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Most often stupidity is the sister of wickedness.
Sophocles

Stupidity always gets on well with malice.

Leonardo Sciascia

Our being is cemented with diseased qualities:
ambition, jealousy, envy, vindictiveness, superstition, despair . . .

Michel de Montaigne

Epicurus finds fault with those who believe that man needs the heavens. He finds Atlas
himself, on whose back the heavens hang, in human stupidity and superstition.
Stupidity and superstition also are Titans.

Karl Marx
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Introduction

Thought is under threat—always, but now especially. It is always under threat,
first because it is inherently fragile, and second because it is often in the in-
terest of some—a particular group or power structure—to dissuade us from
thinking, and to think in our place. But thought is particularly under threat
today, across the world and even in our so-called democracies. Thinking is
increasingly considered elitist and exclusive, pedantic and boring; the many
institutions and mediations that it helped create, and which protect us from
oppression and abuses of power, are regularly derided and considered “not fit
for purpose.” It is as if, far from being a necessary condition for the exercise
of our freedom and democratic rights, thinking were the privilege of the few,
of the “educated elite.” Increasingly, people feel distrustful of scientists and
experts, whose nuanced, dry, and at times uncertain views can’t compete with
our appetite for black-and-white situations and binary views. Political leaders
believe they can appeal to the heart and guts of “the people,” rather than to
their faculty of understanding and critical engagement. The politics of hope
and fear, of empty promises and visions of apocalypse, of superstition, spite,
and revengefulness, are held and adopted by many (even heads of state) as
a model of good government. Stupidity is no longer a source of embarrass-
ment—it is a right, if not a badge of honor. After all, we are all entitled to our
opinion, our bitterness, our bigotry. We've been here before. The erosion of
thought is nothing new: “All things excellent are as difficult as they are rare.”
But like so many species, and like the planet as a whole, thought now faces the
distinct possibility of extinction. Death by 280 characters and fifteen-second
videos; death by anonymous and troll-induced spite; death by political and
corporate hogwash; death, ultimately, by indifference.

At the same time—and this may be part of the problem—many tend to
believe that thinking is something we do or ought to do naturally, whether
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by our conscious decision or by invitation, but in any case as an indication
of goodwill. It is, we believe, a natural disposition, and one we can decide
to activate (or not). It is as if we were all equipped with a thinking switch.
But contrary to popular belief, and to what some philosophers have argued,
thinking is not easily activated. It emerges, and does so slowly, at times pain-
fully, whether individually or historically. It struggles to come to life, and
it struggles to survive. It is constantly fighting off demons that continue to
haunt it, perpetually rising from the mud that lies at the bottom of its pond.
It is an effort, and it needs all the help it can get to get off the ground.

This book is an attempt to understand the reasons and mechanisms be-
hind some of the tendencies and forces that make thinking difficult, if not im-
possible. These tendencies have always existed. In fact, this book argues that
they are not accidental or contingent, but largely intrinsic to thought itself,
or to ways of thinking. They are, I will claim, transcendental illusions—or,
better still, transcendental delusions: vicious ways of thinking.? As a result,
the struggle in question is a recurrent one, and one that pits thought against
itself. In moments of great lucidity, and especially in its early history, phi-
losophy defined itself as a struggle against the propensities that threatened
its search for knowledge and its pursuit of the good life. Sometimes it saw
them as external threats, emanating from religious, social, or political in-
stitutions, or from merely contingent factors. At other times it saw them
as somehow bound up with, and inherent to, our very faculty of thought.
Thus, for Plato and Aristotle, sophistry represents a major threat to the genu-
inely philosophical order, in that it consists in a discourse of persuasion
rooted in the mere appearance of truth, rather than in actual truth. Central
to their argument was the claim that sophistry is not—not even, I would
say—false, or prone to error; it simply escapes the play of the true and the
false. Yet its effects are a semblance of truth. As such, it amounts to an opera-
tion of deception that can serve political as well as epistemological ends.
Similarly, for Plutarch and Lucretius, superstition, whether in the form of
organized religion or politics, represents a significant obstacle that needs to
be removed if freedom—whether individual or collective—is ever to see the
light of day. Another ancient school of thought, Stoicism, saw sapientia as an
ongoing struggle against stultitia, or stupidity. In the latter the Stoics found
the symptom of an unexamined—diseased and base—life, controlled by
external forces and dispersed amongst them, which only philosophy, under-
stood as discrimination, could counteract.> Closer to us, Adorno echoed the
Stoic concern by describing stupidity as a “scar” and a “thwarting” of life;
as a “sacrifice of the intellect” and the “murder” of thought.* Others, such
as Adam Smith or Nietzsche, focused more on resentment. Smith described
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resentment as “the greatest poison to the happiness of a good mind,” by
which he meant an “open” mind.* And Nietzsche spoke of “the great eye of
spite” (der Blick griin und hdmisch), in which he saw the harmful force that
stops human thought from becoming generous and creative, and does so by
blaming and shaming our capacity for joy and growth.® More demanding
and nobler than Mitleid, or compassion, he argues, is Mitfreude, by which
he meant the capacity to rejoice in the happiness and success of others.”
Thus, according to that long and venerable tradition, the philosopher was to
guard himself against certain vices (kakia, vitia)—superstition and stupidity,
as well as other “base” feelings such as resentment, spite, and envy—that
were thought to threaten philosophy from within (and not just from with-
out, or accidentally). The philosophical life (very broadly construed), in
turn, was thought to involve an internal and ongoing struggle against those
vices; it amounted to something like an intellectual care or vigilance of the
self, aimed at liberating it for the world and those around it.

“Vice,” Quassim Cassam reminds us, is from the Latin vitium, which is a
fault or a defect.® Like Cassam, I will refer to the vices that assail our capac-
ity to think as “vices of the mind,” by which he means “intellectual failings
that have a negative impact on our intellectual conduct.” My concern will
be with ways of thinking, or not thinking, rather than with personality or
character traits. Following Cassam, I will argue that we “need to distinguish
between the qualities of a thinker and the qualities of a person’s thinking
on a given occasion or in a particular case.”!° I will focus on the latter. The
specific vices I will consider—stupidity, superstition, and spite—can be and
usually are thought of as personality traits; and when they are seen as a
way or style of thinking, they are thought of as a quality of the person. But
I am more interested in the question of how, under certain circumstances
(which can be complex and seemingly unrelated to the actual capacities of
the person in question), thinking can go awry. I am interested in the derail-
ing, choking, or thwarting of the process of thinking. I am interested—to
use again Cassam'’s words—in “vicious ways of thinking” or thinking styles,
independently of who is actually thinking them. Unlike Cassam, though, 1
will not define these vices as “epistemic,” or as obstacles that get “in the way
of knowledge.”" Or, to be more precise, I will not define them primarily in
that way. That they affect our capacity to know or judge is, in my view, un-
questionable. But they also, and more disturbingly, have the ability to orient
and shape knowledge itself, to generate truths. In that respect, they are not
merely opposed to certain forms of knowledge and discourses of truth. I see
this book not as contradicting or even questioning the epistemic vices Cas-
sam and others focus on, but as complementing and possibly complicating
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them.!? The book is concerned with noetic vices, with what gets in the way of
thought by way of thought, rather than with knowledge sensu stricto.

Vices of this kind are no doubt related to epistemic failings such as ar-
rogance, dogmatism, overconfidence, gullibility, closed-mindedness, epi-
stemic insouciance, or wishful thinking. They all have “a negative impact on
our intellectual conduct” and require their own form of critique.' Further-
more, they eventually inhibit the acquisition of knowledge and threaten our
desire to know and establish truths. But they also take place before the de-
sire in question has been set in motion, and before the distinction between
truth and error, on which it rests, has emerged. Error is not the worst thing
that can happen to thought, its calamity or catastrophe. That is because
truth is not the origin and end of thought, its source and horizon. There are
far worse destinies and much greater dangers, which force us to distinguish
between the desire to know and the ability to think. The vices I have in mind
are therefore pre-epistemic, and not primarily concerned with the question
of truth, understood as the investigation into its conditions of possibility,
its definition, and the method most adequate to reach it. This is why I refer
to them as noetic vices.

There is a second, related reason why I want to distinguish the vices in
questions from the question, if not the value and history, of truth (and its
opposite, error). For these vices even manage to find their way into certain
forms of knowledge and discourses of truth on which we have come to
rely. There is, I will claim, such a thing as stupid, mundane, insignificant,
or even nasty truths—truths with which philosophy has concerned itself
far too often. By that, I mean that truths can be generated against the back-
ground of problems that have been badly posed, or animated by base feel-
ings and prejudice (the “Indian problem” in the United States under George
Washington, the “Jewish problem” in Nazi Germany, the “Black problem”
in apartheid South Africa). For too long, we have been enamored with truth,
and have forgotten to assess critically and question the quality of the soil in
which they are rooted. But we have also learned to become suspicious and
even to despair of truth itself. Paraphrasing the close of the inaugural lesson
to Foucault’s 1981 Louvain lecture, I would even claim that the critical stance
toward the noetic vices I am advocating here requires a degree of astonish-
ment before the multiplication and success of truth procedures in societies
such as ours.! Discourses and systems of truth can be petty and oppressive.
Truths themselves can be trivial, unremarkable, limited, narrow. Too often
we settle for truths that are respectable and respectful, but don't make any
difference. What good, Nietzsche asks, is a modest truth “from which no
disorder and nothing extraordinary is to be feared: a self-contented and
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happy creature which is continually assuring all the powers that be that no
one needs to be the least concerned on its account; for it is, after all, only
‘pure knowledge’”?'* This, in turn, means that the terrain of critique needs
to be displaced: from an analytic of truth, with which modern philosophy
identifies, to a clinic and cleansing of thought and a dialectic of problems,
which selects truths. Then, and only then, do truths cease to be ordinary, ba-
nal, and toothless. Then, and only then, does thinking become democratic
(which does not mean consensual).

One final word about truth, and the reason why my critique of the intel-
lectual vices I consider is not carried out in its name. It is related to the previ-
ous point, and specifically to the connection between truth and power. Truth,
at least when related to human reality, does not preserve us from power, and
is not—not necessarily, not always, and in fact not often—opposed to power
structures. Let me refer again to Foucault. There is no raw, pure truth that
would be independent of relations of power and that could be uncovered
as a result of goodwill and the appropriate method. Similarly, there is no
power structure that does not rely on discourses of truth. The multiple and
mobile relations of power that traverse the social body are, Foucault claims,
“indissociable from a discourse of truth and they can neither be established
nor function unless a true discourse is produced, accumulated, put into
circulation, and set to work.” For example, we are encouraged to discover
and tell the truth about ourselves; we are “destined to live and die in certain
ways by discourses that are true, and which bring with them certain power-
effects.”’® This, I believe, is where the difference between genealogical and
ideological critique lies (and it is one I will return to when discussing certain
examples of stupidity). On this point, Foucault is perhaps clearest in the fol-
lowing passage from “Truth and Power”:

Truth isn't outside or lacking in power. . . . Truth isn’t the reward of free spirits,
the child of protracted solitude, nor the privilege of those who have succeeded
in liberating themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is produced only by
virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it induces regular effects of power.
Each society has its regimes of truth, its “general politics” of truth—that is, the
type of discourses it accepts and makes function as true and false statements;
the means by which each is sanctioned; the techniques and procedures ac-
corded value in the acquisition of truth; the status of those who are charged

with saying what counts as true.'”

As a result, the ultimate aim of the critical analysis of this “politics of truth”
is not “emancipating truth from every system of power (which would be a
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chimera, for truth is already power) but . . . detaching the power of truth
from the forms of hegemony, social, economic and cultural within which it
operates at the present time.”!® This is the point at which truth pivots on it-
self, the point at which the analytics and politics of truth gives way to some-
thing like an ethics or pragmatics of truth, to a different position of truth,
or veridiction, in relation to power. Speaking truth to power; exposing the
truths of power, as well as the power of subjugation of truth; truth-telling, in
what amounts to a performative that is irreducibly theoretical and practical,
that engages oneself and one’s life as the one who speaks—that is the real
aim of philosophy.

I will therefore not be privileging, but will certainly acknowledge, the
epistemic standpoint when analyzing these intellectual vices and the vari-
ous examples I use to illustrate them. Some, such as racism, various forms
of magical thinking, or resentment, could easily be and have in fact been
seen as forms of epistemic injustice, or as leading to epistemic injustice. Re-
search in this area has grown considerably since the publication of Miranda
Fricker’s Epistemic Injustice and José Medina'’s The Epistemology of Resistance."
But the idea of epistemic injustice was already present, albeit implicitly,
in Spivak’s notion of “epistemic violence” as applied to the condition of
the “subaltern”?
with the concepts of “reification,” “hegemony,” and “ideological state appara-
tus.”?" Going further back, we can see it announced and perhaps summarized
in Du Bois’s metaphor of the racist veil, which excludes Blacks from the white
world while letting them see themselves only through the revelation of this
alien world, or look at themselves only through the eyes of white folk.?? In
the context of this introduction, let me dwell briefly on racism. I return to

and, more generally, in twentieth-century ideology critique,

this problem in my discussion of Kant’s concept of race, which I treat as an
example of stupidity. Racism, like sexism, or other forms of discrimination
and exclusion, is increasingly considered as an instance of epistemic injus-
tice, whether understood as ideology,>* hermeneutical injustice,?* stereotyp-
ing and bias,® or recognition failure (also known as “misrecognition”).?
It is also related to various epistemic vices such as contempt?” and willful
ignorance.?® The latter involves deeply rooted forms of resistance toward
knowledge: active, orchestrated, and resilient forms of not knowing. These
approaches are valuable and, I believe, not incompatible with my own. Yet
my reservation with respect to the epistemological approach stems from the
Foucauldian concern I have already mentioned, as well as from the need
to distinguish between the epistemic level (organized around the opposi-
tion between truth and error) and a pre-epistemic, noetic level (organized
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around the distinction between thought and understanding), and focuses
on the nature of problems. As such, it differs (at least in part) from the sort
of reservation expressed by Harvey Cornier in his own critical assessment
of the merits of the epistemological approach to forms of injustice.” In his
defense of an experimental or use-based concept of truth, based on an “Em-
ersonian philosophy of a Jamesian-Rortian type,” Cornier concludes that
“we will not see anything particularly promising about an epistemology of
ignorance.”°

Consequently, the sort of thinking that I have in mind here does not
conform to the model or the image of thought Cassam adopts in his book.
Drawing on the work of Jonathan Baron, he breaks thinking down into dis-
tinct phases, which include “the identification of goals, the consideration of
possibilities, and the seeking and weighing of evidence.”* The goal, Cassam
adds, “is to find an acceptable answer to a question,” and “the possibilities are
answers to the question implicit in the goal.”?? But if the question is already
given, the possibilities are themselves contained in the question, and are a
function of the question. But what if the question is badly posed? Is the task
of thinking simply that of evaluating possibilities and “choosing among
them,” as Baron claims?** To be sure, there are ways of doing these things,
of thinking along these lines, which can get in the way of knowledge and
lead to errors. Superstitious or magical thinking, for example, is “epistemi-
cally vicious thinking.”** The gambler “who sees a succession of coin tosses
coming down heads thinks that the next toss will be tails because a tails is
now ‘due’”3> But thinking, I will argue, is less concerned with answers and
solutions than it is with questions; less concerned with avoiding error than
with false or badly posed problems. For thinking as I understand it is first
and foremost problematizing. For that reason, the vices it struggles against
are those that inhibit our ability to construct problems and raise questions,
and not simply to choose between answers: we get the answers we deserve
according to the problems we pose. Superstitious thinking, I will claim, is as
much present and necessary in our belief in the existence and value of value
in the economic sense as it is in the gambler’s belief that his or her lucky mo-
ment has come. Yet this belief requires the construction of an entire system
of production, exchange, and labor that is quite real. At the same time, the
system in question cannot function without the belief in the intrinsic value
of value, in value as a thing. We can’t point to the magical quality of com-
modities or services without at the same time pointing to the illusory nature
of capitalism as a way of organizing production. But one could also argue
that gambling relies on superstition, that it could not possibly work without
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this specific trigger. The vice would be less in the gambler who believes that
the time for tails is now than in gambling—or the stock market—as a system.

Let me try to make this point clearer by adopting a more historical
standpoint. As modern philosophy evolved into an analytic and method of
truth—that is, into a discourse concerned with the distinction between the
true and the false, the criteria by which such a distinction can be established,
and the conditions under which something can be said to be true—it began
to see error as its major threat, and the main obstacle it needed to over-
come. With a few notable exceptions, some of which I have already alluded
to, philosophy began to see itself as a system of truth oriented toward the
construction of arguments and the definition of concepts, the foundations
of knowledge and the search for certainty, rather than as an education of
thought, and even a therapy or clinic of the mind. The other obstacles or
vices, the struggle against which had defined it for so long, became less rel-
evant. The sense of critique itself was altered: from a concern regarding the
forces and forms of power that thwart or inhibit thought, it became a matter
of the limits of knowledge, the legitimate or illegitimate uses of reason, and,
more generally, the proper use of our faculties.

In this book, I want to argue for the need to bring those vices back into
the fold of philosophy and, more broadly, critical thinking. I want to claim
that in order to be critical—in order, in fact, for any form of thought to
emerge—philosophy needs to free itself from the very demons that haunt it,
the serpents that smother it and stop it from achieving its potential. They are
a form of blindness, of thoughtlessness and carelessness. Their removal is a pre-
condition for the exercise of thought and the philosophical life, by which
I also mean a freer life. At the same time, the struggle against them signals
the philosophical habit par excellence, or the vigilance for which it stands (or
should stand). And this, I believe, is the responsibility of everyone, not just
professional philosophers. What I offer, then, is a critique of the very forces
that threaten the possibility of critique and the power of thought. Eventually,
I will need to define the power in question. For the time being, and provi-
sionally, 1 will define it as the ability to question or problematize, free of
discourses of authority. This means that the power of thought is itself not a
moral or political authority over others (a potestas or imperium), but a way of
exploring and, more importantly, increasing the potential and autonomy of
existence (potentia). Thought is often referred to as a faculty, alongside other
human faculties such as intuition, imagination, memory, desire, judgment,
sociability, et cetera. But what is thought the faculty of? Some would say: of
knowledge and truth, whether in a theoretical or a practical sense, whether
through concepts or ideas, whether as understanding or as reason. But truth
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is not the only, and not even the primary, domain of thought. So, before we
explore thought along the lines of knowledge and truth, we need to clarify
what we mean by faculty. It designates something that we are capable of, a
capacity, a power. It speaks to the degree of power that corresponds to us as
human beings. In that respect, it is equivalent to the degrees of power we
would need to list were we to ask ourselves about the nature or essence of
the horse or the tick, and would constitute what we would call its world.
And we would do that not by listing a number of attributes, but by focusing
on what, through those attributes, they are capable of or can do. The ques-
tion, subsequently, and to return to thought as a distinctive power, would
be one of knowing what it allows us to do. And presumably, we would also
be concerned to know how far it can go, and how it can find its highest ex-
pression, without opposition or unnecessary obstacles. Equally, we would
be concerned to show that human beings are more powerful and free under
the power of thought thus understood than they would be without it, and
thus that thought and knowledge are intrinsically good. The investigation
into the nature of thought, and the ways in which its potential can be un-
leashed, would be both indistinguishable from and subordinated to a gen-
eral ethics—not one that would prescribe what to do in a given situation, or
how to act, but one that would be concerned with the type of life interested
in pushing its faculties to their limit, living at the limit, and thus increasing
its own capacity. Thought, in that respect, is one distinctive faculty, which
involves the collaboration of many more, and through the exercise of which
we, as human beings, are more able, more lucid, and less passive.

One of the consequences of this approach, which I will adopt here, is
that the (Kantian) distinction between thought in a theoretical sense, ori-
ented toward scientific knowledge, and thought in a moral sense, oriented
toward practical knowledge, breaks down. Indeed, “good” and “bad” would
no longer be, or need to be, understood in a moral sense (that is, as gov-
erned by our sense of duty), but only in terms of what increases or decreases
our power in general, and our power to think in particular. By bad, I mean
everything that proceeds from weakness; everything that separates us from
our own power and the full expression of our faculties, that locks us into
a passive, reactive position; everything that frustrates our power to act and
grow; everything that inhibits our own vitality. Revengefulness, stupidity, and
superstition inhabit each and every one of us, individually as it were. But they
are also at work in some of our deepest social, political, and economic struc-
tures, thus shaping our behaviors and the way we “think” before we've had
a chance to ask what it means to think. They require institutions to survive
and symbolic mediations to grow. They are as much ways of exercising power
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and instruments of domination as they are intellectual failings. This is why,
whenever we are confronted with them, we need to ask: Whose interest does
this form of stupidity or superstition serve? To which power do I yield by be-
ing drawn into this spiteful, revengeful attitude? And how does this particu-
lar power structure, and the particular disposition it favors, limit my ability
to think, whether philosophically, scientifically, or artistically? I describe the
tendencies I analyze as vices because they make the world and everything in
it smaller. By contrast, thought is the faculty, capacity, or power which, by
drawing in and calling upon all our other faculties, by organizing them so as
to maximize their potential, allows them to expand, to be more. The problem
of thought is thus indistinguishable from ethics as concerned with the condi-
tions under which, and the ways in which, human life can flourish and there-
fore be inhabited by joyful affects. For joy is the goal. And the vices I analyze
here are “bad” also in the sense that they suck joy out of the world and human
existence, lock us into various forms of sadness.

At the same time, I want to ask whether such vices can ever be eradicated
entirely and permanently, or whether, instead, we should seek simply to
contain them. Spinoza, for instance, demonstrated the possibility of living
one’s life according to rational principles at the individual, ethical level, but
doubted that this could ever be achieved at the political level: superstition,
he claims, and its ability to draw on the power of imagination, is arguably
the most effective way of governing the multitude, and no politics could
ever exist without it. This, however, does not mean that we should not seek
to minimize the place and hold of superstition. In fact, this is precisely what
democratic politics is about. Similarly, I would argue that every philosophy
and every science, however elaborate, however brilliant, carries within it-
self its own blind spot and moments of stupidity, and that such moments
and blind spots are even often the by-product of that brilliance. It is those
blind spots, or moments of stupidity internal to thought itself, which phi-
losophers and critically minded scientists should be most concerned about.
For science and philosophy are not in principle immune from such noetic
vices, as a number of examples will reveal. As for spite, we should retain the
great Nietzschean lesson that it is creative, that it generates values and ways
of thinking (and even the noble ideal of disinterestedness), that it is a per-
spective on the world and an evaluation of it. As a result, we need a specific
method to avoid the simple—“enlightened”—view that opposes stupidity
and intelligence, superstition and truth, spite and disinterestedness, as if
these vices were all the other of reason. As we'll see, those vices grew within
Enlightenment itself: the celebration of the advent of the age of reason did
not protect it from certain forms of stupidity or superstition.
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“Virtue,” if we want to retain this word, would designate not a way of be-
ing corresponding to pre-established values, but the perfection correspond-
ing to the greatest power of which we are capable. It would designate the
ability to relate to oneself and others in such a way that one’s capacities are
increased and maximized. Ethics, in that respect, is the art of expanding our
capacities. Thought is one such capacity; our body is another (and the con-
nection between thought and body will be paramount throughout). But the
faculties that we call memory, imagination, sensibility, desire, sociability,
et cetera, and with which thought is intrinsically connected, also fall under
this description. Like these other faculties, thought is self-reflective: it has
the ability to work on itself, identify its shortcomings, struggle against the
traps and obstacles it sets up for itself and the poison others inject into it.
This is an infinite (or at least open-ended) task. It is the task of critique.

This book is therefore concerned with what is bad for thought, what
harms it, what stops it from emerging and flourishing. It is concerned with
the obstacles thought needs to overcome, and the vices against which it
needs to struggle, in order to blossom. But obstacles can be of two kinds:
external or internal. If  am run over by a bus and suffer brain damage, I will
no longer possess the same noetic and cognitive faculties. But there is noth-
ing philosophy can do to restore such faculties. This external and contingent
type of obstacle differs from another, more worrying situation, in which it
is external yet not entirely caused by chance. One can indeed imagine situa-
tions in which it is in the interest of a person or group to inhibit, dissuade, or
suppress the ability to think. For power over others, and absolute power in
particular, is best exercised in the absence of such a critical faculty. Thought
can be numbed or neutralized through political or religious means, but also
through mindless entertainment and compulsive consumption; through co-
ercion and manipulation, as well as through weapons of mass distraction.
But what if thought were also prone to internal demons and forces, which it
would generate spontaneously, and which threaten it from within? Thought
would then need to find a way of examining itself, and not just the forces
that threaten it from without. It would need to become self-critical. Kant
referred to such spontaneously generated obstacles as “illusions” of reason.
I am tempted to adopt this term, and will occasionally. But I will resist the
temptation to identify such illusions with reason in a transcendental sense.

As I've already mentioned, this book focuses on three such forces, or vices:
superstition, spite, and stupidity. The philosophical meaning and significance
of those vices differ somewhat from their ordinary meaning. Thus, stupidity
is not simply the opposite of intelligence or common sense, and not reduc-
ible to ignorance or—to use a word I already introduced—hogwash. If I call
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it a vice, it is because I believe we are responsible for our own stupidity, and
because the task of thinking is bound up with the need to extricate itself from
the power of stupidity.® Similarly, superstition is not reducible to a set of
false beliefs, which could be dispelled by finally recognizing the true state
of things. As for spite or spitefulness, it is often seen as a character trait. Of a
person we say that they are spiteful or resentful in general, that it is part of who
they are. But in the way that I understand it, spite is both an attitude and a way
of thinking. Cassam puts it very clearly:

Attitudes aren’t just ways of thinking but they involve thinking, or being dis-
posed to think, in particular ways. At the same time these ways of thinking
can’t be properly explained or understood without reference to the attitudes
they manifest. If this is so then neither the attitude nor the way of thinking
is more basic than the other, though both are more basic than the character

traits to which they correspond.*”

To this I would add that spite, like the other vices I focus on, is not simply
individual, but collective, and often systemic. Systems—of thought, values,
and norms—can be stupid, superstitious, or resentful. This includes phi-
losophy. This means that, while I want to promote an image of philosophy
that defines itself against them, those vices are not merely external to it,
nor simply contingent. On the contrary: thoughtlessness grows from within
thought itself, like weeds amidst flowers and bushes. Weeding is necessary
if thought is to flower. And like weeding, this task needs to be performed
regularly. There is no vaccine and no guaranteed herd immunity against
noetic viruses.

Let me try to clarify the collective and systemic dimension of the vices
I discuss. I suggested that the distinction between uncritical (or dogmatic)
thought and critical thinking on which this book revolves is not reducible
to a simple, epistemological distinction between “error” and “truth.” This
reduction is what, in the context of the Marxist distinction between bour-
geois ideology and dialectical materialism, Althusser calls “theoreticism.”?®
Extending Althusser’s term, we could call “theoreticism” or “positivism” the
tendency to replace the historical and material difference between modes
of existence (and not just thought) with the opposition between error and
truth. This book, therefore, circumvents or bypasses philosophy understood
as an analytic of truth, by which I mean the kind of philosophy that defines
itself according to the distinction (indeed the opposition) between truth
and error, and focuses on the conditions of possibility of truth as well as the
proper method to arrive at the truth. By defining itself in that way, it fails to
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ask about the conditions of emergence of thought itself, about the material-
ity of thought understood as critique.

Critique starts from a position of immersion in historical, social, eco-
nomic contingencies, from which it strives to extract something that ex-
ceeds those conditions. It develops a capacity to identify those powers (state
power, religious power, economic power, psychiatric or scholastic power,
etc.) that want to pull wool over its eyes. It does not allow itself to be taken
for a ride. Ultimately, critique is constructive as well as personal. It is only
because something is inhibited, because a force is thwarted, that critique is
required. “When we criticize something,” Nietzsche writes, “this is no arbi-
trary and impersonal event; it is, at least very often, evidence of vital energies
in us that are growing and shedding a skin.” We criticize and negate because
something in us, something larger and stronger, “wants to live and affirm,”
to grow.* Critique is therefore oriented toward the present, to who we are
today. 1t is in this spirit of historical critique that I ask about the vices that
are most relevant today, and the many faces they assume. I want to develop
a critique of the noetic vices that is fit for our time. This book thus unfolds
between critique in a transcendental sense (how do the vices of superstition,
spite, and stupidity come about, from within thought itself?) and critique
in a historical sense (what, if any, are the contemporary or less contem-
porary manifestations of these vices?); or between the manner in which
thought needs to turn critique onto itself and the manner in which, having
undergone this process, it turns to its own present. What, to borrow Marx's
expression, is the “heaven” with which critique should be concerned today?
What are the contemporary faces of stupidity and superstition? Could rac-
ism or sexism, the “problems” of immigration and rising criminality, or
social practices, such as those described by Marx as commodity fetishism, be
seen as manifestations of such systemic vices, rather than as errors of judg-
ment based on false assumptions? Over a century ago, Nietzsche had al-
ready remarked that (bourgeois) stupidity had become a right: in the Age of
Work and the Reich, “the man of the evening . . . requires the health resort,
the seaside, the glaciers, Bayreuth.”*° Once a source of embarrassment, if not
shame, those flaws or vices are now seen as a right, the right “to be oneself,”
and they are worn on one’s sleeve. They have become a matter of pride. As
historically embedded and systemic, these vices inhabit the religious, eco-
nomic, political, cultural, or even scientific sphere. As such, they are bound
up with certain interests and forms of power that are specifically not inter-
ested in promoting thought and critique. They are interested in making us
do certain things, in a certain way. Critique is intrinsically interested in the
flourishing of thought and, at the same time, in identifying and rooting out
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the forms of power that stifle it. Critique is intrinsically democratic. By that,
I mean that it is not content with being reduced to solving problems defined
for it in advance, in the way that students are asked to answer questions
over which they have no say. Critique is democratic in that it believes that
problems, questions, and even experiments are constructions, and democ-
racy takes place as the dispute around the nature of problems. Contrary to
popular belief, democracy is oriented not toward consensus, but toward dis-
sensus. If consensus designates the level of solutions, dissensus points to the
possibility of an open dispute around the nature of problems, and thus to
the refusal on the part of institutions like the state, the Church, the market,
and even science to identify and articulate problems in advance and on our
behalf. Democratic politics creates the conditions under which thought can
be exercised (by which I mean pushed to its limits) and see its power grow.
Thought is not something that we do spontaneously. It is something that
we learn to do. It requires time, resources, and commitment. At the same
time, the exercise of thought as critique, and the overcoming of the vices 1
will analyze, is a necessary condition for the emergence of democratic, dis-
sensual politics. This means that sociability, as the faculty of the multitude,
requires the faculty of thought to express itself, which it does as dissensus.
Stupidity, superstition, and spite want nothing to do with critique and dis-
sensus. Yet they manage to achieve consensus.

The book consists of three chapters, each corresponding to a specific
threat.

The first chapter deals will stupidity. It does not criticize stupidity as
the opposite of cleverness or even knowledge, and thus as a trap or vice
from which philosophers would be immune in principle. Our (scientific)
obsession with measuring everything, including intelligence (or spite, for
that matter), has led us to design stupid tests and/or to draw stupid con-
clusions from them. We would, I think, be misled in reducing stupidity
to a mere lack of intelligence or judgment and identifying the stupid per-
son primarily with the simpleton or dimwit. The kind of stupidity I will be
exploring is more complex and far more harmful, and in a way divorced
from a mere character trait. It is more serious and harmful because it is not
just compatible with, but at times stems from, a certain type of rationality,
a certain discourse of truth, or a certain way of posing a problem. There
is such a thing as intelligent, even learned stupidity. Philosophers such as
Cusanus, writers such as Flaubert and Musil, have depicted it with irony and
through dialogues. Yet the history of philosophy also provides examples of
this kind of stupidity. I will focus on Kant's concept of race, and on racism
more broadly, to illustrate my point. Kant's case is particularly interesting,
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not least because he transformed the task of philosophy and reconfigured
it to such an extent that analytic and continental philosophy continue to
situate themselves in relation to his legacy. But it is interesting mainly be-
cause Kant himself defines stupidity as a mere deficiency in judgment, and
therefore as an empirical problem that has no place in the analytic of truth
with which he is concerned (at least in his Critique of Pure Reason). 1, on the
other hand, will argue that stupidity is a transcendental problem, by which
I mean a problem that results not from a failure of judgment, but from be-
ing badly constructed, and specifically from the construction or invention
of judgment as teleological. More fundamentally still, Kant's concept of race
is the result of a failed attempt to pose the problem of organized nature.
It is a stupid solution to a badly posed problem. In that respect, stupidity
will appear as the sign of a failure, or a vice, that is not methodological and
veers us away from the truth, but is dialectical in that it generates false, un-
necessary, or useless problems. The critique of stupidity belongs not in an
analytic of truth and a discourse of method, but in a dialectic of problems. It
requires a conception or image of thought that is not primarily rooted in the
distinction between truth and error, that is concerned with developing the
method adequate for such a mission, and that is oriented toward solutions
to problems that are given in advance.

The second chapter turns to superstition, and specifically to the role of
superstition in the religious, political, and economic realms. Since Greek
and Roman antiquity, religion has been the main target of the critique of
superstition. For Lucretius, religio and superstitio are interchangeable terms.
They stem from illusions that trouble the soul through unfounded and crip-
pling fears and, as a result, threaten the path to happiness. The task of phi-
losophy is to liberate the human mind and soul from such fears (especially
the fear of death) and beliefs (especially punishment) of religion. Many
centuries later, in his article on superstition in The Encyclopedia of Diderot &
d’Alembert, Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt, describes this curse as a form of
“enchantment, or magic power,” also rooted in fear. Superstition “assaults
the imagination with specters, dreams and visions”; she sees “invisible signs
of love and of hate” everywhere; she threatens the natural light of the mind
through “silly rituals and superficial ceremonies.”* Superstition, he adds, is
“a despotic tyrant which forces everything to yield to its own chimeras.”*?
While I am in agreement with the deeply held view that superstition has
its roots in the unbound nature of imagination, and specifically with its
ability to combine its infinite power with affects such as love, hate, fear,
and hope, I shall want to nuance the Enlightenment critique in two ways.
One concerns the seemingly clear-cut opposition between philosophical (or
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scientific) rationality and superstition, reason and imagination, or clarity
and confusion. Following thinkers as different as Spinoza and Freud, or
the ethical and political writings of the former and the metapsychology of
the latter, I argue that the boundary between the two faculties is far from
clear or stable, especially as far as the multitude or the group is concerned. 1
come to the conclusion that imaginary and superstitious constructions are
inevitable in the social and political realms. As soon as we move away from
the strictly individual level —and this means always—and into domains in
which my own desire is somehow mediated by the desire of others, the af-
fects that define superstition and the imaginary constructions to which they
lead seem impossible to circumvent. Like stupidity, yet in a way that I think
is even harder to overcome, superstition always haunts thought. The ques-
tion, then, becomes one of knowing how to minimize such constructions
and distinguish between them with a view to retaining the least harmful
one, or those that are most compatible with the free exercise of thought and
the increase of one’s power.

The other point of divergence from the traditional and especially En-
lightenment critique of superstition concerns the object or target of the cri-
tique in today’s world. In that respect, I will be less interested in singling
out religion as the main locus of superstition today, and will focus instead
on politics and economics. Specifically, by turning to Marx’s analysis of
commodity and financial fetishism, which has reached new heights with
the relatively recent advent of what is commonly referred to as financial
capitalism and its many obscure products, including cryptocurrencies, I will
single out the capitalist mode of production and exchange as a remarkably
successful form of superstition. Here again, as with the scientific racism of
Kant, it can’t be a matter of ignoring the rationality (in this instance an
economic one) bound up with this imaginary construction. Through a sus-
tained engagement with Althusser’s concept of “ideological state apparatus”
I will end my analysis by revealing the manner in which ideology (which
orthodox Marxists see as the traditional place of superstition) and the social
conditions of production are intimately and irreducibly bound up, whether
in capitalism or socialism.

In a way that may not appear obvious initially, chapters 1 and 2 pave
the way for chapter 3, which deals with a problem or a “vice” that many
would intuitively see as different in nature from stupidity and superstition.
For if the first two can easily be seen as noetic vices, or forces that obstruct
thought either through the construction of false problems or the genera-
tion of illusions through the infinite power of the imagination, spite, ran-
cor and revengefulness seem to be affects, and belong in a psychology or a
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philosophy of the emotions. Its connection with thought is less clear. Fur-
thermore, those affects seem to be purely empirical; and if one will easily
recognize that thought cannot flourish when in the throes of pain, anger,
envy, or rancor, one will also claim that such states don't call into question
the essentially good (that is, truth-driven and righteous) nature of thought.
That is precisely the view that I want to dispute. There is nothing intrinsi-
cally or necessarily good (in a moral sense) about thought. Entire systems
of thought in the broadest sense, whether religious, philosophical, or so-
ciopolitical, can be animated by hatred, indignation, and revenge. To say
this is of course to side with Nietzsche, or at least to move the discussion
in the direction of his critique of ressentiment—a term which, I believe, he
mobilizes not in order to equate it simply with a specific emotion or feeling
(resentment), but to show how sad, hateful passions can generate entire sys-
tems of values and ways of life, and even disguise themselves as noble values
and eternal truths. My point, therefore, will be that “good” thought (by
which, again, I mean the kind that allows life to expand and power to grow)
requires a constant effort, at the individual as well as the collective level, to
combat and overcome the systems of thought that stem from powerlessness
and seek to diminish the power and happiness of others. “Good” thought
is the kind that stems from generosity and expresses joy. By contrast, resent-
ment, rancor, and spite inhibit and stifle thought by wanting to spread their
own powerlessness. They are, to use a Nietzschean expression, the force that
inhibits force. This, as we'll see, does not mean that affirmative, powerful
thought ignores those passions entirely, and especially their source (namely,
suffering). It does not deny the reality of suffering. But it refuses to ask about
the meaning of suffering, and even more so to see in suffering the meaning
of existence itself. It refuses to raise the kind of question that I describe in
chapter 1 as stupid, by asking: who is to blame for my suffering? For this
question inevitably leads to a form of indignation and a desire for punish-
ment, whether of others or of oneself. And in doing so, it translates weak-
ness and servitude into more servitude, rather than strength.

Chapters 2 and 3 also connect on a political level. In chapter 2, I argue
that politics is irreducibly bound up with superstition, and especially with
affects such as hatred and love, fear and hope. In chapter 3, and still follow-
ing Spinoza, I ask whether indignation, which is a form of hatred animated
by the spirit of revenge, is not also necessarily and irreducibly at the root
of any political formation. Through superstition, the multitude is turned
into an obedient herd. But through indignation and outrage, the multitude
constitutes itself as a lynch mob. Given the recent adoption by various po-
litical movements and parties of the political affect of indignation, and the
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defense by others of resentment as a legitimate response to state injustice,
I explore the (in my view specific and exceptional) circumstances in which
those negative affects can find a legitimate and useful place in the political
sphere. | take a very Spinozist line on this issue. On the one hand, I argue
that hatred and all the affects and politics that are rooted in it are intrinsi-
cally bad: they are a negative feeling, a sad passion, indicative of a loss of
power. I can't feel hatred, anger, and vindictiveness without imagining my
own powerlessness, the frustration of my own essence (or perfection), the
inhibition of my desire. At the same time, I will argue for the need for a politi-
cal space in which grievances, resentments, and even the desire for revenge
can be voiced, heard, and resolved without violating the principles of natural
right, and without paving the way for a system of justice rooted in ressentiment.
Legal or political processes which have the means to overcome resentment
and revenge are necessarily good.

In any event, I distinguish clearly between those specific occurrences of
hatred and the politics of spite and resentment, which today seem to be
spreading within Western democracies. The politics of blame and vindictive-
ness seem to have reached new heights with the recent election of populist
leaders across the world who promise to “drain the swamp,” take on “the
establishment,” and “take back control,” who lash out at technocrats and the
urban elite, the media, the judiciary, and the civil service, all the while claim-
ing to feel the pain of those who suffer and telling them who is responsible
for it, who deserves to pay, and against whom they should turn their anger
and hatred. It is a rebellion not of the people, but of the mob, who is that not
simply because it feels powerless, but because it would sooner bring down
the powerful and the structures of power than see the power of the individu-
als it comprises increase. Political campaigns and decisions are carried out
in the name of a struggle against a more or less visible enemy, whether exter-
nal or internal. The demos is reduced to the genos or the ethnos, and “democ-
racy” to the struggle for the recovery of its power and former glory. The re-
publican or democratic political task, by contrast, consists in producing and
educating free men and women—that is, men and women whose perfection
and power involve the cultivation of joyful affects and the combination of
their own nature (and power) with those of other human beings. In the
absence of such a state of freedom, however, one has to distinguish between
sad (and therefore destructive) passions, and this means between types of
indignation or resentment. But that can only be done through critique, a
disposition that is denied and devalued by the systems of values based on
rancor and resentment. It can only be achieved through dissensus, which
is a generous attitude toward problems and the root of democratic politics.
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To summarize: at first sight, the association of spite, superstition, and
stupidity might seem haphazard, if not arbitrary. After all, spite seems to be
an emotion related but not reducible to hatred. Superstition, on the other
hand, would seem to qualify as a (magical) way of thinking. And stupidity
is perhaps best (or at least commonly) described as a lack of intelligence or
judgment. My claim, however, following a rich tradition, will be that super-
stition is rooted in emotions such as fear and hope, love and hatred, rever-
ence and scorn. And the sort of stupidity I will be most concerned with is
the nasty, aggressive, and resilient kind, which often hides behind forms of
knowledge and shared worldviews. In the end, all three vices lead to ways of
thinking, by which I mean ways of seeing the world, generating norms and
values, creating institutions and rituals, facilitating discourses and practices
of truth. And all three are ways of exercising power over others, of securing
their obedience, if not their servitude. The task of thinking is to denounce
and combat them, in the name of the intellectual virtue I call generosity. This
struggle is both internal and external, clinical and critical.
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On Stupidity

The ancient philosophers taught that the main source of misfortune was something very dif-
ferent. Beginning with Socrates, these thinkers never wearied of preaching: “Your thought-
lessness and stupidity, the way you live according to the rule, your submission to your
neighbour’s opinion is the same reason why you so rarely achieve happiness; we thinkers,

as thinkers, are the happiest of all.” . . . These philosophers harmed stupidity.

—F Nietzsche, The Gay Science

There is no sin except stupidity.

—Oscar Wilde, The Critic as Artist

The University of Warwick, where I taught for many years, is guarded by a
large sculpture of twisted stainless steel by Richard Deacon. Like a mytho-
logical creature, it warns passersby with the words “Let’'s Not Be Stupid.”
How, you wonder, am I to interpret this bewildering title: as a warning,
a humorous invitation, a provocation, an exhortation? Ever since Plato’s
Academy, academic institutions have been devoted to the pursuit of knowl-
edge and truth. They have embraced noble and ambitious mottos such as
Crescat Scientia, Lux et Veritas, or simply Veritas. Yet, for all its seeming lack
of ambition and clarity, I should like to embrace and defend the title of
Deacon’s sculpture. For I cannot think of a better motto for an academic
institution than one guarding us against this “ugly” or “base” (koxév) op-
ponent, which, Sophocles tells us, is most difficult to wrestle, and perhaps
more treacherous than ignorance and error.! For when faced with stupidity,
whether one’s own or someone else’s, one feels disarmed, at a loss, unable
to respond and engage. On one level, one could say that the pursuit of
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knowledge and truth, with which academic institutions tend to identify, is
simply the flip side of the struggle against stupidity. In doing so, however,
we would be confusing ignorance and stupidity.? For can one not be ig-
norant yet not stupid, and conversely (and perhaps more controversially),
learned and stupid at the same time? And is ignorance, at least the sort that
recognizes itself as such, not already a form of wisdom, as Socrates and
Cusanus believed? Here, we would need to distinguish between two types
of ignorance: the banal or crass type (nescentia vulgaris), which is inexcus-
able (yet forgivable) and can easily be remedied, for it is ignorance of what
is eminently knowable (Meno); and the type that exceeds the opposition
between knowledge and ignorance, the learned ignorance (docta ignorantia,
nescient gnosis), of which, in his Divine Names, Pseudo-Dionysius the Aero-
pagite tells us that it is the tenebrous path to knowledge and enlightenment.3
But there is a third and more relevant type of ignorance, which Jankélévitch
describes as “erudite, pedantic and pretentious.” It is reducible neither to
the inconnaissance that is mere lack of knowledge, nor to the docta ignorantia
that is the way to genuine knowledge. It is the self-satisfied, pontificating,
and conquering méconnaissance: opaque, heavy with prejudice (préjugés)
and banalities (lieux communs), full of stereotypes and clichés (Lieutenant
Pirogov).* It is also, and more gravely, Charles W. Mills says, the blind, mili-
tant, aggressive, and nasty form that underpins white (or male) ignorance,®
the sort of ignorance that is also a kind of knowledge and which another
critical philosopher of race describes as the “invisible (or unacknowledged)
center” from which whites, and white philosophers especially, speak, write,
and teach—the center from which everything makes sense.® The méconnais-
sant, Jankélévitch concludes, claims a science as his own, but stupidly (sot-
tement).” It is this kind of stupidity—stupidity in knowledge—that I will be
mostly concerned with. And if I mention race, racism, and their place in
philosophical discourse, it is because I hope to demonstrate that Kant’s con-
cept of race, about which much has been written, is a stupid concept. The
lesson to be drawn will be that that there is such a thing as a stupid concept,
that is, stupid moments or blind spots—an invisible fulcrum, to use Yanci’s
image—at the heart of every theoretical construction, and within myself.

To illustrate his theory of the docta ignorantia, and his criticism of the
learned yet méconnaissant type, Cusanus wrote a delightful series of three
philosophical dialogues. Full of irreverence and irony, the dialogues known
as De idiota (1450) pit an “Idiot” against an “Orator” and a “Philosopher.”
The first Dialogue (De sapientia) begins with a provocation, reminiscent of
the Cynic’s attitude: your knowledge of books and of the world, the Idiot
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tells the Orator, has not taught you humility (or wise ignorance), and is in
the eyes of God nothing but stupidity (stultitia).

I marvel at your pride [Miror de fastu tuo], that being wearied with contin-
ued reading of innumerable books, you are not led to humility [humilitatem]|;
without doubt this proceeds from the fact that the knowledge of this world,
through which you think yourself superior is, in the eyes of God, nothing but
a certain stupidity [stultitia].’

How presumptuous of you, poor and ignorant Idiot, replies the Orator,
who represents the literatus, be he the Aristotelian scholasticus of the Middle
Ages or the learned humanist of the Renaissance. Where, if not from books,
would real knowledge (sapientia) come from? To which the Idiot, who rep-
resents the layman or illiteratus, replies: perhaps, eventually, from books,
but it has to originate in the open air, in city squares and markets.” By which
point it has become clear that the joke is actually on the Orator (and even,
subsequently, on the philosopher): the Idiot is doctior, for humilior, while the
Orator is the real stultus, for superbus.

We would, I think, be equally misled in reducing stupidity to a mere
lack of intelligence, or judgment, and identifying the stupid person with
the simpleton or the dim-witted.'® The kind of stupidity I will be exploring
is more complex and far more harmful, and in a way divorced from a mere
character trait. If stupidity were mere simplicity of mind, and given the fact
that universities are or at least aspire to be filled with “clever” people, Dea-
con'’s sculpture, and the warning emblazoned on it, would serve no purpose.
What is this stupidity that—within its own bounds—academic institutions
should be aware and wary of? What is this enemy within, with which we
need to struggle, and do struggle repeatedly (or perhaps not enough)? And
could this struggle not be coextensive with the emergence of thought, and
thus a precondition for knowledge?

So—very much in the spirit of Deacon’s work—let me try to dispel this
impression, and to clarify the manner in which I intend to approach the
problem of stupidity from a philosophical perspective. Let me begin with a
word of warning, and two observations.

First, and as I was suggesting, I do not intend to criticize stupidity as the
opposite of cleverness or even knowledge, and thus as this trap or vice from
which philosophy would be immune in principle, and by virtue of the fact
that philosophers are—so we like to think—clever people. There is much in-
telligence around, writes Musil in The Man Without Qualities; so much of it,
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in fact, “that a little more or less makes no real difference.”"! The real prob-
lem with stupidity is that it happens within intelligence itself, or has a nasty
way of growing inside it, like a tumor. Although Musil’s 1937 address Uber
die Dummbheit recognizes stupidity in the straightforward, empirical sense, as
a mere “deficiency of understanding,” he also and rightly identifies another,
far more dangerous type of stupidity, which he describes as a “weakness of
intelligence.”'? Such a weakness is not a mere absence of intelligence, but an
internal failing. Intelligent stupidity, he claims, is what ought to concern us.
The (it seems growing) phenomenon of conspiracy theories is a good exam-
ple: after all, conspiracies do exist, and in many instances the theory is not
entirely inconceivable or impossible. Yet they are stupid, an expression of
stupidity through intelligence. As Ronnell puts it: “Stupidity can body-snatch
intelligence, disguise itself, or indeed, participate in the formation of certain
types of intelligence with which it tends to be confused.”** Intelligent stu-
pidity is the harmful kind, the kind that speaks from a position of authority,
establishes itself as a kind of doxa, and operates alongside systems of power.
It is the kind of stupidity that asserts itself with opening claims such as “Ev-
eryone knows that . . .” or “No one can deny that . . .” It is the kind of stu-
pidity Flaubert targets systematically in his novels and correspondence, and
the kind that Nietzsche has in mind when he equates stupidity—including
and especially in its moral and moralizing dimension—with the need for
“limited horizons” and the “narrowing of perspective.”* Stupidity makes the
world smaller and narrower, sucks the air out of it.

As for the two observations, the first is that we could say of stupidity
what Augustine says of time: namely, that we certainly feel we know what
it is, and can easily recognize it, yet are at a loss when we try to define it.
And the second, possibly related observation is that the topic of stupidity
is remarkably (yet, as we shall see, not entirely) absent from philosophical
discussions'>—especially if we take seriously Flaubert’s (and, more recently,
Umberto Eco’s) anti-Cartesian suggestion that it is not good sense but stu-
pidity that is the most equally distributed faculty.!® Those two observations
are related, and I think we need to ask why we are able to recognize stupidity
while lacking the philosophical resources to define it.

I. The Question

The question I'll be primarily concerned with is that of knowing the point
at which, or the conditions under which, stupidity becomes a philosophical
problem. Naturally, it all depends on what we mean by philosophy. But, as
I was suggesting, one of my claims is that stupidity can become a genuine
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philosophical problem only if we are willing to question some of our as-
sumptions regarding what philosophy is. What do I mean by that? Well, the
fact that Western philosophy is essentially a philosophy of truth. It is first
and foremost concerned with truth, with how to arrive at truth, and with the
conditions under which something can be said to be true. It can be broadly
defined as an analytic or system of truth. My contention is that so long as
philosophy defines itself in that way, so long as it is concerned with the
distinction between the true and the false and the criteria by which such a
distinction can be established, stupidity has virtually no place within it. To
be sure, Kant—to whom I'll return at length—mentions stupidity in his own
transcendental analytic, which he defines as “a logic of truth” or a “negative
touchstone of truth”;'” but he does so only in passing, and to dismiss it.
Philosophically speaking, he believes, nothing can be done about stupidity,
precisely because it is merely empirical. In the Second Book of the Transcen-
dental Analytic (“The Analytic of Principles”), Kant equates stupidity with a
deficiency in the faculty of judgment. Contrary to the understanding, which
is “capable of being instructed by rules,” the judgment is “a peculiar talent,
which does not, and cannot require tuition, but only practice.” This, in turn,
means that the faculty of judgment is “the specific quality of the so-called
mother wit, the want of which no scholastic discipline can compensate.”!8
So much so, he adds in a footnote, that “deficiency in judgement is properly
that which is called stupidity [ Dummheit|; and for such a failing we know no
remedy.”?

Had Kant sought examples to illustrate his Critique of Pure Reason, and
his remarks on stupidity in particular, he could have turned to Ovid's Meta-
morphoses. In Book XI, Ovid describes King Midas as a dull-witted or stupid
(stultus) hero who doesn’t learn from his mistakes: having seen his foolish
wish that everything he touches turn to gold granted by Apollo, and having
been given a second chance after realizing that he would soon starve, Midas
objects to the judge’s ruling in favor of Apollo’s lyre in the contest that op-
poses the god to Pan's pipes, calling the verdict unfair. Not amused, Apollo
turns the king’s ears into those of an ass.?” It is not fate, or hubris, that bring
about our hero’s downfall, but stupidity. Stupidity is not the stuff of tragedy.
A merely “dull” or “narrow-minded” person who is lacking nothing but a
“proper degree of understanding” may, Kant adds, be improved by tuition,
and can even become “learned” (if only minimally) as a result. But “as such
persons frequently labour under a deficiency in the faculty of judgement, it
is not uncommon to find men extremely learned who in the application of
their science betray to a lamentable degree this irremediable want.”” Unlike
the Critique of Pure Reason, the Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View
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provides the reader with a plethora of examples and case studies, including
on the difference between ignorance and stupidity. There, Kant defines stu-
pidity (stupiditas) as the “lack of the power of judgment without wit” (the
same lack with wit being called silliness):

Ignorance is not stupidity. As a certain lady replied to the question of an aca-
demic, “Do the horses eat at night too?” “How can such a learned man be so
stupid!”??

In fact, agreeing with Socrates and Cusanus, Kant goes as far to say that so
long as we know “how to ask good questions,” ignorance is “a proof of good
understanding.”?* Stupidity, by contrast, is not a matter of understanding and
knowledge, or lack thereof, but a matter of judgment. As such it has no place
within an analytic of truth, however broadly defined. I will return to the is-
sue of stupid questions in a moment.

The fact that stupidity has virtually no place within an analytic of truth as
a theme or problem does not mean that the analytic in question is sufficient
to prevent stupidity. In fact, [ want to suggest that a number of systems of
truth or specific rationalities that we have learned to trust—including Kant's
own—are themselves not immune from stupidity. It is because Kant does
not take the problem of stupidity seriously enough—or takes the problem
of truth too seriously, which amounts to the same thing—that he ends up
formulating stupidities, or stupid (and nasty) truths. This, crucially, means
that stupidity as I understand it is not the quality of a person, or even of
a thinker, but the quality of a person’s thinking on a particular topic or
on a given occasion. Foucault, for one, wondered how, in the context of
the biopoliticization of bodies, which included their sexualization and ra-
cialization, certain disciplines (such as biology, phrenology, physiology,
psychopathology, and criminology) deployed “truths” that were not false-
hoods but stupidities (bétises)—stupidities that produced harmful effects
of subjectivation and normalization.?® In seeking to identify the “normal,”
by which they meant healthy sexual behavior, doctors also sought to cure
or normalize all those whose sexual practices deviated from such a norm.
As a result, the “discovery” of the genital, reproductive, and heterosexual
norm was followed almost immediately by the creation of a correctional
and more or less coercive system designed to enforce it. For example, doc-
tors devised instruments and technologies to cure homosexuals or children
suspected of masturbation. Those measures ranged from the very silly, such
as a prescription to visit prostitutes, to the very cruel, such as pharmacologi-
cal treatments or electric shock therapy to the brain or genitals. Stupidity is
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harmful. In a slightly different context—in fact, the context of the tendency
on the part of the intellectual class to condemn the “stupidity”(bétise),
narrow-mindedness, or blindness of the bourgeoisie—Foucault draws our
attention to the opposite: namely, to the intelligence and lucidity of the
bourgeoisie, and the stupidity of intellectuals.>® The latter, he goes on to
explain, is mostly methodological: intellectuals—Foucault may have Al-
thusser in mind, as well as other structuralists or psychoanalytically minded
interpreters—focus on “texts” and “works,” from which they try to extract an
“unthought” or “un-said” (non-dit). Instead, Foucault claims, we should fo-
cus on “discourses” and archives: everything is already said; it's just a matter
of knowing where to look. Paradoxically, the lucidity and intelligence of the
bourgeoisie, which managed to seize and hold on to power, has generated
effects of stupidity and blindness, but precisely amongst intellectuals. The
stupid class is not necessarily the one we expect.

In his recent book, Quassim Cassam mentions a different but equally
valid example: that of the Guildford Four, wrongly convicted for the Guild-
ford pub bombings of October 5, 1974. The conviction was overturned in
1989, after they had served 15 years in prison. This is what the journalist
(and subsequently member of Parliament) Chris Mullen had to say about
this notorious miscarriage of justice: “What is one to make of the judge-
ment of Lord Roskill and his colleagues at the Guildford appeal in 19767.. ..
The most generous interpretation is that it displayed extreme gullibility, not
to say stupidity—and I have never heard it suggested that Lord Roskill is
stupid.”?® Cassam concludes that Lord Roskill’s “judgment in relation to
the Guildford Four might have been stupid but he wasn't.”?” The stupidity
in question, Cassam argues, is a function of a certain blindness, a refusal to
see and accept certain facts—in short, an intellectual vice. Now if Foucault
and Cassam are right, there may be more to stupidity than a mere failing
of intelligence. These examples indicate a failing of thought, which is itself
the product of a system governed by its own rules, norms, and principles.

To illustrate this point further, let me turn to philosophy itself, and to
philosophical anthropology in particular. Paraphrasing Chris Mullen’s re-
mark about Lord Roskill, I would say that I have never heard it suggested
that Kant is stupid. Yet moments of stupidity abound in his work. Consider
his musings on sexual difference or national traits from his pre-critical and
critical periods. In the household, Kant writes, “the woman should dominate
and the man should govern; for inclination dominates, and understanding
governs.”?® In a woman, he writes elsewhere, “all other merits should only be
united so at to emphasize the character of the beautiful, which is the proper
point of reference, while by contrast among the male qualities the sublime
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should clearly stand out as the criterion of his kind.”% This follows from the
fact that “her philosophical wisdom is not reasoning but sentiment.”* “The
feminine sex must train and discipline itself in practical matters; the mas-
culine sex understands nothing of this.”! “Woman becomes free by mar-
riage; man loses his freedom by it.”3? And possibly my favorite: “As concerns
scholarly women: they use their books somewhat like their watch, that is,
they carry one so that it will be seen that they have one; though it is usually
not running or not set by the sun.”* Elsewhere, Kant reflects on the respec-
tive merits and flaws of the European peoples. The French and the British
are “the two most civilized peoples on earth.”?* The Spaniard “displays in
his public and private behaviour a certain solemnity.”>> Those remarks are
worthy of Flaubert's Dictionary of Platitudes and are, for the most part, the ex-
pression of Kant’s bigotry and prejudice.

But Kant is by no means an isolated case, and one could very well imag-
ine putting together a Flaubert-style Dictionary of Philosophers’ Platitudes.
Heidegger, who once described his own early and complete adherence to
National-Socialism as “the greatest stupidity of my life [die grifite Dummbheit
meines Lebens|,”*® would no doubt figure in such a dictionary, given his pro-
pensity, in the 1930s and 1940s, to speak of Europe, the West, the Germans,
the French, the British, the Russians, or the Americans in the most general
and mostly empty terms. But a special entry should be dedicated to his anti-
Semitic remarks, rooted in his view of Western history as a forgetting of,
and indeed abandonment by, “Being,” and thus as a kind of onto-historical
deracination. Jews, as cosmopolitan Jewry (Weltjudentum), lack something
essential: namely, rootedness (Bodenstindigkeit). Without world, without
time, and without history, they calculate and swindle. Their uprootedness
manifests itself in “empty rationality and calculability.”>” Heidegger's fa-
mous Spiegel interview from May 31, 1976, would make for an equally sa-
vory entry. There he speaks of the deep connection between the German and
ancient Greek languages, and declares that French philosophers themselves
assure him that whenever they try to think, they can do so only in German,
for the French language, plagued by centuries of Cartesian positivism, pre-
vents them from doing so (Das bestitigen mir heute immer wieder die Franzo-
sen, wenn sie zu denken anfangen, sprechen sie deutsch: sie versichern, sie kimen
mit ihrer Sprache nich durch).*® Most troubling, perhaps, is the fact that those
moments of stupidity grow and flourish within some of the most inventive
and radical thinkers of our history.

On the topic of nationalism and nationalist politics as a form of stupid-
ity, Nietzsche saw it all coming, and sighed in advance: “If a people is suf-
fering and wants to suffer from nationalistic nervous fervour and political
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ambition, it must be expected that all sorts of clouds and disturbances—in
short, little attacks of stupidity [kleine Anfille von Verdummung]—will pass
over its spirit into the bargain: among present-day Germans, for example,
now the anti-French stupidity, now the anti-Jewish, now the anti-Polish,
now the Christian-romantic, now the Teutonic, now the Prussian. . . ."%
Unsurprisingly, Nietzsche’s critique of German anti-Semitism in the same
section ends with a call to “eject the anti-Semitic ranters from the country.”

But the examples of stupidity I have mentioned thus far pale in com-
parison with Kant's remarks on race, to which I'll return in the final part of
this chapter. Ultimately, they speak to a more fundamental type of stupid-
ity than I have mentioned thus far, one which Kant himself identified as a
deficiency of judgment. For the time being, let me refer to just one oft-cited
passage from his early Observations on the Feeling of the Beautiful and the
Sublime:

Father Labat reports that a Negro carpenter, whom he reproached for haughty
treatment towards his wives, answered: “You whites are real fools, for first you
concede so much to your wives, and then you complain when they drive you
crazy.” There might be something here worth considering, except for the fact
that this scoundrel was completely black from head to foot, a distinct proof

that what he said was stupid.*°

Of the two claims, it is of course Kant's that strikes one as utterly stupid, and
in a way that only stupidity can: one doesn’t even know how to begin to
engage with it. But engage we must.

Contrary to appearances, the kind of stupidity that is at stake in the ex-
amples [ mentioned is precisely that which so exercised Musil—that is, “in-
telligent” and even “scientific” stupidity. At this early stage, let me simply
note that Kant's stupidity does not preclude science or a discourse of truth
of some kind: Kant's use of the word “proof” is an indication that, in his
view at least, a scientific connection between the color of one’s skin and one’s
intelligence (or lack thereof) can be established. This, of course, suggests
that stupidity is nothing like error and the opposite of intelligence, and
that something can be both rational (by which I mean inserted within a
discourse of truth) and stupid. But if that is indeed the case, the question is
one of knowing how stupidities are generated, how they can be recognized,
and how one might avoid them. Should we follow Kant's own definition,
attribute his own stupidity—if that is what's at issue—to a deficiency in
judgment, and understand it as either dim-wittedness or silliness, as mind-
lessness or foolishness? Or, before dismissing stupidity as a (perhaps only
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momentary) lack of judgment from which no one is in principle immune,
and for which there is no cure, should we look elsewhere and think of the
primary task of philosophy as recognizing and avoiding stupidity rather than
error, and even identifying stupidity in and as certain types of judgment, if
not in a certain philosophical understanding of judgment itself, on the role
and value attached to a certain kind of judgment?

Now two (related) conditions need to be met for stupidity to become a
philosophical question and take the form: “How is stupidity possible?” First,
we need to recognize stupidity not as a merely empirical condition, but as
a transcendental force, and one that we need to struggle against in order to
think. Stupidity is the state in which we find ourselves naturally, our default
position as it were, and one into which we constantly risk relapsing. As
aware of this danger as the sculptor Richard Deacon, and in his own way a
whistle- (or as it turns out, a soap bubble-) blower is the experimental poet,
homosexual, and activist CAConrad. In “Power Sissy Intervention #1: Queer
Bubbles,” CAConrad recounts what sounds like a short story or anecdote: “I
occupied a busy street corner in Asheville, North Carolina, to bless children
with bubbles that will make them queer.”* The poet describes the (mostly
negative) reaction of parents as he blew bubbles and praised their magical
properties: “These bubbles will assure you that your child will grow up to be
a healthy, happy, revolutionary Queer who will help rid the world of homo-
phobia, misogyny, racism, and other forms of stupidity.” Naturally, he knew
that bubbles don't have such properties. The only magical power, from his
perspective, is that of words, and the power of thought they contain, which
can help us recognize and resist stupidity in all its forms. It is worth men-
tioning that CAConrad wrote While Standing in Line for Death as an attempt
to overcome the sadness and rage caused by the murder of his lover, Earth,
who was tied up, tortured, raped, and burned alive in Tennessee. To call this
a crime of stupidity is not to minimize its significance; it is to emphasize the
harmful, at times criminal nature of stupidity.*?

My second point is that we need to define philosophy not (or at least
not only and primarily) as an analytic of truth, that is, as an analytic of
propositions and discourses, but as a dialectic and a pedagogy of problems.
Here I use dialectic in the Aristotelian rather than the Kantian sense—that
is, as the art of problems and questions as it is defined in the Topics.** Why
is the difference significant? Kant claims that the analytic of truth can only
ever be a canon of judgment, and not an organon for the actual production
of at least the semblance of objective assertions.** The use of general logic as
an organon is precisely an illegitimate use, which leads to the production of
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illusions. General logic, when treated as an organon, is called dialectic, and
since dialectic is only a “logic of illusion,”** Kantian logic is also a “critique
of dialectical illusion” (A 62/B 86). It seems that Kant defines illusions in
two ways. First, and only briefly, he defines them as “sophistical illusions”
(A 61/B 86): like sophisms or sophistical arguments, and through a kind
of false imitation, illusions dress ignorance in the clothes of truth. In this
instance, Kant seems to equate transcendental illusions with the Aristotelian
definition of sophisms. For Aristotle, sophisms are arguments of a particular
kind: they are semblances or simulacra of reasoning, without being actu-
ally false (o pseudes sullogismos).*® Insofar as they escape the very distinction
between true and faulty reasoning, Aristotle claims, they are not genuine
sullogismoi, and only an illusion of knowledge (sophia).*” But Kant moves
away from such a close association between the two terms later on in the
Critique, and claims that illusions differ from sophisms in the following
way: whereas sophisms are born of the desire to persuade at all costs, and
can be gotten rid of, illusions are there to stay, as they follow naturally and
inevitably from reason, and more specifically from “the fundamental rules
and maxims for the employment of our reason” having “the appearance of
being objective principles” (A 297/B 353). Put simply, illusions arise from a
bad (incorrect and illegitimate), yet spontaneous, almost inevitable use of
reason.

My claim is that stupidity is neither a mere semblance or imitation of
truth (like sophistry), nor a natural and inevitable illusion of reason as false
knowledge, but a transcendental force that can be disguised as, and thus
found within, discourses of truth. Its critique belongs neither in an analytic
of truth, nor in a dialectic of illusion, but in a dialectic of problems. Whereas
an analytic of truth provides us with the conditions necessary to solve a
problem given in advance, or to answer a question, and a dialectic of illu-
sions provides us with the tools to identify the illusions to which reason
is naturally prone, a dialectic of problems ought to provide us with the
means to distinguish between well and badly posed problems, or between
sterile and productive problems. That is the level at which stupidity oper-
ates. Can we describe dialectic understood in that way as a method? Per-
haps, but only if we distinguish it from the classical and deeply entrenched
sense of method, perhaps most clearly defined by Descartes: his method
(the search for clear and distinct ideas) is a mechanism to arrive at the truth
(understood as certainty) and to solve problems that are already given; it is
not a method for the construction of problems and the understanding of
questions. This means that philosophy is not immune from badly posed,
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insignificant, or false problems, and that it needs to struggle against its own
stupidity, confront it, and construct itself as self-critique. Dialectical critique
is therefore the name I would be inclined to give to such a method.

The dialectic of problems is also indistinguishable from the idea of peda-
gogy. Why pedagogy? To answer this question, let me contrast it again with
Kant's analytic of truth, and what he refers to as the method or discipline of
reason. With the right method or discipline, the Kantian (or Cartesian, for
that matter) argument goes, truth is attainable, at least in principle. Another
way of saying this is that all that is required of philosophy is the construc-
tion of the right method, precisely to the extent that truth is attainable de
jure. This means that error, however grave, is only contingent and external
to thought. It is an obstacle that can be removed in principle, and to the
extent that thought is naturally disposed or oriented toward the truth. This
is a feature that Aristotle emphasized in the very first sentence of the Meta-
physics when he claimed that “all men by nature [phusei] desire to know,”
and most philosophers (until Nietzsche at least) seem to have taken it for
granted. Now a dialectic and pedagogy of thought in relation to stupidity
would differ from a method of understanding, or a discipline of reason, by
recognizing that stupidity is qualitatively different from error, not merely
external to thought, and not merely contingent. It is a transcendental or dia-
lectical obstacle to thought, yet not an illusion of reason. It attacks thought
in its ability to learn, which is the only method adequate to the construction
of problems. But how does one learn? By distinguishing between problems
that are well posed and problems that are badly posed, between real and
pseudo-problems, or between trivial, ordinary, or insignificant questions
and remarkable, singular, or interesting questions. As such, the capacity to
learn precedes all forms of knowledge, and the true/false distinction that
characterizes knowledge. It is a necessary condition for knowledge. Yet it is
not knowledge as such.

We find a version of this idea in Wittgenstein's On Certainty, a full-draft
version of a book written in 1950-51, but which its author was not able to
revise before his death.*® Wittgenstein subordinates the problem and in-
deed the possibility of knowledge to a process of learning, specifically of
the rules of the language-game to which that specific mode of knowledge
belongs (Wittgenstein, § 476). The language-game doesn’t rest on some
kind of prior or foundational knowledge, especially regarding the existence
or nonexistence of whatever reality is at issue. Questions such as “Does a
child believe that milk exists? Or does it know that milk exists? Does a cat
know that a mouse exists?” (§ 478) are pointless and sterile. In truth, the
child neither knows nor believes that milk exists, but learns to recognize and
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drink milk. Similarly, a child learns to use the word “tree” by being made to
I” “Clearly, no doubt as
to the tree’s existence comes into the language-game” (§ 480). The possibil-
ity of knowledge is itself rooted in the mastery of the rules that govern the
language-game in which the knowledge in question is rooted.

Wittgenstein takes this idea one step further. Consider the example of
a pupil and a teacher. The pupil—echoes of whom we’ll find in Flaubert's
profoundly stupid characters Bouvard and Pécuchet—is eager to impress

stand in front of a tree and being told “Lovely tree

his teacher and peers, and “will not let anything be explained to him, for he
continually interrupts with doubts, for instance as to the existence of things,
the meaning of words, etc.” In response, the teacher says, or would like to
say: “'Stop interrupting me and do as I tell you. So far your doubts don't
make sense at all’” (§ 310). In some instances, doubt is as vain and “hol-
low” (§ 311) as the sort of certainties expressed in sentences beginning with
“everybody knows that . ..” or “it is a well-known fact that . . .,” and which I
began by mentioning as symptoms of stupidity. Perhaps, Wittgenstein adds,
the teacher will get a bit impatient when hearing his pupil ask how we can
know that there is a table there “even when I turn around, and even when
no one is there to see it” (§ 314). Mostly, though, the teacher will “think that
the boy will grow out of asking such questions” (§ 314), unless, that is, he
decides to become a professional philosopher and teach his students to ask
stupid questions. In other words, “the teacher will feel that this is not really
a legitimate question at all. This pupil has not learned how to ask ques-
tions” (§ 315). It is the role of the teacher-philosopher to teach the pupil to
distinguish between good and bad questions, real and false problems. It is
the role of the teacher to teach the pupil how to think by teaching him the
art or “game” of questions, and to steer him or her away from puerile ques-
tions and discussions. In other words, problems are a matter of education
and apprenticeship, and thinking is a craft that is acquired over many years.

The reason we don’t know what to do with stupid questions is that we're
unable to see the problems to which they refer. And for good reasons: there
isn't one, or it is so badly posed that we can’t even begin to engage with it.
But how do we recognize a stupid question? Well, it is often binary, and
leaves us in an impossible situation: “Are you in or out?” “Do you love me
or not?” “Are you with us or against us?” “Do ‘All Lives Matter’ or Just ‘Black
Lives'?” Sometimes stupidity is not even binary, but tautological, in which
case it can’t even be formulated as a question: “A promise is a promise.” “It is
" “I am my father’s son.

The preliminary conclusion I'd like to draw, then, is that the process
of learning and the art of questions it implies precede and underpin the

" ou

nou

what it is. Brexit means Brexit.”
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acquisition of knowledge. And stupidity—its very existence, and the prob-
lem it poses—enables us to realize that, far from being in a position to think
from the start, far from possessing a ready-made faculty of thought waiting to
be activated through a combination of goodwill and an adequate method,
we must learn to think by asking good—that is, productive—questions and
avoiding those that are bad or sterile. As Deleuze puts it, the problem “is
not the element of a knowledge, but of an infinite ‘learning’ that differs in
nature from knowledge.”*’ For example, one can know the five basic axioms
or postulates of Euclidean geometry, and the many theorems that can be
deduced from them. But it takes a certain type of question and a change of
attitude to ask: what if the reason the fifth postulate can’t be proven were
an indication of the existence of other, nonmetric geometries? And what
if the geometry of curved spaces, whether hyperbolic or elliptical, applied
to the actual, physical space of the universe? In this instance, Euclid’s axi-
oms or Riemann'’s theorems are solutions to a problem—the dimensions
of space—that they do not exhaust. Similarly, one can wonder about how
the classificatory practices common in Europe in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries (such as the botanical taxonomies of Linnaeus), which took
as their point of departure perceived resemblances and differences among
fully formed individuals and organs and then drew precise comparisons
between them, eventually gave way to a problematic, evolutionary approach
to life, which allowed one and the same spatial regulatory mechanism to
account for the emergence of, and thus the proximity between, say, the fin
and the tetrapod limb, and thus between whales, lizards, horses, humans,
and birds. In this instance it is not space, but time, and the impact of time
on the spatial architecture of life through the activation of one domain of
Hox Gene expression that had remained inactive in the fin, which is the
problematizing element. Indeed, one and the same problem (motion) and
regulatory mechanism are shown to have led to different solutions, or the
emergence of different spatial architectures. But that was made possible by
asking a different kind of question, and eventually by venturing the idea of
evolution through natural selection.>

But are there rules one can follow in order to pose a problem, or to dis-
tinguish between true and false problems? Is there a rulebook or recipe that
teaches us how to think? Part of the difficulty lies in the fact that philoso-
phers (Kant in particular) have traditionally defined the truth of a problem
by its capacity to receive a solution. In other words, the “truth” of a problem
is measured by the possibility of its solution. But if we agree that there can
be false problems, or unsatisfactorily posed problems, then a “good” prob-
lem can no longer be defined by its ability to receive a solution, which can
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itself be stupid. A true or good problem can only be a problem that doesn't
resemble its solution, and in fact exceeds its solution: there is always more
in the problem than in the solution, as the example of the tetrapod limb
reveals. A good or real problem is one that identifies the singular or key
points that determine the coordinates or conditions of the problem, and
the solutions it can give rise. Each problem defines its field of resolvability.
But if there are rules guiding the process of cognition and the use of the
concepts of understanding, there are no such rules for the recognition (or
construction) of true or false problems. There is only an apprenticeship and
pragmatics of problems and questions, as Wittgenstein claimed. One learns
to think by being exposed to problems, in the same way that one learns to
swim by combining one’s body, or certain specific parts of one’s body, with
the body of the sea or the lake, which are two different bodies:

We never know in advance how someone will learn: by means of what loves
someone becomes good at Latin, what encounters make them a philoso-
pher. . . . There is no more a method for learning than there is a method for
finding treasures, merely a violent training, a culture or paideia which affects

the entire individual. . . .*!

Everything I've said so far points in the direction of a definition of stupidity
as “the faculty of false problems.”>> Now to say that stupidity is a faculty
or power is to grant it a transcendental status; it is to locate the source of
knowledge in a faculty of problematization, which can itself be subjected
to the test of the true and the false. Knowledge is the product of a moment
and faculty of problematization, which it tends to cover up. In other words,
the problem tends to disappear in the solution to which it gives rise. This
means that the operation of thought consists in bringing the solution back
to its problem, as to its conditions of emergence, and disputing the validity
or otherwise of the manner in which the problem is posed. Similarly, and
in the absence of a given solution, the operation of thought consists in the
construction of problems. Stupidity is the power or force behind useless
and badly posed problems, and behind even the suppression of problems
(and the rush to solutions). I call the dispute surrounding problems, and
the drive to keep them alive, dissensus, and will identify it, rather than con-
sensus, as the truly philosophical (or critical) and democratic process. In-
deed, so long as we're not in control of the problems themselves, or don't
participate in the construction of problems, we remain infantilized, if not
in a state of servitude. The freedom to think is not reducible to the freedom
to decide in favor of or against solutions that have been selected for us. It
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is the freedom to engage in the dispute over the urgency, significance, and
veracity of the problems themselves. It is the freedom to engage in the con-
struction of questions and problems. For problems are—like cathedrals and
symphonies—constructed. One must be stupid to think otherwise. That is in
fact what stupidity is for, what it does—namely, stop us from problematiz-
ing, from thinking. This infantile and infantilizing model is one that even
our democracies seem to treasure. We need only consider our school exams
and government referenda:

According to an infantile prejudice, the master sets a problem, our task is to
solve it, and the result is accredited true or false by a powerful authority. It is
also a social prejudice with the visible interest of maintaining us in an infan-
tile state, which calls upon us to solve problems that come from elsewhere,
consoling or distracting us by telling us that we have won simply by being
able to respond: the problem as obstacle and the respondent as Hercules.
Such is the origin of the grotesque image of culture that we find in examina-
tions and government referenda as well as in newspaper competitions (where
everyone is called upon to choose according to his or her taste, on condition

that this taste coincides with that of everyone else).*?

Stupidity as the dictate of das Man.>* We find echoes of this Deleuzian point
in the following passage from Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, in which
Agathe reflects on her own confusion as a pupil:

This was how she had learned her lessons in school, so that she never knew
whether she was stupid or clever, a willing or unwilling pupil: she had a facil-
ity for coming up with the answers that were expected of her without ever see-
ing the point of the questions, from which she felt protected by a deep-seated

indifference. . . >

So long as we don’t own the problems themselves, we remain subjugated.
Thus, philosophy as critique is a call to turn not to “the things themselves”
(“Zur Sachen Selbst!"), but to the problems or noumena enveloped within
the phenomenal world. Democratic politics itself (as dissensus) begins with
how we are made to learn—by approaching problems. There is a politics
of truth and learning, in the same way that politics itself requires a form of
apprenticeship. This means that learning exceeds knowledge, and politics
exceeds technocracy. The dimension of power will become even more ap-
parent in the case of superstition. Like superstition, stupidity is not innocent.
When confronted with such vices, we need to ask ourselves who, that is,
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what power or authority they serve and benefit. Similarly, spite will turn out
to be a rejection of, and desire to harm, the possibility of dissensus; as such,
it is anti-democratic. [ will return to this political aspect of the question.

Kant was perhaps the first philosopher to recognize the existence of
problems without solutions, or at least of the kind that classical metaphy-
sicians had sought for centuries. We, in turn, need to recognize the exis-
tence of solutions without problems. Part of Kant's critical enterprise was
to put a stop to such metaphysical nonsense and philosophical dead ends.
The misunderstanding stems from the manner in which we think of certain
ideas—ideas of reason, rather than concepts of the understanding—such
as freedom, God, or the immortality of the soul. So long as we seek their
theoretical resolution, we are led to aporias (antinomies, paralogisms, ide-
als). Their solution is of a different, practical order. But we can also under-
stand Ideas to mean something slightly different: namely, problems that
don’t disappear in their solution, but insist or persist in them, problems
that generate their own solution. Knowledge, then, and the concepts of the
understanding themselves, would only be the effect or products of the Ideas
of reason thus understood. We have the solutions we deserve according to
the problems we pose, and the knowledge we deserve according to the type
of thinking that underpins it. Deleuze again:

Stupidity [la bétise] is not error or a string of errors. There are imbecile
thoughts, imbecile discourses, that are made up entirely of truths; but these
truths are base, they are those of a base, heavy and laden soul. . . . In truth, as
in error, stupid thought [la pensée stupide| only discovers the most base—base
errors and base truths that translate the triumph of the slave, the reign of petty

values or the power of an established order.*®

Stupidity can thus be seen as the process that detaches thought from
its own power, and solutions (individuated entities) from their problem-
atic field. This is how social scientists end up viewing criminals as wicked
individuals, and viewing individuals themselves as moral agents who are
not the result but the basis of all social formations. The criminal is thus as-
sumed to be a rational agent involved in the calculation of risks and benefits
associated with a criminal enterprise. Or he might be seen as an individual
lacking in self-esteem. Similarly, a commodity (a product or service) is said
to be “good” or “bad” from a consumer’s point of view; that point of view
is inscribed within a theory of rational choice and the standard economic
model, but is detached from its field of individuation, or its problem,
which Marx would describe as the relations of production and labor that
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are precisely revealed and covered up in the manifestation of the commodity
as fetishism (I will return to this question in my discussion of superstition).
We are constantly confronted with these forms of stupidity, in which eco-
nomig, social, and cultural conditions are ignored. In fact, the ignorance of
their conditions is precisely what defines them as stupidities.

But there is always a certain power behind this inhibition. It is always
in someone’s interest that a problem be posed in a certain way, and that
another way of posing the problem be avoided. The struggle over prob-
lems and their solution is ongoing, and inscribed in a network of power re-
lations. Everything about problems is political, and everything political is
problematic.

II. The Malady of Our Time: Musil
and Flaubert on Bourgeois Stupidity

How, then, is stupidity generated? In order to begin to answer this question,
let me take a detour through literature. On the topic of stupidity, as on so
many others, philosophy has much to learn from literature, which is often
more critical or problematizing than philosophy. If it has much to learn
on this particular topic, it is perhaps because literature is not wedded to
the analytic of truth that shapes and constrains philosophy, and develops
critical tools through the creation of characters and situations. Musil and
Flaubert are, in that respect, exemplary, and possibly the two great portrait-
ists of bourgeois stupidity, petty and grand.

1. Musil on Grand Bourgeois Stupidity

“A mysterious malady of the times.” Such is the title of a chapter of The
Man Without Qualities devoted to Ulrich’s perception of his time as a young
man. “It seemed to Ulrich that with the beginning of his adult life a gen-
eral lull had set in, a gradual running down,” in spite of an increased busi-
ness, the creation of new artistic movements and newspapers (MWQ, 55).
Something “imponderable” was changing, something one couldn’t quite
put one’s finger on, “as if there had been a change in the blood or in the air.”
a mysterious disease.” But it was virtually impossible
to say what that was. There were signs: “Ideas whose currency had once been
lean became fat. Persons who would before never have been taken seri-
ously became famous. . . . Sharp boundaries everywhere became blurred”
(MWQ, 56). This almost imperceptible change, Ulrich concludes, was due

" ou

It was like “an omen,

to a resurgence of “simple, common stupidity.” Stupidity is a “disease” that
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“eats away genius” by resembling it. It disguises itself as “talent,” “progress,”
“hope,” and “improvement.” If it did not resemble them, “the chances are
no one would want to be stupid, and so there would be no stupidity. Or
fighting it would at least be easy” (MWQ, 57). The problem with stupidity,
then, is that it takes the appearance of thought in the broadest sense, yet
neutralizes it. If it is a disease, it is of the sort that mirrors, imitates, or better
still, simulates thought, but only to destroy it. At times, it is so effective that
it looks more real, more authentic than the genuine item. “There is, in short,
no great idea that stupidity could not put to its own uses; it can move in
all directions, and put on all the guises of truth” (MWQ, 57). It is not truth
itself, however, nor even “the love of truth,” as Musil writes at the end of a
draft for a 1935 lecture in Paris.”” It is simply otherwise than truth, and thus
not (even) false. Yet its force comes from the fact that it is not nonsense, or
even indicative of a mere lack of intelligence. On the contrary: this “higher,
pretentious form of stupidity” signals a “failure of intelligence”*® which af-
fects “the highest intellectual sphere [Geistigkeit].”* It is “truthfulness and
intellectual refinement become dulled,”*® a fundamental “lack of respect
for the mind [Geist].”®" As such, it is “the real disease of culture” (Bildungs-
krankheit) and “life-threatening” (lebensgefihrlich). It is therefore life itself—
the life of Geist or culture—that is under threat in “‘intelligent’ stupidity.”®
As early as 1921, Musil neutralizes in advance the biopolitical, immunologi-
cal paradigm of the ideals of “nation” and “race” by calling them “a diseased
way of thinking” and diagnosing them as containing “all the germ cells of
morality degenerate.”®* Men, he writes in The Man Without Qualities, need to
feel that there is “something more above and around them” (MWQ), 576),
be it religion, “the Good Emperor in Vienna” (MWQ, 577), or nationalism.
“There are so many inexplicable things in life,” he adds humorously (such as
“the incomprehensible fact that there are seven days in the week”), “but one
loses sight of them when singing the national anthem” (MWQ, 577). I will
return at length to the “stupid” idea of race, and to a certain Kantian use of
“germs” or “seeds.” Stupidity is indeed a frightening, dangerous thing, and
one from which, Musil argues, only the cultivation of certain virtues can
guard us: “freedom, openness, courage, incorruptibility, responsibility, and
criticism, criticism even more against what seduces us than against what
repels us.”® In short, “wisdom,” combined with “modesty” (“the . . . most
important weapon against stupidity”®®).

Examples of stupidity abound in The Man Without Qualities, yet all revolve
around the central idea and event of the book: namely, the (endless) planning
for the Parallel Campaign, which takes place in 1914, only months before the
outbreak of World War I. The Campaign is meant to commemorate a special
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anniversary and a most remarkable coincidence: in 1918 Franz Joseph will
have overseen the Austro-Hungarian Empire for seventy years and Wilhelm II
will have ruled over Germany for thirty years. No one identifies more with
the Campaign than Diotima: it is the “most incandescent event of her life”
(MWQ, 359). Diotima, who feels trapped in a loveless marriage with Section
Chief Tuzzi and has fantasies of adultery, is of the opinion that such a coinci-
dence calls for a world-historic event, an earth-shattering idea: “We must bring
to life a truly great idea. We have the opportunity, and we must not fail to use
it” (MWQ, 95). Not that she has “anything specific in mind. How could she?
No one who speaks of the greatest and most important thing in the world
means anything that really exists” (MWQ, 95). Surely such remarkable ideas
exist, yet not in any recognizable way. “For what distinguishes a great, stirring
idea from an ordinary one, possibly even from an incredibly ordinary and
mistaken one, is that it exists in a kind of molten state through which the self
enters an infinite expanse and, inversely, the expanse of the universe enters
the self, so that it becomes impossible to differentiate between what belongs
to the self and what belongs to the infinite” (MWQ, 114). All Diotima knows
is that she intends “to achieve something spiritually great with the Parallel
Campaign,” and to “allow only the needs of truly modern minds to influence
its leadership” (MWQ, 210). She will settle for nothing less than something
“truly important and great, something worth working for with all our might”
(MWQ, 210).

Naturally, numerous committees are set up, and endless meetings ensue.
Towering over them, the Prussian Paul Arnheim is “to assume the spiritual
leadership of the great Austrian patriotic endeavour” (MWQ), 114), thus be-
coming the emblematic figure of this pointless, stupid enterprise. Who is
Arnheim? On the surface, a truly remarkable man: “A German nabob, a
rich Jew, and an eccentric who wrote poetry, dictated the price of coal, and
was the German Kaiser’s personal friend” (MWQ, 201). He is a polyglot, a
humanist, and a philosophe: “That he could discuss industry with industrial
giants and the economy with bankers was to be expected, but he could also
chat just as freely about molecular physics, mysticism and pigeon shooting”
(MWQ), 201-2). The alliance of molecular physics, mysticism, and pigeon
shooting already points to a degree of irony, which is reinforced when Musil
describes Arnheim as “a true product of the new age” (MWQ, 205), and
becomes quite explicit in Musil’s description of the three causes of the fame
of this great man. First, we learn that the man who knows everything, from
philosophy to economics, music, the world, and sports; who speaks five lan-
guages fluently, buys today (at a very reasonable price) the art of tomorrow,
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and is a paragon of taste, equally at ease with the Kaiser and workers; also
writes books that are widely read, enjoy large printings, and are translated
into many languages. Everything points to a full endorsement of the type.
Except that Musil slips in the following, devastating sentence, which in-
evitably makes us think of the admiration (if not veneration) we display
toward the economic masters of today, whose wisdom we take for granted
and whose word we follow: “A sick physician inspires no confidence, but
when a man who knows how to do so well for himself speaks, there must
be something in it” (MWQ, 204). The first cause of Arnheim’s fame, then, is
his economic success. This is a man who was able to convert his economic
capital into social and cultural capital, and thus increase his overall value,
to the admiration of most.

The second cause of the great man'’s fame, which only reinforces the first,
can be attributed to what we could call the humanistic temptation of the
universal, which has permeated science. The tendency (and very much, as
we'll see, the Kantian obsession) to derive the universal from the particular
is what scientists and scholars admire in Arnheim. Musil’s ironical tone is in-
creasingly palpable:

We hold knowledge in high esteem, and rightly so. But though a man’s life
may be completely filled by research into the functioning of the kidneys, there
will be moments, humanistic moments, so to speak, when he may ponder the
relationship between the kidneys and his country. This is why Goethe is so
widely quoted in Germany. But when a scholar wants to show that he is not
only a man of learning but also possesses a lively mind with an interest in the
future, he will do well to show himself acquainted with works it not only does
him credit to know but promises to bring even more credit in the future—like
a stock appreciating value with time—and in such cases quotations from Paul

Arnheim were enjoying increasing popularity. (MWQ, 204)

Such quotations from Arnheim may at first seem surprising, as his “excur-
sions into scientific areas for support of his general views did not, it is true,
always satisfy the strictest criteria; while they showed an easy command of
the literature, the specialists would invariably find in them those little slips
and misconceptions that betray the dilettante, just as surely as the stitching
of a single seam betrays the homemade dress as compared with the product
of the couturier’s studio” (MWQ, 204). Why, then, would they resist object-
ing to those views, and endorse them instead? Why do they admire opin-
ions that are, from a strictly scientific standpoint, problematic? The answer
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to this mystery lies in a then-nascent, but today common phenomenon:
Arnheim is a man whose views are esteemed and quoted not because of
their scientific worth, but because of his social position. He is what, in to-
day’s jargon, we call a “celebrity”:

He impressed them as a true product of the new age, a man whose name was in
all the newspapers, an economic king, a man whose intellectual achievements,
at least compared with those of earlier kings, were astonishing, and if they
might be allowed to note that in their own sphere they represented something
considerably different from him, they nevertheless showed their appreciation
by calling him a brilliant man, a man of genius, or, quite simply, a universal
man, which among specialist amounts to the same thing as when men say to

each other of a woman that she is a woman’s idea of a beauty. (MWQ, 204-5)

In other words, Arnheim'’s bourgeois, economic power has also been con-
verted into scientific currency and credibility. Once ridiculed, the bourgeois
gentilhomme triumphs. He is now the grand bourgeois, who is admired and
consulted even by kings and emperors. Stupidity as the malady of the time
is, after all, an expression of economic power and the authority that comes
with it: through a mysterious yet highly effective alchemy, financial capital
is converted into social, cultural, and even scientific capital.®®

Yet this conversion goes both ways: cultural capital flows freely back into
social and economic capital, upstream as it were. This brings us to the third
source of Arnheim'’s fame. We learn that while Arnheim can outsmart the
craftiest and most seasoned captains of industry in a big deal, they don't
regard him as much of a businessman. They

called him the “Crown Prince” to distinguish him from his father, whose
short, thick tongue was not so adroit in conversation but made up for it by
picking up the flavour of a good business deal at whatever distance and by the
slightest chemistry. Him they feared and revered, but when they heard of the
philosophical demands the Crown Prince made on the business class, which
he would weave even into the most matter-of-fact discussions, they smiled.
He was notorious for quoting poets at board meetings, and for insisting that
the economy could not be separated from other human activities and could
be dealt with only within the larger context of all vital problems, national,
intellectual and even spiritual. (MWQ, 205)

Like the scientific community, which smiled at the “little slips and mis-
conceptions” that betray Arnheim as a dilettante scientist, the business
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community smiles at his philosophical or otherwise spiritual musings at
board meetings. Yet both bow to his economic power:

But even while they smiled at this sort of thing, they could not quite overlook
that precisely by adding such frills to business, Arnheim junior was cutting an
increasingly important figure in public opinion. News of him would turn up
now in the financial, now in the political, now in the literary and art columns
of leading newspapers throughout the world . . . until there was no man in
the circle of industrial movers and shakers, who operate in silence and behind
double-locked doors, as much talked about outside that circle as he was. . . .
Despite the irony with which they were always ready to regard his tendencies,
they were pleased to have in him a man who could take their case as readily
before a conclave of bishops as to a sociological conference. . . . Now, beyond
this one need only imagine the effect of Maeterlinckian or Bergsonian phi-
losophy, applied to questions about the price of coal or to cartel politics, to
estimate how depressing Arnheim junior’s presence could be to industrialists’
conferences and directors’ meetings in Paris or St Petersburgh or Cape Town
when he turned up as his father’'s ambassador and had to be heard out from
beginning to end. (MWQ), 206)

If philosophy—whether Bergsonian or Nietzschean, and however tedious—
can help the cause of business, so be it. After all, “nowadays only criminals
dare to harm others without philosophy” (MWQ, 206).

Arnheim’s “philosophy” is that of empty generalities and banalities that
nevertheless manage to impress almost everyone he encounters as some-
thing full of significance and truth, for the reasons I have just evoked. For ex-
ample: “Nevertheless, a beautiful woman understands far more than a man,
who, for all his logic and psychology, knows nothing at all of life” (MWQ,
112). This cliché of the beautiful, sensuous woman versus the rational and
scientific man—which, as we'll see, Kant repeats in his philosophical an-
thropology—is one of many. Arnheim laments the state of society in Austria
just before the outbreak of World War I, filling his remarks with references
to philosophical, literary, religious, and historical figures of the past, grasp-
ing pathetically for profundity he surely, and without any self-awareness,
misses:

Where, today, are the great rulers? How short-winded even the deeds of Na-
poleon look beside those of the pharaohs, the work of Kant beside that of the
Buddha, that of Goethe beside Homer! But here we are, and we must live for
something. (MWQ), 212)
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Arnheim is also capable of the most brilliant analysis of just about any situ-
ation. In his hands, the Franco-German confrontation becomes “a Gallo-
Celtic-East European-Transalpine complex interlinked with the problems
of the coal mines of Lorraine and the oil fields of Mexico as well as the
antagonism between Anglo- and Latin-America” (MWQ, 356). But he is
also a soulful writer, and indeed one for whom the world “soul” is of prime
importance:

He presumably resorted to it as a device, a flying start, a royal motto, since
princes and generals certainly have no souls, and as for financiers, he was the
first to have one. . . . [H]is ambition to master all worthwhile knowledge [that
is the Bouvard or Pécuchet in Arnheim|—a taste for polyhistory so consum-
ing that no single man could have lived up to the goals he set himself—found
in the soul a means to rise above all that his intellect could not encompass. In
this he was a man of his time, which had recently developed a strong religious
bent, not because it had a call to religion but only, it seems, out of an irrita-
ble feminine revolt against money, science and calculation, to all of which it
succumbed with a passion. . . . He used the word to express something for
which he had no other term. . . . And so he wrote with real fervor of some-
thing vague and portentous that is interwoven with the all-too-factual world
of business affairs as a profound silence is interwoven with profound speech.
He did not deny the usefulness of knowledge; quite the contrary, he was him-
self an impressively busy complier of data . . . but once he had proved himself
in that arena he would say that above and beyond this level of keenness and
precision there was a higher realm of wisdom that was accessible only to the
visionary. (MWQ, 422-23)

“Surrounded by the magic aura of his wealth and the legend of his im-
portance” (MWQ), 207), revered by a press besotted with profound state-
ments such as “nothing in world history happens without a rational cause”
(MWQ, 354), Arnheim the “Hanseatic merchant prince” (MWQ, 208) is
surely the right man to spearhead the Parallel Campaign. But what ought
to be the result of this ambitious initiative, which mobilizes the greatest
minds? What is this truly great idea, “the greatest and most important thing
of all?” asks Arnheim in a brainstorming session with Diotima and her
husband, Section Chief Tuzzi. Is it religion? Yes, of course, but religion is
not “modern” enough. Is it the nation? The state? Science? Art? But is art
“more important than the misery of ten thousand people” and if so, could
“ten thousand works art make up for the misery of a single human being?”
(MWQ, 437). A general peace conference? What if Austrian artists decorated
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the Peace Palace at The Hague with frescoes (MWQ, 209-11)? How about a
Nietzsche Year, asks Clarisse, or a Year of Austria, asks Count Leinsdorf ? Surely,
this would allow Austria to show the world, “for once, who we could be!—but
so to speak only until further notice, and for a year at most” (MWQ, 146).
Diotima floats an even grander idea: a World-Austrian or Global Austria
Year, “in which Europe could recognize Austria as its true spiritual home”
(MWQ), 248). Should the Parallel Campaign slogan be Back to—! Back
to Religion, Back to the Baroque, Back to Gothic, Back to Nature, Back to
Goethe, to Ancient Germanic Law, to Moral Purity? Or should it be instead
Forward to—! Forward to a New Human Race, Technicism, Acceleration-
ism, Photogenic Rejuvenation (MWQ, 251, 436)? The vagueness of those
slogans, Musil remarks, is appealing: “For vagueness has an elevating and
magnifying power” (MWQ, 147). Speaking of campaigns and parallels:
it is almost impossible not to draw one with our current political situa-
tion. We seem to live and breathe empty, stupid slogans lifted directly from
Musil’s novel, many of which are actual names of political parties: “Make

i

America great again!” “Yes we can!” “Aspirational Britain.” “Forza Italia!”
“En marche!” “Podemos!” “Jetzt!” “Vorwdrts Tyrol!” Not much has changed, it

would seem.

2. Flaubert on Petty Bourgeois Stupidity

To remain with literature a while longer, and to continue weaving the medi-
cal metaphor, let me go back in time and turn to Flaubert, who is perhaps
the novelist of stupidity. The struggle against stupidity through literature
could even be described as his vocation. In a letter to his very young friend
Ernest Chevalier, written toward the end of 1830, filled with spelling mis-
takes yet remarkably mature and humorous, the ten-year-old Gustave agrees
with Ernest that New Year celebrations are “stupid” (“le jour de 1'an est
béte”) before suggesting that, given his own taste for comedy and Ernest’s
interest in recounting his dreams, they should consider writing together.
The material, he says, would be provided by this lady (“une dame”) who
visits his father regularly and “always tells them stupidities” (“qui nous con-
tes [sic] toujours des bétises”).®” Flaubert’s anti-stupidity radar was already
up and running.

Further evidence can be found in Julian Barnes’s highly instructive and
amusing Flaubert’s Parrot, where we find the following passage:

I studied the doctoral thesis of Gustave’s brother Achille: it was called “Some

Considerations on the Moment of Operation on the Strangulated Hernia.”
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A fraternal parallel: Achille’s thesis later became Gustave’s metaphor. “I feel,
against the stupidity of my time, floods of hatred which choke me. Shit rises
to my mouth as in the case of a strangulated hernia. But I want to keep it, fix
it, harden it; I want to concoct a paste with which I shall cover the nineteenth

century, in the same way as they paint Indian pagodas with cow dung.”®®

A strangulated hernia—what an apt image! Stupidity is indeed what stran-
gles thought, chokes it, inhibits it. It is its own pathology, against which
it needs to immunize itself. Critique is thus also a clinic, and philosophy
a form of surgery. This is a recurring motif among those who take stupid-
ity seriously: like Musil, Flaubert sees stupidity as a disease, and one that
is life-threatening. Similarly, Adorno speaks of stupidity as a “scar” and a
“thwarting” of life,*® a “castration” of perception, a “sacrifice of the intellect”
and the “murder” of thought.” Stupidity, we could say, is a life-threatening
condition for thought, and arguably its greatest threat.

Flaubert himself described Bouvard et Pécuchet as “a kind of encyclopae-
dia of Modern Stupidity,” and had imagined “an encyclopaedia of human
stupidity” as a subtitle for his incomplete novel.” Bouvard and Pécuchet
are two Parisian copy clerks who meet one day and realize they share the
same passion for knowledge. When Bouvard inherits a sizable fortune, they
decide to move to the Normandy countryside and devote themselves to ex-
ploring every branch of knowledge known at the time (from agronomy to
medicine, chemistry, physics, history, theology, philosophy, psychology, ed-
ucation, etc.). Their manic and exhaustive approach, for the description of
which Flaubert himself had amassed a bibliography of over 1,500 volumes
and thousands of pages of notes, follows a regular pattern: their enthusiasm
for a subject triggers a phase of documentation, followed by experimenta-
tion, failure, skepticism, and the birth of their next passion. In the end,
depressed and disgusted with the world in general, they decide to “return to
copying as before.”

What is peculiar about their approach to knowledge, their desire to know,
is that it signals the degree zero of thought and learning. Why? How can an
encyclopedia of knowledge be at the same time an encyclopedia of stupid-
ity? What's most striking about the book is that the various rationalities
Bouvard and Pécuchet explore—some of which, like phrenology or mag-
netism, are presented as stupid in themselves—are entirely divorced from
questions. Or when questions appear, they are themselves stupid, and of
the type Wittgenstein warns us against: “What is matter? What is the Mind?”
“Is the correct method the ontological or the psychological method?” “And
what about Morality in all of this? Ah! never mind.” “And what about the
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hair of the duke of Angouléme? Was it flat or frizzy? Or perhaps curled?”72
Those questions don’t signal problems, only possible solutions. As such,
they are false or pseudo-questions, and remind us of the unnecessary or
useless questions of the zealous pupil. One could go so far as to argue that
the question “what is x?”"—in many ways the philosophical question par
excellence—is itself stupid. For the x in question is already given; and it is
given in an obvious way that doesn't call for any questioning. Bouvard and
Pécuchet’s relation to science is entirely driven by a sort of blind faith in sci-
ence itself, as if knowledge were in itself a form of salvation. They want to
know, and to know everything, but they are incapable of learning anything.
All they can do is copy, that is, reproduce something that is already given.
They can understand reality only by reproducing it. Of reality, they can un-
derstand only what can be reproduced or repeated mechanically. And this
raises the question of what is more important, to know or to learn, to repeat
or to question.

But what is extraordinary is that, after three hundred pages and a pro-
gressive descent into the depths of stupidity, in the chapter in which philos-
ophy, and even Hegel's philosophy,” is discussed, our two protagonists are
struck by an epiphany that signals the possibility of a dialectical inversion:

Then a pitiful faculty developed in their mind, that of seeing stupidity and no
longer being able to tolerate it.
Insignificant things began to sadden them: newspaper advertisements, the

profile of a bourgeois, a foolish remark they overheard.”

Encyclopedic knowledge did not after all bring them what they had ex-
pected. But what they encountered or experienced in the process of their
mad quest is something far more valuable, and surprising: a sense or sensi-
tivity for stupidity, and the realization of their own stupidity, which took the
form of knowledge in place of thought. They took the faculty of knowledge
to its negative limit (in the form of sheer accumulation), and from this limit
were faced with something else, at once infinitely more demanding and
joyful: the task of thinking. It is itself endless, but not in the same way, not
because it is quantitative. It is endless because we can never say of thought
“That’s it,  am now done thinking, I have reached its shores.” It is a task that
must be renewed, endlessly, like Penelope’s loom. It is the task of philoso-
phy. But it turns out to be too much for Bouvard and Pécuchet, who want to
go back to “copying like before,” and thus to return to their previous form
of stupidity. They see that possibility, in a flash, but retreat to their petty
bourgeois conventionalism.
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Madame Bovary is written in a similar vein, and provides something like
a typology of stupidity, beginning with what (borrowing from Musil) we
could describe as the “honourable and straightforward stupidity,” the kind
that belongs to one who is “a little dull of comprehension, and has what
one calls a ‘dim wit!”? It is represented by Charles Bovary, and announced
on the very first page, through the masterful description of his awkward hat
as he enters the classroom as a fifteen-year-old, and of which, at the very
end, Flaubert tells us that “it had depths of expression like the face of an
imbecile [imbécile].”’® References to Charles’s bétise and stupidité abound.”
He is what the French would call a benét, a simpleton, who exasperates his
wife, but inspires the reader’s sympathy, as it seems innate and innocuous.
It can’t be seen as a vice, whether intellectual or moral.

Then there is the stupidity of Emma Bovary, Charles’s wife, and her lover
Léon. This is the stupidity of clichés and platitudes, which in their case
takes the form of sickly sentimentality and cheap romanticism. It makes
one smile, albeit somewhat awkwardly, as we recognize the dinner conver-
sation we find ourselves occasionally drawn into, which we know gives one
the impression of having said or thought something when one has actually
said nothing.

Finally, there is the conquering, triumphant, and tyrannical stupidity
of Homais the chemist, which ends up being the triumph of stupidity as
such: the last two sentences of the novel, which come after the description
of Emma’s ruin and sordid suicide, her pathetic husband’s death, and her
daughter’s grim future as an orphan, signal Homais's utter and total victory:
respected by the authorities and supported by public opinion, he is awarded
the medal of honor. He now rules over the small and, in the grand scheme
of things, utterly insignificant town of Yonville in Normandy. Baseness and
pettiness have triumphed.

It is by far the most serious type, by which I mean the dangerous and
malign type, the conquering and powerful type that makes you cry and
scream with rage, the type that Jankélévitch summarized with the term mé-
connaissance. Stupidity provokes rage, indeed needs to enrage. And no one
was more enraged by stupidity than Flaubert.” Homais's stupidity is self-
satisfied and embodies petty bourgeois mentality (never more evident than
in his use of slang or argot to shock the bourgeois). It takes the form of the
struggle of Science, Truth, and Progress against the dark forces of religion,
prejudice, and superstition. His God, he says, is that of Socrates, Franklin,
Voltaire, and Béranger (a popular singer and songwriter at the time). He “be-
lieves” in the laws of physics and chemistry, not in miracles and sacraments.
He incarnates medical knowledge, and more broadly the light of reason and
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modernity, against the occult powers of religion. This doesn’t stop him from
admiring Christianity for having abolished slavery and introduced morality
into the world. He is, in short, a philosophe and a free spirit. His stupidity
establishes itself as the new religion, the indisputable holder of truth and
progress. It asserts, pontificates, and lectures. But this is knowledge as as-
cendancy, which can be far more damaging than religion: it has the power
to ruin lives, physically and morally, to crush dissent and quash disagree-
ment, to diminish and humiliate. It is stupidity with a good conscience,
and exercised as power. It is the tyrannical stupidity of rationalism, which
announces Foucault’s critique of medical and especially psychiatric power.

The conclusion Flaubert invites us to draw is that nothing and no one is
immune from stupidity. Stupidity can take the form of science, philosophy,
art, or religion—of Geist and Bildung. There is encyclopedic, romantic, or
revolutionary stupidity. But in the most dangerous kind, power is always at
stake: power over the soul, the mind, or the body. The question, then, be-
comes one of knowing how to distinguish between science (or philosophy,
or literature, or religion) and stupidity. And Flaubert shows us how difficult
itis, but also how it can be done.

To conclude this foray into literature, let me return to the question with
which I began, that is, the sense of philosophy that is required in order for
stupidity to be seen as a real problem. What's required is that we move away
from the analytic of truth, which, historically speaking, philosophy tends to
identify as its task. Furthermore, we need to recognize that neither a disci-
pline of the faculties nor a method is enough to guard us against the danger
of stupidity, which threatens our ability to think from within. Stupidity is
not just an object of thought for philosophy, but an inhibition or thwarting
of the process of thought and, at the same time, a question through which
the very question of what it means to philosophize is revealed. What is
required instead is a dialectic and pedagogy of thought, a new critique of
thought. By critique, I mean a diagnosis and therapeutic of thought, and the
various faculties it mobilizes, oriented toward the possibility not of knowl-
edge as such, but of the faculty of questions and problems. Questioning (das
Fragen), Heidegger once wrote, is the piety (Frommigkeit) of thought.” The
philosopher feels that his or her fate is played out in the question, in the
almost obsessive care regarding the manner in which he or she poses ques-
tions, in his or her incessant return to questions and problems, in excess of
answers and solutions. Stupidity, by contrast, is the inability to question,
the force—internal to thought itself—which kills thought in the womb. But
I also understand critique in the sense that Kant himself had in mind in
his essay on Aufkldrung. By that, I mean the critique of ourselves and our
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own present, a critique that failed him in his anthropology and lectures on
geography. Let’s refer to critique in that second sense as a form of vigilance,
a philosophical virtue that, as Musil claimed, we can learn to cultivate by
struggling against ourselves, our own stupidity.

ITI. Kant's Stupidities: On Race and
Other Anthropological Musings

In a deliberately anachronistic turn of phrase, Marcel Proust spoke of “the
Dostoevsky side of Madame de Sévigné.”*® In a similar vein, one could
speak of the Flaubert or Musil side of Kant: Kant’s writings on geography
and anthropology are peppered with remarks and observations that could
have come out of the mouth of Bouvard, Pécuchet, or Arnheim—peppered,
that is, with clichés and stereotypes about the moral character and traits
of nations and peoples. But there is also something more disturbing and
threatening, a threat and a poison that is distilled at the same time that
Kant constructs his formidable critical apparatus. There is also an Homais in
Kant. You will recall that Kant defines stupidity not as mere dim-wittedness,
but as a deficiency in the faculty or power of judgment, which, from a philo-
sophical perspective, he dismisses as a merely empirical problem. Let me
elaborate a bit on this point by turning again to his Anthropology from a
Pragmatic Point of View.®' In that text, he reiterates what he said in the first
Critique: judgment (iudicium), which is nothing other than the faculty of
thinking the particular, or “discerning whether something is an instance
of the rule . . . cannot be instructed but only exercised” (Ak 7: 199). Wit
(ingenium), by contrast, is the other side of judgment, or the faculty of the
universal. Thus, “the power of judgment is a matter of noting the differences
in a manifold that is identical in part,” while “wit is a matter of noting the
identity of a manifold that is different in part” (Ak 7: 201). The sheer lack of
judgment, which I have referred to as dim-wittedness, is to be distinguished
from what, following Kant, I have referred to as silliness or foolishness, and
which designates bad judgment indeed, but one that is not lacking in wit.
Ultimately, however, iudicium and ingenium are two sides of the same coin,
so much so that the third Critique refers to them respectively as determinate
and reflective judgment. Both can sin, as it were, by default or excess:

The outstanding talent in both is noticing even the smallest similarity or dis-
similarity. The faculty to do this is acumen (acumen), and observations of this
kind are called subtleties; which if they do not advance cognition are called

hairsplitting or conceited prattlings/empty subtleties (vanae argutationes), and the
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person who indulges in them is guilty of an admittedly useless, although not

exactly untrue, employment of understanding in general. (Ak 7: 201)

In other words, our ability to notice infinitesimal differences, and thus our
faculty of judgment, can lead to useless, even stupid claims that are neither
true nor false and can’t possibly lead to genuine knowledge. Whereas the
sheer lack of judgment applies, as we saw, to Ovid's description of King
Midas in Metamorphoses, excessive judgment can lead to the production of
empty generalities or differences, for example, regarding peoples and cul-
tures. My claim is that some of Kant’s comments on the differences between
peoples, races, genders, or nations in the Anthropology are precisely stupidi-
ties of that kind—that is, of the kind that does not reflect a lack of judgment
or wit as much as it does an empty, useless foray into the world of differ-
ences, a misuse or abuse of judgment. Sometimes, it is best not to judge.
But there is more. In what follows, and drawing on some of Kant's own
remarks on race, I will argue that stupidity can not only exist alongside,
but also be the product of, certain rational constructions and discourses of
truth. Specifically, I will argue that Kant's own stupidities in relation to the
topics I have just mentioned can be attributed not (or at least not simply) to
the prejudices of his time or, as we saw him do in his definition of stupidity,
to an occasional lapse of judgment but, on the contrary, to the considerable
and specific role he attributes to judgment as such, and to teleological judg-
ment in particular: his concept of race is ultimately inseparable from his
concept of final causes or purposiveness, without which, he claims, we can-
not think about organized nature, and reveals a rational architectonic that
underpins even his seemingly most casual (and easily dismissed) remarks
on sexual, gender, or cultural differences. In other words, I want to claim
that Kant's stupid claims about peoples and races stem from his philosophy,
and more specifically from his teleology. Too much, not too little judgment is
in fact the problem. His concept of race is an instance of a stupid response
to a badly posed problem. This might sound shocking, as we're so used
to thinking of Kant not only as a model of philosophical intelligence, dis-
cernment, and nuance, but also as a philosopher of enlightenment bent on
proving the peaceful and necessary coexistence of knowledge and morality,
or theoretical and practical reason, as well as an advocate of equality and
mutual respect among human beings. This is the view held, for example, by
Louden, who grants that Kant's writings “exhibit many private prejudices
and contradictory tendencies,” but feels that “Kant'’s theory is fortunately
stronger than his prejudices, and it is the theory on which the philosophers
should focus.”®? Unlike Louden, I believe that Kant’s prejudices can’t be
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detached from his theory, and that his stupidities are held up by, and in-
scribed within, a form of rationality. In fact, and as we saw in the case of
Homais the chemist, I want to argue that the worst—as they are the most
harmful—stupidities are those inserted within discourses of truth and au-
thority, and held in the name of “science” and “morality.” Those harmful
stupidities, which emanate from the structures of knowledge and power
defined by a “universal” type (white, male, bourgeois, etc.) and the norma-
tive and normalizing system it constructs, are precisely the kind that many
rationalities within the human and social sciences—from anthropology to
psychiatry—have generated and will no doubt continue to generate. This
is the type of stupidity that is closest to thinking, and thus the most likely
to threaten, inhibit, or poison it. It is the type against which thinking, qua
critique, needs to struggle constantly. It is therefore necessary to think Kant
against himself, and, more importantly perhaps, to think against ourselves,
against our own stupidity. In that respect, stupidity is a transcendental or
dialectical issue—that is, one that stems from the way in which we pose a
given problem. It is the effect of a badly posed problem, which, in addi-
tion to relying on teleological judgment as a necessary component of our
thinking of organized nature, and thus of our conception of natural history,
involves a certain idea of freedom as the end of nature. As such, it exceeds
any conception of stupidity as either lack of judgment or poor judgment.
Another, I believe entirely legitimate way of approaching Kant's racism
would be to consider it as an ideological instance, and a very obvious one at
that, of white racial domination or supremacy—as a pure product of the po-
litical and economic European expansionist project, based on private prop-
erty and the exploitation of labor, including slave labor.®® Why not argue,
as some have done, that the “white racial frame”—by which we need to un-
derstand the “interpretation prism” that generates “conceptual deficiencies
and biased refractions” that are “not at all contingent but an artifact of white
racist ideology”—is sufficient to account for Kant's concept of race?** If the
world, even to Kant, seems that way, is it not because of a hermeneutical
frame that is the product not of a “deliberate misrepresentation” of reality,
or of a “deliberately engineered conceptual bias,”® but of socioeconomic as
well as epistemic relations of domination and exclusion: of “whiteness” as
a dirty politics of truth, that is, of a productive system of power and knowl-
edge constituted through domination and sedimentation?®® In response, I
will say the following: First, the frame or prism in question is one that some
of Kant's contemporaries, such as Herder and Diderot, questioned and re-
jected. This means that there is something in Kant's philosophy that allowed
this hermeneutical frame not only to take root, but to find a new legitimacy.
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My second, related point, is that Kant's white supremacy is not simply an
ideological effect or product of a systemic racism, rooted in European impe-
rialism and capitalism. To be more specific: the concept of race he develops is
intimately bound up with his conception of teleological judgment, nature,
and freedom, as well as with the emergence of the modern episteme of order,
and taxonomy in particular, which introduced a new visibility and legibility
of the world.®” To be sure, the combination of the two aspects in the Kantian
concept of race is also bound up with institutions and power structures such
as the family, social clubs, and the university, as well as with slavery and the
global projection of capitalism. But its specificity can’t be attributed solely
to social relations of production. Ultimately, race is a matter of visibility: of
what one chooses to see, or is made to see, and to not see; of the perspec-
tive or center from which one sees; of the visibility that one forces onto the
world and others, who might see or wish to see the world differently. There
is a certain obviousness and blindness built into the visibility of race, an
imposed visibility that is also a veil, and a harm.

1. Kant's Remarks on Race

We must first emphasize that, far from being occasional and peripheral,
Kant’s comments on race are numerous and span his entire career. They
can be found in his pre-critical writings, and in Observations on the Feeling
of the Beautiful and the Sublime (1764) in particular (which are, it needs to
be said, little more than a reworking of Hume’s “Of National Characters”
[1748]). But they also appear in Anthropology from a Pragmatic Point of View
(1798), as well as in his lectures on Physical Geography, which he delivered in
Konigsberg on no less that forty-nine occasions between 1756 and 1796.58
The lectures and the Anthropology were meant to be exoteric and, crucially,
propaedeutic: aimed at a broad audience, their purpose was to entertain
while providing “instructive and easily understood knowledge,” well suited
for a “social century” (Ak 2: 312-13). They were delivered “for our own en-
joyment,” but also to produce “rich material for social conversation” (Ak 9:
165), of the sort, presumably, that is dear to the then-emerging bourgeoi-
sie, whether petty or grand, whether embodied by Emma and Rodolphe, or
by Arnheim and Diotima. The social and sociological dimension of those
lectures is crucial, as it reveals Kant's desire to educate and disseminate
knowledge through social conversation, at the dinner table, in clubs or ca-
fés. However, their relative lightness of tone and presentation should not
conceal their seriousness. Insofar as physical geography is about the world
as an “object of external sense,” and anthropology is about the world as an
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“object of inner sense,” those disciplines should be seen as philosophy, and
as a significant contribution to our knowledge of the world (Weltkenntnis)
in general—that is, as encompassing “the human being and nature” (Ak 9:
158). Physical geography studies nature, anthropology the human being,
but the latter is in the end more important, since “nature exists for the sake
of the human being” and “the human being is the end of nature.”® As I've
already begun to suggest, this teleological view of nature, of the human
within nature, and of reason within the human, is the source of Kant's seem-
ingly entertaining and often stupid comments, but also his answer regard-
ing the question of how to think about organized nature. Finally, Kant sees
geography and anthropology as an essential part of a child’s education, and
a solid introduction to the other, more theoretical sciences.

In addition to those lectures and texts, Kant wrote three essays on race
between 1775 and 1788.”° Those essays went through several editions dur-
ing his lifetime. Kant was very serious about the issue of race, although his
remarks on race (like those on gender, peoples, and nations) are often a
pretext for light entertainment. More importantly still, Kant’s essays and nu-
merous comments on race go the heart of his philosophical anthropology
and geography, and stem from some of his most fundamental epistemo-
logical and metaphysical principles. Kant's first essay on race, for example,
served as an advertisement for his geography and anthropology lectures, the
aim of which was “propaedeutic.” The topic of race was therefore a good
way into the lectures, which, in turn, were preparatory for both theoretical
and practical philosophy. Similarly, Kant's third essay of 1788 is a methodo-
logical essay that defends the use of teleological principles in philosophy
against its critics; but it is also, and simultaneously, an essay in defense of
the epistemological function of the concept of race. In other words, the
concept of race illustrates the validity of the methodological use of final
causes in philosophy. And in this intersection of race and teleology consists
Kant’s stupidity. This intersection, Robert Bernasconi argues, earns Kant the
dubious honor of having invented the scientific concept of race, or having
elevated race to the level of a legitimate concept.” Kant did so by associating
race primarily with color (and the white man's fascination with the question
of the origin of the black man’s skin) (Ak 8: 93-94); by understanding color
as an expression of a purposiveness (physical adaptation) at work in the bi-
ological sphere, which excludes both chance (or “blind purposiveness”) and
the mechanical causes as explanations for adaptation (Ak 2: 434-35; Ak 8:
98; Ak 8: 166); and by regarding as permanent and irreversible the division of
races and their characteristics (Ak 8: 105). Kant attributed the latter to the
activation of innate and shared “germs or natural predispositions” (Keime
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oder urspriingliche Anlagen—Ak 8: 62) under specific circumstances, related
to climate (Klima) and soil (Boden) (Ak 2: 434-35).

If I qualify this “honor” as dubious, it's because the “scientific” concept
of race is of course shot through with (European and white) normativity.
Thus, Kant's division of humanity—and thus rationality—into four differ-
ent races (white, black, red, and yellow), which he inherits from Linnaeus’s
division of the genus Homo into four “varieties,” also corresponds to a hier-
archy, at the top of which figures the white race:

Humanity has its highest degree of perfection [Vollkommenheit] in the white
race. The yellow Indians have a somehow lesser talent. The Negroes are much

lower, and lowest of all is part of the American races.’?

The Negro, Kant writes in Reflexionen zur Anthropologie, “can be disciplined
and cultivated, but is never genuinely civilized. He falls of his own accord
into savagery.”** But Native Americans are the most stupid of all, as we can
see from the Barth manuscript of Kant's Physical Geography:

The Fuegans, however, are so stupid that, regardless of the fact that the cold
there is so terrible that two Englishmen froze to death in the middle of their

summer, they have not hit upon the idea of fitting doors to their houses.”*

The list of idiotic and offensive remarks goes on, and it should not come as
a surprise, David Harvey remarks, that, given his threatening picture of “un-
washed Hottentots, drunken Samoyeds, conniving and thieving Javanese,
and hordes of Burmese women lusting to get pregnant by Europeans,”’
Kant ends up placing limits to, and strict conditions on, the very idea of
cosmopolitan right he promotes elsewhere: given those cultural differences,
his theory of universal hospitality can only be conditional and temporary,
and thus not so universal in the end.

It is tempting, of course, to attribute such racist (or sexist) remarks to
the prejudices of Kant's time, and to claim that it is wrong to judge what
philosophers were saying over two hundred years ago by today’s norms. To
which one has to reply that, in Kant’s time already, some (like Herder or
Biisching) were dismissive of the very vocabulary of race and held anti-racist
views. Anton Friedrich Biisching was a professor of philosophy who also
taught geography, and the author of a monumental Neue Erdbeschreibung in
eleven volumes, which appeared between 1754 and 1792. His “description
of the earth” was an important source for Kant's geography lectures. Biisch-
ing writes the following:
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Men also differ greatly in their make, size, method of living, and in their
manners. But as to the difference in their intellectual faculties, we are not to
look for that in their nature, or climate, but in the greater or less opportunity
they have of improving and exercising their mental powers. An inhabitant of
Greenland or Lapland, a Moor or a Hottentot, is in his way as intelligent as one

among civilized nation. . . .>°

In addition, and as Bernasconi remarks, Kant could have argued in favor
of race mixing, as it would allow Africans or Americans to share in white
perfectibility. Instead, he insisted that their capacity for adaptation was now
lost: “Africans, having adapted to a climate where nature’s bounty did not
require them to work, were now no longer capable of working except when
forced to do so by others.””” Consequently, race mixing would necessarily
translate into the degradation and pollution of the white race. Unsurpris-
ingly, Kant ends up calling for the separation of races, and most of all the
protection of the white race.’®

2. The Methodological and Epistemological Status of the Concept of Race

Let me now move deeper into the substance of Kant's claims, beginning
with his 1785 essay “Determination of the Concept of a Human Race,” in
order to understand how he arrives at his concept of race, methodologi-
cally as well as epistemologically. This determination, he begins by saying,
cannot be gathered from the available (travel) literature, which contributes
more to “exciting the understanding to investigation on this point than to
satisfying it” (Ak 8: 91). For observation and experience come about as a
result of such a concept, not the other way around: “One finds in experience
what one needs only if one knows in advance what to look for” (Ak 8: 91).
This is almost an admission of guilt. For if one starts with the concept of
race, everything we observe and experience will be with a view to confirming
this concept. Now it would be naive to think that modern science is purely
empirical and methodologically experimental. Too many philosophers
and historians of science, from Kuhn to Heidegger to Foucault, have dis-
puted that useful but ultimately simplistic view of how science really works.
Method is also if not primarily defined as a theoretical pre-orientation in
the world of experience, a framework or grid within which certain phenom-
ena come to light and begin to speak to us. But it is also one that can fissure
and collapse in the face of facts and evidence that the model should in
principle, but in fact can’t, predict or explain. As far as Kant is concerned, the
concept of race results from a method and an organizing principle, one that

printed on 2/12/2023 4:24 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

On Stupidity / 57

does not derive from experience, but orients it. However, Kant insists that
this method is neither fanciful nor arbitrary. It is, he claims, precisely and
entirely consistent with the use of reason in the natural sciences: through-
out, he makes sure that his “maxim” is “exactly in keeping with the use
of reason in natural science and the only one fit for a consistent mode of
thought” (Ak 8: 96). Specifically, and as we'll see in greater detail, he sees his
investigation as a contribution to, and an extension of, the then-burgeoning
genealogical science of natural history, and Buffon's Histoire naturelle géné-
rale et particuliere (1749) in particular: “I take as my principle not to admit
any botching influence of the power of the imagination on nature’s business
of generation, and not to admit any human faculty to effect alterations in
the ancient original of the species or kinds through external artifice” (Ak 8:
97). To do so would be to engage in “delusion and fiction,” and would
confuse “the art of explanation” with “the art of magic” (Ak 8: 97).” In this
instance, the “maxim,” applied to the field of natural history as concerned
with phyletic origins, consists in asserting that human hereditary traits are
the product of “the germs [or seeds] and predispositions lying in the species
itself” (Ak 8: 97), and that “different classes of human beings had to arise”
from “the germs [or seeds] of a single first phylum [or stem: Stamm] . . . suit-
able for the gradual population of the different regions of the world” (Ak 8:
98-99). Thus, in Kant's eyes at least, the thesis of monogenesis (and, ulti-
mately, the category of race), which he shared with virtually every naturalist
of his time, from Linnaeus to Buffon, Blumenbach, Cuvier, and Camper,
follows from the use of reason in natural science and is, as such, susceptible
to being verified empirically. The “determination” of the concept of race as
“the classificatory difference of the animals of one and the same phylum
insofar as this difference is unfailingly hereditary” (Ak 8: 100) is, in the case
of human beings, verifiable through miscegenation: if the result of inter-
mixing is half-breed, then we can conjecture that each parent belongs to a
different race. For Kant, the concept of race is a necessary outcome of the
unacceptable theory of polygenesis, and the only alternative to the idea of
different human species. Kant also agreed with contemporary proponents of
monogenesis in attributing the existence of the different classes or races to
the process of degeneration from the primordial type of the human species.
The process in question was itself thought to be the result of environmental
differences and the influences of climate, diet, and mode of life on heredi-
tary traits.

How, then, does Kant justify the need for the concept of race? How does
he derive the idea of race from the idea of species? Following Buffon, Kant
defines a species as the ability to produce fertile offspring, and understands
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it as a temporal reality.'®® How, in other words, do we arrive at “the division of
the human species into visibly different classes,” a division that is itself “nat-
ural” (Ak 8: 93) and genealogical, rather than merely “logical” and morpho-
logical, as Linnaean taxonomy claims? This specific methodological claim is
crucial, as it shows very clearly how, in the quest for an adequate taxonomy,
Kant sides with Buffon’s natural history rather than with Linnaeus’s logical
nomenclature. This doesn’t mean that such classes or races are directly or
immediately visible, or that their visibility is absolutely straightforward. At
the same time, visibility is itself an epistemic criterion, the sign that a further
classification beyond that of species is called for.!”® What better, more obvi-
ous criterion, in that respect, than the visible surface, the skin color, despite
the fact that “a difference in skin colour might appear very insignificant to
some” (Ak 8:93)? Kant's identification of the visibility of race with skin color
is as quick as it is problematic. It's what allows him to identify the four
races already mentioned (Whites, yellow Indians, Negroes, and copper-red
Americans). Race, expressed as skin color, is the “classificatory difference”
within the human species required better to understand the evolution of
that species. But what kind of classification does it correspond to? Where
does the power of difference lie? As we'll see, while clearly not Linnaean
(that is, descriptive and based on morphological resemblances and differ-
ences between organisms), it's not entirely genealogical or historical either.

In his early work on physical geography as well as his 1775 essay on race,
Kant had already distinguished between two divisions and taxonomies. On
the one hand, the “natural division” of natural historians (and of Buffon in
particular), into species and kinds or genera and species (Gattungen und Ar-
ten), is based on the historical study of the material relations between organ-
isms, and is rooted in the understanding (Verstand). It follows the genetic or
phyletic division of real, physical nature. The “school division” of Linnaean
taxonomy, on the other hand, is based on the morphological resemblances
(Ahnlichkeiten) between fully formed organisms, and amounts to a logical
system of nature concerned with classes (Klassen). It is an arbitrary product
of reason, useful for our memory. The first is narrative, the second descrip-
tive."* Classes divide the animals according to resemblances (Ahnlichkeiten),
that is, by looking for similarities and dissimilarities between them.!® As
such, they would seem to be a matter of judgment—that is, as we recall from
the Anthropology, of the ability to establish subtle differences that reveal acu-
men (and many of Kant's own remarks on cultures and peoples are meant to
illustrate such a virtuous use of the faculty of judgment). This is how Kant
sums it up in the 1785 essay on race:
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Initially, when looking only for characters of comparison (in terms of simi-
larity or dissimilarity), one obtains classes of creatures under a species. If one
looks further to their phyletic origin [to their Stamm, their stem or souche, as
Buffon calls it], then it must become apparent whether those classes are so
many different kinds or only races. The wolf, the fox, the jackal, the hyena and
the house dog are so many classes of four-footed animals. If one assumes that
each one of them required a special phyletic origin, then they are so many
kinds. However, if one concedes that they also could have originated from
one phylum, then they are only races of the latter. In natural history (which
is concerned only with generation and phyletic origination) kind |Gattung]
and species [Art] are not distinguished as such. This distinction occurs solely in

the description of nature, in which only the comparison of marks matters.'**

In classical, Linnaean taxonomy, biological categories tended to be cre-
ated by observing similarities (or technically, homologies) among the ana-
tomical parts of fully formed or individuated organisms. To the extent that
this ignores the process of individuation that generates these organisms,
these essentially static classifications (say, the classification as four-footed
animals of foxes, wolves, sloths, etc.) conceal the dynamic and virtual hori-
zon from which they unfold. So long as we classify differences by identify-
ing a common trait that allows us to group beings within an identity of re-
semblance, we remain under the authority of a purely empirical conception
of “class” or “kind,” one that can never make the move from actual, already
individuated systems to their virtual field of individuation. By contrast,
natural historians such as Buffon adopted a more dynamic, genealogical
approach, which was strengthened and transformed with the birth of mod-
ern, Darwinian biology, and more recently still with recent developments
in nonlinear dynamics and far-from-equilibrium embryology. A good ex-
ample of this, which I have already mentioned, is the tetrapod limb. This is a
structure that can take many divergent forms, ranging from the bird wing,
to the single-digit limb in the horse, to the human hand and its opposed
thumb. Now, it is hard, if not impossible, to define this structure by looking
at the properties common to the various fully grown life-forms (in other
words, by concentrating on homologies at the level of the final product).
Focusing instead on the embryological processes that produce this structure
allows the creation of a more satisfactory classification. In the words of one
commentator, this new approach “sees limb homology as emerging from a
common process (asymmetric, branching and segmenting), rather than as a
precisely repeated archetypal pattern.”'> One and the same “virtual limb”
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unfolds through different intensive sequences, some blocking the occur-
rence of particular bifurcations (those leading to the branching out of digits,
for example), some enabling a full series to occur, resulting in very different
final products.

For Kant, the taxonomic concept of class belongs therefore in a Linnaean,
logical system of nature, whereas those of Gattung, Art, and Rasse belong in
a genealogical narrative of nature, such as Buffon's Histoire naturelle. And it
would appear that Kant's technical uses of Rasse, Stamm, and Abartung were
derived from Buffon and the concepts of race, souche, and dégénération. Fur-
thermore, Kant follows the meaning of Buffon’s own concept of race, most
clearly defined in his late Epoques de la nature (1778). Races in each species
of animals, Buffon claims, “are only constant varieties which perpetuate
themselves by generation.”!°® A variety in this technical sense is precisely
not equivalent to the accidental “variant” of Linnaeus, which reveals only an
inconstancy of character. Rather, it designates “a subordinate historical line-
age within a ‘real and physical’ species, produced by degenerative change in
response to environmental conditions.”'” Faced with different environmen-
tal conditions, such as climate and food, species begin to develop variants,
which eventually solidify into varieties of the species.'®® Kant will adopt this
conception of race as hereditary variation: for him the concept applies only
to an identical phylum, or to what is hereditary in an animal species. This is
what distinguishes it from the concept of kind.

But Kant departs from Buffon, and thus from a purely genealogical ac-
count of organized nature, on at least one crucial point. The point in ques-
tion goes to the very heart of how Kant understands organization itself, by
which we should understand the possibility of thinking a coherent concept
of organization in the (necessary, according to Kant) absence of a purely
naturalistic one. In his writings on race from the 1780s and 1790s, illu-
minated by the “critical” apparatus, Kant argues that the concept of race is
neither strictly genealogical nor scholastic, but teleological. To be more pre-
cise: while he continues to subscribe to the natural-historical idea of race as
hereditary variation, he understands the reason behind such a variation to lie
in the essence of organized nature as suitability or adaptability in the face
of varying, contingent geographical conditions. In other words, and as we'll
see in greater detail, the “mature” Kant believes it is impossible to make
sense of evolution, and thus of race, without appealing to the organizing
concept of purposiveness: the very idea of organization requires the concept
of purposiveness, and in the final instance purposiveness leads to rational-
ity in a theoretical as well as a practical sense. This concept is a requirement
of reason in its attempt to know nature, but one that can’t be attributed
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to nature itself. While in the end closer to Buffon than to Linnaeus, Kant's
position opens up something like a third way. Strictly speaking, it is nei-
ther genealogical nor logical, and reducible neither to Naturgeschichte nor to
Naturbeschreibung. Rather, it is a matter of judgment, and teleological judg-
ment in particular.

At this point, and before delving deeper into the role of teleological judg-
ment in Kant's views on race, we need to recall the specificity of the peda-
gogical role and value he attributes to anthropology and geography in the
introduction to his lectures on physical geography. Those disciplines, he
claims, are useful inasmuch as they generate a kind of pragmatic knowledge
that can guide us in our moral and practical life. As such, they are a propae-
deutic in relation to both science and life (Ak 9: 157). Pragmatic knowledge,
whether of nature or human beings, whether as geography or anthropol-
ogy, is characterized by the fact that it treats phenomena from a cosmological
point of view—that is, from the standpoint of their end or purpose. It differs
from speculative knowledge, which is strictly physical and physiological. It
would seem, then, that the concept of race has a foot in both pragmatic and
(at least) natural knowledge. Methodologically, it is narrative (or historical) as
well as descriptive (or geographical); temporal as well as spatial; phyloge-
netic as well as climatic. Pedagogically, it is speculative as well as pragmatic
(or propaedeutic): one can arrive at speculative, physical knowledge by
starting with visible differences in skin color. As such, race reveals the pos-
sibility of unifying those fields and methods. In fact, it demands such a unity,
and thus demonstrates further the demand of a unified reason, or of reason
as spanning the speculative and the pragmatic, the theoretical and the prac-
tical. This unity is provided by teleological judgment.

3. Race from a Teleological Perspective

Let me now approach the role of teleological judgment in Kant's theory
of race by returning to the question with which I began: from what stand-
point and on the basis of what authority does “the division of the human
species into visibly different classes” become necessary?'® Why not limit
natural classification to the level of the human species and claim that all fur-
ther differences internal to it are merely cultural? Kant's answer, it seems, is
that this further classification is the only way to account for differences that
seem to be so clearly visible, so deeply rooted, and so irreversible that they
could not be the product of mere chance. They can only be indication, if not
proof, of the suitability and adaptability of the human species to different
geographical (and specifically climatic) conditions, which activate certain
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“germs” contained within the species and suppress others. Kant recognizes
that we can identify differences within social groups and races—differences
he himself “describes” in his anthropology—and that those differences or
characteristics are passed on from one generation to the next. If they can be
described as “hereditary,” it is in a very loose sense, as they are not unfail-
ingly so. Race, on the other hand, as expressed by skin color, is unfailingly
and universally hereditary, and is in fact the only difference of its kind. But
if it is hereditary, it means that it can’t be “the effect of another cause than
that of the germs and predispositions lying in the species itself.”"* What
accounts for the emergence of those differences, visible in—yet not reduc-
ible to—skin color is a set of external and contingent circumstances, which
Kant defines as “climatic.” Those external forces activate certain germs, and
not others, according to a principle of suitability that defines the character
and traits of each phylum: “For nature has originally given each phylum its
character in relation to its climate and in order to be suitable for the latter.
Thus the organization of one phylum has an entirely different end from that
of the other” (Ak 8: 98).

This “purposiveness,” he adds a few pages later, “can be demonstrated
nowhere so clearly as in the Negro race” (Ak 8: 103), and the Negro skin
in particular. Kant defines the skin as “that great instrument for the secre-
tion of all that is supposed to be removed from the blood” (Ak 8: 170). Of
course, we know this characterization of the skin to be wholly inadequate
and misled. It is based on a fanciful conception of the relation of the skin to
the body’s blood, which draws on the theory of the phlogiston, a substance
that Georg Ernst Stahl (1659-1734) had identified as the only one in nature
capable of combustion. According to this theory, combustion is merely the
separation of phlogiston from bodies containing large or small quantities
of that substance. As T. Kuhn explains, the phlogiston theory accounted for
a large number of physical and chemical phenomena: it explained, among
other things, “why bodies burned—they were rich in phlogiston—and why
metals had more properties in common than did their ores.”" But it also
explained the phenomenon of sweating and, by extension, skin color."? As
Suman Seth notes, this “explanation” regarding the origin of sweating and
the color and smell of the black skin was also widespread in the English-
speaking scientific community."® But, in a series of papers and works pub-
lished between 1777 and 1783 which laid the foundations of modern
chemistry, Lavoisier disproved the theory of phlogiston by discovering oxy-
gen and revealing it as the source of combustion. Despite Lavoisier’s work,
which was written exactly when Kant was developing his scientific views
on race and with which Kant was familiar, Kant held on to his phlogistic
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theory of skin color, which reveals the extent to which the concept of race
was central to his philosophical anthropology and geography. Lavoisier’s
“discovery” of oxygen had already discredited Kant's theory by the time he
was writing the following:

For one knows now that the human blood becomes black (as can be seen
at the underside of a blood cake) merely by being overloaded with phlogis-
ton. Now already the strong odor of the Negroes, which cannot be helped
through any cleanliness, gives causes for conjecturing that their skin removes
much phlogiston from the blood and that nature must have organized this
skin so that the blood could dephlogistize itself in them through the skin in far
greater measure than happens in us, where that is for the most part the task
of the lungs. Yet the true Negroes live in regions in which the air is so phlogis-
tized through thick forests and swamp-covered regions, that it is, according to
Lind’s report, deadly peril for the English sailors to navigate up the Gambian
River even for one day in order to buy meat there. Thus it was an arrangement
very wisely made by Nature to organize their skin such that the blood, since
it does by far sufficiently remove enough phlogiston through the lungs, could
dephlogistize itself much more strongly through the skin than is the case with
us. It thus had to transport a lot of phlogiston into the end of the arteries,
thereby becoming overloaded with it in this location, that is, under the skin
itself, and so shine through black, although it is still red in the interior of the
body. (Ak 8:103)

But more important still, and intimately bound up with the physical ar-
gument, is Kant's teleological argument, revealed in expressions such as “na-
ture must have organised this skin,” or “an arrangement very wisely made by
Nature.” How does Kant arrive at the principle of purposiveness?

While perhaps ultimately illusory and (contrary to what Kant claimed)
not necessary or inevitable, teleology as such does not inevitably lead to
the concept of race. Herder’s own version of teleology, rooted in the idea
of an organic force of infinite plasticity, is a good example. In 1785, Kant
wrote a very critical, even vicious review of Parts 1 and 2 of Herder’s Ideas
for the Philosophy of the History of Humanity, in which he defended his use of
the concept of race."* The second part of Herder’'s book contains a chapter
with the heading “In all the different forms in which the human race [Men-
schengeschlecht]| appears on earth, it is nonetheless one and the same human
species [Menschengattung].” In his book, Herder takes issue with Kant's es-
say of 1775, and with the very concept of race (Rasse): human varieties are
not natural kinds, or separate races. They are a matter not for “a systematic
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natural history,” but for “a physico-geographical history” of humanity (Ak 6:
256). Furthermore, Herder calls on his fellow Europeans to treat non-
Europeans humanely: “the American and the Negro” are your brothers;
“therefore, you must not oppress or kill or rob them: for they are human be-
ings, as you are.”"* Colors are all shades within a human continuum (Ak 6:
256), with no fixed boundaries between them. This, however, should not
conceal Herder's remarks on the physical appearance of various peoples, his
idea of (European) beauty of outer form as a sign of inner perfection and,
on those grounds, his dismissive attitude toward “Asian peoples” (Ak 6:
216-19) and “Negroes” (Ak 6: 277). Furthermore, Herder posits a living,
“genetic force” (genetische Kraf ), which he believes to be innate and organic,
as the cause of inherited changes (Ak 6: 275), and claims that, in addition
to environmental factors, heredity also plays a role in differences of cul-
ture. Like Kant, then, he believes that acquired characteristics can eventually
become hereditary, and that they reveal different cognitive abilities. Fur-
thermore, like Kant, Buffon, Forster, and Blumenbach, he believes that “the
character of ‘Negroes' is a result of their adaptation in the African climate.
But only Kant’s account includes a list of innate vices, without any compen-
sating virtues.”!°

What, then, is so specific about Kantian teleology that it requires the
concept of race, and especially one that is so highly normative? The answer
to that question is paradoxical, if not shocking: it is Kant's restrictive and
specifically moral conception of life. To put it slightly differently: Kant's con-
cept of race, and his racism in particular, is a function of his highly exclusive,
anti-materialist conception of life and his moral perfectionism. In the ab-
sence of a true science of life, or a biology, which we mustn’t identify with
the natural history of the seventeenth and eighteenth century, Kant develops
a concept of life that is anorganic and non-naturalistic. Let me explain. Kant
defines life as “the faculty of a being to act in accordance with laws of the
faculty of desire,” and the faculty in question as “a being’s faculty to be by
means of its representations the cause of the objects of these representa-
tions.”"” This means that Kant restricts the concept of life to those beings
that produce effects according to intentions—which in turn means that “it
is illegitimate to extend ‘life’ or any kind of intentional activity to nature.”!'8
Strictly speaking, then, the transposition of final or free causality to nature
is illegitimate, because it would conflate the realm of nature and that of free-
dom, mechanical causality and free causality (which is what Spinoza does,
much to Kant’s discontent). As a result, Kant is being very cautious, and
might appear to tiptoe around the problem when, in the Critique of Judg-
ment, he suggests that, given nature’s ability to produce organisms, and thus
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beings that seem to be governed by ideas, we could call nature an “analogue
of life.”1"” Yet even this terminology is problematic, insofar as “it attributes
to matter either life or an artistic soul, both of which conflict with its na-
ture.”'?° Nature, for Kant, is pure, mechanical causality, and nothing but
matter. This means that “organized beings,” and the idea of organization
itself, cannot be attributed to nature alone. At the same time, nature cannot
be judged to have produced them according to ideas, since, for Kant, ideas
are always and necessarily of reason. Contrary to what Herder believes, and
as Spinoza had understood, strict naturalism and materialism are therefore
incompatible with purposiveness.!?

The challenge Kant faces, then, is to account for the disturbing diversity
of nature while rejecting the two hypotheses of living matter and a blindly
purposive cause (such as Herder’s “organic force” and “power of nature”).
How, if at all, can the self-generative causality of organisms be distinguished
from the mechanistic causality of inorganic matter? In his third and final
essay on race, published two years before the third Critique, Kant expresses
doubts about the maturity of natural history as a science. While recogniz-
ing it as “a science of its own,” he also sees it as one that “for now (and
maybe forever) is realizable more in silhouette than in deed (and in which for
most questions a vacat is likely to be found).”!?? The reason natural history
might remain in such an incomplete, rough state has to do with the limits
of reason itself (Ak 8: 162). So while Kant believes in natural history as a
science, he does not believe in it as a purely physical science, and one that
could provide the key to the mystery of the origin of species and organized
systems. Consequently, in the absence of a genuine science of origins, the
possibility of which Kant even doubts, the only legitimate alternative to
think organized nature—and this means a system “in which everything is
mutually related to each other as end and means” (Ak 8: 179)—is a science
of ends. In other words, teleology supplements natural history and genealogy.
It is because “the physical first origin of organic beings remains unfathom-
ableto ... human reason in general” that the “teleological mode of explana-
tion” is necessary (Ak 8: 169). And while Kant deems the precedence of the
“theoretical-speculative investigation” over any other as unquestionable,
and secured de jure, other principles, including especially teleology, need to
be applied if and when “sources of theoretical cognition are not sufficient”
(Ak 8: 160). So, in the (according to him permanent) absence of a true sci-
ence of the origin of living organisms—in the absence, that is, of a science
of the origin and evolution of species—Kant posits purposiveness not as
an actual process present within nature, but as a rule by which we judge it,
and an indispensable component of cognition: as a necessary supplement
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of thought in general, and in particular of natural history as the science
that classifies living beings according to their similarities and dissimilari-
ties. In Lord’s words: “With the power of judgement, Kant demonstrates
that nature’s infinite diversity does not demand explanation through a tele-
ologically directed organic force of infinite plasticity, but instead reveals
the cognitive necessity of non-naturalistic systems of explanation.”'?* The
important word here is “cognitive”: the remarkable heterogeneity of nature
points to the irreducibility of our cognitive faculties to nature; it reveals a
need for what is more than natural, one that is no longer only rational, as
Kant had assumed in the first two Critiques, but also cognitive. The aim of
the second half of the third Critique, the Critique of Teleological Judgment,
is precisely to show that organic nature necessarily leads us to ideas of final
causes and a transcendent suprasensible substrate, and that this conclusion
is necessary not only for our rational thinking about nature, but also for our
cognition of nature: “The principle of purposiveness can only be effective at
the level of empirical judgement if a natural product is regarded as not hav-
ing been necessitated through natural laws.”!?* The contingency of such a
product in respect of these laws is crucial. Kant himself is very careful in the
way in which he connects it with the possibility of purposiveness:

That very contingency of the thing’s form is a basis for regarding the product
as if it had come about through a causality that only reason can have. Such
a causality would be the ability to act according to purposes (i.e. a will), and
in presenting an object as possible only through such an ability we would be

presenting it as possible only as a purpose. (Ak 5: 370, my emphasis)

Equally misleading as upholding contingency in nature, therefore, is posit-
ing an intelligent purposive cause wholly separate from nature. Purposive-
ness must be neither “blind” nor “natural.”

Kant's point, rather, is that we can’t make sense of the immanent causal-
ity of organisms without a concept of final causes, which exceeds a wholly
naturalistic or physical explanation: our representation of the tree is thought
to be the final cause (or purpose) of the tree’s generation, in the same way
that the representation of money is understood to be the final cause (or
purpose) of the construction of the house. We necessarily judge the tree’s
existence as having come about through an idea, thereby involving some-
thing that is outside the laws of nature and not necessitated by those laws.'*
Unlike the work of art, however, the organism is not brought about through
an idea given from elsewhere. Instead, it produces itself in such a way that
we judge that it could have been caused by an idea. It is a whole, the unity of
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which comes about through its parts being reciprocally cause and effect of
its form, and this in such a way that the idea of the whole, if present “in a be-
ing possessing the causality in terms of concepts that would be adequate for
such a product,” could be its final cause (Ak 5: 373). In other words, and still
according to Lord, “the parts of a natural purpose must be understood to
produce one another reciprocally: each part is the efficient cause and effect of
the existence of every other part.”'2° And as Kant says, it is only when meet-
ing that condition that a product is “both an organized and a self-organizing
being, which therefore can be called a natural purpose” (Ak 5: 374). Or: “An
organized product of nature is one in which everything is a purpose and reciprocally
also a means. In such a product nothing is gratuitous, purposeless, or to be
attributed to a blind natural mechanism” (Ak 5: 376).

The conclusion Kant draws is that while we assume we can explain the
organism’s reciprocal efficient causality in terms of natural laws, we cannot
cognize it empirically without a concept of final causes (Ak 5: 383). This is
not to say that Kant attributes purposiveness to nature itself. In fact, he is
very clear about the fact that purposiveness is not a constitutive concept of
understanding or reason, only a regulative one. Constitutively, we are required
to understand nature in terms of mechanistic laws alone. This means that
we cannot determinatively judge organized beings to be natural purposes,
since strictly speaking “the organisation of nature has nothing analogous
to any causality known to us” and is not explicable in terms of our a priori
concept of nature (Ak 5: 375). However, Lord goes on to argue, we do legiti-
mately use a “remote analogy” with our own purposive causality to guide
over our empirical investigation. In regulating reflective judgment, the prin-
ciple of purposiveness allows us to consider natural things in terms of a
law-governed and unified order beyond that of mechanistic causation (Ak 5:
379). And this allows us to judge nature in terms of its particular empirical
laws forming an intrinsically purposive system. As Kant puts it: “Everything
in the world is good for something or other; nothing in it is gratuitous; and
the example that nature offers us in its organic products justifies us, indeed
calls upon us, to expect nothing from it and its laws except what is purposive
in the whole” (Ak 5: 379).

Organized matter is specific in that it calls for a natural science guided by
both mechanism and teleology. On the one hand, as “objects in general,”
organized beings are determined by a priori laws of nature as set out in the
Transcendental Analytic of the first Critique. On the other hand, as material
bodies, they are determined by the laws of matter specified in the Metaphysi-
cal Foundations of Natural Science. These also regulate our empirical inves-
tigations. Kant's point, however, is that organisms cannot be understood
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strictly as material bodies, because we judge their intrinsic form to include
something that is not necessitated by a priori laws. Their self-organization
appears contingent with respect to the laws of nature and matter. This,
in turn, means that reflective judgment needs an additional maxim, or a
reflective supplement, to cognize and systematize them.!*” And it is precisely
as a result of this move, and the specific way in which he sets up the problem
of organized nature, and human life in particular, that Kant finds himself
committed to a scientific and highly normative concept of race. I don’t be-
lieve Kant constructed his theoretical edifice to support his racism; I believe
his theoretical approach to the question of organization, of natural history
in relation to geography, and his theory of the human being’s theoretical
and practical faculties generate his stupid and harmful remarks about race,
sexual difference, and the merits and vices of peoples across space and time.

The Kantian move is precisely the one Darwin will denounce as illegiti-
mate and illusory when formulating his idea of evolution through natural
selection. The concept of end is in no way necessary to think organized
nature. If anything, the additional “maxim” of reason is an obstacle to un-
locking the mystery of its mechanism, and thinking nature genetically. Dar-
win's theory invites philosophers to reinvent their philosophical concepts,
and to shift the emphasis of metaphysics itself from a transcendental to a
genetic approach. It's an approach that doesn’t ignore the irreversibility or
“arrow” of time (and would require the tools of thermodynamics to do so),
yet manages to account for the creation of order and the transmission of he-
reditary traits without recourse to the kingdom of ends. It puts forward the
possibility—the validity of which was demonstrated through the discovery
and manipulation of DNA, advances in embryology and paleontology, and
the emergence of the field known as evolutionary developmental biology
(“evo devo”)—of a purely immanent, natural causality, irreducible to (yet
entirely compatible with) the laws of mechanics. It is the same gene that
is at the origin of the development of the human eye and the bug eye (a
remarkable discovery that shattered previous conceptions of their origin),
and, more surprisingly still, the same gene that is critical to building limbs
in human beings and fruit flies (and, more broadly still, anything that sticks
out of a body: antennae, legs, arms, horns, etc.).!?® It is the same gene, and
its mutations over thousands of years, which accounts for the difference in
skin color between human beings.

On a more strictly philosophical level, Spinoza denounced the same move
in the Appendix to Part I of the Ethics: “All the prejudices [praeiudicia] 1 here
undertake to expose depend on this one: that men commonly suppose that
all natural things act, as men do, on account of an end.” In the same way that
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human beings, ignorant of the true causes of things, believe that their actions
are intentional, purposive, and freely willed, they think that “eyes are for see-
ing, teeth for chewing, plants and animals for food, the sun for light, the sea
for supporting fish.” In other words, since every finite mode perceives the
world from its own point of view, or the point of view of its own advantage,
human beings tend to judge natural things as if they were naturally produced
to fulfill human ends. As Lord puts it, it is therefore entirely understandable,
unavoidable, and even useful that we see nature in terms of its suitability for
human advantage, and for human knowledge in particular; but it is wrong to
imagine that nature truly is organized in terms of purposes or directed toward
our cognitive needs.!? We only imagine that nature is purposive. Unlike Kant,
who believed that we could not think organized nature in any way other than
teleological, Spinoza believes that as we understand the efficient causes of
nature more clearly and rationally—causes that, today, in light of the phys-
ics of dissipative systems, nonlinear dynamics and the creation of order, can
no longer simply be labeled as straightforwardly mechanistic—we leave the
fiction of final causes behind. The point here is that while our concept of cau-
sality can be refined and expanded to include complex and especially organic
systems, it cannot be allowed to reintroduce the concept of purpose. True, we
tend to judge natural objects as if they were independent of natural causality
and the expression of purposiveness. But where Kant sees this judgment as
legitimate and necessary, Spinoza sees it as an illusion, and the product of our
limited understanding: it is one of those illusions, or perhaps stupidities, that
we generate spontaneously. Where Kant sees purposiveness not as an actual
instrument of knowledge, but as an idea needed to regulate judgment in the
(necessary) absence of a possible knowledge of nature outside mechanical
causality, Spinoza attributes this move to a failure of thought itself and an
anthropocentric projection of the mechanisms of nature, which turn it upside
down.!®® Nietzsche agrees:

Let us even beware of believing that the world is a machine: it is certainly not
constructed for one purpose. . . . Let us beware of attributing to it heartless-
ness and unreason or their opposites: it is neither perfect nor beautiful, nor
noble, nor does it wish to become any of these things. . . . Let us beware of
saying that there laws in nature. There are only necessities: there is nobody

who commands, nobody who obeys, nobody who trespasses. . . .'*!

The principle of purposiveness as governing our understanding of nature
also applies to our understanding of history, and the concept of race applies
to both. As I began by saying, and as paradoxical (if not shocking) as this
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may seem, Kant's theory of race is underpinned by his philosophy of history,
culture, and ultimately morality, as much as by his philosophy of nature. For
Kant, the purpose of nature is the creation of culture and (out of culture)
morality. Purposiveness commits him to a progressive (and stupid) view
of history as a whole, whether natural or human. History, he claims, is the
story of our “steps from crudity towards culture”;'*? it is “nothing other than
the transition from the crudity of a merely animal creature into humanity,
from the go-cart of instinct to the guidance of reason—in a word, from
the guardianship of nature into the condition of freedom.”'** Culture, Kant
writes in the third Critique, is “the production of the aptitude of a rational
being for any ends in general” (Ak 5: 431). It is then divided into the ap-
titude to make use of the products of nature for one’s ends (the culture of
skill) and the ability to liberate the will “from the despotism of desires” (the
culture of training, discipline) (Ak 5: 432).

To be sure, progress in Kant, like purposiveness in nature, is not a meta-
physical principle operating in history, or a general law of nature. It is not
even an empirically verifiable fact. Rather, it is an a priori principle we are
compelled to use in order to structure a historical narrative. It is a “regulative
idea” that serves “as a guiding thread for exhibiting an otherwise planless
aggregate of human action, at least in the large, of a system.”!** This means
that while progress does not designate an objective reality, it isn't a mere
fiction either. Rather, it provides “an indispensable standard for reason.”!3
Such a standard is so demanding and indispensable that, in the face of what
would seem to be contradictory evidence—human desire for power and
domination, competition, self-interest, endless wars, et cetera—Kant em-
braces such vicious inclinations as indicative of a grander plan and hidden
design. He turns them into the “unsociable sociability” necessary for the
advent of a peaceful order and the realization of the kingdom of ends. His
version of the invisible hand reads like this:

Thanks be to nature, therefore, for the incompatibility, for the spiteful com-
petitive vanity, for the insatiable desire to possess or even to dominate! For
without them all the excellent natural dispositions in humanity would eter-

nally slumber undeveloped.'3¢

Such is the reason why, however “happy” and “tranquil” Tahitians may have
been as a people, they were destined to be “civilized”:

Does the author [Herder] really mean that if the happy inhabitants of Ta-

hiti, never visited by more cultured nations, had been destined to live for
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thousands of centuries in their tranquil indolence, one could give a satisfying
answer to the question why they exist at all, and whether it would not have
been just as good to have this island populated with happy sheep and cattle as

with human beings who are happy merely enjoying themselves?'3’

As we know, Kant didn't think much of happiness, and even less of indo-
lence. To him they are pathological states that get in the way of our Lutheran
destiny and moral duty. Although happiness is an idea we can never quite
give up on, it can't possibly be considered as a final cause of reason, or
the purpose of life on earth. It is therefore our moral duty to make those
(happy) people less happy, and more moral and enterprising. Contrary to
what Herder believes, the principle that consists in saying “the human being
is an animal who has need of a master and expects from this master, or from
their connection, the good fortune of their final vocation” is the opposite
of “evil.”’3® [t is in fact the moral principle that allows for the realization of
their potential as rational, moral agents.

The apparent paradox is that while seeing nature as oriented toward hu-
man history as toward its own end, and history as directed toward reason
and morality, Kant ends up seeing certain peoples and cultures as essen-
tially deprived of both, thus forcing the question of their purpose. In fact,
there is nothing paradoxical in what Kant says, and his remarks on Tahi-
tians, Negroes, or Americans are perfectly consistent with, and in fact the
consequence of, his (teleological) views on nature, history, and morality:
inasmuch as the norm by which progress is measured is itself white, male,
and European (or “universal”), anything that does not conform to the norm
will be seen as unworthy, backward, degenerate, abnormal, et cetera. His
racism is a function of his teleology and his particular strand of humanism.
As we know, the same logic applied to the construction of the “normal”
sexual type in the psychiatry, psychopathology, and science of sexuality of
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In other words, as soon as
we ask the (stupid) question “What is the purpose of the Tahitians, the West
Africans, or the British?” we end up with the baffling Kantian answer. Pur-
pose, as Spinoza says, can be asked in relation to man-made things (from
tools to political constitutions), but that’s about it. As soon as we extend it
to anything else (nature, the species, etc.), we expose ourselves to ridicule.
We need to join Spinoza, Nietzsche, and Darwin in condemning the illu-
sion and stupidity of purposiveness, the vanity that consists in seeing “man”
(and the white man in particular) as “the great secret objective of animal
evolution. Man is absolutely not the crown of creation: every creature stand
beside him at the same stage of perfection.”!®
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Conclusion

I hope to have demonstrated that the Kantian solution to the question re-
garding the possibility of thinking, and even knowing organized nature in
its extraordinary diversity, yet equally remarkable ability to follow rules—a
solution, he claims, which lies neither in physical (mechanical) nor free cau-
sality, but in final causality—leads Kant to a number of stupid and harmful
claims about race. Race is a stupid concept because it stems from a problem
that is badly posed. In the same way that Lavoisier completely transformed
chemistry by seeing the problem of combustion differently and discovering
oxygen, the problem of organized nature was revolutionized with advances
in thermodynamics, and the second law of thermodynamics in particular,
which stipulates that, in the long term, all differences of intensity tend to
disappear, and disorder triumphs. How then can we account for the creation
of order? How can we account for the fact that, all around us, it is not en-
tropy, but the extraordinary surge toward order that seems to rule? How can
we explain the fact that, in the case of life and living organisms, the action
of the environment, far from mixing and merging hereditary differences,
selects them? How can we account for the fact that nature, which seems to
be governed by chance alone in the case of the movement of molecules in
a box, takes the form of Maxwell’s demon in the case of natural selection?
Kant poses the problem this way: Given that nature, as an object, can’t be
known outside mechanical causality, we should think of organization on
the basis of the only other causality available and known to us—namely,
purposiveness. What causality other than that of ends do we have at our
disposal? Since mechanical genealogy can’t provide us with a satisfactory
explanation for the diversity and evolution of organized nature, teleology
seems to be the only alternative. What Kant can’t contemplate are concepts
such as emergence, evolution through natural selection, or individuation;
at the same time, and perhaps unsurprisingly, what he can’t fathom is a
genetic image of philosophy, by which I mean one that would be defined
not by the investigation of the conditions of possibility of knowledge in
general, but by its actual conditions of emergence: genesis, emergence, and,
more generally, dynamic thought is a blind spot for Kant. In that context,
“race” becomes the missing link between mechanical and teleological cau-
sality, the smoking gun that reveals the existence of natural purposiveness or
adaptability, evidence that we can think differences and classes within spe-
cies, that there is order and hierarchy within the human species. Similarly, in
his explanation of “skin colour,” Kant needs to rely on a baroque and highly
speculative use of the substance then “known” as phlogiston. Today, skin
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color is thought within the paradigm of genetic mutation, and as a func-
tion of the particular pigment known as melanin, the production of which,
scientists believe, involves more than one hundred genes but is controlled
by at least six genes (thus pheomelanin is red to yellow in color, while eu-
melanin is brown to black). The whiteness of European (and other) skin is
itself due to a genetic mutation that cuts short the production of melanin.
By adding the missing gene, known as SLC24A5, to the golden variant of the
zebra fish, scientists were able to restore the darker color of the fish's “wild”
cousin.' As to the highly complex and to this day much-debated question
of why those mutations come about, the answer lies with evolutionary biol-
ogy, and therefore with natural selection. In the long term, and as a result of
pressures of various kinds, advantages tend to persist while disadvantages
tend to disappear. Thus, in the sun-saturated latitudes of Africa, where the
human species originated, human skin adapted to have a higher melanin
production threshold and produce more eumelanin, thus minimizing the
risk of melanoma and passing on this advantage to future generations. This
was no longer an advantage when populations started moving north, in
sun-deprived latitudes. More exposure to the sun was required, as ultravio-
let rays are essential to the production of vitamin D and the absorption of
vital minerals, which contribute to bone strength and general health. This
new set of circumstances facilitated the selection of a genetic mutation of
the skin. But it did not cause that mutation, either mechanically or finally.
All of this is to say: skin color is a function of light exposure and absorp-
tion, and nothing else. It is one of many features of the human species that
demonstrates its adaptability (in this case, to UV light). To attempt to derive
character traits from such a specific feature, and even a class or race, is, from
a scientific standpoint, entirely illegitimate, and an illusion of rationality.
It is a stupid move, albeit one that is inseparable from a cultural, institu-
tional context that involves relations of power—of invasion, domination,
exploitation, expropriation, subjection, and exclusion—and the promotion
of particular interests, with which, I would claim, stupidity is always bound
up. The stupidity of the move consists precisely in having translated natu-
ral features into cultural ones, in having subordinated the plane of nature
(or immanence) to that of ends (or transcendence). It consists in having
allowed a system of power based on white male domination to penetrate
its thought to the core. It consists in a failure of thought, and especially of
critique.

Kant's own stupidity and stupid claims about nations, peoples, and races
aren't attributable to a deficiency or failure of judgment, to dim-wittedness,
foolishness, or silliness. They can be attributed to his own episteme—that
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is, to the conceptual and analytic grid through which something resem-
bling what we today call life, and human life in particular as a species, is
understood. The episteme in question is natural history. It consists, as we
saw, and as Foucault made clear, in a certain space, in which phenomena
acquire a certain kind of visibility, the kind that leads to classification based
on fully visible traits. The episteme in question is doubly visible, then, in
that it makes nature visible qua history, but limits that history to its own
visibility—that is, to its actualization in fully formed organisms. But we
also saw how Kant introduces the concept of purposiveness, and the idea
of teleological judgment, as necessary supplements to that science’s incom-
pleteness: necessary because the incompleteness in question is itself the
product of the limits of human reason. In other words, I don't think it’s
possible entirely to subsume what Kant has to say about organized nature,
and even about races, under the category of natural history. The truly philo-
sophical moment consists in the construction of teleological judgment as a
priori (and therefore as necessary) in our understanding and appreciation
of nature. It consists in the claim regarding the inevitability of purposive-
ness when thinking about nature, and thus the inevitability of the concepts
of culture, history, and morality in the very thinking of nature. If it is still
natural history, then, it’s in the sense of a science not of origins, but of ends;
not as genealogy, but as teleology. And my claim has been that Kant's own
stupidity, and his stupid claims regarding nations, peoples, and races were
produced within that space of thought, at the intersection of genealogy and
teleology, of natural history and moral philosophy, of visibility and invis-
ibility (or what is otherwise than visible). It's not a lack of judgment, but a
specific understanding of judgment, that led him to stupidity.

Du Bois’s approach to the problem of race, and to problematization as
such, is strikingly different from Kant's. Dusk of Dawn presents itself as an au-
tobiography, but of a particular kind.'*! For Du Bois immediately identifies
his life (he was seventy-two years old at the time), and everything he has to
say about it, with “a Problem.” Living, for him, coincided with the “strange
experience” of “being a problem.”!*? The “race problem”—for that is what
is at stake—is not just any problem, but “the problem of the twentieth cen-
tury,”'** “the central problem of the greatest of the world’s democracies,”
and therefore “the Problem of the future world.”!** It is the thread running
through the entire book. It is “a matter of segregation, of hindrance and
inhibitions”—of the “natural movement, expression and development of

souls.” 14

It is a system in which “organized groups of men by monopoly
of economic and physical power, legal enactment and physical training are

limiting with determination and unflagging zeal the development of other
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groups.”!* The “color line” cuts through the class divide, and racial patterns
in America run deeper than its economic divisions, rendering labor strug-
gles for equality and opportunity more difficult, weakening the power of
(white and nonwhite) workers.'” Another name Du Bois uses for the race
problem is “Empire,” by which he means “the domination of white Europe
over Africa and yellow Asia, through political power built on the economic
control of labor, income and ideas.”'*® Contrary to what many (including
Kant) have tried to show, this problem or system cannot be grounded in,
or justified by, a “scientific definition of race.”'* Whether at Harvard or
in Berlin, Du Bois was confronted with proofs and arguments concerning
the inferiority of the Black race, and the superiority of the white race. The
scientific concept of race, Du Bois argues, confirming the claim [ have been
making, is not just misled. It is stupid and wicked. He recounts how, very
early on in his teaching career, he set out to show how “the world was think-
ing wrong about race.” “
edly scientific understanding of race: “The ultimate evil was stupidity.”!*°
Du Bois's autobiography is therefore also the story of the scientific concept
of race, the sole purpose of which is to “rationalize” a difference of skin
color into a difference of power.'*! Our ability to come to grips with the race
problem, and to struggle against racism, he seems to suggest, is intimately

Stupidity” was the source of this confused, suppos-

bound up with the need to understand the Western tendency to rationalize
a behavior—that is, to ground it in discourses of truth, to deploy consider-
able efforts to legitimize it scientifically. The Western will to subordinate and
subjugate, to dominate and exploit, is bound up with its will to know and
its will to truth—that is, with its own history of problematization. Rationali-
zation and problematization are an intrinsic and essential mechanism of
the processes of subjectivation, including of domination and exploitation,
which define the history of “Empire.” The Problem Du Bois speaks of is not
just the problem of race. It is, as he says, the experience of being a problem.
It is the problem of problematization in Western civilization, of its histori-
cally specific construction of problems and its connection with the value of
truth. The illusion, I think, would be to assume that a new, better science
will close the space of stupidity and necessarily protect us from prejudice or
cruelty. Every making visible and field of visibility generates its own invis-
ibility, blind spots, shadows, from which illusions, prejudices, and stupidi-
ties emerge.

As one would perhaps expect, Nietzsche went further still, and conceived
of rationality as such as “virtuous stupidity” (GS 76: 130). Why? Because
what we call rationality is in fact a “discipline of the mind” that progres-
sively became an obligation, and even a virtue. It is a training of the mind

printed on 2/12/2023 4:24 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

76 | Chapter One

that makes it not broader and more adventurous, as one tends to believe,
but narrower and more prudent. It is governed by what Nietzsche calls a
“law of agreement,” oriented toward recognition, and is synonymous with
“healthy common sense” (gesunder Menschenverstand). It is the faith of the
everyman, oriented toward what is most common, in the double sense of
the universal or consensual, and the vulgar or unremarkable. Madness, by
contrast, and in the eyes of common sense especially, stands for “the great-
est danger,” that is, for the excess or residue which reason cannot discipline
or comprehend, contain or recognize. For Nietzsche, it signals “the enjoy-
ment of the mind'’s lack of discipline, the joy in human unreason [Menschen-
Unverstand]” (GS 76: 130). But I would claim that madness thus understood
does not exclude the possibility of thought. On the contrary, it designates the
excess of thought over its impoverished interpretation as good and common
sense, and this means as aligned with the lowest common denominator. It
is “the exception and the danger” that “never wants to become the rule” (GS 76:
131). It is not a coincidence if the philosopher of good sense par excel-
lence, Descartes, is also the philosopher who dismisses madness as wholly
irrelevant for his investigation into the nature of the “1” and its relation to
truth and knowledge. Common sense and good sense, along with a num-
ber of other postulates, including representation, constitute what Deleuze
calls the dogmatic image thought, from which he tries to free philosophy as
the exercise (and to the discipline) of the “transcendent” or mad use of the
faculties. When, for example, we analyze the power of the imagination, or
memory, or sensibility, we need to ask not how they can combine with the
other faculties in order to arrive at something like a common ground—not,
in other words, about what they have in common—and derive what we can
know, feel, imagine, and remember from that consensus or convergence;
rather, we need to ask how they can be pushed to their limit, and a point
of crisis, the point at which they no longer “agree” with the other faculties
in their commonality but are forced and force one another into a different,
unrecognizable configuration, one that was until then considered impossible,
and one that is indeed inconceivable under the dogmatic, representational
image of thought. There would be a stupidity inherent to Verstand under-
stood as recognition and representation, as the rule that brings together the
human faculties but at the cost of limiting them, inhibiting them, taming
them. The history of philosophy, Deleuze argues, is peppered with bursts
of madness within this disciplining of thought, points at which the entire
edifice of representation is threatened. One can think of the role of the
imagination in Kant's third Critique—a role that is no longer one of me-
diation between the faculty of intuition and that of understanding, which
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together produce knowledge, as was the case in the first Critique. Rather,
in the analytic of the sublime, the imagination appears as a rogue element
that disrupts the quiet economy of the understanding, with which it would
want to bind its own fate, but in vain, thus introducing an element of pain
within a subject who now feels no longer at home in the world. Naturally,
for Kant, this moment of crisis is resolved through a higher, moral synthesis
and accord, with Reason as the faculty of Ideas and the seat of our sense of
the infinite. One could also turn to the manner in which, in Plato’s Meno or
Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu, involuntary memory disrupts the com-
mon exercise of memory as recollection and representation, or as the vol-
untary bringing back of the past into the present, and reveals a reality that is
qualitatively different from that revealed by the economy of common sense,
and which, Proust tells us, is the only one worth exploring in and through
art. The examples of stupidity I focused on in Kant aren’t merely accidental;
they are examples of the structural stupidity of philosophy understood as
the system of representation governed by good and common sense. “Kant’s
joke,” Nietzsche remarks, was that he “wanted to prove, in a way that would
dumfound the common man, that the common man was right. . . . He
wrote against the scholars in support of popular prejudice; but for scholars
and not the people” (GS 193: 205-6). This is why Deleuze lists modern phi-
losophy’s obsession with error (and thus truth), rather than stupidity, as an-
other postulate of the dogmatic image of thought. To harm stupidity would
also be to harm a certain, indeed historically dominant type of philosophy.

Take, for example, the idea of perfection, which Spinoza rejects as a per-
sistent illusion, and which Darwin also disputes in the context of evolution.
Contrary to what we want to believe, evolution does not mean progress, and
order does not mean perfection. Order, especially in living organisms, is not
an end or a goal—a movement governed by an “ideal” or “final” form, or
even maximum fitness. Rather, it is an open and self-organizing structure, a
purely physical-chemical event caught in a process of becoming, and feeding
off its own conditions of emergence. This is what, today, distinguishes the
creationist from the Darwinian account of evolution. From the start, it is
not evolution as such that was the problem. Theories of evolution had been
around for a long time before Darwin. The (then and to this day) controver-
sial feature of Darwin’s theory had to do with the idea of natural selection,
which does not require the concept of end in any shape or form. This means
that evolution has no direction or purpose. It is regulated, yet not by a hid-
den plan or invisible hand; it is self-regulated. If, by natural selection, Dar-
win had ever meant something like the selection of certain species and the
elimination of others according to a conception of adaptability as “survival
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of the fittest” (an expression forged by Spencer, which Darwin himself
adopted); if, in other words, evolution were governed by some principle of
perfection, then we could indeed see life as governed by a regulating principle
or rule, or something like a grand plan. But that is not what Darwin meant
by natural selection. In the sixth edition of The Origin of Species, he makes
quite clear that the key to understanding natural selection is divergence and
differentiation, not perfection: “The varying descendants of each species,
trying to occupy as many and as different places as possible in the economy
of nature, constantly tend to diverge in character.”!*? This means that nature
is not interested in perfect beings, whether in the strictly physical or the
cultural and moral sense. It is concerned not so much with creating a racing
horse or a moral being as with preserving its power to constitute an active
and dynamic order, an order through fluctuation. It preserves not the best
or the fittest (in the form of actual, fully individuated organisms), but the
elements that best allow it to continue to diverge. Evolution is not progress.
“Natural selection, Darwin remarks, does not necessarily include progres-
sive development—it only takes advantage of such variations as arise and
are beneficial to each creature under its complex relations of life.”>3 This is
why “throughout the world a multitude of the lowest forms still exists.”*>
As aresult, the meaning of the expression “natural selection” becomes quite
different. We can no longer say that the adaptation of organisms results
from a process of interaction with the environment, as if the latter were
merely a parameter within an operation that selects the proper organisms
and eliminates those that aren’t. Rather, we need to say that the environment
plays the role of a disruptive agent, one that forces life to diverge, that main-
tains life’s ability to be this creative, fluctuating order, this flexible and plas-
tic force that changes its form constantly. The environment is what forces
us to change the definition of adaptation from organisms of one species to
those of another. It is a principle not of conservation and/or elimination, but
of disruption and creation.!*®

But we're also familiar with the stupid uses of Darwinian principles in
the social and political sphere. We know of stupidities inherent to biopoli-
tics. And I am not speaking (or not only speaking) of the idiotic philosophy
of race of the 1930s and 1940s, of white supremacy. I am also thinking of
a certain view of social and economic competition, adaptability, flexibility,
survival, et cetera. I am thinking of the transposition of certain biological
and especially evolutionary principles to the social, economic, and politi-
cal sphere, and the manner in which they transformed radically the way in
which we govern ourselves, and altered fundamentally the government of
the self and the government of others. No, science cannot guard us against
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stupidity. Only this particular kind of vigilance and prudence that I call
critique, which scientists themselves can of course display, can do so. Flows
of stupidity run through Kant, interrupting, neutralizing, and paralyzing his
thought. Flows of stupidity run through all of us. The question is: How do we
stop them? What dams, what protections do we put in place? Musil, Flaubert,
and Nietzsche equipped philosophy with a hammer to smash stupidity, es-
pecially the kind that is disguised as science. All cultivate the spirit of critique.
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TWO

On Superstition

“Can there exist a people free from all superstitious prejudices? This is asking, Can there

be a people of philosophers?”

—Voltaire, Philosophical Dictionary'

It is superstitious to put one’s hopes in formalities, but arrogant [superbe| to refuse to

submit to them.

—Pascal, Pensées?

Introduction

Anyone looking for a good example of what we normally have in mind when
we speak of superstition might plan a trip to Rome in the winter, and head
to the Church of the Madonna of Divine Love. On February 3, the feast day
of Saint Blaise, masses are held throughout the day at the church. After each
Mass, the priest gives the “blessing of the throats” by holding two candles in
the form of a cross and touching people on the throat with them, repeating:
“Through the intercession of Saint Blaise, bishop and martyr, may God deliver
you from ailments of the throat and from every other evil, in the name of the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost.” Alternatively, you might wish to head
farther south and be in Naples for the feast of San Gennaro, also a bishop and
martyr, and the most important patron saint of the city. Inside the Duomo, the
Chapter of the Treasure of San Gennaro holds the saint’s relics, including two
sealed vials of his coagulated blood, housed in the silver reliquary. On the
morning of September 19, thousands of people fill the Duomo and Piazza del
Duomo, hoping to see the saint’s blood liquefy in what's known as the mira-
cle of San Gennaro. In a solemn religious ceremony, the Cardinal removes
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the vials of blood from the chapel and takes them in a procession, along
with a bust of San Gennaro, to the cathedral’s high altar. The crowd watches
anxiously to see if the blood miraculously liquefies, which is believed to be a
sign that San Gennaro has blessed the city. It is thought to be a bad omen if it
doesn't. If the blood liquefies—which it usually does—the church bells ring,
and the Cardinal takes the liquefied blood through the cathedral and out into
the square so everyone can see it. Then he returns the reliquary to the altar,
where the vials remain on display for eight days.

There is a common view, largely but not exclusively inherited from the
Enlightenment, according to which philosophy and science, rooted in ratio-
nality, oppose superstitions of the kind I've just described. I say largely, but
not exclusively, because philosophical critiques of superstition were already
common in the ancient world, although not always from the point of view of
philosophical or scientific rationalism. The notion of desidaimonia, or “fear,
awe of daimons,” which the Romans translated as superstitio, initially had a
positive meaning in ancient Greece, where it designated “scrupulousness in
religious matters.”* Very quickly, however, it became a derogatory term used to
denote an excessive pietism and preoccupation with religion, an obsessive fear
of the gods and attention to signs and omens, and a bigoted penchant for ado-
ration.* In the words of Seneca, “religio honours the Gods, superstitio wrongs
them.”* As it is encouraged and preserved by fear, Plutarch argues, supersti-
tion “carries with it a certain blockishness or stupidity, destitute of action,
perplexed, idle, dead, without any exploit or effect whatsoever,” which de-
prives us of our ability to think and act, forces us into passivity, and turns the
world as a whole—“the land, the sea, the air, the sky, darkness, light, silence
and his very dreams”—into a frightful place.® Once a person is in this state
of mind, circumstances that would not otherwise be particularly dangerous
come to pose a serious threat. The danger is exacerbated when superstition
affects rulers and military leaders: they become unable to deal effectively with
their responsibilities and are likely to embark on destructive courses of ac-
tion. Superstition is therefore not just a cause of individual misery; it can also
constitute a political problem against which states need to be on their guard.

By the end of the first century BCE, superstitio was used widely in that
negative sense in ancient Rome, where it designated the loss of dignity and
freedom associated with excessive piety, exaggerated rituals, and a dispro-
portionate dependency on prophecies.” Pliny the Elder, for example, con-
demns burning costly incense as superstitio.® As Christianity began to spread
throughout the empire, superstitio was often used to describe this new sect. In
a famous letter to Trajan from 112 CE, Pliny the Younger, at that time gover-
nor of Bythinia (now in Turkey), writes of a group of Christians as subjected
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to a “contagious” and “depraved, immoderate superstition,” which, he ar-
gued, needed to be nipped in the bud.’ Tacitus, a contemporary of Pliny, is
even more vehement in his condemnation of the Christian “sect,” calling
for the suppression of this “recurrent superstition” and disease.'® Another
historian of the same period, Suetonius, recounting Nero’s persecution of
the Christians after the fire of 64 CE, speaks of “a kind of human in the
grip of a new and maleficent superstitio” (Nero 16.2)."" Lucretius, Cicero,
and Seneca all opposed the philosophical attitude to that of the supersti-
tious person, group, or tendency. All see superstition as the expression of
an unnecessary and irrational fear of divinities, inciting shameful behavior
and limiting our ability to think and act freely. For the thinkers of Roman
antiquity, superstition rhymed with alienation.

As a result of his uncompromising natural materialism, Lucretius went
further still, using religio and superstitio interchangeably.'? By denying the
existence of all the traditional gods, and attributing to matter alone full re-
sponsibility for the forces of nature, he sought to abolish the ancestral fear
of divinities and do away with superstition once and for all. Epicureanism
is not only a physics; it is also an ethics, the end of which is pleasure, or the
absence of pain. Yet pleasure is constantly threatened by obstacles that are
infinitely more significant, and harder to overcome, than pain: “phantoms,
superstitions, terrors, the fear of death—everything that troubles the soul.”*?
Lucretius refers to those obstacles as a whole, their origin and organization,
as religion (religio). They consist of a double illusion, or a false representa-
tion, which only a genuine understanding of the laws of nature can dispel
(De Rerum 3: 91-93). Through those illusions we fail to achieve genuine
pleasure, and experience pain instead, or pain mixed with pleasure. The first
illusion, which comes from the body, consists in believing that we have an
infinite capacity for pleasure, when, following Epicurus, Lucretius is ada-
mant that pleasures, insofar as they are natural, and thus material, are nec-
essarily limited (as well as good). Only certain desires—namely, those that
are neither natural nor necessary, such as the desire to be rich, or covered
in glory—are unlimited, never entirely achievable, and therefore a source of
pain. But if we limit our desires to those that are natural and necessary—
and this means limited, finite, and achievable—such as the desire to quench
our thirst and satisfy our hunger, or, more significantly still, our desire for
friendship and philosophy, our pleasure will be pure, unmixed, and devoid
of pain. The second illusion consists in believing that the duration of the
soul (anima) is infinite, when the soul, which is composed of very subtle
and highly mobile atoms, is itself material, and thus mortal (De Rerum 3:
670-78). It is only to the extent that we believe in the immortality of the
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soul that we can fear death and “an infinity of possible sufferings following
death.”™ On the other hand, if we understand body and soul according to
the laws of nature, and this means on the basis of the smallest elements that
constitute it, we can easily avoid unfounded fears and false representations,
self-pity and sadness (De Rerum 3: 830-93). As for the Gods, they “must
necessarily enjoy immortal life in the deepest peace, far removed and sepa-
rated from our affairs” (De Rerum 1: 44-46). In fact, Lucretius goes as far
as to condemn any recourse to gods, divinities, and myths as a principle of
explanation of the things of nature, and “the nature of things” (De Rerum
1: 21); and he celebrates Epicurus as the great liberator of the human mind
and soul from the unjustified and crippling fears (especially death) and
beliefs (especially punishment) of religion (religio) (De Rerum 1: 62-71).
Many centuries later, Francis Bacon held a similar view: superstition is
dangerous, and not simply ridiculous, because it “dismounts” sense, phi-
losophy, laws, natural piety, and reputation, and “erecteth an absolute mon-

" ou

archy in the minds of men.” “In all superstition,” he goes on to say, “wise
men follow fools; and arguments are fitted to practice, in a reversed order.”*
Similarly, Pierre Bayle, responding to the appearance of a comet in 1680
and to its interpretation by many as a bad omen, published (anonymously)
his Thoughts on the Comet, in which he denounces the superstition of his
contemporaries and “the malady of making presages for themselves out of
everything.”'® When events of this type are reduced to their natural causes,
he claims, the “vulgar images”!” we produce spontaneously, and the un-
necessary superstitious predictions we forge as a result, are stopped in their
tracks. And in his article on superstition for The Encyclopedia of Diderot &
d’Alembert, Louis, chevalier de Jaucourt refers to Bacon, and opposes su-
perstition to reason, as well as to all “sane ideas” compatible with that of a
Supreme Being, first formulated by d’Alembert and Voltaire.'® Speaking of
the assault of superstition on the imagination, and the threat it poses to “the
natural light” of reason, Jaucourt writes:

Essentially, superstition is a cult of religion, false, misguided, full of empty
fears, contrary to reason as to all sane ideas that one ought to have of the
Supreme Being. Or if you prefer, superstition is that form of enchantment, or
magic power, that fear exercises over our soul; the wicked daughter of the
imagination, it assaults the imagination with specters, dreams and visions; it is
she, says Bacon, who has forged the idols of the vulgar, invisible genies, lucky
and unlucky days, invisible signs of love and of hate. She attacks the mind,
chiefly during illness or adversity; she overturns good discipline and vener-

able customs in favor of silly rituals and superficial ceremonies. Once she has
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planted deep roots in any religion at all, good or bad, she is able to extinguish
the natural light and to perturb the healthiest heads."”

Because superstition is rooted in fear and attacks the most vulnerable
minds, it is the greatest danger and threat to social peace. For when they are
in the throes of fear, human beings are prone to fanaticism and capable of
the worst actions:

Finally, superstition is the most terrible scourge of humanity. Not even athe-
ism itself (and this is saying a lot) destroys natural feelings, nor does it attack
the laws or the mores of the people; but superstition is a despotic tyrant which
forces everything to yield to its own chimeras. Its prejudices are superior to all
other prejudices. An atheist takes an interest in civic peace, out of love of his
own tranquillity; but fanatical superstition, born of disordered imagination,

overturns empires.°

For centuries, then, religion was, and often remains, the primary target of
the critique of superstition.? Its power, drawn from the infinite power of the
imagination, is seen as a threat to the measured and cool exercise of reason,
whether in science or philosophy.

Closer to us, and in the context of his metapsychology, Freud developed
his own theory on the origin and meaning of superstition, and of religion
in particular. I mention Freud because his critique of superstition is more
nuanced than, and in fact quite different from, the classical, “enlighten-
ment” critique. His approach will turn out to be closer to that of Spinoza,
in that it reveals a deep affective state, namely, ambivalence, which science
and reason alone cannot simply wish out of existence. On the one hand,
Freud sees the role of science, and that of psychoanalysis in particular, as
one of demythologizing: the task, he writes, is “to transform metaphysics
into metapsychology”; to trace “the myths of paradise and the fall of man,
of God, of good and evil, of immortality, and so on” back to their psychical
origin or roots; to discover the hidden motivations behind the beliefs we
cherish, which were themselves born of the need and drive to interpret.?
This means that the difference between thought and superstition, or sci-
ence and religion, is not simply a difference between truth and error. For
there is a truth of religion and superstition; there is a real phenomenon
to be extracted from its set of beliefs. In fact, and to use an example from
individual psychology, Freud goes as far as to say that the superstitious Ro-
man who gave up an important undertaking because he saw an ill-omened
flight of birds, or because he had stumbled on the threshold of his door, was

printed on 2/12/2023 4:24 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

86 / Chapter Two

a better psychologist than we moderns strive to be, simply because he had
“understood” that he felt conflicted about whatever he was meant to do.
Similarly—and to borrow this time an example from group psychology—
our seemingly arbitrary and superstitious prohibitions tap into a deeply
aggressive drive, which they help to inhibit. As such, metapsychology is an
instance of critique, and relies on the key distinction between thought and
superstition, rather than between truth and falsity. What those superstitions
and metaphysical constructions do is cover up or inhibit thought. What
thought does is see in those constructions a problem that needs to be re-
solved, rather than divine truths and commandments, or even illusions that
need to be denounced. It sees them as the sign of a hidden reality, which
indicates a problem that is of a different nature than the form it takes as a
superstition. But to see it in that light is not equivalent to disqualifying it,
or rendering it meaningless.

From his early work on The Psychopathology of Everyday Life (1901) to his
later writings on group psychology, Freud insists on the similarities between
obsessional neurosis and superstition. All forms of superstition, religion
included, are in fact expressions of obsessional neurosis, the roots of which
can be found in what Freud calls “instinctual renunciation.” The propo-
sition is in fact reversible: insofar as obsessional neurotics believe in the
“omnipotence of thoughts,” in “prophetic dreams” or “remarkable coinci-
dences,” which are all manifestations of “suppressed and cruel impulses”
and “unconscious phantasies,” they are all superstitious.?* Furthermore, ob-
sessional prohibitions involve restrictions and renunciations that are just as
extensive as taboo prohibitions, and the profound sense of guilt of the often-
considerate and sociable obsessional neurotic, which “would be appropri-
ate in a mass-murderer,” actually stems from “intense and frequent death-
wishes against his fellows.”?* As such, superstition indicates a problem and a
complex reality, namely, ambivalence, rather than a mere cultural or personal
habit that could be dismissed based on recognition alone. In addition, given
their origin and analogy with neuroses (that is, with the psychological me-
chanics of representation), guilt, and repression, superstitions—particularly
of the collective kind—do not belong to a past age, which has already been
or is bound to be replaced by another, more “scientific” age. They are there
to stay—at least, so long as there are obsessional neurotics. In truth, much
of the “worldview” or “system of thought” of animism persists in our mod-
ern, rationalist age, since the motive or psychological impulse behind su-
perstition (namely, ambivalence) is present in every human being. The am-
bivalence in question is visible in the word “taboo” itself, which, according
to Wundt, and like the Roman sacer, evolved to designate something that is
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both sacred and unclean.”® Originally, it did not possess those two mean-
” “what may not be touched.”
What is literally untouchable became figuratively untouchable, or sacred.
While the word taboo has fallen out of use, Freud remarks, the reality it
designates survives, and may even thrive, in the phenomenon of conscience
as a place of conflict between certain desires and the sense of guilt and need
for self-inflicted punishment they generate, which manifests itself as anxi-
ety. All of this to say that behind the so-called irrational, unfounded fear of

ings; instead it described “what is demonic,

superstition, behind or beneath a seemingly arbitrary prohibition, there is a
perfectly intelligible and justified fear. Behind the fear of vengeance or bad
omen associated with a certain action (for example, touching), behind even
the fear of vengeance, there is the fear of a deeply rooted yet prohibited de-
sire. As such, “superstition” is an inadequate or at least provisional concept,
which should mark not the end but the beginning of the analysis. Freud
calls it a “concept,” but an unstable one, which crumbles “under the impact
of psychoanalytic research.”?°

Religion, Freud claims, is rooted in psychology, and the history of religions
points in the direction of a single source, a single repressed “event,” which can
only be deduced or posited, rather than demonstrated: the “original” murder
of the father, his “return” in the shape of the totem animal, the subsequent
and progressive elevation of the totem to divine status—from a human form
with an animal’s head to a supreme deity whose power extended over gods
and men alike, and eventually to a single god tolerating no other. Thus, every
religion is “a return of the past,” yet one that was never present in the way that
actual religions are. However ancient, religions express the return of a found-
ing event, one that combines feelings of love, even reverence, and hostility,
jealousy, and guilt (for having “killed” the father). Those ambivalent feelings
are still at work in religion, including Judaism, even though, in the religion of
Moses, they cannot be expressed directly, but only as a reaction to that event,
which takes the form of a sense of guilt on account of that hostility, of a bad
conscience for having sinned and continuing to sin against God. In fact, Freud
claims, the prophets kept alive this sense of guilt, including when things were
going badly for the people and “the illusion, loved above all else, of being
God’s chosen people” had become difficult to maintain.?” What better way of
reconciling this difficult predicament and the promise of happiness than by
appealing to “a sense of guilt on account of their own sinfulness?”?® Since the
people had not obeyed God’s commandments, “they deserved no better than
to be punished by him.”? The following lines, lifted as it were from Nietz-
sche’s critique of the ascetic ideal, push the point further, and emphasize the
dark source of our highest moral values:
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And, driven by the need to satisfy this sense of guilt, which was insatiable and
came from sources so much deeper, they must make those commandments
grow ever stricter, more meticulous and even more trivial. In a fresh chapter
of moral asceticism they imposed more and more instinctual renunciations
on themselves and in that way reached—in doctrine and precept, at least—
ethical heights which had remained inaccessible to the other peoples of an-
tiquity. . . . These ethical ideas cannot, however, disavow their origin from the

sense of guilt felt on account of a suppressed hostility to God.*

Naturally, this sense of guilt was extended and radicalized in Christianity, in
which the figure of Christ, as the son of God sacrificed to atone for the origi-
nal sin—the unnamable crime, the parricide—is also the figure in whose
name Jews were persecuted for having killed God and his son, and for refus-
ing to see the latter as the Redeemer.

But are the “consolations of the religious illusion” and the “atrophy” of
the mind it entails entirely unavoidable? No doubt, those into whom this
“sweet—or bitter-sweet—poison” has been instilled from childhood will
never shake it off.* But what of the other men and women, who have been
“sensibly” brought up, that is, in a minimally neurotic environment? To be
sure, they seem to be at a disadvantage:

They will have to admit to themselves the full extent of their helplessness
and their insignificance in the machinery of the universe; they can no longer
be the centre of creation, no longer the object of tender care on the part of a
beneficent Providence. They will be in the same position of a child who has

left the parental house where he was so warm and comfortable.??

This initial stage, however, need not be permanent: human beings “can-
not remain children for ever; they must in the end go out into ‘hostile
life’ We may call this ‘education to reality”3* Freud is lucid regarding the
difficulty of avoiding illusions, and the fundamental cruelty of human in-
stincts, which he witnessed firsthand in the 1930s. Still, is the inclination to
aggression and cruelty irreducible? We saw how it has been—and continues
to be—channeled by being turned inward, through a series of prohibitions,
and even through the promise of love. But can it ever be eradicated? Is our
choice between illusions or superstitions of various kinds, or can it ever be a
matter of choosing between superstitions of various kinds, on the one hand,
and a true republic, on the other? In his 1927 essay, for example, Freud holds
on to the Enlightenment belief in a not-too-distant age dominated by science
and the intellect, rather than by superstition and illusion. Yet this rational
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optimism is fragile, and never far from giving way to a deep pessimism re-
garding human beings’ ability to govern themselves peacefully. The rise of
fascism following the “Great War” confirmed the latter. As for communism,
steeped in the “untenable illusion” of private property as the source of in-
equality and hostility among men, he has the following words of warning: “In
abolishing private property we deprive the human love of aggression of one
of its instruments, certainly a strong one, though not the strongest; but we
have in no way altered the differences in power and influence which are mis-
used by aggressiveness, nor have we altered anything in its nature.”** Private
property, in other words, is not the source of aggressiveness, and it is entirely
illusory to believe that its abolition would eliminate once and for all the sad
passions of hostility, envy, and aggressiveness. It fails to address the metapsy-
chological issues underpinning socioeconomic inequalities. I will return to
the question of the traces of superstition within Marxism in the context of
my discussion of Althusser’s theory of the ideological state apparatus.

Thus far, I have referred to superstition mostly in relation to religion, as
well as to the sort of obsessional behavior we normally associate with the
irrational fear of leaving a hat on a bed, or walking under a ladder. However,
I wonder whether, in today’s context, religion (“metaphysics” in Freud'’s
sense) ought to be the main concern, or whether magical thinking is not
also, and perhaps more fundamentally, at work in other areas of life, such
as economics and politics, especially in our “advanced,” post-industrial so-
cieties. I also wonder whether irrational fear should be the defining cri-
terion of superstition, or whether other affects, such as hope or love, and
other tricks of the imagination should also be included. This is why I will
eventually turn to Spinoza and Marx. As we'll see, Spinoza and Marx, while
clearly defining philosophy or critique in opposition to superstition, don't
just criticize superstition in the name of truth, and as something that, in the
face of truth, could simply vanish. They don't criticize superstition as that
which flies in the face of truth, and as a result of a simple process of recog-
nition. Instead, they see philosophy, or critique, as a practice and a process
of transformation, which, like superstition itself, needs to be renewed and
adapted—and indeed as a condition of truth itself, or of a discourse of truth.
Denouncing something as a superstition or an illusion it is not sufficient to
make it go away: we need to alter its ground, target its material conditions of
existence. Like stupidity, superstition is largely immune to truth.

In addition, Spinoza and Marx will allow me to consider the ways in
which superstition operates in the political and economic domain. This
hypothesis might seem far-fetched and outlandish, especially in relation to
market-centered economics. For decades, we have been hearing about market
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rationality and efficiency. Most mainstream economic theories are based on
rational choice theory—that is, on the assumption that markets and their ac-
tors will behave rationally, or in a way that will maximize their advantage and
minimize their cost, if and when they are provided with adequate informa-
tion. This theory was so successful that it was applied to other domains, such
as moral philosophy and political theory. More importantly, the rational vir-
tues of the market—self-interest, competition, flexibility, resilience, et cetera—
are considered obvious by so many that they are upheld as paragons of ra-
tionality as such, and as norms to follow in all human affairs and spheres of
government (or “governance”), from the family to the polity, from schools
and universities to hospitals, from love and friendship to art and literature.
We have grown accustomed to hearing citizens referred to as “stakeholders”
and heads of state as “CEOs.” And we have even grown accustomed to the
idea that a good CEO (or a CEO tout court) will make a good head of state.
More significantly, our corporate gurus and influencers have begun to speak
in ways that are, like God’s ways, impenetrable, creating sense out of non-
sense, reality out of fantasy, and thereby (as if magically) earning our respect
and even admiration. They are today’s prophets, men and women who reach
the summit of Mount Market, where they see flashes of lightning and hear
thunder crash, before returning to the valleys and plains to spread the good
word amongst mortals in barely comprehensible language. A recent survey of
religious attitudes in America confirms this faith in the free market as God's
work: according to the 2011 Baylor Religion Survey of 1,714 American adults,
about 20 percent of Americans “combine a view of God as actively engaged in
daily workings of the world with an economic conservative view that opposes
government regulation and champions the free market as a matter of faith.”*

For over twenty-five years now, Lucy Kellaway of the Financial Times has
been writing articles lamenting the appearance and proliferation of empty
words and nonsensical sentences in the corporate, managerial world. In the
mid-1990s, she objected to words such as “global,” “downsize,” and “mar-
ketplace.” What innocent times those were! Things have moved on rather
nicely since, although perhaps not in the right direction. Kellaway now has
a particular bee in her bonnet about Starbucks CEO Howard Schultz. I can’t
blame her: Schultz describes his company as delivering “an immersive,
ultra-premium coffee-forward experience.” Now what’s remarkable about
this twaddle—and here I am veering momentarily away from Kellaway’s
piece—is that it has become a template for the entire service industry, in-
cluding the recently created education industry. After all, as an academic,
I, too, am involved in delivering an immersive, ultra-premium forward ex-
perience—the now-ubiquitous “student” experience. Or, as a well-known
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Business School puts it in its “mission statement,” “to provide a transforma-
tional learning experience, enabling our stakeholders to realize their full po-
tential.” Other examples of such obscure and mysterious language include
this from Rob Stone, CEO of the advertising agency Cornerstone: “As brands
build out a world footprint, they look for the no-holds-barred global POV
that’s always been part of our wheelhouse.” Finally, Angela Ahrendts, CEO
of Burberry, once included the following in the company’s annual report:
“In the wholesale channel, Burberry exited doors not aligned with brand
status and invested in presentation through both enhanced assortments
and dedicated customized real estate in key doors.” No one can understand
what this means, other than the fact that Burberry seems to be moving
into the doors business. And that, I think, is precisely the point. What's at
stake here—no pun intended—is not so much the words themselves, empty,
meaningless, and easy to dismiss. It's the effect they produce, the authority
they carry, and therefore their capacity to shape our desires. For this is very
much a highly ironic case of the emperor (or empress) being naked, yet
everyone desperately wanting to believe that those to whom we defer are
indeed dressed in dazzling (Burberry) costumes. It is, as I'll argue in detail,
the expression and natural outcome of the fetishization of commodities.
Our capitalist gurus actually need to speak in that way if we are to have faith
in them—that is, to grant them the right to say what we should wear, drink,
and “think,” and to pay them fat salaries in return. Their words don't speak
to our faculty of understanding and analysis. They speak to our collective
imagination, our passions, and our desire to be led—even into servitude.
Their words are those of a magician or a sorcerer, full of mystery, and indica-
tive of otherworldly powers. CEOs are the shamans of today: they speak in
tongues, and their obscure language is the manifestation, if not the proof,
of their exceptional, quasi-divine status. They have reached such heights,
measured in monetary terms, that it is no longer possible for them to speak
like us—much in the way that Louis XIV and the court at Versailles spoke a
French that few could understand. Their obscure mode of expression, which
leads to endless and fruitless interpretation, is the sign of their wisdom and
clairvoyance, of a knowledge, understanding, and foresight that only they
possess, and that has naturally propelled them to the economic and sym-
bolic stratosphere. Magical thinking requires magical talk. Financial capi-
tal turns into social capital, social capital into cultural capital, and cultural
capital back into financial capital. Thus spin the wheels of capitalism.

In this chapter, I focus on two regimes or configurations of supersti-
tion, both of which speak to our present, and our own servitude, defined
as an unnecessary dependence on emotions such as fear and hope. I have
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already alluded to the possibility, indeed the necessity, of seeing our rela-
tion to the capitalist mode of production, its commodities and agents (the
entrepreneurs), as a contemporary manifestation of superstition. And I will
deal with Marx's critique of ideology as rooted in commodity and financial
fetishism, and his conception of superstition, or attachment to the form
of the object qua commodity, as a form of alienation, in the second part
of the chapter. But I will begin by analyzing its political, and specifically
theological-political, manifestation by turning to Spinoza’s political theory
and the example of the constitution of the Jewish covenant under Moses.
This will also allow me to show Spinoza’s proximity to Freud, and Spinoza'’s
own view regarding the inevitability of superstition, or the government of
the multitude through affects, in the political context. Superstition, Spinoza
and Marx argue, is the individual or collective crystallization of emotions
in a cultural or symbolic form, and therefore a (perhaps insurmountable)
obstacle to freedom. More specifically, it consists of the combination of
emotions that are normally opposed to one another: hope and fear, love
and hatred, reverence and scorn. The root of superstition, therefore, is affec-
tive, and is a way of remedying our darkest drives and impulses. But if, as I
believe, Spinoza and Freud are right about the inevitable nature of politi-
cal superstition, the Marxist analysis must itself be revised: so long as the
form of the state remains in place, the transformation of economic relations
and conditions, however radical, will not suffice to eradicate superstition. In
other words, communism generates its own illusions, and economic materi-
alism is not sufficient to ward off all forms of superstition. I will present this
argument in the third and final part of the chapter by drawing on Althusser’s
theory of ideological state apparatuses.

I. Theological-Political Superstitions
1. The Theory

Spinoza’s contribution to the problem of superstition is, I believe, unsur-
passed. It cuts across his historical, political, and philosophical writings, and
takes the form of the following question: How can the power of thought and
knowledge be increased against the powers of superstition? How can the
human mind be liberated from the many illusions generated by our fancy
and fantasies, or by the power of our imagination? In that respect, it echoes
and extends a concern that can be traced back to ancient philosophy, and
to Epicureanism in particular. Equally, however, and in a way that will be-
come fully apparent only at the end of this chapter, it anticipates the Marxist
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theory of ideology, which is itself underpinned by a critique of commercial
and financial “fetishism.”3® For behind this first way of formulating the ques-
tion lies another, more political question, which I'll be concerned to explore:
How is power really exercised (rather than simply represented), and how is
obedience secured? What are the mechanisms through which the masses are
made to do something, to act and behave in a certain way? Spinoza’s answer
is remarkable: If we take a good look at what is happening all around us, and
has happened throughout history, we see that obedience is arrived at and
most effectively secured not through sheer oppression and physical coercion,
but by skillfully playing the chords of the human heart, by appealing to our
imagination and emotions, be they fear, hope, or love (or some combination
thereof). There is no fundamental difference between the politics of fear and
the politics of hope, between “Project Fear” and “Project Hope.”?” There is,
however, a difference regarding the nature of affects that are mobilized. Joy-
ous passions are by definition better than sad ones (although there is also a
jouissance of spite and fear). But both types of passions circumvent or bypass
critical thought. Both give the impression and illusion that passions alone can
guide and govern us. Both simplify, caricature, and deceive.

Spinoza claims, in essence, that superstition should be our point of
departure when considering the mechanics and modus operandi of power,
and any discussion of freedom should take place against the backdrop of
that fundamental question. “Revealed knowledge,” as he calls it, has no
object but obedience (objectum cognitionis revelatae), and that is what distin-
guishes it from “natural knowledge.”*® The real difficulty, where obedience
is concerned, is not to subject bodies, but to win over hearts and minds. To
be sure, the Political Treatise (TP 5: 6), when considering the best possible
form of government—by which Spinoza means the state that maximizes the
chances of peace, security, and concord amongst citizens—seems to oppose
hope and fear, in the same way that it opposes freedom and servitude.* A
free multitude is led more by hope than by fear: that is, by the hope of living
well, or better. A subjugated multitude, by contrast, is led more by fear than
by hope, and in particular by the fear of death, which it does everything in
its (limited) power to avoid. But between the ideal state of total freedom
(which, Spinoza believes, cannot be attained), or even relative freedom (ex-
pressed in hope), and that of absolute servitude, manifest in the fear associ-
ated with a sense of permanent insecurity, there is what we could call the
normal state of politics and government, which manifests itself in an often-
conflicting combination of those affects, or in what, following Freud, we
could call the politics of ambivalence. This is why, early in the text (TP 2: 10,
3: 8), Spinoza claims that so long as an individual is prone to fear or hope,
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she is not truly free. For if obedience can be obtained through pure physi-
cal coercion, or by instilling fear in others, it can also be obtained through
hope, which has the advantage of subjecting the mind as well as the body.
Therein lies the origin of superstition.

The problem as I intend to pursue it is best summarized in the following
thought, which Spinoza borrows from Quintus Curtius: “Nothing governs
the multitude as effectively as superstition [Nulla res multitudinem efficacius
regit quam superstitio].”*° This is not a definition of superstition. In time, and
following Spinoza himself, I believe one will have to be given. For now,
however, let me focus on superstition as a means or mechanism of govern-
ment, and thus on its relevance and use in a historical and political context.
Because the multitude is governed by affects rather than reason (quia non ra-
tione, sed solis affectibus gubernatur), and because those affects are capricious
and often contradictory (TTP 17: 210), there arises the need to organize,
contain, and channel them through a certain discipline, which draws on
human imagination. Every society is, at least to a certain degree, depen-
dent on technologies of the imagination in order to tame the antagonistic
and unpredictable nature of human affects. The difference between pure su-
perstition and other configurations of imagination becomes one of degree:
each configuration reveals a more or less adequate understanding of our
condition, and thus a different degree of power (potential). If we measure
the success of governments by their ability to bring the masses or “multi-
tude” together and to have them do something specific, or act in a certain
way, then, Spinoza argues, superstition is an indispensable tool, and in fact
the most effective form of government. Of course, Spinoza doesn’t believe
that it is the best way; and the Political Treatise is his attempt, curtailed by his
own death, to identify the conditions under which citizens of a given state
can flourish. The primary aim of the state, as I have already suggested, is to
provide “peace and security of life” (TP 5: 2). This formulation far exceeds
Hobbes's definition of peace as “the absence of war” (De Cive 1, 12), and sig-
nals instead a “union or harmony of minds” (TP 6: 4) as well as the “strength
of mind” (fortitudo) without which genuine peace cannot be sustained.* It is,
if you will, a maximalist conception of peace, which points toward the state
as providing the conditions for minimizing antagonistic passions and facili-
tating the flourishing of minds, thus increasing the power of the multitude.

Still, superstition as a mechanism of government can’t be brushed aside
too easily. For anyone vaguely familiar with Spinoza, who is often referred
to as “rationalist,” this claim might seem surprising, if not contradictory.
For superstition, as a specific art or technique of government that draws
on the imagination, corresponds to the lowest or least “adequate” type.
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The world as we apprehend it through our imagination—a broad category
that includes sensations and perceptions as well as mental images such as
memories or fantasies—is necessarily partial, confused, and fleeting. It is
characterized by what Spinoza calls inadequate ideas concerning the nature
of things (or “bodies”). By contrast, the world as we apprehend it through
the intellect and intuitive knowledge (as if seen by God, that is, immediately
and in one glance, in all its necessity and coherence) is characterized by
adequate ideas and is oriented toward the singular essence of things. Our
immediate and default relation to the world, which unfolds “according to
the common order of nature,” leads to partial, inadequate knowledge—the
sort of knowledge that is ignorant of the causal connections between the
various determinations of nature. As such, it subjects individuals to a life
of passions. Spinoza’s claim regarding superstition thus suggests that the
most effective type of government, at least insofar as it seeks obedience from
those it governs, is one that appeals to, and draws on, not the highest cog-
nitive faculties of human beings (namely, reason and intuition), but the
lowest and most confused; not the complete knowledge and free judgment
we can gain from what he calls common notions of types of things, and
the laws governing them, but the limited knowledge we gain from everyday
experience and the passions that shape both the nature of our experience
and the way we act on them. This, in turn, means that however rational or
enlightened one might be at the individual, ethical level, and in matters
related to the understanding of causes and effects, it is far less easy, if not
altogether impossible, to behave in that way as part of a group. Governing
the multitude is a tricky and messy business, and one that cannot achieve
the same degree of clarity, distinctness, and certainty of outcome as can the
government of one’s own life. Unlike the philosophy of the Enlightenment,
then, which sees in knowledge and its public dissemination the solution to
all social problems and the end of the religion and politics of superstition,
Spinoza doesn’t dismiss superstition and prophecy as merely superfluous,
or as an easily avoidable illusion. Instead, he tries to understand how and
why it works; whether it is inevitable; and the extent to which it can be
contained.

So, superstition is an effective means of government because we are natu-
rally prone to it, by virtue of being imaginary beings. In that respect, Spinoza
anticipates Feuerbach, who recognized in human imagination (Phantasie)
“a special organ of superstition.”#? It is mainly on the basis of imagining that
we take part in collective forms of life; and because the passions integral to
our limited experience “have their own dynamics and effects, the actions
and social practices to which it gives rise are not always advantageous to

printed on 2/12/2023 4:24 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

96 |/ Chapter Two

us.”#> Now, as Susan James goes on to remark, the dynamics in question
may be destructive and may lead, for example, to civil war. But they can
also be productive, and can be used “to build comparatively if imperfectly
harmonious ways of life.”** Specifically, superstition is able to capitalize on
the fact that human beings, who are naturally and constantly affected by the
world around them and are thus in the throes of emotional upheavals, feel
thrown back and forth between two polar opposites, namely, fear and hope
(TTP Pref.: 1). While seemingly opposed, fear and hope are actually two
sides of the same coin, or two ends of the same spectrum. They are both pas-
sions, which reveal a degree of servitude under the power of imagination.

Fear, Spinoza tells us, is an inconstant sadness, which arises from the idea
of a thing, about the outcome of which we are in some doubt (E 4, Def. of
affects 13).%* Hope, on the other hand, is a joy, which arises from the idea of
a thing, about the outcome of which we are also in some doubt (E 3, Def.
of affects 12). So long as we live in a condition of uncertainty, and do not
control our destiny, these two passions are unavoidable and inseparable.
The only difference between them is that fear is a form of sadness, whereas
hope is a form of joy and as such, always preferable. These are the opening
sentences of the TTP:

If men were always able to regulate their affairs with sure judgement, or if
fortune always smiled upon them, they would not get caught up in any super-
stition. But since people are often reduced to such desperate straits that they
cannot arrive at any solid judgement and as the good things of fortune for
which they have a boundless desire are quite uncertain, they fluctuate wretch-
edly (misere) between hope (spem) and fear (metum). (TTP Pref.: 1)

Superstition, then, is a direct function of this “wretched” or “miserable”
condition of uncertainty in which, for the most part, we find ourselves, and
which leads to the affective polar opposites of metus (fear, dread, anxiety)
and spes (hope, expectation). When things go our way, we become overly
confident and optimistic, and lose sight of the limits of our power and
knowledge. A fortunate situation or experience becomes a “sign” of more
fortune to come and, as Freud says, of our deluded sense of power. When
things go badly, when fear and anxiety and depression kick in and we feel
powerless, we find solace in fanciful constructions—a promise from a self-
declared prophet, a vision from a seer, a sign in the sky or in the entrails
of an animal, a miracle—and think it natural to surrender our freedom to
such mysterious powers. We should never cease to be astonished by the fact
that, as history demonstrates, human beings would rather feel hopeful and
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loved than actually free, and often “fight for their own servitude as if they
were fighting for their deliverance.” Why, for example, do they “not think
it humiliating but supremely honourable to spill their blood and sacrifice
their lives for the glory of one man” (TTP Pref.: 7)? Why, in the absence of
coercion or the use of physical force against them, do they consistently act
in a way that does not correspond to their own interest?

To answer this question, we need to look more closely at Spinoza’s views
on servitude. In the Preface to E4, he defines it as a form of impotence, or a
lack of power (impotentia). In fact, Part IV of the Ethics as a whole seeks to dem-
onstrate that servitude is impotence or powerlessness as such (E 4, Prop. 17
Schol.). Impotence is itself defined as the inability to control or govern
(moderandis) and contain (coércendis) one’s affects (affectibus). It designates
the “passive” life—that is, the life in thrall to passions. Servitude is ignorant
and blind desire, that is, desire abandoned to itself in what it imagines to
be its own spontaneity, but which is in fact only its submission to external
forces. The passivity of affective life, along with the sadness that usually ac-
companies it, are thus a result that contradicts and frustrates the fundamen-
tal movement of desire, which is the pursuit of joy, or, in Spinoza’s view,
the increase of one’s power to act and think. By contrast, Spinoza defines
freedom as the life governed by the intellect (mens) alone, which provides
life with an adequate idea of external causes. He writes:

I say expressly that the intellect has, not an adequate, but only a confused
knowledge, of itself, of its own body, and of external causes, so long as it
perceives things from the common order of Nature, that is, so long as it is de-
termined externally, from fortuitous encounters with things, to regard this or
that, and not so long as it is determined internally, from the fact that it regards
a number of things at once to understand their agreements, differences and

oppositions. (E 2, Prop. 29 Schol.)

In an article devoted to Macherey’s Introduction a I'Ethique de Spinoza, Ja-
son Read takes the passage I just cited to mean that the difference between
knowledge and ignorance, like that between freedom and constraint, is not
between a causal order and the absence of such an order, but between two
different causal orders.*® As Spinoza himself puts it: “Inadequate and con-
fused ideas follow with the same necessity as adequate, or clear and distinct
ideas” (E 2, Prop. 36). All ideas are in some sense necessary. Some express
and comprehend their necessity (this is thought sub specie aeternitatis), while
others are necessarily ideas of contingency. There is a logic to error and il-
lusion, not just to truth. This, still according to Read’s reading of Macherey,
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means that a causal connection runs through every act of thinking, from
the most confused to the most adequate, in the same way that a causal
connection runs through every action. The only real difference is between
those ideas or actions that are determined externally and those that are de-
termined internally. The former are subject to the overpowering causality
of other things, which Spinoza refers to as “the common order of nature,”
while the latter are subject to the intellect’s ability to reflect on things and
conceive of clear and distinct ideas.*” There is always a reason why we think
inadequately. There are always determinate conditions and relations behind
our inadequate ideas, even if we're not able to see them as such. For exam-
ple, Spinoza demonstrates how the experience of a particular chronological
order (meeting Paul in the morning, and so on) produces the idea of the
contingency of utter chance, not realizing that “a thing is called contingent
only because of a defect of our knowledge” (E 1, Prop. 33 Schol. 1).% This is
what allows Spinoza to claim throughout the Ethics, and most famously in
the Appendix to Part 1, that the various illusions of superstition—the belief
in God the king, in a universe governed by final causes, et cetera—are not
purely negative, or to be discounted. They are, as Read remarks, “produced
by conditions that range from the basic striving for survival to the limits of
the imagination, and finally, to the political struggles and ideologies that
benefit from superstition.”* As we'll see, religion itself, which Spinoza fo-
cuses on in the Theological-Political Treatise, is not simply or necessarily su-
perstitious; it can be a politically meaningful activity, with a real (albeit
limited) function in the constitution of a peaceful and free community. In
fact, Spinoza spends much of the TTP trying to show how philosophy is
eminently compatible with piety, and distinguishing a true from a supersti-
tious form of religion.

At a political level, then, any form of government that draws on passions
rather than adequate ideas corresponds to a certain state of servitude, even
if the passions in question—for example, hope or devotion—are joyful. But
why is that? It is because the government in question privileges imagina-
tion over reason, passivity over activity, or external causes over adequate
ideas. It's precisely insofar as the mind has inadequate ideas—that is, ideas
of images or bodily affections representing states of affairs, or the effect of
an external body on its own—that it is said to imagine. When it is able fully
to understand, that is, relate to a given body from the point of view of its es-
sence, or sub aeternitati specie, and no longer simply from the point of view
of how it is in actual time, then it is said to know. Insofar as human beings
are determined to do something as a result of an inadequate idea, they are
passive: what they do, they do not on the basis of their own essence, or of
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a cause that can be perceived by the intelligence of their power. Adequate
ideas, on the other hand, are true ideas, which are in us in the same way that
they are in God. They too are representative, but in a different sense: they
represent not states of affairs, or affections, but what we and what things are.
They can be explained by virtue of our own essence or power, as the power to
know and comprehend. Euclidean geometry is, once again, the model Spi-
noza follows to illustrate his thesis: we can’t think of a triangle without also
thinking that it has three sides, or that its three angles make up two right
angles. In this instance, the object of thought determines the mind to think
that, automatically and necessarily. This means that we can’t have the idea
of a triangle, and then deny or affirm its properties. It's the idea as such that
causes us to affirm its properties (E 1, Prop. 17 Schol.). Spinoza generalizes
this example by concluding that “if the abstract figures of geometry can be
understood as causes that determine the mind to think, then the same must
be true, and possibly truer, in the case of ideas drawn from the arguably
more messy world of concrete experiences and desires.” A further, more gen-
eral conclusion follows: only the government of oneself and others through
adequate ideas corresponds to the reign of freedom and virtue. “All appe-
tites or desires,” Spinoza writes, “are passions only insofar as they arise from
inadequate ideas, and they are accredited to virtue when they are aroused
or generated by adequate ideas” (E 5, Prop. 4 Schol.). The crucial problem,
consequently, consists in knowing how to constitute or obtain adequate
ideas, given our tendency spontaneously to generate inadequate ideas.

But, assuming for the moment that there is a path to such a goal, the mat-
ter does not end there. For in addition, and to complicate things further, Spi-
noza is very clear about the fact that the recognition of truth as such is never
sufficient to make us abandon our false ideas or superstitions (and therein
lies his potential contribution to a critique of ideology): “Nothing positive
which a false idea has is removed by the presence of the true insofar as it
is true” (E 4, Prop. 1). This is a surprising and particularly insightful claim,
which points to the limits of truth as such, by which I mean its mere presence
and evidence: in and of itself, or insofar as it is true, truth isn’t effective and
never sufficient. This is a conclusion that heads of state and politicians have
rightly drawn for centuries, and philosophers find difficult to accept: truth
will only take us so far. Let me turn, once again, to Read’s analysis:

As [Spinoza| demonstrates with a favourite example of seventeenth-century
philosophy, the apparent motion of the sun, there is nothing in the (ade-
quate) idea of a heliocentric solar system that dispenses with the image of the

sun rising in the east. The imaginary image of the sun as a small object circling
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the earth is not dissipated by the knowledge that things are otherwise. While
true or adequate ideas have a particular causality, determining the mind to
think (as in the example of the triangle), this causality is not absolute. Know-
ing the truth, or knowing the right thing to do, does not mean that one always
acts accordingly. Human action is marked by that curious pattern of activity
that Spinoza describes as “seeing the better and doing the worse” (E4p17s).
True knowledge of the better or the worse (or what increases or diminishes
the body’s and mind’s power) does not necessitate the corresponding actions
or even desires. There is a limited power, a limited causality or effectivity, of

the true “insofar as it is true” (praesenti veri quatenus verum).>

This claim is all the more surprising in that it appears to contradict Spi-
noza's argument at the end of Part II, which ascribes a certain causality to
ideas. How, then, should we understand Spinoza’s “insofar as it is true?”
Macherey’s view is that whatever causality or effectiveness true ideas may
have, they do not stem from the sovereign power of their truth but from
their causal connections with other ideas:

By themselves true ideas are not capable of dispensing with the illusions of
the imagination or the desires and fears that overcome the mind. If a true idea
overcomes a false idea, an illusion, it is not because it is true but because of
its force as an idea, the intensity with which it is held, and the frequency with
which it is reflected upon. In order for the truth, for knowledge and thought,
to become effective, to govern one’s thought and actions, they must become

actualized in ideas, actions and behaviours.”

All of this is to say that one can’t combat superstitions and false beliefs only
with true ideas. Truth itself needs to be turned into praxis and habit, in-
scribed in our daily life. Only when it is embodied, when it affects other ideas
and our bodily states, does it become effective. This is something another
seventeenth-century philosopher, Pascal, had understood when, in defense
of Christian rituals, he wrote: “We must combine outward and inward to
obtain anything from God; in other words we must go down on our knees,
pray with our lips, etc., so that the proud man [I'homme orgueilleux] who
would not submit to God must now submit to his creature.”*?> To which he
added, recognizing the limits and at the same time the necessity of super-
stition: “It is superstitious to put one’s hopes in formalities, but arrogant
[superbe] to refuse to submit to them.”*?

How, then, do we extract ourselves from our (natural) state of servi-
tude, or relative impotence, and reach a state of freedom, or power? Or, to
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formulate this in more political terms: how do we move from a state of so-
ciety in which passions rule freely and superstition prevails to one in which
reason governs the life and institutions of society as a whole? Spinoza is very
clear about the fact that the force through which human beings persevere in
existence (in existendo) is always surpassed by the power of external causes.
And it is by virtue of being thus exposed to the power of external causes
that human beings are subjected to passions. The government of (or by)
affects—which he calls “superstition”—is thus the natural and dominant
form of government: human beings, he says in the Political Treatise, “are
necessarily subject to affects” (TP 1: 5) and want others to conform to their
own desire. But insofar as this form of government inhibits the power of the
individual, it amounts to a form of servitude; insofar as human beings are
subjected to passions, “they cannot be said to agree in nature” and oppose
one another constantly (E 4, Prop. 34). In other words, the reign of passions
is one in which human beings cannot live in peace with one another. This
is obviously the case for sad passions such as envy or hatred, to which I'll
return in chapter 3. But even when they live as subjects of joyful passions,
the latter tend to be the result of a projection into a future the outcome of
which is uncertain; their hope might therefore be groundless, or crushed,
and followed by a period of despair.

The question then becomes a twofold one, corresponding to two pos-
sibilities: how can human beings minimize the generation of sad passions,
and maximize the generation of joyful passions, so that they will live to-
gether harmoniously and enable their power, perfection, or desire to in-
crease? More decisively still, how can a government by and through the af-
fects move to a government of the affects (by Reason) (E 4, Prop. 17 Schol.)?
The two questions are of course intimately linked, insofar the government
of life by reason will necessarily amount to doing what's good for human
nature and what agrees with the nature of every single person (E 4, Prop. 35
proof). This means that, so long as we are not dominated by affects that
are contrary to our nature, “the power of the mind whereby it endeavours
to understand things is not hindered” (E 5, Prop. 10 proof); it is thus free to
form clear and distinct ideas of such things, and to be less affected by them,
that is, less passive in relation to the affects they generate (E 5, Prop. 6). Yet
Spinoza is quick to add that this type of life is extremely rare, given that hu-
man beings are disposed to envy and mutual dislike (E 4, Prop. 35 Schol.).
But this is no reason not to try to attain it and see that the life that is filled
with joyful passions is itself unnecessary when compared with the life that
is guided by Reason, or the life that corresponds to the highest expression of
human desire and perfection.
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Having said that, it would seem that Spinoza leaves wide open the ques-
tion of how joyful passions can be generated within the civitas, and, between
the absolute servitude of the passions, incarnated in the state of nature, and
the absolute freedom of what Hegel would call the rational state, which
states or regimes (if any) are preferable. To be sure, and in the absence of a
perfect knowledge of our affects—that is, of our ability to order and con-
nect the affections of the body according to the order of the intellect—the
Ethics provides what Spinoza calls a “right method of living” (rectam vivendi
rationem), or “fixed rules of life” (certa vitae dogmata) (E 5, Prop. 10 Schol.).
For example, hatred and envy should be conquered by love or generosity,
rather than hatred. Similarly, anger and fear will be conquered by courage
and strength of mind (fortitudo). What those examples have in common is
their ability to identify what is good in a given thing or situation, and thus
their ability to ground their action on a feeling of joy rather than sadness.
But will those practical rules of conduct, and this provisional ethics, allow
us to understand and, more importantly still, live happily within socially
and politically organized passions, or essentially imaginary states?

My claim is that, far from moving away from the politics of supersti-
tion, and ever closer to a free republic, our age, and even our democratic
regimes, encourage superstition; far from liberating us from passivity, they
perpetuate it. The alternative, it seems, is between the politics of hope and
the politics of fear, or between the politics of the heart and the politics of the
guts. At the same time, freedom is increasingly associated with the freedom
to choose—and to choose from within, and according to norms generated
by, the market—and not with the freedom to think, or (which amounts to
the same thing) with the freedom to act and live according to principles dic-
tated by reason. Increasingly, freedom is considered as a given, rather than
as something to be conquered, wrested from our state of natural servitude
(our own stupor, superstition, and stupidity), and educated. The habits of
the market have replaced those of religion. But thinking is still devalued and
marginalized.

2. A Historical Example: The Ancient Hebrews

In order to disentangle such technologies of the heart we need to turn to
Spinoza’s analysis of the history of the Ancient Hebrews.> The latter, which
occupies most of the TTP, becomes the pretext for a more general reflection
on the imaginary nature of society itself: every political body needs to or-
ganize itself around an imaginary construction that will tame the unruly
and unstable affects of the multitude. At the same time, and in order to
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understand its style and real target, we need to emphasize the specific his-
torical circumstances under which Spinoza wrote his Treatise. Throughout
the seventeenth century, and despite their (deserved) reputation as a sanc-
tuary for religious minorities and free thinkers, the United Provinces were
torn apart by disputes concerning the political authority of the Church.
What began as a controversy between the Cartesians and the Voetians—the
followers of Gisbertius Voetius, rector of the University of Utrecht and a
staunch defender of Orthodox Calvinism—evolved into a political divide
pitting the Republicans, supported by the Grand Pensionary Johann De Witt
against those who, like the Voetian theologians, longed for the return of a
quasi-monarchical Stadtholder.> It is also generally thought that the pub-
lication of the TTP, on which Spinoza worked between 1665 and 1670,
was precipitated by the death of Adriaan Koerbagh in 1669. Koerbagh was
a close friend of Spinoza and held views similar to Spinoza’s regarding the
identity of God's laws and those of nature, as well as the questionable nature
of Christian beliefs such as the divinity of Christ or the objective reality of
miracles. He made those views public, under his own name and in Dutch,
in two treatises that provoked the anger of the Calvinist clergy.”® He was
charged with blasphemy and sentenced to ten years in prison. Spinoza ex-
presses his outrage and indignation at Koerbagh's treatment in the Preface
to the Treatise. In many ways, then, the Treatise is Spinoza’s response to the
threat of an overthrow of the fragile institutions of the Dutch Republic by
those radical Calvinists who, like the ancient Hebrews he describes in the
TTP, saw themselves as chosen by God and planned to turn the Republic
into a theocracy. It is an attempt to convince aspiring philosophers and free
thinkers that the use of natural reason is compatible with piety and the true
content of Scripture. He spent the next seven years (until his death in 1676)
on another political treatise, the Tractatus Politicus, to which I'll return in my
discussion of spite and resentment.

The general argument regarding the organization of a political collective
is the following: people never surrender their natural right or power entirely;
the social pact signals not the abdication but the transfer of the power of the
multitude, which means the translation of its sovereignty into law, or of jus
into lex. This is why, in the long run at least, the multitude tends not to sub-
mit to forms of power that are based exclusively on coercion and repression
(TTP 17: 201-2). In this view the right and power of the state is not limited
to what it can compel human beings to do from fear. In fact, it is the tyran-
nical ruler, or oppressive regime, which should (and does in fact) live in fear
of the right and power that the oppressed always retain, and end up exer-
cising sooner or later. As a result, good government needs to include other
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mechanisms to command obedience, other ways of aligning the power of
the individual with that of the state. Good government ensures that sub-
jects desire to obey: “Obedience is less a matter of physical action than of
internal mental action, so that the person who is most under the control of
someone else is the one who is wholeheartedly [integro animo] set on obeying
all the other’s commands” (TTP 17: 202). As a result—and bearing in mind
that human beings also fail to submit to the common power for exclusively
rational reasons—myths, rituals, and other collective forms of government
through the imagination, or what we could call technologies of the heart,
become an essential ingredient of politics itself: “The ruler with the greatest
authority is the one who reigns in the hearts of his subjects” (TTP 17: 202).
Hope and love, together with a degree of fear (such as in the feeling of rever-
ence, which combines fear and admiration), are far more effective tools to
command obedience than coercion, repression, and terror.>’

Let me now turn to the more specific example of the Hebrew state. Ac-
cording to Spinoza’s reconstruction, Moses was able to institute such a re-
gime of the imagination precisely by inserting the immanent, historical,
and contingent condition of his people within the framework of a more
general sacred history, which transcended it. In his view, after the exodus
from Egypt and their liberation from tyranny, the people of Israel regained
their natural right to do anything that was in their power. It is in this context
that Moses labeled the Hebrews the “chosen people,” and employed the
idea of historia sacra as a means of encouraging them to subject themselves
to a lawful condition. Spinoza is very explicit on this point: “This is why
Moses, with his virtue and by divine command, introduced religion into the
commonwealth, so that people would do its duty more from devotion than
from fear” (TTP 5: 74). On one level, and as a first pact, the Hebrews trans-
ferred their natural right only to God, and not to any mortal, by following
the advice of Moses. They decided to obey absolutely all of God’s commands
and to recognize no law other than that which God had revealed to Moses.
Rightly, they referred to God as “the King of the Hebrews.” In this theoc-
racy, civil law and religion, citizenship and religious duties became indis-
tinguishable. In fact, and on another level, no such transfer ever took place,
for the simple reason that no single human being ever benefited from it.
Instead, “everyone surrendered his right equally, as happens in a democracy
[Democratia] . . . and they all remained completely equal in this contract”
(TTP 5: 206). Soon thereafter, however, they did relinquish their sovereignty
and promised to obey not whatever God said to them but whatever God
said to Moses. Moses became the interpreter of God's laws, and thus also the
supreme judge, who in turn could not be judged. By transferring to Moses
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the right to consult God, and regarding him as a prophet and divine oracle,
they also abandoned their right to choose his successor, and thus turned
their democracy into a theocracy. The political, horizontal plane of imma-
nence, defined by freedom and equality, gave way to a vertical, theocratic
plane of transcendence.

Spinoza’s analysis of the Hebrews’ history displays a very peculiar view of
political theology. While Carl Schmitt claims that the most important (mod-
ern) political concepts are derived from theology,”® Spinoza suggests the op-
posite: ideas such as that of a unique, omnipotent God are in fact a (religious)
solution to a specific historical and political problem (TTP 3). It is because
the Hebrews had only recently left Egypt and the state of slavery in which they
had been kept and to which they had become accustomed that Moses had
to present God as a supreme lawgiver and persuade them to subject them-
selves to the law. In the theological-political nexus, it is the political, and not
the religious, which comes first. Despite its title, Spinoza’s Theological-Political
Treatise can thus be read as an attempt to bring political theology to an end,
because it is an attempt to bring the transcendence of the sacred history back
into the immanence of political history. On many occasions, Spinoza asserts
that the real purpose of religious ceremonies and the sacred history that sus-
tains them is the preservation of the state, rather than the glorification of
God.” And that is what makes them historically significant.

The Hebraic state was, from the point of view of obedience, and initially
at least, a remarkable success. It managed to bring the desires of the Hebrews
as a whole in line with the desire of God as interpreted by the prophets, and
then in line with Moses as God’s privileged interlocutor and interpreter. In
other words, it succeeded in gathering, channeling, and funneling the de-
sires of the Hebrews through the transcendence of the Law and the devotion
inspired by prophecy. Its success was due primarily to its ability to create
techniques of obedience, which shaped bodies and minds alike and which
included: love of country, religious fervor (combined with hatred for other
religions and states), regular and precise rituals and ceremonies, holidays
and traditions such as the Jubilee, practices such as charity and love (caritas
et amor), and of course, all the commandments and prohibitions prescribed
by the Law (TTP 17: 224). Not just love, then, but piety, was the secret of the
Hebrew covenant. In sum,

every single thing they had to do according to a specific prescript of the Law.
They could not plough as and when they pleased, but could only do so at
certain times and in particular years, and with one kind of beast at a time;

they could sow and reap only in a certain way and at a particular time; their

printed on 2/12/2023 4:24 AMvia . Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

106 / Chapter Two

lives without exception were a continual practice of obedience. . .. (TTP 17:224,
emphasis added)

And again:

Three times in the year they feasted with God . . . they had to cease from all
work on the seventh day of the week and allow themselves to rest; and, be-
sides these, other times were designated when honest enjoyment and feasting
were not so much allowed as prescribed. I do not think that anything can be
devised which is more effective than this for swaying men’s minds. Nothing
captivates minds more effectively than the cheerfulness arising from devo-
tion, i.e. from love and wonder together. (TTP 17: 225)

The aim of this rigid set of rules, habits, and codes was to discipline the
mind and the body, to direct the affects of the Hebrews. It was to govern
their desires by channeling and orienting them. The role of the body in this
remarkable technique of government was most evident in circumcision. Ac-
cording to Spinoza, this practice alone would have been sufficient to keep
the Hebrew people separated from any other and (Spinoza states with char-
acteristic irony) make them supremely confident that, should the opportu-
nity present itself again, God would not hesitate to choose them once more
(TTP 3: 55). By inscribing the covenant with God on the body itself, circum-
cision also affected the mind, and thus proved to be a powerful and effective
technique of government. The Hebrews ended up loving the Law, that is,
desiring “only what was prescribed” (TTP 17: 224), and were even ready to
fight and die for it. They enjoyed obeying and desiring Moses’ prescriptions,
much in the way that, later on, and to return to Pascal’s insightful remark,
Christians would enjoy and identify with the rituals and prescriptions of
the Catholic Church. The result of this enterprise was that the Hebrews saw
their situation as one of “freedom rather than slavery” (TTP 17: 224). In that
respect, Moses inaugurates the reign of pastoral power and epitomizes the
figure of the ascetic priest, whose genius consists in turning the unruly and
potentially rebellious multitude into an obedient flock.

Spinoza applies the same idea to Christian ceremonies, which were in-
stituted with a view to preserving the political community within which
they were established (TTP 5: 75). Similarly, the Chinese “zealously retain a
kind of topknot on their heads, by which they distinguish themselves” from
other people (TTP 3: 55). In sum: the character of such rituals may vary
from one society to another, but all societies have to rely on them, because
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every society needs to manage and control the unstable and unpredictable
nature of human affects.

Freud holds a remarkably similar view in the third essay on Moses and
Monotheism, written in the darkest hour of European history and the most
violent display of anti-Semitism that continent has ever known. In a Prefa-
tory Note from June 1938, he writes of the certainty that, had he not left
Vienna and found refuge in London that year, he would have been perse-
cuted not only for his controversial line of thought regarding the figure of
Moses “The Egyptian” and the origin of Judaism, but for his “race.” In es-
sence, the question he asks about Moses is the same as Spinoza’s: “How is
it possible for a single man to evolve such extraordinary effectiveness that
he can form a people out of random individuals and families, can stamp
them with their definitive character and determine their fate for thousands
of years?”®® What, in other words, is the secret of the character of the Jewish
people, “a character which is probably what has made their survival to the
present day possible?”®! The answer he provides is also similar to Spinoza’s.
By anchoring the Jews’ identity in religion and assuring them that they were
God'’s chosen people, Moses increased their self-esteem considerably, to the
point of making them feel superior to all other peoples.®* Elsewhere, as we
saw, Freud defines religion as an illusion and a superstition, rather than a
mere error. Like Kant, he points to its practical use and its civilizing function,
while disputing its claim to truth. In addition, and crucially, of the many
precepts of the new religion, which all demonstrated the Jews’ willingness
to love and obey their God as a result of having been chosen, the prohibi-
tion against making an image of God stood out. By making God invisible, it
signaled “a triumph of intellectuality over sensuality,” of “an abstract idea”
over “sensory perception,” and thus shaped the Jews’ inclination toward in-
tellectual pursuits.®® The prohibition elevated God to a higher degree (from
its original sensuous, totemic origin); it made its people feel “proud” and
“superior to other people who have remained under the spell of sensual-
ity.”* But why, Freud goes on to ask, should an advance in intellectuality, a
“set-back to sensuality” or “instinctual renunciation”—without which, he
claims, there can be no civilization—be the source of a greater self-regard?*®
Prima facie, the renunciation of an instinctual demand, especially of an
erotic nature, is a source of displeasure—at least when it is the result of
external obstacles. But, Freud remarks, psychoanalysis teaches us that in-
stinctual renunciation can also be the result of an internal process, driven by
the inhibiting and prohibiting force of a supreme authority, whether of the
group as a whole or of the individual. A different, sometimes higher kind
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of pleasure is derived from the obedience to such a commanding, punishing
authority. Such an authority—the successor and representative of an indi-
vidual’s parents—is also a source of love, and one we are too afraid to lose
by defying it. By obeying it, we seek its approval; and its approval is experi-
enced as “liberation and satisfaction.”®® Moses is thus credited with having
“created the Jews” through a particularly effective allegiance to an authority
that is both loved and feared.®” He federated a random set of individuals
and families into a cohesive group by subjecting them to a strict and long
list of precepts and prohibitions, which they learned to desire and even love:

The people of Israel had believed themselves to be the favourite child of God,
and when the great father caused misfortune after misfortune to rain down
upon this people of his, they were never shaken in their belief in his relation-
ship to them or questioned his power or righteousness. Instead, they pro-
duced the prophets, who held up their sinfulness before them; and out of
their sense of guilt they created the over-strict commandments of their priestly

religion.®®

And that, Spinoza would say, is a prime example of effective government, of
a government through voluntary servitude and superstition—even if, when
all is said and done, it is one that also puts the chosen people on the path
of reason, and therefore at an advantage with respect to other collective as-
semblages that are still dependent on perceptual knowledge.

Instinctual renunciation, by which Freud means the renunciation of an
aggressive, hostile impulse as a result of a deep-seated fear, is in fact the root
of all religions, if not of civilization itself. In the second essay of Totem and
Taboo, he traces a line that runs through the taboo regulations of so-called
primitive or animist societies, the prohibitions of monotheistic religions,
and the foundations of modern morality:

It may begin to dawn on us that the taboos of the savage Polynesians are
after all not so remote from us as we were inclined to think at first, that the
moral and conventional prohibitions by which we ourselves are governed may
have some essential relationship with these primitive taboos and that an ex-
planation of taboo might throw a light upon the obscure origin of our own

“categorical imperative.”®

The source of our categorical imperative, and of the moral and religious pro-
hibitions we take for granted, is, Freud claims, identical to that of the taboos
governing distant societies. Those forms of authority are all instruments of
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government, ways of bringing people together by demanding that they re-
nounce their most fundamental and aggressive impulses.

With the publication of Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920), Freud began
to see the human psyche as the seat of a primordial aggressive drive, one
that is independent of the economy of pleasure that defines the ego- and
libidinal instincts and, as such, constitutes the greatest threat to the consti-
tution and expansion of peaceful societies. Since the original inclination
to aggression and cruelty is “the greatest impediment to civilisation,”” the
fundamental question for the emergence and survival of civilization, and
the primordial political question, is that of the inhibition of such instinct.
The founding political question consists in asking how to combine single
human individuals into ever greater unities (“families, then races, peoples
and nations,” and ultimately “mankind”), how to bind them libidinally to
one another (for “necessity alone, the advantages of work in common, will
not hold them together”).” As Spinoza had rightly argued in his political
writings, the only way to build a true (that is, long-lasting and peaceful)
civitas is not through fear, hatred, or even utility, but through love. But in
the absence of a purely rational republic, in which each would act as a result
of a careful process of deliberation and a rational decision, a certain train-
ing of the psyche, preferably one based on love, will be inevitable. While
preferable, such a libidinal regime is nonetheless rare. For the most part, the
remedy against man’s desire for aggression has consisted in the emergence
and solidification of prohibitions of the type we have spoken of, and the
constitution of a new and in fact tyrannical authority: namely, “conscience.”
By that, Freud means the introjection or internalization of that aggressive
desire, its reorientation toward its point of origin, namely, the ego, now split
between the ordinary ego and the “superego,” which infiltrates—in fact,
poisons—the ego with a constant sense of guilt and a need for punishment.
The cost to the ego is, in that respect, significant, if not disproportionate:
there is no hiding from the superego, and the once crucial distinction “be-
tween doing something bad and wishing to do it disappears entirely,” thus
raising cruelty to new and in reality limitless heights. The mechanism of
control and inhibition has been entirely internalized.

In conclusion, and with a view to opening up the final part of this chap-
ter, I would like to borrow a term from Louis Althusser and suggest that, for
Spinoza, every society requires its own “ideological state apparatus.””? The
use of that term in this context isn’t arbitrary: Althusser explicitly says that it is
Spinoza who opened his eyes to the material existence of ideology.”> With this
expression, he meant not only its material social conditions, that is, its connec-
tions with interests blinded by the imagination of a social group (ideology as
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false consciousness), but also the materiality of the very existence of ideology:
its rituals, day-to-day practices, and institutions; its history and specific func-
tion, related to, yet distinct from, the (essentially repressive and violent) state
apparatus. Using a more Foucauldian vocabulary, we could say that relations
of production, and the reproduction of the conditions of production, operate
alongside technologies of the self or techniques of embodiment, which vary
and evolve according the epochs of history; but all—pastoral, disciplinary,
eco-normative, algorithmic—involve the repetition of gestures and words,
the acquisition of habits, the internalization of norms of behavior, et cetera.
As a result, the question of emancipation and counter-conduct is also, and
equally importantly, the question of the status of bodies and embodiment
outside these forms of power. This is why, Read argues—and as we can see
from E4p10s— “liberation from ‘servitude, from the powers of the false, is
not accomplished once and for all in the act of comprehending the truth,
but must itself become a practice, a habit, of organising our thoughts and af-
fects.””* Like obedience, freedom needs to be embodied.

This sits well with Spinoza’s monistic framework, for which the ideal and
the material, or mind and body, aren’t opposed to one another. As much
as he argues for a radical separation between the first kind of knowledge—
which originates in signs, random encounters, and the imagination—and
the second, which originates in common notions, this separation is one that
needs to be put into practice, time and again, in order to be effective (E 2,
Prop. 40 Schol. 2). Knowledge is not this magic wand that makes all super-
stitions and illusions disappear; it is itself a fragile practice that requires a
continual struggle against the tide of superstition and imagination. It is a
mode of existence, and even a way of life, that does not leave the realm of
affects and the imagination behind, but engages and transforms them.

I1. Economic Superstitions, or Market Fetishism

One would think that the obvious point of departure for a Marxist critique
of superstition would be his concept of ideology, insofar as it designates
the range of discourses and practices, from religion to law and philosophy,
which emanate entirely unaware from the depths of social and economic re-
lations. As such, they express something fundamentally different from what
they claim to express; and the truth they pursue, the objects they identify,
and the subjects they shape turn out be mere illusions. The critique of po-
litical economy, and the rationality it promotes, demands a critique of all
the other rationalities that have a claim to truth regarding human reality.
Inevitably, I will begin by looking at ideology thus understood (section 1).
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Very quickly, however, I will turn to superstition in a more fundamental,
and specifically economic sense, which Marx captured with the term “fe-
tishism.” It does not (or at least not primarily) refer to the item of clothing
or the mobile phone we worship and “absolutely must have.” This more
familiar sense of fetishism is, from the Marxist perspective, only secondary
and derivative. It is rooted in the capitalist mode of production itself, which
Marx summarized with the notion of “commodity fetishism” (sections 2
and 3).”” By the same token, it also means that superstition can't be attrib-
uted to mere ideology (to religion, for example)—that is, to what is after
all only a surface effect of a deeper, more mysterious set of relations. Al-
though it does indeed function in that way in Marx’s work, it also and more
significantly designates the very form of social relations under the capitalist
mode of production. This, I believe, means that there is an imaginary reality
of capitalism itself, embedded not in ideology, but in commodity (as well
as financial) fetishism. Similarly, and simultaneously, it means that ideol-
ogy has a material existence or reality, and even a history. The latter point,
as I have already suggested, will require a careful evaluation of Althusser’s
concept of ideological state apparatus, to which I will turn in the third and
final section of this part of this chapter. As an indication of traces of super-
stition within the Marxian discourse itself, however, I will end this second
part with a few critical remarks on Marx’s own ambiguous, if not ambivalent
claims regarding the place of “man” in relation to nature, and the fantasy of
omnipotence to which he at times succumbs (section 4).

1. Superstition as Ideology?

The critique of superstition is an invisible thread that runs through the whole
of Marx’s thought, from his very early philosophical writings to the third
volume of Capital. In his doctoral thesis from 1841, The Difference between
the Democritean and Epicurean Philosophy of Nature, we find the following
passage:

Whereas Aristotle reproached the ancients for believing that the heavens
needed Atlas to support them . . . Epicurus finds fault with those who believe
that man needs the heavens. He finds Atlas himself, on whose back the heav-
ens hang, in human stupidity and superstition [in der menschlichen Dummbheit

und dem Aberglauben|. Stupidity and superstition also are Titans.”

In that early work, Marx seeks to compare, contrast, and assess two differ-
ent conceptions of not only atomism, but also freedom. As in Spinoza, the
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question of superstition is intimately bound up with, and in fact identical
to, that of servitude (Marx, following Hegel, prefers to call it “alienation”),
and of knowing how to free ourselves from its shackles. Marx’s reading of
the ancient Greek materialist schools of thought, which had flourished in
the aftermath of the collapse of liberty in Athens in the late fifth century
BCE, brought him face to face with those bent on rejecting the burden of
traditional superstitions. It planted the seeds of a new materialism, beyond
the idealist tendencies and metaphysical derivations of the Hegelian school
of thought. The materialism in question, however, was to find its expression
not in a revised, modern atomism or philosophy of nature, or a new philo-
sophical system, but in a critique of political economy. As Marx will put
it most clearly almost two decades later in the Preface to A Contribution to
Political Economy (1859), his early work, especially his critical examination
of the Hegelian philosophy of law in Critique of Hegel's Doctrine of the State
(1843), led him “to the conclusion that neither legal relations nor political
forms could be comprehended whether by themselves or on the basis of a
so-called general development of the human mind, but that on the contrary
they originate in the material conditions of life, the totality of which Hegel,
following the example of English and French thinkers of the eighteenth cen-
tury, embraces within the term ‘civil society’; that the anatomy of the civil
society, however, has to be sought in political economy.”?”

While retaining political economy as the ground on which the battle
against superstition (or “ideology”) was to be fought, the critique in ques-
tion required a confrontation with, and departure from, the views of the
“modern political economists,” by which Marx meant the likes of J. B. Say,
A. Smith, D. Ricardo, and J. S. Mill. As we'll see, Marx eventually came to
the conclusion that it’s not just the superstructure of ideology, but the entire
system of economic production and exchange, known as capitalism, that is
a superstition, concentrated and summarized in the phenomenon of “com-
modity fetishism.” The system in question is not simply a set of beliefs; it
is a system of servitude, or alienation. And it needs to be fought with the
same vigor and determination once displayed by the physical materialists
against religion, which he had analyzed in his doctoral thesis. In fact, Marx
sees “ideology” (by which he means the entire production of ideas, repre-
sentations, and forms of consciousness, such as religion, morality, law, or
metaphysics) as a mere effect of our social conditions of existence, one that
can be addressed only through a rigorous critique and transformation. As
paradoxical and scandalous as this may seem, the values, laws, and truths of
those superstructures are today’s heavens, in whose hands we put our trust,
or the Titans that prop up ideology. We assume that they represent the real
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world, when in fact they are nothing but the emanation of the material con-
duct of men and women—that is, of the relations and forces of production
that determine their existence. By contrast with German idealism, Marx and
Engels write in German Ideology (1845-46), which descends from heaven to
the earth, materialists ascend from earth to heaven. They do not set out from
what human beings say, imagine, or conceive about themselves in order to
arrive at human beings in the flesh. Rather, they set out from real, active hu-
man beings, from the life-process that sustains and shapes them, and then
demonstrate the necessary character of the ideological formations, reflexes,
and habits they hold dear. In a way strikingly reminiscent of Lucretius’ De
Rerum Natura, and his critique of superstition as stemming from our ability
to project our fears and hopes onto natural figures and images, Marx and
Engels speak of the “phantoms formed in the human brain [die Nebelbildun-
gen im Gehirn der Menschen]” as a result of their life-process, and of the need
to bring t