowing, of 
the already significantly understood and the now for the first time to be 
significantly understood. Cognition is generated at and from the moving 
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periphery of the understood, like matter and anti-matter from the seem-
ing vacuum of interstellar spaces. Wisdom arises out of the knowledge of 
nescience (both in Nietzsche and his hated Socrates): “And only on this 
by now solid and granite basis of nescience may science have arisen, the 
will for knowing on the basis of a much more powerful will, the will for 
unknowing, for the uncertain, the untrue! Not as its opposite, but – as its 
improvement!” (Jenseits 24) Careful: this “untrue” is the opposite of the 
illusionistic, for example of progress, angels, gods, UFOs or Mickey Mice 
(as well as of atoms equated to Solar systems) taken for empirical existents 
leading to fanatical belief; it is that which demolishes The Monolithic Truth 
while preserving verifiability for any given situation. 

The Knower is a deep-sea diver: “Without this kind of nescience life 
itself would be impossible, it is the condition for maintaining and furthering 
life: a huge and solid bell of nescience must be standing around you” (Wille 
609). The sea of wisdom “delineates the limit even of [scientific, DS] cogni-
tion” (Götzendämmerung 5). Today we might think of this as the ABC of 
quantum mechanics, which shatters Laplace’s dream of gaining complete 
information as concerns the state of a system. Even Einstein dreamed of a 
Unified Theory: all our physicists are professionally monotheists, in spite 
of Chaitin’s Theorem which says that mathematics – which has long ago 
imperialistically gobbled up logic – has a finite limit in forming significant 
propositions about the complexity of any object (see Chaitin, and Rucker 
287). Mathematics, Norbert Wiener noted, is finally “the most colossal 
metaphor imaginable” (95).

4.2

Nonbeing is not empty but potentially pregnant: for example, the omnipo-
tent empty space of Lao Tse, an undeveloped photographic image, Bloch’s 
latency, cosmic “vacuum” generating positrons, Gendlin’s syntax of wordless 
but not shapeless psychic conceptions awaiting semantics … It follows that 
nescience is the boundary of what we know, the permanent and permanently 
moving interface with lived collective and personal history: nothing can be 
fully known in advance. Lineaments of alternative possibilities may in the 
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best case be drawn. Aristotle thought we cannot know whether there will 
be a sea-battle tomorrow, but we do know that there either will or won’t 
be one. As argued earlier, this is only pertinent for exceptional cusps and 
culminations of battle-readiness, of inevitability, and – most important 
– of salience or pertinence. But at such points new Possible Worlds may 
wink into being. 

Will the fertility result in pregnancy? It depends on the choice of 
season, the plot of earth (or of other mother matter), the modes (qualities) 
of seeding. But first and not least, not all potentialities are worth actual-
izing. Even if we could know that Great King Dareiush will or will not 
call for his fourth concubine in Persepolis tonight, say by the watch-fire 
system shown at the beginning of Agamemnon, why should we find time 
and energy to know it (organize the watchers and fires, look for them, 
etc.)? In Aeschylus, the time was found because the signal (fall of Troy) 
was of supreme pertinence for the whole Hellenic world. So: if you want 
to know something, you must begin by caring about it, devoting labour to 
it: truth is a matter of economics of working bodies – even before capitalist 
political economy when financing is foregrounded as its enabling factor 
(see Brecht’s Dialog of Exiles; or the history of science and technology 
in the age of world wars). Any formalization of embodied knowledge is 
a choice from among competing horizons and paths. We can check this 
by seeing the choice according to interests of capitalism in the atomized 
surface “facts” of any TV newscast.

Obversely, Laplace’s hypothesis (if one knew the kinds and paths of 
all the atoms in the universe, one could predict with certainty everything 
to happen) is abstract scientism run mad. Imagine living in the world in 
which everything, including everybody’s birth and death, was running on 
absolutely certain iron tracks: it should have been enough to cast doubt on 
the whole enterprise of atomistic and extrapolative scientism! A degener-
ate but equally obfuscating approximation to Laplace, a fake certainty and 
disneyfied constellation, are today precisely the TV news: the certainty all 
is as we already know and only details will vary. Within the eternal return 
of the same, these details are then the news: the bad guy at the global OK 
Corral is Iran or Iraq (or Serbia, or tomorrow China) instead of the USSR, 
poverty comes from heavens while the IMF is good. Plus ça change, plus 
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c’est la même chose. Diametrically opposed to this is the encounter with 
Nonbeing: history can radically change.

4.3

A further key rearrangement of categories is implied here, diametrically 
opposed to the disciplinary organization of knowledge by which the bour-
geoisie organizes the old maxim of “divide and conquer,” suppressing the 
indispensable union of operative truth and life-furthering value. It is, in 
today’s insufficient terms, a melding of science, politics, religion, and eco-
nomics into a humanizing philosophical history (the only science that Marx 
recognized; see also Daly and Cobb 123–31). For, the way science has been 
practiced since Galileo is not only a cultural revolution ( Jameson) but also a 
latent or patent political upheaval. The bourgeois civilization’s main way, via 
magistra, of coping with the unknown is aberrant because it “transmut[es] 
nature into concepts with the aim of mastering nature” (Nietzsche, Wille 
610): that is, it turns nature only into concepts and furthermore makes a 
more or less closed system out of concepts. It is not that the means get out 
of hand but that the mastery – the wrong end – requires consubstantially 
wrong means. If you want to be Master of your Company, you got to treat 
profit-making concepts as raw material on the same footing as profit-making 
labourers and iron ore. The problem lies not in the Sorcerer’s Apprentice 
but in the Master Wizard. The scientific is the political. 

A major political difference between religion and science is that entry 
into churches is free, while entry into the labs of technoscience is not. 
Religion was created for the poor classes, in order to make them bear their 
lot; whatever science was created for (it was to be more practical than reli-
gion in bettering everybody’s lot), it is today indifferent to the sufferings it 
arises out of and often much intensifies. The ready subservience of science 
to capitalist destruction of life – theoretically speaking, the crude but still 
very powerful scientific Positivism and philosophical Objectivism – must 
be decisively abandoned if we are to preserve the human species and most 
organic life. Despite its terrible record, almost nullifying both its cosmic 
and its political utopian impulse, a new look at the other main traditional 
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means of coping with the unknown, religion – an activity projecting upon 
the unknown anthropomorphic forces which may be propitiated but also 
a “table of contents of humanity’s theoretical struggles” (Marx, Werke 1: 
383) – is obviously on the agenda. While in present straits humanity is not 
fit to inquire into larger (for example cosmic) mysteries, it must be recog-
nized that religions were often the privileged – or simply the only tolerated 
– site of the Utterly Different (Bloch), of the philosophical wonder and 
awe at the tremendous and fascinating mystery sparked by nescience. Not, 
I hasten to add with as much stress as I can muster, that I find any use for 
monotheism or for the usually quite pernicious clerical apparati (churches 
as institutions). Yet: if both the scientific and religious fixed Truth is a dan-
gerous illusion or fakery; if understanding or wisdom is (at least since the 
industrial revolution) ineluctably a dynamic permeation and interfusion 
of the known with the unknown; and if the unknown will never be finally 
known since history will not freeze; then no salvational impulse (tradition-
ally monopolized but also deflected first by religions and theologies, and 
then by technology and science) can be heedlessly tossed aside in an age of 
multiple catastrophes on all levels, in this polluted Unknown into which 
we are lurching. Profit as the Transcendental Signifier (Great Satan) means 
unprecedented, system-immanent quantitative and qualitative destruction 
of human bodies through wars, drugs, and other poisonings of air, water, 
food – all of them being normalized and naturalized through objectivism 
and hypocritical empathy. 

4.4

Thus, looking at this from the scientific side, we need a salvational science, 
wresting the impulse away from religion. “God is not dead, he has been 
included into human destiny” (Benjamin). Looking at it from the side of 
belief, science needs to be refashioned to cope with qualities (overridingly, 
the quality of people’s lives) and not only quantities. But I shall here follow 
Brecht and Benjamin and look at our historical constellation as a new 
animal proceeding toward the horizons of a psychophysically viable com-
munity or polis: as politics in the classical sense, materializing salvation. 
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True, although politics is the only way for people to collectively help 
themselves, it is only too rarely such. Nonetheless, classical salvational, 
revolutionary politics fuses the daily, “vulgar” concerns with psychophysi-
cal survival of people and the ability to cope with Paradise as well as – 
alas especially – with Hell (as Benjamin reiterates in his materials on the 
Paris Arcades, for example Gesammelte Schriften V: 676, 1011, 1023, and 
Correspondence 549). An earmark of Hell: its “time doesn’t want to know 
death” (Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften V: 115). An earmark of Paradise 
and any prefiguration of it, such as the questing Soviet of Brecht’s He Who 
Says No: it can give meaning to death (see Suvin Lessons, Chapter 5). 

The only politics working for salvation is one of democratic communi-
ties. To get at them, “the most trite Communist platitude possesses more 
hierarchies of meaning than does contemporary bourgeois profundity, which 
has only one meaning, that of an apologetic” (Benjamin, Correspondence 
372–73). This may, retrospectively, be too optimistic, unless “Communist” 
is the ideal which worthwhile Marxists and worthwhile anarchists hold in 
common, rather than the ambiguous and finally corrupted Bolshevik tradi-
tion. Without the horizon of salvation for each as well as for all, commu-
nism or socialism is scientistic dogma; without politico-economic practice, 
“theology falls into magic” (Buck-Morss 249). Despite its terrible record, 
almost nullifying the utopian impulse of communism, it remains the most 
energetic, hopeful, and mass attempt at thisworldly salvation of modern 
times, and a new look at this dispossession of capitalism – beginning with 
a look at the grievous errors of “real communism” – ineluctably remains 
on any agenda to avert disaster. 

Wedge 5/ Pragmatics as Method: Multiple Pertinences, Not Only But Also; 
Art as Emblem 

Whoever today sticks his head into sand, will grind his teeth tomorrow. 
— Graffito in Germany, 1980s
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5.1

The ideal of an absolute Truth leads necessarily to Nietzsche’s “illusion” 
– that is, faking. This Truth may be arrived at in complex ways, but it is 
finally supposed to be a point of rest for the weary: “simple, transparent, 
not contradicting itself, permanent, enduring as identical, with no crease, 
hidden sleight, curtain, form: a man conceives thus the world of Being as 
‘God’ in his own image” (Wille 543). Such Truth (this ideal of truthfulness) 
is thus a lie, and whenever erected into a closed system – as in religion and 
in Galileian science – it compels lying, always unconscious and frequently 
also conscious. Any cognition developed against this fixed horizon partakes 
of a huge, finally deadly illusion. 

Strange as this may sound, cognition is usefully to be understood 
not only as open-ended but also as codetermined by the social subject 
and societal interests looking for it: the horizons are both movable and 
multiple. Not only is this legitimate, it is unavoidable and all-pervasive. 
Quite materialistically, the object of any praxis can only be “seen as” that 
particular kind of object (Wittgenstein) from a subject-driven – but also 
subject-modifying – standpoint and bearing. Now today no society wishing 
to survive can afford to face the sea of dangerous unknowns seeping into 
the cracks of our endangered life-world without a number of competing 
bearings, ways of negotiating the swirls and swells of bitter matter. The 
absence of such competition (and of its material basis) was what doomed 
the USSR. Obversely, the richer societies of the global North can afford 
the necessary luxury of multiple class fractions within the ruling class, 
with their differing interpretations of common class and societal interests, 
presenting alternative projects for societal essence or orientation. If such 
societies, principally the US one, decide on closure, they too will doom 
themselves (and possibly all of us).

Theoreticians like Kuhn or Foucault then fold back this multi-per-
spective view of the Einsteinian age into historical succession. It is more 
interesting to note that multi-perspective view and multi-linear causality 
was first rehearsed at length in two semiotic clusters. One was Modernist 
art: in poetry since Blake and Baudelaire, in painting since Cézanne and 
Picasso, in prose culminating with Joyce, Kafka or Faulkner, and in theatre 
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with Meyerhold and Brecht, while film and TV were wholly produced 
within this horizon (so that their massive failures can be directly attrib-
uted to capitalist alienations of their immanent possibilities, as Benjamin 
argued). The other was heretical cognition best represented by most Marx 
and some Nietzsche, but also, to my mind, by the post-Einstein revolu-
tions in natural sciences. The strengths of people like Brecht, Benjamin, 
and Eisenstein lay in cross-fertilization of these two major traditions of 
the real novum. 

5.2

This multiple as well as open-ended way of cognizing refigures the relation 
of exception to rule. 

Any exception implies a very dialectical contradiction: a) there is a 
rule or law; yet simultaneously, b) this rule has limits – of operation and 
reliability, most importantly of pertinence. Any sufficiently sustained and 
important exception judges and finally demolishes the rule; but then, such 
exception/s stimulate and induce new horizons, norms, rules. In dynamic, 
even though closed or one-track systems – such as classical (Galileian) sci-
ence – this (old) rule must be exchanged for a new and more encompassing 
one which accommodates the exception. The dynamism can here still be 
subordinated to the arrow of progress: higher, faster, quicker – a perma-
nent Olympic Games of the spirit, where the Nobel Prize medals strike 
gold. But in equally dynamic yet open and multi-track totalities (see Suvin, 
“Two Cheers”), the contradiction of rule and exception is not permanently 
deferred in order to break out anew as a falsification of the wider paradigm. 
These truly open quasi-systems – always provisional and protean – incor-
porate the startling, anti-Newtonian realization that probably all rules are 
only statistical and pragmatic, for all will always have exceptions arriving 
from the inexhaustible life-world of history traversing and constituting 
our bodies (Blake was right about “Newton’s sleep”). 

This does not mean that in any given, delimited situation there are 
no rules: on the contrary, we could not delimit and deal with any situa-
tion at all without proposing rules valid for them. But it indicates how to 
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use rules (as well as situations). First, the extreme becomes the exemplary 
form of the exception, indicating the neuralgic and dialectical watershed of 
pertinence for the rule: we begin to realize that any dynamic and complex 
state of affairs can only be discussed by a feedback between its phenomena 
and a pro analysi model formed by “pure,” that is in some ways extreme, 
elements. Indeed, it can be argued that “concept comes from the extreme” 
(Benjamin Gesammelte Schriften I.1: 215; see Lefebvre, Production 219). 

Second, the interesting exception indicates the limits of pertinence 
of a rule: the rule is not invalidated, it is assigned a domain of validity 
beside which (not above or below which in any progressive sense) other 
domains with other limits of pertinence may and most probably must exist. 
This entails not only a division of turfs – analogous to that between atomic 
physics, chemistry, physics, and biology, constituted roughly by the size of 
its elementary unit, from quark to cell – but also, and at that in the most 
fruitful cases, crossings of rule-domains (as in Freud’s “overdetermination” 
of dream elements; and see Gendlin). The closed “upward arrow” systems 
of cognition use a rigid rule with explained-away exceptions. Nietzsche 
calls in Wahrheit und Lüge some inkling of this denial an emblem of ter-
rible powers that oppose to scientific truths quite different truths. To the 
contrary, Lenin noted with approval Hegel’s arguments that “Law is the 
enduring […] in the appearances […], the quiescent reflection of appear-
ances” – and therefore, he concluded, “every law is narrow, incomplete, 
approximate” (151). The meta-principle of open cognition, opposed to the 
fake excelsior, could be called: not only but also (or both/and). The best 
known example is perhaps the wave-corpuscle duality in modern physics, 
but what Jameson speaks of as the coexistence of humanizing utopia and 
alienating ideology in almost any human endeavour today (certainly in all 
artworks and philosophies) may be an even better one. 

But then such a multiple cognition cannot rely on the “Olympic 
Games’” or “progress” model of the exception-rule spiral, nor be a pretti-
fication of existing bodies and images: “we are not talking about face lifts 
and liposuction” (Bolongaro) but about a change of behaviour and living. 
It is not a night in which all cats are grey: it is a dawn in which a societal 
“we” needs different cats for different purposes: say, some for petting and 
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some for catching mice (as Deng Xiao-ping failed to realize, so that his 
mousers have by now turned into “capitalist roaders”). 

“Rule” agents and “exception” agents constitute an anthropology. 
Benjamin’s agents, operating within the closed system of commodity capi-
talism, are all “exception” or marginal people, the metropolitan “Mohicans” 
from the jungle of cities (after Balzac, Baudelaire, Brecht, Kafka): pros-
titute, gambler, flâneur, collector, rag-picker, detective, last not least the 
poète maudit (behind all of whom hides the author himself ). But socially 
marginal may be semiotically or cognitively central because extreme: his 
typical figures show up the System en creux (prostitute as the living com-
modity). Marx’s agents are the “rule” and ruling agents: the hidden Powers-
That-Be of alienating perdition, allegories of the System (“M. le Capital et 
Mme la Terre”), and the new redeeming Power-To-Be: “proletarians of all 
countries”. Not much is to be found in Marx about the “system” the new 
Powers might set up, but if it were something like Fourier’s, it would be 
highly complex but also open-ended and dynamically meshing. Brecht 
effects a sly grafting: his plebeians are alienated at much too high a price 
into terrible but also temporary and failing Powers – Galy Gay, Shen Te, 
Mother Courage, Azdak. Brecht’s margins judge the center and excep-
tions pronounce judgment upon the rule. Nietzsche does not come off 
well here: the prophet on high, above the madding crowd; prefigurations 
of a new upper class. 

5.3

The strange dialectics of both/and are thus neither closed dogmatics nor 
unguided, disoriented eclecticism. A new, anti-Aristotelian Golden Middle 
may be found here in dynamic oscillation between Not Only and But Also, 
a bipolarity that may render the rule/ exception dilemma obsolete. In Marx’s 
Capital the searcher is confronted by two different ways of cognizing real-
ity. A crucially ambiguous case is one of outer appearance vs. inner laws of 
movement. The unfortunate paleotechnic vocabulary of rigid laws inherited 
from Newton, thus finally from Christian predetermination, and issuing 
forth with metallic (“iron,” or in the original German in fact “brazen”) 
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rigidity, can be found in Marx’s quick abbreviations, most notoriously in 
the Preface to Capital. But obversely, the more dialectical relation between 
veiling or mystifying and unveiling or manifesting, omnipresent in Marx 
from The Communist Manifesto on, usually does not rely on laws but on 
critical work grounded in tendencies and constituting both these poles 
in an unceasing weaving back and forth between them (see for extended 
discussion Suvin and Angenot, and Suvin “Two Cheers”). We could derive 
from Marx’s terminology a new illuminating vocabulary: “Beneath the 
apparently solid surface, they [the 1848 revolutions] betrayed oceans of 
liquid matter, only needing expansion to rend into fragments continents 
of hard rock” (“Speech at the Anniversary of the People’s Paper,” Tucker 
ed. 427; see on this remarkable passage Berman 90 and passim). A rock-
solid model is opposed to an ocean-fluid or metamorphically fluid one here: 
on the one hand an uncritical linkage of notions (Vorstellungen) which 
follow a “common sense” that is usually only conceptual and out of touch 
with sensual dynamics, and on the other hand a critical reasoning steeped 
in subversive norms of desire and value that reconstructs the given in its 
becoming, having become, and functioning into a dialectically contradic-
tory – articulated yet fluid – “concrete.” This is in fact the Marxian whole 
or totality, prefigured already in his doctoral dissertation as the opposition 
of Democritus and Euclid vs. Epicure and Lucretius. 

From this vantage point the necessary distinction about the uses, 
abuses, and limits of Nietzsche could also be undertaken. What is to be 
retained from him (and his best pupils in the twentieth century, such as 
Deleuze and Guattari) is an operative view of the universe, and our lives, as 
a dynamic winking in and out of a loose system of interacting forces. In that 
metamorphic and rhizomatic multiplicity we can – and at any pragmatic 
moment must, and thus always do! – freeze or cut out sufficiently stable 
“trees” of argumentation. This is quite compatible with the Marxian and 
Brechtian use of “production” or creation as form-giving fire, a magma or 
old mole from the depths rending all encrusted certainties. 
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5.4

Beside the powerful but sensually “thin” scientific method, it is art, the 
rendering of “thick” Possible Worlds, that has been the long-duration 
competitor of religion for wresting the unknown into the known by means 
of figure and narration, and for doing this in order to make present living 
easier. This parable-like, cognitively projective and allusive yet sensually 
present, function of insisting on the lateral possibilities of historical life, 
which might feed into a different future, remains for art in the foreseeable 
future. But it remains pertinent (it will be cognitive) on condition that the 
parable does not simply illustrate but induces the doctrine that it refers to 
and presupposes, that it become a critical rather than simply confirmational 
allegory: as Benjamin formulated in regard to Kafka and Brecht (per-
haps best in Benjamin, Correspondence 564–65 and Gesammelte Schriften 
VI: 11–13; see Suvin, “Preliminary”). “The highest art is the art of living,” 
noted Brecht: if this cannot today be (alas) an art of training statesmen 
for a State withering away, as he thought in 1930, it cannot be either an art 
of profit-making yuppie debauchery. Perhaps it is now the art of training 
critical dissenters who care for how as the indispensable obverse of why. 
Today, the formal is the substantial. Nonetheless, the final horizon should 
never be wholly forgotten: Burckhardt’s State as a Work of Art – not in the 
murderous Renaissance but in a possibly utopian future. For if this does 
not happen – if we dissidents don’t make it come about – utopia may, we 
have learned, also be dystopia: “Socialism or Barbarism” (Luxemburg 269). 
Radical participatory democracy from below at all levels; or profit-crazed 
neo-feudal oligarchy destroying us all. 

Poetry (artistic production) is thus potentially a privileged form for 
conveying and constituting cognition, for humanizing it by means of figures 
and events recalling but also modifying the life-world, and for understand-
ing what cognition is and may be. As discussed a propos the openly signify-
ing form in Wedge 3, art foregrounds the user’s interpretation but attempts 
to steer it according to a constant orientation. Thus, following Benjamin, 
worlds of art may (in the best cases) present us with radically different and/
or radically better experiences, whose shapings are then guides to salvation. 
It is not without right that poetry since Baudelaire openly claimed to be the 
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highest cognition, as did the novel since Balzac (Marx and Engels agreed 
with that claim). For, as Nietzsche had surmised, we have to “look at sci-
ence in the light of art, but at art in the light of life” (Birth 19). 

Part 2. What Must We Know For Blights

Increscunt animi, virescit volnere virtus.
[Wounded, the excellence grows adult and spirits stronger] 

— Nietzsche’s motto, 1872

What remains clear is that all the problems that socialism tried and failed to solve 
remain even less soluble today, and insoluble within our present structures.

— Heiner Müller, 1981 

But may the will to truth mean this to you: that everything be transformed into 
the humanly conceivable […], the humanly palpable! You have to think to the end 
your own senses. 

— Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, 1880s

Wedge 6/ What for 

Outside of poetry there is no Zen, outside of Zen there is no poetry. 
Ten’in Ryûtaku, fifteenth century (paraphrasing Yen Yü, twelfth century– 

thirteenth century)

Let’s say first of all what is not happiness, since we know that. 
— Lefebvre, 1967

6.1

Yet further, always radically further, to the farthest horizon: It seems 
incontrovertible that all grasping and understanding reality is phyloge-
netically (for the human species) and ontogenetically (for each child) 
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both metaphorical and literal, that the lever, microscope, movies or com-
puter, formed in order to have a definite type of effect, change the neural 
pathways of humans and make them stand under a differing reality. The 
mediated traffic with nature determines in each historical case the human 
sensorium as a hermeneutic apparatus. Any (literal and metaphorical) tool 
defines its object-types and its subject-wielders both as something and to 
(for) something. The embodied sense-functions shape our access to the 
world of signifying and significant potential actions. In that sense, Marx’s 
famous final Thesis on Feuerbach, enjoining understanding to change the 
world, would almost be superfluous. It should perhaps be read as much as 
a confirmation as an exhortation: this is what “the point” or the purpose of 
“philosophers’ interpretation” has always been. No interpretation without 
consequences for change – but also, no change without interpretation. 
Any understanding intervenes into life to a certain, sometimes minimal, 
degree – if only by refusing to intervene. And attempts to make sense of the 
forces shaping our lives will run into sand unless understanding connects 
to practical changing of the pernicious constellations stunting our lives. 

It is imperative that we realize – as the feminists have – epistemol-
ogy does not function without asking the political question “what for?” 
or cui bono. It is not simply that there is no useful politics without clear 
perception: much more intimately, interests and values decisively shape 
all perception. The barrier between supposedly “cultural” discussions and 
politics-cum-economics is sterile categorization and blindness. 

6.2

Thus, the final and overriding question for now is: where are we to look for 
liberating currents in this needy, paltry, poor age (dürftige Zeit) of ours? 
For if we do not at least guess at them, approximate them, try to forecast 
them, pave the way for them, help to make them possible, how are we to 
use Marx’s great insight that no theory or method can be divorced from 
or indeed understood without the practice of social groups to which it 
corresponds? How are we to delineate the new sensorium humanity needs 
for survival? 
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Again, I may today only begin answering this by contraries: What 
are the major blights most efficiently destroying human existence, dignity, 
and sense in the twentieth century? I can name three: mass murders, mass 
prostitution, mass drugging – a consubstantial unholy trinity. 

Wedge 7/ Against War 

Counter-revolution by the center against the periphery 
Blood on stone          blood and stones
Thou shalt not get out from under world banks 
                 fish mouth silently
This is Moses and the prophets. 

“Le Ceneri di Tito” 

There have never been so many killings in the entire world history as in this 
one century: hundreds of millions of people slaughtered by bomb and knife, 
and probably billions by hunger and maladies of poverty – the class war of 
the few ever more rich against the many ever more poor. Tuberculosis is 
back in force, and even the plague has returned in India. The excuse that 
– proportionately to the number of people alive – the twentieth century 
is no worse than any other may or may not be statistically correct, but it 
is irrelevant. If we have the cognitive wherewithal to ensure the survival 
of more people beyond their twelfth month, then we surely must use it to 
ensure their survival to their (our) natural end. Each person is a body in 
hope and pain, in theological terms in direct one-to-one relation to divin-
ity. No proportions apply. 

Worse: the present Post-Fordist social system does not need even 
approximately as many producers as the Welfare State Fordism did. 
Consumers are still needed, but the poorer ones (non-“Whites,” most 
women, the very old and very young) do not count for much. One average 
North American citizen – such as me or you – consumes thirteen times 
more energy than one Chinese and 1,300 times more than a Bangladeshi: 
in direct proportion, the US armed forces and media count carefully their 
own body-bags but not the dead of its bombing and starving out. In the vein 
of Swift’s Modest Proposal, I can propose that for the rulers of our globe, 
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the corporative-military complex, major demographic bloodletting is most 
welcome (more than a touch of racism may be found here). At the very 
least, unless profit lurks in the wings, there is no reason to spend money on 
preventing it – either wars (Ruanda, Bosnia, and further to come), epidem-
ics, terminal drugging or endemic famines: about hunger alone, cautious 
international sources speak of some 40 million people dying from it each 
year, while “about 500 million are chronically malnourished,” that is on 
the way to dying soon, and a further 800+ million in “absolute poverty,” 
that is, bordering on famine and dying a bit more slowly (Drèze-Sen 35, 
Human … 1996 20, idem, 1998). 

Continuous warfare has never ceased under capitalism, whose heart-
beat is antagonistic competition regardless of human lives (there were more 
dead and maimed per year in US car crashes than US casualties at the height 
of the Vietnam War). However, there was an illusory truce between the 
Euro-American metropolitan states as of ca. 1870. But even if we date the 
beginning of the permanent chain of war carnages in the “North” from 
1911 – the first carving up of a precapitalist European empire, the Ottoman 
one, and the first major world revolution, the Mexican one – then we are 
already within the most terrible (almost) Hundred Years War in human 
history. Is this an accident? No. Capitalism cannot climb out of economic 
depressions without huge military spending, a “war mega-dividend.” As 
Benjamin intuited and Paul Sweezy buttressed, it is a permanent “martial 
law”: the Welfare State was also a Warfare State. In that respect, even the 
fully degenerate “State socialism” of the USSR was better: it did not need 
war, it was bankrupted by the armaments race forced on it. 

We need to zero in relentlessly on this fact: from the inception of 
the modern State and market, wars have always been “the greatest and the 
most profitable of investments” (Lefebvre, Production 275). No capitalism 
without wars: and today wars destroy the world. 

This is of a piece with the maintenance of a sustainable vertebrate bio-
sphere (cockroaches may survive). No sane ecology without going against 
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the profit principle and unlimited growth: beginning with wars and arma-
ment industries.3 

Wedge 8/ Against Prostitution 

Prostitution is only a particular expression of the general prostitution of the labourer, 
and since prostitution is a relationship which includes not only the prostituted but 
also the prostitutor – whose vileness is even greater – so also the capitalist etc. fall 
in this category. 

— Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 

8.1

About prostitution, I own to a deep prejudgement: my stomach upheaves 
at it. I see it as a purulent rhizomatic system in which it is difficult to 
decide what is worse: the obvious surface, the hidden depths; the signifier 
or the signified; the brute fact or the allegoric imagination valorizing it 
and driving it on. The surface is bad enough: the mass expansion of the 
sexual traffic in women (and, more rarely, men) is directly caused by the 
low or no earnings within capitalist immiseration (Chessler-Goodman 
5), as clearly shown in the flood of first African (in the 1980s) and then 
East European prostitutes (for “since the end of communism, women have 
experienced a disproportionate share of economic hardship” – “In” 39) to 
more affluent European countries. The average of around thirty clients per 
week is of a piece with the mass-production or conveyor-belt drill (in the 
chorus lines of Busby Berkeley movies or in brothels). Though there are 
no proper statistics, a 1985 estimate put the spending on US prostitution 
at 15 billion (Pateman 190) and a 2000 estimate in Europe (“In”) at 9 bil-
lion – yes! – dollars. At any given point in time, hundreds of thousands 
of prostituted sexual bodies lose the oldest and perhaps most specifically 

3 Note Jan. 2008: See now much more in the Mesnard and the two Suvin entries in 
the bibliography of Wedge 7.
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humanizing promesse de bonheur, the wondrous joy of two human wholes 
donating each to the other, the aura of mysterious – because creative and 
thus never fully foreseeable – use-value. 

Marx could rightly say that “the whole of human servitude is involved 
in the relation of worker to production, and all relations of servitude are 
only modifications and consequences of the worker’s relation to produc-
tion” (“Economic” 299); but one could with Benjamin perhaps as rightly 
say this for the relation of the prostitute to prostitution, in the widest 
sense. To vary Marx’s even more famous definition of capital, which was 
“not a thing but a social relationship among people mediated by things” 
(Kapital I: 731), prostitution is not a whore’s activity but a social relation-
ship among people rooted in the sale of the embodied female sexuality. 
For, if we define a prostitute as any person for whom sexual relationships 
become work in view of financial gain (see Parent-Duchatelet, Goldmann, 
Pateman), then to begin with – as classical socialists and feminists from 
Mary Wollstonecraft on said – what I would call the patriarchal (not all) 
bourgeois marriages are largely a mono-prostitution. But even further, the 
sale of sexual use of a woman’s bodily services as consumable commodity 
(which fortunately for the seller, often an exploitative middleman, miracu-
lously regrows – up to a point of no return) means that everything can 
become a commodity. 

Sexual prostitution is then, as the epigraph from Marx well notes, a 
two-sided relationship of unequal power enforced primarily by dire pov-
erty and secondarily by bourgeois law enforcement and mores. Without 
falling into the noxious sentimentality of the “whores with a heart of gold,” 
it is clear they are at least as much sinned against as sinning: and insofar 
as they work, unionizing and strikes must be allowed. There are claims by 
Post-Modern practitioners that along much disgust they sometimes enjoy 
prostituted sex (cf. Sex Work passim and Bell chapters 5 and 6). I sympa-
thize: why should the oppressed not get pleasure where they can? Yet drug 
users claim this too: it remains a poisoned and poisoning relation. True, 
criminalizing prostitution (or drug intake) fails to check it and helps only 
the middlemen: laws against exploiting the workforce, coercion, violence, 
and child abuse suffice, and the police has no business in the bedrooms 
of nations. No noncoercive sexual relationship or community of adults 
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is to be medically or legally privileged or discriminated (Rubin, McLeod 
20–25; if there were to be laws, they should apply to all involved in the 
prostitution relationship).

8.2

But the alternative of “Starve or sell yourself,” never more shamelessly 
enforced than at the end of this great century of democratic commodities, 
is an Original Sin inherent in capitalist urbanization and industrialization 
that ramifies into almost all the blights of its (our) period. Physical labour-
power is already a quite strange commodity, vested as it is most intimately 
in a personal body: how can you tell the labourer from the labour? In the 
modern age, two super-commodities have been added to it, making sale-
able objects out of what would seem at the furthest remove from com-
modification: the sexual body, and the creative brain. As Daniel Defoe 
showed, the first was from Moll Flanders on as a rule female and lower 
class (with a small stratum of high-class courtesans); as Balzac showed, the 
second was from Lucien de Rubempré on (in Lost Illusions) as a rule male 
and “middle” class: in our age of progress both are increasingly becoming 
unisex. Capitalism splits (in the North) into a two-track system: patriar-
chy for the poor and marginals of gender and ethnicity-race, contract for 
the hegemonic and affordable. Thus, sexual prostitution is also a common 
denominator for and bridge to all other forms of prostitution under capi-
talism, as well as to subservience to the war of each against each and to 
drugging (Millett ed. 112–14). I have argued (Suvin, “Two Holy” 44ff.) 
that both erotics and writing have as their optimal horizon a utopian and 
cognitive practice: fullness of meaning, necessary and sufficient articula-
tion without power-hierarchies, denial that what exists here-and-now is 
the sole possibility, uniqueness of its microworld, its passional depth and 
vitality. But this, their raison d’être, is systematically commodified into dys-
topia – lives of quiet desperation or loud cynicism. The cognitive metaphor 
of intellectuals (and particularly media people from the rise of mass press 
on) as prostitutes selling their brain-power to alienating ends is a recurring 
and just one. Today more than ever. 
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Sexual prostitution itself is as a rule male possession of the living 
super-commodity of a performing female body, where the pleasure is not 
simply in the afferent genital nerves but at least equally in the masculine 
imagination. It is the perverted but – one must assume – intense pleasure 
of using a person humiliatingly reduced to obedient object, the final sub-
sumption of highest quality under quantification (money, price), of Eros 
under Death – as in Baudelaire’s poetry, ambiguously freezing this aliena-
tion through classical form. His attentive reader Benjamin saw how in the 
reified female body, which can yet give (and pretend to receive) pleasure, 
allegory unites with commodities. In his language, the prostituted body, 
the mass commodity that “celebrates its becoming human in the prosti-
tute” (Gesammelte Schriften I.2: 671), is the central “phantasmagoria” of 
commodified capitalism. The central capitalist sacrament, so to speak, 
the ritual of this weird religion whose Holy Scriptures are the daily stock-
market quotations, is to reduce any use-value of bodies to a fixed financial 
“equivalent” rather than to meet them as equipollent (and evanescently 
changing and inexhaustible) subjects. 

The horizon of a minimally just society is the abolition of the economic 
and psychic pressure on women to sell and on men to buy sexual services. 
Both are here “participants in an exercise in human misery” (McLeod 90), 
in denials of humanity (see Millett ed. 47, 62–67, 85, and 131–32). 

Wedge 9/ Against Drugs

[T]he junk merchant does not sell his product to the consumer, he sells the consumer 
to his product […]. He degrades and simplifies the client. 

— William S. Burroughs, Naked Lunch 

9.1

However, the latest full colonization of human inner space (but the colo-
nization of the genome has begun) is the colonization of the brain, brain-
washing – that quintessential term of the US 1950s, as American as apple 
pie, dynamite, P.T. Barnum, hype, and ads. 
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Insofar as prostitution is an addiction, involved with power hustling, 
it also belongs here (so do some springs of war and violence in general, see 
now Suvin “Terms”). But we need more data about it, as well as about the 
real effect of the mind-bending drugs. I shall provisionally define these 
as substances acting upon the human brain so as to inflect its judgment 
away from fundamental interests of bodily and social salvation. They are 
by now as a rule industrially produced for mass consumption, and include 
alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana, the old narcotics and opiates and the 
new hallucinogens and pharmacy pills. The first problem is definition 
and inclusion: how to differentiate the “natural” uses of mild stimulants 
in small concentrations (for example, wine) for euphoria or disease treat-
ment from drugging as defined above, which is usually addictive. It is an 
illusory palliative, its production and consumption sprung from physical 
or psychic misery and in turn impeding its eradication through liberatory 
politics, and last not least it is big capitalist business. Mass drunkenness 
began with industrialization, as testified to by Hogarth’s Gin Lane, and 
spread with it. One should not forget the second half of Marx’s famous 
quip about religion, “opiate of the people, heart of the heartless world”: 
all brainwashing is accepted for momentary dulling of pain in the user, be 
he the poorest peasant or the most competitive speculator and CEO (the 
upper-class drugs are therefore not really prosecuted: alcohol and pills are 
officially exempt, old-type cocaine unofficially). But the long-range costs 
are exorbitant: drugs stupefy people, often a whole people. 

Data on the illegal drugs are especially secret and controversial. Around 
1990 the WHO estimated the users at 50 million (all numbers should for 
today be augmented between 50 and 200 percent). The number of users 
is small in comparison to tobacco and alcohol: in the US in 1988 there 
were 106 million users of alcohol, 57 million of tobacco, 12 million of 
marijuana, 2.8 million of cocaine and ca. 0.7 million of heroin; 98 percent 
of deaths from use seem due to the legal drugs (Methodist 6, 10–12). But 
the profits in the illegal trade, bolstered by prohibition, are huge: the nar-
codollar income of perhaps 500 billion US$ per year, when whitewashed 
by banks and invested, gave by 1990 a profit of between 1,000 and 2,000 
billion US$ per year (Delbrel ed. 5–6, 116). The producers get very little of 
this: from $100 of cocaine bought in New York, an Andean coca peasant 
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gets maybe $2, the middlemen (Colombian mafia – or opium and hashish 
smugglers from Indochina and Afghanistan) maybe $4–5, the rest is profit 
in the USA (ibid. 117 and 214). Both this trade and the legal prescription 
drugs pushed by oligopolic pharmaceutical industry are predicated on 
unregulated research and massive international distribution. By the end of 
the 1990s, drug-related activities constituted ca. 2–6 percent of the world 
Gross Product and well over 10 percent of world trade, and were (with 
arms) the most profitable world commodity (George 166–67).

There is a special bond between drugs and war (also professional 
sports). Not to discuss the Opium Wars against China, stimulants were 
massively given to soldiers from World War II to the drugged US armies 
today, while narcodollars finance the lords of war, from the CIA organi-
zation of the Indochina heroin trade in the 1970s and Afghanistan to the 
UCK guerrillas in Kosovo. 

9.2

All beliefs and evaluations modify the mind, with appropriate biochemi-
cal reactions inside it. There is little reason not to call drugging such rela-
tional proceedings (and not only discrete substances) as inflect people’s 
judgment away from fundamental interests of bodily and social salvation. 
These proceedings also fall under William Burroughs’s addictive “junk,” 
the ideal commodity because the “junk merchant” begins by moulding 
the consumer: “He degrades and simplifies the client” (xxxix). I shall here 
mention only the brainwashing by means of Disneyfication: in developed 
capitalism, all roads lead to the Rome of bending the mind, and a proper 
part can stand for the whole. 

I argue at length in Chapter 9, and will here only briefly repeat and 
bring to a point, that Disneyfication is a drug that does not function by 
introduction of chemical substances into the brain but by channelling 
adult imagination into infantilism. It works by emotional empathy into 
comic-book figures that propagate cheeriness, affluence, consumerism, and 
technoscientific progress – a simplified ideology pretending to be suburban 
or exotic utopia while occulting labour, hunger, lack of shelter, disease, sex 
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or death. It is a degenerate utopia, where the succession of thrilling fake 
novums pre-empts radical novelty. It is abetted and massively involved in 
TV and other media, where the viewer is cut off from the producing of 
(or in) them and positioned within a mass of atomized fellow-viewers, so 
that an incessant desire to consume is the only participation in the social 
process. The abiding alienation of labour and political disempowerment 
is channelled into a rage for addictive consuming. There is a deep subter-
ranean bond between the starving bellies and bacterial epidemics among 
the masses of the global South, and the starving minds and drugging epi-
demics moulding us in the North. Disneyland is a pioneering pars pro toto 
of the capitalist and especially US admass brainwash. Its central spring is 
what I have called reproductive empathy, where “the commercial glance into 
the heart of things […] demolishes the space for the free play of viewing” 
by abolishing any critical distance (Benjamin, Gesammelte Schriften IV.1: 
131–32). This empathy is consubstantial to transfer ideologizing, “natural-
izing” and shutting out historical time as the space of alternative choices, 
while the foreign/ers and the natural world become the primitive, the 
savage, and the monstrous; and to substitution commodifying, produc-
ing a transmogrified reality by hallucinatory channelling of desire. The 
pervasive upshot of Disneyland is that the pursuit of happiness becomes 
a lifetime of shopping. 

Disneyfication is a shaping of affective investment into commodifying 
which reduces the mind to infantilism as an illusory escape from death. 

Wedge 10/ Against Apocalypse 

What is here dealt with can scarcely be presented as doctrinal opinion, certainly not 
as system. It seems rather a precipitate of an inalienable experience that permeates 
all considerations. It means that methodic stringency is worth its name only when 
it includes into its horizon not only experiments within the segregated lab space but 
also those within the free space of history. 

— Walter Benjamin 
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10.1

The “cannon fodder” or mortified meat in wars, prostitution, and drug-
ging, the mass casualties, are as a rule the oppressed of “White” patriarchal 
capitalism: all the poor, most “coloureds,” most women. (The exceptions, 
such as the British ruling class sacrificing much of its own youth in World 
War I or Stalinist despotic bureaucracy murdering off the Old Bolsheviks, 
are rare, for they lead to that class’s loss of mastery.) “Lower” class, race, 
as well as gender expendability – paired with nauseatingly sentimental 
hypocrisy, beginning (say) with Man Friday – reign: and especially when 
these “non-independent” categories overlap in, say, Black members of US 
armed forces or prostitutes displaced into big cities (see Davis) or indeed 
prostitutes and other hangers-on servicing soldiers in poorer countries 
(the “comfort women” for the Japanese Imperial Army, and today the mass 
prostitution around US and UN forces abroad, from the Philippines to 
Bosnia). “Colored, sexed, and laboring persons” are denied epistemologi-
cal visibility and thus political agency (Haraway 32, and see 26–30), they 
have traditionally not been Cartesian and Lockean “individuals” (who 
were, before the onset of counterrevolutionary hypocrisy in the nineteenth 
century, forthrightly defined as those who have possessions). They bear 
the full weight of the enforcement of super-profits, the degradation, and 
the legal persecution that with the advent of imperialism shift from the 
dangerously organized male White industrial workers and intellectuals 
(who advance to privileged bearers of social-democratic reformism) to the 
unemployed, the “criminal,” and the female people – as well as the colonial 
and semi-colonial vanquished in the wars (see Marcuse 134 and passim, 
Haug 190 and passim). For one relatively small example, there are at least 
27 million slaves – people held by violence for economic exploitation – in 
the world (Bales 23 and 280), not counting prostitutes. Both the social-
democratic and the communist movements catastrophically undervalued 
the significance of this change in exploitation targeting a non-factory pro-
letariat (though the Bolsheviks were, at their revolutionary beginning, the 
first to indicate it). 
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10.2

War – drugs – brainwashing: these are the present dispensation’s Three 
Riders of the Apocalypse. War is the first rider: the determining spring of 
life under capitalism is a continuation of war by other means. Foucault 
penetratingly asked: “isn’t power simply a form of warlike domination […] 
a sort of generalized war which assumes at particular moments the forms of 
peace and State?” (123). Technoscience is perhaps not simply war, as Latour 
sometimes implies, yet at least it is intimately shaped by use for war, literal 
and metaphorical. But this unnatural state of affairs generates so much 
misery that drugs and brainwashing have to be resorted to, in the finally vain 
endeavour to find a breathing space, to shut out Death. Capitalist civiliza-
tion reposes on insoluble contradiction between a boundless increase of pro-
ductive forces and boundless economic and psychic immiseration of people: 
its main product is the production of destructive novums, “undermining of 
the springs of all wealth: the earth and the worker” (Marx, Kapital. Werke 
23: 530). Capital practices “systematic robbery of the preconditions for life 
[…], of space, air, light […]” (ibid. 449–50), and today we could add water, 
silence, health in general, etc. – in fact, life and the pursuit of happiness. 
Post-Fordist condemnation of two thirds of adult population globally 
(and one third in the “rich” countries) to unemployment or piecework is 
a further robbery of vitality during people’s youth, to be paid for in their 
middle and late years by defencelessness against disease and early dying. 
Thus behind the three riders, as always, the fourth and main one advances, 
Death as this civilization’s final horizon. As Benjamin exemplarily argued 
on the traces of Baudelaire and Balzac, Death is the only end of gambling, 
excitement, novelty – of the commodity customer’s experience and time 
horizon (for example, Gesammelte Schriften I.2: 668). It is clearly also the 
end-horizon of raping the planet by economic exploitation and ecocide. 
This is not the easeful death each of us has a right to: it is the collective 
death of humanity. 

Whence such myopic folly, differing from any past dying empire only 
in its speed-of-light propagation? Probably it is intrinsic to the thirst for 
power. When Freud speculated during World War I that “the impulse of 
cruelty arises from the instinct of mastery” (59), we might reject obfuscating 
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terms such as instinct but see that he put his finger on a centrally sore 
point. (He also rightly saw as the counter-pole an “instinct for knowledge 
or research” – 60.) While this is as old as class society and patriarchy, it was 
never so powerful, unnecessary, and necrophilic as in capitalism, driven by 
the unending “fix” of profits. And in particular amid the perfectly sinful 
Post-Fordist wars, prostitution, and druggings. 

10.3

What are we, who should still call ourselves the Left, and whose conscious 
core should perhaps think again about assuming communism as its poetry 
and prose, then to do? To begin with: strive to understand and minimize 
the ruling-class apocalypse; look for ways to counteract the blights in 
articulated and organized ways. Since all blights are semiotically and mate-
rially interwoven, the only possible response to any of them is one that 
does not hinder a response to any other among them. Beside pragmatic 
reasons of achieving oppositional critical mass, Gramsci’s “historical bloc” 
(which would itself be enough), this is what makes it necessary to shun 
sectarian politics like the plague, even by such potentially large groups like 
super-exploited women. Separatisms – the defunct ouvrierisme (reliance on 
industrial workers only, today noticeably diminished by automatization) 
and countryside “Maoism”; macho, feminist, and generation separatism; 
etc. – are the worst internal enemy of radical politics. Rainbow politics 
could be a good name if it is understood that while the colours are sepa-
rate, so that organizing around issues limited to a given “identity” may be 
locally useful as a first step, the rainbow is one. 

Finally (the snake bites its tail): the political equivalent of this whole 
endeavour of mine is the fact that the “professional-managerial” class is 
today – as Bloch argued in 1938 for the intelligentsia in the industrialized 
states (343) – the one indispensable ally in any historical bloc, say with 
the working classes and women, which would have a chance to get off the 
ground. An ally is NOT a servant: it is somebody with whom one can disa-
gree but has strategic interests in common, a community of destiny against 
the terrorism of capital (see Lefebvre, Cybernanthrope 56–57) which may 
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supply criteria for resolving the disagreement. And the criteria have to be 
built up with contributions by each. We “professionals” are professionally 
trained to formulate such criteria – if we can shake off capitalist corrup-
tion and listen to political experiences from below. For, “any erroneous 
understanding of truth is simultaneously an erroneous understanding of 
freedom” (Marcuse 147). 

This is what the present writing, however awkwardly, attempts to 
clear the ground for.4
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