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This dissertation argues for the singularity with which the theatre, conceived as a 

fleshly encounter with language, constitutes a matrix for social change in the age 

of global capitalism. The project traces a genealogy of French dramatists and 

theatre theorists who share in common an unprecedented deployment of the stage 

as a model for dialectical thought, which they also conceive of as integral to the 

question of human subjectivity. The dissertation demonstrates how the formal 

divisions which give the theatre its specificity – its tension between dramatic text 

and the horizon of live performance, its mimetic and spatial disjunctions, its 

opposition of spectator and actor – invariably lead practitioners and theorists to 

take a stand with respect to two orientations toward the subject. They are 

distinguished, I argue, by their different attitudes concerning the aleatory, 

unpredictable nature of live theatrical performance. The stakes of the project for 

theatre and performance studies lie in its affirmationist acount of theatrical 

mimesis. Far from constituting a site of representational closure and binary 

opposition to be deconstructed and overcome, I insist upon a reading of 

theatricality in terms of dialectical scission, in which the stage’s formal 

constraints provide the substrate for eruptions of the unthought within which 



 

change finds its bearings. By delineating two subjective orientations in theatre 

theory and practice, this dissertation marshals the stage’s formidable resources in 

a battle against the finitude that attends every relinking of dialectical division, and 

which grounds the ideological shadow play that sustains power in our current 

conjuncture. Running against the grain of those critical tendencies that would 

reduce the theatre to an irreparably metaphysical, and thus politically retrograde 

construct, this project asserts the necessity of the theatre and the singularity with 

which it is capable of orienting us in the confusion of our times. 
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Introduction 
 

THEATRE, THEORY, POLITICS 
 

The intent of the critique of the critique of the subject is not to promote its 

return, like the return of a past reality that, tired of being neglected, would 

aspire to play once again a role on the philosophical stage. The critique 

has shown us that the Being of the subject has never been recognized; it is 

not its “return” that is announced in this critique, but its first coming. —

HENRY, “The Critique of the Subject” 

 
_____________________________ 

 

THE STATE AND/OF THE THEATRE 
 

Theatre is an art and an art will always be a site divided between 

subversion and institution, contemplative passivity and active rupture, the 

State and the crowd, creation and the market. An important artwork 

displaces these frontiers but it cannot abolish them.—BADIOU, “A 

Theatre of Operations” 

 

A single question guides the following studies: Where is the political intensity of the theatre to 

be located today? In the English-speaking world any attempt at answering this question is 

complicated by a two-fold problem in thinking the relation between the practice of the theatrical 
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arts and their theorization. This problem can be traced to a mutation in the perennially 

ambivalent link between theatre and the state. The theatre has always depended upon the state for 

its subsistence in the form of grants, subsidies and infrastructure. In ancient Greece, as is well 

known, such civic support took the form of the compulsory sponsorship of theatrical 

competitions by wealthy Greek citizens. In France, theatre artists such as Racine and Molière 

were pensioned by the court through a system of state sponsorship today reflected in the 

country’s national and regional centres dramatiques, in festivals such as the heavily endowed 

Avignon Festival and in still existing pensions such as those of the pensionnaires and sociétaires 

of the Comédie-Française. The state, for its part, has always had need of the theatre, and its 

patronage has more often than not been laden with the implied or expressed imperative to 

promote the regime, perhaps first and foremost by aggrandizing the oligarchy. In his discussion 

of the four causes in Physics, Aristotle famously identifies the pleasure of the patron of an 

artwork as the latter’s final cause or telos.1 At the height of the theatre in France, Richelieu’s 

private Salle de Comédie featured a dais in the center of the hall from which the Cardinal and his 

guests occupied the point of perfect perspective in relation to the stage, leaving the rest of the 

audience to imagine vicariously the visual splendor it was missing.2 Beyond gilding the body 

politic, the theatre has of course also performed well when pressed into the service of state 

ideology. Ready examples of such deployments include the state-approved forms of Socialist 

                                                
1 Aristotle, Aristotle: The Physics, Books I-IV (II, iii, 194b-195b), trans. P. H. Wicksteed and F. M. 
Cornford, Revised edition (Harvard University Press, 1957). 
2 See Timothy Murray, Theatrical Legitimation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 120. In 
connection with Richelieu’s Salle de Comédie, Mitchell Greenberg underscores the subjugating effects of 
the optics of the perspectival stage itself upon the spectator. Such optics are presumably operative 
irrespective of whether one is a cardinal or a courtier. Greenberg’s development on this point resonates 
productively with Lacan’s theorization of an “extimate” or “ex-centric” stage, discussed in the fifth 
chapter of the present dissertation. See Mitchell Greenberg, Subjectivity and Subjugation in Seventeenth-
Century Drama and Prose (Cambridge University Press, 1992), 14. 
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Realism in Soviet Russia or Jiang Quing’s eight model operas, to which theatrical life was 

subordinated during China’s Cultural Revolution. Certainly the ideological deployment of the 

theatre cannot be restricted to examples of totalitarian propaganda. At their darkest moments, 

what are our contemporary theatrical institutions if not the star-studded purveyors of global 

capitalism’s ideological underside, liberal-democratic multiculturalism? 

 Situating the question of the political with respect to the mutual dependence of theatre and the 

state, philosopher and dramatist Alain Badiou insists that this relation should be viewed, not as 

an articulation of the performing arts to politics, but to power. While Badiou devotes long 

passages of his Rhapsody for the Theatre to the exploration of an isomorphism between theatre 

and politics, he nevertheless stresses that no rule can be derived from the formal resonances 

between the two.3 In In Praise of Theatre Badiou insists that “there exists no general law of the 

relation between politics and theatre. What there is, is the permanence of the interest of States in 

the theatre, often taking the form of a surveillance, simply because one gathers there to listen to 

remarks and discussions which are perhaps uncontrolled.”4 Indeed, chief among the various 

flavors of condemnation of which the theatre has historically been the object, and which taken 

together comprise what Jonas Barish called the antitheatrical prejudice, we find the suspicion in 

which the stage has long been held by state powers, even while being deployed to state ends.5 

This fear, founded in part upon the theatre’s unruly, aleatory nature, is reflected in the lengths to 

which the state has been willing to go to bring the stage to heel when its message doesn’t suit the 

powers that be. This capacity of the state to crack down on the theatre is given grim testimony in 

                                                
3 Alain Badiou, Rhapsody for the Theatre: A Short Philosophical Treatise, trans. Bruno Bosteels 
(London: Verso, 2013). With François Regnault's, Le spectateur (Paris: Beba, 1986), this volume stands 
as one of the most innovative (and neglected) works of theatre theory in second half of the twentieth 
century. 
4 Alain Badiou, In Praise of Theatre, trans. Andrew Bielski (Cambridge: Polity, 2015), 75. 
5 Jonas A. Barish, The Antitheatrical Prejudice (Irvine: University of California Press, 1981). 
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the twentieth century by the disappearing of scores of theatre artists during Argentina’s “Dirty 

War,” the liquidation of Vsevolod Meyerhold by the Soviets and the execution of Federico 

García Lorca, recently confirmed to have been at the hands of the Franco regime (if there had 

been any doubt).6 One is tempted to decry the state’s grip upon the theatre, particularly in light of 

such atrocities. The advent of independent theatres, funded exclusively by their patrons, is one 

example among many of the effort to sever the bond between theatre and the state. For Badiou, 

however, such endeavors “remain framed by dispositions of power vis-à-vis the theatre. In the 

final analysis,” he concludes, “the theatre is an institution, close in certain respects to national 

education.”7  

 And there are good reasons for not wanting to dissolve the uneasy alliance between theatre 

and the state. For the funding and infrastructure by which the theatre is bound to state power, 

however subserviently, provide a crucial conduit by which the former is able to address itself 

critically to the latter. Delineating two opposed visions of the theatre in Rhapsody – 

distinguished typographically as “theatre” and “Theatre” – Badiou describes their respective 

relations to the state in the following terms: “Theatre is of the State, though it has nothing to say 

about this. It perpetuates and organizes the easygoing and grumpy subjectivity that is needed for 

the State. Theatre, for its part, always says something about the State and finally about the state 

(of the situation). There are certainly good reasons for not wanting to listen to this saying.”8 

Here, Badiou evokes one of his masters – and perhaps only rival for the title of most theatrical of 

philosophers – Jean-Paul Sartre, who famously insisted upon the situated nature of human 

                                                
6 Ashifa Kassam, “Federico García Lorca Was Killed on Official Orders, Say 1960s Police Files,” The 
Guardian, April 23, 2015, https://www.theguardian.com/culture/2015/apr/23/federico-garcia-lorca-
spanish-poet-killed-orders-spanish-civil-war. 
7 Badiou, In Praise of Theatre, 76. 
8 Badiou, Rhapsody for the Theatre, 25. Original italics. 
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choice, a perspective expressed in a theatrical register in his theorization of a theatre of situations 

(théâtre de situations).9 How are we to understand situatedness in Badiou’s sense? Reducing 

things considerably, we can say that situation is the principle of structuration whereby entities 

such as the nation state are constituted as whole or counted as One. Drawing for this 

foundational point of his ontology from Cantorian set theory, Badiou describes such unification 

as arising through the operation of a double counting: first, in the presentation of a finite set of 

elements (the situation), and second, in the re-presentation of the members of this set in subsets 

and their various permutations (the state of the situation). Badiou’s understanding of situatedness 

underscores the excessive power of the state, whose second counting operation occasions nearly 

limitless permutations or representations of subsets of what remains a finite set.10 Crucial for 

Badiou in this connection is the insistence of a more primordial excess than that of the 

representational procedures of the state: the fact that any situation or set is by definition founded 

upon an empty or void set which perpetually escapes representation or distribution within the 

state’s second counting. In a given situation this primordial excess is the symptomatic point or 

point of the real upon whose repression the state is founded. What Badiou calls events are 

precisely those unpredictable eruptions in which the immeasurable power of the state is exposed 

in all its contingency through the sudden illumination of precisely this symptomatic point. By 

exposing its fundamental inconsistency, events always have the function of assigning a measure 
                                                
9 See Jean-Paul Sartre, “For a Theatre of Situations,” in Sartre on Theatre, ed. Michel Contat and Michel 
Rybalka, trans. Frank Jellinek (New York: Pantheon, 1976). The original French title of this volume, 
Théâtre de situations, underscores the importance of the concept of situatedness for Sartre’s theories of 
the theatre and of the subject, a significance sacrificed to the general appeal of the volume’s English title. 
10 An example often given of this set theoretical proposition central to Badiou’s ontology is that of the 
census: the primary purpose of a census is account for a set of inhabitants of a nation, but the members of 
this set can then be distributed according to nearly infinite predicates, including race, gender, immigrant 
status and so on. Admirably clear accounts of double count of situatedness can be found in Peter 
Hallward, Badiou: A Subject to Truth (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 82–90, and in 
Bruno Bosteels, Badiou and Politics (Durham: Duke University Press, 2011), 29–33. 
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to the excessive power of the state, at the same time introducing a previously unthought (or 

unthinkable) possibility, and consequently the horizon of change. 

 I have been discussing the example of the nation state, but it is important to note that this 

logic inheres in any of what Badiou refers to as the four truth domains or generic procedures: art, 

politics, science and love. Badiou for this reason often distinguishes, as he does above, between 

the state (l’état) of the situation, and the modern nation State (L’État). To illustrate this principle 

with examples from the truth domain of art, and from the theatrical arts in particular, we might 

consider Badiou’s observation regarding the ancient Greek theatre of Aeschylus: “The initiating 

event of tragedy bears the name ‘Aeschylus,’ but this name, like every other name of an event, is 

really the index of a central void in the previous situation of choral poetry.”11 Here, Badiou 

describes the birth of tragedy from the status quo of dithyrambic performance by a unified 

chorus, considered at the time to be a single actor. To the inaugural gesture of Thespis, who is 

said to have stepped out from the chorus, becoming the first actor of the western stage – in 

Badiou’s terms, an event of the theatre in its own right – Aeschylus adds a second dramatic 

personage, thus founding the theatre in the dialogical form we know it today. As another 

example of the illuminating work of artistic events and their untimely eruptions of creative 

novelty, we might take the theatre of Bertolt Brecht. With its central operating principle of 

distanciation or estrangement (Verfremdung), Brecht’s epic theatre detonated the prevailing 

Aristotelian dramatic form of the bourgeois Weimar stage, effecting a rupture in a 

representational protocol Western theatre had called its own for millenia and ushering in a new 

vision of the theatre as riven, as determined by the forces of dialectical contradiction.  

                                                
11 Alain Badiou, Handbook of Inaesthetics, trans. Alberto Toscano (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2004), 13. 
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 In Thespis, Aeschylus and Brecht, we are able to see at work the logical mechanism whereby 

transformation and creative novelty arise in Badiou’s framework: as fulgurations of immanent 

though hitherto inarticulable sites whose emergence founds new paradigms, at the same time 

turning back to say something about the state of the situation in which they have lain dormant. In 

these examples, we are also able to locate a first aspect of artistic subjectivity in Badiou’s 

philosophy. Rather than placing subjectivity on the side of the individual artist, Badiou situates it 

in a given configuration or system of works itself, precisely in its operation of breaking with 

established protocols so as to found unprecedented artistic possibilities.12 So if the link between 

the stage and the state cannot finally be said to be the location of an authentic relation of theatre 

and politics, this organic bond nevertheless provides one of the conditions of possibility for 

events of the theatre: those unexpected illuminations of the gap upon which any representational 

regime is founded, and within whose critical operations change finds its bearings. If, for Badiou 

as for Mallarmé, the theatre is “a superior art,” this lies precisely in the manner in which its 

formal constraints, which organize the interplay of bodies and languages, uniquely dispose it to 

such orienting illuminations.13 

 

                                                
12 In a second aspect of artistic subjectivity, discussed in the final chapter of the present dissertation, 
Badiou identifies the fidelity of individuals to the Ideas that proceed from artistic events. In another 
example of depersonalized subjectivity, such individuals are those who pledge themselves to the 
emergence of new artistic truths, thus becoming incorporated in what Badiou describes as a subjective 
body, understood as the real of a given truth: “what orients it, what makes it exist, what causes it to be 
real.” See Alain Badiou and Fabien Tarby, Philosophy and the Event (Cambridge: Polity, 2013), 74. In 
connection with the theatre, the crucial figure for Badiou is that of the spectator, understood not as the 
individual who strolls into the theatre on a given night, but precisely as the fidelity that emerges through 
the subjective experience of an event of the theatre. It is for this reason that Badiou describes the spectator 
as the “point of the real by which the spectacle comes into being.” One of the conditions of possibility for 
events of the theatre is, for Badiou, “the eclipse and impact of at least one spectator.” See Badiou, 
Rhapsody for the Theatre, 5, 16.  
13 Stéphane Mallarmé, Divagations, trans. Barbara Johnson (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 2007), 142. 
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STRANGE BEDFELLOWS: THEATRE AND THE ACADEMY 
 

As artists, we are fully aware that we need to engage in an ongoing 

conversation with theorists and critics, but let’s get it straight: we no 

longer depend entirely on you to explain us. Some of us have mastered the 

tools that allow us to be part of creating the context for our own work. 

And this should not be seen as an unpleasant inconvenience, but as an 

advantage.—GOMEZ-PENA, Dangerous Border Crossings 

 

It is in view of the necessary if ambivalent link between theatre and the state that we can situate a 

first aspect of the two-fold predicament currently facing the practice and theorization of the 

theatre in the English-speaking world. As is well known, recent years have seen rapidly 

diminishing state support of the arts, including but certainly not limited to the theatre. Claims 

that the arts in the United States have rebounded after the NEA’s budget and staff were cut in 

half under the Clinton administration – thus realizing the Reagan-Stockman dream of the early 

1980s – are given the lie as soon as inflation is taken into account. While recent reports show an 

estimated increase in public and corporate foundation support of 56%, inflation-adjusted 

estimates show a decrease in funding of 26% since the NEA was gutted in 1995.14 Whence the 

increasingly crucial role played by private foundation and individual support for the arts. And 

while the United States can boast increases of 67% at the level of private funding, one need but 

scratch the surface to reveal the overwhelmingly disproportionate allocation of these resources.15 

Individual and private foundation giving is notoriously concentrated in wealthy urban centers 

                                                
14 Andy Horowitz, “Who Should Pay for the Arts in America?,” The Atlantic, January 30, 2015, 
http://www.theatlantic.com/entertainment/archive/2016/01/the-state-of-public-funding-for-the-arts-in-
america/424056/. 
15 Horowitz. 
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and favors “high-impact” organizations such as New York City’s Public Theatre or London’s 

National Theatre, where average ticket prices are prohibitive for all but a few (a circumstance 

that all the free Shakespeare in the Park in the world won’t remedy). This disproportionate 

support is often paradoxically justified with claims that smaller arts organizations, of which a 

large percentage serve minority communities or are located in rural areas, simply can’t get 

organized when it comes to finances and management. These trends can be further qualified by 

the observation that funding for the arts in the United States and United Kingdom lags woefully 

behind that of other Western nations. In 2004, direct public expenditure on the arts represented 

.26% of the GDP in France, .36% in Germany and .47% in Finland, while the same study of ten 

selected countries had the United Kingdom weighing in at .14% and the United States a distant 

last place at .02%.16 

 One of the outcomes of the weakening of the link between theatre and the state in the English-

speaking world is that the former has found itself increasingly dependent upon existing ties to the 

academy, where related cuts to the humanities have made strange bedfellows of the beleaguered 

institutions. The position the theatre can today claim within the academy was hard won, 

proceeding from the assertion of a few scholars in the early twentieth century that dramatic 

literature’s horizon of live theatrical performance demanded a different set of theoretical lenses 

than those typically employed in the study of literature.17 Consideration of dramatic texts, it was 

argued, must be complemented by examination of the material circumstances of their public 

presentation – the composition and distribution of audiences, the available means for realizing 

                                                
16 Claire McCaughey, “Comparisons of Arts Funding in Selected Countries: Preliminary Findings” 
(Canada Council for the Arts, 2005). 
17 Shannon Jackson's, Professing Performance: Theatre in the Academy from Philololgy to Performativity 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004) provides an unsurpassed account of the institutional 
development of theatre and performance studies in the Anglo-American academy. 
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theatrical illusion in a given period, and so on – and must therefore engage historical, 

sociological and economic analysis. Thanks to these early efforts, fully fledged departments of 

theatre studies emerged, soon after incorporating the practical training in acting, directing, 

dramatic writing and design, which forms a core aspect of the study of theatre in many 

departments of the performing arts today. While this insistence on the theatrical arts as a living 

practice has created a welcome refuge for the theatre, its position within the academy is in many 

ways no less precarious. Indeed, in the context of the Anglo-American university the theatre at 

times meets with an antitheatrical prejudice just as inveterate as that which it faces with respect 

to the state: in this case, a philosophical inheritance whose ur-scene is Plato’s allegory of the 

cave, and which can be characterized by a deeply ingrained distrust of the spectacular arts, 

viewed as capable of producing only perversions of the transcendental purity of the Idea. In the 

modern university this prejudice often finds expression in the marginalization of the practical 

aspects of theatre training in relation to the study of dramatic criticism and theatre history. 

Research funding competes with production budgets, and inequalities between practical 

instructors and staff, and professors of dramatic literature and theatre history abound, as 

witnessed by dubious titles such as “artist in residence” or “instructor of the practice.” This 

predicament has been given an ironic twist of late: having to fight harder than perhaps any other 

field to prove its relevance in the face of widespread budget cuts, departments of the performing 

arts are rescued by “the practice” in the form of valuable tuition dollars driven by adolescent 

dreams of careers in the arts – dreams which, particularly in light of the recent United States 

presidential elections, may remain increasingly difficult to actualize. 

 To be sure, the relation between theatre and the state has always been mediated to a greater or 

lesser extent by the academy. The efflorescence of artistic activity that coincided with French 
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absolutism under Louis XIV was fostered and regulated by the Mazarins and Colberts of the 

Académie Française. Some of the most influential currents of modernism emerged from the 

Bauhaus, where the great theatrical experiments of Oskar Schlemmer and Walter Gropius 

unfolded under the aegis of a merged Weimar Saxon-Grand Ducal Art School and the Weimar 

Academy of Fine Art. Such programmatic platforms, unbecoming as they are to the modern 

liberal university, are now a thing of the past. But it does not follow that artists have therefore 

stopped seeking their marching orders from within their sustaining bond with the academy. 

Indeed, in the absence of regulated artistic protocols academicians still find their theoretical 

preoccupations reflected in the work of resident and affiliate artists, or in that of artists with 

whose practice their scholarship engages. If I may be permitted a couple of clarifying anecdotes, 

I am reminded in this connection of a graduate course in which I participated on the topic of 

performance and cultural memory in the Americas. Taking place over several weeks in Peru, the 

course was the product of an informal partnership between my university and a modest, 

politically engaged theatre company based in Lima, whose work had been popularized in the 

United States and abroad through the research of a handful of scholars on my university’s 

faculty. Our work, which included readings, practical training with ensemble members, as well 

as day trips and visits to monuments, was complemented by regular performances of the 

company’s repertoire. It is difficult to describe the embarrassment one felt as, sitting in a nearly 

empty auditorium, theatrical testimonies of Peru’s devastating internal conflict of the ‘80s and 

‘90s were performed before the private audience of graduate students of which one was a part – 

so many Richelieus in a spectacle of privilege which served, beyond our anguished flattery, to 

ennoble the research narratives which provided the theoretical frame and occasion for our visit. 

In a related instance, I am reminded of a piece presented by a Canadian performance artist at my 
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doctoral institution. The performance opened with a projected title that spanned the back wall of 

the stage and which, appearing in Star Wars credits fashion accompanied by the sound of a deep 

atmospheric rumbling, read simply: “PLANES OF IMMANENCE.” While several publications 

around the artist’s work had described its resonances with the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze, 

when asked during the post-performance discussion, there was no immediate connection to be 

found in the artist’s own account of her project. It was as if, somehow persuaded that my 

university was a hotbed of research in “French theory,” the artist felt obliged to draw from the 

critical mirror reflecting her performance practice so as to present a calling card embossed with 

legitimizing deterritorialization. Such anecdotes, far from being frivolous, reflect precisely what 

Jacques Lacan called the Che vuoi? question: the anxious query of the subject when confronted 

with the unfathomable desire of the Other, and whose answer is staged in the fundamental 

fantasy.18 Indeed, even in the absence of the classical unities or the rules of bienséance, a 

dynamic of address and demand insists in the interplay between the theatrical arts and their 

academicization, taking the form of the questions, “What do you want from me? What am I for 

you?” 

 One of the refreshing outcomes of the mutual dependence of theatre and the academy is that it 

has given rise to an urgently needed reflection on a set of thorny questions relating to the tension 

between performing arts practice and its theorization. In more general terms, we might describe 

this as a dynamic between artistic production and conceptual thought. The above anecdotes 

reflect what I argue is an unsustainable vision of this tension, where we find the articulation of 

creative practice to a complex of institutional power, taking the form of a kind of voluntary 

subjugation. This should by no means be read to suggest that philosophy or theory should remain 

                                                
18 The theatrical underpinnings of Lacan’s theorization of fundamental fantasy and the psychoanalytic act 
are taken up in this dissertation’s fifth chapter. 
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of little concern to creative practitioners, particularly once this dynamic has been wrested from 

the co-dependent hall of mirrors that sometimes installs itself in the space between artists and 

academics. Indeed, the question of organization, of guiding principles and watchwords for 

practice is paramount, particularly where the question of politically engaged artwork is 

concerned. It was Brecht who perhaps most lucidly described this knot. In “On Art and 

Socialism” the author of Galileo and The Threepenny Opera in one breath asserts that “there can 

be no doubt that socialism, and by that I mean revolutionary socialism, will transform the face of 

our land in our own lifetime,” and in the next, “As far as the artists are concerned I reckon they 

would be best advised to take no heed and do whatever turns them on.” Such equivocation might 

lead one to believe that Brecht here espouses a kind of willful ignorance of conceptual and 

political trends on the part of artists, were it not for his concluding pivot: “For people in whose 

heads these tensions are absent, it will of course be hard to create art at all.”19  

 In this connection, the theatre-theory relation might productively draw from the examples of 

Marxism and the psychoanalytic clinic. Reflecting on the tension between theory and practice in 

Valences of the Dialectic, Fredric Jameson takes psychoanalysis and Marxism as exemplary 

unities-of-theory-and-practice, both of which work to “transcend the systematic closures of 

philosophy.”20 They do this by proposing a relation in which their concepts: 

 
[…] never exist on their own, autonomously, but must always remain open to the completion 

of realities external to themselves: thus the conceptualities of psychoanalysis are ultimately 

fully meaningful only by way of the analytic situation itself, of the pole of the Other, the 

analyst, outside individual consciousness; while in Marxism significance is finally only 

achieved by way of our concrete class situation and the act – individual or collective – within 

                                                
19 Bertolt Brecht, “From: On Art and Socialism,” in Brecht on Art and Politics, ed. Tom Kuhn and 

Steve Giles, trans. Laura Bradley and Tom Kuhn (London: Bloomsbury, 2003), 38. 
20 Fredric Jameson, Valences of the Dialectic (London: Verso, 2009), 10. 
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class history itself. These unities-of-theory-and-practice are therefore distinct from the 

implied autonomy of the philosophical concept and cannot in any sense be completed by 

philosophy but only by praxis.21  

 

Significant in Jameson’s development on the theory-practice relation is the manner in which 

psychoanalysis and Marxism are seen, not unlike Badiou’s theory of the event, describe a rupture 

in the circulation of discourse – in this case in the circulation of theoretical pronouncements. The 

unities-of-theory-and-practice found in psychoanalysis and Marxism operate in the precise sense 

that “the practical component in them always interrupts the ‘unity of theory’ and prevents it from 

coming together in some satisfying philosophical system.”22  

 Several questions for the performing arts and the academy follow from this discussion of the 

interplay between theory and practice: What are the risks for a theoretical posture that would 

grasp and sublimate or instrumentalize the products of artistic labor? Conversely, what are the 

risks for a performing arts practice that would keep itself at arm’s length from the concept? Is the 

function of artworks the illustration of theoretical pronouncements? Or should the performing 

arts rather be understood as a direct engagement with the concept, one that throws theory back 

on itself, giving it a run for its money? These questions become all the more urgent in view of 

the rapidly attenuating link between theatre and the state. For while the absence of obligatory 

artistic protocols is a welcome development, we must not for a moment be fooled into believing 

that this takes the Che vuoi? question off the table, allowing us to imagine the relationship 

between the performing arts and the academy as the happy family of a model fusion of theory 

and practice. To do so would be to glance over the productive antagonism at the heart of every 

unity-of-theory-and-practice. With respect to the strange bedfellows of theatre and the academy, 

                                                
21 Jameson, 10–11. 
22 Jameson, 59. 
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such an oversight leaves the hegemony of today’s arguably no less programmatic dominant 

theoretical assumptions to guide the theory and practice of the performing arts surreptitiously, 

and consequently without contest. 

 It is precisely here that we can situate the impasse currently facing the theory and practice of 

the theatre in the English-speaking world, where we find the theatre-theory link subordinated to 

the hegemonic dominance of two critical tendencies. Both orientations emerge from the 

twentieth-century critique of metaphysics beginning with Heidegger and can be characterized as 

inimical to the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the subject, as well as to the 

dialectical thought of the Hegelo-Marxist tradition. Of particular interest for the purposes of the 

present project is the reflection, within these two critical tendencies, of another inheritance from 

this intellectual tradition: an antipathy, whether implied or expressed, toward the theatrical stage 

itself, with its opposition of spectator and actor, its tension between dramatic text and the horizon 

of live performance, its spatial and mimetic disjunctions.  

 A first theatre-theory orientation remains deeply invested in the theatre, and in the interplay 

between the theatrical arts and philosophical reflection in particular. While insisting on the 

productive aspects of an irremediable gap between theatre and theoretical thought, this 

perspective nevertheless takes this gap as the occasion for the perpetual referral of the theatre-

theory relation to the annals of intellectual and theatrical history. Oriented as it is toward this 

historicist horizon, it is perhaps not surprising that this perspective should privilege dramatic 

literature and philosophical works which take literary-dramatic tropes as their points of 

departure, over actually existing theatre or those theoretical engagements with the stage which 

derive their energy from the latter’s formal or social structures. It should also come as no 

surprise that this orientation should show scant interest in the subjective dimension of the 
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theatrical stage, here understood as that which, within the theatre-theory link, would address 

itself to any contemporary politics of emancipation.  

 A second theatre-theory orientation, by contrast, is often clamorously political. Deriving its 

tenets from the poststructuralist currents of deconstruction, postmodernism and performativity, 

this perspective variously subordinates the theatre-theory relation to the referential play of 

différance, the anarchic flux of libidinal intensities, and the logics of identity and recognition. In 

its thralldom to poststructuralism’s principal avatars, this orientation advances a vision of the 

human animal as fundamentally unbound by symbolic stricture, and rather as the site of infinite, 

agential displacements of language and identity. In this orientation, the theatre’s formal 

constraints are viewed as so many instances of representational closure, binary opposition and 

phallogocentrism, to be deconstructed and overcome. Where it doesn’t participate in the theatre’s 

wholesale rejection on charges that the stage, like the category of the subject, remains an 

irreparably metaphysical, and consequently politically retrograde construct, this contemporary 

anti-theatricalism carves out a place for its fluid identities and linguistic displacements within the 

theatre’s operations. In doing so, it imbues the stage with the pathos of “the post-,“ given 

expression in such ambivalent themes as “theatre without theatre,” “the death of character” and 

“postdramatic theatre.” 

 One of the central aims of the present dissertation is to examine what is at stake in an 

increasingly conspicuous oversight in which both of these dominant critical tendencies at the 

intersections of theory and the performing arts and participates: that of poststructuralism’s 

formidable combatant tradition in twentieth-century French thought, and the robust critical 

engagement it has inspired in the humanities and social sciences the world over. This tradition, 

variously deriving its tenets from the Hegel of the Science of Logic, the phenomenology of 
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Sartre, the Freudo-Marxist tradition via Louis Althusser and the psychoanalysis of Jacques 

Lacan, remains firmly committed to the continued relevance of the philosophical and 

psychoanalytic category of the subject for thinking emancipatory politics. And while this rival 

tradition participates with the second theatre-theory orientation described above in the general 

effort to dismantle the tyranny of the One, their respective visions of the political remain largely 

irreconcilable. At the heart of this incompatibility is the question of the role of structure in 

relation to subjective process. Resolutely materialist in its orientation, this combatant tradition 

concedes nothing either to the metaphysical conception of the subject as a transcendental 

construct, or to the vision of the human animal as the site of the limitless play of discourse and 

identity. Rather than locating the scenes of closure in the symbolic coordinates which organize 

the human animal’s articulation to the social link, this tradition takes such constraints as the very 

conditions of possibility for the emergence of the subject, and with it a politics of emancipation. 

Against both the tireless referral of events to the authenticating locus of history, and the 

determinism of infinite identitarian and linguistic displacements, the subject is in this perspective 

conceived as arising precisely through the interruption of the circulating debris of language, 

culture and knowledge. If the thinkers of this tradition are drawn to the stage, it is because they 

locate there a theatre of the cut or gap, one characterized by a logic of exception and of 

dialectical scission. 

 The oversight of this perspective in the two theatre-theory orientations described above is all 

the more alarming as some theorists now observe that it has in other quarters been raised to the 

status of a new intellectual consensus. In “Twenty Theses on Politics and Subjectivity,” Bruno 

Bosteels succinctly delineates the shared and diverging investments of poststructuralism and its 

rival lineage in twentieth-century Continental philosophy: 
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Between the two intellectual traditions marked by the names of Heidegger and Althusser and 

their disciples, there exists both and at the same time an essential compatibility (which we 

can sum up as the need for the deconstruction of the One) as well as an essential 

incompatibility (which we can sum up in terms of the abandonment or maintenance of a 

minimal theory of the subject).23 

 

Bosteels goes on to identify a new consensus around the premise that “subject and structure can 

be articulated through the essential incompleteness of the latter – an incompleteness that would 

not be visible, however, without the intervention of the former.”24 While the reader will 

recognize Badiou’s theory of the event in this description, this essential logic also inheres in the 

psychoanalytic act, Lacan’s theatrical theorization of which is examined in the fifth chapter of 

this dissertation. Bosteels’s concern is that this recent consensus now appears to be uncontested 

in today’s theoretical humanities, having consolidated itself “as if it were the only theory of the 

subject that ever existed,” and thus risking “becoming ontologized as a new law.”25 For 

practitioners and theorists whose work is situated at the intersections of the performing arts, 

theory and politics, we should be so fortunate as to concede that this overlooked paradigm has 

been raised to the level of a new consensus within our field! In the wake of such a reification we 

might pass, as Bosteels proposes, to a double historicization of the theories of the subject (in the 

plural) and politics in its various historical modalities.26 As it stands, and despite rapidly growing 

activity at the intersection of theatre and philosophy, poststructuralism’s combatant tradition in 

twentieth-century French thought remains marginalized, if not completely ignored, in today’s 

practice and theorization of the performing arts. 

                                                
23 Bruno Bosteels, “Twenty Theses on Politics and Subjectivity,” Zinbun 46 (2015): 27. 
24 Bosteels, 31. 
25 Bosteels, 34, 32. 
26 Bosteels, 34. 
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OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION 
 

The present study is founded on the claim that locating the political intensity of the theatre today 

means passing through the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the subject. Indeed, 

every theatrical performance or thought of the theatre, as soon as it arises, already implies a 

theory of the human animal in relation to freedom and structure, desire and symbolic constraint. 

Given the weakening bond between theatre and state, and the insistence of the Che vuoi? 

question within the networks of power that determine the theatre’s sustaining bond with the 

academy, it falls to engaged performing arts practitioners and theorists to determine which, from 

among these visions of subjectivity, constitute viable modes for thinking and enacting 

emancipatory politics today.  

 In the studies of four distinctive reflections on the stage within contemporary French 

philosophy which comprise the second and third parts of this dissertation, I argue for the 

singularity with which the theatre, conceived as a fleshly encounter with language, constitutes a 

matrix for thinking social change in the age of global capitalism. The project traces a genealogy 

whose exponents share in common an unprecedented deployment of the theatre as a model for 

dialectical thought, which they also conceive of as integral to the question of human subjectivity. 

The dissertation demonstrates how the formal divisions which make the theatre unique among 

the arts – its tension between dramatic text and the horizon of live performance, its mimetic and 

spatial disjunctions, its poles of spectator and actor – invariably lead practitioners and theorists to 

take a stand with respect to two orientations toward the subject. They are distinguished, I argue, 

by their different attitudes toward the aleatory nature of live theatrical performance. A first 
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orientation, for which the theatre’s unpredictable character is anathema, emphasizes the closed 

and inflexible nature of its formal constraints. In this perspective, represented in the dissertation 

by Sartre and Althusser, the theatre’s formal elements serve to consolidate their authors’ 

respective visions of the subject as the centered operator of an insular reflexive circuit and as the 

product of an inexorable placement in the imaginary networks of ideological structuration. The 

second orientation, represented by Lacan and Badiou, underscores the stage’s unique capacity for 

thinking a logic of exception, where theatrical scission provides the substrate for unexpected 

eruptions of the radically unthought or unsaid. By delineating two subjective orientations in 

theatre theory and practice, this dissertation marshals the theatre’s formidable resources in a 

battle against the finitude that attends every relinking of dialectical division, and which grounds 

the ideological shadow play that sustains power in our current conjuncture. This study is 

addressed to performing arts practitioners and theorists, as well as to specialists in the thinkers 

whose underexamined theories of the theatre are taken up in its chapters. The project’s stakes for 

theatre and performance studies lie in its perspective on the theatre’s unique position among the 

arts and its affirmation of the stage’s viability for thinking change and creative novelty. Running 

against the grain of those critical tendencies that would reduce the theatre to a politically 

retrograde practice and study, demanding that it flatten itself into the new plurality of forms, the 

project asserts the necessity of the theatre and the singularity with which it is capable of orienting 

us in the confusion of our times. 

 The studies which comprise the second and third parts of the dissertation are preceded by a 

first part which takes as its theme the gap, situating the project as an intervention in the impasse 

outlined in this introduction, and detailing the project’s stakes through an exposition of its 

guiding theses. In a first of two chapters, I ask after the status of the irremediable gap separating 
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theatre and philosophy. Against the temptation to domesticate this gap through its incessant 

inscription within intellectual and theatrical history, I argue for a subtractive, subject-based 

orientation that refuses both the authenticating frame of the written record, as well as the 

reduction of theatrical phenomena to the mute objects of philosophical reflection. The chapter 

proceeds to survey the roots of our contemporary antitheatricalism in a triptych of intersections 

of theatre and French philosophy. In my discussion of Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard 

and Luce Irigaray, I am particularly interested to demonstrate how the twentieth-century critique 

of metaphysics becomes conflated not only with a certain reading of representation, and of 

theatrical mimesis in particular, but how it also draws into its critical orbit the theory of the 

subject, psychoanalysis and dialectical thought – precisely by theatricalizing them.  

 The dissertation’s first chapter having established the basic coordinates of our contemporary 

antitheatricalism, its second opens with a rejoinder to this critique, taking as its point of 

departure Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Letter to D’Alembert on the Theatre. In the margins of this 

monument of antitheatricalism, I locate an alternative view of the theatre from which, rather than 

implying representational closure, theatrical mimesis can be seen to effect a powerful 

dismantling of the One. The chapter proceeds to an examination of the antitheatrical dimension 

of performance art and performance studies, and their double pronouncement of the death of the 

theatre and the subject. Having in the previous section delineated a theatre of the gap, I here 

demonstrate how the unbound play of identity and discourse proposed by performance works to 

perversely cover over the cut of the real constitutive of the subject. The logic of performance 

thus effects the very type of unitary closure it takes issue with in both the theatrical 

representation and the subject, rehearsing its own subjugation to the logics of demand and 

recognition. The chapter proceeds to a discussion of the concept of sex difference, theorized by 
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Lacan as speaking to a vision of the subject in terms of an encounter with an impasse in 

signification or formalization. I here describe a psychoanalytic stage which, far from 

underwriting patriarchy through the phallogocentrism of theatrical mise en scène, can be seen to 

effect the evaporation of every stable essence. Concluding the chapter, I propose a shift from the 

logic of performance to that of the psychoanalytic act, understood as a movement from the 

determinism of performativity and the pathos of the “post-“ to a vision of the theatre as a locus of 

subjective affirmation, radically unmoored from the authenticating locus of cultural predicates 

and established knowledges. 

 The dissertation’s second section is comprised of four short studies, each of which traces the 

themes of theatricality, subjectivity and the dialectic in relation to the work of a particular 

twentieth-century French theorist. The project’s third chapter locates a powerful antitheatrical 

current in France’s most renowned philosopher-dramatist, Sartre. Through readings of his early 

philosophical work The Imaginary and various works of theatre theory, I show Sartre’s project to 

be marked by a palpable anxiety concerning written drama’s fleshly other, the theatre, and the 

aleatory possibility which by definition haunts this space. Sartre’s “performance anxiety,” I 

argue, can be seen to index the fragility of a subjective model founded upon transparent, 

intentional consciousness and its idealist dialectical correlation of subject to object. This claim is 

supported through readings of Sartre’s ambivalence with the respect to the epic theatre of Bertolt 

Brecht, as well as the former’s dramatic texts The Freud Scenario and A Psychoanalytic 

Dialogue, whose dramatic domestication of the formations of the Freudian unconscious – 

dreams, fantasies, slips – mirrors Sartre’s campaign to rid his theatre of the unruly elements that 

threaten to rupture the integrity of theatrical illusion.  
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 The dissertation’s fourth chapter provides an account of Althusser’s understudied deployment 

of the theatre in his contribution to the collective volume Reading Capital. After elucidating the 

theoretical stakes underpinning his construction of rival theatres of linear and structural causality 

in this work, the chapter responds to recent attempts to locate a theory of subjective agency at the 

intersections of Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics and late theorization of an aleatory materialism. 

Turning to his posthumously published writings on the materialism of the encounter, and to his 

celebrated study of the Piccolo Teatro with its “dialectic in the wings” structure, I counter the 

claim that this late project introduces into Althusser’s theory of ideological placement an 

ontology of contingency. Neither in his writings on the theatre nor in his aleatory materialism, I 

insist, does Althusser finally escape the determinism of a purely epistemological materialism and 

its rigid structural roles. In addition, the chapter includes a discussion of Jacques Rancière’s 

critique of Althusserian theatricality in The Emancipated Spectator and other writings, attending 

in particular to the former’s interrogation of Althusser’s alignment of the problematic of the 

psychoanalytic symptom with theatrical spectatorship.  

 If in Sartre and Althusser we find visions of the theatre which tend overmuch toward 

phenomenological subjective voluntarism, on the one hand, and subjective determinism, on the 

other, in the work of Lacan and Badiou, we find an interrogation of these extremes. Both 

thinkers deploy the theatre in order to elaborate visions of subjectivity which think structure and 

subject together. In this view, the impasses of situatedness, and those of the individual’s 

identificatory and fantasmatic ties, are illuminated and transformed through the work of 

subjectivization. The project’s fifth chapter examines the theatrical models subtending Lacan’s 

conceptualization of the psychoanalytic act, understood as a demolition of the Other as the 

support of identification, effected through a traversal of fantasy that risks an encounter with the 
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real. Through readings of Lacan’s unpublished seminars and other texts, I argue that the act, long 

associated with Attic tragedy – and Sophocles’s Antigone in particular – owes more in its 

elaboration to the voluminous space of the theatre and its spectating and performing bodies than 

it does the merely literary aspects of dramatic plot and character to which it is typically reduced. 

By examining Lacan’s recourse to the stage in his conceptualization of fundamental fantasy and 

the psychoanalytic act, the chapter constructs a distinctively Lacanian theory of the theatre.  

 The project concludes with a study of Badiou’s evolving vision for a dialectical stage, at 

whose heart lies a conception of the theatrical event as a provocation to a labor of thought, one to 

whose infinite procedure the spectator must ultimately decide whether or not to expose herself. 

Through readings of his plays and theoretical writings on the theatre, the chapter situates 

Badiou’s theatrical philosophy in relation to its Sartrean roots, as well as in relation to Lacan’s 

theatre of the act. Badiou’s theory of the theatre is here considered in connection with his recent 

theorization of an “affirmative dialectics,” in whose aesthetic corollary, “affirmationist art,” I 

locate the contours of a powerful critical reappraisal of the discourse of performance. 
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Chapter One 
 

RESISTANCES TO THEATRICALITY 
 

_____________________________ 
 

THINKING THE GAP BETWEEN THEATRE AND PHILOSOPHY 
 

This approach is implied in any “theory” of art, for the theory is made 

only of objects, in order to determine them. But the work is not merely a 

cultural object, although it is that too. It harbors within it an excess, a 

rapture, a potential of associations that overflows all the determinations of 

its “reception” and “production.”—LYOTARD, “Critical Reflections” 

 
It goes without saying that Sophocles and Aeschylus here serve as 

signifiers, or even as concepts, and not as names or as literary works. It is 

true that they are texts, but these are meant for the theatre, which changes 

everything.—BADIOU, Theory of the Subject 

 

A reflection of the mutation in the theatre’s relation to the state and its subsequent shelter in the 

Anglo-American academy, recent years have seen a profusion of creative and research activity at 

the intersections of philosophy and the performing arts. This activity has taken the form of 
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artistic projects as well as publications, conferences, working groups and learned societies.27 In 

“Please Mind the Gap Between Theatre and Philosophy,” included as the afterward to a recent 

number of the journal Modern Drama on the topic of theatre and philosophy, Martin Puchner 

responds to this welcome development by emphasizing the productive tension at play between 

the two disciplines. However much overlap we may witness in phenomena such as the dramatic 

treatment of philosophers, or philosophical engagements with the theatre, one must not lose 

sight, Puchner argues, of the fundamental incommensurability of theatre and philosophy. Against 

the fusional vision of somehow overcoming the gulf that separates them, we should rather view 

this basic incompatibility as that from which the interplay between the two practices derives its 

energy: 

 
What makes the study of theatre and philosophy interesting, even thrilling, is the very fact 

that the two are so utterly and irreconcilably different. It is the and that makes all the 

difference; it is the gap between theatre and philosophy that makes the study of their relation 

interesting, and even possible, in the first place. The study of theatre and philosophy should 

take its point of departure from this gap, and this gap should remain at the forefront of our 

                                                
27 Recent titles in the growing subfield of performance philosophy include David Krasner and David Z. 
Saltz, Staging Philosophy: Intersections of Theater, Performance, and Philosophy (University of 
Michigan Press, 2006), Freddie Rokem, Philosophers and Thespians: Thinking Performance (Stanford 
University Press, 2009) and, with Palgrave MacMillan's newly inaugurated Performance Philosophy 
series, Laura Cull, Theatres of Immanence: Deleuze and the Ethics of Performance (Palgrave Macmillan, 
2012) and Laura Cull and Alice Lagaay, eds., Encounters in Performance Philosophy (Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2014). In addition to several recent conferences, colloquia and working groups at the 
intersection of performance and philosophy, an international “Performance Philosophy Research 
Network,” boasting over two thousand members, has recently been inaugurated. Noteworthy examples of 
recent creative activity at the intersections of theatre and philosophy include Target Margin Theatre’s 
theatrical adaptation of Plato’s Symposium, Nicolas Truong’s philosophical duet, Projet luciole, and Alain 
Badiou’s most recent play, Le second procès de Socrate. 
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inquiry. Put more strongly, studying theatre and philosophy means minding the gap between 

them.28  

 

As examples of minding the gap between theatre and philosophy Puchner offers, among others, 

the dramatism of Kenneth Burke, who applied a set of five terms drawn from dramatic theory to 

the history of philosophy. He cites in addition the thought of Gilles Deleuze, which took 

inspiration from the theatre of Antonin Artaud, perhaps most notably for the former’s 

theorization of a “body without organs.” With Burke, Puchner explains, we are dealing with a 

philosopher who “uses terms and procedures taken from the theatre precisely because they seem 

so alien, and therefore startling and fresh.”29 In the case of Deleuze, whose productive 

deployment of Artaud’s work is predicated, Puchner observes, on the latter’s failure to realize his 

theatre of cruelty in practice, we find “a purely philosophical vision of a theatre of multiplicities 

and differences, unencumbered by the reality of repetitive theatrical production.”30 In their 

respective removes of wonderment and virtuality with respect to the stage, Burke and Deleuze 

provide exemplary instances of philosophical deployments of the theatre which “derive their 

energy from the gap and not from the idea of eradicating it.”31 For Puchner, minding the gap is 

finally “a way of doing theatre and philosophy, but without hoping to do away with the ‘and.’”32  

 With his exhortation to mind the gap between theatre and philosophy, Puchner tears a page 

from the playbook of Alain Badiou, specifically from the latter’s thesis on the conditioned nature 

of philosophy, to which Puchner alludes in his essay. Recalling Hegel’s dictum concerning the 

owl of Minerva, the emblematic animal of the Roman goddess of wisdom which takes flight only 
                                                
28 Martin Puchner, “Afterword: Please Mind the Gap Between Theatre and Philosophy,” Modern Drama 
56, no. 4 (Winter 2013): 543. 
29 Puchner, 543. 
30 Puchner, 545. 
31 Puchner, 546. 
32 Puchner, 549. 
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after the events of the day have come to pass, Badiou insists upon the belatedness of philosophy 

with respect to nonphilosophical phenomena. Philosophy, he observes, “always comes in the 

second place; it always arrives après-coup, or in the aftermath, of nonphilosophical 

innovations.”33 However much philosophy may engage with scientific, amorous or artistic 

invention, or actually existing politics, for Badiou its mode of relating to such phenomena must 

remain strictly circumscribed. This is not merely a temporal concern on Badiou’s part, but speaks 

to a philosophical ethics whereby, rather than constituting the site of the production of truth, it is 

philosophy itself which is conditioned by and responds to events occurring in the four truth 

domains or generic procedures. Philosophy, in Badiou’s perspective, “operates on the basis of 

multiple truths, and certainly does not generate them itself.”34 While Badiou insists, against the 

grain of much contemporary thought, that the central category of any authentic philosophy is 

truth, his conception of philosophical truth is of an entirely different order than that of evental 

truths, such as those at stake in the theatrical innovations of Thespis, Aeschylus and Brecht, 

discussed in the introduction to the present study. In order to allow for the conditioning influence 

of such evental truths upon philosophy, Badiou conceives of philosophical truth precisely in 

terms of an “empty gap” or “interval,” separating it from its four conditions. “Philosophy’s 

central category must be kept explicitly empty,” he asserts, “But philosophy must also maintain 

that this void is a condition for a real operation.”35 It is this perspective that has led theorists such 

as Alenka Zupancic to identify a “fifth condition” at play in Badiou’s thought: the gap itself, that 

                                                
33 Alain Badiou, Philosophy for Militants, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London: Verso, 2012), 3. 
34 Alain Badiou, Metapolitics, trans. Jason Barker (London: Verso, 2005), xxxi. 
35 Alain Badiou, Conditions, trans. Steven Corcoran (London: Continuum, 2009), 20–21. 
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which is installed through the desubstantialization of philosophical truth, and which makes 

philosophy’s ethical interaction with nonphilosophical truth events possible.36 

 Perhaps no scholar in the Anglo-American academy has done more in recent years than 

Puchner to encourage reflection on the relation between theatre and philosophy. This investment 

is witnessed by a substantial body of work at the intersection of the two practices, of which 

Puchner’s most recent monograph, The Drama of Ideas, is representative.37 Despite some 

superficial similarities, however, the respective operations occasioned by Puchner’s and 

Badiou’s understandings of the gap between theatre and philosophy can be seen to serve widely 

differing, even opposed ends. An examination of these divergences will be particularly fruitful as 

a frame for this dissertation’s central concern of thinking the political intensity of the theatre 

today.  

 To this end, some minimal context for Badiou’s thesis of the conditions is required. Badiou’s 

conditions respond to what he views as the philosophical outcome of the twentieth-century 

critique of metaphysics, found variously in logical positivism, analytical philosophy, 

hermeneutics and poststructuralism – all perspectives which are deeply suspicious of, if not 

outright hostile toward, the philosophical category of truth. In the wake of this critique, we are 

currently faced with what Badiou describes as “philosophy’s ‘paralysis,’” in which contemporary 

philosophy takes one of two related paths: it “either strives to graft itself onto established 

activities – art, science, poetry, political action, psychoanalysis and so on – or merely passes over 

into its own history, becoming a museum of itself.”38 As examples of this first path, Badiou 

                                                
36 See Alenka Zupancic, “The Fifth Condition,” in Think Again: Alain Badiou and the Future of 
Philosophy (London: Continuum, 2004), 191–201. 
37 Puchner, The Drama of Ideas: Platonic Provocations in Theater and Philosophy (New York: Oxford, 
2010). 
38 Badiou, Conditions, 3. Original italics. 
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proposes the Stalinist suturing of philosophy to politics, its subordination to poetry in the work of 

Martin Heidegger, and its grafting onto painting and the visual arts in figures such as Deleuze 

and Jean-François Lyotard. The second path, Badiou often illustrates with reference to that great 

“theoretician of encyclopedias,” Michel Foucault, whose study of epistemic regimes of 

knowledge, Badiou observes, finally showed scant interest in the question of the appearance or 

disappearance of a given episteme, and consequently in the question of transformation. Indeed, 

what concerns Badiou in both facets of philosophy’s paralysis is precisely the manner in which 

they foreclose a certain thinking of change. We might take the following remarks on Foucault, 

which recall our introductory discussion of situatedness, as representative of Badiou’s central 

point of contention with both paths in contemporary philosophy: “As long as you don’t have an 

immanent doctrine of what in the situation exceeds the situation, you can’t be concerned about 

answering the question of how we pass from one system to another.”39 The result of philosophy’s 

bifurcation is that we are left with the thralldom to deconstruction and the pathos of “the post-“ 

that Badiou describes as the sophistry of contemporary thought: a general equivalence of 

discourses in which philosophy is conceived in terms of the secret interiority of language games, 

the play of différance and the heterogeneity of the phrase.40 Unable to think an immanent beyond 

of this linguistic horizon, or of the networks of knowledge and power, philosophy today 

“combines a deconstruction of its past with an empty wait for its future.”41 

 Badiou’s intervention in this impasse consists in the assertion, which cannot but be polemical 

in the above context, that the “central category of any possible philosophy is the category of the 
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truth, regardless of the name it is given.”42 To be sure, Badiou’s materialism places him squarely 

in the broad effort to wrest philosophy from its transcendental pretensions, but his aim is to do 

this without making concessions with respect to the question of change. “My unique 

philosophical question,” he explains, “is the following: Can we think that there is something new 

in the situation, not the new outside the situation nor the new somewhere else, but can we really 

think of novelty and treat it in the situation?”43 When Badiou proposes to reopen “the Plato 

question,” examining whether there is not a Platonic act other than the metaphysical gesture, he 

thereby excavates a philosophical foundation for which nonphilosophical truth is both singular 

and immanent. Truths are singular inasmuch as they exist nowhere other than in the domains in 

which they occur, as when Badiou writes of theatre-ideas – the products of theatrical events – 

that “they cannot be produced in any other place or by any other means.”44 They are immanent in 

so far as they do not appear ex nihilo but, as with the theatrical innovations of Thespis, 

Aeschylus and Brecht, emerge from hitherto inarticulable points within a given situation. If his 

materialist re-examination of philosophy’s Platonic foundations entails an insistence upon the 

singularity and immanence of nonphilosophical truths, Badiou is nevertheless unwilling to give 

ground with respect to their eternal value or universal dimension: truths, for Badiou, have a value 

that extends beyond the situations in which they emerge, and their import is never constrained to 

particular identitarian or communitarian groups, but is addressed to all.  

 Of particular importance to our discussion of the gap between theatre and philosophy is 

Badiou’s understanding of the relation between philosophical truth and nonphilosophical truth 

events thus described. For Badiou, this relation, articulated around the interval or void of a 
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desubstantialized philosophical truth, is one of mutual seizure: “The relation of (philosophical) 

Truth to truths (of a scientific, political, artistic and amorous nature) is a relation of seizing. By 

seizing I mean capture, hold and also seizure, amazement, astonishment. Philosophy is the site of 

thought at which (nonphilosophical) truths seize us and are seized as such.”45 Crucial in this 

movement of mutual seizure is the priority Badiou gives nonphilosophical truth. Philosophy, he 

asserts, is “twisted by these truth conditions: it points to their creative novelty in accordance with 

a concept of Truth (recreated by every significant philosophy) that it finally extracts from the 

truth procedures themselves. In this way the truths are both the source and the target of 

philosophy.”46 

 It is here that we can locate a first key divergence in Puchner’s and Badiou’s conceptions of 

the gap between theatre and philosophy, one that concerns philosophy’s relation to 

nonphilosophical phenomena in what is sometimes referred to as the reflection-object relation. In 

Puchner’s conception of the gap we find a perspective recognizable by its prevalence in today’s 

humanities and social sciences: a subsumptive orientation in which nonphilosophical phenomena 

are taken up as objects to be surveyed and distributed by and within philosophical discourse. If, 

for Puchner, theatre and philosophy are irreconcilably different from one another, this has first 

and foremost to do with the fact that the former is an object and the latter a practice. “Theatre is 

an art form,” Puchner writes in “Please Mind the Gap…,” “Philosophy, by contrast, is not an 

object of study, like theatre, but an intellectual practice.”47  

 What is perhaps most novel about Badiou’s thesis of the conditions is its explicit rejection of 

precisely this perspective. Rather than the philosophical subsumption of objects, Badiou’s 
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conditions, as suggested above, describe a relation wherein nonphilosophical phenomena 

provoke philosophical reflection. By aiming at external truths, philosophy becomes the site of an 

ordeal in which the latter’s concepts are challenged and put to the test. In Metapolitics, Badiou 

asserts: 

 
Philosophy can only evaluate the general concept of Truth that it invents by submitting this 

concept to the trial of its own contemporary truth procedures. Philosophical evaluation 

requires one to circulate between the concepts it creates and the contemporary development 

of real truths. Thus, philosophy readily devotes itself to the arts, to the sciences, to love, to 

instances of politics, not in order to think their objective nature, or to standardize their 

practice, but in order to constitute itself as an experimentation of a new concept of Truth. 

[…] Justice is done to philosophy only if philosophy itself does justice to its conditions and 

accepts being exposed to their inventive violence.48 

 

With respect to the theatre, this perspective is most directly expressed in what Badiou calls 

inaesthetics (inésthetiques), the name he gives to philosophy’s conditioned relation to the artistic 

truth domain. Inaesthetics describes “a relation of philosophy to art that, maintaining that art is 

itself a producer of truths, makes no claim to turn art into an object for philosophy. Against 

aesthetic speculation, inaesthetics describes the strictly intraphilosophical effects produced by 

the independent existence of some works of art.”49 If Badiou is opposed to aesthetics as a model 

for the relation between philosophy and art, he is equally opposed to the moniker “political 

philosophy” to describe the relation of philosophy to politics. By metapolitics, the political 

corollary of inaesthetics, Badiou understands “whatever consequences a philosophy is capable of 

drawing, both in and for itself, from real instances of politics as thought. Metapolitics, is opposed 
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to political philosophy, which claims that since no such politics exists, it falls to philosophers to 

‘think’ the political.”50 

 The subsumptive reflection-object relation espoused by Puchner is symptomatic of a broader 

set of investments relating to philosophy’s status within the context of the university. Indeed, for 

Puchner, the principal condition of possibility for inquiries at the intersection of theatre and 

philosophy is the fact of the two being gathered under the auspices of the academy. The 

disciplines, he writes, “appear comparable only by virtue of having been brought into the same 

institutional context within the modern university; by virtue, that is, of having been turned into 

departments.”51 The priority accorded philosophy in Puchner’s account of the gap can be seen as 

an extension of his view of the former’s privileged status in this context. If philosophy today has 

trouble locating itself within the modern university, Puchner observes, this is not because of “a 

position of weakness, as is the case with theatre and theatre studies, but rather of strength.”52 

Philosophy “can claim historical connections, even ownership, over natural and social sciences 

as well as the humanities, even if it has had to give up some of these claims, withdrawing, 

sometimes voluntarily, sometimes yielding to outside pressure, from the position as the queen of 

the disciplines.”53  

 This perspective with respect to philosophy’s privileged role in the context of the modern 

university further distinguishes Puchner’s perspective on the gap between theatre and philosophy 

from that of Badiou. With many French thinkers of his generation, Badiou shares a deep 

investment in the interrogation of philosophy’s academic enshrinement. Indeed, the university 

was one of the principal sites of contest for the soixante-huitards: those intellectuals, students 

                                                
50 Badiou, Metapolitics, xxxiv. 
51 Puchner, “Afterword: Please Mind the Gap Between Theatre and Philosophy,” 542. 
52 Puchner, 542. 
53 Puchner, 542. 



 

 36 

and workers galvanized by the revolutionary events of May 1968 in France. This movement 

challenged in particular the university’s claims of ownership with respect to conceptual thought 

and, by extension, practices such as the performing arts or political action. As Jean-Luc Nancy 

observes, Badiou’s theory of the conditions “takes up in a decisive way what could be called the 

youngest tradition of philosophy: that of a deconstruction […] of its own enthronement as ‘queen 

of the sciences,’ a deconstruction involving nothing less than a fundamental re-evaluation of the 

nature and stakes of the previously mentioned ‘sciences’ as well as of the supposed sovereignty 

of a discourse of truth.”54 Badiou’s rejection of the conventional reflection-object relation thus 

participates in a broader contestation of academic philosophy’s status as the institutional 

guarantor of contemporary theory and practice. 

 If, for Badiou, the gap between theatre and philosophy opens a space for the latter’s concepts, 

especially that of philosophical Truth, to be challenged and shaped by theatrical events, how are 

we to understand the operation occasioned by the gap in Puchner’s perspective? Here one is 

struck by the absence in “Please Mind the Gap…” of an endgame for its eponymous program. 

Puchner is justifiably interested in moving beyond the question of antitheatrical prejudice and the 

theatrical critique of philosophy in order to attend to the particular stakes of given encounters 

between theatre and philosophy. “The key question to ask of these operations is not,” he writes, 

“Do philosophers and thespians like each other (rather than hate each other)? But rather, Why, in 

each case, do they use each other? For what purpose? To what end?”55 Puchner with good reason 

insists upon the specificity of given crossings of theatre and theory. But this leaves a broader, 

and arguably more pressing question unanswered: What, in the most general sense, is at stake in 
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the consideration of the link between theatre and philosophy? Why should we concern ourselves 

with a theatrical turn in philosophy or a philosophical turn in theatre in the first place?  

 In what is the closest Puchner’s essay comes to an articulation of an endgame for the gap, he 

concludes that “Minding the gap means detailing all the various ways in which it has been 

operative in the history of ideas, the many types of fantasies and projections and rivalries the gap 

has produced.”56 Such projections and rivalries, Puchner asserts, include both the theatrical 

critique of philosophy as well as philosophical antitheatricalism, “neither of which should be 

rejected as so many problems or prejudices from which we must be cured; rather, both should be 

accepted as part of the history of minding the gap.”57 In the absence of any consideration of a 

broader aim for minding the gap between theatre and philosophy, Puchner thus leaves its 

operation open to characterization as an incessant activity of cataloguing, as the insular referral 

of the gap to the locus of its own history. 

 It is here that we can locate a second, related divergence in Puchner’s and Badiou’s 

understandings of the gap between theatre and philosophy, in this case concerning the relation of 

philosophy to its own history. For Badiou, the gap between philosophical and nonphilosophical 

truths is predicated upon a break with historicism he describes in terms of “a violent forgetting of 

the history of philosophy.” Elaborating on this point in Conditions, he writes: 

 
This imperative to forget is a matter of method and of course not at all of ignorance of this 

history. Forget history: this means, above all, making decisions of thought without turning 

back towards a presupposed historical meaning that has been set for these decisions. It is a 

matter of breaking with historicism so that we may endeavor, like a Descartes or a Spinoza, 

to produce an autonomous legitimation of discourse. Philosophy ought to decide its axioms 
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of thought and draw the consequences. Only after so doing, and on the basis of its immanent 

determination, should philosophy summon its history.58 

 

In other words, not only must philosophy resist both the subsumption of nonphilosophical 

phenomena and legitimizing appeals to its institutional status, but it must also absent itself from 

the authenticating framework of its own history. As Badiou impresses above, this by no means 

implies a willful ignorance of philosophy’s history, or that of theatre, for that matter. In Badiou’s 

perspective, however, this history only obtains once philosophy has thrown the dice and taken 

the risk of proclaiming its axioms or theses from within the intimacy of its encounter with 

nonphilosophical events, such as those arising in the theatrical domain. The philosophical act in 

this sense participates in the spirit of the Badouian event: that of a radical subtraction from 

prevailing interpretive frameworks and narratives that by definition entails the absence of 

guarantee, historical or otherwise, and consequently implies the element of risk without which 

authentic novelty in theatre and thought – the point for Badiou is that, from the perspective of the 

universal, they are one and the same – would be impossible. In other terms, and as I will develop 

below, such acts mean, precisely, clearing a space for the subject. 

 In light of Badiou’s theory of the conditioned nature of philosophy, the appeal to the 

authenticating locus of intellectual and theatrical history in Puchner’s account of the gap, taken 

together with the imperative to “detail all the various ways,” can be seen to risk leading the gap 

between theatre and philosophy along the second of the two paths for contemporary philosophy 

outlined by Badiou, one in which the living practices of theatre and philosophy take on the staid 

features of a museum or an archive. While this path might be in keeping with a certain view of 

philosophy – as useless navel-gazing, empty speculation, and so on – it is certainly an 
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incongruous itinerary for the theatre, an art of the aleatory and of risk if ever there was one. By 

giving nonphilosophical phenomena pride of place with respect to philosophical thought, and 

through its interrogation of philosophy’s role as institutional guardian and guarantor of 

objectified truths, Badiou’s thesis of the conditions speaks to the conviction that, within events of 

the performing arts or political action, something is already alive and at work – indeed, already 

thinking – before philosophy arrives on the scene.  

 It is in connection with the idea of a thinking theatre we can identify a final key divergence 

between Puchner’s and Badiou’s visions of the gap between theatre and philosophy. In the 

Handbook of Inaesthetics, the first of Badiou’s “Theses on Theatre” is given as follows: “To 

establish – as we must for any art – that theatre thinks.”59 Theatre, Badiou asserts, “when it really 

is theatre, the art of the theatre – is an event of thought. This means that the assemblage of 

components directly produces ideas.”60 As with the activity of any of the four truth domains, the 

theatrical event can in this perspective only be conceived as a thought-practice (pensée-faire). As 

Badiou’s inaesthetics suggests, this means that the theatre never attends upon philosophy to think 

in its place or to ratify its production. As with the innovations of Thespis, Aeschylus and Brecht, 

authentic theatrical events by definition constitute an eruptive thinking of unprecedented 

possibilities which have, under the terms of the dominant paradigm, been hitherto unthinkable.  

 Puchner’s account of the gap between theatre and philosophy also describes a certain thinking 

theatre, but of a markedly different order. Given the importance Puchner accords the 

authenticating frame of intellectual history and dramatic literature, we should perhaps not be 

surprised to discover that in this perspective the theatre is taken to think when plays include 

philosophical personages among their casts of characters, as in Aristophanes’s dramatization of 
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Socrates in The Clouds. “When dramatists generate their own fantasies of philosophy,” Puchner 

observes, “they do so primarily by latching onto philosophers themselves and proceeding to 

bring such philosophers onto the stage.”61 To be sure, Badiou’s own dramas depict philosophical 

characters, as in his most recent play, The Second Trial of Socrates. When Badiou speaks of “the 

assemblage of components” necessary for the advent of the theatre-idea, however, he describes a 

vision of the theatre as fundamentally irreducible to the dramatic text. “In the text or the poem,” 

Badiou writes, “the theater-idea is incomplete. This is because it is held there in a sort of eternity. 

But as long as it remains in its eternal form, the theater-idea is precisely not yet itself. The 

theater-idea comes forth only in the (brief) time of its performance, of its representation.”62 The 

possibility of events of the theater in the Badiouian sense is thus not based on any particular 

content, whether conceived in dramatic or theatrical terms. It is rather in the complex dialectical 

play between multiple elements that theatrical thought finds its bearings.63 I presume that 

Puchner would also agree that theatre is irreducible to the dramatic text. However, his referral of 

the gap to the authenticating locus of intellectual and theatrical history, and the suggestion that 

theatre thinks primarily when it dramatizes philosophical figures, suggest a privileging of the 

dramatic text over its theatrical horizon. In this view, it is not insignificant that, where Puchner 

speaks of the “drama of ideas,” Badiou, following the great French director Antoine Vitez, 

speaks of a “theatre of ideas.”64 
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 On my reading, and as I have intimated above, what is finally at stake in these divergences 

between Puchner’s and Badiou’s visions of the gap between theatre and philosophy is intimately 

bound up with the question of subjectivity. In Metapolitics, Badiou links subjectivity and thought 

with the following striking formulation: “By ‘thought,’ I mean any truth procedure considered 

subjectively. ‘Thought’ is the name of the subject of any truth procedure.”65 When Badiou refers 

to a thinking theatre, he thus speaks directly to the subjective element at stake in the art form. We 

have observed, in the introduction to the present study, how Badiou locates one aspect of artistic 

subjectivity on the side of the configuration of works, rather than that of the individual artist. We 

have also seen how Badiou’s understanding of the subject of artistic truths underscores the aspect 

of a break with the status quo and its horizon of established protocols and opinions. Crucial for 

our discussion of the gap between philosophy and the theatre, is the manner in which this vision 

of subjective process finds its philosophical corollary in Badiou’s understanding of the 

subjectivity at stake in philosophy itself. In Philosophy for Militants, Badiou insists that 

philosophy “is no more knowledge than it is knowledge of knowledge. It is an action. We could 

say that what identifies philosophy are not the rules of a discourse but the singularity of an act.”66 

How are we to understand this dimension of philosophy, which Badiou describes as its militant 

aspect? For Badiou, the philosophical act is first and foremost decisive. Philosophy, he writes, 

“always take the form of a decision, a separation, a clear distinction.”67 Exemplary of this 
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decisive dimension of the philosophical act for Badiou is Louis Althusser’s thesis that the agon 

between materialism and idealism provides the primary dividing lines for contemporary 

philosophy. This decisive aspect of the philosophical act serves as a reminder of the element of 

choice that is always at stake when one sides with this or that thinker or this or that theory, and 

which remains equally at stake when one chooses not to take sides or decides not to decide.68 

Beyond its decisive aspect, the philosophical act also consists in what Badiou describes as a 

normative dimension: philosophical decision always entails a certain hierarchization. Althusser’s 

distinction between materialism and idealism, for example, designates the former as the only 

viable philosophical framework for political practice, while locating in the latter the profound 

conservatism of contemporary thought. Philosophy, for Badiou, is thus “the act of reorganizing 

all theoretical and practical experiments by proposing a great new normative division, which 

inverts an established intellectual order and promotes new values beyond the commonly accepted 

ones.”69 It is in its subtractive and militant aspects, which resonate with the logic of the event, 

that we can locate philosophical subjectivity’s proleptic character: its ability to speak not only to 

our present moment, but also to the horizon of its transformation. Philosophy, Badiou writes, 

“must try to discern far into the distance, towards the horizon, whatever the glowing lights 

announce. The philosopher is the subject of this kind of science: when night falls he is the loyal 

watchdog of the Outside. But his joy is made at the announcement of the dawn.”70 

 The subject in Badiou’s perspective is thus anything but an arid philosophical category or a 

closed transcendental construct in the spirit often attributed to Cartesian subjectivity. As our 
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prefatory discussion of the theatre’s relation to the state underlined, Badiouian subjectivity 

describes precisely the point at which events arise to address themselves critically to the 

hegemonic paradigms which structure and organize the life of the human animal. By clearing a 

space for theatrical subjectivity, for that which, within the theatre, is already alive and thinking, 

Badiou’s thesis of the conditions speaks to the potential of the performing arts to address 

themselves to the confusion of our times. This is the precise operation occasioned by Badiou’s 

gap between theatre and philosophy: the clearing of a space for that act which, in both the 

theatrical event and philosophical act, courageously risks throwing the dice in the absence of 

guarantee, thus indicating hitherto unthought horizons of transformation.  

 Indeed, the political import of Badiou’s conditions is already at play in the subjectivity at 

stake in both the theatrical event and the philosophical act, but is underscored by what Badiou 

calls compossibility: the gap installed through the desubstantialization of philosophical truth not 

only creates a space for the subjective, thinking element at play in the four conditions or 

particular truth domains, but also creates the conditions of possibility for thinking them together. 

Evoking the compossibility of a thinking theatre, politics and psychoanalysis, for example, 

Badiou writes in Rhapsody for the Theatre, “When all is said and done theatre thinks, in the 

space opened between life and death, the knot that binds together desire and politics. It thinks 

this knot in the form of an event, that is, in the form of the intrigue or the catastrophe.”71 

 In light of Badiou’s understanding of the subtractive, risky nature of both nonphilosophical 

truths and the philosophical act itself, it is not difficult to locate in Puchner’s account of the gap 

between theatre and philosophy a certain trepidation with respect to its subjective implications. 

Sensitive to precisely this point, Puchner clarifies that “in using the formulation of minding the 
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gap, I do not mean to scare people away from the gap, as from the gap between the train and the 

platform. Rather, I mean to encourage us always to keep the gap in mind when dealing with 

theatre and philosophy, to pay attention to it, to tend it, and to cherish it.”72 The absence of any 

articulation of what might be at stake for our current conjuncture in thinking the link between 

theatre and philosophy, however, and the subsequent impression that tending to and cherishing 

the gap finally means enshrining it through its incessant inscription in the annals of literary, 

theatrical or intellectual history – a process underwritten by the priority given philosophy under 

the auspices of a certain vision of the academy – begs the question of the subjectivity at stake in 

the program of minding the gap. In other words, what does minding the gap between theatre and 

philosophy finally have to do with the future of philosophy or theatre and their ability to speak to 

transformation, philosophical, artistic, political or otherwise? By objectifying theatrical events, 

subordinating them to a profoundly conservative vision of philosophical thought, and by 

restricting theatrical possibility to the framework of intellectual, dramatic and theatrical history, 

Puchner’s program of the gap risks foreclosing the possibility of theatre and philosophy to 

address themselves to our current conjuncture, thus proposing new pathways for contemporary 

theatre, theory and politics. That is, it forecloses precisely that which, in both practices, most 

merits being tended and cherished. 

 It is in view of this discussion of the divergences in Puchner’s and Badiou’s visions of the gap 

between theatre and philosophy that we hazard a first thesis for the present project: Under the 

conditions of global capitalism, the gap between theatre and philosophy isn’t worth an instant of 

our thought unless its study is made compossible with a rigorous thinking of emancipatory 

politics. This means approaching the gap always with a view to the question of subjectivity, here 
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understood as precisely that which addresses itself to any contemporary politics. Rather than 

being minded, the gap between theatre and philosophy must be thought. 

 As noted above, Puchner’s “Please Mind the Gap…” works to de-emphasize the antitheatrical 

element that sometimes drives the interplay between theatre and philosophy. This gesture speaks 

productively to the rigor that must be brought to bear in the analysis of their many crossings, 

reminding us to attend to the distinctive features and stakes of each particular encounter. This 

should not, however, keep us from developing broader claims regarding trends in the interplay 

between theatre and philosophy, particularly when shared features and investments speak to the 

consolidation of a general orientation. Such commonalities indicate deeper currents in 

philosophical and theatrical thought which can only be apprehended at a remove. In the 

following pages we attempt such a synthetic gesture in relation to the poststructuralist critique of 

metaphysics and its unanimous election of the theatre as the privileged avatar of the retrograde 

logic of representation. 

 

 

THE ANTITHEATRICALISM OF LATE CAPITAL 
 

Supposed spectators because the notion of such a person or function is 

itself contemporaneous with the predominance of representation in social 

life, and notably with what the modern Western world calls politics. The 

subject is a product of the representational set-up and disappears with it.—

LYOTARD, Des dispositifs pulsionnels 

 

The following triptych of philosophical encounters with the theatre bear the proper names 

Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard and Luce Irigaray. All three of these thinkers participate 

in the poststructuralist critique of classical metaphysics and share in common an interrogation of 
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the theatre as the principal artistic avatar of its representational logic. Far from providing an 

exhaustive reflection of the critical conflation of metaphysics and theatre in contemporary 

French philosophy, these figures are invoked here as a representative cross-section of a three-

fold movement in poststructuralist thought.73 First, and despite the varied inflections and 

terminology that distinguish their critiques, each participates in the double demolition of 

theatrical mimesis and the philosophical category of the subject, the one taken as a reflection of 

the other. Additionally, their projects illustrate the manner in which this interrogation draws into 

its critical orbit both psychoanalysis and the figure of the dialectic. Finally, each in his or her 

own way calls into question the patriarchal logic they see as underpinning classical 

representation. The three-fold movement of the poststructuralist critique of the theatre provides 

an essential backdrop for the interrogation of the theatre upon which performance art and the 

interdisciplinary field of performance studies are founded, and which draws inspiration from the 

antitheatrical critiques inaugurated by thinkers such as Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray. In addition 

to framing our discussion of performance in the following chapter, the following exposition 

establishes a perspective on the theatre which will find a powerful rival in the vision of the stage 

advanced by philosophers such as Althusser and Badiou, analysts such as Lacan and Octave 

Mannoni, and theatre artists such as Brecht, Luigi Pirandello and Tadeusz Kantor. Far from 

viewing the theatre and the subject as the twin emblems of a politically retrograde 

representational protocol, these figures locate in the interplay between subject and stage the 

enabling constraints for radical visions of emancipatory politics. 
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 Perhaps no reflection on the theatre in twentieth-century French philosophy has been more 

anthologized than Jacques Derrida’s study of Antonin Artaud, “The Theatre of Cruelty and the 

Closure of Representation.” This essay is complimented in Derrida’s Writing and Difference by a 

second, less studied essay on Artaud entitled “La parole soufflée.” The project of deconstruction 

finds a close, if ambivalent ally in Artaud, whose theatre of cruelty sought to subvert the mimetic 

protocol at the heart of the classical stage, thus breaking with what Derrida describes as “the 

imitative concept of art, with the Aristotelian aesthetics in which the metaphysics of Western art 

comes into its own.”74 For Derrida, it is the theatre which, from among the arts, most 

ostentatiously parades the metaphysics of presence. He thus identifies in the figure of Artaud, the 

self-proclaimed enemy of the theatre, an interrogation that extends far beyond the theatrical 

stage: 

 
Theatrical art should be the primordial and privileged site of this destruction of imitation: 

more than any other art, it has been marked by the labor of total representation in which the 

affirmation of life lets itself be doubled and emptied by negation. This representation, whose 

structure is imprinted not only on the art, but on the entire culture of the West (its religions, 

philosophies, politics), therefore designates more than just a type of theatrical construction.75 

 

While their inflections vary, “The Theatre of Cruelty and the Closure of Representation” and “La 

parole soufflée” share essentially the same thesis: Artaud’s war upon the theological, logocentric 

stage strikingly delineates its contours, thus bringing us to the limits of representation; these 

limits are all the more forcefully exposed as the theatre of cruelty inexorably fails to extricate 

itself from representation’s metaphysical machinery. Before discussing Artaud’s “fatal 

complicity” with Western metaphysics, Derrida’s reading of the theatre of cruelty requires our 
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full attention as it establishes the essential coordinates for the critiques of the theatre found in 

Lyotard and Irigaray.  

 In his writings on the theatre of cruelty, Derrida, with Artaud, anatomizes the logocentric 

stage. The theatre, as the artistic avatar par excellence of Western metaphysics, is logocentric or 

theological insofar as what is brought to presence in the verisimilitude at which it aims always 

depends upon an absent, transcendental locus, to which theatrical mise en scène is subordinated 

and at the same time disavows. Derrida and Artaud identify this logos first and foremost with the 

dramatic text and, particularly for the former, with the theatre’s valorization of speech over 

writing. “The stage is theological,” Derrida writes, “for as long as it is dominated by speech, by a 

will to speech, by the layout of a primary logos which does not belong to the theatrical site and 

governs it from a distance.”76  

 One of the principal effects of the tyranny of the “author-god’s” text is the subjugation of the 

personnel of the theatre, whom it reduces to enslaved interpreters. The absent locus of the 

dramatic text, Derrida observes, “exiles the actor far from any responsibility for meaning, makes 

of him an interpreter who lets his life be breathed into him, and lets his words be whispered to 

him, receiving his delivery as if he were taking orders, submitting like a beast to the pleasure of 

docility.”77 Equally disempowered in this set-up is the spectator, whom the logocentric stage 

renders a passive consumer, even within the framework of the twentieth century’s most 

thoroughgoing theatrical innovations. Derrida sees Brechtian distanciation or alienation, for 

example, as serving only to reinforce the passivity of the spectator: “Alienation consecrates, with 

didactic insistence and systematic heaviness, the nonparticipation of spectators (and even of 
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directors and actors) in the creative act, in the irruptive force fissuring the space of the stage.”78 

In the stage director, where one might expect the attribution of a modicum of creative agency, we 

find a figure equally emptied out by the logocentric stage. In Artaud’s phrase, the classical 

theatre renders the director “merely an artisan, an adapter, a kind of translator eternally devoted 

to making a dramatic work pass from one language into another.”79 Indeed, even the dramatist 

cannot claim to stand at the creative center of the metaphysical stage. The author, like the actor, 

spectator and director, finally creates nothing since the dramatic text is itself representative of 

some originary thought which absents itself from the pages of the drama. In this sense, the  work 

of the dramatist, like that of the other personnel of the theatre, is merely one of translation. 

Finally, as the unseen center of gravity of the logocentric stage, the figure of the prompter 

(souffleur) is given special attention in Derrida’s critique, the former’s function being to ensure 

“the indispensable différance and intermittence between a text already written by another hand 

and an interpreter already dispossessed of that which he receives.”80 For both Artaud and 

Derrida, the Western stage has been infused since its origins with this evacuation of theatre’s 

creative force. “This general structure,” Derrida observes, “in which each agency is linked to all 

the others by representation, in which the irrepresentability of the living present is dissimulated 

or dissolved, suppressed or deported within the infinite chain of representations – this structure 

has never been modified. All revolutions have maintained it intact, and most often have tended to 

protect or restore it.”81  

 If Derrida is drawn to the theatre of cruelty, it is precisely because Artaud consecrated it to 

unsettling the binary oppositions that support the dispossession of theatrical force, both with 
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respect to the personnel of the theatre (author/text, director/actor, actor/spectator), as well as its 

spatial divisions (stage/auditorium, wings and prompt box/stage, the theatre/the world). These 

oppositions, taken together, comprise the system of “differences upon which the metaphysics of 

Occidental theater lives,” and whose determining operations suffuse any theatre which disposes 

its corporeal and spatial elements “around an object, book or libretto.”82 It is fitting, therefore, 

that Artaud should begin his assault upon the theatre by taking aim at its sublime object: the 

dramatic text. Artaud’s project does not seek to abolish the dramatic text, but to overturn its 

hegemonic status by restricting it and giving it a new set of operations. In the theatre of cruelty, 

Derrida observes, speech “will have no longer to be a language of words, of terms ‘in a single 

defined sense,’ of concepts which put an end to thought and life.”83 Instead, Artaud envisions a 

theatrical language comprised of non-imitative forms such as glossopoeia and a gestural writing 

in which phonetic elements are coordinated to pictorial and plastic elements along lines of 

ideograms or hieroglyphs. Within this new framework, Derrida observes (with not insignificant 

italicized reservation), “repetition is almost impossible, and along with it, language in general: 

the separation of concept and sound, of signified and signifier, of the pneumatical and the 

grammatical, the freedom of translation and tradition, the movement of interpretation, the 

difference between the soul and the body, the master and the slave, God and man, author and 

actor.”84 While this movement from imitative language to a theatre of cries and gestural signs 

will still depend upon a writer and director, it will depose the prompter as the theatre’s center of 

gravity, allowing for an unmediated corporeal encounter with the stage action. It will result, in 

Artaud’s phrase, in “actors who are first of all beings, that is to say, who on stage are not afraid 
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of the true sensation of the touch of a knife and the convulsions – absolutely real for them – of a 

supposed birth.”85 This eradication of the mediating effects of the theatre will also be deployed in 

the auditorium, in connection with which Artaud proposes abandoning the frontal relation of 

spectator to spectacle, with its classical correlation of subject and object – a point to which we 

return below – choosing instead to engulf the audience with the action. In the theatre of cruelty, 

Derrida observes, “There is no longer spectator or spectacle, but festival.”86 

 Artaud’s demolition of the classical theatre, while bringing us to a certain limit of theatrical 

representation, finally fails to escape the futility of theatrical revolution noted by Derrida. 

Indeed, the latter concludes that this demarcation of the limits of the Western theatre is finally 

made possible through Artaud’s fatal complicity with the very metaphysical set-up his theatre of 

cruelty set out to destroy. On the one hand, “Artaud affirms the cruel (that is to say, in the sense 

in which he takes this word, necessary) law of difference; a law that this time is raised to the 

level of consciousness and is no longer experienced within metaphysical naïveté.”87 On the other 

hand, Artaud’s discourse “destroys a tradition which lives within difference, alienation, and 

negativity without seeing their origin and necessity.”88 In order to free this tradition from its 

metaphysical shackles, Artaud effects a détournement of its themes and structures. He thus, 

“recalls it to its own motifs: self-presence, unity, self-identity, the proper, etc. In this sense, 

Artaud’s ‘metaphysics,’ at its most critical moments, fulfills the most profound and permanent 

ambition of Western metaphysics.”89 In the final analysis, Derrida observes, Artaud “has 

unceasingly obliged us to pass over to the other side of the limit, and thereby to demonstrate the 
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closure of the presence in which he had to enclose himself in order to denounce the naïve 

implications within difference.”90 

 If the theatre of cruelty fails to escape the representational machinations of the metaphysical 

stage, Derrida does locate something like a theatricality of writing in the lines of a short piece of 

Mallarmé’s entitled Mimique, discussed in Derrida’s Dissemination in an essay entitled “The 

Double Session.” Mallarmé’s text is a reflection upon the description of a pantomime written and 

performed by the French Algerian writer and amateur mime Paul Margueritte. Following the 

standard commedia dell’arte narrative, Pierrot, Murderer of His Wife has Pierrot plotting and 

committing the murder of Columbine, whom he has caught in an amorous liaison. After 

deliberating as to the means with which to kill her, Pierrot decides that he will tie his wife to the 
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Figure 1. Adolphe Willette, "Pierrot assassin de sa femme." Published 
in Le Pierrot 7 December 1888. 
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bed and tickle her to death (FIGURE 1). Margueritte’s scenario proceeds to the murder, in which 

the mime performs both the roles of Pierrot and Columbine, by turns. Derrida locates in this 

scenario, which balances between a copy and simulacrum, an alternative to classical mimesis,  

which he here understands as being comprised of two aspects: the imitation of an original and, in 

a more primary sense, the doubling necessary for any self-appearing and that would precede 

imitation. Both mimetic protocols, Derrida observes, take truth as their referent: “In each case, 

mimesis has to follow the process of truth. The presence of the present is its norm, its order, its 

law. It is in the name of truth, its only reference – reference itself – that mimesis is judged, 

proscribed or prescribed according to a regular alternation.”91 In Mallarmé’s Mimique, Derrida 

identifies a model of theatricality freed from the tyranny of the author-god and his text, and 

consequently from the mimetic regime itself. Already a copy of a copy – a description of a text 

which itself describes a written account of a performance – Mimique is, in addition, a reflection 

upon an improvised scenario with no set script, within which, moreover, the assignation of 

character is indeterminate. In Mimique, Derrida discovers a monstration without referent, in 

which referential truth is lost in the fleeting movement of the alternation between texts and 

personages. In this simulacrum of mimesis, we are presented with a textual challenge to 

theatrical logocentrism: Mallarmé “preserves the differential structure of mimicry or mimesis, 

but without its Platonic or metaphysical interpretation, which implies that somewhere the being 

of something that is, is being imitated.”92 

 This brief survey of Derrida’s engagement with the theatre provides the necessary context for 

what we might describe as the conscription of Artaud in the deconstructionist interrogation of the 
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philosophical category of the subject. As is well known, the deconstruction of the subject is 

founded primarily upon the assertion that signification is characterized by relationships that 

render signifying material fundamentally without stability and self-identity, both essential 

elements for the correlation of subject and object found in classical epistemology. Through the 

unnameable movement of its opening and dispersion, Derridean writing remains entirely foreign 

to this vision of the subject. In “Freud and the Scene of Writing,” which not insignificantly falls 

between the two essays on Artaud in Writing and Difference, Derrida asserts that, “The ‘subject’ 

of writing does not exist if we mean by that some sovereign solitude of the author. The subject of 

writing is a system of relations between strata: the Mystic Pad, the psyche, society, the world. 

Within that scene, on that stage, the punctual simplicity of the classical subject is not to be 

found.”93 In this context, we can see the appeal of the theatre of cruelty, which, on Derrida’s 

reading of Artaud, “points to the way beyond man, beyond the metaphysics of Western theater 

whose ‘preoccupations . . . stink unbelievably of man, provisional, material man, I shall even say 

carrion man.’”94 If Derrida views this post-humanist horizon as reflected in Artaud’s war against 

the author-god, he also identifies it in the manner in which the theatre of cruelty deposes the 

centered spectatorial subject: “Since ‘in the theater of cruelty the spectator is in the center and 

the spectacle surrounds him,’ the distance of vision is no longer pure, cannot be abstracted from 

the totality of the sensory milieu; the infused spectator can no longer constitute his spectacle and 

provide himself with its object.”95 If the Western theatre has, since its origins, been irreparably 

suffused with the metaphysics of presence, the same can be said of the philosophical category of 

the subject, whose operations the theatre underwrites. In Of Grammatology, Derrida insists of the 
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subject, as he does of the stage in Writing and Difference, that “however it is modified, however 

it is endowed with consciousness or unconsciousness, it will refer, by the entire thread of its 

history, to the substantiality of a presence unperturbed by accidents, or to the identity of the self-

same in the presence of self-relationship.”96 It is precisely the lack of coincidence of subject and 

object that gives rise to Derrida’s fascination with Mimique. Where Artaud fails to extricate the 

theatre of cruelty from the metaphysics of subjectivity, Mallarmé’s account of Margueritte’s 

pantomime succeeds: “There is no imitation. The Mime imitates nothing. And to begin with, he 

doesn’t imitate. There is nothing prior to the writing of his gestures. Nothing is prescribed for 

him. No present has preceded or supervised the tracing of his writing.”97 Writing, unlike speech 

(and theatrical speech in particular), doesn’t imply the subject, but the latter’s dispersal. If there 

can be said to be a subject of writing, this subject is precisely that which escapes itself in the 

movement of différance. For Derrida, Mimique thus constitutes a performance of the dispersal of 

subjectivity in the fleeting movement of writing. 

 If Derrida enlists Artaud in the critique of the subject, he also deploys the theatre of cruelty in 

an interrogation of psychoanalysis. In the essays on Artaud, Derrida underscores the two’s 

shared investment in the Freudian operations of the dream-work, particularly those of 

condensation and displacement, and their problematization of the relationship between word-

presentations (Wortvorstellungen) and thing-presentations (Dingvorstellungen). Again in “Freud 

and the Scene of Writing,” Derrida observes that “The overall writing of dreams exceeds 

phonetic writing and puts speech back in its place. As in hieroglyphics or rebuses, voice is 
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circumvented.”98 It is precisely in this connection that Derrida is drawn to the gestural language 

and glossopoeia Artaud proposes for the theatre of cruelty, which, like dreams, will radically 

circumscribe the role of speech. Artaud himself identifies the theatre of cruelty with this 

psychoanalytic aspect of dreams when he writes, “’I propose to bring back into the theater this 

elementary magic idea, taken up by modern psychoanalysis.’”99  

 Where Derrida and Artaud maintain a resistance to psychoanalysis, this has primarily to do 

with Freud’s theorization of psychical locality and the unconscious as an “other scene” (eine 

andere Schauplatz). While this theatricality is certainly operative in Freud’s dream theory – in 

connection with the question of suitability for representation discussed in The Interpretation of 

Dreams, for example, but in a more pronounced way in the mechanism of dramatization, which 

Freud adds to those of condensation and displacement in the digest version of that work, On 

Dreams –  Derrida regards it as especially apparent in the phenomenon of acting out (Agieren). 

Acting out consists in those actions in which the individual, in the grip of unconscious desires 

and fantasies, in a certain sense relives the latter through impulsive behaviors which refuse to 

recognize their source or repetitive nature.100 As one might expect, the principle of acting out is 

untenable for Derrida as it implies the very type of alibi stage that animates the machinery of 

what he calls theatrical logocentrism. In this connection, Derrida observes that Artaud “would 

have rejected a psychoanalytic theater with as much rigor as he condemned psychological 

theater. And for the same reasons: his rejection of any secret interiority, of the reader, of 
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directive interpretations or of psychodramaturgy.”101 Indeed, it is precisely the hermeneutic 

function of analysis which arouses Derrida’s suspicion, as well as that of Artaud, this function 

being identified in the theatre of cruelty, as we have seen, with the work the personnel of the 

theatre: so many enslaved interpreters of the author-god’s text. In Artaud’s phrase, “The 

unconscious will not play any true role on stage. We’ve had enough of the confusion engendered 

between author and audience through the medium of producers and actors. Too bad for analysts, 

students of the soul and surrealists. . . . We are determined to safeguard the plays we put on 

against any secret commentary.”102 Whatever its complicity with the metaphysical set-up, 

Derrida, however, endorses the efforts of the theatre of cruelty to “return their dignity to dreams 

and to make of them something more original, more free, more affirmative than an activity of 

displacement.”103 

 As a final observation on Derrida’s engagement with the theatre of cruelty, we should draw 

attention to the manner in which his writings on Artaud also cast the latter in the role of theatrical 

antidialectician. Defining deconstructive différance in Positions, Derrida asserts, “If there were a 

definition of différance, it would be precisely the limit, the interruption, the destruction of the 

Hegelian relève (Aufhebung) wherever it operates.”104 From the perspective of deconstruction, 

the aspect of sublation in Hegelian dialectical process describes the governing and reconciling of 

differences, the operation whereby oppositions, having been posed, are conflated in a movement 

whose totalizing work traps the play of difference in the absolute self-identity of Spirit. 

“Hegelian idealism,” Derrida writes, “consists precisely of a relève of the binary oppositions of 
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classical idealism, a resolution of contradiction into a third term that comes in order to aufheben, 

to deny while raising up, while idealizing, while sublimating into an anamnesic interiority 

(Errinnerung), while interning difference in a self-presence.”105 Here, the reader will recognize 

the very mechanics of the logocentric stage: the installation of a self-present interiority or unity, 

generated through an act of effacement.  

 In his writings on Artaud, Derrida theatricalizes the movement of dialectical process thus 

conceived, playing on the theatrical resonances of the French répétition (“to repeat”; “to 

rehearse”) and réprésentation (“representation”; “theatrical performance”): “The present offers 

itself as such, appears, presents itself, opens the stage of time or the time of the stage only by 

harboring its own intestine difference, and only in the interior fold of its original repetition, in 

representation. In dialectics.”106 In other words, the theatre, through its repetitive work of 

representational closure, describes the dialectical movement whereby difference is repressed in 

the name of the Same: 

 
Dialectics is the movement through which expenditure is reappropriated into presence – it is 

the economy of repetition. The economy of truth. Repetition summarizes negativity, gathers 

and maintains the past present as truth, as ideality. The truth is always that which can be 

repeated. Nonrepetition, expenditure that is resolute and without return in the unique time 

consuming the present, must put an end to fearful discursiveness, to unskirtable ontology, to 

dialectics, “dialectics [a certain dialectics] being that which finished me.”107 

 

Whatever its fatal complicity with metaphysics, and with the dialectic thus conceived, Artaud’s 

project, for Derrida, speaks to the noble effort to actualize a theatricality based not on repetition 

but on absolute expenditure, a vision of the stage which eliminates all referential logic, any 
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appeal to an alibi stage (be it textual or unconscious). “This power of repetition,” Derrida 

observes, “governed everything that Artaud wished to destroy, and it has several names: God, 

Being, Dialectics.”108 Where the theatre of cruelty fails, Mimique again succeeds, describing a 

theatre of writing in which truth as ideality and ultimate reference is forsaken in the spontaneous 

and non-referential play of the mime’s writing. 

 One of the most capacious poststructuralist critiques of the theatre can be found in the work of 

Jean-François Lyotard, perhaps best known to Anglo-American readers as the author of The 

Postmodern Condition.109 Before famously proclaiming the end of “grand narratives” in this 

volume, Lyotard devoted considerable energy to laying bare the representational logic at play in 

sites as diverse as politics, religion, history, semiology and psychoanalysis, in large part by way 

of theatrical analogy. For the Lyotard of Libidinal Economy and Discourse, Figure, as well as 

other texts of the same period, the theatre is offered as the exemplary artistic expression of the 

logic of representation. While this might lead one immediately to align Lyotard’s 

antitheatricalism with the critique of the theatre found in Derrida, to do so would be to overlook 

the former’s own efforts to demarcate his reflections on the stage from the latter’s notion of 

representational closure. In the opening pages of Libidinal Economy, Lyotard describes the 

Derridean theme of the closure of representation as “that sarcastic discovery, that sham dropping 

of the scales from our eyes, by those thinkers who come and tell us: what is outside is really 

inside, there is no outside, the exteriority of the theatre is just as much its interiority.”110 In the 

context of this volume, Lyotard’s aim is indeed to clear a space for his own “theoretical fiction” 
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of the libidinal band: a moebius strip, with neither outside nor inside, across which play 

intensities and drives, and whose rapid movement resists the order of representation by 

preventing these pulsions from being situated temporally or spatially. Distinguishing the 

affirmative character of the libidinal band from the pathos of Derridean closure, Lyotard writes:  

 
[D]on't go confusing this crestfallen message and this representation of an entirely closed 

theatre with our Moebian-Iabyrinthine skin, single-sided patchwork of all the organs 

(inorganic and disorganized) which the libido can traverse: for however well it is closed upon 

itself, it too, like a good Moebius band, is not at all closed in the sense of a volume, it is 

infinite, and contrary to the representative cube, intensities run in it without meeting a 

terminus, without ever crashing into the wall of an absence, into a limit which would be the 

mark of a lack, there is nothing the libido lacks in reality, nor does it lack regions to invest 

[…].111  

 

 In Libidinal Economy, the theatre provides the primary model for the representational threat 

that necessarily attends the libidinal band: when the band cools and slows its movement, it gives 

rise to what Lyotard describes as “voluminous theatricality,” with its nihilist and substitutive 

“hierarchy of similitude,” its “theatrical division between a real outside and an inside simulating 

this outside.”112 For Lyotard, rather than taking theatricality and representation as givens, they 

must be understood as part of the labor of the libidinal band, “the effect of which is a box closed 

upon itself, filtering impulses and allowing only those to appear on the stage which come from 

what will come to be known as the exterior, satisfying the conditions of interiority.”113 While 

Lyotard associates this slowing of the band with a nihilistic theatricality, he is at pains, unlike 

Derrida, to absent this outcome from the register of critique, which he sees as itself already 
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implying voluminous theatricality. “No need to do a critique of metaphysics (or of political 

economy, which is the same thing), since critique presupposes and ceaselessly creates this very 

theatricality; rather be inside and forget it, that’s the position of the death drive.”114 By 

describing representational closure, however critical its edge, as itself a representation, and 

consequently as partaking in theatrical nihilism, Lyotard effectively places Derrida in the 

position the latter situates the theatre of cruelty. It is for this reason that Lyotard describes the 

libidinal band as a theoretical fiction. 

 Despite his efforts to absent it from a critical register, the broad lines of deconstructive 

critique are visible in Lyotard’s assessment of the theatre. What perhaps distinguishes this 

critique from Derrida’s interrogation of the stage is its explicitly political edge. For Lyotard, at 

stake in the logic of theatrical representation is precisely the question of power. Writing in Des 

dispositifs pulsionnels, he asserts that “Theatre places us right at the heart of what is religious-

political: in the heart of absence, in negativity, in nihilism as Nietzsche would say, therefore in 

the question of power. A theory of theatrical signs, a practice of theatrical signs (dramatic text, 

mise en scène, interpretation, architecture) are based on accepting the nihilism inherent in 

representation. Not only accepting it: reinforcing it.”115 Lyotard’s understanding of theatrical 

volume has great elasticity, as witnessed by its broad range of applications. For example, he 

identifies a theatricality at the heart of capitalo-parliamentarist democracy, where the space of 

the theatre and its logic of interior and exterior are reflected in political process: “Movement to 

the inside will be filtered exactly as spectators are filtered at the entry to a play. They will be 

filtered according to a certain number of codes, the set of which defines what is known as 
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citizenship.” Here, the theatre’s spatial disjunctions and disposition of spectators and actors 

speaks to the fact that, where politics is concerned, “Not everybody gets up on the stage.”116  

This development on citizenship in Des dispositifs pulsionnels is complemented by a reflection 

on the figure of the politician, whose authority, like that of the personnel of the theatre of cruelty, 

is sustained by virtue of an absent locus of power that is eternally displaced from the scene of 

political pronouncements. “The mise en scène, the underside of politics,” Lyotard writes, “never 

appear: the machinery remains hidden.”117 In a formulation that anticipates his work in The 

Postmodern Condition, Lyotard identifies a  similar set-up at play in history, whose narrative 

pretensions likewise “poses a theatrics: outside is the fact, external to theatrical space; on the 

stage is the narrative unwinding of its dramatics; hidden in the wings, in the flies, under the 

stage, in the auditorium is the director, the narrator, with all his machinery, the fabbrica of 

narration.”118  

 Indeed, for the Lyotard of the 1970s, all theories of signification partake in the negativity of 

theatrical volume. If he is at pains to absent his own argument from the conceptual register or 

that of critique, it is precisely because, for Lyotard, “the theatre comes with the concept.”119 

Every conceptual gesture proposes a theatre, with its inside and outside, its action of separating, 

and thus can be said to participate in the conjuring act of theatrical nihilism: “To Hide, to Show: 

that is theatricality.” An approach to critique commensurate with the non-spatial, atemporal and 

limitless flux of libidinal intensities and drives, would need to be one that is “no longer a critique 
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at all, no longer remains in the sphere (that is to say, note, the theatrical volume) of what it 

critiques, since critique rests in turn on the force of lack.”120 

 The motifs of drive, libido, and lack underscore Lyotard’s contemporaneous engagement with 

psychoanalysis. Indeed, the movement by which the critique of the subject, viewed as an 

irreparably metaphysical construct, is made coterminous with a similarly theatricalized critique 

of psychoanalysis is perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in the work of Lyotard. It is of 

course from Freud that Lyotard draws his vision of desire and the drives, and the dimension of 

the limitless, unbound play of libidinal energy. But extracting this element of psychoanalytic 

theory means identifying those moments in which Freud’s metapsychology participates in the 

slowing of the band, thus taking on theatrical volume. As with Derrida, and implied in the 

Lyotard’s understanding of theatrical volume, one of the central sites of this critique is the idea 

of psychical locality, or the unconscious as other scene. In “Beyond Representation,” Lyotard 

notes the theatrical foundations of psychoanalysis, insisting that “Freud’s belief in or effective 

acceptance of the Sophoclean and Shakespearian scenarios is first of all a belief in the theatrical 

space where these scenarios are acted out, the space of theatrical representation, and in the 

scenography that constitutes and defines this space.”121 For Lyotard, extracting a theory of the 

heterogeneous play of intensities, the raw force of atemporal and non-spatial drives and the 

aimlessness of the dérive, or drift, thus means interrogating those instances in which the “motor 

of theatricality,” gives psychoanalysis “the metaphysical consistency of the negative,” that is to 

say, it means locating precisely where “Freud is a victim of that theatricality.”122 
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 Before examining the sites of Lyotard’s critique of Freudian theatricality and subsequent 

excavation of the unbound play of drive energy, some general observations with respect to 

Lyotard’s reading of Freud are called for. Of particular interest to Lyotard in connection with the 

effort to free the drive from the theatre is a conceptual ambiguity observable in the difference 

between Freud’s theorization of desire found in early works such as The Interpretation of 

Dreams and “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” and that found in later studies, including 

“Drives and Their Vicissitudes” and the foundational study of fantasy, “A Child is Being 

Beaten.” Writing in Dispositifs pulsionnels, Lyotard observes: 

  
In Freud himself there is a profound and not merely circumstantial hesitation (it is probably 

even of decisive importance) as to the position and function of the term desire. There are two 

poles: desire-Wunsch, or desire-wish, which implies a negativity, which implies dynamics, 

which implies a teleology, a dynamics with an end, which implies object, absence, lost 

object, and which also implies accomplishment, something like a fulfillment of a wish. All of 

which forms a set-up implying the consideration of meaning in desire. The other pole of the 

category of desire in Freud is desire-libido, desire-process, primary process.123 

 

Lyotard here refers to the distinction between primary and secondary processes in Freud, the first 

associated, in the Freud’s first topographical model, with the unconscious (later, the pleasure 

principle), and the second with the preconscious-conscious system (later, the reality principle). 

One can already see how Lyotard identifies desire-wish/secondary process with the mechanics of 

representation. Indeed, in Freud’s topographical model, the preconscious operates as a kind of 

pivot between the unconscious and conscious systems, where the various mechanisms – 

censorship, the dream operations of displacement and condensation, and so on – allow the 
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unbound energy of the drives to find representation in conscious thought. Again in Des 

dispositifs pulsionnels, Lyotard observes: 

 
So long as Freud considers desire-force from a mechanical point of view (as in the Project, in 

Chapter VII of The Interpretation of Dreams, and even in Beyond the Pleasure Principle), he 

can reconcile this concept of force with that of the wish, of desire seeking fulfillment. This 

reconciliation is performed by the theory of the dream, of the phantasy (daydream), of 

representation. This theory can be stated in a few words: the quanta of energy (desire as 

force) which cannot be discharged in a specific action relative to reality, have themselves 

represented on a stage (scène) opened “inside” the psychical apparatus (or the subject?) – 

and opened by that impossibility, by that very lack.124 

  

In other words, both representation and the psychoanalytic category of the subject participate in 

what Lyotard in Libidinal Economy describes as the theatrical slowing of the libidinal band – an 

operation whose engine is lack. In the above passage, we can also hear resonances of Derrida’s 

discussion of the representational logic of the Hegelian dialectic: the play of drive forces are 

domesticated in the sublation of the encounter of desire-libido with desire-wish. 

 Lyotard’s critique of the Freudian logic of representation theatricalizes three principal sites: 

dreams, psychosexual development and fantasies. In his examination of dreams in “The 

Unconscious as Mise en scène” Lyotard begins his approach to the formations of the 

unconscious, which on his reading conceal messages relating to the subject’s psychic life, as so 

many efforts “to stage desire.” In this context, Lyotard asks whether or not desire can in fact 

speak, sensu stricto, that is, must it be susceptible to the spatial and temporal logic of 

representation such as that given rise to with the slowing of the libidinal band? Theatricalizing 

this problematic, Lyotard observes, “We know that for Freud desire is what gives utterance to 
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primary messages, whereas the unconscious is their director and gives them a disguise in order to 

exhibit them on the stage.”125 In connection with dreams, Lyotard discusses operations of the 

dream-work using the example of a production of Richard Strauss’s Der Rosenkavalier at the 

Paris Opera, drawing an analogy between theatrical mise en scène and the production of dreams. 

Specific parallels are drawn between Der Rosenkavalier’s libretto/musical score and dream 

thoughts, its mise en scène and the dream-work, and performance and dream content. In the 

analogy between mise en scène and dream work, the four operators of condensation, 

displacement, suitability for plastic representation, and secondary revision correspond to the 

complex network of operations required in order to “transcribe” a production from libretto/score 

to spectacle. Owing to the relatively simple conception of desire-wish operative here, the 

distinction between what desire “says” and what it is made to say within the mise en scène of the 

unconscious ought to be easily made. For Lyotard this raises the question of theatrical duplicity, 

which installs the analyst as interpreter or decoder of messages that would disclose the secret 

interiority of psychic life. ”According to this principle, mise en scène is only the implementation 

of deception which in return gives rise to the counter-effect of truth on the part of the interpreter, 

the search for causes and errors, the correction of the data.”126 As with Derrida, Lyotard is eager 

to move beyond the hermeneutic vision of psychoanalysis and the attribution of any secret 

interiority implied by the concept of psychical locality or the other scene. 

 Lyotard identifies a second psychoanalytic theatre in the famous fort-da game presented by 

Freud in “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” in connection with which he interrogates the economy 

of lack theorized in relation to psychosexual development, and in particular, its theatrical play of 
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presence and absence. In his account of the fort-da game, Lyotard will insist upon a reading of 

the unconscious that precedes the logic of desire-wish and whose salient characteristic is not 

substitution, but the displacements of the polymorphous diversity of the drive. In Freud’s 

account, the child transforms the suffering it experiences as a result of the absence of its mother 

into a game of mastery by letting drop from the crib in which it sits a wooden reel with a thread 

attached: Fort! (Gone). This bobbin is then drawn back into the crib: Da! (Here). Through the 

repetition of this disappearance and return, presence and absence, the child is able to transform 

its suffering into a game of pleasure and satisfaction. For Lyotard, the example of the fort-da 

game “testifies to the continuing power of the theatrical schema in Freud’s unconscious 

epistemological assumptions.”127 If, in “The Unconscious as Mise en scène,” he pursued the 

question of whether of not the unconscious “speaks,” Lyotard’s account of Freud’s fort-da game 

asks who is it that suffers in the pain of loss? Indeed, the claim that the child’s game arises out of 

the suffering caused by its mother’s absence presupposes a unitary entity that could be fractured, 

giving rise to such an absence. “There is the possibility of pain through lack,” Lyotard writes, 

“even the possibility of an absence, only because it had been previously supposed that there was 

the presence of a mother, of someone.”128 To say that the child acts out its suffering through the 

fort-da game is to take as given the negative volume of the theatrical, its economy of lack, and its 

dichotomies of pleasure-pain, presence-absence, and subject-object: 

 
[T]he child, thus an already constituted subject, formed in the object-mother’s gaze, in 

symmetry with her, already, then, there is the specular partition between them, already the 

auditorium-side and the stage-side, already the theatre; and the theatre the child constructs 

with the edge of his bed as the footlights, and the thread attached to the bobbin as curtain and 
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scenery, governs entries and exits […]. Pain as caesura, as fissure, split and disconnection, 

only hurts unitary totality. In conceiving pain as the motor of theatricality, Freud gives it the 

metaphysical consistency of the negative, he is therefore a victim of that theatricality, since 

only representation of a unitarist calling is hurt by fissure and disconnection, only through 

the already proper, proprietary body is loss felt as aggression, only for an already organized 

consciousness is death a horror.129 

 

Freud is here victim of his own theatricality because, in his emphasis on the order of 

representation, which is secondary, he neglects his own account of the primary process as 

knowing no negation. If we stick with this later model, Lyotard argues, we see that “in the 

economy of the drives there is not, nor can there ever be an absence of the mother, or especially 

on absence of mother (as absent object); nor will there ever be a person to suffer from 

absence.”130 Here, in addition to the logic of the drives, Lyotard invokes the child’s “so-called 

‘perverse’ polymorphism, really simply diverse, […] endlessly displaced from infancy over a 

surface without holes. There are no holes, only invaginations of surfaces. […] ‘The child,’ this 

western phantasm, the child, that is to say desire, is energetic, economic, non-representative.”131  

 In the epigraph which opens this section of the present study, Lyotard insists that the subject 

is a product of the performance apparatus, and that with its disappearance the subject also 

disappears. Rather than merely erecting another theatre, thereby perpetuating the economy of 

lack, the fort-da game: 

 
[O]ught to have been nothing less than a demonstration (at least attempted, even if it proved 

impossible) that the theatrical schema can be deduced from the economy of the drives. It 

ought to have answered the question of how the libidinal surface, swept by the drives of Eros 
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and Thanatos, can give rise to an illusion of volume, a three-dimensional space, divided into 

stage and house, allurement and reality. How can the film on which move the drives of the 

primary process (which, as Freud has taught us, know no limit, no negation) turn back on 

itself and become a space of disjunction, uniting an inside and an outside: that is to say, a 

space that is both conceptual and representational?132 

 

 Lyotard locates a similar logic – that of the unconscious as mise en scène – in Freud’s later 

theorization of fantasy in “A Child is Being Beaten,” in which he locates “a veritably 

microscopic dissection of the unconscious as stage director.”133 But it is also here that Lyotard 

recuperates something of the raw force of the drive through what he views a fissure in the edifice 

of Freud’s theatrico-representational framework. Rather than the theatrical operations of the 

dream-work, in the transformations of the fantasy – “The father is beating the child whom I 

hate”; “I am being beaten by my father”; “A child is being beaten. I am probably looking on”– 

we are dealing with double placement of subject in the house and on stage, and a series of 

transformations from passive to active voice. With the system elaborated twenty years later for 

the interpretation of fantasy in “A Child is Being Beaten,” we are dealing with a markedly 

different theorization of desire. If we are unable to speak of “fantasythoughts” in the way we are 

able to speak of “dreamthoughts,” Lyotard indicates that this is because of the considerably more 

complex notion of desire undergirding Freud’s work of the later period. Here, desire is no longer 

conceived of as a simple Wunsch, but is theorized under the sign of the drives and their 

vicissitudes. No longer a set of four relatively straight-forward operators, “A Child is Being 

Beaten” demonstrates that the force of the drives is dynamic, unobservable and subject to 

complex metamorphoses which defy chronology and intelligibility. Owing to the difference in 
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the theories of desire between the two periods, this second stage allows Lyotard to extract a 

vision of the drives that exceeds and is incommensurate with Freud’s “vertigo of representation 

and causality which keeps endlessly multiplying mise en scène.”134 Lyotard here wrests drive 

from Freudian theatricality, concluding, “We must at least say that desire is not a legible text, 

and that it need not be given a disguise by a mise en scène in order to be represented, since it 

eludes interpretation on its own, due to its dischronisms, its polytopisms, and its paralogisms.”135 

Both the hermeneutic presumptions of the dream theory, and their installation of the interpretive 

function of the analyst, as well as the presumption of a unitary organism in the fort-da game, 

represent for Lyotard instances in which psychoanalysis opens up into negative theatrical 

volume. In the model of the libidinal band, Lyotard attempts to generate an alternative approach 
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to the relationship between representations and the drives, “not as substitutes concealing objects 

or the goals of the drives, but as concentrations of libidinal energy on the surfaces of the visible 

and articulable – surfaces that are themselves part of the endless and anonymous film of the 

primary drives.”136 With respect to the drive, finally, there is no depth, no theatre. 

 Just as Derrida locates in the pages of Mallarmé’s Mimique the contours of a theatricality that 

doesn’t risk falling into the traps laid for classical representation, Lyotard finds an alternative to 

theatrical volume in contemporary experimental cinema. Concluding “The Unconscious as Mise 

en scène,” he draws the reader’s attention to Michael Snow’s 1971 film La région centrale. The 

film, shot near Quebec’s Sept Îles, is comprised of three hours of footage shot with a camera 

mounted on a mechanical arm, itself rigged to a shaft buried in a mountain top. The arm, 

designed by Pierre Abaloos, consisted of multiple pivot points, weights and counterweights, and 
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could take in footage from every possible angle: the horizon, the sky, the ground, the base of the 

instrument itself. The apparatus’s various counterweights allowed for a range of velocities in the 

camera movement, taken along with the zoom and focus operations of the camera itself (FIGURE 

2). The film thus achieves what are at times highly abstract images, defying both temporality and 

spatiality. In the project, Lyotard identifies something like an artistic parallel to the libidinal 

band. “There,” he writes, “we have the visual equivalent of the Freudian metaphor of drive-

eruptions: many different figures, a close-up of a pebble, a lake on the horizon, are all packed 

into the same region by the camera.”137 The atemporality or multitemporality of the film, for 

Lyotard, resonates with “the dischronisms of Freud’s primary processes.”138 Even the electronic 
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music for the film is described by Lyotard as a “drivelike sound.”139 In its expression of a certain 

reading of the unbound libidinal play of the drives, Snow’s project constitutes an undoing of 

(Freudian) theatricality. While the camera images all pertain to the same space, they approach 

this space in such a way that they capture its infinite variety: no position, no angle is foreclosed 

to the camera’s lens, whose movement “succeeds in not constituting any identifiable geometric 

space, such as a stage should be so that a story may be enacted there.”140 Indeed, Lyotard is 

drawn to La région centrale precisely because it performs a sort of unframing, dismantling the 

figure of the proscenium arch typically associated with the classical theatre. In this connection, 

Snow “dispenses with the wings, the orchestra pit, and the idea of a meaning hidden underneath 

appearances, he abandons the principle of distrust.”141 In other words, with La région centrale, 

we are far the desire-wish model, from any secret interiority, duplicitousness, from any message 

to be deciphered. “Instead of our interpreting the mise en scène of the unconscious,” Lyotard 

asserts, “we should use these works to set up perspectives of relations with an eye on enjoying 

heretofore unexperienced intensities. The machines which are drawn into play are, essentially, no 

longer the machines of illusion and memory, but apparati for experimentation which permit us to 

quarter sensibility and draw it out beyond this old body.”142 

 In a third and final site of the intersection of theatre and philosophy in twentieth-century 

French thought, we turn to Belgian theorist Luce Irigaray, and in particular her reading of Plato’s 

allegory of the cave in Speculum of the Other Woman. While the allegory of the cave is one of 

the most referenced motifs in classical philosophy, Irigaray’s reading of its machinery merits our 

attention as it not only resonates with Derrida’s discussion of representational closure and 
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Lyotard’s comments on the negativity of theatrical volume, but extends these antitheatrical 

critiques in important ways. As with Lyotard’s critique of theatrical volume, Irigaray’s emphasis 

in her reading of Plato is first and foremost on the anatomy of the cave, which she describes as a 

“circle, or circus ring, the theatrical arena of representation.”143 Throughout her reading of the 

cave, Irigaray emphasizes the latter’s disorienting quality, given rise to by the axes of symmetry 

around which its operations are organized. “Symmetry plays a decisive part here,” Irigaray 

observes, “as projection, reflection, inversion, retroversion – and you will always already have 

lost your bearings as soon as you set foot in the cave; it will turn your head, set you walking on 

your hands, though Socrates never breathes a word about the whole mystification of course. This 

theatrical trick is unavoidable if you are to enter into the functioning of representation.”144 The 

cave, Irigaray reminds her reader, is comprised of a single path, leading downward from its 

entrance, which opens onto the daylight without. This path is truncated mid-way by a curtain 

which separates it from the cave’s recesses and back wall. Irigaray describes both the curtain that 

divides the passage and the back wall of the cave in theatrical terms. The former, which conceals 

the operators of the cave’s shadow play, comprises “the backcloth of representation” itself, that 

which “swallows up the conjurer’s slight of hand […], barring the path by/for artifice.”145 The 

latter serves as “a backcloth for all the representations to come.”146 On the far side of the curtain 

the shackled prisoners, who are “chained by the neck and the thighs, […] fixed with their heads 

and genitals facing front, opposite,” stand rigid, “rapt in fascination with what they see opposite 
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them.”147 On the other side of the curtain, we find the personnel of this theatrical arena, whose 

shadow play is aided by a fire burning somewhere above and behind them, and whose function 

is, in Irigaray’s account, to “uphold the process of mimesis.”148 In an observation that recalls the 

evacuation of creative force in Derrida’s account of the logocentric stage, Irigaray observes that, 

as their bodies remain below the curtain – only the “effigied emblems” which create the 

fascinating wall projections are able to rise above it – this theatre’s puppeteers remain “hidden 

from the eyes they charm, but equally kept away from seeing their own show, the effects of their 

own sorcery. Their clear-sightedness is busy in the wings with modeling the form of their 

replica(s) into the very fiction of verisimilitude.”149 

 While Irigaray’s analysis of Plato’s allegory of the cave evokes some of the basic features of 

Derrida’s and Lyotard’s critiques of the theatre, it extends these by advancing a (certain) feminist 

perspective on theatrical mimesis. In particular, her critique is animated by her broader project’s 

hallmark observation of the effacement of women’s bodies and identities in the logic of 

phallocentrism. In this connection, Irigaray’s particular contribution to the debate around 

theatrical mimesis follows from her insistence on the irreparably patriarchal character of the 

regime of representation, whose workings, she asserts, induce a forgetting or effacement of 

sexual difference and the feminine, in particular maternity. This logic is theatricalized in 

Irigaray’s reading of Plato, where it is presented as the animating principle of the allegory of the 

cave. “Everything is acted out between rehearsal and performance, repetition and representation, 

or reproduction,” Irigaray observes of the cave, “Particularly since the representation designated 
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as presence, or the presence making an appearance as representation, makes men forget, in an 

other or like act of forgetting, the foundation it rises out of.”150  

 In order to underscore this patriarchal amnesia and its ties to the theatrical logic of 

representation, Irigaray hysterizes the cave, modeling it after the female reproductive anatomy. 

Plato’s circular, theatrical arena is, in Irigaray’s phrase, a “place shaped like a cave or a womb,” 

a “Forgotten vagina.”151 In the context of this hysterization of Plato’s cave, the curtain (man-

made, Irigaray emphasizes) becomes “a hymen that has elsewhere been stealthily taken away, is 

never, ever, crossed, opened, penetrated, pierced, or torn.”152 Crucial in Irigaray’s reading is the 

movement whereby it is precisely the surreptitious, theatrical logic of patriarchal amnesia which 

installs and underwrites the binary oppositions which are the privileged targets of deconstructive 

critique. Particularly illustrative of this dynamic is the functioning of the curtain-hymen with 

respect to the cave’s path and tunnel, which are endowed with the features of a birth canal, “of 

the passage, conduit, neck that rises – or should, rather descend – out of the crypt toward the 

light of day.”153 In this connection, Irigaray observes that, “This is a key passage, even when it is 

neglected, or even especially when it is neglected, for when the passage is forgotten, by the very 

fact of its being reenacted in the cave, it will found, subtend, sustain the hardening of all 

dichotomies, categorical differences, clear-cut distinctions, absolute discontinuities, all the 

confrontations of irreconcilable representations.”154 Here, the patriarchal amnesia at stake in 

theatrical representation can be seen to perform a function similar to that of the slowing of 

Lyotard’s libidinal band, giving rise to the rigid dichotomies of inside and out, presence and 
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absence, and so on. As a final anatomical component of the hysterized cave, Irigaray proposes 

the latter’s back wall, upon which the arena’s shadow play is projected, further covering over 

and silencing the feminine, maternal aspects of the cave. Irigaray underscores the patriarchal 

effacement of this origin, noting “the so-called virginity and muteness of that back of the 

matrix/womb which a man, an obstetrician, turned round, backward and upside down in order to 

make it into a stage, the chamber, the stronghold of representation.”155 While it surrounds the 

activity of this theatre, feminine, maternal quality of the space will never be recognized by its 

personnel (all of whom, Irigaray notes, are men): “The hystera, faceless, unseen, will never be 

presented, represented as such.”156 

 The dominant phallocentrism given rise to by the effacement of femininity in the functioning 

of this theatre, is emphasized by Irigaray in the allegory’s aspects of linearity, its “phallic 

scenography.” The passage out of the cave, for example, is, in Irigaray’s phrase, “Vertical. 

Phallic even?” Drawing out the metaphor, she observes that “the neck, the passage, conduit, that 

has been obliterated and forgotten, can be nothing but the one, the same, the penis.”157 One of the 

chief emblems of this patriarchal regime is the bright sunlight at the tunnel’s opening, which is 

seen to authorize and underwrite the activity of the cave. “The sun is fixed, frozen, the keystone 

supporting the whole – phallic – edifice of the representation that it dominates, illumines, warms, 

makes fertile, and regulates by scattering its beams everywhere.”158 Even the figures within the 

cave participate in its phallic logic. For example, Irigaray describes the prisoners of the theatrical 

arena in the following terms: “Heads forward, eyes front, genitals aligned, fixed in a straight 

direction and always straining forward, in a straight line. A phallic direction, a phallic line, a 
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phallic time, backs turned on origin.”159 The prisoners are so many spectator-slaves, not unlike 

those found in Derrida’s and Artaud’s reading of the classical theatre – only, in this instance they 

are prisoners of the phallocentric regime of theatrical representation, whose emblem they are 

made by Irigaray to resemble. 

 As in Derrida’s analysis of the theatre of cruelty, the dialectic is drawn into the critical orbit 

of Irigaray’s reading of the allegory of the cave. The reader will recall how, in Derrida’s reading 

of the Hegelian dialectic, the latter’s operations work to pose and reconcile oppositions in a 

movement of unitary closure, whose sublating activity both disavows an absent locus while 

invariably privileging one of the elements over the other. In Speculum of the Other Woman, 

Irigaray extends this critique, linking it with psychoanalysis – already a central target of the 

phallocentric theatre of the cave. In her discussion of Freudian castration theory, Irigaray 

observes elsewhere in the book how a “woman’s lack of penis and her envy of the penis ensure 

the function of the negative, serve as representatives of the negative, in what could be called a 

phallocentric – or phallotropic – dialectic.”160 The outcome of this phallocentric dialectic is that 

it ensures that, with respect to castration, “man will lose nothing thereby, and that the loss will 

amount only to a risk, a fear, a ‘fantasy’ of loss. And that the nothing of sex, the not of sex, will 

be borne by woman.”161 In the amnesiac workings of representation in Plato’s allegory of the 

cave, Irigaray locates a theatricalization of the same logic in what she refers to as the Socratic 

dialectic. According to this logic, “nothing can be named as ‘beings’ except those same things 

which all the same men see in the same way in a setup that does not allow them to see other 
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things. […] Whichever way you turn these premises, you always come back to sameness.”162 In 

other words, the dialectic of patriarchal theatricality ensures the effacement of difference and, in 

particular, sex difference. Discussing the dialectical counterpoising of the cave and the sun 

outside of it, Irigaray describes this movement of sublation as:  

 

Harmonious conjunction and in fact confusion of the hystera and the sun in an ecstasy of 

copula. Invisible and indivisible ideality – whose distinct parts can never be seen (again) on 

inspection – cause and pole, whether inverted or not, of the straightness of vision. Being, one, 

simple, unalterable, beyond analysis, permanent. Is this the extrapolated – or even 

sublimated? – replica of an insoluble primal scene?163 

 

As in Derrida’s account of the Hegelian dialectic, in the theatrical, representational movement of 

sublation, difference is eradicated, in particular, that which states that there are men and women. 

In this movement of sublative forgetting the linear pole of vision, of masculinity, is reified, thus 

installed in its role as master of ceremonies of the theatre of cave. 

 This chapter has traced two sites of contemporary resistance to theatricality. In reading 

Puchner’s “Please Mind the Gap…,” I noted this resistance in the privileging of philosophical 

practice an objectified theatre, and in the incessant activity of referring the gap between theatre 

and philosophy to the authenticating locus of theatrical and intellectual history, as well as 

dramatic literature. In the antitheatrical writings of Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray, the chapter 

described the three-fold movement whereby the critique of representation conflates theatre and 

subject, drawing into its critical orbit psychoanalysis and the dialectic, while underscoring the 

phallogocentric logic of theatricality. In the following chapter, we develop the features of this 

antitheatrical critique through a discussion of performance art and the emergent field of 
                                                
162 Irigaray, 263. 
163 Irigaray, 254. 
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performance studies, both of which deploy the poststructuralist critique of the theatre in various 

ways. First, however, we describe of a vision of the theatrical stage – one espoused by figures 

such as Lacan and Badiou – in which, rather than the closures of representation, the nihilism of 

theatrical volume or the effacement of the feminine, we find a powerful interrogation of the One 

and the evaporation of every stable essence. This theatrical rejoinder to what I have above 

gathered under the heading of the antitheatricalism of late capital will allow us to develop the 

following thesis: It is only by conceiving representation in terms of closure and the erasure of 

difference that the theatre – and along with it, the subject, psychoanalysis and the dialectic – can 

be targeted as the West’s privileged avatars of a politically retrograde metaphysical logic. The 

alternative reading of the theatre discussed in the opening pages of the following chapter will 

allow us to identify the crucial ways in which this critical, antitheatrical complex is 

overdetermined by a naïve view of representation, and of theatrical mimesis in particular. 
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Chapter Two 
 

FROM PERFORMANCE TO THE ACT 
 

_____________________________ 
 

The father of the family! What a subject in a century such as ours, where it 

seems that no one has the least idea what the father of the family is!—

DIDEROT, The Father of the Family 

 

The previous chapter articulated two variants of our contemporary antitheatricalism. The first, I 

characterized as outwardly championing the theatre – and in particular the relation between 

theatre and philosophy – while nonetheless harboring a surreptitious antitheatricalism. This 

antitheatrical supplement, I argued, consisted in a privileging of dramatic literature over its 

fleshly horizon of theatrical performance, and in the incessant referral of the irremediable gap 

between theatre and philosophy to the loci of historical and institutional authentication. Against 

the temptation to thus domesticate the gap between theatre and philosophy, I argued for a 

subtractive, subject-based orientation that refuses both the authenticating frame of the written 

record as well as the reduction of theatrical phenomena to the mute objects of philosophical 

reflection. As representative of a second variant of our contemporary antitheatricalism, I 

presented a triptych of post-war French philosophical perspectives on the theatre. In the writings 

of Jacques Derrida, Jean-François Lyotard and Luce Irigaray, I identified the consolidation of a 
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general orientation vis-à-vis the theatre within twentieth-century French philosophy in which the 

stage is construed as the artistic avatar par excellence of the corrupt Western metaphysical 

project. This theatrical guilt by association is founded on several related charges, chief among 

which concerns the theatre’s totalizing operations, which work inexorably towards 

representational closure and the consolidation of the One. From the perspective represented by 

these thinkers, this movement of totalization is attended by the installation of a centered 

spectatorial subject in an insular correlation with the object of theatrical mise en scène, a setup 

underwritten by an absent logos emblematized by the “author-god’s” dramatic text. Indeed, what 

is perhaps most intolerable from the point of view of this particular strain of philosophical 

antitheatricalism is what it views as the theatre’s substitutive or logocentric machinery. Despite 

the widely varying investments animating their projects, Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray all argue 

that what is brought to presence in the verisimilitude at which the theatre aims always depends 

upon an absent, transcendental locus to which the stage is subordinated and at the same time 

disavows. Lyotard’s project in particular politicizes the notion of the alibi stage, asserting that its 

logic of inside and outside, of hiding and showing, provides the basic operating principle for that 

which is most degenerate in representational politics: the play of smoke and mirrors around 

power whose end is finally to ensure that “not everybody gets up on the stage.” 

 In sketching the contours of this second strain of philosophical antitheatricalism, I was 

particularly interested to demonstrate how the twentieth-century critique of metaphysics becomes 

conflated not only with a certain reading of representation, and of theatrical mimesis in 

particular, but how it also draws into its critical orbit the theory of the subject, psychoanalysis 

and dialectical thought – precisely by theatricalizing them. In connection with the former, the 

reader will recall Lyotard’s assertion that the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the 
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subject is itself the product of the theatrico-representational set-up, and that one retrograde 

construct will disappear with the other. With respect to psychoanalysis, both Derrida and Lyotard 

align the “other scene” of the unconscious, as well as what they view as the hermeneutic aspect 

of psychoanalysis, with the alibi stages of the logocentric theatre. Extending this argument, 

Irigaray construes the theatre as exemplary of representation’s masculinist machinations, whose 

elision of womens’ bodies and their maternal distinctiveness amounts to a suppression of sexual 

difference. Finally, all three thinkers condemn dialectical thought writ large on charges that the 

totalizing movement of sublation, like the operations of (phal)logocentric or voluminous 

theatricality, works to eradicate difference in the name of self-presence or the Same. 

 In closing the chapter, I gestured to the insistence of the thought of Jacques Lacan as a crucial, 

if unacknowledged, reference for this philosophical variant of our contemporary 

antitheatricalism. With the present chapter, it is precisely to Lacan’s theory of the subject that we 

turn in order to construct a theatrical rejoinder to the latter’s critique. If the fifth chapter of the 

present dissertation provides an account of Lacan’s deployment of the theatre in the development 

of his theory of the subject, the following pages attend to an inverse movement, whereby Lacan 

draws from his theory of the subject a reading of representation diametrically opposed to that 

found in the writings of figures such as Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray. Rather than suggesting 

representational closure or the alibi stages of metaphysics, the gap or short-circuit animating 

Lacan’s “extimate” or “ex-centric” understanding of representation can be seen to effect a 

powerful dismantling of the One. This perspective allows us to sketch the contours of rival 

theatre to that of Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray: a materialist stage animated by a movement of 

dialectical scission that is rigorously immanent to the operations of theatrical mise en scène and, 

consequently, has no need of reference to external loci. Far from installing a centered consumer 
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in a snug epistemological correlation with the stage, the theatre constructed in the following 

pages is that of a desiring spectator, and a divided and dividing audience. 

 Having established the basic coordinates for a theatre of scission or of the gap, the chapter 

proceeds to an examination of the most immediate contemporary expression of the antitheatrical 

prejudice: the twin phenomena of performance art and performance studies. Derived in part from 

the writings of figures such and Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray, performance is founded upon the 

double pronouncement of the death of the theatre and the subject, on whose ashes it erects a 

paradigm ostensibly unbound by classical strictures: a creative and conceptual model inspired by 

the limitless agential play of identity and discourse. I argue that the movement by which 

performance suppresses both theatre and subject works to perversely cover over the gap or cut of 

the real. It does this by engaging the materiality of the body in such a way that reduces the latter 

to a logic of the organism, subordinated to a neurotic framework of rules and norms. The logic of 

performance can thus be seen to effect the very type of unitary closure it takes issue with in both 

theatrical representation and in the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the subject. By 

rehearsing its own subjugation to the logics of demand and recognition, performance betrays the 

important political projects it purports to represent.  

 Through a discussion of the concept of sex difference, theorized by Lacan as speaking to a 

vision of the subject in terms of an encounter with an impasse in signification or formalization, 

the chapter completes its construction of a stage which draws its subjective and political intensity 

precisely in relation to the formal constraints which give the theatre its specificity among the 

arts. Rather than representing metaphysical stricture – one whose end would be announced in the 

themes of performance, “the death of character” and “post-dramatic theatre” – theatrical 

constraint provides the conditions of possibility for the emergence of a spectator-subject, and 



 

 85 

with it, the theatre’s capacity to think the world otherwise. In light of this alternative vision of 

the theatre, I propose a shift from the logic of performance to that of the psychoanalytic act, 

understood as a movement from the determinism of performativity and the pathos of the “post-“ 

to a vision of the theatre as a space of subjective affirmation, radically unmoored from the 

authenticating loci of cultural predicates and established knowledges. 

 

 

DIABOLICAL MIMETICS 
 

Is not the most naïve form of representation mimesis?—DERRIDA, “The 

Theatre of Cruelty and the Closure of Representation” 

 
The signifier itself is fundamentally inadequate to any representation, 

whatever it may be. —APOLLON, “The Jouissance of the Other” 

 

In a footnote to Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Letter to d’Alembert on the Theatre, we find the 

following anecdote regarding a tragedy, read by the author in his youth, in which the devil 

figured among the cast of characters. “I have been told that when this play was once performed,” 

Rousseau recounts, “this character, as he came on stage, appeared double, as if the original had 

been jealous that they had had the audacity to imitate him, and instantly everybody, seized by 

fright, took flight, thus ending the performance.”164 The profound impact this legend had upon 

Rousseau is scarcely concealed by his dismissal of the anecdote as burlesque in the note. 

Dwelling on the thought of such an occurrence taking place at the theatre, the author of The 

Social Contract is compelled to continue, “Whatever suppositions we may indulge in, in this 

                                                
164 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Politics and the Arts: Letter to M. D’Alembert on the Theatre, trans. Allan 
Bloom (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1960), 121. 
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double apparition will be found a theatrical effect and a truly terrifying one. I can imagine only 

one sight simpler and more terrifying yet, that is the hand emerging from the wall and writing 

unknown words at the feast of Balthazar. The very idea makes one shudder.”165  

 It will no doubt appear counterintuitive to locate a spontaneous celebration of the theatre in 

one of most notorious tracts in the history of antitheatricalism. The mimetic terror lurking in 

margins of the Letter to d’Alembert, however, suggests a vision of theatricality entirely other 

than those found in the antitheatrical writings of Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray, examined in the 

previous chapter. In the following pages, I argue that the diabolical apparition described in 

Rousseau’s anecdote proposes a theatre whose operations forcefully resist reduction to a space of 

representational closure, one whose transcendental locus would underwrite the idealist 

correlation of spectator-subject to the object of mise en scène. What we find in Rousseau’s 

anecdote is rather a rigorously materialist reading of the stage, in which the unifying effects of 

closure and its consolidation of a totalized One are always already being undermined from within 

the workings of theatrical mimesis itself. Against the thematics of theatrical logocentrism, the 

short-circuit at the heart of personalized mimesis implied by Rousseau’s anecdote demonstrates 

the specificity with which the theatre affirms the fundamental inconsistency of representation as 

such. This logic has important consequences for the theory of the theatre and of performance, as 

well as that of the subject. As I will argue, it also speaks to the question of political subjectivity 

and the figure of the body politic. By demonstrating the potential of the theatre’s operations to 

announce the gap or void upon which any representational regime is founded, Rousseau’s 

anecdote underscores the capacity of the stage to illuminate the symptomatic point or point of the 

real which is the locus of any authentic transformation, political or otherwise. 

                                                
165 Rousseau, 121. 
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 How are we to understand the terrifying effect Rousseau speaks of in connection with this 

diabolical apparition? I propose that we approach this question by way of reference to the optical 

phenomenon of anamorphosis. Anamorphosis describes the effect whereby a special device such 

as a cylindrical mirror, or a mere shift in vantage point, reveals as a coherent image what had 

from a frontal perspective appeared as a blur or stain in the visual field. In Hans Holbein’s 

portrait The Ambassadors, which hangs in London’s National Gallery, we find a textbook 

example of anamorphosis (FIGURE 3). The painting depicts two men, one in secular attire and 

the other in clerical garb, standing amidst the emblematic tools of their professions (globes, 

books, religious icons, and so on). In the lower foreground of the portrait, an oblong blur troubles 

the surface of the image. As the viewer walks around to either side of the painting, this blur 

begins to take on consistency, revealing the coherent image of a skull. In one of the classic 

readings of this work, the death’s-head concealed among the instruments of the ambassadors’ 

callings rises forth as if to insist upon the mortality of the sitters and the fleeting nature of 

Figure 3. Hans Holbein's The Ambassadors, with detail of 
anamorphic skull. (Image courtesy of The National Gallery, 

London). 
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worldly achievement. Holbein’s portrait is distinctive inasmuch as, unlike other works of the 

vanitas or memento mori genres in which the emblematic skull figures as a perceptible element 

of the image, it is here concealed within the painting in the guise of an anamorphic blur. In this 

way, the death’s-head surreptitiously works to undermine both the integrity of the ambassadors’ 

worldly success as well as that of the visual field proposed by the portrait itself. 

 Holbein’s painting emerges as one of the centerpieces of Jacques Lacan’s eleventh seminar, 

conducted in 1964 and published under the title The Four Fundamental Concepts of 

Psychoanalysis. In this context, The Ambassadors is invoked in connection with the relation of 

the desiring subject to the field of the visible. Lacan’s reading of the portrait develops the claim 

that it is not merely the integrity of the worldly achievement of the sitters or that of the visual 

field that is at stake in the work’s anamorphic effect, but the consistency of the viewing subject 

itself. The study of Holbein’s painting in seminar eleven in this way participates in the broader 

subversion of the classical epistemological relation of subject and object effected by Lacanian 

psychoanalysis. In order to appreciate what the subversion of classical correlationism Lacan 

locates in The Ambassadors might have to do with the theory and practice of the theatre – and in 

particular with locating the latter’s contemporary emancipatory intensity – a brief overview of 

Lacan’s theory of the subject is called for. 

 Lacanian psychoanalysis famously conceptualizes the subject as divided or split. This 

splitting can be understood in terms of two closely related aspects of subject formation 

delineated by Lacan. The first entails a primary decentering of the subject in its passage into the 

signifying networks into which the human animal is born. The second consists in the formation 

of the identificatory bonds through which the subject secures its place within this field of 

signification. I will have occasion to return to this second aspect of subject formation below, but 



 

 89 

for the purposes of our discussion of anamorphosis restrict myself to the first here. In the context 

of Lacanian metapsychology, the primary splitting of the subject arises as the consequence of a 

forced choice between being and language, exacted as the price of the subject’s entry into the 

social order. In Lacan’s view, finding a place within the social link requires that the subject 

sacrifice the plenitude of being and the illusory possibility of the satisfaction of instincts without 

symbolic mediation, a satisfaction Lacan refers to as real jouissance. From the perspective of 

psychosexual development, this sacrifice can be seen as correlative to the severing of the dyadic 

relation of the infant and its mother. Unable to care for itself, the newborn’s projection into the 

signifying networks of its infancy becomes essential for attending to bodily imperatives such as 

feeding. Indeed, in order for the child’s corporeal needs to be met, they must first be expressed in 

a manner intelligible to its caregivers. What Lacan calls demand describes precisely this: the 

expression of needs in a form consistent with the surrounding field of signification. Lacan’s 

general term for this field is the symbolic order, but he will also refer to it simply as the Other 

(l’Autre), the latter formulation allowing for a distinction between the symbolic as such, and 

those particular others (autres) such as caregivers, to whom the infant is linked through the 

former’s mediating effects. Demand implies a first splitting of the subject inasmuch as it pertains 

not only to the immediate corporeal needs of the infant, but to a beyond of these needs in their 

obligatory articulation to the Other, to the symbolic order “out there.” The Other can in this 

context be seen as that which imposes itself in the infant’s transition from an intrauterine state of 

something like real jouissance to an extrauterine state in which that plenitude and immediacy are 

radically called into question. 

 It is in the movement from corporeal need to its articulation in demand that Lacan locates the 

crucial concept of desire. “Desire,” he observes, “begins to take shape in the margin in which 
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demand rips away from need.”166 In elaborating this concept, Lacan begins by observing that 

every demand is supplemented by something that exceeds an immediate bodily imperative. 

When its demand is met by an other, the infant experiences the satisfaction not only of a 

corporeal exigency but also that of being granted a place within the social link, that is, of having 

had the cries which carry the demand recognized within, and authenticated through, the field of 

signification surrounding it. In less technical terms, we might simply say that when a demand is 

met by a caregiver, the infant, over and above having its corporeal exigencies attended to, feels 

loved. In his sixteenth seminar, Lacan succinctly captures the importance of this excessive aspect 

of demand for his theory of the subject when he states that, “What is demanded is never anything 

but a place.”167  

 The logic of demand gives rise to a foundational problem for the infant, consisting in part in 

the intimation that, just as the sensation of being accorded a place can be given, it can also be 

withheld. Lacan posits that the newborn’s apprehension of this threat is linked in part to its 

experience of the absence of the primary caregiver. It is this problematic that Freud is working 

out in his study of the child’s fort-da game in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, discussed in the 

previous chapter. And, as the reader will recall, it is at precisely this economy of lack and play of 

presence and absence that Lyotard and Derrida take aim in their theatricalized critiques of 

psychoanalysis. If the continued presence of the caregiver who changes the infant’s diaper or 

feeds it is not assured, then neither is the supplemental aspect introduced with the concept of 

demand, that of being loved or granted a place in the Other. We might say, then, that the problem 

                                                
166 Jacques Lacan, “The Subversion of the Subject and the Dialectic of Desire,” in Écrits, trans. Bruce 
Fink (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2006), 689. 
167 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire, Livre XVI: D’un Autre À l’Autre (Paris: Seuil, 2006), 317. Translation 
mine. 
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arising from infantile demand consists in the newborn’s intimation of the lurking threat of its 

own radical placelessness. One of Lacan’s names for this placelessness is desire.  

 Lacanian desire extends the Freudian fort-da problematic in crucial ways. Indeed, it is not 

merely the absence of guarantee with respect to the satisfaction of corporeal imperatives – and 

by extension the experience of having been granted a place – that is at stake in the infant’s 

apprehension of the primary caregiver’s absence. For Lacan, a more critical issue consists in the 

infant’s intimation that the entrances and exits of the primary caregiver suggest that the latter has 

demands of her own, not all of which can be satisfied within the dyadic intimacy of her 

relationship with the child – in other words, that the other also desires. This awareness on the 

part of the infant often corresponds to the entry, into the family romance, of a third party whose 

presence effectively bars the possibility of the infant’s union with the primary caregiver, and 

with it, a return to the plenitude of real jouissance. Lacan refers to this problematic, which 

refigures Freudian castration theory, as symbolic castration, but also discusses it as entailing the 

infant’s submission to what he calls the paternal function or name-of-the-father (nom-du-père). 

At stake in the paternal function is thus in part the movement from the dyadic logic of what 

Lacan calls the imaginary register to the tertiary logic of the symbolic. By triangulating the 

family romance, the paternal function concretizes the coordinates of the child’s passage into the 

symbolic or social order. 

 If there can be said to be a Lacanian ontology – a perennial debate among specialists – it is 

intimately tied to the following radical twist to the need-demand-desire complex. If the 

caregiver, like the infant, is also desiring, split or inconsistent, then by extension the symbolic 

order for which she serves as an avatar must also be so. Lacan’s theory in this way amplifies the 

quotidian threat of placelesness vis-à-vis the family romance into an awareness that the very 
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frame to which the infant attributed the recognition of its signifiers is itself inconsistent and, 

consequently, incapable of authenticating or guaranteeing any placement of the infant 

whatsoever. In the Lacanian context, sacrificing the plenitude of being thus implies the 

unconscious recognition on the part of the subject of this two-fold reality: the Other is also 

lacking or desiring, as evidenced through the need-desire-demand complex in the primary 

caregiver; as the infant cannot serve as stopgap for the desire of such early avatars of the Other, 

thus constituting a unified whole or primordial One, the fundamental inconsistency of the 

symbolic order, that is, the Other’s desire, is an irremediable, existential fact. The first splitting 

of the subject in the passage into the symbolic order, thus leaves behind as a trace the fugitive 

awareness of the unnamable gap or nonsensical core at the heart of all sense. 

 The need-demand-desire complex provides the essential context for locating the object 

correlative to Lacan’s split subject, and a crucial term for our discussion of anamorphosis and 

theatrical representation. What Lacan call the object a describes the remainder or by-product of 

the passage into the social described above: that piece of being or “pound of flesh” mortgaged by 

the subject upon entry into the symbolic order. Since the desire at stake in the margin between 

need and demand is an unconscious one, and one that pertains moreover to a relation of lack, the 

object a is by definition a missing object. When I consciously desire something, my desire is 

correlated precisely to the unconscious installation of the missing object a in that thing. And 

while I might finally succeed in accessing that thing, the object a remains by definition an 

elusive object. Of the cyclical character of desire in the Lacanian framework, Lorenzo Chiesa 

writes, “the satisfaction of desire essentially consists of the preservation of its own 

unsatisfaction, since a subject remains a subject only insofar as – to use the full meaning of the 



 

 93 

denomination manque-à-être (lack-to-being) – he is a desiring lack-of-being that wants-to-be.”168 

Subjective desire in this sense describes the perpetual circling around an absent object which is 

entirely without substance, but to which the subject is nevertheless correlative. One of several 

functions of the object a in Lacan’s theory of the subject is to represent the subject’s lack of 

being in various psychoanalytic registers, such as those of fantasy and the subject’s relation to 

the partial drives. The object a is, in Lacan’s phrase, “something from which the subject, in order 

to constitute itself, has separated itself off as organ. This serves as a symbol of the lack […], not 

as such, but insofar as it is lacking. It must, therefore, be an object that is, first, separable and, 

secondly, that has some relation to the lack.”169  

 Lacan’s qualification of the object a as a signifier of lack is crucial to our discussion of 

anamorphosis. As the symbol of lack, of an errant and non-substantial “piece” of being, the 

object a can only play a role in the symbolic through its absence. It can therefore only appear in 

the guise of a semblant or simulacrum whose logic follows that of the fetish, that is, of an 

alluring mask whose function is to cover over the very gap or void at stake in the Other’s desire. 

We will have occasion below to elaborate on this point in connection with the traumatic aspect of 

the object a and the prophylactic or apotropaic function of the semblant. 

 Lacan’s interest in anamorphosis in seminar eleven concerns the manner in which the object a 

operates in connection with the partial drives and their respective part-objects. As one might 

expect, given the example of portraiture, Lacan is concerned here with the masking play of 

semblance in the particular relation of the desiring or split subject to the visual field. We 

typically associate the gaze with the subjective opening onto the world, as that through which the 

                                                
168 Lorenzo Chiesa, Subjectivity and Otherness: A Philosophical Reading of Lacan (Cambridge: MIT 
Press, 2007), 155. 
169 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 
(Book XI), ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1998), 103. 
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subject grasps its objects from among what is given to sight. Lacan’s discussion of the scopic 

drive resists this perspective of classical epistemology by positing a split between the eye and the 

gaze. While the eye plays its traditional anatomical role in Lacan’s account of the scopic drive in 

seminar eleven, he identifies the gaze with the object a, situating the former, not on the side of 

the subject, but within the visual field itself. “This is the function that is found at the heart of the 

institution (placement) of the subject in the visible,” Lacan explains, “What determines me, at 

the most profound level, in the visible, is the gaze that is outside.”170 In the logic he describes 

variously as “ex-centric” (excentrique) or “extimate” (extime), Lacan thus emphasizes the 

manner in which the constitutional split in the subject is inscribed in the visible. The gaze as 

part-object, as representative of the piece of being or pound of flesh mortgaged in the subject’s 

passage into the symbolic, is always “out there,” looking back at the subject from within the 

imaginary and symbolic coordinates of the visual field. “The picture, certainly, is in my eye,” 

Lacan explains, “But I am in the picture.”171 Because the object a operates in the mode of 

semblance – whose (nearly) imperceptible flutter mirrors the effraction of the signifier – the 

object-gaze necessarily situates the subject in a relation of disconnect or short-circuit to what is 

given to sight, that is, the subject is always blind precisely to the point at which it is itself 

inscribed in the visual field.  

 The Ambassadors illustrates this problematic by confronting the viewer with a choice. On the 

one hand, I can look at the painting from a frontal perspective, which allows me to establish a 

coherent image of the sitters, while masking the image of the skull. When I opt to look obliquely 

at the portrait, on the other hand, the skull becomes clear, but only at the cost of obscuring the 

rest of the image. Just as desire in Lacan’s theorization describes a circling around an ever-

                                                
170 Lacan, 106. 
171 Lacan, 96. Translation modified. 
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elusive object a, there is no vantage point from which both the skull and the ambassadors are 

accessible to me in a unified image. This possibility is constantly undermined by some-thing in 

the visual field, which is nevertheless irrevocably connected to my being. 

 As foregrounded above, Lacan’s discussion of The Ambassadors underscores the radical 

dimension of his theory’s subversion of the subject, and in particular its interrogation of the 

classical epistemological relation of subject to object – the very anathema with which Derrida, 

Lyotard and Irigaray conflate theatre, psychoanalysis and the dialectic. The inscription of 

subjectivity in the field of the visible implies an interruption or short-circuit in vision that 

perpetually frustrates the institution of a consistent subject in a snug correlation to what is given 

to sight – in the case of The Ambassadors, the art object. As suggested above, this is not merely a 

question of the scopic drive, the latter being one partial drive among four theorized by Lacan, the 

drives in turn being one register among several in which this problematic is operative in 

Lacanian metapsychology. Indeed, the anamorphic dynamics explored in seminar eleven can be 

said to describe the operating principle of Lacanian subjectivity as such. In his essay 

“Anamorphosis,” Mladen Dolar underscores the fundamental character of this aspect of the 

Lacanian subject in the following terms: “The way subjectivity is inscribed in being is 

anamorphic, that is, we never have an initial zero situation where subject would confront being 

out there, where the subject would be essentially established in a subject-object relation, in a 

correlation. Rather, there is an anamorphosis of being which conditions the very notion of the 

subject as placed in a (dis)torsion.”172 

 Dolar’s discussion of the subject’s anamorphic inscription in being is particularly relevant to 

the question of representation. In this connection, Dolar observes the manner in which Lacan’s 

                                                
172 Dolar Mladen, “Anamorphosis,” S: Journal of the Circle for Lacanian Ideology Critique 8 (2015): 
125. 
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account of anamorphosis and the scopic drive allows us to see how representation, far from 

speaking to logocentric closure, can be seen fundamentally to resist the totalizing movement that 

would result in the consolidation of a One. Of the blur of the anamorphic skull in The 

Ambassadors, Dolar observes: 

 
The stain is a stand-in for a structurally missing representation (the signifier of the missing 

signifier), which makes the whole field of representation dependent upon it. The ersatz of the 

stain is structurally missing but this stand-in is on the same level as other representations, 

standing in for the impossibility of ever closing, delimiting or totalizing the field of 

representation. Representation is non-whole, not-all, because of the inscription of the subject 

for whom something is represented in the field of representation itself. Here is a short-circuit. 

(Hence also Lacan’s notorious canonical formula that “a signifier represents the subject for 

another signifier,” making representation immanent to the signifying chain and metonymic to 

infinity. The crucial point of this formula is that the subject features as something 

represented and not, as commonly assumed, that for which something is represented.)173 

 

Representation in the Lacanian context thus describes an insurmountable gap in the relation 

between subject and object that constantly undermines the totalizing movement associated with 

classical correlationism. In this connection, Lacan’s ex-centric or extimate reading of The 

Ambassadors proposes a logic of representation in which the latter’s operations are by definition 

perpetually undermined from within their own workings. 

 On my reading, it is an expression of just this resistance to representational closure that we 

find in the diabolical apparition in the Letter to d’Alembert, one whose vividness, I argue, lies 

precisely in its theatrical specificity. Rousseau’s anecdote proposes four figures: the spectator, 

the actor, the devil and the latter’s role within the context of the drama. Here, one must avoid 

falling into the trap Rousseau himself falls into, in which the devil is taken as the apparition of an 
                                                
173 Dolar Mladen, 130. Italics mine. 
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original, indignant at being imitated by the actor in the performance. As Derrida would assert, 

the actor is in point of fact not imitating the devil, but a characterization of the latter given in the 

dramatic text and further determined, we might add, by the immediate context of theatrical mise 

en scène. We should rather read the apparition of the devil as the anecdotal embodiment of the 

short-circuit itself: as that which, within representation’s play of semblance, stands in for the 

irremediable gap implied by the object a. In other words, Rousseau’s devil presentifies precisely 

that point at which the desire of the spectating subject is inscribed within mise en scène, where it 

works constantly to disrupt any totalizing pretensions of the theatre. Just as the anamorphic skull 

of The Ambassadors frustrates the possibility of a perspective that would offer Holbein’s portrait 

in its integrity to viewer, so the gap between actor and role operative in personalized mimesis 

works to interrupt any coincidence of the two from the point of view of the spectator. That is, it 

perpetually frustrates the establishment of something like an integral, centered spectator–subject, 

in an insular correlation with the object of mise en scène.  
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 A powerful expression of the disruptive logic of personalized mimesis – just one of the many 

disjunctions proposed by the theatre – in the twentieth-century theatre can be found in the work 

of Polish theatre director, visual artist and theorist, Tadeusz Kantor. In his late productions, 

Kantor places alongside his actors mannequins which bear a striking resemblance to the 

members of the Cricot 2 ensemble and are costumed identically (FIGURE 4). Only rarely 

implicated in the action, these dummies are more often than not simply positioned near the 

actors, shadowing them throughout their performances. In the vertigo of a protracted double-

take, reinforced by the observation of the actor’s apparent awareness of his own doubling, the 

spectator of Kantor’s theatre was implicated in a theatrical machine that worked to derail the 

Figure 4. The Priest and his effigy in 
Wielopole, Wielopole. (Photo courtesy 

Cricoteka Archives, Krakow). 
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functioning of theatrical mimesis by continually re-submitting it to a short-circuit along lines of 

the one we have been discussing in connection with Rousseau’s devil. As anamorphic strategy, 

Kantor’s waxworks made mockery of the presumptions of personalized mimesis, understood as 

the coincidence of actor and role offered up for the spectator’s consumption.  

 Kantor was notorious for appearing onstage in his own productions, where he would survey 

the action as it unfolded, make adjustments to the set or costumes and occasionally whisper 

directions and exhortations to the actors. In I Shall Never Return, Kantor extends the logic of his 

waxworks by introducing into the mise en scène a mannequin bearing his own features (FIGURE 

5). Through this doubling, Kantor hurled himself into the workings of the anti-mimetic apparatus 

he had painstakingly developed over the course of his career, thus referring his own person to the 

very short-circuit or gap in representation to which he had submitted the actors of the Cricot 2 

 
Figure 5. Kantor and his wax figure double in I Shall 

Never Return. (Photograph: Jacquie Bablet). 
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ensemble, and with it, the legitimating presumptions of the theatrical auteur and all that this 

implies with respect to the logos.174 

 Is this not precisely the operation Bertolt Brecht proposes in order to achieve the epic 

theatre’s famous Verfremdungseffekt, which explicitly politicizes what we have thus far been 

treating primarily as a structural and aesthetic phenomenon? Brecht introduces the 

Verfremdungseffekt as that which “allows us to recognize an object, but at the same time makes 

it appear strange.”175 Part and parcel with this effect, his epic theatre implements a series of 

protocols intended precisely to disclose the short-circuits operative in theatrical mise en scène –

 those between actor and role, for example, or between the material space of the theatrical stage 

and dramatic setting. Far from calling upon the “magic” of the theatre to conceal such gaps – as 

in the bourgeois Weimar dramatic tradition at which his theatre took aim – Brecht’s epic theatre 

demanded of the spectator that it never lose sight of such disjunctions and the representational 

contingency to which they speak. Indeed, it was through these epic protocols that Brecht’s 

theatre confronted its spectator with the reality that nothing in the social is immutable or 

consistent, down to the smallest action, thereby inducing the spectator to “adopt an attitude of 

inquiry and criticism” in her approach to incidents both within and without the theatre. It is 

precisely in this connection that Alain Badiou in The Century reads Brechtian distanciation or 

estrangement along Lacanian lines as “a technique that dismantles the intimate and necessary 

links joining the real to semblance, links resulting from the fact that semblance is the true 

                                                
174 For a study of Kantor’s use of wax figures in his theatre, see my “Kantor’s Waxworks: 
Antitheatricalism and the Personnel of the Theatre,” Polish Theatre Perspectives, 1:2, eds. Michal 
Kobialka and Natalia Zarzecka; forthcoming as chapter in Tadeusz Kantor’s Memory: Other Pasts, Other 
Futures, eds. Michal Kobialka and Natalia Zarzecka, Polish Theatre Perspectives, Fall 2016. 

175 Bertolt Brecht, “From Epic to Dialectical Theatre 2,” in Brecht on Theatre, ed. Tom Kuhn, Steve 
Giles, and Marc Silberman, trans. Jack Davis, 3rd ed. (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 241. 
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situating principle of the real, that which localizes and renders visible the brutal effects of the 

real’s contingency.”176 

 These theatrical expressions of the extimate or ex-centric logic of representation allow us to 

stage a critical rejoinder to the philosophical critique of the theatre discussed in the previous 

chapter. The first point we should make here pertains to the charge of representational closure, 

that is, that the theatre exemplifies the metaphysical machinery of an aesthetic protocol whose 

operations invariably result in the consolidation of a One and, by extension, the institution of a 

centered spectator-subject in an airtight correlation with the object of mise en scène. The 

Derridean logocentric stage and the nihilism of voluminous theatricality described by the 

slowing of Lyotard’s libidinal band are exemplary of this line of critique. As we have seen, the 

representational short-circuit embodied by Rousseau’s devil, Kantor’s waxworks and Brecht’s 

Verfremdungseffekt speak to an altogether other vision of the theatre. We are here far from any 

unitary theatrics or metaphysical volume, but squarely within a problematic wherein 

representation – theatrical or otherwise – is seen to be inconsistent or not-all. By styling and 

deploying the contingency of the representational order itself, these theatres affirm the reality 

that any authorizing logos is a chimera and that nothing that can render necessary the effects of 

the symbolic field, thus allowing the audience to slip into a spectatorial stupor while the logos 

does the driving. There is no means in this theatre of installing the spectator in an insular, 

centered circuit with the object of theatrical mise en scène – the ex-centric or extimate stage 

holds no refuge for subjective integrity. Rather than naïvely and inexorably offering itself up to 

the transcendental machinery of closure, the theatre proposed by Rousseau, Kantor and Brecht 

                                                
176 Alain Badiou, The Century, trans. Alberto Toscano (Cambridge: Polity, 2007), 48. 
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demonstrate the stage’s capacity to illuminate the contours of what we might call 

representational or theatrical desire. 

 A related point should be made here pertaining to the charge that the theatre, more than any 

other art, parades the substitutive function of representation. The reader will recall how, in this 

view, the theatre is exemplary of the logic whereby the consistency of representation depends 

upon a transcendental locus or alibi stage, to which the machinery of theatrical mimesis is 

subordinated while simultaneously disavowing. Far from bespeaking an absent, metaphysical 

and authorizing logos, the gap or short-circuit implied by the extimate or ex-centric stage is 

rigorously immanent to theatrical mise en scène. Here, the anamorphic logic of representation 

never implies a beyond of its own operations. In the context of his comments on Brecht, Badiou 

describes the thesis of Luigi Pirandello – whose famous formulation, “naked masks,” speaks to 

the tension we have been pursuing here – in the following terms: “The real, or the naked, is what 

gives itself only by adhering to the mask, adhering to semblance.”177 If there is an other scene, it 

is not an absent locus, but its machinations are at work in the superficial immediacy of theatre’s 

symbolic and imaginary coordinates. In other words, there is finally no secret interiority at stake 

in representation, theatrical or otherwise, no transcendental locus concealed behind the curtain. 

The gap of the real is rather to be sought in the inert materiality of the wax figure.  

 A third and final point that we should make here concerns play of indeterminacy that is, in the 

poststructuralist view, offered up as a viable alternative to theatrical closure. The reader will 

recall the examples of the writerly performance Derrida locates in Mallarmé’s Mimique and 

Lyotard’s fascination with the uninterrupted and limitless movement of the camera for La région 

centrale. If there is a referential movement with respect to Rousseau’s devil or the theatre of 

                                                
177 Badiou, 50. 
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Brecht or Kantor, it is, as we have seen, precisely the movement of effraction whereby the 

theatrical apparatus is referred to the irremediable gap or short-circuit at the heart of 

representation itself. Here we are far from the deferred or fleeting movement of meaning, or the 

limitless play of dérive, but are rather dealing with an impasse of signification or formalization 

whose punctuality is indeed something of the order of a diabolical apparition. From the 

perspective of the dialectic, we are therefore far from the movement, associated by Derrida with 

theatrical closure, whereby sublation renders difference inoperative in the name of the Same. 

Rather, we are here dealing with an operation of dialectical scission or splitting, along lines 

theorized by Mao Zedong. Against the view that the primary law of dialectics is “two unites into 

One,” Mao asserts that the law of the dialectic is “One divides into two.” Indeed, it is not for 

nothing that Brecht turns to Mao in his final years, explicitly replacing the epic theatre he had 

spent his life developing with a new vision for a dialectical stage, and going so far as to make 

parts of Mao’s “On Contradiction” required reading for the cast of the Berliner Ensemble’s 

Coriolanus. If we are to preserve the term “dialectic” as a viable term for the theatre, we should 

insist that, with respect to theatrical mimesis, we are dealing with a materialist dialectics and not 

an idealist dialectics. 

 In closing the previous chapter, I suggested that it is only by conceiving of representation in 

terms of closure and the erasure of difference that the theatre – and along with it, the subject, 

psychoanalysis and the dialectic – can be targeted as the privileged avatars of the corrupt 

metaphysical logic of the Western project. The alternative theatre we are constructing here 

demonstrates the degree to which this critical, antitheatrical complex is overdetermined by the 

thematics of poststructuralism. In view of the ex-centric or extimate logic of representation, and 

its theatrical expression in the examples we have been discussing, we should insist upon a 
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détournement of the Derridean pronouncement taken as one of the epigraphs for the present 

section (“Is not the most naïve form of representation mimesis?”). In the context of the present 

discussion, we should rather pose the following question: “Is there a more naïve critique of 

representation than that of theatrical mimesis?” 

  

 

SPECTATORIAL TERROR,  
PROPHYLACTIC MISE EN SCÈNE 

 

Is it not remarkable that, at the origin of the analytic experience, the real 

should have presented itself in the form of that which is inassimilable in it 

– in the form of the trauma, determining all that follows, and imposing on 

it an apparently accidental origin?—LACAN, The Four Fundamental 

Concepts of Psychoanalysis 

 

While Lacan’s discussion of the anamorphic inscription of the subject in the visual field has 

allowed us to make some general observations regarding what might be at stake for an 

alternative vision of theatrical aesthetics in the apparition which so gripped Rousseau, we have 

not yet accounted for the element of terror attached by the latter to the devil’s appearance. 

Exploring the affective dimension of Rousseau’s diabolical anecdote in the Letter to d’Alembert 

will allow us to further develop our rejoinder to the critique of the theatre and of the subject 

discussed in the previous chapter. In particular, Rousseau’s terror will allow us to make some 

suggestions as to what might be at stake with respect to the question of political subjectivity in 

the anecdote. 

 I propose that we examine Rousseau’s terror by way of further reference to Lacan’s 

engagement with aesthetics, this time with the theatre itself, which the latter deploys in his 
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theorization of fantasy and the psychoanalytic act. While this movement is examined at length in 

the fifth chapter of the present dissertation, Lacan’s comments on the traumatic status of the 

object a and the prophylactic or apotropaic function of semblance in fantasy merit our passing 

attention here. We observed above that what is in part at stake in the object a is an unconscious 

awareness on the part of the subject of the fundamental inconsistency of the symbolic itself and, 

by extension, of the radical absence of guarantee when it comes to assuring a place for the 

subject in the social link, or within any regime of sense. It is in this sense that the object a 

constitutes a site of trauma for the subject, one that Lacan will give various names over the 

course of his career, among them, the Thing and the real.  

 Lacan turns to the theatre in order to elaborate two key theses with respect to the manner in 

which fantasy organizes the subject’s relation to the object-a-as-traumatic-site. The first of these 

is that fantasy is a staging which restores the subject to a place with respect to the Other, 

allowing for a chimerical recuperation of the lost object a. Second, Lacan asserts that such a 

restoration of the subject – precisely because, in his view, it represents an ontological 

impossibility – necessarily depends upon the mise en scène of semblance around the object a, a 

movement of theatrical illusion that allows for the illusory reunion with the object, while 

creating a minimal distance between the subject and the latter’s traumatic aspect. While fantasy 

thus works to stave off the encroachment of the real, its mise en scène nevertheless suggests the 

lurking presence of this traumatic aspect in its staging. Anxiety, the topic of Lacan’s tenth 

seminar, becomes particularly significant in this connection. Inasmuch as anxiety is, for Lacan, 

the subjective correlate of the object a, its induction in the spectator as a consequence of some 

uncanny element of fantasmatic mise en scène works to signal the terrifying proximity of the 

real. 
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 Two aspects of the theatre are of interest to Lacan in this connection. Our discussion of 

theatrical scission above focused on personalized mimesis and the gaps between actor and role. 

Given the above, it should not come as a surprise that, in his theatrical theorization of fantasy, 

Lacan is interested in the space of the theatre and, in particular, the mise en abyme of 

disjunctions it implies: those between the house and stage, for example, or the stage and the 

theatrical machinery silently at work in its wings and traps. According to Lacan, the value of the 

theatre as a topological model is to be sought “in its organization, in that it establishes 

superimposed planes within which the proper dimension of human subjectivity can find its 

place.”178 This has to do specifically with the installation of the split or desiring subject in 

relation to the object a: “To give a play its depth, like an auditorium or a stage, it takes a certain 

number of superimposed planes – an entire machinery. And it is at the interior of the depth thus 

obtained that can be posed in the fullest fashion the problem for us of the articulation of 

desire.”179  

 In his theatricalization of the dream of Freud’s famous analysand, the Wolf Man, Lacan 

emphasizes the play of theatrical depth in the sequence: the space of dreamer’s bedroom as 

auditorium, the window as proscenium arch, and the night tree beyond its frame where the 

wolves perch as stage. Of theatrical depth as crucial to the mechanics of the unconscious, Lacan 

observes: 

 
This place, which is properly speaking “the other scene,” because it is the one where you see 

reality – no doubt you know that it is born in this place as a theatrical set (un décor). And you 

                                                
178 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire VI: Le Désir et Son Interprétation, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: 
Éditions de la Martinière, 2013), 324. 
179 Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 
(Book XI), ed. Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1998), 
103. 
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know that it is not that which is on the other side of the set that is the truth, and that if you are 

there, in front of the stage, it is you who are at the other side of the set, and who touch 

something that goes further in the relationship of reality to everything that obscures it 

(l’enveloppe).180 

 

Here we are far from Lyotardian theatrical volume, but are rather dealing with a space that 

organizes the extimate or ex-centric relation of the subject to mise en scène. 

A second aspect of the stage key for Lacan’s theorization of fantasy concerns the dynamism 

of the theatre, whose machines – unlike the static surface of the portrait – set in motion the 

elements of mise en scène. This dynamism is a crucial feature of the uncanny, the phenomenon 

which, by prompting anxiety in the spectator, announces the veiled presence of the traumatic 

Thing in fantasy’s staging. In connection with the Wolf Man’s dream, Lacan develops this point 

through a theatricalization of the following key feature: the window’s uncanny opening of its 

own accord. Linking this unexpected movement to the dynamic movement of a curtain’s 

opening, Lacan observes: 

 
“Suddenly,” “all of a sudden” – you will always find this term at the moment that the 

phenomenon of the uncanny makes its entrance. You will always find the scene that offers in 

its own dimension, that allows to arise, that which cannot be said in the world. What is it that 

we always expect when the curtain rises, if not this brief moment of anxiety, quickly 

extinguished, but which is never absent […] when going to the theatre we […] settle our 

behinds in more or less expensive seats: the moment of the three knocks, and of the curtain’s 

opening.181 

                                                
180 Jacques Lacan, “Le Séminaire XII: Problèmes cruxciaux... (unpublished manuscript),” 81, accessed 
May 1, 2013, http://staferla.free.fr/S12/S12%20PROBLEMES.pdf. Translation mine. 
181 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire X: L’angoisse, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Seuil, 2004), 90. Original 
italics. In the classical French theatre, the three knocks of the brigadier alerted the audience and stage 
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In the context of Wolf Man’s dream, we find on the other side of the theatrical curtain the wolves 

perched in their tree, which Lacan describes as a jouissance that “arb-horrifies” the dreamer 

(l’arborifie), thus suggesting the manner in which the object a is installed within the fantasy’s 

mise en scène.182 Since this object is by definition lacking, it is given body through its 

presentation in the guise of a semblant – here, the object-gaze of the wolves. The uncanny 

movement of the curtain’s opening provides this setup with the anxiety-inducing jolt that causes 

it to tremble, beginning to reveal the gaps and fissures in its mise en scène. The illusion thus 

perturbed, the proximity of the real or The Thing – here characterized as “that cannot be said in 

the world,” as a radical impasse symbolization or formalization – is announced: it is there, at 

work in the seams of the backdrops, in the gaps between the flies, giving rise to the petrified state 

of the spectator. 

 

 

POLITICAL THEATRES 
 

Today too there is a widespread belief that the theatre must change: it 

must become the celebration of moral and democratic consensus, a sort of 

morose chorus chanting the world’s unhappiness and its humanitarian 

remedy. No hero, no conflict of types, no thought – nothing but 

unanimous bodily emotion.—BADIOU, The Century  

 

In our discussion above of the aesthetics of the stage, I suggested that we take Rousseau’s devil 

as a monstration of the irremediable gap or short-circuit at the heart of theatrical mimesis to 

                                                                                                                                                       
technicians to the commencement of the performance, particularly when it entailed the raising of a 
curtain. 
182 Lacan, 302. 
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which the stage submits all of it elements, constantly frustrating the relinking of dialectical 

division in its operations. I propose that we approach Rousseau’s terror in light of our discussion 

of Lacan’s theorization of the prophylactic dimension of fantasmatic mise en scène. In particular, 

I want to suggest that something in Rousseau’s affective response to his diabolical anecdote, 

taken together with its collective reflection in the terrified dispersal of the crowd he describes, 

speaks to the rupture of a private fantasy of subjective and civic unity – for Rousseau, the one 

intimately linked to the other. Some context for the Letter to d’Alembert will allow us to develop 

this point, along with some observations concerning the implications of Rousseau’s devil for a 

discussion of political representation and the body politic. 

 Rousseau’s letter to Jean le Rond d’Alembert, the co-editor, with Denis Diderot, of the 

Enlightenment project of the Encyclopédie, was prompted when Voltaire, one of the project’s 

contributors, settled in the Rousseau’s cherished birthplace of Geneva during his exile from 

France. Quickly bored with his bucolic environs, Voltaire took upon himself the task of founding 

a theatre in the city, a challenge given the ban on theatrical entertainments maintained in Geneva 

at the time. The Encylopédie was selected as the venue in which Voltaire would wage his battle 

for theatrical entertainment in his newly adopted town. For the entry on Geneva, due to go to 

press shortly following his arrival, Voltaire managed to persuade d’Alembert to insert a passage 

suggesting that the city would benefit from a theatre – one that would be strictly regulated, of 

course. For Rousseau, the notion that Geneva should have a theatre meant the end of the city as 

he knew it. While appropriate in a location such as Paris, a city already well-adapted to theatrical 

pleasures, the arrival of a theatre in Geneva would distract the citizenry from honest work, cause 

people to become dissatisfied with their quotidian existences, as well as inspire in them a taste 

for luxury. It would also introduce a cavalcade of unsavory theatrical types – chief among them, 
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actors – whose mores would gradually compromise the moral integrity of the Genevans by 

valorizing duplicitousness and encouraging dissipated behavior. 

  The theatrical menace implied by Voltaire’s project for a Genevan theatre is underscored by 

another anecdote in the Letter, nestled in work’s final footnote. Here we find an emotional 

account of an altogether different experience of spectacle to that of the diabolical apparition 

discussed above: that of the civic festival. At the close of a military demonstration Geneva erupts 

in a spontaneous spectacle of civic unity, witnessed by the young Rousseau who stands beside 

his father on a hill just outside of the city. The passage is worth quoting at length: 

 

The regiment of Saint-Gervais had done its exercises, and, according to the custom, they had 

supped by companies; most of those who formed them gathered after supper in St. Gervais 

square and started dancing all together, officers and soldiers, around the fountain, the basin 

of which the drummers, the fifers and the torch bearers had mounted. A dance of men, 

cheered by a long meal, would seem to present nothing very interesting to see; however, the 

harmony of five or six hundred men in uniform, holding one another by the hand and 

forming a long ribbon which wound around, serpent-like, in cadence and without confusion, 

with countless turns and returns, countless sorts of figured evolutions, the excellence of the 

tunes which animated them, the sound of the drums, the glare of the torches, a certain 

military pomp in the midst of pleasures, all this created a very lively sensation that could not 

be experienced coldly. It was late; the women were in bed; all of them got up. Soon the 

windows were full of female spectators who gave a new zeal to the actors; they could not 

long confine themselves to their windows and they came down; the wives came to their 

husbands, the servants brought wine, even the children, awaked by the noise ran half-clothed 

amidst their fathers and mothers. […] My father, embracing me, was seized with trembling 

which I think I still feel and share. “Jean-Jacques,” he said to me, “love your country. Do you 

see these good Genevans? They are all friends, they are all brothers; joy and concord reign in 
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their midst. You are a Genevan; one day you will see other peoples; but should you travel as 

much as your father, you will not find their likes.”183 

 

 In my discussion above of Lacanian subject formation I mentioned two aspects of this 

problematic according to Lacan. The first entailed a primary decentering of the subject in its 

passage into the symbolic order. In the above citation, we find a near text-book illustration of the 

second aspect of Lacanian subject formation: that of the subject’s imaginary and symbolic 

identifications, a problematic developed by Lacan notably in the essay “The Mirror Stage as 

Formative of the ‘I’ Function.” Briefly, imaginary identification describes the formation of the 

ideal ego through the infant’s identification with its gestalt or totalized form in the specular 

image – in the case of the above essay, a mirror image. Symbolic identification describes the 

formation of the ego-ideal in the subject’s identification with the place or locus from which it is 

viewed, that which situates the subject in the symbolic field. In “The Mirror Stage,” this locus is 

presented in terms of the approving gaze of the primary caregiver. Holding the baby before the 

mirror, the latter’s look of approbation is accompanied by a statement which we can imagine as 

something like, “Look, that’s you!” Lacan will call such signifiers unary traits, noting, in this 

connection, the importance of the family name. The formation of the ego or “I” function, then, 

both situates or places the subject vis-à-vis the Other, but also allows for the chimerical 

conviction of a corporeal-subjective integrity: rather than a body-in-pieces (corps morcelé) 

traversed by the drive, the subject is endowed with the illusory consistency Lacan will describe 

as “the finally donned armor of an alienating identity.” 

 These elements of the second “moment” of Lacanian subject formation cannot be missed in 

Rousseau’s anecdote of the emotionally stirring demonstration of the regiment of Saint-Gervais. 

                                                
183 Rousseau, Politics and the Arts, 135. 
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Here, the gestalt or whole with which Rousseau identifies is the throng itself, which he describes 

in terms of its cohesion: “harmony,” “unity,” “dancing all together,” “in cadence without 

confusion,” and so on. The formation of this social body is reinforced by the presence of the 

women in their windows, who gaze approvingly on, providing a specular locus of approbation 

before themselves joining in the festivities. The role of Rousseau’s father is critical here, 

doubling this approbation by admiringly watching his son as the latter regards the spectacle. To 

the image of the festivities unfolding below them, Rousseau’s father adds the crucial signifiers, 

“Jean-Jacques, you are a Genevan,” thus contributing to the imaginary admixture the binding 

symbolic function of the unary trait, one that links the proper name with civic identity. 

 I want to suggest that a key to Rousseau’s personal terror at the diabolical apparition and the 

ensuing dispersal of the crowd can be located in the above anecdote and, in particular, in the 

imaginary and symbolic identificatory bonds it stages, attachments installed along lines 

commensurate with Lacanian subject formation as well as with the libidinal organization of 

groups theorized by Freud in works such as Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego. For 

Rousseau, it is the integrity of the general will, reflected in the unified social body of the civic 

festival, which is most under threat by the representational disjunction introduced by the theatre. 

What is most menacing about the diabolical apparition in this connection is precisely how such 

disjunctions work to disclose the radical inconsistency of the fantasies which sustain the 

subjective body and that of the body politic in their illusory consistency. The devil stands in the 

same relation to the panicked dispersion of the audience as the introduction of a Genevan theatre 

does to the civic body comprised by its citizens: as the introduction of an uncontrolled and 

uncontrollable rupture to its integrity. In this connection, it is not insignificant that Rousseau 

likens the diabolical theatrical apparition to the writing on the wall at the feast of Balthazar. The 
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reader will recall how the ghostly writing, deciphered by Daniel, predicts the fall of Babylon to 

the Medes and Persians. 

 Rousseau’s anecdote thus speaks not only to the Lacanian view on the integrity of the visual 

field or that of the subject, but also of the body politic itself. Indeed, the same representational 

logic at stake in the theatre obtains with respect to the procedures by which the social body is 

represented, politically or otherwise. For the author of The Social Contract, the theme of the 

wholesome civic festival (against the tainted theatre), speaks to a fantasy of the molar 

consistency of the body politic. The dispersal of the audience with the apparition of Rousseau’s 

devil describes the terrifying fracture of this unity. But Lacan’s reading of mimesis would 

suggest that the Genevans, or the gentle mountaineers of Neufchatel, to whose wholesome, 

bucolic existence Rousseau refers throughout the Lettre to d’Alembert, are indeed already an 

inconsistent body, not-all. The devil, as the short-circuit in representation itself, as that which is 

always already at work disrupting the integrity of the identificatory bonds which give the subject 

an illusory consistency, in this sense rises up to disclose the unspeakable foundation upon which 

any representational order is founded. 

 Writing in Disagreement, Jacques Rancière speaks powerfully to the manner in which this 

radical lack of consistency of the body politic is not something be dreaded or feared, but in fact 

constitutes the authentic site of the political itself. “For politics,” Rancière assets, “the fact that 

the people are internally divided is not, actually, a scandal to be deplored. It is the primary 

condition of the exercise of politics. There is politics from the moment there exists the sphere of 

the emergence of a subject, the people, whose particular attribute is to be different from itself, 
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internally divided”184 Here, we are dealing with a very different idea of political subjectivity, one 

that takes into account the gap at the heart of the logic of representation, so terrifying for 

Rousseau in its theatrical expression. Still in Disagreement – and in an observation that extends, 

theatrically, the critique of his former mentor, Louis Althusser – Rancière continues, “And so it 

is no longer a matter of interpreting the difference between one people and another according to 

some kind of symptomatology. It is a matter of interpreting, in the theatrical sense of the word, 

the gap between a place where the demos exists and a place where it does not, where there are 

only populations, individuals, employers and employees, heads of households and spouses, and 

so on.” In other words, for Rancière political subjectivization is to be located, not in a clinging at 

all costs to the illusory consistency of the civic body, but to allowing the gaps and fissures in the 

latter’s mise en scène to announce themselves, the better to be debated, shaped and styled in 

creative collective process. 

 A methodological parenthesis seems worth making here, one that relates to research at the 

intersections of politics and the theatre, and in particular the attribution of something like 

democratic consensus to the figure of audience or the crowd. In her discussion of Marie-Joseph 

Chénier’s Charles IX, ou l’École des rois in Revolutionary Acts: Theatre, Democracy and the 

French Revolution, Susan Maslan puts forward the enthusiastic reception of the five-act tragedy 

as evidence of the theatre’s capacity to unify its spectators, thereby organizing political 

consensus. In this connection, the “theatre’s capacity to produce unanimity and consensus 

depends on immediacy and publicness, on the presence of the members of the audience to each 

other,” a characteristic of the “singular intensity” of theatrical spectatorship that separates it, 
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Maslan points out, from the act of reading.185 This emphasis on the theatrical audience as the site 

of democratic consensus likewise animates Paul Friedland’s work in Political Actors: 

Representative Bodies and Theatricality in the Age of the French Revolution. In one example 

among many, the notion of the public as unanimous spectatorial body prompts Friedland to ask, 

“If public opinion could claim to represent the will of the public, then whose will, exactly, did 

the king represent, other than his own?”186 Tempting as it may be to view the spectating public as 

emblematic of theatrico-democratic consensus, such gestures raise the question: from what 

position is one able to comprise such a united body? And to what end? According to the logic we 

have been following here, such gestures only serve to cover over the productive antagonism at 

the heart of any so-called unity. 

 Two concluding points to our discussion of Rousseau should be made here. First, far from 

proving the theatre’s political bankruptcy, the vision of theatrical mimesis established above 

around Rousseau’s anecdote of the devil suggests the viability of the theatre for thinking 

(political) subjectivity today. This examination of Rousseau’s Letter to d’Alembert demonstrates 

not only that the vision of theatricality elaborated by figures such as Derrida, Lyotard and 

Irigaray is not the only one, but that another vision, brought into focus by a combatant tradition 

in French philosophy – in figures such as Lacan, Rancière and Badiou – not only provides an 

alternative view of the theatre, but precisely one that interrogates the guiding assumptions of the 

former reading of the theatre. By doing so, it speaks to the political core of theatricality: the idea 

that every unity is split from within by some element, immanent to the unity itself, which 

fundamentally resists representation. Far from bespeaking the closed insularity of subject and 

                                                
185 Susan Maslan, Revolutionary Acts: Theater, Democracy, and the French Revolution (Baltimore: Johns 
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object, and the consolidation of the One, theatrical mimesis thus viewed demonstrates how the 

theatre’s formal constraints – its mimetic and spatial disjunctions, and so on – opens up a space 

of sustained engagement with precisely that which resists being named, being worked out. The 

subject is not the dreaded by-product of logocentrism, but is precisely the philosophical and 

psychoanalytic category which allows us, with respect to the individual and collective, to locate 

the point of the real at the heart of representation which is the locus of any authentic change. 

 A second point that should be made here concerns the moniker “political theatre.” Simply put, 

one need not be a Kantor or a Brecht in order to lay claim to a politics of theatricality. What 

these projects demonstrate is precisely the logic that is always already operative at the heart of 

theatrical representation. What the theatre offers with respect to any politics is in this precise 

sense not to be located in any particular content. Indeed – and to return to our discussion of the 

literary-historical antitheatricalism I associated with Puchner in the previous chapter – a political 

theatre is no more constituted by putting politicians or “issues” on stage than is a thinking 

theatre by “dragging philosophers” onto it. If the theatre speaks to a politics, it does so in the 

very division that occurs in every event of the theatre – when it is indeed an event of the theatre – 

irrespective of its particular content. 

 

 

PERVERSIONS OF PERFORMANCE 
 

EUGÉNIE: Oh dear god! The delicious niche. But why all these mirrors?  
 

MADAME DE SAINT-ANGE: By repeating our attitudes and postures in a 

thousand different ways, they infinitely multiply those same pleasures for 

the persons seated here upon this ottoman. Thus everything is visible, no 
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part of the body can remain hidden: everything must be seen.—SADE, 

Philosophy in the Bedroom 

 

With the above dialogue, which appears in the third act of D. A. F. de Sade’s Philosophy in the 

Bedroom, the initiation of the young virgin Eugénie into the secret delights of libertinage 

commences. The apprenticeship will unfold under the ardent instruction of Dolmancé and 

Madame de Saint-Ange, but the cast of characters will multiply in clown-car fashion over the 

course of the drama, the libertine tutors enlisting the participation of the spectacularly well-

endowed Chevalier de Mirvel, the château’s gardener and valet, and even Eugénie’s mother. As 

the bodies multiply, so will their configurations, each lascivious tableau in turn reproduced ad 

infinitum by the mirrors.187 This theatrical mise en abyme of limitless partners, positions and 

pleasures, speaks to a thematics peculiar to perversion: the will to see and say it all. Beyond the 

exposing and multiplying effects of the boudoir’s mirrors, readers of the play will recall metteur 

en scène Dolmancé’s meticulous stage directions preceding a given orgiastic tableau, each 

followed by a call to “Positions!” Once spoken, the configurations are assumed and the director’s 

verbal sketch actualized down to the last detail. Indeed, the play only ends when Dolmancé 

announces, at the beginning of its closing speech, “Everything’s been said.”188  

 From the perspective of the Lacanian clinic, the will to see and say it all speaks to the 

pervert’s particular relation to symbolic castration. Somewhere between the neurotic and the 

hysteric in the spectrum of Lacanian clinical structures, perversion implies the truncated 

symbolization of the paternal function or name-of-the-father. The incomplete representation of a 

third party in the family romance, one that, from the perspective of psychosexual development, 
                                                
187 This hallmark of libertine drama is found not only in the work of de Sade, but also in that of Jean 
Genet, perhaps most notably in The Balcony. 
188 Marquis de Sade, Philosophy in the Boudoir: Or, The Immoral Mentors, trans. Joachim Neugroschel, 
Deluxe (Penguin Classics, 2006), 173. 
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would institute the infant’s intimation of the desire of the Other or the constitutive lack upon 

which symbolic field is founded, establishes the defensive operation of disavowal as the 

framework for the pervert’s psychic life. Its embodiment is the fetish, whose logic follows 

Octave Mannoni’s well known formulation, “I know very well, but all the same….”189 In the 

short study “Fetishism,” Freud illustrates this logic with reference to an athletic support belt, the 

fetish object of one of his perverse patients. “This piece of clothing covered up the genitals 

entirely and concealed the distinction between them,” Freud observes, “Analysis showed that it 

signified that women were castrated and that they were not castrated; and it also allowed for the 

hypothesis that men were castrated, for all these possibilities could equally well be concealed 

under the belt.”190 The fetish thus allows for castration, and by extension the lack in the Other, to 

be at once affirmed and negated. In Serge André’s phrase, the pervert “maintains the belief in the 

consistency of the object of the Other’s desire, in the consistency of an object that is really 

capable of fulfilling the Other’s desire.”191 By covering over the lack in the Other, the fetish 

makes it possible for the pervert to identify himself with this object, which Lacan will call the 

imaginary phallus. The pervert is he who would be the phallus for the Other, thereby stitching up 

the constitutive gap in the symbolic field and endowing it with the consistency of the One. It is 

precisely this illusory identification that founds the pervert’s tireless will to see and say it all: if 

every lubricious tableau, once described, can be realized without remainder, then all, it would 

seem, has indeed been said and nothing found lacking. 

                                                
189 Octave Mannoni, “I Know Well, But All the Same...,” in Perversion and the Social Relation, trans. 
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 In Sade: The Invention of the Libertine Body, Marcel Hénaff draws an important link between 

the problematic of perverse disavowal – in the present chapter, thought in terms of the will to see 

and say it all – and the question of subjectivity. In this connection, he observes that the limitless 

permutations of bodies and perspectives found in the Sadean orgy effects a dispersion of the 

subject. The libertine tableau, Hénaff observes, is organized around a single point of view which, 

thanks to the orgy’s seemingly limitless configurations and mirror reflections, is nevertheless 

able to traverse the tableau’s various possible vantage points. This multiplicity of perspectives 

should not be mistaken for a sort of absolute vision, that of a divine eye, however:  

 
Rather, the group itself constitutes a kind of single body with multiple eyes, hands, and 

genitals, a body totally saturated but without a subject (because sexual pleasure, for Sade, 

remains radically individual, not susceptible to exchange). There is no place in this group-

body, this flesh-machine, for amorous looks or subjective emphasis. The circularity of the 

spectacle in no way implies any transitivity of the gaze, which is possible only within the 

expressive-lyric order of bodies – possible, that is, only through a reactivation that is ruled 

out for Sade because for him the unadulterated preservation of positive symbolic emphasis 

seems to be the very condition of the combinative operation’s smooth functioning, and the 

imaginary is presented as the threat of its dissolution.192  

 

In other words, what is covered over by limitless configurations and vantage points of the 

libertine orgy is precisely the impossibility of seeing and saying it all: the gap, short-circuit or 

constitutive impasse in symbolization or formalization upon which the symbolic order is founded 

and to which the Lacanian subject is correlative. Hénaff underscores the link between this 

perverse dispersion of subjectivity and the prophylactic or apotropaic function of fetishist 

disavowal. In Mannoni’s formula, the unspoken second clause, “but all the same…” is the fetish, 
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that is, it serves the function of covering over what has been symbolized for the pervert, however 

insufficiently, of the gap or cut in the symbolic implied by the phallic function. In this way, the 

fetish remains intimately linked to the trauma of the real. Like the fetish and the mise en scène of 

fantasy, the dispersal of the subject in the exercise of seeing and saying it all serves the function 

of keeping at bay the inexorable encroachment of The Thing. 

 Against theatrical stricture, figures such as Derrida and Lyotard celebrate the referential play 

of writing and the limitless flux of libidinal energetics. This perspective’s resonances with the 

problematic of the libertine orgy is neatly captured in the latter’s observations regarding the 

apparatus used for the filming of La région centrale, discussed in the previous chapter. The 

novelty of Snow’s device, the reader will recall, lies in its infinite vantage points: no perspective, 

no position is foreclosed to the camera’s lens. Snow’s apparatus, like Mallarmé’s Mimique for 

Derrida, can thus be seen to effect a double dispersal of the classical subject and the theatrico-

metaphysical structure that is seen in this view to underwrite it. “The subject,” Lyotard writes in 

Des dispositifs pulsionnels, “is a product of the representational set-up and disappears with it.”193 

Hénaff’s observation regarding the links between the dispersal of subjectivity in the limitless 

play of discourse and perspective in the libertine orgy in this connection allows us to draw a link 

between those post-war French philosophical models which would supplant the metaphysics of 

theatrical closure and the problematic of perversion. In this view, the debilitating effects 

theatrical constraint, like the cut of the real, or impasse in formalization of symbolization, can be 

seen as serving a limiting function with respect to the exercise of seeing and saying it all.  

 In the following pages, I want to establish this conceptual knot – which links 

antitheatricalism, the death of the subject and perversion – as providing the principal coordinates 
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for a certain orientation in performance art and the academic field of performance studies, some 

of whose central tenants are derived from the writings of figures such as Derrida, Lyotard and 

Irigaray. Established in polemical opposition to both the theatre and the subject, what I am here 

broadly referring to as performance founds its vision of limitless corporeal and linguistic 

possibility in a double post-mortem whose investments can be seen to participate in the 

problematic of perversion outlined above. Despite the clamorous proclamation of its subversive 

political potential, I here argue that performance, in a way that is directly linked to what is at 

stake in the logic of perverse disavowal, can be seen to betray the important emancipatory 

projects it purports to serve. 

 Pertaining as it does to both the academic field of performance studies as well as performance 

art, performance consists of two key aspects, each of which harbors an antitheatrical supplement 

at its core. In the case of the emergent field of the performance studies, this antitheatricalism is to 

be located in the latter’s effort to wrest itself from the discipline of theatre studies, from which it 

in large part emerged. Drawing from theorists such as J.L. Austin, Erving Goffman and Judith 

Butler, and from practitioners such as Allan Kaprow and the members of the Fluxus movement, 

the academic field of performance studies was established in the 1980s and 1990s in polemical 

opposition to the theatre. In its beginnings, performance’s antitheatrical orientation drew from a 

series of assertions regarding the retrograde character of the stage, found in the work of its 

theoretical icons. In his discussion of the performative in How to Do Things with Words, to take 

a first prominent example, Austin avers that the theatrical text stands in a parasitic relation to 

language: the theatre indeed does things with words, but in the context of a fiction that undercuts 



 

 122 

their perlocutionary force.194 A more thoroughgoing assault upon the theatrical stage can be 

found in the art criticism of Michael Fried, whose work, particularly the well known essay “Art 

and Objecthood,” was instrumental in the early configuration of performance studies. In this 

essay, Fried asserts that, “Art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theatre,” and that 

“The success, even the survival, of the arts has come increasingly to depend on their ability to 

defeat the theatre.”195 Torn between the practice and study of theatre and the new horizon 

suggested by performance, some of the latter’s early theorists took a more measured stance 

regarding the stage. Richard Schechner, one of the founders of performance studies (and a stage 

director himself), for example, predicted that the theatre, understood as the staging of works of 

dramatic literature, was destined to become “the string quartet of the twenty-first century: a 

beloved but extremely limited genre.”196 Rather than needing to be actively resisted because of 

its degenerating effects with respect to either speech acts or artistic production, Schechner simply 

counts on the fact that the theatre will recede with the twentieth century, a retreat hastened by the 

emergence of the less limited theory and practice of performance. 

 This resistance to the limiting and degenerative effects associated with theatre by Austin, 

Fried and Schechner, animates the paradigm of performance studies, a self-described anti-

discipline which notoriously resists categorization. Performance studies has emerged as a field 

which decidedly has no defined object of analysis. Philip Auslander, in his introduction to 

Theory for Performance Studies, characterizes the anti-discipline’s objectless status in the 

following terms: 
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I consider performance studies to be a paradigm-driven field […]. There is no object (or set 

of objects) called performance(s) the study of which performance studies takes as its purpose. 

Rather, there is an idea, performance, that serves as the paradigmatic starting point for any 

inquiry that occurs within the disciplinary realm. In principle, this paradigm can function as a 

lens through which to examine almost anything. The project of performance studies as a 

discipline is to trace the paradigm through analysis of the myriad contexts in which it appears 

and to which it can be applied.197  

 

Like the mirrors of the Sadean boudoir or the camera used for La région centrale, the objectless 

status of performance studies makes possible the apparently limitless application of the latter’s 

paradigmatic lens: as Auslander observes, the idea of performance can be said to be at work 

almost anywhere.  

 The plasticity of performance studies derives in part from its early theorization by Schechner 

as deploying a “broad spectrum” approach to the field of cultural production, an approach which 

drew from the work of anthropologists such as Victor Turner and Irving Goffman, as well as 

philosophers such as Pierre Bourdieu and Michel de Certeau.198 Intended in part to do away with 

the opposition between arts such as theatre, cinema or dance, and “popular entertainments,” such 

as musical comedy, pop music or sporting events, such an approach ordered each as merely one 

among many diverse expressions of the manifold field of performance. The broad spectrum 

approach further opened the field of performance to phenomena including everyday life, all 

forms of ritualized behavior, political practices, linguistics, and so on. In their introduction to 

Ethnographically Speaking, Mary and Kenneth Gergen describe the ethnographic application of 
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performance in terms which evoke both the movement of Snow’s camera apparatus as well as 

the thematics of the libertine orgy: “When one enters the realm of performance there are no 

limits on the genres of verbal expression available. One can employ the formalisms of traditional 

literature, but as well the poetic, the profane, the ironic, the emotionally explosive, and so on. As 

we expand our modes of expression, so we expand the number of people with whom we can join 

in the dance of understanding.”199 Performance thus speaks to a certain seeing-and-saying-it-all: 

the boundary-breaking application of a paradigmatic lens and the limitless deployment of 

discourse, drawing into its orbit an ever more expansive network of identities. This 

expansiveness of performance is testified to by the proliferation of studies whose titles deploy 

nearly identical formulations, such as Performing ____ , or The Performance of ____ in ____. 

These readymade formulations serve to frame an endless variety of particular content: 

performance practices, identity polities, nationalities, geographical regions, and so on.200 

 A similar drive to break with the limitations of established forms animates the field of 

performance art. We might take the words of Roselee Goldberg, one of the preeminent writers on 

the topic, as representative of this spirit: “The history of performance art in the twentieth century 

is the history of a permissive, open-ended medium with endless variables, executed by artists 

impatient with the limitations of mere established art forms, and determined to take art directly to 

the public.”201 Here, the limitless permutations of performance art are situated in opposition to 
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established forms whose strictures, Goldberg suggests, foreclose unmediated encounters between 

artists and audiences. As for theorists such as Derrida, Lyotard and Irigaray, and practitioners 

such as Artaud, the theatre stands as the bête noir for the performative impatience with the 

constraints implied by such forms. When asked in a 1973 interview if his art practice could be 

described as theatre, performance artist Chris Burden – perhaps best known for the 1971 

“Shoot,” in which he is filmed being shot in the arm by a rifle at close range – responded to his 

interlocutor, “No, it’s not theatre. Theatre is more mushy, you know what I mean? Uh…it seems 

that bad art is theatre. Getting shot is for real.”202 Indeed, running throughout the discourse of 

performance art is the conviction that the theatre’s reliance upon illusion effects the evacuation 

of a certain real. In one of the more virulent condemnations of the theatre in such terms, we 

might take the example of celebrated performance artist Marina Abramovic. In a recent interview 

with The Guardian – and in terms that resonate not only with Burden’s, but also with Artaud’s 

pining for actors unafraid of the real touch of the knife, discussed in the previous chapter –

 Abramovic explains that, “To be a performance artist, you have to hate theatre. Theatre is fake: 

the knife is not real, the blood is not real, and the emotions are not real. Performance is just the 

opposite: the knife is real, the blood is real, and the emotions are real.”203 In view of 

Abramovic’s condemnation of the artificiality of the theatre, the broad spectrum relegation of the 

theatrical arts to the status of merely one among a myriad of performance phenomena would 

appear to have stopped short of the coup de grâce the stage deserves. 

 If performance is founded upon antitheatrical opposition, it arises equally as a referendum on 

the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the subject. In Performance and Theatricality: 
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The Subject Demystified, French theatre theorist Josette Féral situates the emerging paradigm of 

performance in relation to both the theatre and the subject. Among its principal characteristics, 

Féral notes that performance, “rejects all illusion, in particular theatrical illusion,” that it is “the 

absence of meaning […] And yet,” she observes, “if any experience it is meaningful, it is that of 

performance.”204 She likewise echoes the theme of the limit in her discussion of the use of spaces 

by the performer who, unlike the actor, “does not occupy them, nor do they limit him: he plays 

with the performance space as if it were an object and turns it into a machine ‘acting upon the 

senses.’”205 Turning to the subject, Féral links the latter with performance in the following 

striking proclamation: “Performance is the death of the subject.” Performance, then, can be seen 

to participate both in the thematics of the libertine will to see and say it all, as well as to the 

evacuation of the subject Hénaff aligns with the libertine orgy. 

 If Derrida and Lyotard find alternatives to the metaphysics of theatrical closure in Mallarmé 

and Snow, respectively, with what sorts of practices would performance supplant the artifice and 

formal constraints of the theatre? In this connection, we might consider the art practice of Burden 

and Abramovic themselves, particularly with a view to approaching what they consider as the 

real that theatre keeps out of reach, but which is accessed through performance. Burden’s work 

of the early 1970s, foundational for what would come to be known as body art, was intended 

both to shock and create havoc, as when he held a young female newscaster hostage with a knife 

at her throat on live television, as well as to push the limits of the human body. This dynamic is 

certainly at play in Burden’s “Shoot,” but it also obtains in works such as “Trans-Fixed,” in 

which the artist was nailed in crucifix form to a Volkswagen which was then rolled out into a 

busy street; or the televised performance, “Through the Night Softly,” in which Burden, wearing 
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a Speedo, his hands held behind his back, crawled through fifty feet of broken glass on Main 

Street in Los Angeles. For Burden, behind the corporeal violence of these performances was a 

curiosity with respect to the limits of his personal psychology. “It was more like a kind of mental 

experience for me – to see how I would deal with the mental aspect – like knowing that at 7:30 

you’re going to stand in a room and a guy is going to shoot you. The violence part wasn’t that 

important, it was just the crux to make all the mental stuff happen.”206  

 Like Burden, Abramovic, one of the most successful artists in the history of performance, has 

produced a vast body of work deploying various media. With respect to the Artaudian theme of 

the “real of the knife,” evoked by the artist above, we might take as one example of this body of 

work the piece she entitled “Rhythm 5” (FIGURE 6). For this project, Abramovic constructed a 

large five-pointed star of wood and woodchips on the floor of the performance space. After 

soaking the star in gasoline, Abramovic cut her hair, ritualistically throwing it onto the fire, then 

proceeded to lay down in the empty space within the star. This particular piece is noteworthy as 
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Figure 6. Marina Abramovic in “Rhythm 5” 
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Abaramovic lost consciousness due to lack of oxygen in the middle of the performance. It was 

only when her clothing began to take fire that onlookers rescued her inert body from the flaming 

star. Reflecting on this performance, Abramovic explained, “I was very angry because I 

understood there is a physical limit: when you lose consciousness you can’t be present; you can’t 

perform.”207 As examples of what has later come to be loosely described as body art, both 

Burden’s and Abramovic’s projects resonate with Lyotard’s quest for “apparati for 

experimentation which permit us to quarter sensibility and draw it out beyond this old body.” 

If Burden’s and Abramovic’s projects take as their aims an interrogation of the limits of the 

human body, one ostensibly rendered inoperable by the artifice and formal constraints of the 

theatre, a more explicitly political strand of performance art works to raise consciousness with 

respect to issues such as gender bias, racism and colonialism. Unlike early body art, these 

projects actively engage hegemonic signifying material in détournements which effect a 

performative displacement of prevailing discourses. Exemplary of this line of work is one of the 

most notorious pieces in performance art’s history, Carolee Schneemann’s 1975 “Interior Scroll” 

(FIGURE 7). In this piece, Schneemann, appearing before an audience of primarily women 

artists, entered the performance space wrapped in a white sheet and mounted a long wooden 

table. After announcing that she would be reading from her book, Cézanne, She Was a Great 

Painter, Schneemann let the sheet fall, applied dark paint to her face and naked body, and began 

assuming the poses of female models typical of figure drawing courses. Finally, Schneemann 

reached into her vagina and began drawing out a long, thin scroll, folded accordion style, while 

reading a text from it aloud. In an interview, Schneemann explains, “I didn’t want to pull a scroll 

out of my vagina and read it in public, but the culture’s terror of my making overt what it wished 

                                                
207 Cited in Marina Galperina, “A Brief Survery of Incredibly Shocking Performance Art Pieces,” 
accessed November 15, 2017, http://flavorwire.com/218962/worlds-most-shocking-performance-art. 
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to suppress fueled the image; it was essential to demonstrate this lived action about ‘vulvic 

space’ against the abstraction of the female body and its loss of meaning.”208 Schneemann’s 

performance in this connection resonates with Irigaray’s theatricalization of Plato’s cave, with its 

emphasis on the elision of femininity and maternity in the patriarchal logic of representation.  

 In a related example, one that links back to some of the themes evoked by body art, we might 

take the French artist Orlan. For many years Orlan has been undergoing plastic surgery without 

anesthetic before live audiences. In her recent work, this project has taken the form of successive 

surgeries intended to give her face features resembling those in depictions of women in canonical 

works by male artists: the chin of Botticelli’s Venus, the forehead of da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, and 

                                                
208 Carolee Schneemann, Imagine Her Erotics: Essays, Interviews, Projects (Cambridge: MIT Press, 
2002), 215. 

Figure 7. Carolee Schneemann in  
“Interior Scroll” 
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so on (FIGURE 8). In this way, Orlan’s work draws body art into a more explicitly political 

program, which seeks both to subvert prevailing masculinist perceptions of beauty, while defying 

the limits of the body. Evoking Jacques Lacan in her “Carnal Art” manifesto, Orlan writes of the 

latter aspect of her work, “I can observe my own body cut open, without suffering!... I see myself 

all the way down to my entrails; a new mirror stage... I can see to the heart of my lover; his 

splendid design has nothing to do with sickly sentimentalities... Darling, I love your spleen; I 

love your liver; I adore your pancreas, and the line of your femur excites me.”209 Here we find 

another expression of the will, beyond limits, to access a certain real: in this instance, using 

surgery and media to make accessible to sight that which the human organism conceals. (Perhaps 

more significantly, we find an example of the pretense of performance to subvert the dynamics 

of the subject’s relation to the lack in the Other we have been discussing: If I make my own body 

a corps morcelé, then it stands to reason that I’m no longer subject to the solitude of the drive –

                                                
209 Orlan, “Carnal Art Manifesto,” Official Orlan Website, accessed November 15, 2017, 
http://www.orlan.eu/bibliography/carnal-art/. 

Figure 8. Orlan, seated before a key for one of her 
more recent surgery-performances. 
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 right?) Schneemann’s and Orlan’s projects, each in its own way, turn the figuration of the 

female object into a reflection of what such figurations purportedly work to cover over. Against 

the suppression of the female body, they work to bring the inside out.  

 As a final example of political performance, consider Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s and Coco 

Fusco’s “Two Undiscovered Amerindians” (FIGURE 9). The stated aim of this project was to 

challenge the spontaneous assumptions of viewers with respect to the themes of race and 

ethnicity, particularly their framing in the curatorial practices of the modern natural history 

museum. The piece toured multiple sites, including natural history museums and public plazas, 

as well as high-profile art venues such as the Sydney and Whitney Biennials. The installation 

consisted of a large golden cage which disposed of two chairs and a small table, a shrine topped 

with a television set, and other “artifacts,” such as voodoo dolls and books of postmodern theory. 

Enclosed within the cage and dressed in “ethnic” costumes – a grass skirt, an ornamental 

headdress, and so on – Gómez-Peña and Fusco were presented to the public as pristine 

Figure 9. Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gómez-Peña 
in “Two Undiscovered Amerindians” 
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specimens of a newly discovered Amerindian race. The performers remained in the cage during 

museum opening hours, interacting with visitors and going about what were presented as their 

typical quotidian activities. Fusco recounts the experience as follows: 

 
For hours on end, Guillermo and I paraded around the confines of a golden cage pretending 

to be hitherto undiscovered Amerindians, as people stared, grimaced, chuckled, and wept. 

We were taken to the bathroom on leashes by docents and fed by businessmen who paid for 

the honor of peeling bananas and stuffing them in our mouths. We were jeered at, burned 

with cigarettes, courted, and cheered. We remained expressionless as our visitors peppered 

docents with questions about our sexual habits and suspiciously light skin or expressed their 

outrage at the sight of caged human beings surrounded by a visibly enthralled public.210 

 

In this way, “Two Undiscovered Amerindians” aimed to expose not only the racist and sexist 

colonial forces at work within the traditional natural history museum, but operative more 

generally in “the contemporary gaze.” If the work of figures such as Burden and Abramovic 

pursue the question of what a body is capable of, the examples of Schneemann, Orlan, Gómez-

Peña and Fusco actively deploy hegemonic signifying material in performative détournements 

which seek to challenge the underlying assumptions of a given discursive order. In this sense, 

each stands as a reflection of what Judith Butler has called disidentification, a critical concept for 

performance. 

  

 

BUTLERIAN INTERLUDE 
 

                                                
210 Coco Fusco, “Still in the Cage: Thoughts on ‘Two Undiscovered Amerindians’ 20 Years Later,” in 
Beyond Critique: Contemporary Art in Theory, Practice and Instruction, ed. Pamela Fraser and Roger 
Rothman (Bloomsbury: New York, 2017), 73. 
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An encounter with the Other’s desire is not an encounter with a 

multiplicity of signifiers offering various possibilities for identity. Rather, 

an encounter with the Other’s desire is an encounter with the absence of 

any signifier offering a support, guarantee, and recognition point for 

identity.—PLUTH, Signifiers and Acts 

 

No consideration of performance, however brief, can bypass the work of Judith Butler, whose 

theoretical enterprise has left an indelible mark on both performance art and the field of 

performance studies, while extending in important ways the work of figures such as Derrida, 

Lyotard and Irigaray. Butler has made significant contributions to the deconstruction of classical 

subjectivity and to political theory through her assertion that the political valences of the subject 

must be conceived in relation to signification and repetition, rather than to a vision of the subject 

as a transcendental “doer behind the deed.” Writing in Gender Trouble, Butler asserts that, “All 

signification takes place within the orbit of the compulsion to repeat; ‘agency,’ then, is to be 

located within the possibility of a variation on that repetition.”211 As is well known, Butler 

conceives of such variation in terms of performativity, that is, in the perlocutionary aspects of 

utterances that can also be said to effect a doing, as in the phrase, “I hereby christen this ship the 

‘Queen Mary.’” If the imposition of identity, especially gender identity, can be understood in 

terms of the discursive matrix of intelligibility Butler associates with Foucault’s theorization of 

power, it follows that this framework must be susceptible to performative variation. Indeed, for 

Butler, “There is no possibility of agency or reality outside of the discursive practices that give 

those terms the intelligibility that they have.”212 

                                                
211 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 
2006), 33. 
212 Butler, 189. 
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 It is in this general context that Butler introduces, in Gender Trouble, the term 

disidentification, by which she translates the French méconnaissance (misrecognition), familiar 

to readers of Althusser, Lacan and others. Disidentification, for Butler, describes the “uneasy 

sense of standing under a sign to which one does and does not belong,” that is, as being subject 

to a symbolic framework within whose terms one recognizes oneself, while also aware of 

identificatory links – or “passionate attachments,” in Butler’s phrase – which situate one 

otherwise.213 As political practice, disidentification speaks to the manner in which subjects, 

rather than assimilating to or opposing hegemonic structures, can turn the signifying networks 

which constitutes them against hegemony through performative détournements. In 

Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Politics of Performance, performance studies scholar 

and queer theorist José Muñoz provides this gloss on Butlerian disidentification: 

 
Disidentification is about recycling and rethinking encoded meaning. The process of 

disidentification scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cultural text in a 

fashion that both exposes the encoded message’s universalizing and exclusionary 

machinations and recircuits its workings to account for, include, and empower minority 

identities and identifications. Thus, disidentification is a step further than cracking open the 

code of the majority; it proceeds to use this code as raw material for representing a 

disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered unthinkable by the dominant 

culture.214 

 

Disidentification, like the examples of performance art discussed above, thus exposes the 

discursive workings by which certain identity polities are disempowered, redeploying the 

former’s signifying material in order to turn represent the latter. It is worth underlining in passing 
                                                
213 Judith Butler, Bodies That Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993), 
219. 
214 José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics 
(Minneapolis: University Of Minnesota Press, 1999), 31. 
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how, in Munõz’s gloss, that which is exposed – and thereby included – through disidentificatory 

détournements are precisely those identificatory networks which already exist within a given 

matrix of intelligibility, however poorly represented there. I will have occasion to return to this 

point below. 

 In response to criticisms of her early work that it overemphasizes the discursive dimension of 

subjectivity at the expense of the materiality of the body, Butler goes on in Bodies That Matter, 

to theorize the body as both irreducible to language but also as not entirely distinct from it. 

Heteronormative hegemonic signifying networks can thus be said to provide the coordinates 

whereby bodies experience themselves in and through language, while maintaining open 

possibilities of citationality which challenge and shape this experience. In The Psychic Life of 

Power, Butler further develops disidentification by introducing the notion of psyche, which she 

opposes to the subject, to designate precisely this style of agency. “The psyche,” she writes, “is 

very different from the subject: the psyche is precisely what exceeds the imprisoning effects of 

the discursive demand to inhabit a coherent identity, to become a coherent subject. The psyche is 

what resists the regularization that Foucault ascribes to the normalizing discourses.”215 If the 

subject names that which, in the individual, allows the latter to be included within a given matrix 

of intelligibility, psyche describes that force – both within the individual and in collective 

configurations – which resists this inclusion. 

 Butler’s theorization of performative agency has become the object of important critique in 

recent years. Particularly fruitful among these critiques, from the perspective of the present 

study, is that emanating from Lacanian quarters, specifically in the work of theorists Ed Pluth 

and Slavoj Zizek. Despite the movement in her theoretical endeavor from an early emphasis on 

                                                
215 Judith Butler, The Psychic Life of Power: Theories in Subjection (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
1997), 86. 
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the subject’s relation to discourse to a theorization that takes into account the materiality of the 

body, these Lacanian readers of Butler’s work have applied pressure to what, in both subject and 

psyche, remains fundamentally bound to discourse and the logic of identity, however susceptible 

to performative displacement they may be. In Signifiers and Acts, Pluth observes that, “Without 

a relation to alienating identification, the kind of subversive activity [Butler] wants to affirm 

would not be possible. In fact, there would be no ‘subject’ at all, and thus no chance for agency, 

without both an identity and the preservation of a frustrated relationship to this identity.”216 In 

Pluth’s view, Butler’s project finally fails to consider “how the subject may have a relation to 

something other than identity, and how the subject may be doing something other than 

performing an identity – at least sometimes.”217  

 For both Pluth and Zizek, this begs the following question: how subversive can the 

performative displacements of disidentification be if, in the final analysis, they remain in thrall to 

the symbolic and imaginary coordinates which constitute matrices of intelligibility? In Zizek’s 

phrase, with Butler we are dealing with “mere ‘performative reconfiguration,’ a subversive 

displacement which remains within the hegemonic field and, as it were, conducts an internal 

guerilla war of turning the terms of the hegemonic field against itself.”218 The problem with 

Butler’s failure to think the subject in relation to something outside of the Other, and the 

identificatory networks by which the former is bound to the latter, is that the performative 

displacements of disidentification, however subversive they may appear, finally have the effect 

of shoring up the very hegemonic frameworks within which they operate. On Zizek’s reading: 

                                                
216 Ed Pluth, Signifiers and Acts: Freedom in Lacan’s Theory of the Subject (Albany: State University of 
New York Press, 2007), 147. 
217 Pluth, 148. 
218 Slavoj Žižek, The Ticklish Subject: The Absent Centre of Political Ontology (London; New York: 
Verso, 2008), 312. 
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Butler is thus simultaneously too optimistic and too pessimistic. On the one hand she 

overestimates the subversive potential of disturbing the functioning of the big Other through 

the practices of performative reconfiguration/displacement: such practices ultimately support 

what they intend to subvert, since the very field of such ‘transgressions’ is already taken into 

account, even engendered, by the hegemonic form of the big Other – what Lacan calls ‘the 

big Other’ are symbolic norms and their codified transgressions. The Oedipal order, this 

gargantuan symbolic matrix embodied in a vast set of ideological institutions, rituals and 

practices, is a much too deeply rooted and “substantial” entity to be effectively undermined 

by the marginal gestures of performative displacement.219 

 

Where we might be inclined to attribute a subversive voluntarism to the agential play of 

performative displacement (as many readers of Butler’s work have done), the passionate 

attachments which tether subject and psyche to a given matrix of intelligibility finally describe 

what both Pluth and Zizek view as deterministic vision of the subject. The effect of this 

determinism is that, rather than subverting dominant paradigms, the performative recycling and 

scrambling of signifiers shores up existing symbolic matrices by covering over the gap, the 

symptomatic point or point of the real upon which any regime of meaning is founded. How can 

this be the case if, as Muñoz points out, disidentification works to expose the exclusionary 

machinations of a given matrix of intelligibility, thereby unleashing the unthought? From the 

perspective of both the Badiouian situation and Lacanian symbolic order, the suppressed point 

upon which structure is founded is “unthought” in the precise the sense that it stands without 

signifying ties that would link it to existent prevailing orders – it is, in Badiou’s parlance, 

subtractive. Not only can it not be touched or accessed through the purportedly agential play of 

cultural signifying displacements, through the recycling of existing signifiers, but such activity – 

                                                
219 Žižek, 314. 
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a reflection, I would argue, of the will to see and say it all – in fact serves the function of 

covering over the gap. 

 It is Zizek who, in The Ticklish Subject, draws a connection between the false subversiveness 

of Butlerian performativity and perversion. In this context, Zizek reads Butler’s supplanting of 

subject with psyche in relation to the perverse philosophies of Foucault and Deleuze, which 

share in the common a certain evacuation of the subject, “that is, of renouncing the dimension of 

subjectivity proper, of adopting the stance of exploiting the polymorphous multitude, with no 

real subjective engagement with any specific element or mode.” The pervert, in Zizek’s view, 

effects an operation that bears a striking resemblance to that described in Muñoz’s gloss on 

dissidentification. The pervert is “the ‘inherent transgressor’ par excellence. He brings to light, 

stages, practices the secret fantasies that sustain the predominant public discourse.”220 The 

pervert, Zizek asserts, nevertheless remains blind to the gap. “The Unconscious is that which, 

precisely, is obfuscated by the phantasmatic scenarios the pervert is acting out: the pervert, with 

his certainty about what brings enjoyment, obfuscates the gap, the ‘burning question,’ the 

stumbling block that ‘is’ the core of the Unconscious.”221 It is in this connection that Butler, 

“ends up in a position of allowing precisely for marginal ‘reconfigurations’ of the predominant 

discourse – who remains constrained to a position of ‘inherent transgression,’ which needs as its 

point of reference the Other in the guise of a predominant discourse that can be only marginally 

displaced or transgressed.” 

 

 

 FROM PERFORMANCE TO THE ACT 
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Performance, along with the invasion of the stage by schemas drawn from 

dance or corporeal practices, clearly indicates the end of the century of the 

director. But that end should in no way be confused with the end of 

theater. This is like believing that the end of metaphysical construction in 

its limited classical schema (implying a theology) is the end of 

philosophy.—BADIOU, “A Theatre of Operations” 

 

While Butler has herself cautioned that, “The reduction of performativity to performance would 

be a mistake,” could the critiques of Butler developed by Zizek and Pluth not also apply to the 

phenomena of performance studies and performance art we have been discussing? To be sure, 

the disidentificatory displacements of performance use signifiers in a vast number of highly 

creative ways. But to what extent do they do anything other than simply – to return to Muñoz’s 

phrase – recycling and scrambling them? In its reduction of the performing body to a logic of the 

organism – whether in its ecstatic celebration of a corporeal vitalism, or in its demand for 

recognition of infinite identitarian particularities – does performance actually create anything? 

 In Wrestling with the Angel: Experiments in Symbolic Life, Tracy McNulty proposes the 

problem of constraint as an organizing area for an inquiry into the question of subjective 

freedom. In this context, McNulty develops the hypothesis that, once one succeeds in moving 

beyond its typical associations with societal norms and prohibitions, symbolic constraint can be 

seen to have a creative rather than a limiting function, one which in certain cases enables and 

sustains the practice of freedom as subjective process. In the book’s final section, McNulty turns 

to the topic of aesthetic constraint, introducing a set of observations on what she refers to as the 

aesthetic dimension of the symbolic, where the latter is viewed not as “the loss of natural 
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satisfaction to the signifier,” but as “a creative support for the subject of desire.”222 By way of 

contrast with surrealism – whose call for freedom from constraints echoes the performance 

phenomena we have been discussing here – McNulty locates in the work of the writers of the 

Oulipo a unique perspective on constraint. In this view, freedom and free choice are taken not as 

“an inborn attribute of the living being that can only be compromised by the application of 

external constraints or restrictions.”223 In the struggle with constraints represented by the 

Oulipo’s explicit embrace of verse forms such as the haiku or sonnet, and written forms such as 

the palindrome or metagram, McNulty rather locates “a practice of freedom, or an understanding 

of freedom as the result of a particular kind of work.”224 At stake in such practices, and crucial to 

the argument we have been developing here, is McNulty’s observation of the manner in which 

such a labor of constraint involves “finding a form for what falls outside the order of the 

sayable.”225 In this sense, it can be said to participate in the logic of the psychoanalytic act, 

theorized by Lacan as implying a traversal of fantasy that risks a sustained confrontation with the 

real and, through such a confrontation, results in the production of new signifiers (rather than in a 

mere scrambling of the existing code).  

 I have been arguing that it is precisely by virtue of the disjunctions implied by theatrical 

constraint that the theatre is able to engage its spectators and personnel in sustained engagements 

with the gap of the real. Rather than suggesting representational closure or the alibi stages of 

metaphysics, the short-circuit animating the “extimate” or “ex-centric” stage implicates its 

bodies in a dismantling of the One that, under certain circumstances, gives rise to authentic 
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novelty, suggesting pathways for subjective transformation. The theatre whose contours I have 

been describing here engages the materiality of the body in such a way that the latter is taken 

neither in terms of the insularity of the Cartesian cogito, nor in those of a pure logic of the 

organism, but where the dynamics of personalized mimesis to which the actor’s body is 

constrained implies a sustained subjective engagement with the inconsistency of the Other. Far 

from installing a centered consumer in snug epistemological correlation with the stage, the 

theatre constructed here is that of a desiring spectator, and a divided and dividing audience. 

 The irony of performance in the perspective outlined here is that, in its clamorous call for 

freedom from the strictures of form and for the recognition of identity, it is unable to see how its 

operations effect the very type of unitary closure it takes issue with in both theatrical 

representation and in the philosophical and psychoanalytic category of the subject. By erecting a 

framework of infinite play of discourse and identity on the ashes of theatrical and subjective 

stricture, by pledging itself to the will to say and show it all, the project of performance 

perversely works to cover over the gap of the real. In its clamorous call for recognition of a body 

reduced to a logic of the organism, splayed out in all its particularity, performance rehearses its 

own subjugation to the very world of norms and rules it purports to subvert. In this sense, its call 

for freedom from constraint scarcely masks the reality that what is on offer with respect to 

performance is finally a thinly veiled subjective determinism whose identitarian melodrama is 

perfectly suited to the dominant order. 
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part II      

Theatre Between Subject & Structure 
 
 

The two studies presented in this section explore the deployment of the theatrical stage in the 

philosophical projects of Jean-Paul Sartre and Louis Althusser. The first study locates a powerful 

antitheatrical current in France’s most renowned philosophy-dramatist. The palpable anxiety that 

Sartre exhibited with respect to written drama’s fleshly other, the theatre, is here shown to index 

the fragility of a subjective model founded upon transparent intentional consciousness and its 

idealist correlation of subject to object. The following study examines the theatrical turn in 

Althusser’s theory and the withering critique it received from Jacques Rancière. The chapter 

concludes by countering the claim that Althusser’s late theorization of an aleatory materialism, 

when viewed alongside his writings on the theatre, introduces into the theory of ideological 

interpellation an ontology of contingency and theory of human agency and freedom. 

 These deployments of the theatre demonstrate how, despite the radically opposed 

epistemological paradigms they represent, Sartre and Althusser arrive at what is essentially the 

same operation: an evacuation of the psychoanalytic and philosophical category of the subject. 

With respect to Sartre, this arises as a consequence of an exaggerated voluntarism whose 

theatrical indices include a dramatic emphasis on character and the thematics of situated choice, 

and a theatrical valorization of the free execution of transparent, intentional consciousness in the 

work of the spectator and actor. With respect to Althusser, this evacuation of the subject can be 

attributed to an irremediable determinism, evidenced by an alignment of the stage with the 

structural combinatoire, one that gives rise to a theatre of ideological interpellation and an 

attendant conception of dramatic action in terms of the rigid category of theatrical role. 
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Chapter Three 
 

THE SARTREAN UNITIES 
 

_____________________________ 
 

THEATRE OF THE BOOK 
 

What you suddenly find when you come to watch a play is that the devil 

takes a hand.—SARTRE, “The Author, the Play and the Audience” 

 

One evening in the autumn of 1959, after The Condemned of Altona had been playing to sold-out 

houses for some weeks, Sartre met members of the acting company for a post-performance drink, 

as was apparently his custom. One imagines the celebratory atmosphere and the animated 

conversation of the actors as they discussed the vagaries of the evening’s performance: the 

technical glitches and missed cues, the improvisational innovations, the “feel” of this particular 

audience. Arriving at the bar, beaming – or so the story goes – Sartre proceeded without further 

ado to produce a copy of the published Altona play text, which had just been released that day. 

Waving the volume before the actors, he is said to have exclaimed, “This is what really counts – 

the book!”226  

                                                
226 See Jean-Paul Sartre, Sartre on Theatre, ed. Michel Contat and Michel Rybalka, trans. Frank Jellinek 
(New York: Pantheon, 1976), viii. Original italics. The volume’s English title neutralizes the resonances 
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 This anecdote, recounted in the editorial introduction to Sartre’s collected writings on the 

theatre, is invoked there in connection with the observation that the author of No Exit and The 

Flies did little to correct what was apparently the general consensus that his plays made better 

reading material than they did performance texts. Sartre, who viewed his dramas as direct 

extensions of his philosophical project, was notorious for paying scant attention to the horizon of 

their theatrical performance. More than to anything else, this lack of consideration can be 

attributed to the ambivalence Sartre felt with respect to the performance of his plays, and in 

particular the sensation that something of his original intention was invariably lost in the 

movement from page to stage. In a 1959 interview in L’Express, Sartre speaks to the vicissitudes 

confronting the dramatic text in theatrical production, those “unexpected interrelations which 

arise within acts and scenes between a thousand things – gestures, attitudes, the characters’ 

behavior, the time and place of the action, the scenery, the lighting, and so on. You [the 

dramatist] can do something about all these,” Sartre laments, “but nothing that is very effective; 

an object is created, with its objective characteristics, and they get away from you.”227 

 Given his status as the twentieth century’s philosopher-dramatist par excellence, it will no 

doubt seem counterintuitive to attribute to Sartre a certain resistance to the theatre that we will 

even venture to call an antitheatricalism. Despite his lifelong commitment to and passion for the 

stage, Sartre’s dramatic philosophy and theory of the theatre are marked by a palpable anxiety 

concerning written drama’s fleshly other: the voluminous space of the theatre with its performing 

and spectating bodies, and the unruly aleatory possibility that by definition haunts this space, 

                                                                                                                                                       
of the original French title, Théâtre de situations, with Sartre’s broader philosophical project. Here, 
“situation” serves to describe Sartre’s insistence on the fundamentally situated nature of human choice. 
The original title is taken from an essay in the volume of the same name, in which Sartre connects this 
assertion with his theatrical writings.  
227 Sartre, 66. Original italics. 
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promising at any moment to rupture the integrity of theatrical illusion. The overwhelming critical 

emphasis upon Sartre’s drama as the authentic point of intersection between theatre and 

philosophy in his project – “Hell is other people,” the thematics of choice, and so on – tends to 

reproduce this antitheatrical anxiousness. At the same time, it obscures the important ways Sartre 

enlisted the space of the theatre and its performing and spectating bodies  in the philosophical 

development of his concepts, from the early works leading up to Being and Nothingness through 

his monumental study of Flaubert. One of the key sites in his early theorization of emotional and 

image consciousnesses, the theatre can be seen to play a significant role both in the development 

of the negative operators which animate Sartre’s metaphysics of nothingness, and of his 

aesthetics more generally. This philosophical relation to the theatre is given particularly vivid 

expression in the 1940 study, The Imaginary, where theatrical mimesis proves instrumental in 

the early construction of Sartrean subjectivity, at the same time indexing the anxious effort to 

preserve an airtight dialectic of intentional consciousness and its totalizing transcendentalism. 

  

 

IMAGINARY STAGES 

 

The theatre is losing its anthropomorphism and is starting what is now 

called by one style of writing in France the “decentering of the subject.” 

We now have only a single object before us, language or speech. Is this 

object real or imaginary?— SARTRE, “Myth and Reality in the Theatre” 

 

Published the year Sartre wrote his first play while a prisoner of war in a stalag in Trier, The 

Imaginary calls upon the theatre in order to think “the great ‘irrealizing’ function of 
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consciousness”: the imagination.228 Already, in The Transcendence of the Ego, Sartre had 

exorcised the “I” from its phenomenological niche as a material structure of consciousness, 

arguing that the ego is “neither formally nor materially in consciousness: it is outside, in the 

world.”229 Against the Husserlian view that intentionality comprises merely one aspect of 

consciousness, Sartre insisted upon a strict equivalency of the two, thereby emptying 

consciousness of its contents and effecting a return to what he saw as phenomenology à la lettre. 

By restoring the primacy of the objects of consciousness, and in this way liberating “the things” 

from any dependence upon a transcendent “I,” Sartre asserted the fundamental situatedness of 

human existence, its embeddedness in concrete relations.  

 The Imaginary extends Sartre’s critical appropriation of Husserlian intentionality by affirming 

image consciousness, and its noematic correlate, the imaginary, as a unique mode of 

consciousness, entirely distinct from perceptual and conceptual consciousnesses and their 

respective objects. When, in the Parc des Buttes Chaumont, I sit regarding the Île du Belvédère 

and its iconic Temple de la Sybille, my perceptual consciousness directly engages the matter 

before me, taking it as its immediate object of awareness. When I examine the postcard you’ve 

sent me of the same scene, however, things work quite differently, according to Sartre. In this 

case, the object of my simple perception is no longer the park but the postcard. With my imaging 

intention directed towards the actual Parc des Buttes Chaumont, however, the postcard is able to 

serve as a kind of pivot, facilitating the movement from perception to imagination, and in this 

way conjuring the Île du Belvédère, “just as one uses séance tables to evoke spirits.”230 In this 
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way Sartre arrives at a definition of the imaging act as one that “aims in its corporeality at an 

absent or nonexistent object, through a physical or psychic content that is given not as itself but 

in the capacity of ‘analogical representative’ of the object aimed at.”231 Sartre calls such a 

material support for imaging consciousness an analogon (analogon). The co-operation between 

consciousnesses in the transition to or from imaging consciousness gives rise to Sartre’s 

understanding of the latter as “a synthetic form that appears as a certain moment of a temporal 

synthesis and organizes itself with the other forms of consciousness, which precede and follow it 

to form a melodic unity.”232 

 It is in this general context that Sartre calls upon the theatre to serve as the primary model for 

the imaging function of consciousness in the modality of imitation, one of several modalities 

comprising what he calls “the image family,” each of which solicits consciousness in a unique 

way depending upon the material object in question. Even before its deployment in The 

Imaginary as the model for a particular mode of imaging consciousness, however, Sartre 

employs the space of the theatre as a foil for his wholly intentional view of the imaging act. In 

The Imaginary’s introductory discussion of the Humean thesis that images are “mental pictures,” 

literally housed within consciousness, Sartre describes the thesis as suggesting an understanding 

of consciousness as “a place peopled with small imitations, where these imitations were the 

images. Without any doubt,” he writes, “the origin of this illusion must be sought in our habit of 

thinking in terms of space. I will call it: the illusion of immanence.”233 By theatricalizing the 

illusion of immanence as a space peopled with mimetic activity, Sartre extends the central claim 

developed in The Transcendence of the Ego, framing his work in The Imaginary in a polemical 
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manner. To the Humean theatre of the illusion of immanence, Sartre opposes the synthetic stage 

of imaging consciousness, where theatrical mimesis serves as an ideal model not only for the 

modality of imitation, but, with its poles of spectator and actor, as a model doubly disposed to 

the reflexive intentional consciousness which characterizes his developing theory of the subject. 

 What is it that occurs in my consciousness as I watch the great Paul Scofield play the role of 

Hamlet on the stage of the Royal National Theatre? Observing the performance, is my activity 

one of comparison, holding Scofield’s interpretation of Hamlet up to the picture I have in my 

mind of the character? For Sartre, the answer is an unequivocal “no.” Such recourse to mental 

pictures would be to fall directly into the illusion of immanence. Like the examination of a 

postcard, theatrical spectatorship in the Sartrean view entails the complex cooperative work of 

intentional, contiguous consciousnesses through the intermediary of an analogon. In the modality 

of imitation, however, the procedure differs considerably from that of portraiture as a 

consequence of the difference in the material support of the imaging act in either case. For 

Sartre, the fact that, in the modality of imitation, it is the human body which serves as an 

analogon raises the important distinction made in The Imaginary between the functions of 

resemblance and signification in imaging consciousness. It was by presenting a near perfect 

likeness of the Île du Belvédère that the postcard solicited me to effect the synthetic shift from 

perceptual to imaging consciousness. In the theatrical modality of imitation, by contrast, while 

certain aspects of mise en scène might function in the register of resemblance – the stage set 

representing the battlements of Elsinore, a period doublet or rapier – the operation of 

resemblance falters when it comes to the human body, Sartre suggests. Even though Scofield 

may be costumed in black, even though he may hold a skull while he delivers his speech, his 

“Scofieldness” cannot help but interfere in a certain manner with the “Hamletness” for which he 
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is the analogon. As an analogical support for imaging consciousness, the human body “is rigid, it 

resists.”234 In order to overcome this resistance, imitation relies upon signs, which, unlike 

pictures, Sartre observes, need not resemble what they signify. With respect to imitation it is 

therefore what Sartre calls sign consciousness which acts as the immediate supplement to image 

consciousness, rather than simple perceptual consciousness. For the spectator this means that, 

before the analogon of the actor can serve as the analogonic pivot from perception consciousness 

to image consciousness, perception consciousness must pass by way of sign consciousness, 

which, in deciphering the skull, the doublet, the rapier, ultimately registers the effectiveness of 

theatrical illusion. For Sartre, imitation’s dependence upon sign consciousness ties it to the 

imaging act of reading – a point to which I will return below. As soon as the actor makes his 

entrance, Sartre explains, “I cease to perceive, I read, which is to say, I effect a signifying 

synthesis.”235 Through the spectator’s synthesizing activity, “segregated islets are reunited by 

vague intuitive zones: the cheeks, the ears, the neck of the actor function as indeterminate 

connective tissue.”236 It is this cooperation between sign and image consciousness that gives the 

modality of imitation its unique temporal character. Unlike consciousness of portraiture, 

imitation consciousness, Sartre writes, “develops its structures in time”: 

 
It is consciousness of signification, but a special sign consciousness that knows beforehand 

that it is to become an imaging consciousness. It then becomes an imaging consciousness, but 

an imaging consciousness that retains in itself what was essential to the sign consciousness. 

The synthetic unity of these consciousnesses is an act of a certain duration, in which the sign 

consciousness and the image consciousness are in a relation of means to end.237 
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When the actor playing Fortinbras delivers the last lines of Hamlet and the curtain falls, the 

spectator’s imaging consciousness dissipates with the mise en scène: in the absence of any 

analogon with which to effect a signifying synthesis, spectatorial consciousness slides back into 

simple perception.  

 The spectator’s intentionality and the signscape of the stage alone are not enough to effect the 

work of signifying synthesis, however. Tying this process together is affect, which for the Sartre 

of The Imaginary works as a sort of imaging binder. It is affect that “realizes the synthetic union 

of the different signs, it is this that animates their fixed dryness, that gives them life and a certain 

depth. It is this that, giving to the isolated elements of the imitation an indefinable sense and the 

unity of an object, can pass for the true intuitive matter of the consciousness of imitation.”238 

Finally, Sartre writes, “it is this object as imaged that we see on the body of the imitator: the 

signs united by an affective sense, which is to say the expressive nature.”239 

 The spectator is not alone in sliding along the rails of contiguous consciousnesses in The 

Imaginary. Indeed, in Sartre’s theorization of the imitative mode, the actor is also pressed into 

service as an operator of the transition from sign consciousness to image consciousness – though, 

as one might expect, in a manner different from that of the spectator. Unlike the spectator, the 

actor lacks the secured stillness of a darkened auditorium within which to effect without 

interruption the work of signifying synthesis. He is rather in the thick of theatrical mise en scène, 

where his performance demands physical exertion and intense concentration. While he certainly 

engages elements of the staging of which he is a part – the set, properties, other actors, etc. – the 

primary material support for the imaging synthesis through which Scofield transforms into 

Hamlet are, in Sartre’s account, the actor’s own corporeal resources. “The actor who plays 
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Hamlet,” Sartre writes, “makes himself, his whole body, serve as an analogon for that imaginary 

person,” he is “entirely ‘mobilized’ to produce Hamlet. He uses all his feelings, all his strength, 

all his gestures as analogons of the feelings and conduct of Hamlet.”240 The actor’s use of the 

entirety of his corporeality as analogon here raises the question of what Sartre calls the 

kinesthetic analogon, where the immediate experience of gesture itself provides the material with 

which to effect a signifying synthesis. When Scofield leaps up and charges across the stage in 

order to stab the arras behind which Polonius is cowering, the velocity of his gait, the sudden arc 

described by his arm as he draws his rapier, themselves serve the function of analogic pivots.  

 As one might expect, affect also plays an important role in the actor’s signifying synthesis, 

working in cooperation with signifying and kinesthetic material towards the coherence of 

theatrical mimetism. To illustrate this point, Sartre offers the example of a young actor who 

instrumentalizes her own stage fright in her portrayal of the role of Ophelia. Here, rather than as 

her own nervousness before the auditorium, the kinesthetic expressions of the actor’s stage fright 

(her trembling, halting speech, and so on) are “grasped as an analogon of Ophelia’s timidity,” 

and used by the actor in her performance.241  

 Crucial to the conceptualization of imaging consciousness in The Imaginary is the notion of 

the irreal (irréel), to which the bulk of the study is in fact devoted, and which will serve as one of 

the foundations for the negative operators in Sartre’s mature theorization of the subject. Like the 

analogon, the concept of the irreal speaks to the peculiar status of the object in Sartre’s account 

of the imaginary. If an analogon must be conscripted as a conduit from sign to imaging 

consciousness, this is precisely because the object of imaging consciousness does not itself exist, 

and thus requires supplementation in order to appear. In this context, irrealization functions in 
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the register of imaging consciousness just as negation functions in Sartrean perception 

consciousness. It is by irrealizing the analogon into the imaginary or irreal object, that sign 

consciousness simultaneously irrealizes itself into imaging consciousness. For Sartre, it is only 

with the activation of imaging consciousness that the necessity of the irreal imaginary object 

announces itself. “The object is an aid to irrealization,” he writes, “but irrealization makes it a 

necessity, for if the irrealization is to take place, the object must come into being.”242 The 

irrealizing process is in this sense intimately tied to Sartre’s understanding of the intentional 

correlation of subject and object. Indeed, without the subjectively maneuvered movement along 

contiguous consciousnesses, the object would not be able to appear at all. This, according to 

Sartre, is what gives the imaginary object its fundamental passivity, what makes it such that its 

natural state is to attend upon a subject for its activation. “None of these objects,” Sartre writes, 

“claim an action, a conduct of me. They are neither heavy, nor pressing, nor demanding: they are 

pure passivity, they wait. The feeble life that we breathe into them comes from us, from our 

spontaneity. If we turn ourselves away from them, they are annihilated.”243 

 The irrealizing function of imaging consciousness has important consequences for Sartre’s 

understanding of imitation consciousness and, consequently, his elaboration of the figures of 

spectator and actor. With respect to the former, the negating movement of irrealization gives rise 

to a characterization of spectatorship as an experience of complete loss of self. Recalling the 

three knocks of the brigadier’s staff that announces the rising of the curtain in the classical 

French theatre, Sartre writes, “The three knocks following the species of initial ceremony of 

taking one’s seat might be thought of as representing a magical ceremony of annihilation. The 

spectator loses his awareness of self, and he remembers it during the performance only when 
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tedious stretches occur.”244 Unless interrupted, the relation of Sartrean spectatorial consciousness 

to its object is one of complete absorption. It is in this sense that Sartre speaks of “the spectator’s 

impotence,” her “trance” state, or “stupor.” A similar absorption is intended for the actor as well, 

whom Sartre describes as being “entirely gripped, inspired by the irreal. It is not that the 

character is realized in the actor,” he writes, “but that the actor is irrealized in the character.”245 

Considering the conjurer’s terminology (“séance,” “magical ceremony,” “trance”), it is perhaps 

not surprising that The Imaginary models its conception of the actor after the medium or shaman. 

In contrast to spectatorial consciousness of imitation and its annihilating ceremony, Sartre in this 

connection speaks of the actor’s “consciousness of imitating, which is certainly a consciousness 

of being possessed.”246 For Sartre, the dialectic of personalized mimesis, whereby the actor’s 

subjective intentionality seizes and negates his own corporeality in the irrealizing movement 

from actor to character, makes it such that “No one can act a play without permitting himself to 

be totally and publicly devoured by the imaginary.”247 Sartre’s conception of the actor in this 

sense gives an phenomenological twist to the roots of the word “tragedy” in the Greek 

“tragöidia” (τραγῳδία), or “goat song”: the actor’s operation of mimetic negation, like that of the 

ceremonial sacrifice during the ancient dramatic competitions, demands that he “sacrifice 

himself to the existence of an appearance and as an alternative become a medium for 

nonbeing.”248 In the irrealizing play of spectatorial and mimetic imaging consciousness, then, we 

have all of the elements of the Sartrean subject as presented in Being and Nothingness, where the 
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nihilating activity of the for-itself (pour-soi) animates the reflexive circuit of intentional, 

transparent consciousness. 

 It is important not to allow the discourse of annihilation, possession and sacrifice to obscure 

the fact that the negative, irrealizing activity of the spectator and actor, for Sartre, remain firmly 

grounded in intentional consciousness, in the work of a firmly centered subject. Indeed, in 

Sartre’s broader theory of the theatre, the conceptualization of imaging consciousness in The 

Imaginary is deployed in the elaboration of a thematics of freedom and choice. According to the 

well-known Sartrean motif of condemnedness to freedom, the groundlessness of my facticity – 

my fatedness to a fundamentally situated existence, certain contingencies of which have been 

and continue to be beyond my control – opens up a space of a radical freedom of decision, one 

that paradoxically depends upon facticity’s own strictures. “There is freedom only in a 

situation,” Sartre writes in Being and Nothingness, “and there is only a situation through 

freedom.”249 According to Sartre, I bear the burden of a choice between actively assuming my 

condemnedness to freedom through the execution of my agency when faced with situations, or, 

by repudiating this freedom through any number of self-deceptions, retreating into bad faith 

(mauvaise foi). When Sartre speaks of a “theatre of situations,” therefore, he understands a 

dramatic model, the fundamental freedom of whose protagonists is expressed in a culminating 

decision – the higher the stakes, the better. It is only by foregrounding the subjective dimension 

of choice that the theatre is able, according to Sartre, to give us “the whole man”: 

 
The most moving thing the theatre can show is a character creating himself, the moment of 

choice, of the free decision which commits him to a moral code and a whole way of life. The 

situation is an appeal: it surrounds us, offering us solutions which it’s up to us to choose. And 
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in order for the decision to be deeply human, in order for it to bring the whole man into play, 

we have to stage limit situations, that is, situations which present alternatives one of which 

leads to death. Thus freedom is revealed in its highest degree, since it agrees to lose itself in 

order to be able to affirm itself. And since there is theatre only if all the spectators are 

united, situations must be found which are so general that they are common to all. Immerse 

men in these universal and extreme situations which offer them only a couple of ways out, 

arrange things so that in choosing the way out they choose themselves, and you’ve won — 

the play is good.250 

 

As the above discussion of The Imaginary demonstrates, Sartre’s thematics of choice are by no 

means restricted to his drama, but constitute the central operating principle of his theory of the 

theatre as the dialectical movement of intentional consciousness, within whose correlation of 

subject and object the former chooses to effect the magic of signifying synthesis. Indeed, the 

activity of both spectator and actor in Sartre’s theatre can be seen to be firmly grounded the 

thematics of choice. “The spectator,” Sartre writes, “never loses sight of the fact that what he is 

being presented with is something nonreal.”251 On the contrary, the spectator is fully in control of 

the procedures of the signifying synthesis, in relation to which she stands as a centered subjective 

operator, a status which we might describe as the spectatorial correlate of the subject’s 

condemnedness to freedom. “The imaged synthesis is accompanied by a very strong 

consciousness of spontaneity,” Sartre writes, “of freedom one might say. This is ultimately 

because only a formal will can prevent consciousness from slipping from the level of the image 

to that of perception.”252  
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 Just as the spectator steadily commands the helm of contiguous consciousnesses, so the actor 

carefully controls the imaging aspects of his performance. Evoking Diderot’s famous paradox of 

the actor, according to which the actor most capable of producing persuasive theatrical passions 

is he who is the coldest and least feeling, Sartre asserts the futility of such debates regarding the 

actor’s emotionality on the grounds that the question of mimetic emotion can never be a 

mutually exclusive one.253 Of the actor, Sartre writes, “It matters little that he really cries in 

playing the role. These tears […], he grasps them himself – and the public with him – as the tears 

of Hamlet, which is to say as analogons of irreal tears.”254 Sartre’s point here is that the question 

of whether the actor really cries – a favorite query of children during the obligatory “talk-back” 

following in-school performances – is finally irrelevant, since any material, whether emotional, 

kinesthetic or signifying, is finally subject to being grasped by the synthesizing work of 

personalized mimesis and theatrical spectatorship. Both on the page and on the stage, the 

Sartrean theatre can thus be understood as a pure celebration of transparent self-presence, of the 

anguished awareness of subjective decision, and the execution of its freedom, in spite of 

everything. And it is precisely here that we can begin to locate the antitheatrical element at the 

heart of Sartre’s vision for the theatre. 

 

 

MISE EN SCÈNE OF THE INTEGRAL SUBJECT 
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The spectator may look, but he will never be looked at.—SARTRE, “On 

Dramatic Style” 

 

What are the consequences of the early vision of the subject laid out in The Imaginary for 

Sartre’s broader theory of the theatre? Once established as its central operating principle, the 

fragile dialectic of subject and object that animates the synthetic circuit of Sartrean imitation 

consciousness exacts a number of practical exigencies which, in an effort to preserve its smooth 

functioning, work first and foremost to secure the theatre’s disruptive aleatory elements. In 

Sartre’s theory of the theatre, these practical exigencies are grouped under the protocol of 

“absolute distance.” In introducing this notion, Sartre writes, “And so I think that the real origin, 

the real meaning of theatre is to put the world of men at an absolute distance, an impassable 

distance, the distance separating me from the stage. The actor is so distant that I can see him but 

will never be able to touch him or act upon him.”255 The ostensible purpose for Sartre’s absolute 

distance is to place the spectator at a remove from which he can observe and, most especially, 

evaluate the dramatics of situated freedom. The spectator, Sartre writes, “even while he is a 

witness, has a new attitude thrust upon him, that of a moral judge: he judges the cut and thrust; 

he says this one is in the right, that one is in the wrong.”256 In order to secure his position as 

moral judge of the events unfolding on stage, the Sartrean spectator must first and foremost 

assume his fundamental powerlessness with respect to mise en scène. Because the theatre is an 

image, Sartre writes “there’s nothing we can do to it, […] we can only slash at it blindly.”257 

Drawing from his exposition in The Imaginary, he explains that, “If I shout, I would be stopping 
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the actor, but not Hamlet.”258 Such interventions serve only to disrupt the activity of signifying 

synthesis by disturbing its analogic support, thus threatening to send both spectatorial and 

mimetic imaging consciousnesses sliding back along the rails towards simple perception.  

 Under the protocol of absolute distance, the actor is likewise to refrain from any outbursts, 

keeping his signifying activity secured behind the “fourth wall” of theatrical illusion. In a 

discussion of productions in which actors interrupt their performances in order to address the 

audience, Sartre observes that “While such activity might work in a music hall, in the theatre, if 

we see a character pass through the orchestra aisles, we are really seeing the actor, not the 

character.”259 As with spectatorial intervention such “breaking the fourth wall” merely “causes 

the character to vanish and to be replaced by the presence of the real person.”260 Indeed, so 

delicate is the work of signifying synthesis, that even a glance from the stage to the house could 

derail it. In a striking remark, Sartre asserts that, “In the theatre, the ‘someone else’ never looks 

at me; or should he happen to look at me, the imaginary character vanishes. Hamlet or Volpone 

vanishes and it is Barrault or Dullin looking at me. What is wrong with addressing an audience is 

that it causes the imaginary character to vanish and to be replaced by the presence of the real 

person”261 To be looked at from the stage is, for Sartre, to plunge the actor into objecthood, 

thereby derailing not only spectatorial illusion, but the actor’s own synthetic engagement with 

the objects of mise en scène. 

 The prohibitions that attend the protocol of absolute distance can be seen to index the fragility 

of any subjective vision founded upon an idealist dialectic of intentional and transparent 

reflexivity. Indeed, the exigencies of Sartre’s absolute distance speak to a profound anxiousness 
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when it comes to thinking the constitutive outside to the circuit of subjective intentionality, that 

is, to thinking the point at which the imaginary is constitutionally disjoined from the real – a 

thinking to which, I argue, the theatre is uniquely disposed. What is at stake here can be clarified 

with economy by way of reference to the theatrical theory of Jacques Lacan as it is elaborated in 

his tenth seminar on anxiety, among other writings. In the context of his seminar, Lacan turns to 

the theatre in the formalization of the subjective structure of fantasy, elaborating a theatrical 

space whose extimate or ex-centric character by definition frustrates any protocol of distancing 

that might strive to preserve something like a subjective integrity. For Lacan, who here follows 

Freud in his classic study, A Child is Being Beaten, the spectating subject is inexorably 

implicated in fantasmatic mise en scène, where she is figured among a distribution of roles and 

stage objects that radically eludes her conscious grasp. Far from the Sartrean theatre of unified 

signifying synthesis, this “other scene” is, in Lacan’s phrase, “the one where you see reality – no 

doubt you know that it is born in this place as a theatrical set, and you know that it is not that 

which is on the other side of the set that is the truth, and that if you are there, in front of the 

stage, it is you who are at the other side of the set, and who touch something that goes further in 

the relationship of reality to everything that obscures it.”262 Conceived as extimate or ex-centric, 

the installation of the object – for Lacan, the objet a – within fantasmatic mise en scène means 

precisely that spectator subject is always looked at from the stage, that “the ‘someone else’” is 

always returning her gaze, irrespective of whether the “fourth wall” has been broken. In Roberto 

Harari’s phrase, “phantasies activate a subject that looks as a spectator at what is developing 

before it, and also looks at where it is. This,” Harari continues, “is how the scopic appears as the 

inexorable floor of phantasy. Some fragment of the subject is, in the phantasy, something that 
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gazes at it from the stage, which is not necessarily an eye.”263 Lacan’s theatre of fantasy, like his 

topological models of the moebius strip or cross-cap, supports a thinking of the subject as 

radically decentered, as an effect that “on privileged occasions” appears in the fulgurations 

whose interval simultaneously conjoins and disjoins radically heterogeneous elements – a 

movement that finally mirrors the effraction of the signifier.  

 Such a theatre condemns the unification of mise en scène – in this perspective, the delusional 

projection of a subjective idealism – to perpetual failure, whatever the synthetic strivings of 

spectatorial consciousness. The radicality of the decentering at the heart of this model thus 

underscores the manner in which the Sartrean protocol of absolute distance gives rise a theatre of 

the subject which must at all costs work to cover over any gap or fissure which might 

compromise the integrity of subjective intentionality upon which it is founded. The first mandate 

of the sovereign and centered subject is the relinking of dialectical division.  

 I want to suggest that the Sartrean etiquette introduced under the protocol of absolute distance 

vividly illustrates the fundamental incommensurability of Sartre’s system with the theatre, with 

what, in the theatre, is most theatrical: the aleatory possibility or element of chance which 

attends its ephemeral operations, as well as its convocation of actors and spectators. And it is in 

this sense that, returning to his observation that signifying synthesis is an act of reading, we can 

understand the Sartrean ejaculation, “This is what really counts — the book!” Indeed, for Sartre, 

“in reading as in the theatre, we are in the presence of a world and we attribute to that world just 

as much existence as we do to that of the theatre; that is to say, a complete existence in the 

irreal.”264 By flattening the topological profundity and disjunctions of theatrical space, as well as 
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the fundamentally unpredictable nature of its performing and spectating bodies, into the 

innocuous surface of a page – a kind of dramatic anthropology – the Sartrean account of 

imitation consciousness in The Imaginary finally leaves us with a theatre of the book.  

 There are moments in Sartre’s accounts of the theatre and of imaging consciousness which 

seem to belie a more radical conception of the theatrical event and of the subject. One such 

moment can be found in Sartre’s discussion in The Imaginary of the “hybrid state” he identifies 

as the sources of spectatorial pleasure: “In most cases this slipping occurs all the same,” he 

writes, “It quite often happens that the synthesis is not entirely made: the face and the body of 

the imitator do not lose all their individuality […]. A hybrid state follows, neither fully 

perception nor fully image, which should be described for itself. These states without 

equilibrium and that do not endure are evidently, for the spectator, what is most pleasant in the 

imitation.”265 Much as one might like to read in this description a loosening of the grips of 

spectatorial imaging consciousness – and with it, the whole man of Sartre’s totalizing theatre of 

the subject – the hybrid state Sartre describes remains securely astride the rails of intentional, 

contiguous consciousnesses: it is not a rupture in the production of sense which characterizes the 

theatrical event, but what we might describe as a kind of “performative indeterminacy.” In his 

passing discussion of popular forms of entertainment such as cabaret, Sartre comes closer still to 

a thinking of the constitutive outside of the subjective circuits of theatrical mimetism. Returning 

to the topic of actors breaking the fourth wall, Sartre writes that, “This can be amusing in a music 

hall, where there is a sort of flicker (papillotement) between the moment when the actor is 

simply someone else and the moment when he addresses the audience.” Alas, for Sartre, finally, 
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“this sort of flicker is impossible in a play, and the spectator is precluded from participating in 

it.”266 

 

   

 BRECHTIAN CONNECTIONS 
 

The action in his plays takes place in front of us and the language is 

carried by the action as a seagull by the wave. It is not decisive. In a 

deeper sense, in relation to the structure of his critical drama, Brecht is 

right; but dramatically?—SARTRE, “People’s Theatre and Bourgeois 

Theatre” 

 

I have been arguing that the deployment of the theatrical stage in the conceptualization of 

imaging consciousness in The Imaginary offers a unique perspective on some of the problems 

that beset Sartre’s theory of the subject more generally. Just as the antitheatrical anxiousness 

exhibited by his writings on the stage signals the fragility of a subjective model founded upon 

transparent, intentional consciousness and its idealist dialectical correlation of subject to object, 

the theatre likewise provides an index of certain missed encounters of Sartre’s project. Had they 

taken place, such encounters might have suggested the tools for a more radical conceptualization 

of the subject and of the theatre by opening Sartre’s dramatic philosophy towards a thinking of 

contingency, here understood as an uncontrolled and uncontrollable rupture in the impermeable 

dialectic of subject and object. One such missed encounter can be found in Sartre’s ambivalence 

towards the theatrical project of his contemporary, the German dramatist, stage director and 

theatre theorist, Bertolt Brecht. Despite the rapprochement with Marxism toward the end of his 

career, Sartre’s critique of Brecht’s epic theatre registers his inability to relinquish the idealism 
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of his early phenomenology and embark on an authentic engagement with the principles of 

historical and dialectical materialism. 

 It is difficult to overstate the galvanizing effect Brecht’s theatre had on the artistic and 

intellectual life of Paris in the decade spanning from the mid-1950s to the mid-1960s. Relatively 

unknown in France before the first visits of Berliner Ensemble to the Théâtre des Nations (now 

the Théâtre de la Ville), Brecht’s epic theatre erupted onto Paris’s artistic and intellectual 

landscape in 1954 with the Ensemble’s production of Mother Courage and her Children, 

followed in 1955 by The Caucasian Chalk Circle. Apart from a 1951 production of Mother 

Courage at the Théâtre National Populaire, Brecht had been primarily an affair for Paris’s 

experimental and avant garde theatres prior to the presentation of these landmark productions. 

While such fringe productions may have been overlooked by figures such as Roland Barthes and 

Louis Althusser, upon whom the Berliner Ensemble’s performances at the Théâtre des Nations 

would leave an indelible impression, they weren’t missed by Sartre, who, with Simone de 

Beauvoir, attended the first production of a Brecht play in France: an interpretation of The 

Threepenny Opera staged by Gaston Baty at the Théâtre Montparnasse in 1930. While by all 

accounts Brecht was relatively ignorant of Sartre’s theatre, the author of Dirty Hands and The 

Condemned of Altona carefully tracked the career of his colleague from Augsburg, detailing his 

appreciations and critiques of Brecht’s theatrical revolution in a number of interviews, public 

talks and articles. 

 As is well known, Brecht’s indictment of the classical Aristotelian dramatic model, with 

which he associated the bourgeois Weimar theatre, underscored its rigid unities of action, time 

and place, its increasingly totalizing vision of the theatre as Gesamtkuntswerk, its interest in the 

individual nobility of heroes, and its “naïve” understanding of the spectator as consumer, 
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passively suffering the inexorable fates of dramatic protagonists. For Brecht, these characteristics 

reflected the bourgeois dramatic model’s idealist emphasis on eternal values and its view of 

societal relations as immutable. With what he called dialectical dramatic writing, Brecht 

proposed an alternative vision for a “theatre of the scientific age,” identifying the epic theatre of 

Erwin Piscator as “the theatrical style of our time,” and taking as his point of departure the 

latter’s principal techniques: a radical separating out of the elements of mise en scène (drawing 

theatrical lighting and machines into full view of the audience, the use of montage and 

projections, etc.) and a decentering of the individual, aimed, on the one hand, at a more relational 

perspective on dramatic character and, on the other, a critical spectatorial mode characterized by 

a questioning, even disputative relation to mise en scène.267 

 There is much that resonates in Sartre’s and Brecht’s projects – perhaps first and foremost an 

approach to human relations that situates them as fundamentally tied to the symbolic and social 

coordinates in relation to which they unfold. The Sartrean situatedness discussed above indeed 

resonates powerfully with one of the epic theatre’s most important concepts: what Brecht 

referred to as “gestus.” If it has traditionally been left untranslated, it is because gestus represents 

one of the more polyvalent terms in the Brechtian lexicon, assuming various functions across 

Brecht’s career, as witnessed by the many formulations that employ it, among them, “the gestic,” 

“the basic gestus,” and “the social gestus.” It is in connection with the latter that we find 

strikingly close resonances with Sartrean situated choice.  

 Social gestus emerged out of Brecht’s frustration with the socially sanitized notion of 

character in the Weimar theatre, on whose stages the basic gestus, or action, of “Man with a 

capital ‘M’ […] is stripped of any social individuality; it is an empty one, not representing any 
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undertaking or operation among people by this particular person.”268 Brecht’s social gestus 

represented an intervention into this absence of social context in its conceptualization as 

precisely “the gestus relevant to society, the gestus that allows conclusions to be drawn about 

social circumstances.”269 While one of the classic examples of social gestus is the closing image 

of Mother Courage and Her Children, in which Courage pulls her cart into the horizon, 

determined to continue profiting from a war that had robbed her of her children, the concept is 

neatly captured in the following Brechtian illustration: “Someone’s efforts to stay balanced on a 

slippery surface results in a social gestus as soon as falling down would mean ‘losing face’; in 

other words, losing market value.”270 Social gestus, then, indicates the structural or symbolic 

context for the emergence of theatrical character in all of its contingency and specificity. Its 

opposite is what Brecht calls “milieu”: the immutability of social relations and the imperative to 

maintain the status quo at all costs – features Brecht associated with the Aristotelian dramatic 

protocol and what he saw as its reflection in the bourgeois drama of the Weimar stage. 

 The concepts of situatedness and social gestus were critical to another shared aim of Sartre’s 

and Brecht’s theatrical projects: the inducement of a new type of spectator who, far from the 

passive consumer of the bourgeois Weimar or Parisian boulevard stages, would maintain an 

evaluative, even critical relation to theatrical mise en scène. While the concepts of situatedness 

and social gestus would in part give rise to this new spectatorial attitude, they would also ensure 

its transposition beyond the walls of the theatre. Rather than dissipating with the performance, 

the critical spectatorial attitude aimed at by Sartre’s and Brecht’s theatres would accompany the 

spectator out into the street, becoming a powerful framework for thinking and acting otherwise 

with respect to all that presents itself as given or immutable. We have already discussed the 
                                                
268 Bertolt Brecht, Brecht on Theatre (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 363–64. 
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Sartrean spectator, who bears witness to the events of theatrical mise en scène and is positioned 

as a moral judge of the dramatics of situated choice. The “critical agent” aimed at by the epic 

theatre was first and foremost one for whom the passifying charms of identification and catharsis 

were forsaken in a move towards critical reflection on the events unfolding on stage. In an 

admittedly reductive fashion, Brecht playfully distinguishes the spectator of the epic theatre from 

that of the dramatic stage in the following terms: 

 
The dramatic theatre’s spectator says: 

—Yes, I have felt like that too. —Just like me. —It’s only natural. —It’ll never change. —

This person’s suffering shocks me, because there is no way out. —That’s great art: 

everything is self-evident. —I weep when they weep, I laugh when they laugh. 

 
The epic theatre’s spectator says: 

—I’d never have thought so. —That’s not the way. —That’s extraordinary, hardly 

believable. —It’s got to stop —This person’s suffering shocks me, because there might be a 

way out. —That’s great art: nothing is self-evident. —I laugh when they weep, I weep when 

they laugh.271 

 

 While the resonances between Sartre’s and Brecht’s theatrical projects are certainly non-

negligible, scratching the surface of these superficial similarities rapidly discloses the immense 

gulf separating the investments that underlie them. Indeed, while Sartre and Brecht share in 

common a vision for an active, engaged spectator, their means of inducing such a spectatorial 

attitude are diametrically opposed. The itinerary of these differences – and the more fundamental 

divergences to which they speak – is perhaps best approached through the theme of theatrical 

illusion, a first sticking point in Sartre’s ambivalent appreciation of Brecht’s epic theatre.  
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 We have already seen how authentic theatrical events in Sartre’s account depend upon a 

mystical experience on both sides of the footlights, the actor of the Sartrean stage being modeled 

after the shaman, and its spectator losing him- or herself in the engrossing sweep of the drama. 

When asked in an interview with Bernard Dort in 1955 – the year The Caucasian Chalk Circle 

first played at the Théâtre des Nations – about Brecht’s epic theatre and its program of 

dismantling theatrical illusion, Sartre initially agrees with Brecht, “that every theatrical 

performance must be demystifying.” He goes on to express his reservations on this point, 

explaining, “I think that if we really want to achieve this aim, we have to do something more 

than simply be critical. That would mean relying too much on the audience.”272 Here, Sartre 

makes a curious comparison between what he perceives as the thoroughly politicized German 

spectator and relatively less engaged French audiences. Critical demystification, Sartre suggests, 

“is possible only in Brecht's case, because his audience has already been politicized. But we have 

to make our audience – an audience which might be quite likely not to react to a purely critical 

play – share in the real demystification of certain characters.” Here, Sartre doubles down on the 

magic of the theatre, asserting, “I personally am fully convinced that any demystification must be 

in a sense mystifying. Or rather that if a crowd has been to some extent steeped in mystification, 

you cannot trust to that crowd’s critical reactions alone. You have to give it a counter-

mystification. And to do that the theater must not renounce any of the sorceries of theater.”273 

 It is a commonplace that the epic theatre worked to dismantle theatrical illusion – and an 

observation that is, in any case, beside the point: anyone who has studied Brecht’s productions 

with the Berliner ensemble, or seen a contemporary performance of one of his plays that is 

faithful to the epic style (rather than simply parroting some vague notion of it) knows that the 
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epic theatre depends no less on theatrical illusion than any other style of theatre. It is 

nevertheless instructive to read Brecht on this question, particularly in connection with Sartre’s 

refusal to relinquish the magic of the theatre. Why is that, while Sartre saw mystification as key 

to eliciting spectatorial subjectivity, Brecht sees it as anathema to the inducement of the 

spectator-as-critical-agent? For Brecht, it is the earnest effort at theatrical illusion that, before 

anything else, lulls the spectator into the kind passive consumption he associates with 

identification and catharsis, both of which work against the inducement of the spectator-as-

critical-agent by interfering with the pedagogical function of the epic theatre. Assessing the 

unsuitability of the prevailing acting style for the theatre of the scientific age in the 1929 

“Dialogue on Acting,” Brecht critically observes how the actors of the Weimar theatre “use 

hypnosis. They put themselves and the audience into a trance.” The problem with such an 

approach, Brecht argues, is that, “if the séance is successful, it ends up with nobody learning 

anything, with the audience ceasing to see anything at all.”274 The work of dialectical technique 

in the epic theatre is precisely to disrupt the effects of this spectatorial opiate. “This sort of magic 

must of course be contested,” Brecht writes, “Everything that aims to induce hypnosis, or is 

bound to produce undignified intoxication, or makes people befuddled, must be abandoned.”275 

For Brecht, this is precisely a question of milieu, of a passive acceptance of the status quo, 

whether in the theatrical auditorium or on the streets of the town in which one lives. “Just as it 

refrains from handing over its hero to the world as to his inescapable fate,” Brecht asserts in the 

1933 “Notes on The Mother,” so the epic theatre “would not dream of handing over the spectator 
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to a hypnotic theatrical experience.”276 For Brecht, the kind of spectatorial impotence espoused 

by Sartre would have no place in the epic theatre. 

 What is at stake in spectatorial hypnosis rests in turn on a theme with respect to which Sartre 

and Brecht are once again equally opposed – that of unification. We have already seen how the 

theatre’s political promise is, for Sartre, founded on a thematics of unity. With respect to the 

stage, we find the dramatic emphasis on the hero as a “whole man,” and on limit-case and 

universal dramatic situations that are “so general that they are common to all.” The totalizing 

pretensions of this view of dramatic action are reflected in the auditorium by the spectatorial 

unity upon which the success of any drama, in Sartre’s view, hinges. In this connection the 

reader will recall Sartre’s emphatic, “there is theatre only if all the spectators are united.” 

Sartre’s own fixation on theatrical unity plays an important role in his assessment of Brecht, to a 

not insignificant extent overdetermining it:  

 
Brecht is classical in his care for unity; if there is a total truth – which is the true object of 

theater – it is the total event that blends social strata and persons and lets individual disorder 

reflect collective disorders whose violent development throws light on the conflicts and the 

general disorder by which they are determined. This is the reason why his plays have a 

classical economy; admittedly, he does not trouble to unify by place or time, but he 

eliminates everything likely to distract us.277 

 

What is striking here, beyond the comically backhanded observation of Brecht’s failure to unify 

by place or time, is the degree to which Sartre here projects his own totalizing vision of the 

theatre and its protocol of absolute distance onto the epic theatre, apparently oblivious to the 
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expressed stakes of Brecht’s project for a theatre of dialectical materialism, where such a thing as 

a total truth is a contradiction in terms. 

 The backdrop of our discussion of theatrical illusion and the themes of unity and unification 

indeed throw into relief what is at stake in the difference between the Sartrean protocol of 

absolute distance and Brechtian Verfremdungseffekt. If absolute distance serves to ensure the 

unification necessary to give rise to the engaged Sartrean spectator, the epic theatre’s famous 

alienation effect approaches the inducement of the spectator-as-critical-agent by way of an 

aggressive program of dialectical division. Even before examining its expression in the concrete 

setting of the theatre, it is worth noting how Brecht conceived of dialectical dramatic writing in 

terms of a certain conceptual impurity and a fundamental lack of completeness: “The thing we 

have labeled dialectical dramatic writing, is unquestionably only a half-way house, utterly 

imperfect because it is dependent upon its concretization yet cannot attain it, and far from 

complete because it is occupied with its other half, its completion. If it were whole,” Brecht 

writes, “then it would be incomplete.”278 

 It is in this spirit that Brecht introduces his epic theatre’s protocol of “indirect impact,” whose 

dialectically inspired strategies will later fall under the heading of gestus and 

Verfremdungseffekt. In order to combat theatrical mystification and induce the critical 

spectatorial perspective proper to the epic theatre, Brecht proposes a double distancing, 

according to which “Spectator and actor should not come close to each other, but should distance 

themselves from each other.” At first blush, this might give the impression that Brecht is 

working at a rigid separating out of the personnel of the theatre along lines of Sartrean absolute 

distance, were it not for this crucial addition: “And each should be distanced from him- or 

herself. Otherwise,” Brecht writes, “the element of shock necessary for recognition is 
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lacking.”279 For Brecht, more important than the division of spectators and actors – a separation 

his theatre experimented with in a variety of revolutionary new ways – is the internal division 

proper to each. 

 It is among the techniques of indirect impact that Brecht situates the concept of gestus, 

conceived as “the dialectical dimension located in the dramatic/theatrical domain.”280 Indirect 

impact effects the actor of the epic theatre at various levels. At the level of the dramatic text it 

entails a dramaturgy of contradiction, here conceived as a kind of textual or referential 

scaffolding around and upon which the actor plays, in part in an effort to interrupt the spectator’s 

identificatory inclination. Describing Peter Lorre’s performance in the 1931 comedy Man Equals 

Man, Brecht writes, “The content of the speeches was made up of contradictions, and the actor 

had to try not to let the spectator identify with individual sentences and thereby get tangled up in 

contradictions, but to keep the spectator out of them. It had to be as objective an exposition as 

possible of a contradictory internal process.”281 At the level of theatrical mise en scène, the 

dialectical strategy of indirect impact means a gradual and incomplete or impure unfolding of the 

role on stage, rather than the presentation at the outset of a figure the coherence of whose actions 

bespeak a consistent and “well-rounded” character. “Unlike dramatic actors,” Brecht writes, 

“who have their character established from the start and simply go on to expose it to the 

adversities of the world and the tragedy, epic actors allow their character to develop before the 

spectator’s eyes through the way they behave.”282 At no time does this “amount to any kind of 

single, immutable character, but to one that is changing all the time and that in course of this 
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‘way of changing’ becomes more and more clearly defined.”283 The lack of givenness of such an 

evolution is underscored by the way in which the actor of the epic theatre was encouraged to 

comment on the development of the character. In one of the clearest presentations of this idea, 

Brecht writes in the 1940 “The Street Scene,” “In short, the actor must remain a demonstrator; he 

must present the person demonstrated as a stranger, he must not eliminate the ‘he did that, he 

said that’ element in his performance. He must not go so far as to be completely transformed into 

the person demonstrated.”284 Nothing is given on the stages of the epic theatre, but elements 

unfold as process, not according to any kind of linearity or teleological necessity, but indirectly, 

in leaps and curves intended to induce in the spectator sudden shifts in perspective and 

possibility. Far from the negating sweep of irrealization, the strategy of indirect impact implies 

that “the actors must do all they can to make their presence felt in between the audience and the 

incident.”285 

 The famous “scientific, interested, self-disciplined attitude” of the Brechtian spectator also 

finds its roots in the framework of dialectical dramatic writing. For Brecht, beyond the 

innovations of indirect impact at the level of mise en scène a certain “literarization” of the 

audience was also required in order to lead the spectator to an enhanced conceptual availability 

to the shock of critical recognition that for Brecht characterized the theatrical event. Just as with 

the actor, Brecht writes, the spectator of the epic theatre “also ceases to exist as a spectator and is 

no longer at the centre, no longer a private person who ‘goes along to’ an event put on by theatre 

practitioners, who gets performed to, who simply enjoys the theatre’s output. Individuals are not 

just consumers any more – they have to produce.”286 It was this exigency that led Brecht to a 
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rethinking of the theatrical spectator along lines of the relatively more expert sports fan, whose 

enjoyment of the sporting event was commensurate with her knowledge of the game. This 

redefinition of spectatorial praxis, coordinated to the indirect impact of epic mise en scène, 

challenges the spectator to locate and participate in precisely those moments where a character’s 

destiny is shown to be anything but immutable – where the question of milieu isn’t merely a 

given, but where intervention or a thinking otherwise could have brought about other outcomes. 

In the spirit of a sporting event, the spectators in this perspective are exhorted to choose sides, 

and to extend their interventions from the auditorium to the world outside the theatre. Referring 

to the unified audience of the classical model, Brecht writes, “Non-Aristotelian dramatic writing 

[…] is not interested in creating such a collective. It divides its audience.”287 The modeling of 

spectator after sports fan was also intended as an exhortation for spectator to understand the 

mechanics of acting and other elements of stagecraft, allowing him or her to engage critically 

with the various choices that went in to bringing a dramatic text to life on stage. 

 The gulf separating the Sartrean protocol of absolute distance and Brecht’s epic theatre is one 

that can finally be measured in dialectical terms as that between, on the one hand, an idealist 

dialectic animated by a movement of sublating synthesis and the erasure of difference, and, on 

the other, a materialist dialectic whose engine is division. The theatrical expressions of this 

difference are neatly captured in the following Sartrean and Brechtian pronouncements on the 

relationship between the dialectic and the theatrical stage. Sartre is willing to concede that there 

exists a “theater as a dialectical process,” but only so long as this stage, “through its 

contradictions, makes for unity and progress and may at any time reconstitute the integrated 

synthesis by the emergence of a work which has been generated by and has transcended its 
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contradictions.”288 Contrast this to the epic theatre, the value of whose hallmark techniques of 

Verfremdung and gestus Brecht asserts lie precisely in the manner in which they mobilize 

dialectical materialism for the theatrical stage. In the 1949 “Short Organon for the Theatre,” his 

most complete statement on epic technique, Brecht writes, “Such techniques allow the theatre to 

utilize for its representations the methodology of the new social science, the materialist dialectic. 

In order to establish society’s laws of motion, this methodology treats social situations as 

processes and seeks out their contradictory nature. It regards everything as existing only in so far 

as it changes, or in other words is in disunity with itself.”289 Between the “new man” and the 

“whole man,” we thus find two visions of universality at the theatre: a first whose unities – of 

character, of the audience – and relinking of dialectical division are underwritten by the humanist 

thematics of self-presence; and another vision of theatrical universality whose purpose is 

precisely to shatter the former perspective, thus effecting a radical decentering of the “human 

element” by dividing it in a movement of dialectical scission which traverses the entire space of 

the theatre as its central operating principle. 

 

 

PSYCHOANALYTIC SCENES 
 

But in the theater, on the stage as in life, this free choice always means a 

genuine liberation, and the main thing in the end is the will to liberation. It 

is the expression of a freedom asserting itself. If we look at it like this, we 

can reject all interpretations, whether dialectical or psychoanalytical, and 

not simply reject them, but add them to the interpretations of the 

oppressed.—SARTRE, “The Flies”  
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As a second and final example of a missed encounter in connection with the possibility of 

radicalizing Sartre’s vision of theatrical subjectivity we turn to his life-long ambivalence with 

respect to psychoanalysis. In Being and Nothingness, Sartre organizes a well-known critique of 

Freudian metapsychology, in part around the latter’s concept of a “censor mechanism.” Given 

the thematics of freedom and choice we have been discussing, Sartre’s argument in this 

connection shouldn’t surprise. As the regulator of the functions of resistance and repression, such 

a censor mechanism, Sartre insists, must finally be seen as a rational, conscious subjective 

element, actively orchestrating the application of repression. According to Sartre, such a critique 

exposes the theory of the unconscious as a “materialist mythology,” a theoretical flight from the 

burden of free subjective choice which Sartre will finally relegate to the category of bad faith. 

While Sartre himself insisted that his assessment of psychoanalysis, like that of Marxism, 

changed fundamentally across his project, the closest he comes to a theorization of subjectivity 

capable of thinking the constitutive outside of consciousness is his discussion of Flaubert’s 

“unsayable” (“l’indisable”), by which he understands, “this kind of comprehension of oneself 

which cannot be named and which perpetually escapes one.”290 As with the flicker of cabaret 

performer, however, Sartre is finally unable to accept the absence of intentionality in any aspect 

of psychic life, writing that “every psychic fact involves an intentionality which aims at 

something, while among them a certain number can only exist if they are comprehended, but 

neither named nor known.”291  

 The theatre registers Sartre’s refusal to radicalize the unsayable in two dramatic projects 

whose subjects are the psychoanalytical scene. The best known of these is The Freud Scenario, a 
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screenplay commissioned by the American director John Huston in 1958, which offers an 

operatic account of Freud’s discovery of the unconscious through the speech of his hysterical 

patients. While it is beyond the scope of the present chapter to provide an in-depth reading of 

The Freud Scenario’s many versions, or of Freud: The Secret Passion, the film that Huston 

ultimately produced, some discussion of the work’s critical reception will suggests some of the 

ways in which it represents a missed encounter in the rapprochement between Sartre’s project 

and the insights of psychoanalysis.   

 In Sartre’s own account of his treatment in The Freud Scenario, Freud is approached as “a 

man who undertakes to know others because he sees it as the only way to know himself, and he 

sees that he must conduct his research on others and on himself. One knows oneself through 

others, one knows others through oneself.”292 This perfectly Sartrean imposition, as Elisabeth 

Roudinesco has pointed out, inverts the actual circumstances of Freud’s founding self-analysis, 

whose purpose, as is well known, was guided by the conviction that, in order gain insight into 

clinical phenomena it was essential first to address the question of one’s own position, one’s own 

psychic life. Given Sartre’s critique of the Freudian unconscious, his anecdotal remarks 

regarding the difficulty of working with Huston on the project are worth noting in this 

connection. Explaining the notoriously conflictual working relationship, which would end with 

Sartre leaving and removing his name from the project, Sartre stated that he broke with Huston 

“precisely because Huston did not understand what the unconscious was. That was the whole 

problem. He wanted to suppress it, to replace it with the pre-conscious. He did not want the 

unconscious at any price.”293 J.-B. Pontalis was among the first to suggest that Sartre was here 

                                                
292 Cited in Élisabeth Roudinesco, Philosophy in Turbulent Times, trans. William McCuaig (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2008), 49. 
293 Sartre, Between Existentialism and Marxism, 36. 



 

 179 

guilty of projection. In his preface to the published collection of drafts of The Freud Scenario, 

Pontalis suggests that, for Sartre, psychoanalysis represented a “useful, no doubt indispensable, 

instrument of knowledge; but an instrument that once he had set to work he would succeed in 

appropriating. Transference? Never heard of it! Transference: in other words, the necessity, if 

one is to allow the unknown to enter, to address oneself to an addressee unknown at that address, 

definitely absent, almost impossible to find.”294 Pontalis’s remarks on The Freud Scenario 

usefully underscore the will to unification and totalization in Sartre’s aesthetics and, as I have 

been arguing, his theory of the subject. If Sartre’s screenplay well exceeded the length of a 

typical feature film – one of the reasons for the conflict between he and Huston – this has first 

and foremost to do with: 

 
…the totalizing perspective that he espoused, in order to make intelligible at one and the 

same time the Jewish Freud and the bourgeois Freud, Freud-the-son and Freud/Fliess, Freud 

the neurologist and Freud the “neurotic,” Freud the civilizer and Freud the driven, the Freud 

of fin-de-siècle Vienna and the Freud without frontiers… […] The trouble is that to Sartre’s 

blunt, insistent question: “What can we know about a man?” – to that question which is not 

its own – psychoanalysis can offer only a disappointing reply: not “Nothing,” but “What that 

man has already known.”295 

 

Sartre’s drive to deliver character in its integral totality, consistent and free of accident, is not 

lost on Pontalis. In light of our discussion above, it is hard to overlook the irony Pontalis’s 

comments underscore: in his will to present “the whole man,” Sartre fell short in his efforts to 

capture dramatically the very figure who famously observed that the ego is not master in its own 

house. 
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Chicago University Press, 1985), iv. 
295 Sartre, xiv. 
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 Further dramatic evidence of Sartre’s missed encounter with psychoanalysis can be found in 

the short A Psychoanalytic Dialogue, which appeared in Les temps modernes in April of 1969. In 

the dialogue, an analysand, A…, interrupts a session with his analyst, Dr. X., holding the latter 

hostage and forcing him to stand trial as representative of the theory and practice of 

psychoanalysis. In order to document the proceedings A… has brought along a tape recorder, 

which he brandishes before Dr. X.. When asked to put the recording device away, A… refuses, 

announcing his purpose: “We’re going to make the psychoanalysts stand trial now,” he shouts, 

“and we’re going to have a look at what goes on, at what they do in their consulting rooms. […] 

And I think we’re going to make a very interesting discovery and find out just who’s got his head 

screwed on back to front.”296 Launching into the tirade which comprises the better part of the 

dialogue, A… decries psychoanalytic practice as an act of moral violence against the patient, 

where the silence of the analyst, rather than provoking the analysand to speech, merely draws 

into the light of day the depth of the analyst’s own repression: “You’re the one who’s repressed, 

since you can’t speak!” Of particular interest to our discussion of the disposition of performing 

and spectating bodies in the theatre, and the Sartrean protocol of absolute distance, are the 

following remarks about the physical disposition of analysand and analyst in the consulting room 

with which A… concludes his diatribe:  

 
You can’t get better lying on that thing! (points his finger at the analyst’s couch); it’s 

impossible! You can’t get better yourself, because you’ve spent too many years on it. You’re 

scared of looking people in the face. A moment ago you started to tell me how I had to “face 

up to my fantasies.” I could never have faced up to anything! You made me turn my back on 

                                                
296 Sartre, Between Existentialism and Marxism, 219. 
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you. You can’t cure people like that. It would never work, because in fact living with other 

people means knowing how to look them in the face.297 

 

In light of our discussion above regarding the object gaze of theatrical mise en scène in the 

Lacanian perspective, it is difficult to resist the observation that, whereas in the Sartrean theatre 

of the subject, no look from the stage must come to interrupt the centered spectatorial work of 

imaging synthesis here, in the analytic situation, with nary an analogon in sight with which to 

perform the spontaneous freedom of imaging intentionality, it is the gaze of the other whose 

absence is felt most bitterly.  

 Here again, Pontalis, who would resign from his editorial position on Les temps modernes 

soon after the publication of A Psychoanalytic Dialogue, weighed in on what he views as the 

dramatic expression par excellence of Sartre’s understanding of the psychoanalytic situation. In 

the excoriating “Reply to Sartre,” published in the same number of Les temps modernes, Pontalis 

writes of the short play: 

 
What interests me is the fact that Sartre tells us he was “fascinated” by the record of A…’s 

exploit in challenging his feudal oppressor face to face. Sartre evidently recognizes himself 

in this mirror, even if the reflection is distorted. He projects into it the antagonistic couples of 

which he is so fond, rediscovering them all the more easily in that A… seems to obey his 

schemas. […]. Further, I feel that to reach such conclusions is to reveal a fundamental 

misunderstanding of the whole of psychoanalysis. How, for example, can one salute its 

“immense gains in knowledge” and at the same time reject the very principle of the 

psychoanalytic relationship? Is it not praxis, here as elsewhere, that which makes the 

appearance of the theoretical object possible? One day the history of Sartre’s thirty-year-long 
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relationship with psychoanalysis, an ambiguous mixture of equally deep attraction and 

repulsion, will have to be written and perhaps his work reinterpreted in light of it.298 

 

In the short published prefatory note to the play – which Pontalis cites above, and whose 

publication he and other members of the editorial board of Les temps modernes attempted to 

block, so as to force A Psychoanalytic Dialogue to speak for itself – Sartre writes that his aim in 

writing the piece was to demonstrate how, “On the couch, everything solicits one to substitute 

the agonizing responsibility of being an individual, for abandonment to the incorporated 

company of basic drives.”299 Sartre here elects the death drive to serve as the principal avatar of 

the bad faith at the heart of psychoanalysis. Here as well I want to insist on what I see as the 

irony this sentence: in the airtight theatre of Sartrean subjectivity, whose protocol of absolute 

distance stands guard for an illusory idealist insularity, it is a thinking of precisely something like 

the drive that Sartre’s philosophy can be seen implacably to resist. 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
298 Sartre, 220. Original italics. 
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Chapter Four 
 

DIALECTIC IN THE WINGS 
 

_____________________________ 
 

What I love most in him, no doubt because it was him, what fascinated me 

in what others no doubt knew better than I, was his sense of and taste for 

grandeur, for the great theater of political tragedy where what is larger 

than life comes to occupy, mislead or pitilessly break the private bodies of 

its actors.—DERRIDA, The Work of Mourning 

 

Shortly following the 1965 publication of Louis Althusser’s path breaking For Marx, as well as 

his contribution to the collectively written Reading Capital, Gilles Deleuze drafted a remarkable 

short study of the emergent phenomenon of structuralism. Given its expression across fields as 

diverse as philosophy, psychoanalysis, sociology and linguistics, Deleuze thought it best to 

sideline the title “What is Structuralism?” in favor of the more analogically attuned, and arguably 

more structuralist formulation, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?”300 In its introductory 

remarks, Deleuze develops his essay’s eponymous query, asking, “What do we recognize in 

those that we call structuralists? And what do they themselves recognize? – since one does not 

                                                
300 Gilles Deleuze, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?,” in Desert Islands and Other Texts, trans. 
Michael Taormina (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2004), 170–92. Though written in 1967, Deleuze’s essay 
wasn’t published until several years later in 1972. 
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recognize people, in a visible manner, except by the invisible and imperceptible things they 

themselves recognize in their own way.”301 In developing the seven structuralist criteria 

proposed in the essay, Deleuze gives justifiable pride of place to Althusser’s seminal 

contributions to the rising paradigm, from the concept of structural causality to the theorization 

of overdetermination as the overproduction of sense within the workings of the structural 

combinatoire, according to which nonsense is viewed not as the opposite of sense, but as 

precisely “that which gives value to sense and produces it by circulating in the structure.”302  

 Tracing the appreciations of Althusser throughout the essay, one is struck by the insistence 

with which his project is aligned with what Deleuze observes as a general tendency within 

structuralism: the inclination of its exponents towards “certain games and a certain kind of 

theatre, for certain play and theatrical spaces.”303 In his discussion of the local or positional 

criterion of structure, for instance, Deleuze invokes the essay on the Piccolo Teatro’s 1962 

production of El Nost Milan at the Théâtre des Nations, included in For Marx. In this 

connection, Althusser is singled out for “interrupting his commentary on Marx to talk about 

theatre, but a theatre that is neither of reality nor of ideas, a pure theatre of places and positions, 

the principle of which he sees in Brecht.”304 Elsewhere in “How Do We Recognize 

Structuralism?” Deleuze notes the thematic proximity of theatrical role and the concept of 

structural place in Althusser’s theory of ideological interpellation, noting that, “if it is obvious 

that concrete men come to occupy the places and carry forth the elements of the structure, this 

happens by fulfilling the role that the structural place assigns to them.”305  

                                                
301 Deleuze, 171. 
302 Deleuze, 175. 
303 Deleuze, 175. 
304 Deleuze, 175. 
305 Deleuze, 178. 



 

 185 

 As the remarks taken as the introductory epigraph for this chapter demonstrate, Deleuze was 

not alone among Althusser’s contemporaries in his interest in the latter’s deployment of the 

theatre in the service of his evolving project. And while Althusserian theatricalism was clearly an 

object of appreciation for figures such as Derrida and Deleuze, others have taken up Althusser’s 

recourse to the theatre as a weapon in a critical dismantling of the latter’s thought. Jacques 

Rancière, Althusser’s erstwhile student, has perhaps devoted more attention than anyone to 

connections between the thought of his former teacher and the theatrical stage, organizing around 

Althusserian theatricalism an extended and multi-faceted critique in the pages of The 

Emancipated Spectator and The Flesh of Words, among other writings. In this context, 

Althusser’s theatrical turn is seen to underwrite an increasing refinement of theory away from 

political praxis and a mise en scène of expert knowledge in its distance from the ignorant crowd. 

 What Deleuze, Derrida and Rancière share in common, despite the various perspectives that 

animate their interest in Althusserian theatricalism, is an appreciation for the pervasiveness of 

Althusser’s engagement with the stage. This point is easily overlooked in the English-speaking 

world, where it is obscured by the unanimous critical nomination of the heavily anthologized 

essay on the Piccolo Teatro as the key point of intersection of the performing arts and 

Althusserian thought. Althusser’s fascination with the theatre during his project of 1960s indeed 

extends beyond a punctual gesture in the pages of For Marx to, among others, his miscellaneous 

writings on Brecht as well as his critical reflections on psychoanalysis. Althusser’s recourse to 

the theatre is perhaps nowhere more pronounced than in his contribution to Reading Capital, 

whose pages are undergirded by an expansive theoretico-theatrical apparatus whose machinery 

gives rise to the work’s closing image, that of the authorless theatre of ideology and the hapless 

and unwitting actors who appear on its stage. 
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 The following pages offer an account of Althusser’s understudied deployment of the theatre in 

Reading Capital. After elucidating the theoretical stakes underpinning his construction of rival 

theatres of linear and structural causality in this work, the chapter proceeds to a discussion of 

Rancière’s critique of Althusserian theatricalism, attending in particular to the former’s 

interrogation of Althusser’s alignment of the problematic of the psychoanalytic symptom with 

theatrical spectatorship in Reading Capital. Finally the chapter responds to recent attempts to 

locate a theory of subjective agency at the intersections of Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics and 

late theorization of an aleatory materialism. Turning to his posthumously published writings on 

the materialism of the encounter, and to the celebrated study of the Piccolo, the chapter counters 

the claim that this late project introduces into Althusser’s theory of ideological placement an 

ontology of contingency. Neither in his writings on the theatre nor in his aleatory materialism, I 

insist, does Althusser finally escape the determinism of a purely epistemological materialism and 

its rigid structural roles.  

 

 

SYMPTOMAL SPECTATORSHIP &  
THE MISE EN SCÈNE OF READING CAPITAL 

 

From Politzer, who speaks of “drama,” to Freud and Lacan, who speak of 

theatre, stage, staging, machinery, the theatrical genre, director, and so on, 

there is all the distance separating the spectator, who takes himself for the 

theatre, from the theatre itself.—ALTHUSSER, Writings on 

Psychoanalysis 
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It isn’t difficult to see at work in Althusser’s major writings of the 60’s what Rancière will refer 

to critically as “an extraordinary theatricalization of the text.”306 In the pages of Althusser’s 

contribution to Reading Capital one discovers a proliferation of theatrical spaces and their 

personnel: theoretical theatres on whose stages an Idealism, personified as metteur en scène, 

directs an ensemble of performers including Genesis and Origin, “concepts it has manufactured 

to play the starring roles in its theatre”; or where Political Economy, likewise personified as 

stage director, brusquely issues orders to the concepts of the Given and the Subject.307 The 

theatres of Reading Capital provide pivotal models for Althusser’s project of the ‘60s – that of 

wresting a certain reading of Marx from the empiricist ideologies of prevailing interpretations by 

means of the technique Althusser calls “symptomal reading.”308 While this technique animates 

his own approach to Capital, Althusser attributes its invention to Marx himself, identifying it as 

one of two radically different protocols of reading applied by the latter to his study of classical 

economists Adam Smith and David Ricardo. For Althusser, the advent of symptomal reading 

indexes both Marx’s break with the Hegelian and Feurbachian ideologies of his youth – which 

Althusser identifies with the less sophisticated protocol of “myopic reading” – as well as the 

emergence of the basic concepts of dialectical and historical materialism. If Althusser is drawn to 

the theatre in his elaboration of myopic and symptomal reading, it is because he finds in the 

disjunctions of personalized mimesis and the spatial disposition of the classical theatre powerful 

resources for theorizing the radically opposed epistemological paradigms that inspire these rival 

protocols. Before discussing their theatricalization in Althusser’s contribution to Reading 

Capital, some brief context for myopic and symptomal reading is required. As the famous 

                                                
306 Jacques Rancière, The Flesh of Words: The Politics of Writing, trans. Charlotte Mandell (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 2004), 141. 
307 Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar, Reading Capital, trans. Ben Brewster (London: Verso, 2009), 68. 
308 Althusser and Balibar, 28–29. 
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Althusserian opposition of ideology and science with which Rancière takes issue arises out of the 

opposition of these protocols, this will also provide some necessary background for the latter’s 

critique of Althusserian theatricalism, discussed below.  

 For Althusser, the relative lack of sophistication animating Marx’s first, myopic reading of the 

classical economists is evidenced by the manner in which Marx approaches Smith’s discourse 

using the measure of his own. Generally speaking, Marx’s method here entails drawing up a 

balance of oversights – an accounting of those truths which, though visible within the 

problematic of capitalist production, nevertheless escaped Smith’s observation. First and 

foremost in its recourse to a second, external text – in this case, Marx’s own theory – but also in 

its general equation of knowledge with sight, this first, myopic reading illustrates what Althusser 

describes as the “Hegelian confusion” of empiricist ideology.309 Althusser understands as 

empiricist any epistemological paradigm that establishes a closed field in which subject and 

object are given, a priori elements, and in which knowledge is immanent in the latter, available 

for sighting and for separation in its essence by the former. The notion of empiricist extraction, 

Althusser asserts, is the product of an eliding of the fundamental disjunction between the real 

object and the object of knowledge or perception. One of the key insights of Althusser’s work in 

Reading Capital lies in its articulation of this empiricist paradigm in both its sacred dimension, 

that is, as “the religious myth of reading” or Logos, as well as its “secular transcription”: nothing 

short of the entirety of Western philosophy’s theory of knowledge, in collusion with whose 

closed, “Cartesian circle” Althusser implicates Hegel, Husserl, Sartre, and, as we have observed, 

the young Marx.310 

                                                
309 Althusser and Balibar, 43. 
310 Althusser and Balibar, 17, 34. 
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 If Marx’s first reading entails a naively empiricist reckoning of Smith’s sightings and 

oversights, his second, Althusser argues, honors the complexity of his predecessor’s text by 

marking those truths which Smith apprehended, but only unwittingly. The result of a “structural 

mutation,” or “shift of terrain,” Marx’s second, symptomal reading gives rise to what Althusser 

describes as “a new, informed,” or “scientific” gaze, one capable of registering the décalages or 

lacunary gaps in Smith’s work without reference to any external text.311 Rather than revealing 

that which is overlooked in the field of the visible, symptomal reading allows the gaps and 

fissures in Smith’s discourse to disclose that “inner darkness of exclusion,” that particular 

invisibility or absence constitutive of what is visible in a given problematic.312 By interrogating 

the mechanics of the various modes by which the real object is appropriated by the object of 

perception, Marx’s second reading protocol constructs an understanding of knowledge as 

production, rather than as sighting. By making manifest what is latent in a given text, that which 

“the text says while not saying it, what it does not say while saying it,” symptomal reading 

“divulges the undivulged event in the text it reads.”313 We will have occasion to return to the 

thematics of the event below in connection with Althusser’s late theorization of a materialism of 

the encounter. 

 In his contribution to Reading Capital Althusser elaborates what is at stake in the distinction 

between myopic and symptomal reading by theatricalizing their respective protocols into rival 

stages: an ideological theatre whose empiricist operations are animated by a principle of 

expressive causality, and a materialist stage whose workings correspond to a logic of structural 

causality. If in his reflections on the Piccolo, Althusser underlines the importance of an 
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313 Althusser and Balibar, 23, 29. 
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asymmetry or mutation in the structure of a written drama – the exemplars here being 

Bertolazzi’s El Nost Milan and Brecht’s Galileo – his elaboration of the rival theatres of Reading 

Capital underscores his sensitivity to those dislocations which arise as a consequence of the 

tension between written drama and its fleshly actualization in theatrical mise en scène.314 

Althusser’s description of the ideological and materialist stages in Reading Capital emphasizes 

the distribution of spaces within the theatre’s closed interior – its perforations between lobby and 

auditorium, between the house and stage, and between the stage and the wings, flies, and trap 

doors which conceal its silent machinery. The difference between the ideological and materialist 

stages ultimately consists in either’s orientation to such scissions in theatrical mise en scène. 

While the ideological theatre of expressive causality seeks to cover over these décalages, the 

materialist stage is founded upon the notion that it is just such gaps, and the ruptures they make 

possible onstage and in the house that are the conditions of possibility for scientific 

spectatorship. In addition to the spatial metaphor offered by the theatre, Althusser here takes 

advantage of the disjunctions proper to theatrical mimetism or personalized mimesis – those 

which mark the gaps between actor, character, and role, between face and mask. 

 Inasmuch as it is founded on the disavowal of the disjunction between the real object and the 

object of perception, we might say that Althusser’s first, ideological theatre represents a perverse 

mise en scène, one whose smoke-and-mirrors structure recalls the various stage sets of the 

brothel in Jean Genet’s The Balcony.315 The perverse character of the ideological stage is 

underscored by Althusser’s emphasis on the fetishistic props of its imposture – those items which 

                                                
314 It was precisely such an appreciation that led Althusser to observe the foundational role of the 
“theatrical machine” in psychoanalysis, something captured in the epigraph for this section and which 
perfectly captures the distinction, pursued theatrically by Althusser in his contribution to Reading Capital 
between the theatres of idealism/linear causality and materialism/structural causality. 
315 Jean Genet, The Balcony, trans. Frechtman Bernard (New York: Faber and Faber, 2009). 
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cloak the fundamental split in its Object and thus provide the support for empirical separation. 

Althusser describes the “real” of the “real object” of ideological mise en scène as “a mask” – one 

that conceals “the fraudulent unity of the word ‘object.’”316 In his account of the a priori 

“givenness” or obviousness of subject and object made possible by this fraudulent unity, 

Althusser adds the motif of the theatrical curtain. He writes,  

 
there can never be a given on the fore-stage of obviousnesses, except by means of a giving 

ideology which stays behind, with which we keep no accounts and which gives us what it 

wants. If we do not go and look behind the curtain we shall not see its act of “giving”: it 

disappears into the given as all workmanship does into its works. We are its spectators, 

which is to say, its beggars.317  

 

In its insular disposition of subject and object – an arrangement Althusser refers to as one of 

“mutual-mirror recognition” – the ideological stage presupposes a Hegelian totality, a plenitude 

wherein each element of mise en scène becomes a phenomenal expression of the inner essence of 

a spiritual whole. It is in this sense a theatre of authors and heroes, capable of bodying forth 

without remainder the essence of a drama; a theatre whose pathetic, identificatory spectatorial 

paradigm ultimately supports the delusion that concrete men and women write or direct the roles 

they play on the historical stage. 

 Under the sign of the Marxian Darstellung, Althusser’s materialist theatre disrupts the 

perverse circuit of the ideological stage by exposing the machinery of its imposture. In an 

example which presents with extraordinary precision the mode of questioning proper to the 

materialist stage – that of an interrogation of the manner in which real objects are appropriated 

                                                
316 Althusser and Balibar, Reading Capital, 43. Original italics. 
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and positioned within theatrical mise en scène – Althusser imagines a young Marx, struggling at 

the frontier of the symptomal protocol: 

 
Perhaps therefore it is not impermissible to think that if Marx does “play” so much with 

Hegelian formulae in certain passages, the game is not just sarcasm, but the action of a real 

drama, in which old concepts desperately play the part of something absent which is 

nameless, in order to call it onto the stage in person—whereas they only “produce” its 

presence in their failures, in the dislocation between the characters and their roles.318 

 

The Hegelian “play” of the young Marx is here theatricalized in the frenetic activity of stage 

actors, whose delusional equivalence of their characters with the places held for them within the 

drama’s structure registers conceptual lack. Here, mimetic scission opens a space of possibility 

for the advent of the new, the nameless, or unthought, modeling at the local level of the actor’s 

craft the productive potential of displacement or disjunction upon which Althusser’s materialist 

theatre is founded. It is this productive potential which makes possible “the new, informed gaze” 

proper to the materialist theatre – a mode of participation in the theatrical event that we might 

call a symptomal spectatorship.  

 For Althusser, such a mode allows us to see beyond the heroic/pathetic paradigm and its 

identifications, insisting rather that “the social relations of production do not bring men alone 

onto the stage, but the agents of the production process and its material conditions, in specific 

‘combinations.’”319 The symptomal spectatorship induced by Althusser’s materialist theatre thus 

gives rise to a theatrical setup that would finally counter that of the ideological theatre which 

provides the closing image of his contribution to Reading Capital, a theatre which is 

“simultaneously its own stage, its own actors,” and one “whose spectators can, on occasion, be 
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spectators only because they are first of all forced to be its actors, caught by the constraints of a 

script and parts whose authors they cannot be, since it is in essence an authorless theatre.”320  

 The image of the authorless theatre of ideology returns us to the question of the role of 

individual agency in effecting radical transformation, a question that continues to dog 

Althusser’s philosophy, despite the departure from his earlier theory of ideology announced in 

the pages of Essays in Self-Criticism. The problem here turns, as is well known, upon Althusser’s 

famous definition of subjectivity in Ideology and Ideological State Apparatus as the consequence 

of an ideological interpellation which has always already taken place, condemning the subject to 

an oscillation between either of two ideological functions – misrecognition (méconnaissance) or 

recognition ((re)connaissance) – an imaginary oscillation whose effect is finally the subject’s 

placement in the structural combinatoire. It is worth noting parenthetically that, here too, the 

theatre is in play. By way of reference to Freud and the “familial ideological configuration,” 

Althusser describes such a placing in terms of a kind of ideological casting call. “What I shall 

now turn my attention to,” he writes, “is the way the ‘actors’ in this mise en scène of 

interpellation, and their respective roles, are reflected in the very structure of all ideology.”321 

Althusser’s most virulent critics locate in his theory of ideology a formalist purification of theory 

in a direction away from practice and class struggle, which, linked to Althusser’s notorious 

position vis-à-vis May ’68, is said to constitute a retreat from the streets to the lecture halls, from 

a striving for real change to a toeing of the party line. While he is by no means alone in this 

perspective, Jacques Rancière, perhaps more than any other theorist, has seized upon 

Althusserian theatricality in his critique of his former mentor. 
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RANCIÈRE & THE CRITIQUE OF  
ALTHUSSERIAN THEATRICALISM 

 

Althusser grasped the technique of the theater, of a certain theater, as the 

heart of Marxist dynamics. Starting from that he creates a double drama-

tization: he dramatizes the text of theory as interlocution, and the relation-

ship of theory to reality as the relationship of the play to its 

denouement.—RANCIÈRE, “Althusser, Don Quixote and the Stage of the 

Text” 

 

The translation into English of Jacques Rancière’s first monograph, the 1974 Althusser’s Lesson, 

has given rise to a renewed interest in Althusserian Marxism, and in the status of the withering 

critique it received by Althusser’s former student and disciple.322 Althusser’s Lesson works to 

unmask the purportedly revolutionary theory of ideology, exposing at the heart of its 

science/ideology opposition the insistent presumption of an “inequality of intelligences” – one 

that deifies a cadre of knowing specialists, while relegating the masses to an inescapable 

delusion.323 By abstracting class struggle from its manifestations in concrete institutional 

apparatuses, the epistemological break Althusser identifies in Marx in this perspective amounts 

to a spontaneous metaphysics that serves surreptitiously “to justify the pure being of knowledge 

– or, more precisely, to justify the eminent dignity of the possessors of knowledge.”324  

                                                
322 The translation of Althusser’s Lesson provided the occasion for a special 2011 issue of the journal 
Radical Philosophy on the topic of the Althusser-Rancière controversy. See in particular Nathan Brown, 
“Red Years: Althusser’s Lesson, Rancière’s Error and the Real Movement of History,” Radical 
Philosophy, no. 170 (2011): 16–24, and Bruno Bosteels, “Reviewing Rancière, or, the Persistence of 
Discrepancies,” Radical Philosophy, no. 170 (2011): 25–31. 
323 Jacques Rancière, Althusser’s Lesson, trans. Emiliano Battista (London: Continuum, 2011), xvi. 
324 Rancière, 144. 
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 While the gist of Rancière’s polemic against his former master is perhaps familiar, one is 

struck by the peculiar manner in which the theatre, and a certain understanding of the 

psychoanalytic symptom, come to organize its terms. If it is around the image of the theatre that 

Rancière elaborates in his later writings what began as a youthful interrogation of his former 

master, this is not merely a question of a response in kind to the theory of ideology’s perceived 

theatricality. Rancière’s trajectory rather suggests his finding himself caught up in his own set of 

questions relating to the theatre – and especially theatrical spectatorship – questions which I 

argue remain ineluctably bound up with the stakes of his early critique of Althusserianism. This 

continuity is reflected in the manner in which Althusser haunts Rancière’s writings on the theatre 

in the guise of two distinct avatars: that of the Knowing Schoolmaster and that of Don Quixote. 

While Althusser originates the former role in Althusser’s Lesson, his implicit reprisal of the 

Stultifying Pedagogue in the pages of The Emancipated Spectator provides Rancière with an 

occasion for a critique of what he views as the rotten didacticism of modern spectatorial 

paradigms. 

 Two key Althusserian theses inspire the critique of the theory of ideology in Althusser’s 

Lesson. The first, familiar claim is that in its opposition to ideology the revolutionary cause is 

always tied to knowledge – which is to say to science. The second thesis states that the 

pedagogical function has as its object “the transmission of knowledge to subjects who do not 

possess it,” and that it is based upon “the absolute condition of an inequality between knowledge 

and a lack of knowledge.”325 Rancière argues that Althusser’s second thesis on the inequality of 

intelligences fundamentally contradicts the thesis on the science/ideology opposition. He writes 

that “while the first thesis posits that knowledge is determined by the difference between science 
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and ideology, the second wipes the board of every determination through the opposition between 

knowledge and the lack of knowledge, plenitude and emptiness.”326 It is precisely this erasure 

which sustains the figure of the Knowing Schoolmaster in his relation to his ignorant pupil. 

While purportedly reducing the gulf separating knowledge and ignorance, the Knowing 

constantly re-inscribes the distance between teacher and student, thus shoring up the instructor’s 

position of mastery and expertise. “To replace ignorance by knowledge,” Rancière writes, “the 

Knowing Schoolmaster must be always one step ahead, installing a new form of ignorance 

between the pupil and himself.”327 In this inequality of intelligences, it is not simply that the 

pupil remains ignorant of what the Schoolmaster knows; the pupil lacks even the knowledge of 

his or her own ignorance. This knowledge is the Knowing Schoolmaster’s privilege. 

 While Althusser himself isn’t mentioned in the pages of The Emancipated Spectator, its 

critique of the dominant spectatorial paradigms of the western theatrical tradition – among them 

the Brechtian paradigm so important for Althusser’s thought – is modeled precisely on the 

interrogation of the pedagogical relation developed in Althusser’s Lesson. The Emancipated 

Spectator advances the claim that the central theatrical reforms of the twentieth century bear 

witness to a theatre that has accused itself of having rendered spectators the passive consumers 

of spectacle, thereby betraying the theatre’s essential function of embodying living community. 

As a consequence of this transgression, Rancière argues, this theatre has “assigned itself the 

mission of reversing its effects and expiating its sins by restoring to spectators the ownership of 

their consciousness and their activity.”328 What Rancière finds most suspect about this expiatory 

logic is that it can only ever result in a mise en scène which consists in “a mediation striving for 
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its own abolition.”329 This is the case whether it surrounds and sweeps the spectator up into the 

action – as in Artaud’s vitalist stage – or whether it strives to make the spectator conscious of the 

social in such a way as to induce in him or her the desire to change it – as with the spectator-as-

critical-agent in Brecht’s epic theatre. The workings of such a theatre, Althusser suggests, 

become “a vanishing mediation between the evil of passifying spectacle, on the one hand, and 

the virtue of theatre as the idea of community as self-presence, on the other.”330 

 This vanishing mediation is precisely the operation we find at work in the pedagogical 

relation of the Knowing Schoolmaster to his pupil, a relation whose abolition of the distance 

between the two, as we have seen, only serves to re-inscribe it, perpetually confirming the 

Schoolmaster’s self-granted privilege. In the identity of cause and effect at the heart of this bogus 

pedagogy, Rancière writes, “what the pupil must learn, is what the schoolmaster must teach her. 

What the spectator must see, is what the director makes her see.”331 Even if a dramatist or 

director has nothing in particular in mind for her audience, Rancière writes, “she at least knows 

that she must do one thing – overcome the gulf separating activity from passivity.”332 Here we 

find an implied critique of the Brechtian perspective on spectatorship as well as that assumed by 

Althusser in his reflections on the Piccolo, where he concludes with the claim that “the play is 

really the production of a new spectator, an actor who starts where the performance ends, who 

starts so as to complete it, but in real life.”333 I will have occasion to return to Althusser’s essay 

on the Piccolo below. 
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 To the uniform transmission of the Knowing Schoolmaster, Rancière opposes the model of 

the Ignorant Schoolmaster, whose emancipatory practice is an art of translating across 

irreducible distances. As one might expect, from the Ignorant Schoolmaster the pupil learns 

something that the schoolmaster does not himself know. The pupil learns it “as an effect of the 

mastery that forces her to search, and verify this search. But she does not learn the 

schoolmaster’s knowledge.”334 The emancipated spectatorship inspired by the model of the 

Ignorant Schoolmaster revokes the privilege of the theatrical stage’s communitarian power, 

placing in its stead what Rancière describes as a community of translators or narrators. It 

proposes “a new scene of equality where heterogeneous performances are translated into one 

another.”335 In these performances, Rancière writes, “what is involved is linking what one knows 

with what one doesn’t know; being at once a performer deploying her skills and a spectator 

observing what these skills might produce in a new context among other spectators.”336 

 In a second writing, an essay entitled “Althusser, Don Quixote, and the Stage of the Text,” 

Rancière’s transfiguration of his former mentor into Cervantes’s celebrated knight-errant works 

to organize a set of reflections on madness, the theatre, and the symptom. The essay makes 

explicit the connection between Althusserian theatricalism, the stultifying pedagogy of the 

Knowing Schoolmaster, and the protocol of symptomal reading discussed above – not 

unproblematically tying them to Althusser’s psychosis. The promise of plenitude suggested by 

the symptomal protocol’s filled-in gaps, and by the community of self-presence of the theatrical 

audience, are here described as so many manifestations of Althusser’s desperate effort to stave 

off what Rancière calls variously the “the madness of solitary speech,” “the Don Quixote risk,” 
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or the risk of “literary dereliction.”337 Ultimately, these features are made to represent 

Althusser’s last resort, some final measures by which to conjure away “the horror of non-

sense.”338 

 For Rancière the demonstration of symptomal reading Althusser provides in the preface to 

Reading Capital – in which two blanks, flanked on either side by parentheses, are inserted into 

Smith’s text – evokes the familiar genre of the primary school notebook. These blanks and 

parentheses for Rancière become the typographical representation of “the presence of the teacher 

in his absence; the assurance that all the statements of the book are at once consistent and 

distributed in a complementarity of questions and answers.”339 Of this Althusserian typography, 

Rancière writes that, “it proliferates to surround non-meaning and reduce it to its corner of the 

page.”340 And if the teacher can disappear in to such a typographical theatricalization of the text, 

it is precisely because in the pedagogical procedure that sustains him, he knows all of the 

answers to all of the questions (including those questions which remain unasked). It is in this 

sense that, for Rancière, the symptomal protocol “never encounters anything but inclusion, it 

always makes community, it always presupposes community, the tightly woven fabric of 

right/wrong answers to asked/unasked questions, which is the space of science and of community 

itself.”341 A community supported by its distinction between science and ideology, that is, one 

founded on the opposition of knowing experts to deluded masses.  

 It is this understanding of community that for Rancière finally binds Althusser to the space of 

the theatre. The theatre is a venue for the verification of statements, where the possibility of non-
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sense is precluded by the self-presence of the assembled audience. In Rancière’s final diagnosis 

of Althusserian theatricalism – one that brings together the notions of symptom and spectatorship 

– he writes:  

 
The insurance of the community of knowledge against literary dereliction passes, in 

Althusser, by way of the mediation of this form-limit where literature emerges from itself, 

from this genre that sets politics in relationship with knowledge, the genre where one is 

assured of always speaking to at least one person: the theatre. Faced with the Don Quixote 

risk, Althusser composes the text of questions and answers first of knowledge, then of 

philosophy, as a theatrical text.342 

 

For Rancière, Althusserian theatricalism thus consists in an exaggeratedly Brechtian protocol, a 

corrupt didacticism that works feverishly to secure a space of authority, of science and of sense 

as a last defense against encroaching madness. In this perspective, the theatrical event would be 

the hard-earned privilege of the philosopher’s attuned ear, and essays such as Althusser’s on the 

Piccolo so many primary school workbooks on spectatorship that finally work to reserve the 

authentic experience of the theatre for a knowing few. 

 

 

THEATRE OF THE ENCOUNTER 
 

In short, the very manifesto of structuralism must be sought in the famous 

formula, eminently poetic and theatrical: to think is to cast a throw of the 

dice.—DELEUZE, “How Do We Recognize Structuralism?” 

 

                                                
342 Rancière, 138. 



 

 201 

Recent attempts to recuperate – against critiques such as Rancière’s – a theory of transformation 

and subjective agency in Althusser have drawn from the latter’s posthumously published work 

on aleatory materialism, or the materialism of the encounter, which ostensibly breaks with the 

determinism of a purely epistemological materialism and its rigid structural roles by introducing 

into the combinatoire an ontology of contingency. If Rancière locates in the theatre a tool for 

unmasking the stultifying pedagogy of the Knowing Schoolmaster, it should not come as a 

surprise that other aesthetically inclined theorists should hitch Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics 

the redemptive critical star of the later aleatory materialism. What is the theatre, after all, if not 

an art of the aleatory and unexpected? Before providing an overview of one effort at Althusser’s 

theatrical redemption, some minimal background on his project for an aleatory materialism is 

necessary. 

 In “The Underground Current of the Materialism of the Encounter,” the posthumously 

published notes for this project, Althusser draws from the Epicurean image of the clinamen or 

swerve in order to introduce a materialism that would be “opposed, as a wholly different mode of 

thought, to the various materialisms on record.”343 This would include the materialism broadly 

ascribed to Marx, Engels and Lenin, which, like every other materialism in the rationalist 

tradition, for Althusser is a materialism of necessity and teleology, that is, “a transformed, 

disguised form of idealism.”344 Two characteristics of the clinamen of the ancient atomists – the 

aleatory swerve whose sudden movement disrupts rigidly striated atoms falling primordially in 

the void – are important to Althusser. First, the deviation or swerve in question is “an 

infinitesimal swerve, ‘as small as possible.’”345 Second, and in defiance of any attempt at 
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establishing origins, this minute deviation of atoms arises ex nihilo. “No one knows where, or 

when, or how’ it occurs,” Althusser writes, “or what causes an atom to ‘swerve’ from its vertical 

fall in the void.”346 It is these two characteristics of the clinamen which create the conditions of 

possibility for what Althusser calls the materialism of the encounter. As a consequence of its 

aleatory movement, however miniscule, the deviating atom, by “breaking the parallelism in an 

almost negligible way at one point, induce an encounter, a pile-up and the birth of a world – that 

is to say, of the agglomeration of atoms induced, in a chain reaction, by the initial swerve and 

encounter.”347  

 The aleatory movement of the clinamen, and the atomic encounters to which it gives rise, 

form the basis of the materialism of “the underground current,” which provides Althusser with 

an organizing problematic for a series of observations regarding historical events as taken up in 

the work of figures such as Machiavelli and Marx. In this connection, Althusser’s primary 

illustrations include, respectively, the creation of an Italian state in the fifteenth century through 

a series of bonding encounters among its atomized regions, and the advent of western capitalism 

through the encounter of labor power and “the owners of money.”348 From these exemplary 

sketches, it is possible to discern the outlines of a sequence of Althusser’s materialism of the 

encounter, one that begins with the necessity “to create the conditions for a swerve.”349 In the 

case of the above illustrations, Althusser presents these conditions as the aleatory emergence of a 

Federator and the advance of primitive accumulation, respectively.  

 Once the aleatory conditions of possibility for an encounter have been created, however, 

nothing guarantees the latter’s taking place or its duration. “The encounter may not take place or 
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may take place,” Althusser writes, “The meeting can be missed. The encounter can be brief or 

lasting.”350 The Prince, Althusser suggests, might have missed his defining encounter with 

fortuna and virtù, and capitalism must have seen several missed encounters before finally 

“taking” in the West. Both examples here demonstrate the manner in which the concrete 

outcome of the aleatory swerve depends precisely upon a kind of concatenation of such 

encounters – the consequences of a swerve must be compounded to have an effect. Having taken, 

however, an encounter can just as easily come undone. As Althusser explains: 

 
[T]here is no eternity in the ‘laws’ of any world or any state. History here is nothing but the 

permanent revocation of the accomplished fact by another undecipherable fact to be 

accomplished, without our knowing in advance whether, or when, or how the event that 

revokes it will come about. Simply, one day new hands will have to be dealt out, and the dice 

thrown again on the empty table.351  

 

Just as croupier’s stick clears the gambling table, the effects of encounters are mutable. Cesare 

Borgia, Machiavelli’s model for the Prince, was fatally stricken with fever, Althusser points out, 

and we are likewise given to believe that western capitalism might, by the same aleatory logic, 

one day be overturned. 

 The materialism of the encounter indeed finds Althusser’s project at the margins of something 

that seems, at first glance, to break with the rigidity of the structural combinatoire, and were we 

to orient ourselves by way of Deleuze’s theatrical observations regarding structuralism, we could 

say we are here much closer to the themes of theatricality and the hazardous and uncertain dice 

roll than to a logic of places and roles. It is precisely in connection with the aleatory turn of 

Althusser’s late project that Banu Bargu’s “In the Theatre of Politics: Althusser’s Aleatory 
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Materialism and Aesthetics” aligns the late materialism of the encounter with Althusser’s theory 

of the theatre. Bargu’s essay argues that, beyond providing a model of materialist aesthetics, 

Althusser’s writings on the theatre contain latent elements of his materialism of the encounter 

and, consequently, offer a means of deepening our understanding of aleatory materialism as a 

late self-critical aspect of his project, one that finally provides a corrective to a rigid structural 

system through the introduction of a thinking of subjective agency implied by the margin created 

by the encounter. By studying Althusser’s theatrical theory alongside his work on the encounter, 

Bargu asserts, “we can develop our theorization of how evental irruptions give rise to historic 

opportunities to change existing political conjunctures.”352  

 Two key figures inform Bargu’s intervention: Badiou and Brecht. In her reading of 

Althusser’s essays on the theatre, Bargu locates what appears to be a theory of the event along 

Badiouian lines in Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics. Indeed, one could argue that Bargu’s 

principal move here is to translate the essay on the Piccolo and other of Althusser’s writings on 

the theatre into an evental lexicon. The latent structure Althusser identifies in Bertolazzi’s El 

Nost Milan, for example, Bargu describes as a set-up in which “everyday life encounters the 

event.”353 Similar transpositions are applied to the temporal and spatial reflections of the play’s 

latent structure. The “tragic,” or “dramatic” time associated with the character of Nina, and 

which Althusser opposes to the “chronicle” time of the rest of the characters, is translated into 

“the time of the event – a short but ‘full’ time, a time which something happens.” Evental time, 

Bargu explains, again citing Althusser, is “a time of seduction and action, violence and betrayal, 

resistance and emancipation. Evental time is ‘a dialectical time (that of conflict) induced by its 
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internal contradiction to produce its development and result.’”354 The spatial reflection of this 

temporal asymmetry, which Althusser describes as a “dialectic in the wings” (dialectique à la 

cantonade), is here translated into “the space of the event,” which Bargu describes as “a full, 

tragic space: it is the space of an exception from everyday gestures, conversations, and actions, 

opened up by the effect of the swerve. In evental space,” she continues, “the irruption of a 

happening is experienced as sharp and momentous. And yet, like the marginality of evental time, 

evental space too is only at the corners and edges of the stage.”355 The marginality of the event, 

like the minute character of atom deviation, makes it possible for other characters to ignore its 

passing, or simply not to notice it, which, for Bargu, is precisely the reason that “there can be an 

encounter between the conjuncture and the event through the specific form of their 

juxtaposition.”356 

 Turning from what is admittedly an at times confusing admixture of evental terminology to 

Brecht, whose influence on Althusser is registered both the essay on the Piccolo, but as well on 

an unfinished lecture draft from 1968 entitled “On Brecht and Marx,” Bargu extends her analysis 

in order to establish the differences between Brecht’s and Althusser’s notions of theatrical 

alienation or distanciation. For Bargu, this difference consists in the fact that “Althusser creates a 

gap not between the real and the ideological but between ideology (as the way in which reality is 

always lived) and critique (as the knowledge of that ideology and its political implications).”357 

In addition, Bargu notes that Althusserian distanciation “is not necessarily a conscious process 

but an effect of the latent structure of the play; namely, the encounter between the conjuncture 
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and the event.”358 Modeling it after Althusserian overdetermination, Bargu introduces the 

concept of over-distanciation, which she uses to identify Althusser’s unique take on Brecht’s 

Verfremdungseffekt, and in which she locates the key to Althusser’s theatrical politics. She 

defines this concept in the following terms: 

 
Over-distanciation forges the link between theatre and politics. Althusser argues that “one 

has to yield the floor to politics, and hence displace…the voice of theatre in order to hear the 

words pronounced from the place of politics” This can be achieved by the “occupation” in 

theatre of the “place that represents politics.” However, this is no easy task, for “one cannot 

see the place of politics in the theatre with the naked eye.” What, then, will be the work that 

materialist theatre does for/in/as politics? 

 

 According to Bargu, three consequences follow from Althusserian overdistanciation, 

conceived “as the core of Althusser’s interpretation of materialist theatre.” First, over-

distanciation allows for the possibility of a critique that is both political and aesthetic in nature. 

“The implication,” Bargu writes, “is that if the cultivation of a critical consciousness is possible 

in the field of aesthetic representation, it may also be possible in politics.”359 This leads Bargu to 

the second consequence of over-distanciation, “its bearing on the constitution of the agency of 

ideology-critique,” a point which is crucial inasmuch as it speaks precisely to the translation of 

aesthetic to political critique through the figure of the spectator.360 As the “agent of immanent 

critique” in the theatre the spectator is invited, not to identify with the heroes of a tragic 

temporality of a play like El Nost Milan, but to “judge and make decisions about it.” Bargu 

continues: 
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The fecundity of this position is its enabling of the possibility to comprehend the latent 

structure of the play by suturing the elements of the encounter. Ideology provides no exit; 

therefore, this “outside” is not external to ideology but is the inhabiting of an “internal 

distance,” produced by the multiple distanciations both from the dialectical consciousness of 

the event (and from melodrama as a form of consciousness) and the non-dialectical 

consciousness of the conjuncture. Spectator-consciousness no longer corresponds to the 

“spontaneous ideology” of the present but to one apposite for self-knowledge and immanent 

critique. Over-distanciation generates a displaced self-gaze that cultivates a critical 

knowledge of ideology from within ideology. This recognition not only provides the 

indispensible condition of possibility of the critique of ideology, it is also the prerequisite to 

political action. The juxtaposition of the ordinary and the evental in the play creates an 

incitement to the spectator to become aware of her role, to be moved by the disquietude of 

the juxtaposition, and to critique melodramatic consciousness of the event as a myth, a 

“veneer” on reality, a consciousness imported from bourgeois morality.361  

 

As a final consequence of over-distanciation, Bargu cites the possibility for the spectator to 

continue the work of critique outside of the theatre, after the curtain has fallen, thus “completing 

in real life what the event has left incomplete. Over-distanciation works politically when the 

spectator becomes the exterior actor, by continuing the play outside the theatre, in her life, in 

politics.”362 Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics in this way allow us to have an alternative 

understanding of his theory of the encounter. Rather than the solidification of a sequence of 

encounters which have “taken,” and whose determinations can thus be analyzed, Althusser’s 

theatrical reflections offer a perspective on the encounter as that which “instigates the disruption 

of a conjuncture instead of its constitution. The emphasis on the irruption of an event whose 

encounter with the conjuncture results in the opening up of the conjuncture to modification and 
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intervention.”363 The “asymmetrical juxtaposition” of event and conjuncture, according to Bargu, 

finally completes an otherwise “lopsided” aleatory materialism by thus introducing “a position 

for critique and change.”364 

   

 

THEATRICAL EVENT, THEATRICAL ADVENT 
 

If we want to know why the theatre entertains, we must take into account 

this particular type of pleasure – playing with fire without danger – with 

its double stipulation: first, it is a fire without danger because it is on the 

stage, and because the play always extinguishes the fire; and second, when 

there is a fire it is always at the neighbor’s house.—ALTHUSSER, “On 

Brecht and Marx” 

 

 

While Bargu’s position is an important one, not least since it opens up the relatively neglected 

question of the significance of the theatre for Althusser, there is another possible reading of both 

the latter’s work on the Piccolo and late project for an aleatory materialism, one that is less 

persuasive when it comes to establishing a continuity between his theatrical aesthetics and the 

“free subjective agency” of a certain reading of the materialism of the encounter, and in view of 

which an alliance of aleatory Althusserianism and the Badiouian event seems improbable indeed.  

 Bargu is right to point out that the position outlined in the unfinished notes to Althusser’s 

project for an aleatory materialism indeed requires supplementation before being called upon to 

serve as the basis for a theory of subjective agency. To begin with, in Althusser’s theorization, 

                                                
363 Bargu, 103. 
364 Bargu, 103. 



 

 209 

both the swerve and the encounters to which it gives rise are figured as originary, as logically 

prior to any world in which something like a subjective agent could intervene: 

 
It is clear that the encounter creates nothing of the reality of the world, which is nothing but 

agglomerated atoms, but that it confers their reality upon the atoms themselves, which, 

without the swerve and encounter, would be nothing but abstract elements, lacking all 

consistency and existence. So much so that we can say that the atoms’ very existence is due 

to nothing but the swerve and the encounter prior to which they led only a phantom 

existence.365  

 

In this sense, the elements of swerve and encounter add to the inexorable placements of the 

combinatoire only the aspect of an originary contingency, one which (re-)determines the 

concatenation of encounters left in the swerve’s wake. For Althusser, before the fait accompli, 

the creation of the world, there is no conceivable existence at the atomic level. “Before the 

accomplishment of the fact, before the world, there is only the non-accomplishment of the fact, 

the non-world that is merely the unreal existence of atoms.”366 Here, the swerve is not in any 

way figured as opening up a margin of subjective possibility, but rather functions as the dice 

throw whose outcome is the instantaneous institution of the law. If there is something like 

agency here, it remains that of the philosopher, for whom the act of nomination – “there has 

been an encounter, and a ‘crystallization’” – is exclusively reserved. 

 Turning now from the materialism of the encounter to “The ‘Piccolo Teatro’: Bertolazzi and 

Brecht,” we observe that, elided to a certain degree in Bargu’s reading, is Althusser’s emphasis 

on two tensions in El Nost Milan: a first between the play’s chronicle time and melodramatic 

consciousness, and a second between this general set-up and what Althusser refers to as “the real 
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world,” into which Nina sets out at the close of the play. For Althusser, “what counts, beyond the 

words, the characters and the action of the play, is this internal relation of the basic elements of 

its structure.”367 The first tension, which provides the drama’s “dialectic-in-the-wings” structure, 

consists in the movement between the “chronicle” time of the play and its supernumeraries, and 

the “lightning-flash” time of Nina, her father, the clown and the Togasso, which emerges 

violently at the end of each act, in the “margins” and “aisles” of the drama. The dialectical 

engine of this relation is, in Althusser’s account, the melodramatic worldview of Nina’s father, 

the “beautiful soul,” and his illusions concerning the evils of the world “out there.” While 

Althusser calls the global relationship between chronicle and melodrama a “tragic” one, and 

while he suggests that the relationship between its constituent elements is a “non-relationship” – 

the asymmetry from which its theatrical force derives – he nevertheless on several occasions 

characterizes the relationship as a destructive one, where we find, “A time moved from within by 

an irresistible force, producing its own content. It is a dialectical time par excellence. A time that 

abolishes the other time and the structure of its spatial representation.”368 In his discussion of the 

violent organization of this false, tragic dialectic, Althusser provides a striking description of the 

zero-sum logic of classical negation, writing: 

 
That is why melodramatic consciousness can only be dialectical if it ignores its real 

conditions and barricades itself inside its myth. Sheltered from the world, it unleashes all the 

fantastic form of a breathless conflict which can only ever find peace in the catastrophe of 

someone else’s fall: it takes this hullabaloo for destiny and its breathlessness for the dialectic. 

In it, the dialectic turns in a void, since it is only the dialectic of the void, cut off from the 

real world forever. This foreign consciousness, without contradicting its conditions, cannot 
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emerge from itself by itself, by its own “dialectic.” It has to make a rupture – and recognize 

this nothingness, discover the non-dialecticity of this dialectic.369 

 

For Althusser, the name of this rupture is Nina, “who is for us the rupture and the beginning, and 

the promise of a another world,” and who, following the death of her lover and her assault at the 

hands of the Togasso, finally decides to break with the tragic circuit of the dialectic of false 

consciousness, leaving her father and the Milanese circus which provides the play’s setting 

behind for good.370 

 Here, the second tension between the tragic circuit and the “real world” is essential. For 

Althusser, the first is a world of “night and poverty,” while the “world outside,” is the world of 

“pleasure and money,” the world of Capital. There, where Nina will sell her body in order to get 

by, she will at least do so with open eyes, Althusser argues, without illusions. Here it is worth 

quoting Althusser at length: 

 
When Nina turns on her father, when she sends him back into the night with his dreams, she 

is breaking both with her father’s melodramatic consciousness and with his “dialectic.” She 

has finished with these myths and the conflicts they unleash. Father, consciousness, dialectic, 

she throws them all overboard and crosses the threshold of the other world, as if to show that 

it is in this poor world that things are happening, that everything has already begun, not only 

in its poverty, but also the derisory illusions of its consciousness. This dialectic which only 

comes into its own at the extremities of the stage, in the aisles of a story it never succeeds in 

invading or dominating, is a very exact image for the quasi-null relation of a false 

consciousness to a real situation. The sanction of the necessary rupture imposed by real 

experience, foreign to the content of consciousness is to chase this dialectic from the stage. 

When Nina goes through the door separating her from the daylight, she does not yet know 
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what her life will be; she might even lose it. At least we know that she goes out into the real 

world, which is undoubtedly the world of money, but also the world that produces poverty 

and imposes on poverty even its consciousness of “tragedy.”371 

 

The effect of Nina’s walking out, is the opening up of the spectatorial consciousness – which she 

models for the spectator – described in Bargu’s over-distanciation. Here what Althusser calls 

“delayed consciousness,” which, “even if it is still blind, it is a consciousness aiming at last at a 

real world.”372 In Althusser’s account, Nina marks the fact that, finally, “consciousness does not 

accede to the real through its own internal development, but by the radical discovery of what is 

other than itself.”373 

 But what is the precise status of this otherness? For the world of capital, into which Nina exits 

in order to have her eyes opened, to discover her “critical consciousness,” and thus induce in the 

spectator his or her own, is world of which we’ve been aware from the outset, and in relation to 

which the tragic circuit of the play in fact spins, albeit without being cognizant of this “outside.” 

With respect to tragic time, what Althusser calls the “real world” isn’t a world whose advent 

introduces creative novelty, a subjective relation of forced torsion with respect to structure, but 

that which has always been there, determining the logic of tragic time. It is indeed a world in 

which “everything has already begun.” And inasmuch as it is question of one world pitted 

against another, without any flash from without, the relation of the tragic time in the play and the 

“real world” is merely the projection of the “dialectic in the wings” relationship of the 

melodrama-beautiful soul to the chronicle time in which it crackles at the end of the act. While 

Althusser’s structural causality necessarily implies the constitutive outside or ex-centric 

                                                
371 Althusser, 140–41. 
372 Althusser, 142. 
373 Althusser, 143. 
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structuration he locates in the relation of El Nost Milan’s dialectic-in-the-wings asymmetry, and 

its relation to the “real world,” “out there,” in this precise sense, his account – either in aleatory 

materialism or the play – does not surpass Sartre’s: while Althusser’s theatrical philosophy offers 

a rigorous account of a rupture in the phenomenological correlation of subject to object, and of 

the constitutive outside of any situation, like Sartre, he is finally unable to think a subjective 

relation whose force would double back on its structural placement, wrecking the combinatoire 

with a shattering novelty. It is, after all, precisely this evental movement that Bargu wants to 

locate in Althusser’s theatrical aesthetics, one in which we find a symptomal torsion, a 

subjectivizing twisting back on structural placement, the force of which would make it possible 

to “displace the place, to determine the determination, and to cross the limit.”374 We are far – 

both in Althusser’s materialism of the encounter and Bargu’s mash up – from such a logic. The 

Althusserian theatre has an outside, but one which has always already been consigned to “the 

internal relations” of the combinatoire. In this sense, Althusser’s (and Bargu’s) critical 

spectatorial consciousness is one which aims, but which never finally pulls the trigger.  

 There is much that allies Althusser’s vision for the theatre to that of Badiou. They share, for 

example, a fascination with the theatre’s seemingly limitless capacity to model the machinery of 

ideological imposture, and, consequently, its potential as a device for orienting spectators in the 

confusion of their times. This affinity is perhaps best captured in their similar visions of the 

spectatorial après-coup. For Badiou, in the theatre one finds: 

 
A subtle combination of imaginary identifications and symbolic reticences, which will send 

you on your way – if the theatre has actually taken place on stage – being a little meditative, 

which will ask you what you have understood, looking back on the events, the characters, the 

choices . . . The theatre wagers on the fact that something takes place there – beyond the 
                                                
374 Alain Badiou, Theory of the Subject, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London: Continuum, 2009), 12. 
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passive contemplation, the admiration, or the reproach – an active subjective modification, 

however often unperceived.375 

 

Here, we find something quite similar in spirit to Althusser’s reflections, upon leaving the 

Théâtre des Nations following the Piccolo’s El Nost Milan in the summer of 1962. “I look back,” 

Althusser writes, “and I am suddenly and irresistibly assailed by the question: are not these few 

pages, in their maladroit and groping way, simply that unfamiliar play El Nost Milan, performed 

on a June evening, pursuing in me its incomplete meaning, searching in me, despite myself, now 

that all the actors and sets have been cleared away, for the advent [l’avènement] of its silent 

discourse?”376 Althusser walks out, like Nina, into the opening of critical spectatorial 

consciousness that occurs in the wake of the theatrical experience. Despite efforts such as 

Bargu’s to figure such an exit as an entrance into a space of radical transformation, in view of the 

implacable structuration of the Althusserian stage one wonders if Nina and Althusser aren’t 

merely walking out of one theatre directly into another. In the absence of any subtractive logic 

for the Althusserian aleatory, the latter’s project can finally be seen to relegate its spectators to 

the closed confines of a theatrum mundi which is, in this sense, not unlike Sartre’s reflexive 

stage: at former extreme, no subject; at the latter, supersubject. Whatever the arguable import of 

the materialism of the encounter for thinking radical transformation, the distance between the 

theatrical advent and the theatrical event remains an open question. 

 
 
 
 
 

   
                                                
375 Badiou, In Praise of Theatre, 69. 
376 Althusser, “The ‘Piccolo Teatro’: Bertolazzi and Brecht, Notes on a Materialist Theatre,” 151. Original 
italics. 



 

 

part III       

Scenes of Subjectivization     

 

If in Sartre and Althusser we find visions of the theatre which tend overmuch toward 

phenomenological subjective voluntarism, on the one hand, and subjective determinism, on the 

other, in the work of Jacques Lacan and Alain Badiou, we find interrogations of these extremes. 

Both thinkers deploy the theatre in order to elaborate visions of subjectivity which think subject 

and structure together. In this view, the impasses of situatedness, and those of the individual’s 

identificatory and fantasmatic ties, are illuminated and transformed through the work of 

subjectivization.  

 The following chapter examines the theatrical models that subtend Lacan’s conceptualization 

of the psychoanalytic act, understood as a demolition of the Other as the support of 

identification, effected through a traversal of fantasy that risks an encounter with the real. 

Through readings of Lacan’s unpublished seminars and other texts, I argue that the act, long 

associated with Attic tragedy – and Sophocles’s Antigone in particular – owes more in its 

elaboration to the voluminous space of the theatre and its spectating and performing bodies than 

it does the merely literary aspects of dramatic plot and character to which it is typically reduced. 

The dissertation concludes with a study of Badiou’s evolving vision for a dialectical stage, at 

whose heart lies a conception of the theatrical event as a provocation to a labor of thought, one to 

whose infinite procedure the spectator must ultimately decide whether or not to expose herself. 

Badiou’s theory of the theatre is here considered in connection with his recent theorization of an 

“affirmative dialectics,” in whose aesthetic corollary, “affirmationist art,” I locate the contours of 

a powerful critical reappraisal of the discourse of performance. 
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Chapter Five 
 

ACTES MANQUANTS: THEATRE & THE PSYCHOANALYTIC ACT 
 

____________________________ 
 

OTHER SCENES 
 

In the last analysis we are once again confronted with this: the fact that in 

us a subject thinks, thinks according to laws that are found to be properly 

speaking the same as the laws of organization of the signifying chain; that 

this “signifier in action” that in us is called the unconscious, is designated 

as such by Freud, and made so original, so separate from everything […], 

that Freud in a thousand forms repeats that what is in question is “another 

psychic scene.”—LACAN, Le Séminaire, livre V: Les formations de 

l’inconscient (1957-1958) 

 

The following pages develop some observations concerning the utility of the theatre for 

psychoanalytic theory by offering an account of the theatrical models that subtend Jacques 

Lacan’s conceptualization of the psychoanalytic act. I argue that the act, long associated with 

Attic tragedy – and with Sophocles’s Antigone in particular – owes more in its elaboration to the 

voluminous space of the theatre and its spectating and performing bodies than it does the merely 

literary aspects of dramatic plot and character to which it is typically reduced. Perhaps the most 
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representative example of this trend is Slavoj Žižek's tendency to reduce the foundations of the 

act to “Antigone’s ‘No!’”377 Lacan indeed deploys the figure of Antigone in his theorization of 

the act, but to reduce the act to its dramatic inspiration risks obscuring the important ways Lacan 

mobilized the space of the theater in the act’s conceptualization. In his seminar on the 

psychoanalytic act Lacan insists, “Let’s not confuse tragic fiction – I mean the myths of Oedipus 

or Antigone, for example – with what is the only valid ground of tragedy, namely, the staging of 

The Thing.”378 By tracing the evolution of the concept across Lacan’s seminar of the 1960s, this 

essay demonstrates that, more so than upon any particular dramatic narrative, it is upon an 

unprecedented topological understanding of the theatre that the psychoanalytic act is founded. 

The modalities of the act in psychoanalysis cover such a range of phenomena as to make 

mapping out their nuanced differences far from straightforward. In Contingency, Hegemony, 

Universality, Žižek takes the via negativa, approaching the authentic psychoanalytic act by way 

of a roll call of its impostors. “Psychoanalysis,” he writes, “is aware of a whole series of ‘false 

acts’: psychotic-paranoiac violent passage à l’acte, hysterical acting out, obsessional self-

hindering, perverse self-instrumentalization – all these acts are not simply wrong according to 

some external standards, they are immanently wrong, since they can be properly grasped only as 

reactions to some disavowed trauma that they displace, repress, and so on.”379  

The trajectory of Lacan’s seminar during the 1960s suggests that in approaching the 

psychoanalytic act he also takes the via negativa. In his seminar on anxiety of 1962-63 Lacan 

theatricalizes two Freudian case studies: “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis” and “The 

                                                
377 Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan through Popular Culture (Cambridge: 
The MIT Press, 1992), 43. 
378 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XV: L’acte psychanalytique (Unpublished transcript, 1967), 
http://staferla.free.fr/S15/S15%20L’ACTE.pdf. All translations are my own unless otherwise noted. 
379 Judith Butler, Ernesto Laclau, and Slavoj Zizek, Contingency, Hegemony, Universality (London: 
Verso, 2000), 126. Original italics. 
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Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman.” From the repetitive, anxiety-inducing 

dream of the Wolf Man, Lacan derives the basic configuration for a theatre of fantasy. This 

theatre in turn provides the venue for his curious, non-dramatic stagings of the “false acts” at 

play in the second case study – in this instance its analysand’s acting out and passage to the act. 

While their unique Lacanian mise en scènes help to articulate the mechanisms specific to either 

form of defense, their common venue underscores the logic, proper to the fantasy, shared by all 

such impostor acts: that of a demand for symbolic recognition by virtue of which meaning could 

be conferred upon the lives of their actors, one whose illusory consistency might serve to cover 

over both an inassimilable core of nonsense at the heart of being, and the fact of the subject’s 

radical placelessness with respect to the Other.  

Lacan’s theatre of fantasy thus establishes the precise coordinates with which the 

psychoanalytic act breaks. In a confrontation with the fundamental inconsistency of the symbolic 

order, the subject of the act severs the identificatory bonds sustaining her in her subjugation to 

the Other by renouncing the demand for a place of recognition in the symbolic. In doing so, she 

creates the conditions of possibility for authentic transformation. Given Lacan’s painstaking 

theatricalization of false acts in his seminar on anxiety, it should perhaps come as no surprise 

that this alternative problematic should receive its own theatricalization five years later in his 

seminar on the psychoanalytic act, where it is treated in terms wholly consistent with his earlier 

theatre of fantasy. If Lacan’s Freudian stagings are organized around the quest for a place of 

recognition vis-à-vis the Other, his mise en scène of the act proposes a theatre whose fantasmatic 

frame has crumbled, a theatre without heroes and without semblants. 

I want immediately to situate Lacan’s theatrical elaboration of the act in the context of his 

evolving theory of the subject, thus making explicit a broader claim implied by my argument: 
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that the theatre offers unique resources to the work of formalization in Lacanian psychoanalysis. 

Prior to the 1960s, Lacan’s theory of the subject was characterized by an emphasis on the orders 

of the symbolic and the imaginary best exemplified by the well-known model of the mirror stage. 

Beginning with the seminar on the ethics of psychoanalysis, however, his approach comes 

increasingly to underscore the dimension of the real in its many avatars. Fantasy emerges as a 

crucial site around this time as it situates the subject with respect both to the conjunctive aspects 

of identity and meaning, as well as the disjunctive aspect of the real as the former's non-

symbolizable supplement.380 Like the mirror stage, what Lacan calls fundamental fantasy confers 

upon its subject a place of recognition with respect to the Other. Only it does this in the mode of 

a prophylactic mise en scène which positions the subject as the object of the Other’s jouissance, 

thus giving the latter some minimal symbolization. Concurrent with this turn towards fantasy 

Lacan offers a revised vision of the end of analysis as fantasy’s traversal, thus laying the 

groundwork for the alternative mode of subjective structuration found in the psychoanalytic act. 

In both fantasy and the act we find a properly structuralist subject, one whose signifying 

consistency stands in a radically heterogeneous relation to the void at its center upon which it 

paradoxically depends. At stake in their difference is a choice between two distinct modes of 

relating to the real of the drive, with all of the ethical and political consequences such a choice 

implies. If optical models like the mirror stage offered ways of thinking the subject in its early 

symbolic-imaginary emphasis, the more profound structuration of the subject, found in fantasy 

and the act, sees a movement towards complex topological models such as the moebius strip and 

                                                
380 Ed Pluth, following Bruce Fink, discusses the conjunctive-disjunctive structuration of the subject in 
terms of the act in his Pluth, Signifiers and Acts. Other indispensable studies of the act include Adrian 
Johnston, Badiou, Zizek, and Political Transformations: The Cadence of Change (Evanston: 
Northwestern University Press, 2009), Bruno Bosteels, The Actuality of Communism (New York: Verso, 
2011), 170–224, and Tracy McNulty, Wrestling With the Angel: Experiments in Symbolic Life (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2014), 47, 97, 117, 120-21, 275-6. 
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cross-cap. Lacan adopted models such as these in an effort to provide an integral transmission of 

evolving psychoanalytic structures, whose complexity exceeded mere metaphor by proposing the 

status of the real as the impossibility upon which the signifying chain is founded. I want to 

suggest that the interest in the Lacanian theatre lies in part in its conceptual utility in the context 

of this burgeoning topology. My discussion of the theatrical elaboration of the act thus also 

concerns the specificity of what the theatre – with its mimetic disjunctions, its perforations 

between auditorium and stage, and between the stage and the wings, flies, and traps which 

conceal its silent machinery – contributes to the transmission of Lacan’s theory of the subject. 

 

 

MONSTRATING THE MIRROR STAGE 
 

This development is experienced as a temporal dialectic that decisively 

projects the individual’s formation into history: the mirror stage is a drama 

whose internal pressure pushes precipitously from insufficiency to 

anticipation – and, for the subject caught up in the lure of spatial 

identification, turns out fantasies that proceed from a fragmented image of 

the body to what I will call an “orthopedic” form of its totality.—LACAN 

“The Mirror Stage as Formative of the I Function”  

 

The limitation of any optical model, according to Lacan, is that it “is precisely unable to indicate 

that the look, as a partial object a, is deeply hidden and unattainable to the same extent as I am 

unable to see myself from the place where the Other is looking at me.”381 Early in his seminar on 

anxiety Lacan anticipates these reservations regarding the use of the optical models hitherto 

deployed in his reflections on subjective structuration. In the seminar’s opening sessions, after 

                                                
381 Cited in Jacqueline Rose, Sexuality in the Field of Vision (London: Verso, 2005), 167. 
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underscoring the significance of the mirror stage in establishing the foundational role played by 

the Other in the subject’s identification with his specular image, Lacan asks his audience, “But 

must we stop here?” Immediately, he invokes Freud’s ein anderer Schauplatz, or “other scene,” 

announcing that the inaugural role played by the notion of psychical locality in Freud’s 

theorization of the unconscious will be essential for the path his seminar will take that year. This 

invocation occasions a preliminary discussion of the dialectical movement between what Lacan 

calls “the world,” and “the stage,” “where all things in the world come to be staged in 

accordance with the laws of the signifier.” Elaborating upon the consequences of the eventual 

subordination of the world to the stage in this relation, Lacan explains that, “Once the stage has 

gotten the upper hand, what happens is that the entire world mounts it, and that with Descartes 

one can say: ‘On the stage of the world I advance larvatus,’ masked. From there, the question 

may be posed of what the world […] owes to what has come down to it again from the stage.”382  

The reference is Private Meditations, a collection of early fragments unpublished during 

Descartes’s lifetime. The original passage to which Lacan refers runs, “’Actors, taught not to let 

any embarrassment show on their faces, put on a mask. […] So likewise, I am now about to 

mount the stage of the theatre of the world, where I have so far been a spectator, and I come 

forward masked.’” The passage refers to the outline of a book provisionally titled Mathematical 

Thesaurus, whose aim was to present “’an entirely new science’” that would resolve “’all the 

difficulties in the science of mathematics, and demonstrate that the human intellect can achieve 

nothing further on these questions.’” Attached to the outline we find the nom de plume Polybius 

Cosmopolitanus.383 

                                                
382 Lacan, L’angoisse, 42. 
383 Cited in Chikara Sasaki, Descartes’s Mathematical Thought (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
2003), 112. 
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On my reading, Lacan’s invocation of Descartes’s masked progress from the world to the 

stage theatricalizes the very optical models whose limitations he suggests in the seminar’s 

opening sessions. Specifically, I want to suggest that what we find here is a monstration of the 

primary identifications described in the mirror stage. In this perspective, we might read 

Descartes’s act of masking as roughly analogous to the imaginary identification constitutive of 

the ideal ego, the unified body image to which the ego aspires and which Lacan describes in 

terms of the infant’s “jubilant assumption of his specular image.”384 Lacan often evokes the 

common Latin term for “mask,” persona, in order to express how what we understand as 

personhood, the self-identity which allows an individual to be recognized in the social, is born 

precisely through the imaginary assumption of a kind of mask.385 

In a later addition to the mirror stage model, Lacan adds the figure of a primary caregiver, 

who gazes lovingly at the infant as it regards its reflection in the glass.386 He thus introduces the 

symbolic dimension of identification with the ego ideal, a signifier from whose point of view the 

individual is given a place of meaning with respect to the Other. In the case of Descartes, we 

might take “science” as such a signifier, one that will index the success of his performance as the 

Zorro of mathematical revolution. If the signifier “science” provides one example of what Lacan 

calls a “unary trait,” a point of quilting at which the subject is sewn or sutured to a particular 

signifier, we can see the proper name, Polybius Cosmopolitanus, as likewise adding a symbolic 

aspect to Descartes's imaginary mask. “The subject,” Lacan asserts, “is born insofar as the 

                                                
384 Jacques Lacan, Écrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966), 94. Jacques Lacan, Écrits: The First Complete Edition in 
English, trans. Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2006), 76. 
385 See in this connection Lacan, Écrits, 684; 573, and 695; 583. For a discussion of the mask in relation 
to the ego, identity, and personhood, see Tracy McNulty, The Hostess: Hospitality, Femininity, and the 
Expropriation of Identity. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2006), xxx-xxxiii, 153-4, and 
190-1. 
386 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire VIII: Le transfert, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Seuil, 1991), 414. 
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signifier emerges in the field of the Other,” thus carving out a place for it in the world.387 In the 

Greek “poly,” “bios,” and “kosmo,” we are given just such a birth, one whose redoubling effect 

resounds in the French “René.” 

In Lacan’s reference to Descartes’s masked entrance onto the world stage, then, we find 

something like a theatrical condensation of the machinery of identity through which an 

individual comes to occupy a place of recognition in the social. Indeed, one of the things that 

makes the theatre such a rich site for Lacan, is the manner in which it models the logic according 

to which “’what is demanded is never anything more than a place.’”388 Here we must take care 

not to reduce things to some banal notion of stardom or “taking center stage.” Indeed, for Lacan, 

the theatre’s disposition of elements which are simultaneously contiguous yet fundamentally 

disjunct – face and mask, auditorium and stage, and so on – uniquely equips it for a 

problematization of identity precisely in its relation to situatedness. This observation is borne out 

in the extraordinary efficiency with which Lacan’s Cartesian staging describes the “extimate” or 

“ex-centric” logic of the operation he terms alienation, whereby self-identity always involves the 

projection of identity outside of oneself, into the image of a foil or a double. It is precisely this 

imaginary aspect of alienation that Lacan has in mind when he speaks in the essay on the mirror 

stage of “the finally donned armor of an alienating identity.”389 In a late Belgian radio broadcast, 

Lacan returns to the mask of Descartes’s larvatus prodeo, this time characterizing it as a mask of 

iron. Significantly, he here describes Cartesian doubt as inviting the redoubled force of the 

                                                
387 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XI, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Seuil, 1973), 181.  
388 Cited in Pluth, Signifiers and Acts, 62. 
389 Lacan, Écrits, 97; 78. 



 

 224 

master-signifier in its function as guarantor of truth – a guarantee whose effect, he insists, is 

finally the suppression of the subject.390 

Inasmuch as Lacan’s monstration of the mirror stage describes the subject in its early 

symbolic-imaginary emphasis, only just suggesting this conjunctive aspect’s non-symbolizable 

supplement, it remains a curtain-raiser, played out on the lip of the stage. With the explicit 

introduction of the dimension of the real in his theatricalization of Freud’s Wolf Man case study 

– and the new subjective structuration it develops – Lacan will hoist the curtain of his Cartesian 

theatre, introducing into the world-stage dialectic a complex mise en scène animated by the 

machinery of fantasy, and whose demolition will be the scene of the psychoanalytic act. 

 

 

THE MISE-EN-THÈÂTRE OF FANTASY 
 

From Politzer, who speaks of “drama,” to Freud and Lacan, who speak of 

theatre, stage, staging, machinery, the theatrical genre, director, and so on, 

there is all the distance separating the spectator, who takes himself for the 

theatre, from the theatre itself. — ALTHUSSER, Writings on 

Psychoanalysis 

 

Alienation describes a loss of being, of that bit of jouissance or pound of flesh mortgaged in the 

passage through the locus of the symbolic – or, in Lacan’s monstration of the mirror stage, from 

the world to the stage. One of Lacan’s names for this remainder is, of course, the object a. By 

providing some distance from the Other, the operation Lacan calls separation allows for a kind of 

recuperation of this lost object in fantasy, whose algebraic formulation he gives in the matheme $ 

                                                
390 Jacques Lacan, Autres Écrits, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: Seuil, 2001), 437. 
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◊ a , and whose purpose is to construct some minimal symbolization of jouissance in a staging 

that situates the subject as an object of the Other’s desire. 

Lacan derives the theatre of fantasy which develops his Cartesian stage from the repetitive 

dream of the Wolf Man, in which Freud’s analysand awakens in his dream to find the bedroom 

window opening suddenly, revealing six or seven wolves in the branches of the tree outside, 

staring back at him.391 Lacan characterizes the dream as “pure fantasy unveiled in its structure, 

[which] involves, essentially, from start to finish, the relationship of fantasy to the real.”392 In his 

presentation of this exemplary dream Lacan emphasizes two related features: the fact of the 

fantasy’s being framed, and the uncanny, anxiety-inducing quality of the window’s sudden 

opening. Having drawn the formula for fantasy on the seminar hall’s blackboard, he approaches 

the first of these features in terms of the world-stage dialectic established earlier in the seminar: 

  
That this place as such can be circumscribed by something which is materialized in this 

image, an edge, an opening, a gap where the constitution of the specular image shows its 

limit – this is the elected locus of anxiety. You find this phenomenon of the edge on 

privileged occasions – for example, in the window that opens – marking the limit of this 

illusory world of recognition, what I call the stage. The edge, this border, this gap, […] is 

illustrated in this little sign, ◊. That this is the locus of anxiety should remind you that anxiety 

is itself the signal of what is to be sought for in the middle.393 

 

Here, the formula for fantasy suddenly takes on the features of an entire theatre, in which we find 

a spectator seated in an auditorium, gazing through the stage’s proscenium arch onto the 

spectacle (FIGURE 10). Just as with the Cartesian model, we must insist here upon Lacan’s 

strictly non-metaphorical theatricalization of the matheme for fantasy. As will become 
                                                
391 Sigmund Freud, “From the History of an Infantile Neurosis,” SE, 17:29. 
392 Lacan, L’angoisse, 89. 
393 Lacan, 128. 
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increasingly clear as his demonstration unfolds, by suggesting a theatre structured around a 

center external to language – in this instance, the object a as non-symbolizable real – Lacan 

proposes a model intended to surpass that of mere metaphor, which describes with each 

successive substitution of the signifying chain the denudation of the subject. By theatricalizing 

the formula for fantasy, Lacan suggests a more profound subjective structuration characterized 

by an extimate logic of internal exclusion and external inclusion. Though we can speak of the 

element $ in this configuration as a kind of spectator, this spectator should not be confused with 

the subject, but functions rather as a single element in an algebraic monstration of the subjective 

structure of fantasy. Lacan’s elaboration of the formula can in this perspective be characterized 

by what I would call a matheatricality.394 

In an act of retroversion, I want to make a first contribution to Lacan’s matheatrical artifice 

by breaking apart his newly prosceniumized lozenge into the two distinct vectors he will give it 

the following year in his seminar on the four fundamental concepts of psychoanalysis (FIGURE 

                                                
394 Such matheatrical artifice is also characteristic of the theatrical philosophy of Alain Badiou. In this 
connection, see in particularAlain Badiou, “La Scène du Deux,” in De l’Amour (Paris: Flammarion, 
1999), 177–90. 

$

a

Figure 10. Lacan’s theatre of fantasy (one) 
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11). Here, the lower vector describes the operation of alienation, and the upper vector that of 

separation, which gives rise to fantasy and thus “completes the circularity of the relation of the 

subject to the Other.”395 In presenting this disarticulated lozenge, Lacan points out how the 

French séparation evokes two reflexive verbs: se parer, to dress oneself, and – more circuitously 

– s’engendrer, to be born. He also points out another sense of se parer: to arm oneself or prepare 

for battle. Taken together with the martial nativity suggested in Lacan’s Cartesian theatre, we 

have here the birth of an amply fortified spectator.  

How are we to understand the threat against which the subject is armed in separation? The 

minimum distance afforded by this operation arises as a consequence of an encounter with what 

Lacan calls the desire of the Other, and which he describes as manifesting in the uncertainty 

provoked in the subject by the gaps and fissures in the Other’s discourse. While this halting 

uncertainty provides a crucial stopgap that allows the subject to avoid complete alienation in the 

                                                
395 Lacan, Les quatre concepts, 193; 213. 

Figure 11. Lacan’s theatre of fantasy (two) 

a

$



 

 228 

signifier – and thus to construct a fantasy in the first place – the encounter with the Other’s 

enigmatic desire is experienced as traumatic inasmuch as it suggests that the very locus of 

meaning, the authority through which the subject’s identity was originally recognized and 

ratified in the passage from the stage to the world, is itself barred or lacking. By restoring the 

subject to a position of recognition in the symbolic, the fantasy rendered possible by separation 

works to keep at bay this threat of a radical placelessness with respect to the Other. What is 

crucial here is fantasy’s prophylactic or apotropaic function. As will become clear in Lacan’s 

mise en scènes of the false acts at play in “The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a 

Woman,” we are dealing with a problematic wherein the very staging that restores the subject to 

a place with respect to the Other also serves to stave off the abyssal impasse in signification 

Lacan calls the real. 

For Lacan, the theatre’s relation of spectator to spectacle models the relation of the subject to 

the machinery whereby fantasy veils the lack in the Other while simultaneously presentifying 

some semblant of the lost jouissance the subject attributes to it. Anxiety, the topic of Lacan’s 

tenth seminar, becomes particularly significant in this connection. Inasmuch as anxiety is for 

Lacan the subjective correlate of the object a, its induction in the spectator as a consequence of 

some uncanny element of the staging signals the terrifying proximity of the very real that fantasy 

works to ward off. Having transformed the Wolf Man’s window into a theatre’s proscenium 

arch, Lacan develops this problematic through a theatricalization of the dream’s second key 

feature – the window’s uncanny opening of its own accord: 

 
“Suddenly,” “all of a sudden” – you will always find this term at the moment that the 

phenomenon of the uncanny makes its entrance. You will always find the scene that offers in 

its own dimension, that allows to arise, that which cannot be said in the world. What is it that 

we always expect when the curtain rises, if not this brief moment of anxiety, quickly 
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extinguished, but which is never absent […] when going to the theatre we […] settle our 

behinds in more or less expensive seats: the moment of the three knocks, and of the curtain’s 

opening.396 

 

In the context of Wolf Man’s dream, we find on the other side of the curtain the wolves perched 

in their tree, which Lacan describes as a jouissance that “arb-horrifies” the dreamer (l’arborifie), 

thus suggesting the manner in which the subject has installed the object a within the fantasy’s 

mise en scène.397 Since this object is by definition lacking, it is given body through its 

presentation in the guise of a semblant – here, the object-gaze of the wolves. The uncanny 

opening of the curtain provides this setup with an anxiety-inducing jolt that causes its mise en 

scène to tremble. The illusion thus perturbed, the proximity of The Thing is announced: it is 

there, at work in the seams of the backdrops, in the gaps between the flies, giving rise to the 

petrified state of the spectator. 

In his ethics seminar Lacan expresses the extimate or ex-centric relation of the subject to the 

Other by stating that the Other “is something strange to me, although it is at the heart of me.”398 

The uncanny opening of the curtain, through which the viewer is suddenly thrown into a relation 

with all that the stage discloses – above all the fact that something unbearably near to him is 

concealed there, lurking in the decor – allows Lacan to present the paradoxical structure 

according to which the spectator of fantasy is always present onstage as an actor as well, even if 

in veiled form. Roberto Harari, in exploring this problematic, which Lacan himself derives from 

                                                
396 Lacan, L’angoisse, 90. Original italics. In the classical French theatre, the three knocks of the 
brigadier alert the audience and stage technicians to the commencement of the performance, particularly 
when it entails the raising of a curtain. 
397 Lacan, 302. 
398 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire VII: L’éthique de La Psychanalyse, ed. Jacques-Alain Miller (Paris: 
Seuil, 1986), 87.Jacques Lacan, The Seminar of Jacques Lacan: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (Book VII), 
ed. Jacques Alain-Miller, trans. Dennis Porter (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1997), 71. 
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Freud’s classic study, “A Child is Being Beaten,” describes how fantasy induces a subject that 

looks from the perspective of a spectator at what is transpiring on the stage, and also looks from 

some point on the stage – which is seldom an eye – at the very place where the subject sits in the 

auditorium.399 In his seminar on the interpretation of desire Lacan comments on the unique 

properties of theatrical space which allow it to model this fantasmatic dispositif: 

 
What interests us, and what can allow us to structure certain problems, obviously comes from 

[...] the whole tragedy, its articulation as such. [...] It is this that I am in the process of 

accentuating. Its value can be found in its organization, in that it establishes superimposed 

planes within which the proper dimension of human subjectivity can find its place. [...] To 

give a play its depth, like an auditorium or a stage, it takes a certain number of superimposed 

planes – an entire machinery. And it is at the interior of the depth thus obtained that can be 

posed in the fullest fashion the problem for us of the articulation of desire.400 

 

If the privileged theatrical element in Lacan’s monstration of the mirror stage was the mask, in 

his more elaborate treatment of the Wolf Man’s dream it is theatrical depth – the voluminous 

spaces of the stage and the auditorium – and the perforation marked by the proscenium arch and 

the opening curtain which both separate and join them, that allow Lacan topologically to model 

the ex-centric character of the subjective structure of fantasy. Elsewhere invoking its relation to 

anxiety and the uncanny, Lacan elaborates on this utility of the theatre in the following terms: 

 
This place, which has no name, but which is distinguished by the strangeness of its decor, by 

what Freud highlights precisely in the ambiguity that Heimlich or Unheimlich is here one of 

those words where, in its own negation, we put our finger on the continuity, the identity 

between its front and back. This place, which is properly speaking “the other scene,” because 

it is the one where you see reality – no doubt you know that it is born in this place as a 

                                                
399 Harari, Lacan’s Seminar on Anxiety, 213. 
400 Lacan, “Le Séminaire VI: Le désir et son interprétation (unpublished manuscript),” 472. 
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theatrical set (un décor). And you know that it is not that which is on the other side of the set 

that is the truth, and that if you are there, in front of the stage, it is you who are at the other 

side of the set, and who touch something that goes further in the relationship of reality to 

everything that obscures it (l’enveloppe).401 

 

Like the moebius strip or cross-cap, the theatre allows Lacan to think the subject as radically 

decentered, as an effect that “on privileged occasions” appears in the flashes or fulgurations 

whose intervals simultaneously conjoin and disjoin radically heterogeneous elements. In 

monstrating this problematic – whose movement finally mirrors the effraction of the signifier – 

the model of the theatre of fantasy surpasses Lacan’s earlier, Cartesian staging, and the 

limitations of the optical model suggested in the seminar’s opening sessions.402 Involving both 

conjunctive and disjunctive aspects of the subject, Lacan's fantasy stage reflects the full range of 

psychic structuration presented in his graph of desire (FIGURE 12). 

                                                
401 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XII: Problèmes cruciaux pour la psychanalyse (Unpublished transcript, 
1964-65), http://staferla.free.fr/S12/S12%20PROBLEMES.pdf, 81. 
402 For a discussion of the relation of the body to the effraction of the signifier in connection with this case 
study, see Tracy McNulty, Tracy McNulty, “Desuturing Desire: The Work of the Letter in the Miller-
Leclaire Debate,” in Concept and Form, vol. Two (London: Verso, 2012), 89–104. 
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 In a second contribution to Lacan’s matheatrical artifice, I want to introduce this graph into 

the basic proscenium setup we have been examining, thus offering my own monstration of the 

difference between Lacan’s Cartesian and Wolf Man models (FIGURE 13). By hoisting the 

curtain of his Cartesian stage to disclose a voluminous space whose mise en scène proposes the 

real, Lacan’s matheatricalization of fantasy proposes a subjective structuration characterized not 

only by a symbolic-imaginary axis, but its non-symbolizable supplement as well. 

 

Figure 12. Lacan’s graph of desire 



 

 233 

           

 

 

 

Having derived from Freud’s Wolf Man case study a theatrical model reflective of his mature 

theory of the subject, Lacan proceeds to set this model to work in his stagings of the false acts at 

play in “The Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman.” These curious, non-

dramatic mise en scènes, animated by a logic of demand and recognition, allow Lacan to 

elaborate his newly erected theatre of fantasy, thus establishing the precise coordinates with 

which his theatre of the act will break. 

 

THEATRE AND MODES OF ACTION 
 

There is fulfillment and non-fulfillment. This is the configuration of the 

Agieren, that effectuates desire without fulfilling it, outside its scene, on 

Figure 13. Mirror stage theatre; theatre of fantasy 
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an alibi stage set up by derivation and without re-presentation.—

LYOTARD, “Jewish Oedipus” 

 

What Lacan calls fundamental fantasy differs radically from the kind of agential daydreaming 

we often associate with fantasy, in which we are free to defy social prohibitions, to exceed the 

limits of the law, to occupy a multiplicity of subject positions, and so on. Far from virtually 

bodying forth scenes depicting the attainment of our coveted objects, the decentered structuration 

of fantasy proposes that it is in fact we who are bodied forth by the unique coordinates of the 

fantasies to which we remain subjugated in our demand for a place of recognition in the Other. 

This is one way of understanding Lacan’s claim that “fantasy is the support of desire; it is not the 

object that is the support of desire.”403 Lacan’s mise en scènes of the acting out and passage to 

the act at play in Freud’s “Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman,” make 

strikingly clear the manner in which the material lives of subjects are effected by this 

determining aspect of fundamental fantasy. They do this by monstrating the specificity with 

which either false act situates its subject with respect to two elements: the locus of the Other and 

the object a. 

As a strategy against anxiety, acting out entails the individual’s creation of a staging, 

addressed to the Other’s gaze, where the object can be made to appear. In one of his many 

theatrical reflections upon its demonstrative aspect, Lacan states that acting out means, “to put 

the semblant onto the stage, to mount the height of the stage, to make an example of it there.”404 

In the context of the seminar on anxiety, Lacan plays on the etymology of the Greek word for 

tragedy – tragoida, literally “goat song” – in order to underscore the manner in which the object, 

                                                
403 Lacan, Les quatre concepts, 168; 185. 
404 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XVIII: D'un discours qui ne serait pas du semblant, (Unpublished 
transcript, 1970-71), http://staferla.free.fr/S18/S18%20D'UN%20DISCOURS...pdf, 38. 
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sacrificed in the passage from the world to the stage, is restored through its installation in 

fantasy’s mise en scène. Conjuring a sacrificial object a, he indicates that, “the goat who jumps 

onto the stage is what acting out is. It is the inverse movement of what modern theatre aspires to, 

namely that the actors go down among the audience: in an acting out it is the spectators who take 

the stage and say what they have to say.”405 It is in this demonstrative aspect that the specificity 

of acting out, as prophylaxis, consists. By placing onstage the object originally sacrificed to the 

mortifying effects of the signifier, and thus isolating it, the metteur-en-scène of an acting 

attempts to save himself from identification with it.  

In his staging of Freud’s case study, Lacan focuses upon the manner in which the young 

woman, having been frustrated in her efforts to maintain her status as her father’s prized child, 

courts a woman of ill repute in the exaggerated mode of courtly love. In an aggressively 

demonstrative manner, she parades her sublime object around the streets of Vienna, where she 

finds particularly suitable lighting near the place where her father works. Lacan’s reading here 

emphasizes the unwitting demand that the externality of subject’s object on the stage be 

recognized by the Other. 

Its demonstrative character is only one aspect of an acting out, however – one that it shares, 

moreover, with the passage to the act. The distinguishing characteristic of acting out is to be 

found in the demonstration’s status as an exhortation to interpretation. In his seminar on the logic 

of fantasy Lacan offers a theatricalization of acting out by way of playful reference to the term’s 

English definition in Webster’s Dictionary. Acting out, Lacan reads aloud to his audience, means 

“to represent as a play on a stage, a story in action, in contrast to reading. As to act out a scene 

that one has read.” Invoking the critical accent of acting out, Lacan proceeds: 

                                                
405 Lacan, L’angoisse, 222. 
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Thus, there are two moments. You have read something. You read Racine. But you read him 

badly, of course, I mean that you read him out loud in a detestable fashion. Someone here 

wants to show you what it is. He acts it. This is what to act out is [...]: I act out something, 

because this was read, translated, articulated, signified inadequately – or incorrectly.406 

 

Here, acting out is figured as the response of an experienced actor to a vulgarization of Racine in 

an amateur’s reading. An object – the proper interpretation – is placed upon the stage along with 

a demand that it be recognized, and interpreted as a corrective. In the case of an acting out that 

takes place under the transference of a psychoanalysis, such an incitement to interpretation 

frequently veils a critique of a previous interpretation of the analyst, as we find in the well-

known example of the patient of Ernst Kris who preferred the quality of the brains served at a 

nearby restaurant to that of those being served in his analyst’s consulting room.407 In connection 

with Lacan’s reading of the case study of the young woman, the corrective underlying her 

Viennese mise en scène might run something like: You failed to prize me according to my worth; 

but rather than identifying myself with the fallen object that therefore you have made me, I will 

enshrine it in a staging in which I identify myself with you, and from this position demonstrate 

how such an object ought properly to be loved. 

“We are not always on the stage,” Lacan explains, “even though it stretches very far – even 

into the realm of our dreams.”408 While passage to the act and the authentic psychoanalytic act 

are both modes of “exiting the stage,” the former retains its fundamental orientation towards the 

stage’s symbolic proscenium, while the latter levels it. If in acting out the subject stages the 

object as external in order to escape identification with it, in passage to the act the subject 
                                                
406 Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XIV: La logique du fantasme (Unpublished transcript, 1966-67), 
http://staferla.free.fr/S14/S14%20LOGIQUE.pdf, 303-4. Original italics. 
407 Lacan, Écrits, 393-9; 327-32. 
408 Lacan, L’angoisse, 43–44. 
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identifies with the object – with that piece of him that is the victim sacrificed to the mortifying 

effects of the signifier. In Lacan’s theatricalization of “Psychogenesis of a Case of 

Homosexuality in a Woman," the events leading up to the young woman’s suicide attempt occur 

entirely in the register of acting out, while her confrontation with her father in the street near his 

office, which precipitates her over the edge of the tramway overpass, is presented as a textbook 

passage to the act.  

Just as the Wolf Man was faced with the petrifying semblant of the object in the menacing 

glare of the wolves, so the scornful glance of the young woman’s father presents her with a 

devastating object-gaze. In Lacan’s theatricalization of the case study, it is this arresting 

confirmation of the girl’s identification with the object-gaze of the father – who has up to this 

point supplied the idealized position from which she courts the woman of ill repute – that 

precipitates her fall. By hurling herself from the tramway overpass, from the proscenium frame, 

the young woman’s attempt at suicide simply follows the destiny of the object, which is, as 

we’ve seen, to fall away in the passage from the world to the stage. “It is at the moment of 

greatest embarrassment,” Lacan explains, “that, with the behavioral addition of emotion as 

disorder of movement, the subject, as one might say, precipitates herself from where she is, from 

the locus of the stage where it is only as a fundamentally historicized subject that she can 

maintain herself in her status of subject, that essentially she topples off the stage – this is the very 

structure as such of the passage to the act.”409  

While Lacan will describe the passage to the act as a flight from the symbolic towards the 

real, one must always bear in mind this trajectory’s defensive character. In so far as it describes a 

flight precisely from the singular manner in which The Thing has been installed within fantasy’s 

                                                
409 Lacan, 43–44. 
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mise en scène, a passage to the act retains its reference to the symbolic locus of the stage. In a 

recent paper on the topic of fury, Marie-Hélène Brousse has characterized the analyst’s act vis-à-

vis an analysand’s passage to the act as one that works to “call her back onto the scene,” 

indicating that her work there isn’t yet complete.410 

While they are indeed stagings, Lacan’s approach even to acting out and passage to the act 

remain non-metaphorical monstrations of psychic structures. Though they have scripts of a sort, 

they are in this sense strictly non-dramatic presentations. Lacan’s theatricalizations of 

“Psychogenesis of a Case of Homosexuality in a Woman” ultimately allows him to establish the 

manner in which, despite their nuances, each of these false acts finally fails to surpass the logic 

of a demand for recognition, for a place in the symbolic that might shield its subject from the 

unbearable solitude of the drive. Leaving the Other scene behind with finality in a siding with the 

drive in the signifying practices of the subject – Lacan reserves his theatricalization of this 

trajectory for his seminar on the authentic psychoanalytic act. 

 

 

DISPERSING THE OTHER SCENE 
 

Let’s not confuse tragic fiction – I mean the myths of Oedipus or 

Antigone, for example – with what is the only valid ground of tragedy, 

namely, the staging of The Thing.—LACAN, Le Séminaire, livre XV: 

L’acte psychanalytique (1967-1968) 

 

In his discussion of what separates an act from its impostors, Ed Pluth writes in Signifiers and 

Acts that “an act entails the demolition of the Other as a subject-supposed-to-know, the Other as 

                                                
410 Marie-Hélène Brousse, Fury, trans. Russell Grigg (Unpublished transcript), 
http://www.lacancircle.net/MHBFury.pdf, 1-2. 
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support of identification, capable of providing that treasure of treasures, recognition.”411 For 

Pluth, the Lacanian act, like fantasy, implies a mode of conjunctive-disjunctive subjective 

structuration, but one in which signifiers are used in a manner liberated from the horizon of a 

demand that the prized particularities of one’s identity be recognized. 

In the context of Lacan’s theatre of fantasy and its mise en scènes of acting out and passage 

to the act, this means shattering the proscenium frame of fantasy where the subject stages his 

demand for a place with respect to the Other, and where the real of the death drive receives a 

minimal symbolization whose staging serves to shield the subject from its intolerable and 

irrevocable proximity. The authentic psychoanalytic act finally involves a traversal of this 

prophylactic fantasy frame and a siding with the drive in the signifying practices of the subject. 

In this sense it involves a radical reconfiguration of what Freud referred to as the “choice of 

neurosis.” In this connection, we might think of the act as the choice of a new choice. In a late 

session of Lacan's seminar on the psychoanalytic act, five years after the theatricalizations of 

fantasy in his seminar on anxiety, we find a passage in which he describes precisely this 

reconfiguration:  

 
In the staging we are closer to the split that occurs at the end of analysis as it is supported in 

the psychoanalytic cure. At the end of analysis one can support the division in the analysand 

that has been realized, with the division in the tragic arena in which tragedy in its truest form 

can be played out. We can identify the analysand to the divided and related couple of the 

spectator and the chorus. While the hero – there is no need for there to be a crowd of them, 

there is never more than one – is the one who, on the stage, is nothing but that figure of waste 

product with which every tragedy worthy of its name closes.412 

 

                                                
411 Pluth, Signifiers and Acts, 168. 
412 Lacan, L’acte psychanalytique. 
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I have been arguing that the dramatic origins of the authentic psychoanalytic act in Lacan’s 

thought have more to do with the space of the theatre, and its actors and spectators, than with the 

merely literary aspects of dramatic plot and character to which they are often reduced. The ethics 

of psychoanalysis support the very disjunction the theatres of fantasy and false acts work so hard 

to cover over and keep at bay. They support the work of the subject in altering her signifying 

practices in such a manner that such ruptures are faced in a sustained way, outside the frame of 

the Other scene, in the solitude of the drive. In Lacan’s theatricalization of the psychoanalytic 

act, we are left with monstration of just such a split: a theatre without heroes, in which the stage 

and its fantasmatic machinery have been dispersed. For Lacan it is in the staging that we are 

closer to the split. Finally at stake in this theatrical monstration of the act is the choice between 

two modes of relating to the death drive: an identificatory mode, based upon the blind quest for 

recognition in the Other, and a mode whose aleatory rupture proposes a break with the former, 

opening onto a space of genuine novelty, free of the return, through repetitious redoubling, of the 

Same. 
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Chapter Six 
 

TOWARDS AN AFFIRMATIONIST THEATRE 
 

____________________________ 
 

Because under these conditions, theatre makes it known to you that you will 

not be able innocently to remain in your place.—BADIOU, Rhapsody for the 

Theatre 

 

Citing the profound commitment to the theatre which binds their respective projects to a lineage 

of French philosopher-dramatists – one that includes Diderot, Rousseau and Voltaire – Alain 

Badiou has playfully observed of his first intellectual and literary master, “Sartre and I are the 

last two eighteenth-century philosophers!”413 If in the twentieth century the imbrication of 

theatre and philosophical thought reached an unprecedented height in the figure of Sartre, this 

relation has in the twenty-first achieved still greater dimensions with Badiou. A landmark year 

for Badiou’s theatrical philosophy, 2014 saw not only the publication of a new philosophical 

drama, The Second Trial of Socrates, but has seen Badiou himself take the stage with the 

company of the Comédie-Française, portraying the eponymous role in the same play among 

some of France’s finest actors. When notoriously complicated room reservations at the École 

                                                
413 Alain Badiou, The Incident at Antioch/L’Incident d’Antioche, trans. Susan Spitzer (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2013), 140. 
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normale supérieure became an impediment at the beginning of the 2014-2015 academic year, 

Badiou relocated his seminar from Rue d’Ulm to the Théâtre de la Commune d’Aubervilliers, 

where he is an Artistic Associate. A distinctive aspect of his seminar has long been the readings 

from poetic and dramatic literature with which Badiou concludes its monthly meetings. With the 

move to La Commune, these readings erupted into full-blown theatrical performances involving 

Badiou and the resident acting company, blurring the lines between theatre and philosophical 

seminar. Perhaps the most striking sign of the melding of theatre and philosophy in connection 

with Badiou’s project is to be found not in his own work as a dramatist or teacher, but in his 

figuration in the theatrical projects of others. Badiou’s philosophy has a prominent place in 

Nicolas Truong’s theatrico-philosophical duet, Projet luciole, which played to sold-out houses at 

the Festival d’Avignon in the summer of 2013, and, in a recent re-enactment of Groupe Foudre’s 

1974 sabotage of a screening of Nico Naldini’s Fascista at Vincennes, an actor portrayed Badiou 

– one of the directors of the Groupe Foudre – taking over the projection room. The Socratic 

identification would appear to be complete: Badiou has finally met the theatrical fate of the 

“Gadfly of Athens,” famously lampooned in his portrayal in Aristophanes’s The Clouds.  

 In the essay “Theatre and Philosophy,” Badiou reflects upon his choice of “a short 

philosophical treatise” as the subtitle for his masterwork of theatre theory, Rhapsody for the 

Theatre. Such a choice, he writes, “presupposes that, cutting diagonally across many centuries, 

there exists a singular relation between the artifices of the spectacle and the severity of 

philosophical argumentation.”414 If there is one thing this uncanny and growing indiscernibility 

of theatre and philosophy makes clear, it is precisely the degree to which the theatre has served – 

from the early Theory of the Subject, to the in-progress The Immanence of Truths – as the 

                                                
414 Alain Badiou, “Theatre and Philosophy,” in Rhapsody for the Theatre, trans. Bruno Bosteels (London: 
Verso, 2013), 93. 
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diagonal for Badiou’s philosophical project, sweeping across its systematic armature like the 

clinamen of the ancient atomists, and activating its subjective possibilities. 

 The image of the Lucretian clinamen situates us immediately within the question of Badiou’s 

dialectics. While the precise nature of Badiou’s dialectical thought and the question of its 

continuity across his project remain the subject of some debate among specialists, by bridging 

the dialectical thematics of Theory of the Subject across their ostensible absence in Being and 

Event, the materialist dialectics of Logics of Words – and their reinvigorated form in the 

affirmative dialectics of The Immanence of Truths – leave little question as to dialectical 

continuity in Badiou’s philosophy.415 Indeed, for Badiou, who has himself stated that “one can 

consider my philosophical enterprise as a vast traversal of the dialectic,” one enters materialism 

precisely through dialectical process, without which one quite simply cannot arrive at a concept 

of matter.416 Whereas beginning with materialism “more or less paralyzes dialectics,” entering 

materialism through dialectics has an axiomatic value in so far as it “means finding a crucial 

point at the interior of the dialectic where we must decide to take a materialist orientation or 

not”; for Badiou, “we do not find materialism except through the protocols of the formalization 

of the dialectic.”417  

 This assertion reflects Badiou’s distinctive “Epicurean gesture,” which serves to combat the 

determinism of mechanistic materialism through the introduction of a logic of exception in the 

concept of the truth-event: the aleatory element which, radically subtracted from the order of 

                                                
415 Against the assertion of a break with respect to the continuity of dialectical thought in Badiou’s 
tragjectory, Bosteels, Badiou and Politics, 6–8, 10, 203–5, 331–38. 
416 Alain Badiou, “Conférence de Ljubljana,” Filozofski Vestnik XXXII, no. Number 2 (2011): 21. 
Translation mine. 
417 Alain Badiou and Tzuchien Tho, “From the ‘Red Years’ to the Communist Hypothesis: Three Decades 
of Dividing into Two,” in The Rational Kernel of the Hegelian Dialectic (Melbourne: re.press, 2011), 
101–2. 
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things, interrupts the law and structure of the situation with its emergence, thereby giving rise to 

a new and previously unthinkable possibility. To the first materialist postulate presented in 

Logics of Worlds, that “there are only bodies and languages,” Badiou thus introduces the 

exception of a truth: “there are only bodies and languages, except that there are truths.”418 

Badiou’s emendation to the materialist postulate serves as a convocation of precisely the figures 

of the dialectic. “I hold that the concepts of event, structure, intervention, and fidelity are the 

very concepts of the dialectic,” Badiou asserts, “insofar as the latter is not reduced to the flat 

image, which was already inadequate for Hegel himself, of totalization and the labor of the 

negative.”419  

 Badiou’s concept of the truth-event has opened his philosophy to the challenges of a kind of 

miraculous mysticism or messianism, notably from figures such as Daniel Bensaïd. For Badiou, 

who sees in such charges the projection of a mechanistic materialism, the category of exception 

is a precisely a dialectical category. Not insensitive to this frequent challenge to his materialism, 

Badiou explains that the thinking of exception “always takes place on two contradictory fronts. 

An exception must be thought as a negation because it is not reducible to what is ordinary, but it 

must also not be thought as a miracle. It, therefore, has to be thought as internal to the process of 

– non-miraculous – truth, but thought, nonetheless, as an exception.”420 In this context, Badiou 

situates his dialectics in a Lacanian lineage, indicating that “this is perhaps what Lacan meant by 

‘extimate’: both intimate and exterior to the intimate. Here, we’re well and truly in the core of 

the dialectic,” and concluding that “The core of the dialectic is this status of negation as an 

                                                
418 Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds, trans. Alberto Toscano (London: Continuum, 2009), 4. 
419 Alain Badiou, Peut-on penser la politique? (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 2008), 84; Cited in Peter 
Hallward, ed., Think Again: Alain Badiou and the Future of Philosophy (London: Continuum, 2004), 184. 
420 Badiou and Tarby, Philosophy and the Event, 146–47. 
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operator that at once separates and includes.”421 Our purpose in the following pages is to explore 

the ways in which the theatre both registers the “persistencies of the dialectic” in Badiou’s 

project – to borrow a phrase of Fredric Jameson – while also offering crucial elements for its 

philosophical formalization. Conversely, we are also concerned here with that which, within 

Badiou’s current thinking on the dialectic, might suggest new pathways for the theatre in the 

twenty-first century. 

 

 

RHAPSODY FOR THE THEATRE:  
BLUEPRINT FOR A DIALECTICAL STAGE 

 

So Theatre would be the following: a complex machinery (seven 

elements), creating a situation whose objective dialectic is sustained by the 

majesty of the State, whose subjective dialectic engages an ethics, 

especially with respect to the difference between the sexes, and whose 

absolute dialectic brings into being a subject-result, a spectator, about 

whom one cannot decide whether the whole operation assigns him to the 

real of his desire or to the power of an Idea.—BADIOU, Rhapsody for the 

Theatre 

 

The image of the clinamen is also an appropriate one with which to begin our dialectical itinerary 

of Badiou’s theory of theatre, as it provides the organizing image of the latter’s expression in 

Rhapsody for the Theatre. For Badiou, any theatre has three elementary requirements: a public, 

actors and a textual referent (TABLE 1). The assemblage and distribution of these a priori 

elements – taken along with the four terms he draws out as their consequences: place, director, 

décor, costumes – comprises what Badiou calls the “analytic of theatre.” What separates 
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“Theatre,” with an upper-case “t,” from “theatre,” with a lower- case “t” – “an innocent and 

prosperous ritual from which the Theatre detaches itself as a rather implausible lightning bolt” – 

is the relationship of either’s analytic elements to what Badiou designates as the theatre’s three 

dialectical articulations – the State, Ethics and the Spectator.422 In the case of mere theatre, we 

are dealing with the combination of the seven analytical elements alone. Theatre, by contrast, 

arises when conditions are such that the combination of these seven elements sets in motion each 

of the three figures of the theatrical dialectic, whose diagonal movement ultimately determines 

whether a theatrical production becomes “an event from which proceeds a few truths.”423    

 How are we to understand these three “at-play” articulations of the theatrical dialectic? 

Badiou devotes much of Rhapsody developing these articulations, linking each to a specific 

individual or operator from among the personnel of the theatre. For example, Badiou 

distinguishes the State from the articulations of theatrical Ethics and the Spectator by designating 

it as the theatre’s objective dialectic, the specific operator of which is the stage director, whom 

                                                
422 Badiou, Rhapsody for the Theatre, 2. 
423 Badiou, 14–15. 

 
Table 1: Badiou’s diagram of the theatre’s 

analytic and dialectical components, 
reproduced from Rhapsody. 

 

If you wish to obtain the figurative reknotting of politics, take the legend,
or that legendary treasure of historical anecdotes that is Plutarch. Because for
the others, politics itself provides for its own presentation as well as for its
representation.

XVI

Neither the isomorphism with politics (keeping in mind the distance of
figuration) nor the list of seven elements identifies theatre in its being. We
know since Plato that no list is enough to define an essence, and no analogy
amounts to an Idea.

The philosopher will be forgiven for providing a few clarifying barbarisms.
Let’s call analytic of theatre that which concerns the assemblage of the seven
elements. Let’s call dialectic of theatre the singular need for a spectator to be
summoned to appear in the tribunal of a morality under the watchful eye of
the State. I would say that the aim of the conceptual series whose plot I am
anticipating consists in discovering, here and now, the generic nature of theatre,
meaning that which the traversing of its elements (analytic) by an evental
occurrence of its challenge (dialectic) can produce in terms of truth.

If one prefers to see: it’s a question of thinking the correlation between the
two columns in the following table:

The productive assemblage of the elements of the analytic is (or is not) the
event from which proceed a few truths, by the diagonal movement of the
figures of the dialectic.5

A representation is then the inquiry into the truth of which the spectator is
the vanishing subject.

XVII

If we had to find some order in the following fragments of thought,
perhaps it could be the traditional one, in three parts, according to the
articulations of the Dialectic:

Theatre Survey

194



 

 247 

Badiou names the theatre’s “regent of objectivity” and one of its two artists.424 In Rhapsody’s 

opening lines, Badiou claims that “all theatre has been one of the affairs of the State and remains 

so to this day.”425 For Badiou this is so for two principal reasons, the first of which is a certain 

uneasy relationship the theatre has always maintained with respect to the State and the church, 

and whereby the stage, its activities, and its personnel have been regarded with suspicion, and in 

many instances hostility. For Badiou, the second and no less important aspect of the theatre’s 

relation to the State involves the question of latter’s subsidized support of the former. This 

subsidy-surveillance knot is crucial for Badiou’s understanding of the stage and its possibilities, 

since it is by virtue of these ties that “the Theatre always says something about the State, and 

finally about the state (of the situation).”426 Indeed, for Badiou, it is precisely the persistence of 

this subsidy-surveillance knot that distinguishes Theatre from theatre, and which, along with the 

other two dialectical articulations, ultimately provides it with its evental promise. 

 If Badiou determines the State as the theatre’s objective dialectic, he characterizes its second 

dialectical articulation – which he refers to as having both an ethical and moral dimension – as 

its subjective dialectic. The principal operator of the theatre’s “ethics of play” is, for Badiou, the 

stage actor. In what does this ethics consist? And why is the actor a “moral hero” in Badiou’s 

presentation, rather than simply an artist? In Rhapsody, the labor of personalized mimesis is 

characterized as a narrow escape whereby the performer introduces onto the stage a first point of 

ethics, namely, “that no difference is natural, beginning with the difference that institutes that 

there are men and women.”427 Situated in the space between actor and role, the actor’s labor 

represents “an ethical availability directed against all substantialism, against all fixed 
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conceptions of the roles, the people, or the representations.”428 It is precisely this ethics of play 

that inspires the second of the two reforms Badiou introduces in Rhapsody: that the curtain call 

be abolished. For Badiou, the curtain call corrupts the substance of the actor’s act, which he 

defines as “the everyday and collective redemption of the sexuated subject.”429 If the actors are 

cheered, it does this by undermining the austerity of this act’s execution. If they are booed, it 

smears the saintliness of the moral Law to which they are publicly sacrificed. In elaborating his 

curtain call reform, Badiou demands that the director and dramatist rather appear onstage 

following the production so that the audience will be able to come to a conclusion about the 

spectacle and “thus contribute to the becoming of some artistic truth.”430  

 This playful reform signals the emphasis placed upon spectator in Badiou’s theory of the 

theatre. For Badiou, it is the spectator to whom everything is devoted, and who provides the 

theatre’s absolute dialectic, its operator occupying a position Badiou describes as that of 

Absolute Knowledge. The locus of the spectator is, in Badiou’s view, “the point of the real by 

which a spectacle comes into being,” and “from which the fragile instant of a thought proceeds, 

if it is not the nothing that exists as boredom.”431 The dialectic of the spectator is at its most 

concrete in Rhapsody when discussed in the context of the theatre’s three temporalities: eternity, 

the instant, and time. Eternity belongs to the characters of a given dramatic text – those proper 

names of genericity whose eternity can be distinguished from that of the proper names of the 

novel by virtue of their simple capacity to exist at any moment in theatrical performance. This 

moment, the instant of theatrical representation, under the right conditions “puts in motion the 

machinery of an encounter with the eternal, and thus proceeds to a perceptive elucidation of the 
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instant as an instant of thought.”432 What does this encounter and its two times mean for the 

spectator? The theatrical event introduces a cut in what Badiou describes as “the obscure 

thickness in which we are situated.”433 For Badiou the time of the spectator – the theatre’s third 

temporality – consists in the emergence of the spectator as the subject of this evental elucidation 

of the instant. The animation of the complex and aleatory ingredients of the true Theatre is 

completed (or begun) when what Badiou refers to as a Spectator-Subject arises as the 

consequence of an impasse of thought, as the subject-result of the Theatre’s absolute dialectic. 

 For Badiou, theatre is an event of thought whose wager consists in its singular ability to orient 

us in time, to tell us where we are in history. Developing his vision for the spectator of the 

evental stage, Badiou writes, “We are all the more capable of orienting ourselves in time,” 

Badiou writes, “the more we have experienced the instant as thought.”434 The theatrical event is a 

provocation to a labor of thought, one to whose infinite procedure the spectator must ultimately 

decide whether or not to expose him- or herself. For Badiou, as with Brecht, the theatre in this 

connection demands a certain spectatorial work. Badiou is well aware that this understanding of 

the theatrical spectatorship as a labor of thought will sound uninviting to many, to say the least. 

“Who would not detest the fact of having paid for pleasure and being forced to perform a kind of 

work,” he asks, “Or rather, who would not hate that this pleasure, which one would desire to be 

immediate, is the doubtful product of the mind’s concerted effort?”435 But for Badiou the 

Spectator-Subject is summoned by the theatrical event, not solely for the experience of pleasure, 

but to think. In what might be read as a veiled reference to Louis Althusser’s position vis-à-vis 

the events of May ’68 in France, Badiou asserts: 
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Nothing can ever make up for, or excuse, not having been a Spectator. Since a representation 

is an event, those who do not muster within themselves, for the exact moment of its duration, 

the resources to implicate themselves in that from which a truth proceeds, are for all intents 

and purposes in the same position as the one who remains quiet in his room while below his 

window a revolution or a resistance is playing itself out.436 

 

While Badiou’s theatre of the event depends for its existence on the activation of all three of its 

dialectical operators, what arises in the wake of such events is spectatorial matter, it’s wager 

“that something takes place there – beyond the passive contemplation, the admiration or reproach 

– an active subjective modification, however often unperceived.”437 

 

THEATRE AND CAPITALIST ANTHROPOLOGY 
 

What is certain is that the subject prescribed in the name of ‘politics’ will 

be called a ‘world-spectator.’ It is as if, let it be said in passing, the theatre 

were situated, not in relation to what authors, actors and directors do, but 

solely in relation to the audience.—BADIOU, Metapolitics 

 

If Rhapsody for the Theatre establishes the dialectical foundations of his theory of the theatre, 

Badiou’s more recent reflections on “the most complete of the arts” develops precisely the 

question of the stage’s capacity to orient its subjects, asking in particular after status of a theatre 

that would be adequate to our “contemporary market-oriented chaos.” The expanded role of the 

dialectic in Badiou’s evolving vision for the theatre responds to his view of our current 

conjuncture’s “crisis of the Idea.” For Badiou, this crisis announces the end of the great sequence 

of revolutionary opposition and innovation that characterized the twentieth century and its 
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passion for the real. In politics, it finds expression in the failure of the state form of socialism and 

the subsequent crisis of the communist Idea, which for Badiou constitutes the crisis of the 

political as such. In the artistic domain, it is indexed by the familiar themes of “the end of art,” 

“the death of the avant-gardes,” and “post-modernism.” In both cases, the crisis of the Idea can 

be understood as a crisis of thinking otherwise, a “crisis of the idea of another world, of the 

possibility of another organization of society.”438 Characterized as it is by the absence of great 

guiding Ideas, and, in turn, of individual incorporation and co-belonging in the subject bodies of 

truths, the crisis of the Idea opens onto the anthropological question of what it means to live, a 

question which animates Badiou’s work in Logics of Worlds and the in-progress The Immanence 

of Truths.  

 When Badiou speaks of “human animals” he is by no means situating himself in the tradition 

of classical humanism, but rather understands by “animal” “all of our concrete existence as such, 

without anything else and without any supplement.”439 In the interval period of the Idea’s crisis – 

between, on the one hand, a sequence of tremendous creative novelty which recedes like a 

parade in the distance, and, on the other, a horizon whose innovations are as yet uncertain – we 

find ourselves living under the sign of what Badiou today refers to as “capitalist anthropology,” 

where, behind the discourse of human rights, freedom and democracy, we find “the conviction, 

that, fundamentally, humanity is nothing else but self-interested animals who have to be happy 

with products,” and where the subject is finally understood as “something like animals-in-front-

of-the-market.”440 Under the sign of capitalist anthropology, the human animal is cleft in a kind 
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of “bipolar” state, where, in the words of Lenin, whom Badiou follows here, “pornography takes 

the place of politics,” and “mysticism becomes the shell of counterrevolutionary sentiments.”441 

This polarizing tension among human animals, in Badiou’s account, gives rise to two distinct 

modalities of democratic materialism: on the side of mysticism, there are those who “seek shelter 

in the most familiar sectors of their existence (the family, tradition)” and, on that of pornography, 

those who “abandon themselves to nihilism and the most tempting figures of debauchery.” In the 

absence of the consistency of the Idea, “of a minimal creation of sense through the incorporation 

of the human animal that you are within an Idea,” Badiou insists, “you will necessarily have this 

bipolarity: either you take shelter in animal tradition with its codes, or anything goes.”442 

 Where does the theatre stand in the context of democratic materialism and its capitalist 

anthropology? What kind or kinds of theatre does the passing of the radical innovations of the 

last century leave in its wake? In Badiou’s perspective, the theatre both reflects and provides a 

means of diagnosing the cleft ideological space of the crisis of the Idea, in connection with 

which he observes, “We've probably a bit more pornography today than mysticism.”443 In 

Pornographie du temps présent, Badiou deploys the theatre in an analysis of the manner in 

which the mask of democracy organizes the ideological space of democratic materialism. In this 

context Badiou takes up Jean Genet’s The Balcony, examining the ways in which the theatrical 

play of the phallic function in the drama illuminates the workings of the spectacular imagery of 

democracy, whose aim is finally to hide in plain sight the whirring engines of capitalist 

anthropology.444 For Badiou, it is precisely such an ideological play of semblance that sustains 
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the two prevailing perspectives on the theatre today, which reflect Lenin’s mysticism and 

pornography in their distinctive inflections of the antitheatrical prejudice. In the absence of great 

guiding Ideas for the theatre, we find on the mystical side what Badiou refers to as today’s 

“rightist” theatrical conception, “an established theatre, to be sure, but in a conservative and/or 

consumerist routine […], for which, if the theatre isn’t the pious visitation of a cultural treasure, 

it must carve out a place for itself in the entertainment industry.” Exemplified by “cutting-edge” 

takes on the standard repertoire, and monumental musical spectacles along the lines of Broadway 

or the West End, the theatre’s rightist conception demands:  

 
a satisfying balance between revisited classics, to which the school groups will come, and 

spectacular entertainments for a ‘wide audience’ – that is what, for the local authorities, 

constitutes an agreeable dosage. The Cid in contemporary costumes for the high schoolers, 

rock ’n’ roll Cleopatra, stripped bare, for the adults – that’s the way to make a heavy cultural 

budget turn a profit.445  

 

On the side of pornography, we have what Badiou calls the theatre’s “leftist reactionary 

conception,” whose thesis is that, hopelessly outmoded, the theatre “must be overcome from 

within itself and be deconstructed, that any form of representation should be criticized, that one 

must work toward a certain voluntary confusion between the arts of the visible and of sound, and 

organize an indiscernibility between theatre and the direct presence of life, to make of the theatre 

a sort of violent ceremony consecrated to the existence of the body.”446 If “post-modernism” and 

“the end of art” announce the crisis of the Idea in the artistic domain more generally, with respect 

to the theatre it is proclaimed by the themes of the “the death of character,” “post-dramatic 

theatre” and “performance.” 
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FROM THE CRISIS OF NEGATION 
TO AFFIRMATIVE DIALECTICS 

 

The fundamental problem in the philosophical field today is to find 

something like a new logic. We cannot begin by some considerations 

about politics, life, creation or action. We must first describe a new logic, 

or more precisely, a new dialectics.—BADIOU, “Affirmative Dialectics” 

 

The crisis of the Idea is, for Badiou, precisely a dialectical one, and, more specifically, a crisis of 

the dialectical category of negation. Indeed, for Badiou, the movement animating the twentieth 

century’s passion for the real was that of a “creative destruction,” one that brought about the 

birth of new forms – artistic or otherwise – precisely through a radical negation of the established 

order. In Badiou’s account, the contemporary saturation of this classical model of negation has 

resulted in a “crisis of trust in the power of negativity,” giving rise to the interrogation of the 

dialectical category of negation which occupies much of the theoretical thought of the twentieth 

century’s second half.447 As one example of this trend, Badiou refers to Theodor Adorno’s 

assessment of the unsustainability of the classical model, seen in this case to lie in the fact that 

“classical Hegelian dialectics were too affirmative, too submitted to the potency of Totality and 

of the One,” to which Adorno responded with the hyper-negativity of negative dialectics.448 In a 

contrasting example, Badiou makes reference to figures such as Althusser and Antonio Negri, 

who, finding classical dialectics “too negative, too subjective and too indifferent to the absolute 
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potency of Nature, of Life, of the movement of History,” took inspiration from Baruch Spinoza, 

consequently adopting philosophies from which negation is decidedly absent.449  

 The problem with the first contemporary alternative to classical negation, as Badiou sees it, is 

that the hyper-negativity of negative dialectics finally leaves us with “an ethics of compassion, a 

vision where the hero of our consciousness is the suffering human body, the pure victim, and we 

know,” he adds, “that this moralism is perfectly adequate to capitalist domination under the mask 

of democracy.”450 The problem with the second, Badiou asserts, is that the complete absence of 

negation – which not insignificantly means dispensing with the category of the subject – leads to 

“an accepting of the dominant order, through the conviction that the current order is full of 

newness and creativity, and that finally modern capitalism is the immediate strength which 

works, beyond empire, in the direction of a sort of communism.”451 For Badiou, these 

alternatives share in common a failure finally to break out of the overarching framework which 

secures the dominance of the very classical dialectical model they contest. In the last analysis, 

they fail to propose a new general logic within which to think a new negativity, as Plato or Karl 

Marx did. Indeed, for Badiou, “the fundamental problem in the philosophical field today is to 

find something like a new logic. We cannot begin by some considerations about politics, life, 

creation or action. We must first describe a new logic, or more precisely, a new dialectics.”452 

The name for Badiou’s own proposal for a new dialectical framework – one which extends the 

democratic materialism of Logics of Worlds into The Immanence of Truths – is affirmative 

dialectics. 
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 256 

 Badiou founds affirmative dialectics on a set of complex negative operators which he 

elaborates primarily through readings of two classical texts, Plato’s The Sophist and Aristotle’s 

Metaphysics, as well as from twentieth century innovations in the field of philosophical logic. 

Badiou’s first move in the development of affirmative dialectics is to trace the conceptual 

genealogy of negation to the categorical deduction of the existence of non-being in The Sophist, 

where the creation of a world is shown to depend upon two ontological concepts, being and 

sameness, and two empirical categories, movement and rest.453 In this context, Plato observes 

how, while the two ontological terms allow us to conclude of being that it is the same as itself, 

on the empirical side we are not able to make a similar statement: movement cannot be shown to 

be the same as rest. In a retroactive deduction, Plato therefore supposes a third ontological 

category, that of difference. Since only being can be said to be the same as itself, Plato argues, 

difference must itself be non-being. The dialectic of sameness and difference in The Sophist can 

thus be seen to rest entirely upon the category of negation. And it is on this basis, as we know, 

that Plato defines the imitative discourse of sophistry, which, not incidentally, employs the same 

mimetic protocol that serves as the basis for Plato’s notorious antitheatricalism.  

 In a striking example of the unprecedented manner in which the theatre is deployed in this 

context his seminar, Badiou’s presentation in the seminar of 19 January, 2015, on the 

“identitarian tragedies” whose roots lie in this section of The Sophist, consisted of the 

performance of a short piece of theatre by Badiou and members of the resident company – in this 
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case, the short comedic scene “The Same and the Other” from Badiou’s own Ahmed the 

Philosopher.454  

 Here, the performance of the scene served to inspire and frame the following intervention into 

the question of the absolute nature of negation, in which Badiou poses the question of whether 

difference and negation are indeed identical, as Plato asserts. “Is what Plato affirms here not the 

radical opposition of being and non-being, but an exaggeration of difference?,” Badiou asks:  

 
Because to be different is not by itself to be the negation of something. If I’m different than 

someone else, this doesn’t mean that I am the negation of that person. Ontologically, I can 

say that my being isn’t his being, but at a more anthropological level, it’s all the same 

extremely difficult to declare that every alterity is a negation, an idea which, as we know, is 

the speculative root of natural rascism. Natural racism consists in effect in interpreting 

differences as negations: whoever is different is other than my being and thus, from a certain 

point of view, non-being. Authentic racism isn’t simply the statement of a difference; it’s a 

tension of difference in the direction of non-being, it’s a tightening of alterity in the direction 

of the fact that this alterity must in reality be thought as a radical negation of my being.455 

 

The confusion of the problem sameness and difference in the classical model of negation here 

inspires one of the central assertions of affirmative dialectics: the relation between sameness and 

difference cannot be thought with a single concept of negation. To do so means the inescapable 

equivalency of alterity and negativity, a framework wherein the consolidation of identity or the 

affirmation of being can take place only through the radical negation of the other. That this 

classical logic organizes today’s capitalist anthropology, Badiou suggests, is captured in 
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examples of the contemporary discourse around terrorism, in which any position seen to oppose 

a certain conception of democracy is immediately classified as a terrorist threat. 

 As Badiou’s examination of The Sophist suggests, the point is not to distinguish between 

enemy and friend, therefore, but to understand, when we are indeed dealing with enemies and 

friends, the precise nature of the relationship between the two, a problem which, he suggests, is 

not merely an ontological problem, but a logical one as well. In the essay “The Three 

Negations,” Badiou’s interrogation of the absolute nature of negation introduces a new 

“complexity of the action of negativity” – the second move in the development of his affirmative 

dialectics.456 As the essay’s title suggests, Badiou here elaborates three negative operators, which 

he draws from Aristotle’s Metaphysics. In Book Gamma of Metaphysics, Aristotle puts forth 

three fundamental principles which apply to thought: one positive principle and two negative 

ones: First, the principle of identity, a positive principle whereby any statement is strictly 

equivalent with itself. Second, the principle of non-contradiction, where, for any proposition P, it 

is impossible, in a single context, simultaneously to assert P and non-P. And finally, the principle 

of the excluded middle, whereby any proposition P is either true or false, leaving two 

possibilities for truth (P is true, or non-P is true), without any third possibility, and from which 

the famous principle of double negation – whereby the negation of negation finally equals 

affirmation – derives. What defines classical negation is that it obeys all three of Aristotle’s 

principles. Badiou’s purpose here is explore other permutations of the principles in order 

demonstrate that alternatives to the nihilating logic of The Sophist indeed exist. He does this by 

manipulating Aristotle’s two negative principles, those of non-contradiction and the excluded 

middle, giving rise to what he calls intuitionist negation and paraconsistent negation. Intuitionist 
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negation, which Badiou draws from the work of Dutch mathematician L.E.J. Brouwer, obeys the 

principle of non-contradiction while refusing that of the excluded middle. Paraconsistent 

negation, which he draws from the Brazilian mathematician Newton da Costa, affirms the 

principle of the excluded middle but not that of non-contradiction. A final permutation, a logic 

which obeys neither negative principle, can be said to represent the possibility of “the complete 

dissolution, under the name of negation, of all potency of the negative.”457 The upshot of this 

manipulation of Aristotelian logic is a nuanced negative continuum, where the relative strength 

of negation decreases in the movement from classical, to intuitionist, to paraconsistent negation, 

and, finally, to complete dissolution. 

 This negative continuum has two general consequences for Badiou’s current project. First, 

once established, its logical gradations suffuse the branches of Badiou’s philosophy: pure 

ontology, as the discourse of the relation between being and non-being, comes to be thought 

along lines of the “black and white” logic found in classical negation; intuitionist logic, which, 

by refusing the principle of the excluded middle admits of an infinite degree of “shades of grey,” 

comes to organize the philosophical categories of appearing or existence; paraconsistent 

negation, which defies the principle of non-contradiction, enters at the level of the subject.458 As 

a second consequence, one that bears in particular upon the intuitionist logic of appearing or 

existence, the three negations and the negative continuum to which they give rise, provide a 

relational model with which to think the logic of appearing, “the transgressive strength of a truth, 

or of an event, in regard to the law.”459 If an event is “a sudden change of the rules of appearing; 

a change in the degrees of existence of a lot of multiplicities which appear in the world,” then we 
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should be able to think evental emergence along Badiou’s continuum.460 Badiou’s presentation 

of this index of evental emergence begins with what he calls an “inexistent,” something which 

appears in a given world with the minimum degree of intensity – which is to say, doesn’t exist 

from the point of view of that world. The very question of the event, for Badiou, is “what is the 

destiny, after the event, of an inexistent in the world?”461 According Badiou’s logical continuum, 

there are three possibilities, each depending upon its particular logical context. First, within a 

classical evental framework we find a movement from minimal to maximal intensity. The second 

possibility, within an intuitionistic logical evental framework, is an intermediate change in 

intensity, what Badiou calls a “weak singularity,” where “something happens, but without the 

radical effects, and in the general respect of the hierarchy of degrees of appearing in the world.” 

Finally, within a paraconsistent logical framework we have what Badiou refers to as the false 

event or simulacrum, where a change in intensity of the inexistent is not perceptible at all: 

“something happens, but from the point of view of the world, everything is identical.” 

 Beyond their suffusion of Badiou’s philosophical categories, and their contribution of a 

continuum for thinking evental emergence, the complex negative operators developed through 

the itinerary outlined above crucially establish affirmative dialectics as the possibility of a 

thinking that breaks out of those frameworks whose regulation of “zero sum” classical 

oppositions – democracy, terrorism; negative dialectics, non-dialectic; epic theatre, bourgeois 

theatre – finally condemns such oppositions to lifeless, non-creative oscillation within the 

enclosed spaces of ideology. In order to understand this point – which is indeed the point of 

affirmative dialectics – we must follow through with Badiou’s problematization of the original 

Platonic scheme in the Sophist, where the three negations can be seen to displace the logic of 
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identity, one of the four names of finitude in Badiou’s developing project of The Immanence of 

Truths. Having established his triplicity of negative operators, Badiou returns to the question of 

enemies and friends, offering several examples which, in light of these complex negative 

operators, productively complicate the question of difference posed by The Sophist. For instance, 

while the aim of war along classical lines is the destruction of the enemy – “the most radical 

form of negation” – one often finds instances in which the enemy’s destruction works at cross 

purposes with the overall campaign. This, Badiou points out, is precisely the case in class 

struggle, where victory indeed depends not upon the destruction of the work force, but upon the 

latter’s robust integrity. In this case, rather than the classical arrangement, we find something 

closer to an intuitionist framework. Then there are cases, such as that of the alliance of the U.S. 

and the Soviet Union against Germany during the Second World War, in which enemies 

momentarily set aside their differences in order to accomplish a common purpose. In this 

example, according to Badiou, we find a “complex political sequence, where a very strong 

negation is involved, and in some sense, dominated by a weaker negation.”462 By establishing a 

new logical framework within which to think an infinite range of possible modalities of negation, 

Badiou thus succeeds in unfounding the hegemonic status of classical negation and its 

identitarian finitude, essential supports of the crisis of the Idea today. 

 What makes identity a logic of finitude for Badiou? And how precisely does affirmative 

dialectics propose to effect a rupture with this logic? What we might call the fallacy of classical 

negation for Badiou rests up a kind of blindness to precisely the negative diversity described 

above, one that allows one to persist in the belief that negativity must precede affirmation in any 

process of creative novelty, and consequently, in the conviction that the polarization that results 
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from such a process necessarily leaves one party in the ideological position of the other’s 

negation. As a kind of thought experiment, let’s return to Adorno’s negative dialectics and the 

non-dialectical models of Althusser and Negri. Let’s say, as Badiou indeed suggests, that in the 

model of classical negation we have something like the State, a prevailing order which regulates 

its constituent parts through the play of a melodramatic/tragic ideology of heroes and villains. 

Let’s imagine a temporal sequence where a first negation of the State results in the affirmation of 

the novel Althusser-Negri model: against classical negation, conceived as too negative, we 

propose a model cleansed of all dialecticity. Let’s then imagine the Adorno position as the 

conservative reaction against the Althusser-Negri model: dialectics should be preserved, and, 

against the affirmation of a new, non-dialectical possibility, should in fact be radicalized. In this 

case the hegemony of classical negation has prevailed: our thought experiment leaves us, not 

with a new paradigm, a new invention, but with dueling particularities mired within a framework 

which has not only not been changed, but whose strength will increase in the precise measure to 

which its internal combatants become further embroiled. The mistaken belief that we are here 

dealing with the most extreme relation of enemies derives from a blindness to the fact that we 

have here not merely one negation at play – the negative relation of one enemy to another, which 

has taken the fore – but multiple negations. In this connection, Badiou explains: 

 
To escape the game of negation and negation of negation, I now present […] not a division in 

two, but in three. That is always my trick. When I am in a difficulty with a division in two, I 

create a division in three, and that’s why, generally, as Giorgio Agamben was the first to 

remark, I have finally, for every problem, four terms. Hegel has three terms, because after the 

negation and the negation of negation, he has the totality of the process, the becoming of the 

absolute knowledge as a third term, but for me, after two different affirmations, the 

conservative one and the affirmation of the new possibility, I have two different negations. 
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It’s because the conservative negation of novelty by the reaction is not the same as the 

negative part, against the conservative position, of the new affirmation.463  

 

In our thought experiment, then, the “conservative” Adorno position’s negation of the Althusser-

Negri affirmation, is not the same as the latter’s original negation of the overarching State of 

classical negation. Badiou’s point is that, once the progressive side is engaged by the reaction, 

there is a kind of collapsing of negative relations, whereby we are no longer dealing with 

opposition to the State, but with an ideological battle “on the ground” which, entirely classical in 

its melodramatic/tragic opposition of hero and villain, is perfectly adequate to maintaining, and 

even lending strength to, the dominant paradigm. For Badiou, having three terms, rather than 

two, finally means a way out of dogmatism, whose renewed sense in the perspective of 

affirmative dialectics is “the conviction that the situation demands a single logic.” 

 Affirmative dialectics, as the new logical support for Badiou’s theory of the event, proclaims 

that dogmatic finitude can be subverted only by subjective processes whose roots touch the 

infinite through the triple play of negative operators. “The infinite,” Badiou writes, “the truth, 

novelty – always emerges in a space that admits in a certain manner the play, or the circulation, 

between the three negations. One can’t do without a negation. It is for this reason that human 

invention and the possible destiny of humanity rests upon the fact that there be a logical 

triplicity.”464 It is this negative play which finally opens the space for a thinking of creative 

novelty that begins, not with negation, but with affirmation. “I think the problem today,” Badiou 

writes, “is to find a way of reversing the classical dialectical logic inside itself so that the 

affirmation, or the positive proposition, comes before the negation instead of after it.”465 From 
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the perspective of affirmative dialectics, it is precisely by beginning in a position of opposition to 

the State that one consigns oneself to its machinery. Affirmative dialectics, then, is the result of 

an effort “to find a dialectical framework where something or the future comes before the 

negative present.”466 It is in this sense that affirmative dialectics constitutes the new logical 

support of the theory of the event: as radically subtracted from the order of things, the event is 

the name of the primitive affirmation which is the point of origin of affirmative dialectics, its ex-

centric source. Indeed, escaping dogmatic finitude necessitates a thinking of something which 

comes from outside of the situation, something radically subtracted from the State and its law. 

“The fundamental idea is: to be in the new affirmative dialectical framework, you must be 

outside the State, because inside the State you are precisely in the negative figure of opposition. 

And so, once more, the negativity, the appearance of negativity, comes first.”467 In relation to the 

two dialectical models discussed above, then, Badiou’s proposal of the tripartite logic of 

affirmative dialectics finally performs precisely a thinking of creative novelty, “not in the form 

of a negation of what exists, but in the form of newness inside what exists.”468  

 Badiou’s affirmative dialectics should in no way be read as a suppression of the relation 

between affirmation and negation, one that would amount to a kind of pacifism. In Badiou’s 

perspective, on the contrary, “revolt and class struggle remain essential.”469 In the evolving 

perspective of affirmative dialectics, however, it is simply that the form of negation can only 

partake in an authentic process of creative novelty if it follows upon a primitive affirmation. By 

beginning with negation, one is already trapped in a defensive position within the State. The 

resurrection of Christ, the Pauline event, didn’t change the Roman Empire, but opened within it a 
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new possibility, and it was only after this event, in the process of creation of a new subjective 

body through incorporation that occurred in its wake, that different forms negation – “struggle, 

revolt, a new possibility to be against something, destruction of some part of the law, and so on” 

– took place. “These forms of negation,” Badiou asserts, “are consequences of the birth of the 

new subjectivity, and not the other way around; it is not the new subjectivity that is a 

consequence of the negation. So there is something really non-dialectical – in the sense of Hegel 

and Marx — about this logic, because we do not start with the creativity of negation as such, 

even if the site of negativity is certainly included in the consequences of something which is 

affirmative.”470 In the perspective of affirmative dialectics, “there is no longer negation on the 

one hand and affirmation on the other. There is rather affirmation and division, or the creation 

that grounds the independence of a new subject from within the situation of the old.”471 

Returning to the anthropological question, for Badiou, finally, “the art of living, in the sense of 

the art of being creative, of inventive frameworks, is the art of circulation between the three 

negations.”472 

 

 

ART AND AFFIRMATION 

 
Let us declare again, on behalf of humanity, the artistic rights of the truly 

non-human. Let us again accept being transfixed by a truth (or a beauty: 

it’s the same thing), rather than calculating to the nearest penny the minor 

modes of our expression.—BADIOU, “Manifesto of Affirmationism” 
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Badiou’s affirmative dialectics suffuses his current thinking on the artistic truth procedure, where 

it finds expression in what he not surprisingly calls affirmationism. In the manifesto which 

presents and proclaims the maxims of affirmationist art, Badiou presents an account of the 

current situation on the artistic front in keeping with the pornographic and mystical division in 

his assessment of the theatre’s rightist and leftist conceptions. In the broader framework of 

contemporary artistic production, Badiou situates on the side of pornography a nationalist and 

hyper-mediatized entertainment industry which breathes new life into the art pompier tradition 

with monumental cinematic, athletic and theatrical spectacles, an industry which is “a kind of 

rowdy celebration of its own power, a morbid and hackneyed representationalist intoxication, 

which is offered to the people as opium for its passivity.”473 To this spectacular pompiérisme, 

Badiou opposes a post-modernism which he here critically appropriates to designate, “all 

representations of artistic production that come under the banner of a spectacular exhibition of 

desires, of fantasy and terror; and under the banner of abolishing the universal, that is, the total 

exhibition of particularisms and the historical equality of formal means.”474 It is important here 

to underscore the manner in which the foundations of affirmative dialectics in an interrogation of 

identitarian finitude inform the mandate of affirmationist art. Here, Badiou crucially extends his 

critique of identitarian finitude by decrying the two principal manifestations of particularity in 

the post-modern artistic landscape, the first of which comprises “communitarian, ethnic, 

linguistic, religious, sexual, and so on, particularity,” and the second, a “biographical 

particularity, the self as that which imagines that it can and must ‘express itself.’”475 For Badiou, 

these “communitarian and ethnic products,” and “products of the ego” are finally shown to be 

                                                
473 Badiou, “Affirmative Dialectics,” 138. 
474 Alain Badiou, “Third Sketch of a Manifesto of Affirmationist Art,” trans. Steve Corcoran (London: 
Verso, 2006), 134. 
475 Badiou, 134. 



 

 267 

degraded versions of the romantic formalism of the last century, in which “it is presumed that a 

single formal idea, a single gesture/movement, a single dead (boring) craft, is sufficient to 

distinguish such art from commercial mass production.”476 To the proliferation of particularities 

that characterizes the “formal romantic vitalism” of this “Tibetan pornography,” Badiou opposes 

the “uninhibited, immoral, and – when successful – fundamentally inhuman, energy of 

affirmation.”477 Pledging its allegiance to “the singularity of a critical genealogy” of authentic 

artistic innovations of the twentieth century, affirmationist art proclaims “the existence in art of 

something that, for the poor century now underway, no longer exists: monumental construction, 

projects, the creative force of the weak, the overthrow of established powers.”478 In doing so, it 

establishes itself in opposition to: 

 
[…] all those who want only to terminate, the entire cohort of last men, exhausted and 

parasitical, and their infernal ‘modesty.’ The end of art, of metaphysics, of representation, of 

imitation, of transcendence, of the work, of the spirit… Enough! Let’s proclaim at a stroke an 

end to all ends, and the possible beginning of all that is, as of all that was, and will be. 

 

To the finitude of post-modern particularism, affirmationism opposes an infinite artistic 

subjectivity located, not in an individual ego, but in works themselves, and in the collections of 

works Badiou calls “configurations,” which represent the subjective consequences of artistic 

events. “A configuration,” Badiou writes, “is neither nameable nor calculable in the anterior 

situation of the art in question. It is what happens outside of all predication and outside of all 

predicates.” This maxim has important consequences for affirmationist art, whose additional 

maxims position the artist as a vanishing mediator, and view art as having nothing to do with 
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schools and destined neither to any particular public nor as the “the expression of a particularity, 

whether ethnic or egoistic.” Affirmationist art is “subtracted from every previous classification,” 

and “abstracted from all particularity.”  

 Like affirmative dialectics, affirmationist art finally rests upon its own distinctive triplicity, 

whose figuration Badiou borrows from Mallarmé. “The art that is and the art that is to come, 

should hang together as solidly as a demonstration, be as surprising as a night-time ambush, and 

be as elevated as a star.”479 In its first articulation here, affirmationist art must exhibit the solidity 

of a demonstration in order to “oppose the perpetual mobility of the market in the imperial world 

with the inflexibility of a principle of consequence.”480 In it second articulation, the surprise of 

affirmationist art speaks to its evental aspect, to the fact that all authentic art “makes an event of 

a previously unknown real. The work imposes this real, this piece of the real, violently upon 

whomever is seized by it. The work does not make it circulate, does not communicate it. It 

imposes it, necessarily with a little touch of terror.”481 The final articulation of affirmationist art 

here speaks to the “atemporal coldness” of every invented form: “the work of art to come 

considers itself above imperial commerce.”482 For Badiou, as with affirmative dialectics: 

 
The difficulty of art today is that there are three imperatives and not simply one. There is the 

imperative of the consequence, that is, a logical imperative, one that pertains to the 

mathematics its being. There is the imperative of surprise, that is, of the real, or of the 

exception. And there is the imperative of elevation, that is, the imperative of the symbol, or 

of distance. It is often the case that works can be admitted under one or two of the three 
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imperatives. But today the great problem of form is really to combine the three. This is what 

will decide the work to come.483 

 

 Already the reader will have recognized the resonance of Badiou’s play of triplicity in the 

three dialectical figures which activate the theatre in Rhapsody. Though the complex negative 

operators of his affirmative dialectics, Badiou founds a theatre of contradiction, one adequate to 

capitalist anthropology in so far as, having fixed its subtractive horizon beyond the order of 

things, it is finally capable of overcoming any critique. Returning in conclusion to the question 

of the theatre’s “leftist” trend and its relentlessly negative protocol, Badiou contends that: 

 
Just as one must draw lessons from the damage done by a unilateral and violent political 

leftism one must acknowledge that purely critical experimentation, the idea of an immediate 

abolition of all forms of theatrical representation, the exclusive promotion of a theatre 

without theatre – all this cannot by itself constitute a solid orientation for the future of the 

theatre and its broader relationship to populations from which it remains distant. Taken in 

isolation as the general doctrine of the “theatre” today, the critical and negative tendencies 

threaten the theatre because their radicality, as soon as it is established as a dominant 

orientation, is necessarily destructive. You know very well that I am certainly not in principle 

opposed to violence or destruction. But this constant negation of the theatre from within 

itself, obtained, in what is finally a monotonous manner, by a sort of excessive appetite for 

the real, for pure presence, for the naked, torn, and tortured body exposed onstage in the very 

violence of its presence, all of this combined with spectacular lights, shocking images and a 

powerful sound system, cannot and must not constitute the whole of the theatre.484  

 

It would be misguided, however, to take Badiou’s current thinking on the theatre as an 

impassioned defense of a beleaguered stage. In the final analysis, as Badiou puts it, “nothing of 
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what can be said for or against the theatre can escape the theatre itself.”485 If the central 

formalism of Badiou’s Being and Event was set theory – and Cohen’s theorem, in particular – 

and if that of Logics of Worlds was a logical topology, paraconsistent negation takes over as the 

primary formalism for the in-progress The Immanence of Truths, animating this work’s 

meditation on the limits of the principle of non-contradiction. It is in relation to this new 

formalism that we should understand Badiou’s current project for an affirmationist theatre. 

Beyond the finitude of identitarian tragedy, Badiou’s contention is that the theatre is, finally, “the 

greatest machine ever invented for absorbing contradictions: no contradiction frightens it. On the 

contrary, each one constitutes for the theatre a new source of nutrition.”486 
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