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Event{u}al Disruptions: Postmodern Theory and Alain
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We write only at the frontiers of our
knowledge, at the border which separates our
knowledge from our ignorance and
transforms the one into the other.
(Deleuze Differencexx)
It has happened before, but there is nothing

to compare it to now. (Pynchon 3)

ABSTRACT. This (rather theoretical) paper juxtaposes thrgmstmodern’ tendencies
(epistemology, monocentrism and its idea of evenitt) Alain Badiou’'s ontological approach that
implies multiple multiplicities and the singularemt. By referring to the work of Jacques Derrida,
Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri, as well as GillBgleuze, | seek to offer an insight into
postmodern (Literary and Cultural) theory’'s attaeiminto certain beliefs that pose problems to
movements of resistance, as well as conceptuaiminof anything ‘new.’ By introducing Alain
Badiou’s thoughts on postmodern theory as welliaglivergence from this path, | illuminate his
potential for critical analyses in American StudiesEome.
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0. Postmodern I nfluence

A curious thing about postmodernism is its ineiltgb® Like every good narrative, it is
difficult to think outside of it. No matter how wagously one seeks to move beyond it as a
historical period, or as a theoretical modus operandi, it always seenget the better of us.
In that sense, one might affiliate a variety ofwheesearch areas in American Literary and
Cultural studies with the inexorable influence loé tvarious taproots of postmodernism. Be it
the spatial turn, ecocriticism, disability studiéise posthumanities, queer theory, or, more

! To be theoretically correct, we obviously havespeak of postmodernisms, which is already
symptomatic for the paradoxical nature of the postenn approach(es): although characterized byieaiad
disbelief in processes that meticulously orderway of seeing things, it itself could be regardeentail
an all-encompassing mode.

2 The creativity to come up with a label for the ng@eriod is indeed remarkabl@ost-
postmodernisnmseems to have won the largest consensus (sednstance, Trimmer, McLaughlin, or
Kucharzewski and Schowalter), while there are akber neologisms circulating, which are depicted by
Vermeulen and van den Aken: Lipovetsky’'s or Virgidwypermodernism, Kirby’'s pseudomodernism, or
altermodernism as conceived by Bourriaud. Vermewed van den Aken have their own concept of
metamodernism.
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recently, animal and age studies, all of thesaldi@f research are, in one way or another,
connected to postmodern and/or poststructdatisgs, theories, and/or methodologies. In this
paper, | want to consider three key areas thatjadnly, constitute the kernel of postmodern
theory and consequently show to what extent thadfréMarxist philosophérAlain Badiou
could be said to parenthesize them, thus ventumtg different “more than modern”
(Theoreticalxvi) territories. By doing so, | wish to suggesatiAlain Badiou’s ideas offer
challenging insights for American Literary and Qudtl Studies. The need for having to
introduce Badiou to American Studies at all derifresn his problematic reception within
academia. While his importance is more and moreasledged in philosoph¥there is little
research in American Studies that occupies itsélf his idea$One reason for this might lie
in the late translation and consequently dissenoinaif Badiou’s books on an international
scale. Yet, | would also maintain that his beliafs too radically opposed to three key ideas
of postmodern discourse for them to be readily sstbpvithin academiaBy way of contrast,

| seek to elucidate postmodernism’s focus on empislegy, monocentrism, and its
understanding of the event, and show how Badiolsd##ierently with these topics. | will
eclectically refer to the work of Jacques Derrislichael Hardt and Antonio Negri, as well as

Gilles Deleuze, which will establish a certain postlern orientation (and it is part of the

% Although | would not categorically equate poststmalism and postmodernism, | think the
interconnections between these two discourses adeniable. And even though not all postmodern
discourse is poststructuralist, | would argue #igpoststructuralist discourse is postmodern.

* ‘French,” ‘Marxist,” and ‘philosopher’ are certéynonly three characterizations that define
Badiou. To this Badiouian ‘set, one might also auathematician,’ ‘Althusserian’ (Zizek 146),
‘dramatist,” or ‘film-maker.” Peter Hallward, amostgothers, provides another interesting, however
“meaningless but unavoidable title of ‘most impatteontemporary French philosopher™ (xxi).

® Particularly since the English publication of Bauls major bookBeing and Eventcritical
reception has started to gain momentum. In his 2@@&Badiou: A Subject to TruttPeter Hallward still
points to the fact that Badiou is not included &ither two of the two most substantial recent Eigli
surveys of French philosophy in the twentieth ceyit349). Hallward and Slavoj ZizekThe Ticklish
Subject were amongst the first to critically engage vBtdiou’s work. In France, Badiou’s key role could,
however, already be seen in Deleuze and Guattdi$sussion ofL’étre et L'évenemenin What is
Philosophy?(1991). More recently, not only Christopher Ndgi€ompanion toBeing and Eventvas
published, but also John Mullarkey and Beth Lo@&ntinuum Companion to Continental Philosopimy
which Badiou assumes a major role. Moreover, Badias published a variety of English and German
collections of essays, amongst thierinite Thought Theoretical Writingsor Lob der Liebe

® Among the few essays, particularly in Literary &ultural Studies, that deal with Badiou’s work
are, for instance, Alexander Dunst's “Thinking t8ebject Beyond its Death,” Simone Pinet's “On the
Subject of Fiction: Islands and the Emergence efNlovel,” Julian Murphet's “Character and Event” o
Gran Farred’'s “The Event of the Black Body at Rb#&iée in Motown.”

" Peter Hallward explains that Badiou’s “proximategets [...] are those who used to be called the
nouveaux philosophes, but his argument extendsdoné&ontation with positions as diverse as those o
Levinas and Rawls, along with much of what is chfleultural studies’ in North America. It is prodgb
not too much of an exaggeration to say that Badiawrk is today almost literally unreadable acaogdio
prevailing codes—nboth political and philosophicali-tiee Anglo-American academy” (xxiii).



COPAS—Current Objectives of Postgraduate Ameri¢adi&s Issue 13 (2012)

complex heterogeneity of postmodernism that songhtrargue that Deleuze is already no
longer postmodefi. Just to be clear: | could be no farther fromgmsging any kind of post-
postmodernism; what | am interested in is Alain iBat potential to part with certain beliefs

that could be attested to the many faces of postnnaitieory and philosophy.
1. Epistemology and Ontology

My first argument is that postmodern thebiy epistemologically oriented. | want to suggest
that postmodern discourses contemplate knowleddekaawing, rather than being. This is
not to say that it forgets the question of beingiffdgger,Being 2), but rather that it
addresses this question not from an ontologicaitpafiview® Accordingly, it seem to be the
case that in a great deal of postmodern discotingecontemplation of things, of being, is
only feasible if we ask ourselves how we can knthe what'—what | would like to call the
epistemologization of ontology.The reason for this skepticism towards ontologghtiie,

on the one hand, in its connection to metaphygiesiving from the field of metaphysics, it is
clear to what extent ontology, as the study of eua being, relies on problematic concepts
of substances, essences, and universals that gpposeamodern materialism and its belief
“that there are only bodies and languages” (Badibogics 1). Moreover, inherently

connected to this is the universalist assumptian dmtology brings along (Heidegg®&eging

® A reason for this might indeed lie in Deleuze'sifs on ontology. See, for instance, his
Difference and Repetition

°® My usage of the term ‘postmodern theory’ is quiteplistic and homogenizing. However, for
the sake of the argument, | want to show that, iteegipe various, often paradoxical interests ofedént
theories of the late 20th century, there are aepaints of overlap. Grossly, | would see theorffds lack
of a better term) such as Foucault, Derrida, Bartigaudrillard, Lyotard, Jameson, Deleuze, Butler,
Kristeva, Spivak, Said, Bhabha, etc. as ‘postmadatthough many of them might reject this label.

19 Badiou even goes as far as diagnosing the “ceplmak accorded to the question of language”
(Infinite  Thought 34) within the three major fields of 20th-centuphilosophy of hermeneutics,
deconstruction, and analytical philosophy. Althoughfocus on linguistic systems does not coincide
entirely with an epistemological orientation, | vidwstill argue that the two are inevitably interoested,
and that language is, arguably, more of a concarepistemology than for ontology. Christopher Neorr
also locates Badiou’s approach as “ontologicahiaracter since [it has] to do directly with the sfien of
being - in its various kinds of modalities - astidist from the epistemological question with reg&rcur
knowledge thereof or the linguistic question widlgard to what we can say, describe, or justifi@sigert
concerning it” (3).

Someone who might object to my claim that postmoider is marked by epistemological
concerns would certainly be Brian McHale, who chkithat there is an epistemological dominant in
modernist literature while postmodernist narrativegest in ontological enterprises. | would neveléiss
argue that the kind of ontological work postmodsmniis eager to reflect upon still functions within
epistemological, that is, linguistic and discursparimeters. Although McHale is mainly concernethwi
fiction, and | am here more interested in theoadtitscourses (although one should not insist @iy
upon a strict distinction between the two), | wostidl argue that postmodern theory tends to cormcef
being in terms of language or discourse, whichpkesficially conceive of as an epistemological mation.
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3). While there is no such thing as a unified notd language (and thus of knowledge), but
only polyphonic language games, the idea of ontoltgglf seems to transcend such culture-
bound (or rather language-game-related) spaces raaghes for homogeneity and

generalization.

We find one example of this epistemological tengeimc Jacques Derrida, whose phrase
“[t]here is nothing outside of the tethere is no outside texit n'y a pas de hors-texte
(Grammatologyl158; original emphasis) has become synecdochahideconstructionist
undertaking and also typifies his textual ontololyseems symptomatic that Derrida cites
Montaigne’s “[w]e need to interpret interpretatiomre than to interpret things” at the
beginning of his seminal essay “Structure, Sign Btaly in the Discourse of the Human
Sciences” (351). In interpreting interpretationseriselves and not ‘things,” Derrida’s
bracketing of the actual being of things leadshmihquiry into a second sphere of discourse,
a hermeneutics of hermeneutics. Accordingly, whesrriDa writes about the history of
metaphysics as “the determination of Being as m@sé where a variety of placeholders
designate “an invariable presence—eidos, @rtdlos, energeia, ousia (essence, existence,
substance, subject) etheia, transcendentality, consciousness, God, raad, so forth”
(“Structure” 353), he does not enter the subjemnfthe field of being but from language. It is
indeed Derrida’s point that this logocentric beliefany kind of metaphysical presence, the
center, is always already undermined by motionsngfuistic and epistemological deferral

and difference:

it was necessary to begin thinking that there waseanter, that the center could not be
thought in the form of a present-being, that theteehad no natural site, that it was not
a fixed locus but a function, a sort of nonlocusainich an infinite number of sign-
substitutions came into play. This was the momdrgmianguage invaded the universal
problematic, the moment when, in the absence @ngec or origin, everything became
discourse [...] that is to say, a system in whieé tentral signified, the original or
transcendental signified, is never absolutely preseitside a system of differences.
(“Structure” 354-55)

By determining the notion of present-being as a,stg sign-substitutions, Derrida approves
of the linguistic invasion, insinuating that thréuthe turn to language, or discourse, it no
longer makes sense to search for, let alone fipdeaent form of being other than through

language: we cannot do ontology, since being isgvalready epistemologically mediated.

At the end of the first chapter @f Grammatologyentitled “The Written Being/The Being

Written” Derrida also ascribes to the undertakitggdeconstitute the founding concept-words
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of ontology, of being in its privilege” and obsesviat linguistics and psychoanalysis “are no
longer dominated by the questions of a transceatigosfitenomenology or a fundamental
ontology (21; original emphasis). This antimetaptais‘breakthrough” Grammatology21)

is also amplified by Derrida’s grammatological eand®. By substituting a unified and stable
idea of being, a grammatology shows first, that pheper, non-logocentric exploration of

being is undertaken through the epistemologicaledision as written being; second, Derrida
insists that the being that raises ontological tjomls is always already being written, which

not only attests the subject’s passivity, but #isinexorable immanence within text.

Badiou’s approach seems therefore essentiallyan@table with the main philosophical and
theoretical orientations of the 20th century thalbseribe to an epistemological critique of
metaphysics and ontology. In this respect, Badiauntifies “the end of metaphysicdhfinite
33) as one commonality of the diverse fields ofnemeutics, analytical philosophy, and
deconstructio? The discourse of the end (of being, of metaphydmaguage, of grand
narratives) thus substitutes ontological/metaplasreflections for epistemological ones;
hence the passage from “a truth-orientated philogdp a meaning-orientated” onknffnite
34) that centers on the plurification of meanintg context-specificity, or even its

evanescence.

Incessantly linked to the shared perpetuation stalirses of ends, all three disciplines also
share the turn towards language as their princip¢hodology. Badiou, however, is critical
of the linguistic turn. For him, it typifies not “aeans of liberation from outworn ideas or
misconceived pseudo-dilemmas but rather a meadistécting attention from problems that
would otherwise occupy the forefront of any philpsizal project” (Norris 3). Badiou
parenthesizes the eminence of language and isatghilosophy has to contemplate being
in and for itself. This is not to say that languageot also involved in his analysis, or that he
omits the fact that language is “the colour of g&dphy, its tonality, and its inflexion”
(Infinite 38). Still, the dominant role that language playishiw the other orientations is
explicitly discarded, since a key element in Batiidbought is exactly the limits of language,

the realm of the new: “language is not the absohatezon of thought” Iffinite 37). As a

2 |n “Philosophy and Desire,” Badiou specifically lsaDerrida and Lyotard’s work the
“postmodern orientation” liffinite 31), and not deconstruction, although he also useth terms
interchangeably.
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direct opposite of Derrida’s reference to MontaigBadiou contends that he has no interest
in “words, but things” Ipfinite 37).

Thus, we should briefly explicate Badiou’s ontoldi commitments. At the basis of his
undertaking, Badiou states that “mathematics islogy” (Being4; original emphasis). By
choosing mathematics, and more precisely set thasrthe appropriate, even ideal discourse
to speak and reflect upon being, Badiou does noplgi put ontology within a highly
formalized and abstract discourse, but rather steghat mathematics is no “game without
object” Being5). Rather, “[t]he reason behind the choice otlseobry is that it shows how all
mathematical entities, including relations and apiens, can be thought of as pure multiples”
(Being 91). These pure multiples or multiplicities are thasic and sole ‘elements’ of set
theory’® However, Badiou stresses that ‘elements’ might betthe correct term, because
they can themselves subsist of multiples, which raggin contain multiples, and so on.
While one could regard these respective levelseadbriging as a hierarchical ordering of
constituent sets, the principle of set theorynsfaict, democratic. With belonging as the sole
relational operator, there presents itself an itdiffuniverse of differently structured and
sized multiples” Being91), in which every multiple can get in contacthwothers. Badiou’s
extensional approach, furthermore, guaranteesthiea¢ are no designative characteristics of
sets, but only quantitative ones: Set theory ifffierént to “qualifying attributes or distinctive
features” (Norris 52). Christopher Norris explathat with an extensionalist approach “the
operative sense of a term is fixed entirely by rdmege of those objects, whether physical or
abstract, to which it applies or extends and noatything specific about those objects” (90;

original emphasis). As a result, mathematical auywpl is fundamentally opposed to

3 Deleuze and Guattari reject Badiou’s notion oft jose form of multiplicity in What is
Philosophy? “It seems to us that the theory of multiplicitidees not support the hypothesis of any
multiplicity whatever [...]. There must be at leasbtmultiplicities, two types, from the outset. Tldsnot
because dualism is better than unity but becawsmittitiplicity is precisely what happens betweemntilio.
Hence, the two types will certainly not be one abthwe other but rather one beside the other, dgdias
other, face to face, or back to back. Functions @rtepts, actual states of affairs and virtuahtsseare
two types of multiplicities are not distributed an errant line but related to two vectors thatrsget, one
according to which states of affairs actualize évemnd the other according to which events absarb (
rather, adsorb) states of affairs” (152-53). Althbuhey argue for a duality of multiplicities, oréght,
again, associate this duality as two concepts withidialectical, yet, monist ontology. Peter Haldva
observes that Deleuze's “worldly, qualitative npliiity excludes Badiou’s deductive, mathematical
multiplicity; his fold is precisely a qualitativer tantiextensional concept of the Multiple..., at thgposite
extreme from a resolutely set-theoretic understagitd{175-76).



COPAS—Current Objectives of Postgraduate Ameri¢adi&s Issue 13 (2012)

postmodern discourses of difference, in that itredjards distinctions between various
multiples that are determined other than by thelremof its multiples?

Objections might arise that a mathematical way lohking being, let alone political,
aesthetic, or cultural issues, returns to a meguistic framework of formalist or structuralist
approaches, thus imposing coercive patterns arbjects of analysis. Indeed, set theory itself
has attempted to arrive at “a complete and peyfemhsistent formalization” (Norris 52).
Badiou’s usage of the Zermelo-Fraenkel set thezaes8ystem, however, counts Russell's
famous paradox among its axioms and thus forbidistttere is a set of all sets, which would

also contain itself. Norris observes that

[i]t is precisely this recurrent gesture of contaant - this move to control and delimit
the scope of enquiry through various techniquespreimature ‘totalization’ - that

Badiou regards as having posed a chief obstaclerdgress by evading the radical
challenge that set theory presents to every egistiriological or, indeed, socio-political
order. (53)

Set theory thus rejects the idea that there caa $et that includes all other sets, and would
thus be a hierarchical meta-s&towever, there are numerical differences betwets that
especially concern the relation between a settarubiwerset. Powersets can be understood as
excessive reduplications of the original set irt thay include not only the set and its subsets,
but also the relations between its sub&®&®he infinite nature of both set and powerset also
cannot prevent the excess of the powerset oveoiiated set, since, as Cantorian set theory
has shown, there can be differently large ‘powefshfinity. This results in a general state of
excess of the powerset, dominating the multiplesthef originary set. The discrepancy
between the situation (original set) and the stdtéhe situation (powerset) thus leads, not
only by means of linguistic analogy, the way intdiical waters'’Such forms of excrescent

relations (which are more frequent than ‘natural’ ‘singular’ ones) can be found, for

In this respect, Badiou has indeed a universaipiration that might not be acknowledged by
the subgroups of identity politics (see Norris 67).

®Oliver Feltham, the translator of BadiolBging points out that another advantage of set theory
is its axiomatic structure, thus lacking a singddidtion. Although one might object that the merection
of undefined axioms seems arbitrary, this also iespflexibility, by denying systemic regulationsath
cannot be altered.

! The axiom of the powerset states that “given atsetsubsets of that set can be counted-as-one:
they are a set'Being62).

"t is here at the latest that Badiou’s politicaltiation comes to the fore. His nomenclature thus
distinguishes set and powerset through the polafitgtructure’ and ‘meta-structure,’ ‘situatiomd ‘state
of the situation,’ or simply ‘state,” as well agégentation’ and ‘representation,’ a choice of laagge that
does not fail to bridge the hiatus between poliiod mathematics.
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instance, in the relation of a state and its ‘ethminorities. Unlike the bourgeoisie, which is
“presented economically and socially, and re-preskiy the State” (BadiouBeing 109),
such multiples are merely regarded as an “indiffefigure of unicity” (BadiouBeing107).
What becomes interesting then, is ways and practicevhich such elements can revert these
excessive forms of power and move from presentatioepresentation, that is, how can they
be acknowledged as sovereign ‘elements' within aioscultural sphere? Or, to put it
differently, how can one resist and criticize aestaf affairs, without remaining in the realm

of this set?
2. Monocentrism and Multiple Multiplicites

This question brings us briefly back to Derridaécdnstruction, since he shares a concern of
how to attack a structure (philosophical, sociauistic) in order to liberate oneself from the
grasp of a system. In “the dislocation of the umtyhe sense of beingGfammatologg2),
Derrida’s approach is different from both Heide¢ggeas well as German, Anglo-Saxon
analytical philosophy in his endeavor to attackaphysical systems. While the philosophy of
language, with Wittgenstein'Sractatus but also the logical empiricism of the Vienna
Circleat the forefront, attempts to dismantle meyajcs through a rigorous formalization of
language, Heidegger crosses out being, yet withowking it totally illegible
(Grammatolog23)*® Derrida, however, is plainly aware that one cansiotply destroy
metaphysics, logocentrism, or being by abandonirgyen destroying the words it uses: “one
does not leave the epoch whose closure one caneuiGrammatologyl?). Rather, he tries
to undermine metaphysics by taking away its arguatee basis: “the unity of the word”
(Grammatology22). Since a critique of a language always alrezgtessitates the language
that is criticized, it becomes one of Derrida’s maoncerns of how resistance may work.
Accordingly, he writes that the “movements of destainction do not destroy structures from
the outside” Grammatology24). By always having to operate within the coeists of a
system, deconstruction, such as a variety of gbestmodern theories, always runs into the
problem of immanence. Even though one should ndérastimate the potential and power of
undermining a system from withil,one nevertheless can raise the question to wheantex

immanent criticism can be said to be successfebracern that is pertinent for a variety of

¥see also HeideggerEhe Question of Being
19 Examples for this could be seen in Judith Butlewscept of performativity or Homi K.
Bhabha’s notion of mimicry in response to the hegieyrof Orientalism as depicted by Edward Said.
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postcolonial, anti-capitalist, and generally, opsiee practices of domination and
exploitation.

A recent example of postmodern immanence, or, wbald also be called monocentriét,
might be found in Michael Hardt and Antonio Negnitaich-praisedEmpire and Multitude,
which embark on a more outspokenly political projgicresistance. For Hardt and Negri the
contemporary hegemonic source of oppression is EEnpie postmodern development of
formerly national sovereignity to a global lev&n{pire xii). Although identity construction,
colonial exploitation, and geographical demarcatitrat were controlled and maintained by
the nation state in modernity are now more or leassé (or at least not as powerful as
before), postmodernity’s instability of boundarisd identities, as well as its processes of
decolonization do not yield to a democratic worldevutopia. Hardt and Negri observe that
“[a]ithough Empire may have played a role in pugtem end to colonialism and imperialism,
it nonetheless constructs its own relationshipgasfer based on exploitation that are in many
respects more brutal than those it destroydethigire 43). Rather than terminating racial
constructions of alterity, Empire yields to capgtlexploitation of labor and biopolitical
regulations. Without going into the details of gmgument, what is interesting for the scope
of this essay presents itself in Empire’s antagoth®e multitude, since it is a typical case of

how postmodern theory formulates resistance franoaocentristic, immanent perspective.

Although Hardt and Negri are eager to deny thair it@ncept of the multitude assumes any
status of one-ness, when distinguishing it frome“gfeople,” which “is one”’Empirexiv), or
the “uniform” masses, as well as the proletariatefan that not only excludes the poor but
also seems outdated in postindustrial times), thiggnately fail to escape a monocentristic
system. Despite the fact that the multitude hasdeatity but is only marked by Deleuzian
difference for its own sake, there still seems xtstean encompassing univocity of being
(Difference44). Accordingly, Hardt and Negri explain that

a distributed network such as the Internet is adgmitial image or model for the
multitude because, first, the various nodes rerddfarent but are all connected in the
Web, and, second, the external boundaries of ttweonle are open such that new nodes
and new relationships can always be addddlt{tude xv)

%0 Although postmodern and poststructuralist theergager to dismantle a variety of -centrisms,
such as logocentrism, phonocentrism, phallocenjregm, it seems as if the notion of monocentrisrstiil
latent in postmodernism’s epistemological orientatiMonist ontologies generally assume that being i
One, and | would argue that this monism is relédettie notion of immanence.
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The Internet, as a postindustrial metaphor for theltitude, thus might convey the
decentered, smooth-spatial nature of Empire’s laatis. Still, the fact that the multitude is
itself interconnected, even if rhizomatically, imsates a one-ness of its being. As corrupt and
unstable as this unity might be, it is still convagl of in an interrelated cosmology of being.
The mere fact that the multitude is differentiatlamithout a center does not simultaneously

mean that it is not one.

Moreover, the relation between Empire and multitadain runs into the same obstacles that
Derrida delineates in terms of deconstruction. héercurrent that a critique of Empire can

only function from the pillars it rests upon insates itself in passages like these:

The creative forces of the multitude that sustaimpkEe are also capable of
autonomously constructing a counter-Empire, anrradtése political organization of

global flows and exchanges. The struggles to comted subvert Empire, as well as
those to construct a real alternative, will thusetplace on the imperial terrain itself.
(Empirexv)

In this holistic notion of Empire and multitude,tbcare not so much antagonistic opposites
but, in a very deconstructive manner, depend oh etieer. To what extent does the multitude
really move beyond Empire? Since the multitudeanstEmpire and the construction of the
‘real alternative,” counter-Empire is only viable dts very territory, and it is again the
question of how far this is really an emancipatorgnscending movement. Hardt and Negri's
argument that the multitude includes various miresi“as active subjects of biopolitical
production” Multitude 137) thus remains problematic, since such notamsagency and
subjecthood are predetermined by the discoursengife. The fact that “[t]heir mobility and
their commonality is constantly a threat to desizabithe global hierarchies and divisions on
which global capitalist power depends,” as well thsir movement, sliding “across the
barriers and burrow connecting tunnels that undeentine walls” Multitude 137), proves to
stay within the bounds of Empire. Especially beeaiin® war on Empire is still waged on the
ground of Empire, using the weapons, technologiek sirategies of Empire the conclusion

that the multitude is able to transcend Empir@ikear questionable.

Despite the undeniably positive aspects of thaiicepts of Empire and multitutfeHardt and

Negri's endeavor seems to struggle with its moorgblogy. One reason that might explain

2L Accordingly, | think the general attempt to delite a postmodern global order, point to its
hierarchical relationships, and invest in effodsundermine it, as well as the idea that the nudét

10
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their reliance on a monist notion of being couldseen in their deep alliance with Deleuze
(and Guattari). Since Hardt and Negri’'s conceptEmfpire and multitude rely on categories
of smooth and striated spdtethat undergo processes of “deterritorializationd an
reterritorialization” Empire xiii), as well as the body without orgafis,it seems

understandable that they also borrow Deleuze’slogial univocity?*

Badiou’s ontology is not monist, but multiple. |IVeaalready talked about set theory’'s
multiple multiplicities without spelling out its @ance of any idea of monocentrism that is
crucial, in my opinion, for movements of resistaribat do not wish to remain within a
holistic sphere of immanence. Badiou’s defiancarof kind of Oneness becomes evident in,
at least, two respects: the nothing of the void gredevent, which will be discussed in the
following part of this essay, although it is alseriment for and connected to the idea of
multiple multiplicities. Already in the first chagt to Being and Evenentitled “Being:
Multiple and Void. Plato/Cantor,” Badiou axiomatfigaargues that “the one is not” (23;
original emphasis), since there are no perceptibldemonstratable criteria for its existence
(Hallward 62). Unlike philosophers such as Plateiphiz, or Deleuze, who think being to be
One, Badiou maintains that every form of oneness dleeady undergone a process of
structuring that makes a one out of a multipleotimer words, any insistence on the univocal
form of being is, in fact, talking about consistesmid not inconsistent, pure multiples. What
comes before any action of unification is nothitingg void, which serves as the foundation of
the infinite varieties of multipleS. With this move, Badiou not only dodges a problémat

return to a logocentric origin to ground his ontplpit also allows his ideas to legitimate

produces biopolitically, is particularly valuabltedrder to acknowledge diverse cultural and attisithes.
However, there are also other perspectives towartasaterial, post-industrial labor that are not as
benevolent. See, for instance, Andrew Ross’s es3&e New Geography of Work: Power to the
Precarious?”

% gsee Gilles Deleuze and Felix GuattasThousand Plateauespecially plateau 12 “1227:
Treatise on Nomadology — The War Machine,” andealat14 “1440: The Smooth and the Striated.” In
employing Deleuze and Guattari's dialectical smoaitd striated space, the former has substituted the
latter: “The striated space of modernity constrdgitaces that were continually engaged in and fedrah
a dialectical play with their outsides. The spatenperial sovereignty, in contrast, is smooth. [In]this
smooth space of Empire, there is no place of povieisboth everywhere and nowhere. Empire is an ou-
topia, or really a non-placeEMmpire190).

% See Plateau 6 “November 28, 1947: How Do You Mé¥Rerself a Body without Organs?”
Hardt and Negri adopt the conceptual metaphor@btidy without organs to characterize the multiside
“global social body” Kultitude 159).

#For a more thorough analysis of Deleuze’s ontoligiommitments, see BadiouXeleuze: The
Clamor of Being

% Due to the axiom of the void and the axiom of pmverset set theory can indeed evolve
something out of nothing (s&eing Meditation Five).
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movements beyond any given situation. By attendingrguments that could be, and were,
launched from ontological monists, such as “ingstency is nothing™ Being54), Badiou
takes these statements literally in that ‘nothidigés not simply express a negative statement,
but that it becomes the object of identity for insstency. What follows is that, while the one
Is not, “[tlhe nothing is; it is not mere nonbein@allward 65; original emphasis). It is,
precisely, from the perspective of consistency tiare is nothing outside of its count,
because the language of set theory as ontologytaenount for this nothing in its language,

even though its sets are based on this void.

Badiou’s multiple multiplicities thus present a way thinking being as an infinitely
expanding and thus uncontainable form, which engenthe possibility to think resistance
and change that transcends a given situation,uatsted oneness, without remaining stuck
within this realm. Nevertheless, what is necessaiurpass the grasp of Empire, or generally
that of every powerful metanarrative, is a totaptume, an event that only entails the
momentum to change a status quo. Before illumigatiow Badiou’s notion of the event
exemplifies such breaks, | will outline how postraod notions of the event, as
conceptualized in the work of Gilles Deleuze, adhtera monist ontology and thus lose their

singular disruptive potential.
3. event and Event

Although Deleuze might distance himself from a phurepistemological orientation, his
indebtedness to a monist ontology pervails in bigception of the event and thus links him to
a general discourse of postmodern theory. Folloviiog this, one could also be skeptical
about Deleuze’s philosophy of virtuality, linesftight, or rhizomatic deterritorializations and
their immaculate positivity. Despite his impetus poactices of resistance in diverse fields of

production, Deleuze’s monism always only allowsfliations between opposites.

Particularly because his philosophy of differenseepitomized by a modality of “pure
becoming” (ogic 1), the concept of the event cannot be regardedisasptive instance
within Deleuze’s system. In this sense, Deleuzaiesgthat the “category of very special
things” (Logic 1), the events that mark Lewis Carolfice andThrough the Looking-Glass

one might admit, are not really that special. Sitieeidea of an event seems to presuppose a

%An example of this would be the dialectic relatinipsbetween smooth and striated spaces,
perpetually de- and reterritorializing without end.

12



COPAS—Current Objectives of Postgraduate Ameri¢adi&s Issue 13 (2012)

notion of change, Deleuze’s “simultaneity of a beoay that eludes the present,” blurs causal
relations between “before and aftet’ofic 1). As a result, Deleuze’s notion of events is
inherently connected to the way things are: thae\is inseparable from the state of affairs”
and vice versaRhilosophyl59). Again, the immanent relationship between taed state of
affairs (or virtuality and actuality) as two sideSthe same coin determines an idea of event
that leaves a radical rupture unvoiced Wnat is PhilosophyPeleuze and Guattari stress
that “[tjhe event might seem to be transcendenalbise it surveys the state of affairs, but it is
pure immanence that gives it the capacity to suitgeyf by itself and on the plane” (156). In
a monist ontology, the event always has to remairthe same axis of being, since there is
nothing outside of that realm that could be commateid and thus does not exist. Since the
event is moreover characterized as “a set of samgigls” in which “each singularity is the
source of a series extending in a determined directp to the vicinity of another singularity”
(Logic 52-53), there is nothing entirely ‘new’ that ev@bting about, since their impetus can
always be traced back to prior singularities (Halev 175). Peter Hallward observes that
“Deleuze thinks that what happens is always a iiolthe unique ontological continuum. He
wants to conceive the event—the very form of disoonty—as ‘thinkable within the
interiority of the continuous™ (176). Hallward geen to argue that Deleuze “presents the
world itself as ‘a pure emission of singularitieas a continuous stream of events, each of
which is an affirmation or expression of the oneelivof life” (176). It is a life in which
nothing happens, since for something to happen,vamdd have to resort to a polarity of
before and after, which is obviously untenable doy philosophy of essential becoming.

Thus, Deleuze and Guattari write:

Nothing happens there [at the event], but evergtiiacomes, so that the event has the
privilege of beginning again when time is past. e happens, and yet everything
changes, because becoming continues to pass thitsigiomponents again and to
restore the event that is actualized elsewheedidterent moment Rhilosophy158)

The ubiquity of the event, happening there andvdisee, raises the question why we need
the concept of an event at all. If everything ismected, everything exists in a state, or non-
state, of becoming, how is one to assess, demaraatk acknowledge change? This is
precisely the point where Badiou’s theory might yrao elucidate spheres that remain
problematic for postmodern discourse. Although | mt intend to patronizingly assess
postmodernism’s focus on epistemology, monocentiasm its understanding of the event
from any (superior) point of view, thus creatingidi oppositions between and value

judgments on postmodern discourse and Alain Badiqhiilosophy, 1 still think that his
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approach offers new potential. Without calling tlas movement ‘beyond’ postmodern
intellectual tools or techniques, it certainly isddferent, and highly valuable, change of
perspective that might not only help to think theerg, but also challenges of the state of
affairs, and, in the last resort, contains a subj8adiou’s multiple multiplicities that
foreground “immanent unification™ (Badiou qtd. itallward 63), the unity of being,
accordingly invite movements of change that are enadssible through a notion of
processuality. Unlike Deleuze’s idea of perpetuatdming that hinders demarcation lines
between before and after, Badiou is able to acctmrrdevelopments of structured multiples,
that is, situations. Simultaneously, the idea dfeeng of the void, as well as the infinite
potential of multiples to be related to each otlgEnies a teleological finish line. Thus,
Badiou is extremely skeptical towards narrativeshef end, be it the aforementioned end of
metaphysics, the end of history, the end of thejestub etc?’ Through the endless
combinational capacity between multiples, set themrtology is able to show how there can
be ‘new’ multiples within the world, without thebeing neither a distant but inevitable end of
these combinations, nor an inexorably intertwinededtic that raises doubts to what extent
the ‘new’ was not already present in the prior aittn. Whereas Deleuze insist that such

forms of innovation are already

folded within the infinite complexity of what islf@ady there,’ [...] Badiou argues, the
whole effort of this scanning [of the fold] is temonstrate how the new or the not yet
can emerge, in all its apparent aberration, in ¢dheel violence of its eruption, in
fundamental continuity from the already there. (Watd 175; original emphasis)

However, such changes do no occur on a daily blsihis sense, the multitude cannot just
transgress the oppressive structure of Empire tmplgi deciding to do so. For Badiou, the
key to change is a radical discontinuity in relatto being, and this is what he calls the event.
In contrast to Deleuze, Badiou conceives of theneas an entirely unique, unprecedented,
disruptive moment. Peter Hallward observes thajs“far as Badiou is concerned, then,
Deleuze’s philosophy proceeds as a misappropriatfothe event. Deleuze collapses the
difference between the place and the taking-plBic®.‘event is simultaneously omnipresent
and creative, structural and unprecedented” (1D@leuze’s ubiquity of the event aligns

2" n “Ontology and Politics,” an interview with Iseltle Vodoz, Geoff Boucher, Justin Clemens,
Ralph Humphries, Oliver Feltham, Andrew Lewis, L©WMagee and Dan Ross, Badiou states: “l don't
believe in the discourse of the end, the end olopbphy and so on. Because | prefer affirmation to
negation, | prefer to talk of trying to make a stegher than always saying philosophy is bad, or
impossible, and as such paralysing philosoph¥fir{ite 143).
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itself in his philosophy of becoming and therebynders the idea of an event as rupture
superfluous (Hallward 177}.

While for Deleuze the event is to be situated wittiie realm of being, Badiou is eager to

show that the event, in very much the same sendleea®oid, is not. He thus axiomatically

declares: “€ = {x [1 X, €}" (Being179). The event’s according to this axiomatization, is a

multiple that has as its ‘elements’ singular mugigox, what he calls the evental site, as well

as itself 8. While the multiples of the evental site guararites the event contains multiples

that are not counted by the state of the situafme might, for instance, think of African-
Americans prior to Emancipation as such a multjphich implies that it contains
something that does not belong to the situatioa, dhent also contains itself. One might
object that the axiom of the powerset does notatlte existence of a multiple in a set that is
not in its powerset. Yet the differentiation betwdzelonging and inclusion (sé&xing and
EventMeditations 3, 5, and 7) does exactly that, sa thare can exist multiples within a
multiple that do not themselves form a coherengnted multiple. Since African-Americans
were not regarded as sovereign citizens of Ameticay were elements of the situation
“citizens of the Unites States,” although they weo¢ being acknowledged as a constitutive
element by the government. From this follows thathssingular multiples can be part of a

situation without being included in the state af #ituation.

Returning to the definition of the event, the peshlof €presents itself. As we have seen

before, the proposition that a multiple contaireelit is paradoxical and thus unacceptable
within set-theoretical ontology. By disobeying oak set theory’'s fundamental axioms it
follows that the event cannot be integrated witlintology: “[tlhere is no acceptable
ontological matrix of the event. [...] Ontology hastlning to say about the eventBding
190). However, the result that the event has texmduded from ontology, from the study of
beingquabeing, is not detrimental. Rather, it safeguarddi®u’s conception of the event as
something entirely singular, something that cartm®tconceived in the language of being,
since there is no acceptable or even availableukgpeg for it. This simultaneously implies that

happenings that do not eminently shake our conmejti the world (and Badiou would be on

% For a detailed juxtaposition of Deleuze and Badame Hallward (174-80). Badiou himself has
not only offered his opinions on Deleuze in his iRevof Deleuze’sThe Fold he, moreover, dedicates the
whole bookDeleuze: The Clamor of Beirig his “highly esteemed antagonist” (Norris 43).
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Jean Baudrillard’s side here concerning 9/11) nmmostbe regarded as unique events, which
runs in the same vein as postmodernism’s critiqumass-mediated events. In Hallward’'s
words, Badiou “pinpoints every location of the newan evental break and thereby ensures
the radical discontinuity between truth and thaatibn in which it comes to pass” (175). It is
Badiou’s denial of a monist ontology that makegassible to think of the event and the new
multiples it brings into circulation as somethingtedy new, and not always already
prefigured by the current state of affairs. In cast to Deleuze, the event is not merely an
interlinked actualization of virtuality; on the doary, Badiou’s event disrupts actuality in

itself.

While for Hardt and Negri, the revolt against thetastructure can thus only function from
within Empire’s own architecture, Badiou proposesdifferent angle from which political

activism can be executed.

Rather than a warrior beneath the walls of theeStatpolitical activist is a patient
watchman of the void instructed by the event, tasionly when grappling with the
event [...] that the State blinds itself to its owastery. There the activist constructs the
means to sound, if only for an instant, the sitéhefunpresentable, and the means to be
thenceforth faithful to the proper name that, afsds, he or she will have been able to
give to—or hear, one cannot dectd¢his non-place of place, the void€ing111)

This brings us to the last aspect (that was morkess omitted from this essay) in which
Badiou differs vehemently from other postmodernagleNext to his turn to being, his
celebration of multiple multiplicities, and his gudar conception of the event, Badiou thinks
a subject. Rather than tuning in with post-subyectendencies of the late 20th century, his
philosophical undertaking tries to safeguard a exttbjhat is able to (re)act, decide and live
beyond the constraints of Power, Capital, or thee©OtWhereas Hardt and Negri's subject are
subjects whose autonomy can only mimick Empiretsdpction, Badiou’s unusual approach
seeks to have an individual subject that comes @xistence through its acceptance and
execution of the event. Without returning to hursaiaind idealist notions of an autonomous
subject, Badiou’s “New Philosophy of the Subjedtfa(lward xxi) presupposes a dialectic
between Subject and Event that parts with mostostrpodern approaches to this concept.
Particularly through his leaving behind of epistéogacal concerns, of a monocentric
worldview, as well his radical understanding of &went, American Studies might be able to
accept the event that Badiou’s thoughts themsgivesent to our discipline, which would

make us, in a sense, into subjects.
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