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a Being in its own right, but simply the by-product of an operation of 
thought. It is merely a number. 

6) But if everything is a multiple of a multiple, how can it be counted­
for-one, when the one does not exist except as a result, and hence 
cannot satisfactorily function as the foundation of a consistent 
arithmetic? And given that the multiple must be counted in order to be 
registered as such, it is then surely retroactively undecidable whether 
it was, strictly speaking, a multiple in the first place. The theory here 
has recourse to the so-called "empty set" (in French, ensemble vide). 
In Badiou's words, "the only point of arrest of the multiple, which is 
always a multiple of multiples (and not a multiple of Ones), can only 
be the multiple of nothing [rien]: the empty set.,,47 This unique set can 
be defined in a number of ways, and has a number of peculiar 
properties; for example, it is a set without members, it is itself a subset 
of every set including itself, and so on. 

7) It is thus on the basis of the empty set - signified by a "zero afflicted 
with the bar of sense" - that infinite infinities can be generated. 

But these points are purely introductory. The step into philosophy comes 
for Badiou when the axioms of set-theory are taken as the literal 
foundations for an ontology. This step thus requires a shift in 
terminology. Let us begin with what Badiou calls the "situation," that is, 
presentation in general ("situation" ought to be understood here outside 
of its more familiar Sartrian context). Now if mathematics is itself only 
concerned with the multiples of multiples that are sets, this can be 
refigured in ontology as the realm of pure presentation. 

However, there is immediately a difficulty. For if presentation 
subsists, without presence, without objects, there is as yet nothing to 
guarantee its consistency (that is, anything and nothing can be predicated 
of it, with equal legitimacy). And if there is presentation, this is not 
necessarily the (self-) presentation of a primordial One. However Being, 
for Badiou, cannot really be either one or multiple: as aforementioned, a 
multiple can only be recognised as such when submitted to the 
exigencies of structure. In his own words, "the multiple is the inevitable 
predicate of what is structured, because structuration, that is to say the 
counting-for-one, is an effect.,,48 So all presentation itself must be, or 
must have been, structured by an act (of enumeration). 

47 Deleuze, p. 70.
 
48 L'etre et I'eVlinement, p. 33.
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This immemorial act thereby introduces a fissure in presentation; 
through retroaction, it generates an inconsistent initial multiple - whose 
existence is, hence, undecidable - at the very moment that it guarantees 
the final consistency of the structured presentation, i.e., "'Multiple' is an 
effect of the presentation, such as is retroactively apprehended as not­
one from the moment that being-one is a result. But 'multiple' says also 
the composition of the count, being the multiple as 'several-ones' 
counted by the action of the structure. There is a multiplicity of inertia, 
that of presentation, and a multiplicity of composition, which is that of 
number and of the effect of the structure."49 

This imperceptible presentative division is what Badiou will call the 
nothing (rien), which is global, but obviously cannot manifest itself 
within the situation itselCO It is, necessarily, the "unpresentable of the 
situation," a nothing which is not simply a "not" (pas) or non-being. An 
unpresentable which - being everywhere - must somehow affect the 
presented situation. For Badiou, as it turns out, the unpresentable comes 
to be presented within the situation as an unlocalisable void point, an 
"errant cause," which verifies that "the situation is sutured to being."5] It 
is therefore not exactly presented, but presented in its subtraction. This 
is the void of being that mathematics formalises as the empty-set.52 The 
void of being must not, furthermore, be confused with the void category 
of Truth: the first is, obviously, ontological; the second purely logicaU3 

And neither void must be identified, as Lacanians tend to do, with the 
subject itselC4 But it also provides Badiou with another notable 

49 L 'etre et l'evenemellt, p. 33. Badiou adds that this division between "inertia" and 
"composition," of "retroactive obligation" and "anticipatory authorisation," is a law 
of thought. As regards philosophy itself, Badiou will hold that the ontological 
situation is "the presentation of presentation...ontology can only be a theory of 
inconsistent multiplicities insofar as they exist," p. 36. 
50 "Toute situation implique le rien de son tout. Mais le rien n'est ni un lieu ni un 
terme de la situation," L'e/re et I'evenement, p. 67. 
51 "The insistence of the void in-consists as delocalisation," L'etre et l'evenemellt, p. 
92.
 
52 Hence Badiou can hold that "there is no structure of being," L'etre et I'evellement,
 
p.34.
 
53 See ConditiollS, p. 66.
 
54 This conviction has extreme consequences for the Lacanian doctrine of the subject:
 
as Badiou remarks of Jacques-Alain Miller's coupling of Frege's logic with Lacan's,
 
"The doctrine of Frege would be an analogon pertinent to Lacanian logic. For which
 
we have nothing to say since, in this case, the text of Miller would not be a text 011
 

number. It would not be on two counts: initially because it regards not number, but
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polemical motif: philosophy does not deal in abstractions, but in 
subtractions. And it thereby also permits the recasting of Heidegger's 
ontico-ontological difference (between Being and beings) as the 
difference between the presentation of presentation (inconsistent 
multiples) and presented-presentation (existent, consistent multiples). 

It is for the above reasons that Badiou will identify the empty-set as 
the proper name of Being, and the axiom of the empty-set as the only 
genuinely existential axiom of mathematics. The empty set is thus also 
the name of Being qua inconsistency, and its axiom might also be 
translated into philosophical terms as: "there is a multiple not under the 
Idea of the multiple."" And, given that it is out of the empty-set that 
infinite infinities are generated, Badiou's ontology is a genuine atomism, 
albeit an atomism with a difference. For rather than there being plural 
atoms of matter that are in constant movement through the void, there is 
here only one immobile atom - the empty set is unique - and it is 
woven out of the void itself.... 

If I have been dealing above with Badiou's meta-ontological 
translation of set-theory's basic operation, that of belonging, into the 
problem of presentation and the void, there is another crucial distinction 
to be made here, which bears on the question of subsets and of inclusion. 
This is linked by Badiou to the so-called "power set axiom," which states 
that, given an arbitrary set, there is a set at hand which is the set of all 
the subsets of the given set, including the set itself. Every set is a 
member of its own power set, as is the empty set. (In finite arithmetic, if 
a set A has n elements, its power set will have 2" elements, but this 
quantitative relation - crucially - does not necessarily hold in the 
infinite.) Now whereas elements belong to sets, subsets are governed by 
the relation of inclusion: the power set operation thus turns subsets into 
elements by producing a set that is demonstrably larger than the initial 
set.56 For Badiou, this relation between a set and its power set can be 

rather Frege's doctrine of number (without gIVIng a position on the validity or 
consistency of that doctrine); and also because it proposes the series of number as a 
didactic vector for the logic of the signifier, and not as an effective example of the 
function of the subject's implication in the series of number. .." Le NOl7lbre, 3.12 
(English translation in UMBR(a) 2000, p. 111). In fact, for Badiou, a true thought of 
number is absolutely indifferent to the question of the subject. 
55 L'erre et I'evenement, p. 81. 
56 There are two different determinations of number that should be remarked here: 
cardinals and ordinals. A cardinal is a number that names a set in terms of the latter's 
sheer size, and two sets are equipollent (equal) if they havc the same cardinal number; 
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rewriuen as the relation between presentation and the re-presentation of 
this presentation. And whereas he will consider presentation as the 
regime of pure multiples, structure, counting-for-one - all up, the 
situation - representation involves the re-counting of the initial count: 
it generates the state of the given situation.'7 

There are three possible types of relation between a presentation and 
its state: I) singularity (an element is presented but not represented); 2) 
normality (if an element is presented, it is also represented: for Badiou, 
this is the schema of a homogeneous nature, and is founded on the 
mathematical construction of ordinal numbers); 3) excrescence (a term is 
represented but not presented). Unfortunately, there is no space here to 
expand on this critical question of the relations between presentation and 
representation: for Badiou, there are three major philosophical ways in 
which mathematics-philosophy has attempted to limit or define the play 
between presentation and representation: 1) constructibility, i.e. if 
something cannot be said by or in a well-formed language, it doesn't 
exist (e.g. Leibniz, Godel); 2) genericity, i.e. truth is indiscernable and 
commands the state of representation, thus functioning only in its 
anonymous subtraction (e.g. Rousseau, Beckett and Cohen); 3) 
transcendence, i.e. thought affirms an ascending hierarchy of Being (e.g. 
theology). Badiou also, somewhat ambiguously, designates a fourth way, 
"transversal" to these, which is "historial," and associated by him with 
the names of Marx and Freud. 

ordinal numbers are sets well-ordered by the epsilon relation. In the finite, ordinals 
and cardinals coincide, but diverge in the realm of the infinite. The first infinite 
ordinal is represented as ro. But it is also a cardinal, because every smaller ordinal is, 
by definition, not equipollent to it. As a cardinal it is called Aleph-zero. However 
(ro+l) is equipollent to ro itself, and so they share the same cardinal number (as does 
every other ordinal produced arithmetically from ro). Now Cantor's Theorem shows 
that no set is equipollent to the number of its subsets, and so the power set of ro has 
larger cardinality than Aleph-zero. However, it is not necessarily a larger cardinal, 
because we are not entitled to say that every set corresponds to some cardinal unless 
the Axiom of Choice is at hand (which ensures cardinal comparability). The 
continuum hypothesis will in fact propose that the power set of aleph-zero is equal to 
aleph-one (the generalised version will put the power set of aleph-n as equal to aleph­
n+1). Cohen has proven that the continuum hypothesis and the Axiom of Choice are 

independent of ZF.
,7 Badiou then re-poses his terms: the "one" is the "nonexistent" result of structure; 
"unicity" a predicate of the multiple thereby counted; "putting-in-one" is a (second) 
counting of the initial count, i.e. its representation. 
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For Badiou, set-theory thus founds a rigorous ontology which can 
quantify and compare various infinities, and effect various operations on 
the diverse multiples presented by the situation or represented by its 
state. However - and this is, as aforementioned, the central motif and 
summa of Badiou's system - such an ontology finds itself exceeded and 
rebuked by the paradoxes of event-truths. An event can be either 
scientific, amorous, political, or artistic. An event begins locally, in what 
Badiou will call a "site" (or point-site at the edge of the void);58 it effects 
a completely unprecedented transformation in the situation; it is 
therefore an aleatory interruption and an absolute beginning; it gives rise 
to a truth which is an infinite process, and hence finally indiscernable 
from within the situation itself; such a truth is thus - as for Lacan, but 
in a different sense - a hole in knowledge. To use Badiou's 
terminology, the event, intervention, and fidelity are the external 
qualities on the side of truth, whereas precise nomination in an 
established language is the hallmark of encyclopaedic knowledge. And 
whereas auto-belonging is strictly prohibited by the axioms of set-theory, 
the event has the singular property of belonging to itself.59 This property 
ensures that "there is no acceptable ontological matrix of the event," and 
that, "of the event, ontology has nothing to say.,,60 Being and truth are 
originarily disjunct, and the event is undecidable. 

But a subject can still - in fact, it must - intervene, in a fashion that 
is at once "illegal" and disruptive (the subject cannot construct a viable 
justification for its own decisions in this regard), and which, despite its 
very illegality, ultimately ensures the restitution of order. Such an 
intervention decides whether a putative event has in fact taken place, that 
is, if it belongs to the situation at hand.6\ If it decides affirmatively, the 

58 The event-site is always in a situation, but there are no event-situations. 
59 Badiou will explicitly un-chain the event from the Axiom of Foundation (or 
Regularity), which states that, given any non-empty set A there is a member b of A 
such that their intersection is empty, Ailb=0, hence A~ A because then the set {A J 

would have no foundation, since AE Ail{A}. But Badiou insists that an event has 
absolutely no foundation in Being. 
60 L'erre et l'eve,wment, p. 212. 
6\ "The intervention's initial operation is to make a name of an unpresented element 
of the site in order to qualify the event by which this site is the site," L'etre et 
l'evenement, p. 226. The intervention is also linked both to the Axiom of Choice and 
to the Empty-Set/Pair Set axiom, given that the sets the intervention "chooses" and 
upon which it decides cannot be effectively discerned (e.g. Russell's paradox of the 
left sock), and given that it touches upon a foundational "Two without concept," i.e. 
an unpresented or absent element and its supernumerary name. An intervention is 
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event is determined as an uncanalisable excess and indexed to a 
supplementary, arbitrary signifier (the "name" of the event); if 
negatively, there has been no event and nothing has taken place. Either 
way, the event is necessarily annulled as event, but an affirmative 
intervention nevertheless thereby holds out the possibility that there is a 
being of truth that is not truth itself, and that being and truth - if 
disjunct - are still compatible.62 A subject can, at best, "force" a 
veridical knowledge of a truth, but the truth "itself' - being infinite and 
indiscernible - will necessarily always elude it. Or, to cite Badiou's 
own rather lapidary "definition"; "that which decides an undecidable 
from the point of an indiscernible."6J The affirmative subjective moment 
involves, moreover, a difficult continuing engagement with the vanished 
event; Badiou names this subjective work of incessant material 
questioning "fidelity.,,64 Slavoj Zizek has glossed its complex structure 

thus: 

For Badiou (in his anti-Platonic mode, despite his love of Plato), 
Necessity is a category of veracity, of the order of Being, while 
Truth is inherently contingent, it can occur or not. ... For Badiou, 
Truth itself is a theologico-political notion: theological in so far as 
religious revelation is the unavowed paradigm of his notion of the 
Truth-Event; political because Truth is not a state to be perceived 
by means of a neutral intuition, but a matter of (ultimately 
political) engagement. Consequently, for Badiou, subjectivization 
designates the event of Truth that disrupts the closure of the 
hegemonic idelogical domain and/or the existing social edifice 
(the Order of Being)...65 

subtracted from the law of the "counting-for-one." Hence, even if an intervention 
decisively decides, it itself remains undecidable, and another intervention would be 
required to pronounce on the first: an event can thus never be apodictically 
assimilated to, or subsumed under, the heading of being. 
62 L'erre et l'evenement, p. 391. 
6) L'etre et l'evenement, p. 445. 
64 As Badiou puts it, "Being faithful to an event is to move (oneselt) in the situation 
that this event has supplemented, in thinking (but all thought is a practice, a putting to 
the test) the situation' according' to the event," L'ethique: Essai sur la conscience du 
Mal (Paris: Hatier, 1993), p. 38. 
65 Zizek, The Ticklish Subject, p. 183. It is worth noting here that Zizek's translation 
of Badiou's vocabulary into ZiZek's own terms is already (to my mind, illicitly) 
attempting to evade the mathematical foundations of Badiou's thought (I would add 
that Zizek's claims, as always, are suggestive but rely very heavily on chains of 
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There is unfortunately no space here to discuss Badiou's metaontological 
reformulation of Cohen's technical innovation of "forcing"; suffice it to 
say that the necessarily belated ontological enquiries upon the singularity 
of an indiscernable-generic truth by way of strings of conditions is 
integrally linked by Badiou to his reformulation of the subject of 
philosophy and its possible knowledge of this truth. The subject is, for 
Badiou, neither substance, nor constituting agency, nor recurrent 
structural exigency, but ralher an evanescent local effect, i.e., "the 
subject is nothing other, in its being, than a truth grasped at its pure 
point; it is a vanishing quantity of truth, a differential eclipse of its 
uncompletable infinity. This vanishing is the in-between of the 
undecidability of the event and the indiscernability of truth.,,66 A subject, 
like a truth, is rare, and takes place under the aegis of one generic 
procedure: it is always the Subject of art, politics, science or love. A 
subject is thus always absolutely singular in its production of matter, but 
only thinkable formally according to its genre. 

Badiou's "subject" makes truths true, precisely by "forcing" the 
present indiscernibility of truth into being qua knowledge: the subject is 
the singular-in-finite of a (one) point-of-truth, a moment in a truth's 
sporadic becoming. A truth is thus thought as a sequence or 
concatenation of those subjects who produce themselves as vanishing 
quantities of that truth: each subject as a singular "idea," and an idea (or, 
again, an idea-being) for Badiou is the subject itself insofar as it can be 
registered by philosophy. "Fidelity" to an event therefore means that the 
subjects produced in the wake of the "same" event can - even must ­
be radically different, and an integral component of philosophical 
practice is the construction of a site of Truth in which the (often 

analogies that obJilerate specific logical, terminological and rhetorical differences). 
Certainly, Zizek's remarks with regards to the possible theologico-political aspects of 
Badiou's notion of truth deserve further exploration (see also LecercJe on this point), 
but Zizek ignores Badiou's very careful formalisations of the numericity of the 
political procedure and therefore reduces the generic specificity of subjects, e.g. 
"What singularises the political procedure is that it goes from infinity to the 1....In 
this sense...poJitics is the inverse of love. Or: love begins there where poJi tics 
finishes," A. Badiou, Abrege de Metapolitique (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1998), p. 
166.
 
66 Conditions, p. 286. Cf. the entire chapter "Theory of the Subject," in L'erre et
 
l'evenement, pp. 429-445.
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antagonistic or heterogeneous) disparity of subjects can be configured as 
belonging, precisely, to the same sequence of an event-truth. 

Being, for Badiou, is fundamentally knowable; its paradigm is 
mathematical literalisation. Truths, on the other hand, are precisely 
indiscernible; they are not Being, but that which participates in the 
transformation of Being, by way of the subjective super-addition of 
infinite strings of what was hitherto a sort of dark matter. This is also 
why truths begin as an abolition of time: each truth has its own singular 
temporality, which is the complex rhythm produced by those spectral 
beat-punctuations that are its subjects. "Time" is thus itself irreducibly 
multiple, infinite, sporadic - and constantly reinvented. And because 
there is no Universal Time, no God, no Whole, in which every time 
would ultimately find its Time, the "time" of a truth can only be 
expressed oxymoronically: to use a phrase that is perhaps not Badiou's, a 
truth is both an "infinite process" and an "immortal transience." A truth 
qua truth, can only be subjectively inscribed in actuality by forcing it 
into a future-perfect without present or presence. In Badiou's un­
totalisable universe, "death" is therefore a senseless denomination. 
Badiou has produced, in other words, what might be called a techno­
philosophy of the infinities .... 

5. The Lighthouse of the Bride 

Despite the necessarily truncated account of Badiou's work offered here, 
his radical differences from such contemporary philosophers as Derrida 
and Deleuze should now be evident. Badiou's hostility to the diagnosis 
of "nihilism," his return to Plato and to pure mathematics, his expulsion 
of poetry from the domain of philosophical effectivity, his reformulation 
of the subject as a vanishing point in an infinite process of truth, the 
extremely specialised, technical (and hence difficult) nature of his work, 
etc., all place him at some distance from dominant Romantic trends. 
Furthermore, Badiou's anti-Romantic strain does not mean that he gives 
up on emancipatory or radical politics, nor does he fall back on notions 
of a professional or technical ethics to ground his declarations. On the 
contrary - and precisely to the extent that Badiou can mobilise the 
definitional precision of mathematics to effect separations between, say, 
art and politics - he can successfully evade the Romantic aestheticising 
that invariably concludes by attempting to re-fold every distinction into 
every other. 
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If I have any objections to Badiou's work, they are extremely 
tentative and perhaps even illicitly aestheticising in their turn. For 
instance, it is tempting to suggest that Badiou has oversimplified the 
work of a number of the figures whom he criticises - to the extent that 
some of his arguments begin to look like self-serving sophistic 
contortions in their own right. Although Derrida, for instance, is merely 
a minor figure in Badiou's demonology, he evidently remains the single 
most influential and notorious contemporary French thinker in the 
English speaking world today.67 Indeed, I believe a comparative study of 
their methods would be of the greatest interest, given that Derrida's work 
still poses the greatest problems for philosophy: if Badiou admires 
Lacan, and certainly follows the latter in his insistence on the continuing 
viability of the concept of the subject, not to mention the foundational 
role of the matheme, and if his work opposes itself to that of Deleuze at 
every point (e.g. matheme versus animal, the eternal immobility of the 
Idea against a nomadology of forces, and so on), Derrida's arguments 
cannot be so easily opposed, extended, or inverted. For despite the very 
prevalent misreading of deconstruction as simply the undoing of 
binaries, the overcoming of metaphysics qua irreducible desire for 
Presence, and the death of the subject, deconstruction is rather the 
persistent demonstration that metaphysics and philosophy are never quite 
the same, that "Plato" is for instance the retroactive invention of a 
tradition that thereby produces its own intervention as a betrayal, that 
evcn the literalisations of formal logic betray their own systematicity 
through this literalisation itself, etc. Certainly, Derrida thinks of 
Illctaphysics as governed by a necessarily frustrated desire for presence, 
amI that philosophy's pretensions in this regard can be ruptured by 
rccourse to literature; Badiou, on the other hand, considers that the desire 
for presence is the persistent threat to genuine philosophizing, and 
derives from its suturing to one or another of its conditions - this 
situation can currently only be contested by way of the matheme. For 

67 In an extremely strange footnote to Being and Evelll, in which he speaks of his 
contemporaries, Badiou writes: "En ce qui concerne le requisit ontologique et 
l'interpretation de Heidegger, il faut certainement nommer 1. Derrida. le me sens sans 
doute plus proche de ceux qui, apres lui, ont entrepris de delimiter Heidegger en le 
questionnant aussi du point de son intolerable silence sur I'extermination nazie des 
juifs d'Europe, et qui cherchent au fond 11 lier le souci de la poJitique 11 l'ouverture de 
l'experience poetique. le nomme donc 1.-L. Nancy, et P. Lacoue-Labarthe," p. 522. 
Badiou does not treat the others named here (e.g. Deleuze, Lyotard, Bouveresse, 
Ranciere, etc.) so grudgingly. 
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Derrida, both subject and object are dissolved and reinstalled in the play 
of di;fferance; for Badiou, the Platonic "errancy of being" can be 
refigured by examining how the floating difference in cardinality is 
decided between an infinite set and its subsets, all of which are woven 
from the unlocalisable void of the empty set; hence the subject can still 
be saved, if one gives up the object. But these already very complex 
antagonisms ought not to hide their only apparently minor empirical 
complicities: a fondness for Mallarme; a belief that philosophy founds 
itself on the attempted mastery of limits (even if they evaluate this 
mastery differently); a rejection of hermeneutics; an affirmation of the 
priority of trans-empirical literalisations as the auto-foundation of Being 
(whether this is considered mathematically or poetically); an emphasis 
on irreducible multiplicity, and so on. 

This di;f[erend returns us ineluctably to the problem posed by 
Badiou's account of generic subjectivity. As stated above, the subject is 
not simply a new version of a human individual: on the contrary, Badiou 
will take a great deal of care to explain, say, that the "subjects of the art 
genre" are works of art themselves (and not the human animals who 
supposedly create them). There is nothing psychological about Badiou's 
subject and, in this sense, his philosophy is one of the most extreme of 
all anti-humanisms. On the other hand - as always - techno can 
become retra in a single beat. For Badiou is then left with such 
apparently fatuous, even idiotic problems as: can animals create works of 
art (cl la monkeys on a keyboard)? Engage in science (other than as 
experimental subjects)? Fall in love (didn't the Greeks believe in cross­
species love)? Do politics (termites and seals)? Badiou's answer is a 
definite No! - if human beings are not in and of themselves subjects, 
only a human animal is capable of being iced - transfixed and 
transfigured - by those events that trigger the very truth-procedures 
which subjects play their part in constituting.68 As far as I am concerned, 
this is presently the most underworked aspect of Badiou's project, and it 
reintroduces so many of the problems that his work is directed against: 
what, for instance, does it mean for an "animal of the human species" to 
be the only-animal-with-the-potential-for-truth?69 On Badiou's account, 

68 Who can be a subject? "'Quelqu'un' est un animal de J'espece humaine, ce type dc
 
multiple particulier que les savoirs titablis designent comme appartenant 11 l'espece,"
 
L'tithique, p. 41. My emphasis.
 
69 This is where the question of vital ism raises its ugly head again. Although the
 
pertinent research on this topic is enormous, permit me to cite here my own collection
 
of poems, entitled Ten thousand fcuking monkeys (Melbourne: Workshop 3000,
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could a "human animal" live its entire "life" without ever becoming a 
subject - for example, by solely and happily pursuing its own self­
interest in the realms of opinion?70 Unlike many other philosophers, the 
acquisition of human language for Badiou is not a sufficient condition 
for or evidence of subjectivity; indeed, Badiou's hostility towards the 
"linguistic turn" requires that he break with every such supposition 
(although the role of nomination of course remains integral to the event­
truth nexus). But if "death" has nothing to do with truth for Badiou, he is 
still left with the problem of "life"... about which he necessarily has very 
little to say, for his philosophy then runs the risk of inverting into its 
primary adversary - vitaJism. 

But this difficulty also communicates with another problem for 
Badiou: that of accounting for what I will summarily designate as the 
d!fference o.fforces. Whereas thinkers as different as Deleuze and Harold 
Bloom have no difficulty in producing theories that describe, in their 
own ways, the processes of domination, captivation, sovereignty, Badiou 
is compelled to ignore or reduce such processes (this is linked with his 
anathema towards Nietzsche). And Badiou typicaJly does so in two 
ways: 1) by working at such a level of abstraction that what precisely 
becomes obscured are the specificities of events, sites, situations, as if 

1999), which turns on precisely this question (the apparent spelling mistake in the 
title is deliberate). Giorgio Agamben has not hesitated to mark this point as well, 
notably in an essay dedicated to Gilles Deleuze, the greatest modern philosophical 
vitalist: "Alain Badiou, who is certainly one of the most interesting philosophers of 
the generation immediately following Foucault and Deleuze, still conceives of the 
subject on the basis of a contingent encounter with truth, leaving aside the living 
being as 'the animal of the human species,' as a mere support for this encounter," 
Potentialities, p. 221. And see also Agamben's remarks in The Coming Community, 
on the twentieth-century prediliction for set-theory as deriving directly from the 
grammatical specificity of the proper name: "While the network of concepts 
continually introduces synonymous relations, the idea is that which intervenes every 
time to shatter the pretense of absoluteness in these relations, showing their 
inconsistency. Whatever does not therefore mean only (in the words of Alain Badiou) 
'subtracted from the authority of language, without any possible denomination, 
indiscernible'; it means more exactly that which, holding itself in simple homonymy, 
in pure being-called, is precisely and only for this reason unnameable: the being-in­
language of the non-linguistic," p. 76. Finally - and perhaps most devastatingly for 
Badiou's project - Agamben argues in Homo Sacer that Badiou's "event" (the very 
foundations of Badiou's anti-statist project) is in fact the originary operation of the 
State itself! 
70 After all, "Rapporte it sa simple nature, l'animal humain doit etre loge it la meme 
enseigne que ses compagnons biologiques," L'ethique, p. xx. 
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what mattered for philosophy was merely that events take place 
(Hallward, for instance, speaks of Badiou's '''extraordinarily vague' 
notion of a situation"7!); 2) the events that Badiou recognises are actually 
uncontroversial: the French Revolution, Mallarme, the love of Abelard 
and Heloise, etc.72 But, then, how could an essentially quantitative 
philosophy such as Badiou's speak compellingly of qualitative 
difference? After all, a "relation" for Badiou is only a pure multiple with 
a name-number. For Badiou, an event must be infinitely "separated" and 
"weak" (annulled, cancelled, foreclosed, undecidable), and a subject­
truth essentially incomparable to others, beyond relation (i.e., to which 
no name-number can presently be assigned). Yet subjects, it seems, can 
attempt to be faithful to two different events simultaneously. Badiou's 
use of the verb "to force" - playing on a variety of technical 
significations of the term - is not enough to resolve the difficulty. For 
surely an integral aspect of the singularity of truths depends on their 
relative influence within a sequence and to the cross-avers they might 
make with other, previously unrelated sequences - the ur-event of 
Shakespeare, as Bloom says, makes possible every subsequent writer in 
English; likewise, for Badiou, Rousseau establishes the modern concept 
of politics. Is there, in other words, a covert hierarchy of events, subjects 
and truths, linked to their forcefulness? Badiou, for instance, will remark 
in passing that there are "big" and "little" events, but it would be absurd 
to suggest that he simply translates force into number. 

Which makes one wonder: if Badiou's work is indeed anti­
constructivist, that is, it attempts to unfound the state as the ultimate 
guarantor of meaning, it also recognises that every truth must come into 
conflict with the situation and the state at some point, and it is precisely 
the evidence of such conflict that enables the possible activity of a truth 

71 Hallward, "Generic Sovereignty," p. 105. Indeed, Hallward makes a great deal of 
the problem of the specific for Badiou. 
72 Lecercle makes some rather snide remarks about precisely this aspect of Badiou: 
"either the radical novelty and exceptionality of the event is preserved, and there is no 
way of proving that the sect who recently committed mass suicide in Los Angeles to 
join the crew of a UFO were not faithful to a process of truth, or the eventuality of the 
event will be assured, but only in terms of an established tradition...," pp. 12-13. 
Against Lecercle, Badiou might quite rightly object that the alien suicides were being 
faithful to a truth-process (even if they succumbed to disaster and evil by treating it as 
a moment of presence rather than voiding); however, this doesn't evade the problem 
of the force of any particular truth.... 
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to be discerned within a situation.?) A truth must establish and inscribe 
its name in the field of knowledge or it will forever remain a non-being 
- that is, a thing with neither truth nor being. If such a thing were 
possible within Badiou's system, it would then run very close to what he 
denounces as the apathy of opinion and simulacral terror, without 
necessarily being either. Badiou perhaps has a problem with the various 
species of non-being that play about the borders of his work: what his 
work, by definition, either interdicts or renders im-possible is a truth­
without-effects. Perhaps one could then say that what is missed in the 
trajectory of an event-truth from undecidability to indiscernibility to 
unnameability is, precisely, imperceptibility. 

Furthermore, there are various slippages in Badiou's terminology that 
are at once minor, and yet seem intensely fraught. For example, with 
respect to his generic categories, Badiou will sometimes refer to 
"mathematics" and sometimes to "science," sometimes to "art" and 
sometimes to "poetry," as if these terms were straightforwardly 
substitutable. This procedure immediately provokes such questions as: Is 
the poem the exemplary instance of, or model for, art? A synecdoche for 
the entire field of aesthetic production? Or simply a handy example? 
What of painting, of which Plato equally has things to say and judgments 
to make, and often at the same moments that the Republic elaborates 
itself on the basis of metaphors that consistently compare the 
philosopher's task to that of the artist (this is a situation, moreover, 
which Badiou himself alludes to)? And what of music? (Badiou, for 
instance, often mentions Schoenberg). 

But there are also more profound, if no doubt related, problems which 
have to do with Badiou's own choice of authoritative texts. For example: 
why are these events of modernity (Lacan, set-theory) determining? Why 
this form of set-theory? - for there are many versions of set-theory, 
including anti-foundational varieties which do not rely on the empty set. 
One might further note with regards to Badiou's favoured poets 
(HolderIin, Rimbaud, Mallarme, Trakl, Pessoa, Mandelstam, Celan) that 
this is an entirely unsurprising philosopher's choice (perhaps that's the 
point), and these are among the most traditional philosophical poets. One 

73 "Vne verite 'troue' les savoirs, elle leur est heterogene, mais elle est aussi la seule 
source connue de savoirs nouveaux. On dira que la verite force des savoirs. Le verbe 
forcer indique que la puissance d'une verite etant celle d'une rupture....Si une verite 
n'eSl jamais comme telle communicable, elle implique, a distance d'elle-meme, de 
puissants remaniements des formes et des referents de la communication," L'erhique, 
p.62. 
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might well agree with Badiou that those named take on the destiny of 
thought in the Romantic era given philosophy's own suturing to its III 

1poetic condition, but surely there are others, of at least equal interest in 
1this regard: Wordsworth, Coleridge, Robert Browning, Wallace Stevens, 

Wait Whitman, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot, etc. Perhaps this is a moment 
Ill' 

I,
when philosophy's in-discrimination of its others, and its own socio­
historical localisation and determinations of personal taste are most 11:: 

evident. For Badiou to denominate his selection a "decision" of the 
1II1ontology is, in any case, completely unsatisfactory. Finally, as David 

11 

Odell has also pointed out, the infinities of set-theory are, rigorously 
considered, "an epistemological problem masquerading as an ontological I 

one," and that "irony is irreducible in the infinite.,,74 And is not irony the 
1 

1 

Romantic trope par excellence...? 
But let me now conclude this already truncated account in the terms (I' 

of the topological theme with which I began: Badiou delineates for \' 

philosophy a precarious place that, confronting a situation and a state of 
Being, finds itself at the edge of the unlocalisable "black-grey" void and 
_ affronted by the undecidability of events and the disparity of their 
sites - faithfully attempts to ensure their heterogeneous unity in 
thought. For Badiou, it is finally only by way of such a painstaking 
"work of fidelity" to events that philosophy can't go on, must go on, will 

go on.... 

74 Personal correspondence. 


