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Les Immatériaux,1theexhibitionstagedbydesigntheoristThierryChaputand
philosopherJean-FrançoisLyotardattheCentrePompidouinParisin1985,
confrontedanacceleratingcycleinwhichtechnologicalinstrumentsafford
usagraspofmatterbeyondthehumanperceptualgamut,decomposingthe
structureofobjectsintosystemsofimperceptibleelementswhicharethen
recomposed,predominantlythroughtheuseofmachinelanguages,intonew
materials.(Theterm“immaterials”thereforereferstothesenewmaterials
andtheirretroactiveeffectuponourconceptionofmatterassuch;nottoany
notionofthedematerialised,incorporealordisembodied).

AccordingtothepropositionofLes Immatériaux,thesenewdevelopments
disruptthenotionofmatterassomethingdestinedforandsubservientto
humanprojects.Ratherthanastablesetofmaterialsreadyforuse,weare
facedwithanunstablesetofinteractionsthatproblematiseapparentlystable
polaritiessuchasmindversusmatter,hardwareversussoftware,matter
versusform,matterversusstate,andmatterversusenergy.

Initsattempttoarticulatethisruptureanditsrepercussionsintheformof
apublicexhibition,Les Immatériauxcanberegardedasapivotalmomentin
theconvergenceofphilosophy,artandexhibition-making.Itenablesusto
takeacriticallookatasetofintertwinedtendenciesrelatedtowhatwemight

1 MyacquaintancewithLes Immatériauxhasemergedoverthecourseofmanydiscus-
sions,initiallywithcomposerFlorianHecker,and,morerecently,withphilosopherYuk
Hui.Thistextisdrawnfrompresentationsmadeatseveralsymposiaduringthecourse
of2014:attheexhibitionSpeculations on Anonymous MaterialsattheFridericianumin
Kassel,at30 Years after Les Immatériaux at the Centre for Digital Cultures at the Leu-
phanaUniversityofLüneberg,andatMegarave-MetaraveatWallrissinFribourg.
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call“thepostmodernmoment”,whichincludetheemergenceoftheoretical
and/orphilosophicalthoughtasaconstituentpartofexhibition-makingand,
conversely,theemergenceofthecontemporaryartexhibitionasaninter-
nationalarenafor(somethinglike)philosophicaldiscourse;exhibition-making
asacollectivedramatisationofthecontemporaryconjuncture;andthe
instrumentalisationofthispracticeasamodeofculturalcapitalisation.

Inthefollowing,Ifirstargueforthecontinuingrelevanceoftheconcept
of“immaterials”forustoday,thengoontoexaminetheexhibitionitself,
detailingitshistoricalandinstitutionalcontextandscrutinizingLyotard’s
philosophicalandextra-philosophicalmotivationsforenteringintothe
unknownterritoryofthiscrossoverbetweendisciplinesandgenres.Isuggest
thattheintentionsandmeansofLes Immatériaux shouldbere-evaluatedin
thelightofthenorms,politicsandeconomicsoftheglobalisedcontemporary
artscenethathasdevelopedsincethetimeofLes Immatériaux,manyfacetsof
whichwereanticipatedbythe1985exhibition.Finally,Iaskwhethertheques-
tionof“accelerationism”emergingincontemporaryphilosophytoday(which
isstronglylinkedtoacertainturninLyotard’sthinkingatthetimeofLes 
Immatériaux)mightprovideawaytoreorienttheimpulseofLes Immatériaux 
outsideofwhathavenowbecomeinstitutionalconstraints.

Immaterials Today
Inthe1990s,workingwithacolonyofnarcolepticdogsthathadbeenbredin
captivityforseveralgenerationsinaresearchfacilityinStanford,scientists
finallyidentifiedthedamagedgeneresponsiblefortheirdynastyofsleepy
canines:thesedogslackedareceptorforaneurotransmitterchemicalthat
wouldlaterbenamedorexin.Thischemicalhadbeenidentifiedinthelate
‘90sashavinganappetite-stimulatingeffect,andhadbeenearmarkedfor
futureobesityresearch.ThediscoveryatStanfordopenedupadifferent
destinyforit,andsuggestedanovelapproachtothedevelopmentofsleep
drugs:whereasscientistshadformerlyaimedtofindneurochemicalagents
thatwouldencouragetheonsetofsleep–somethingthatawholegeneration
ofdrugshadachievedonlybyadoptingacrude“sledgehammer”approach–
researchnowbecamefocusedonblockingthereceptionofachemicalthatis
instrumentalinkeepingthebraininawakingstate.

ThepharmaceuticalgiantMerckconductedacomputer-controlledchemical
scanofalibraryofthreemillioncompounds,compoundswhichthemselves
weretheby-productsofother(bothsuccessfulandunsuccessful)research
projects.Asampleofeachofthesecompoundswasintroducedinturnintoa
“cellularsoupderivedfromhumancellsandmodifiedtoactasasurrogateof
thebrain”.Anagentwasaddedthatwouldreactwithorexinandglowifitwas
present.Thisautomatedprocesswasfilmedautomaticallyand,overthree



Immaterials, Exhibition, Acceleration 217

weeks,theplatesthatfailedtolightupwerereduceddowntoafewforfurther
testing.TheresultingnewdrugiscurrentlyunderreviewbytheFederalDrug
Administrationandisexpectedtocometomarketshortly.2

Thistypeofprocedureisinmoregeneraluseasatechniqueinmaterials
sciencecalled“high-throughputcomputationaldesign”,whichisexpected
toreplacethetrial-and-errortechniquespreviouslyusedindevelopingnew
materials.Itcombinestheresourcesofmassivecomputingpoweranda
growingknowledgeofhowdesiredpropertiessuchashardness,conductivity,
colour,etc.,canbeattributedtoquantum-levelcharacteristicsofmatter.
Oncetheyhaveidentifiedthelow-levelconfigurationsofmatterthatgiverise
toacertaindesiredproperty–its“fundamentaldescriptor”–scientistsat
theMaterialsProjectatBerkeley3can“access,search,screenandcompare”a
databaseoftensofthousandsofinorganicmaterialsforcandidates.A“golden
ageofmaterialsdesign”isanticipated:“[m]assivecomputingpowerhasgiven
human beings greater power to turn raw matter into useful technologies than 
theyhaveeverhad.” 4

Amaterialisnolongeranobstinate,opaque,naturalgiven,readytobe
formedaccordingtoaspecifichumanproject.Materialsarenowcoded
structuresthatarealreadytheproductofageneralisedscanningandan
immaterialmanipulationandproductionbeforetheyevenenterthedomain
ofmanufacturing.Thetotalcombinatorialspaceofpossibleconfigurations
(includingcompoundsthatdonotoccurnaturally,andareevenvirtualandas-
yetinexistent)isavailableasahugememorybanktobesearchedandprobed;
increasingly,thesamecanbesaidfortheneuralspaceofthebrain.Rather
thanbeingthesubjectwhomastersthematerialobject,orthedestinedrecip-
ientofitsmessage,thehumanisthetransmitterofautomateddiscoveries,
andinturnisitselftreatedasacomplexofcoded,structuredmatterinter-
facingwithothercompoundsbothorganicandinorganic.

Closertotheeverydayworld,considertherecentmass-marketemergence
oftheelectroniccigarette:herethepleasuretakenintheinhalingofthe
smokeoftheburningtobaccoplant–aritualisedpsychotropicactemerging
nodoubtfromacontingentencounterinhumanhistory–isanalysedintoits
componentpartsandsimulatedthroughtheuseofelectroniccomponents
andinorganicmaterials.Themeaningswithwhichtobaccoproductswere
freightedarealsodisruptedthroughtheirtransferintothisnew,simulated
form.Thesyntheticprocesssplinterstheorganicmeaningoftheactof
smoking:theneuroactiveagentanditsaddictivepropertiesareseparated
fromtheevocationsoffire,smokeandash,withanicotine-ladenglycol-water

2 IanParker,“TheBigSleep”,New Yorker,December9,2013,p.50–63.
3 Seehttps://www.materialsproject.org.
4 GerbrandCeder,KristinPersson,“TheStuffofDreams”,Scientific American,December

2013.

https://www.materialsproject.org
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vapourofferingatactileandvisualanalogueforsmoke;thepotentialto
tincturethisbasewithmultipleflavoursopensitontothespaceoftheculinary
andolfactoryarts,andintroducesadisturbingparalleltocandy(deploredas
eitherinfantilisingforadultsorasadangertochildren).Inthenewsimulacra
oftheaestheticand–ifwemightsayso–sublimeorspiritualaspectof
smoking,withitsconnotationsofnihilismorsacrifice,thefatalconsequences
areattenuated(asfarasweknow),andthehabitisweldedtoanewcomplex
ofassociations(thelogicoftheelectronicgadget,thatofhardware/software,
and,increasingly,thatof“hacking”).

Inmeshingneurotropicswithdigitalelectronics(potentiallyInternet-con-
nected,keepinginmindthatvapestickbatteriesarechargedbypluggingthem
intotheUSBportsofPCs),whatisreallycreatedisageneralisedplatformfor
thedeliveryofself-administeredpharmaceuticalcompounds–somethingthat
isalreadybeingexploredbyvape“modders”.Itwouldnotbestretchingthings
toimagine,afewyearsfromnow,thatawirelessvapestickwillsampleits
owner’ssalivaand,detectingimbalancesorbeingprogrammedforarequired
psychotropicstate,willimmediatelysynthesiseandsupplyanappropriate
cocktailinvapourform,atthesametimerecordingandconsolidatingthe
dataformassanalysisorcrowd-basedsharing,datawhichinturncouldbe
scannedandanalysedtodevelopnewproducts.

Eventhetime-honouredexperienceofdurationinvolvedinsmokinga ciga-
rettedisappears,replacedbythetemporalityof“chainvaping”.Thepublic
health(nottomentiontax)implicationsareunclear,andsofarthedevices
existinakindoflegalandstatutorylimbo.Inshort,hereaselsewhere,
material innovation also constitutes a cultural event that has repercussions 
acrossmanydifferentspheres.

AsLyotardsurmised,then,“Immaterials”assembleamachineneoculture
whosedevelopmentsareintractabletothediscoursesweinheritfrom
humanismandmodernprogressivism.Withaprescientsenseofthedanger
thatthisrevolutionofmaterialscouldeasilyproceeduncomprehendedby
philosophicalthought,instagingLes ImmatériauxLyotardsethimselfupasa
(devil’s)advocateforimmaterials:

Prisonersofthematerialismoftheindustrialrevolution,immaterial
materialssufferfromtheirinvisibility.Butitisherethatacultureis
fashioned,throughimages,soundsandwords.5

ThefewexamplesIhavegiven–andofcoursetherearemanymore–show
clearlyenoughthatthequestionofmaterialshasindeedchangedregister.As
Lyotardargues,withthesedevelopmentswecannolongertrustourintuitive
categorisationofobjects,andtheirmattercannolongerbeunderstood

5 Les Immatériaux catalogue,Album,p.10.
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asagiventhatcanbeexpectedtocorrelatenaturallywithcommon-sense
languagederivedfromourhistoricalinteractionswiththeworld.New
symbolicmachineries,whoserapidanddenseoperationswecannolonger
fathom,shapethesynthesisofthesenew“immaterials”thathavebecomea
partofourlives;theyconfoundnaturallanguage,confrontinguswithexpe-
rienceswedon’tyethavethewordstodescribe,andinwhichourplaceas
creator–designer–userissignificantlyreconfiguredbyubiquitousmechanisms
of abstraction:

“Immaterial”materials,albeitnotimmaterial,arenowpreponderantin
thefluxofexchanges,whetherasobjectsoftransformationorinvest-
ment,evenifonlybecausethepassagethroughtheabstractisnow
obligatory…[A]nyrawmaterialforsynthesiscanbeconstructedby
computerandonecanknowallofitsproperties,evenifitdoesnotyet
existornolongerexists.6

AccordingtoLyotard,theclassicmodern(Cartesian)conceptionofmatter
soughttoexpel“secondaryqualities”frommatter-as-pure-extension;their
sensiblereceptionwouldbeonlya“theatricaleffect”ofthebody,thebodyas
a“confusedspeaker”which“says‘soft’,‘warm’,‘blue’,‘heavy’”.7 The science of 
immaterialsinsteadgraspsandmanipulatesthesequalitiesastheeffectsof
relativedisparitiesbetweenmemory-systems(tellingly,Berkeley’sMaterials
ProjectwasformerlyknownastheMaterialsGenomeProject).Inturn,the
humanmindbecomesonlyoneofaseriesof“transformers”thatfleetingly
generateimmaterialsastheyextractandcontractflowsofenergy-infor-
mation:“eventhetransformerthatourcentralnervoussystemis…canonly
transcribeandinscribeaccordingtoitsownrhythmtheextractionswhich
come to it”8–wearesynthesisersamongsynthesisers,andnotthedestination
andarbiterofallmatters:

theprogressthathasbeenaccomplishedinthesciences,andperhaps
intheartsaswell,isstrictlyconnectedtoanevercloserknowledgeof
whatwegenerallycallobjects.(Whichcanalsobeaquestionofobjects
ofthought.)Andsoanalysisdecomposestheseobjectsandmakesus
perceivethat,finally,therecanonlybeconsideredtobeobjectsatthe
levelofahumanpointofview;attheirconstitutionorstructurallevel,
theyareonlyaquestionofcomplexagglomeratesoftinypacketsof
energy,orofparticlesthatcan’tpossiblybegraspedassuch.Finally,
there’snosuchthingasmatter,andtheonlythingthatexistsisenergy;
wenolongerhaveanysuchthingasmaterials,intheoldsenseofthe

6 Ibid.
7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“MatterandTime”,inThe Inhuman (London:PolityPress,1991),p.

37–38.
8 Ibid.,p.43.



220 30 Years after Les Immatériaux

wordthatimpliedanobjectthatofferedresistancetoanykindofproject
thatattemptedtoalienateitfromitsprimaryfinalities.9

ForLyotardthehistoricalmomentofimmaterialspromisesadeanthropocen-
tricisationofcultureevenasitheraldstheendoftheprogressiveprogramof
modernity.Farfrombeingsimplyemancipatory,however,thepredicament
intowhichitdrawsusisprofoundlyambivalent:“ifwehaveatourdisposal
interfacescapableofmemorizing,inafashionaccessibletous,vibrations
naturallybeyondourken…thenweareextendingourpowerofdifferentiation
andourmemories,wearedelayingreactionswhichareasyetnotundercon-
trol,weareincreasingourmaterialliberty”;andyetthislibertycomesatthe
priceofsecurity,atthepriceofacounterfinalityoftechniqueanda“fore-
closureofends”.10

Whattheageofimmaterialspromises,then,isacomplexificationofmatter
“inwhichenergycomestobereflected,withouthumansnecessarilygetting
anybenefitfromthis”.11Andsinceimmaterialisation,throughitsgeneralised
codingandredistributionofmaterialaffect,alsoreconfiguresourrelationto
theculturalandtheaesthetic,itimplies“aprofoundcrisisofaestheticsand
thereforeofthecontemporaryarts”.12Asadeliberateexacerbationofthis
crisis,Les Immatériauxsoughttocreatea“dramaturgy”ofthenewcondition
of“interactivity”;13tostagetheuncertaintyandambivalenceofthisdisruptive
momentinthehistoryofmatter,exploring“thechagrinthatsurroundsthe
endofthemodernageaswellasthefeelingofjubilationthat’sconnectedwith
theappearanceofsomethingnew”.Mostimportantly,itsought“toactivate
thisdisarrayratherthantoappeaseit”,14bycreatinganexperiencethatwould
allowitsaudiencetoexplorethe“collectivecortexconstitutedbymachine
memories”15(aformulationthatnodoubtsoundedfuturisticin1985butis
closetobeingacommonplacetoday).16

Legitimation, Intensification
Itisaquestion,then,of“legitimation”or“vindication”,ofallowingthesenew
materialstheirproperplaceinacultureyettocome,andthusofusheringin
thisculture–anoperationthatsimultaneouslyentailsacallingintoquestion

9 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,InterviewwithBernardBlistène,Flash Art,March1985.
10 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.54.
11 Ibid.,p.45.
12 Ibid.,p.50.
13 “Interactivity”intheambivalentanddisquietingsensethatLyotardgivestoit:seehis

“report”inthepresentvolume.
14 Lyotard,InterviewwithBernardBlistène.
15 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.45.
16 ForexampleRayKurzweil,directorofengineeringatGoogle,explicitlydescribeshis

workintermsoftheconstructionofa“syntheticneocortex”:http://www.33rdsquare.
com/2015/01/ray-kurzweil-is-building-synthetic.html.

http://www.33rdsquare.com/2015/01/ray-kurzweil-is-building-synthetic.html
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ofsomeofthemostfundamentalprinciplesofmodernthought.This
legitimationentailsakindofdestabilisationofthehuman,anadmissionthat
weinhabitamaterialculturethatisnolonger“ours”,isnolongerstraight-
forwardly“human”–orrather,onethatgivesustounderstandthat“human”
isnolongerastraightforwardmatter.ButhowandwhydidLyotardcometo
employthemediumoftheexhibitiontomakethisdisquietingtruthfelt?

Theinitialbrieffortheproject(draftedbeforeLyotardwasinvolved)speaks
ofasituationinwhichthepassagefromanenergy-intensivetoaninfor-
mation-intensivesocietypresents“newmodesofperception,representation
andsymbolisation,correspondingtonewmeansofdecision,conceptionand
production”.17Theoriginandoutcomeofproductionprocesses,productand
rawmaterial,arenotstraightforwardlydistinctanymore,anda“profound
modificationofthedualitydesign/production”isunderway,creatinganew
environmentthatescapesthesymbolicorderandthemeans-endcon-
figurationofmodernity.Fornewtechnologiescreatetheirownsymbolic
order–andanewsocialorderandnewmodesofdistributionalongwithit.
Theauthorsfindthisprocessatanacutestageinwhichitisnotyetfixed,and
wherewhatismostwidelysharedisaperplexity,whichiswhattheysetout
to“dramatise”intheexhibition.Alreadyinvokedatthispointistheideaof
anexperimentalscenographyandalternativepedagogy,placingaseriesof
exhibitswithintheexhibitionspaceaccordingtoaconceptualorganisation
thatwouldallowformultiplereadings.

IntakingchargeoftheconceptualisationofLes Immatériaux,Lyotardproceeds
totracethesequestionstotheirfundamentalroots–callingintoquestionthe
verynotionof“creation”thatwaspresentintheinitialtitle(“NewMaterials
andCreation”)andoperatingan(alltold,ratheridiosyncratic)conceptual
dissectionofthemeaningof“material”.ThestructureLyotarddevisesforthe
exhibitionsuggeststhatinmodernity“theobjectingeneralisconsideredas
asign”,18butthattheconclusionthatthereforeallmattersarenowmatters,
materials,ofcommunication,remainsunexplored.Headaptsamodelof
communicationtakenfromHaroldLasswell’slinguisticpragmatismtodis-
tributethevariousdeclinationsoftheSanskritrootmât(“tomakewiththe
hand,tomeasure,toconstruct”)inaccordancewiththismodelofthevarious
elementsinvolvedinanyinstanceofcommunication.Inthefirstfullproposal
for Les Immatériaux thesemanticambiguityof“material”alreadyplaysarolein
settinginmotionslippagesfromonesemanticzonetoanother:throughshifts
inperspective,oneandthesamematerialcanbeseentooccupyvarious
differentpositionswithinthecommunicationalstructure.

17 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.8.
18 Ibid.,p.17.
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Lyotardimaginesthatthedramatisationofthisstructuralslippage(thecon-
tentofonemessagemaybethematerialsupportforanothermessageand,
fromanotherperspective,therecipientofyetanother,etc.),dramatised
withintheexhibitionspace,willproduceakindofdisorientation.For“itisnot
amatterofexplaining”,abrieffortheprojecttellsus,“butofmaking sensible 
thisproblematic…[Les Immatériaux]seekstoawakenasensibilityassumedto
bepresentinthepublic,butdeprivedofthemeansofexpression.Itwishesto
makefeltthesentimentoftheendofaneraandofthedisquietthatisbornin
thedawnofpost-modernity”.19ThroughoutthedevelopmentprocessLyotard
carefully calibrates Les Immatériaux ’sresponsetothischallenge.Ratherthan
ajudgement,itistobeaperformativeintensification that is as one with the 
legitimation ofimmaterialsinvokedabove:“[i]tisnotamatterofmaking
apocalypticpronouncementsor,onthecontrary,ofaffirmingthatnothing
haschanged;itisaquestionofintensifyinginterrogationand,sotospeak,
ofaggravatingtheuncertaintythatitmakesweighuponthepresentandthe
futureofhumans.”20

BeforewebroachthequestionofwhatLyotardquaphilosopherbringstothe
newmediumoftheexhibition–andindeedwhatthechangeofmediumoffers
tothephilosopher–wewillfirsttracethehistoryofthesitewithinwhichthis
“dramaturgyofinteraction”wastobestaged.

The Slaughterhouse and the Piazza
In1955theFrenchgovernmentresolvedtomodernisethefamousabattoirs
ofLaVilletteontheoutskirtsofParis,alatenineteenth-centurymonument
torationalindustrialdesignandcentralisation.21Workbeganin1961,withthe
costoftheprojectgrowingfromanalreadyenormous245millionto110billion
francs,andwithagreatdealofthesefundsultimatelyleftunaccountedfor.
Thenewabattoirsandauctionmarketprovedobsoletebeforetheywerecom-
pleted.Inconceivingofthemasaprestigiousmunicipaltrophy,theauthorities
hadignoredtheproblemsofsituatingamassivecentralisedfacilityinan
alreadycongestedcity,atatimewhendecentralisationwasthepredominant
economicandlogisticaltrend.Theprojectprovedtotallymaladaptedtothe
realitiesofindustry.WorkatLaVillettewasdiscontinuedin1967andthe
wholeedificewasfinallydemolished,amidstgreatfinancialscandal.22Withthe
newslaughterhouseandmarketdynamitedandpulverised,withagreatdeal
ofpublicmoneyhavingbeensquanderedintheprocess,LaVillettewouldlie

19 Ibid.,p.26.
20 Ibid.,p.17.
21 SeeDorothéeBrantz,“RecallingtheSlaughterhouse”,Cabinet,Fall2001,http://

cabinetmagazine.org/issues/4/slaughterhouse.php.
22 See“LesAutresScandales”,Le Nouvel Observateur,September28,2001:http://tempsreel.

nouvelobs.com/opinions/00018896.EDI0001/les-autres-scandales.html.

http://cabinetmagazine.org/issues/4/slaughterhouse.php
http://tempsreel.nouvelobs.com/opinions/00018896.EDI0001/les-autres-scandales.html
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dormantforafewyearsbeforeeventuallybecomingthesiteofa“polyvalent
culturalcomplex”,a“CityofScienceandIndustry”,includinganewNational
MuseumofScienceandTechnology,theCitédelaMusique,andothercultural
centres:ineffect,anearly“culturalthemepark”.

GeorgesPompidou,whoalongwithDeGaulleandGiscardd’Estainghadpre-
sidedoverthisdisastrousproject,unbowedbyscandalandhavinglubricated
the“settlement”ofMay‘68,becamepresidentin1971.23Theneo-Hausmannian
zealofthis“managerialmedici”24forremodellingandmodernizingthecity
continuedwiththerazingoftheLesHallesareaandtheconstructionofa
massivelyfundedculturalcentre–thefamousbuildingwhich(insteadofthe
ill-fatedslaughterhouse)wouldtakeonhisname.

Perhapsmindfulofthefateofthecentralisedmeatmarket,theMinisterof
CultureofthetimeproclaimedtheCentreBeaubourgtobeune centrale de 
la décentralisation.Thereissometruthinthis,sinceitisaninstitutionthat
hadtooperateacapitalconcentration:itneededtofiguredisproportionately
largeuponthenationalculturalscenebecauseFrancewaslosingitspolitical
gravitasinaglobalised,decentralisedworld.Thebeliefthatthispowerhouse
wouldreconsolidatesomeofthatpowerthroughtheculturalrealmisindi-
catedfranklyenoughinthetitleoftheopeningexhibitionParis–New York 
(originalentitled“Paris–NewYork–Paris”!).

Needlesstosay,theBeaubourgprefiguresmanysubsequenttrophyprojects:
inamodeltobefollowedworldwide,itwassupposedatoncetocementthe
importanceofcultureasadimensionofnationalpatrimonyworthyofinter-
nationalrecognition,andtokick-startthe“regeneration”ofanoldareaof
Paris into a quartier des arts,a“high-rentlocationforeditorialoffices,pub-
lishinghouses,architectsandboutiques”25allclusteredaroundthePiano-
Rogers“culturalwarehouse”.

Cultural Space
TheappearanceoftheBeaubourgisalsocontemporaneouswithacertain
setofexpectationsdemandedofpublicexhibition-making.Theappoint-
mentofPontusHultén26wasasymboloftheinstitution’sdetermination
to at least be seen to be takingseriouslythepropositionsanddemandsof
thebroadenedfieldofcontemporaryartemerginginthe‘60swithinthe
inheritedinstitutionalframeworkitsoughttoreinvigorateandcapitalise

23 SeePaulJankowski,Shades of Indignation: Political Scandals in France, Past and Present 
(Oxford,NY:Berghahn),p.88.

24 RalphRumney,“Pompidou’sMulti-ColouredDream-Machine:OrHowTheyOpenedthe
£125mArtRefinery”,Art Monthly,February,1977.

25 NancyMarmer,“WaitingforGloire”,ArtForum, February1977.
26 WillisDomingo,“PontusisPilot:AProfileofPontusHulten”,Art Monthly,February1977.
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on.InStockholm,Hulténhadprovedhisabilitytoattractanon-traditional
audiencethroughafestiveprogrammeofcontroversialhappeningsand
cross-disciplinaryinitiativesacrossthearts,sciencesandpopculture.Upon
hisappointmentattheBeaubourghespokeenthusiasticallyoftheneedto
“create new institutions”: 

weareprobablymovingtowardsasocietywhereartwillplayaverylarge
role…Whilewaitingforarttobeintegratedwithlifeandpenetratesociety
initsentirety,exchange(betweenartistsandthepublic)musttakeplace
in“museums”newlyconceived.Suchmuseumswillnolongerbesimply
areasfortheconservationofworks…butplaceswhereartistsencounter
thepublicandwherethepublicitselfcanbecomecreative…wemusttry
to open up themuseums.27 

InHultén’swordswefindencapsulatedthearticlesoffaithofanewcon-
ceptionofart–andthusofthemuseumandtheexhibition–thatperhaps
haveadifferentandlesshopefulresonancetoday:thefaiththattheavant-
gardedreamoftheunificationofartandlifeisallbutachieved,subjectto
deliverythroughnaturaldynamismsatworkinsociety;theanticipationofan
age in which “a greater part of the population no longer has to struggle every 
dayforsurvival”andwillthusreclaimartisticcreationfromtheelite;andan
affirmationoftheroleofthemetropolitanartscomplexinhelpingtobreak
down“culturalattitudes”andin“openingup”–vertically(tonewaudiences)
andlaterally(tonon-artdisciplines)–thespaceofculture.

Hulténseesthespaceofthemuseumintermsofanurbanistlogic:the
museumshouldbe“intheformofacity”,a“systemofrooms”that“com-
municateandinterpenetrate”,sothattheonewouldhavethe“chanceof
losingoneselfandreorientingoneself”.Intheframeworkofthisperpetual
mobility,inabuildingwhereeventhedirector’sofficeiscircumscribedby
temporarymobilewallpanels,28andwheretransparencyandporosityextends
fromtheexternalarchitecturetotheconfigurationoftheinnerspaceandthe
interactionofaudiences,Hulténimagines,forexample,theviewerofaBraque
collagehavingtheoptiontopressabuttontobringdownascreenupon
whichfivemorecollagesaremounted–ornot,ifshedoesn’twantto!Thus
technologyisanticipatedasapropforthenewmuseum’saspirationtodream
inadvancethedeterritorialisedfreecirculationofanewkindofsociety.

Towhatextentdidtheinscriptionofthisprestigiousmulti-billion-francproject
withinthenarrativeofanavant-gardeunificationofartandlifesucceed?Ina
conversationbetweenHulténandRichardRogersin1981,itisimpossiblenot

27 Ibid.
28 RichardEder,“Beaubourg’sDirectorReflectsonhisReign”,The New York Times,February

22,1981:http://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/22/arts/beaubourg-s-director-reflects-on-his-
reign.html.

http://www.nytimes.com/1981/02/22/arts/beaubourg-s-director-reflects-on-hisreign.html
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tonoticeacertainslippage,andamodulationoftheoriginalheadyambitions.
Rogersopines:

IthinkthattheBeaubourghasdemocratisedorpopularisedculture.It
givesallpeopleofallclassesandagessomethingtodoonaSaturday
afternoon.You,asaspecialist,cangotothemuseum;yourgrandmother
cangototherestaurant;andthekidscanplayinthesquare.29 

WhichHulténamplifiesasfollows:

Usuallyamuseum…isjustamuseum.AttheBeaubourg,youhavea
wholeseriesofoverlappingthingstodo,andthereforetheareabecomes
muchmoreactive.It ’smorelikearailwaystation…It’sthetheoryofthe
flexiblemagicbox,whichincludesthepiazza.Nothingiseverstatic,and
nothingiseverperfect.30 

Inthesameyearbutinlesssanguinespirit,interviewedbytheNew York Times 
onhisdeparturefromParis,hesayssimply:

Iwanted–itsoundsstupid–tobringartandlifetogether,somethinglike
that.Rauschenbergsaiditbetter:themuseumofthefutureistobeinthe
littlecrackbetweenartandlife.Itsoundedverygoodatthetime.31 

Thesuccessoftheregenerationexercisenowappearsinamoreambivalent
light:

Societylovesit.Theartistsdon’t…ThebohemianlifethatreignedinParis
untiltheendofthe‘50sisgone.Theartists[then]hadmoretimetothink,
toreflect.32

Bythistimeitwasalreadytemptingtoreadthisgiganticculturemachineas
asynecdocheforthegeneralisedspacesofdynamiccirculation,accordingto
whoseexigenciesanewcityandanewsocietywereindeedbeingformed;
spacesthatformedasuitablereceptacleforthe“festiveneoconservatism”
denouncedbyphilosopherGillesChâtelet,inwhich“culturalproduction”
isincitedtobeafacsimileorworkingscale-modelofeconomicdynamism,
orientedtowardsanoptimisationoftheliquidityofallflows33–or,asBau-
drillardhasit,inwhatreadsretrospectivelylikeanironicdétournement of 

29 “AFlyingStart”,interviewwithPontusHultenandRichardRogers,Images&Issues,
Summer1981:http://s3.amazonaws.com/eob_texts-production/texts/127/1344579035_
IMAGES_ISSUES_PDF.pdf?1344579035.

30 Ibid.
31 Eder,“Beaubourg’sDirectorReflects”.
32 Ibid.
33 SeeG.Châtelet,To Live and Think Like Pigs: The Incitement of Envy and Boredom in Market 

Democracies,trans.R.Mackay(FalmouthandNewYork:UrbanomicandSequencePress,
2014).

http://s3.amazonaws.com/eob_texts-production/texts/127/1344579035_IMAGES_ISSUES_PDF.pdf?1344579035
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Les Immatériaux ’sproposedslippagesbetweenform,contentandmaterial
support:

Neverhasitbeensoclear[asattheBeaubourg]thatthecontents–here
culture,elsewhereinformationormerchandise–aremerelytheghostly
supportfortheoppositionofthemediumwhosefunctionisstillthat
ofbeguilingthemasses,ofproducingahomogeneousflowofmenand
minds.Thehugesurgesofcomingandgoingarelikethecrowdsofsub-
urbancommutersabsorbedanddisgorgedbytheirplacesofworkatfixed
hours.Andofcourseitisworkthatisatissuehere:theworkoftesting,
probing,directedquestioning.Peoplecomeheretochoosetheobjectified
responsetoallthequestionstheycanask,orratherthey themselves come 
as an answer tothefunctional,directedquestionsposedbytheobjects.34

Analignmentoftheradicalextensionoftheavant-gardeprojectwiththe
creationofacentral–decentralisednodeofculturalcirculation,atoncea
prestigiousassetinthesoftpowerofthenation-stateandasymbolofthe
degradationofcultureintoabargainingchip,all“whilewaitingforarttobe
integratedwithlifeandpenetratesocietyinitsentirety”–towhateverdegree
thiswasacalculatedrisk,itwascertainlyapioneeringone,albeitonthepart
ofastatesmanwhohadmorethanenoughresourcesathisdisposaltostake
onsuchaventure.AsaprofileofHulténinArt Monthlyin1977admits,“one
can only speculate that the man whose name the new cultural centre bears 
wasgamblingthatbehindHulten’simageintheFrenchpressastheebullient
anarchistliesthepotentiallydocileandproductiverealityofthejeune cadre 
dynamique”–thatis,thatthereassertionofcultureasasoft-powerassetof
thenation-statewouldmerelysetthestagefortherealeconomicgameof
installing,inthesurroundingremodelledstreets(the“hygienicbufferzone”,
accordingtoBaudrillard),theaggressivevanguardofanurbane,“nomadically”
precarious,networkedandnetworking“creativeclass”.35

The Project
Itisinthiscontext–albeitafterthedepartureofPontusHulténandhis
replacementbyDominiqueBozo–thatLes Immatériaux wasconceived.Before
Lyotard’sinvolvement,theprojecthadbeenbrewingsincearound1982,under
varioustitles,asanexhibitiontobemounted“onthethemeofnewmaterials
andcreation”bytheCentre de Création Industrielle.

TheCentrePompidouwasfoundedasacollaborativespaceofdifferent
culturalcentres,and,alongsidetheModernArtMuseumandIRCAM(the

34 JeanBaudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect:ImplosionandDeterrence”,trans.R.Krauss
andA.Michelson,October20(Spring1982),p.7–8.

35 SeeChâtelet ’sbitingsatiricalportraitofthis“youngnomadelite”inTo Live and Think Like 
Pigs.



Immaterials, Exhibition, Acceleration 227

generously-fundedelectronicmusicinstituteordereddirectlybyPompidouto
bribeBoulezoutofexile)theCentre de Création Industrielle(CCI)wasformed
torepresenttheworldsofdesign,industryandarchitecture.TheCCI’searly
yearsweremarkedpredominantlybyafailuretointegratehappilyintothis
transdisciplinaryfamily–perhapsowingtothecontinuingpresenceof“an
interioruptightwitholdvalues”beneaththe“fluidcommutativeexterior”
(Baudrillardagain):anexhibitionon“TheFactory”wasviciouslypublicly
attackedbyministers;oneon“MarginalArchitectureintheUS”wasthe
subjectofcontroversybecauseoftheinclusionofpoliticaltexts(byHerbert
Marcuse,JerryRubinandAllanGinsberg);and,mostsensitively,afilmscripted
byHenriLefebvreabouttheproblemscausedbythe“renewal”oftheurban
fabricofPariswasbannedbyRobertBordaz,DirectoroftheBeaubourg.The
directorandassistantdirectoroftheCCIdepartedsoonafterwards,with
Bordazhimselftemporarilytakingoveritsdirectorship.

TheCCIwasfinallycloseddownafewyearsafterLes Immatériaux,sothat
theshowcanbeseenatonceasitsonesignalachievement,and,asAnthony
Hudekhassuggested,36alsoasa“hinge”inthehistoryofthePompidouitself;
atoncethepointatwhichitsidealcross-disciplinarypost-museumstatus
waseffectivelyachieved,andthelastexhibitioninwhichthatidealwouldbe
seriouslypursued.

Les Immatériaux certainlytookfulladvantageoftheopenandindeterminate
spaceofthefifthfloor,anditsdazzlingrangeofexhibitstakenfromindustry,
artandcommerceliveduptothepromiseoftransdisciplinarity.Yetatthe
sametimeitseemeddesignedtobaffleitsaudience:thegreymetallicmeshes
hungfromtheceilingblockinganyoverallperspective,thelabyrinthineset
of“zones”impossibletonavigate,the(oftenmalfunctioning)audioguidethat
switchedfromonesoundtracktoanotherasthevisitormovedthroughthe
space.FarfromHultén’sslickvisionofanaudiovisualapparatusglidinginto
viewattheviewer’scommand(ornot,ifshedoesn’twantitto),forLyotard
“interactivity”suggestedadisorientingconditioninwhichthevisitorwas
justonemoreinterfacerelayingmatter-information,subjecttolinesofforce
andflowsofenergythatcouldneverbesatisfactorilyintegrated,a“rhizome”
of“generalisedinteractions”throughwhichtherewasno“preferredpath”.
Lyotardspeaksof

processesofdisplacementinwhichmanisbutonenodeoftheinterface.
Theexhibitionwouldbeoneinterfaceamongothers…[T]hereshouldbe
placeswherethevisitorisnolongeranactor…vagueterrains,physical
frontiersorsonorousfrontiersoffringesofinterference.37

36 AnthonyHudek,“FromOver-toSub-Exposure:TheAnamnesisofLes Immatériaux”,Tate 
Papers,Autumn2009,http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/over-
sub-exposure-anamnesis-les-immateriaux.Inthisvolume,p.74.

37 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.13.

http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/oversub-exposure-anamnesis-les-immateriaux
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Heexplainsthisapproach,atlength,intermsofadeliberateviolation
againstthetraditionalspace-timeimpliedbythegallery.Thegalleryis“an
establishmentofculture–thatistosayofacquisitionandassimilationof
heterogeneousdata–withintheunityofanexperiencewhichconstitutes
asubject”;itsspatialset-upispreciselydesignedinordertofacilitatethis
synopticpedagogy.38LyotardseekswithLes Immatériaux to overturn this 
“modern-dominant”modelofthemuseumgalleryinwhichthevisitoris
reducedtoaneyemovingthroughaperspectivalperceptualspace,ina
formativejourneywithacertaindidacticfinality.Thedevelopmentofan
alternative“postmodern”space-time,conceivedbyLyotardonthebasisofa
strangealignmentofDiderot’sSalonswithpostmodernurbanists,architects
andsociologists,39recallssignificantlyHultén’surbanistconceptionofthe
museum.LyotarddescribesitmoreexpansivelyintermsofdrivingfromSan
DiegotoSantaBarbara,inazoneof“conurbation”where“theopposition
betweencentreandperipherydisappears”andwhere“onemustretunethe
radiomanytimes…itisanebula,wherematerialsaremetastablestates
ofenergy.Theroads,thesidewalks,havenofaçade.Informationcirculates
throughirradiationandinvisibleinterfaces”.40 This conceptualisation of 
theshowwasevenextendedtothecatalogue,whoseAlbum lays bare the 
processesofdevelopmentoftheconcept,whiletheInventaire givesthereader
asetofloose-leafrepresentationsofthe“sites”withintheshow,whichcanbe
reconfiguredandreorderedatwill.

Les Immatériaux wasnoworld’s-fair-typeextravaganza,then.Whatis
noticeableinthefirstfullbriefoftheprojectfollowingLyotard’sinvolve-
ment,andevenmoresointheexhibitionitself,isthewayinwhichheinjects
theexcitementengenderedbycutting-edgedevelopmentswithanoteof
chagrin–anxiety,sorrowordisappointment–fromthehegemonicmisdeeds
ofthemodernprojectacrosstheworldwarsandtheholocaust–central
subjectsofhiswritingsatthetime.Theexhibitionopensnotwithflashing
computerscreensbutwiththedesolationofthebodyinfiveBeckettesque
scenarios,andwithJosephLosey’ssombrefilmMonsieur Klein.Thus,ifLes 
Immatériaux seemedincertainsensestosatisfythePompidousianagenda,
italsointroducedanabrasiveapproachtobothcontentandformthatwas
apparentlyatoddswithit.Indeed,thesecontradictionsandambivalencesare
clearintheveryconceptionofaprojectthatadoptsaproto-cybernetictheory
ofcommunicationasthearmatureforanexperiencethatrenders“clear”com-
municationimpossible.Butatthesametime,onealsowonderswhetherits
conceptualinterrogationwasshieldedfromthepoliticalandeconomiccontext
withinwhichitwasproduced.

38 Ibid.,seealsoLyotard,”AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume.
39 Les Immatériaux catalogue, Album,p.19.
40 Ibid.



Immaterials, Exhibition, Acceleration 229

AtleastonememberoftheCCIteamadmitstoaconcernthattheselatter
aspectsweremissingfromtheshow’s“materials”.Apressconferencetextfor
Les Immatériaux declares:“Insecurity,lossofidentity,crisis,arenotexpressed
onlyintheeconomyandthesocial,butalsointhedomainsofsensibility,
ofknowledgeandofthepowersofman…andmodesoflife”.41 In a con-
temporaneousinterviewwiththeCCIteam,duringadiscussionofthe“global”
pointofviewadoptedbytheexhibition,andtheriskthatitmaybeperceived
asa“reactionary…apologyfortechnology”,ChantalNoëlsuggeststhatLes 
Immatériaux shouldbeseenasa“preliminaryenquiry”leadingtofurther
interrogations.SabineVigoureuxreplies:“Onemightallthesameaskwhy,
fromthispreliminaryenquiry,alleconomicandsocialanalysisisexcluded.
Asifthoughtinitspurestatewereindependentofthesefactors,wheninfact
theyalsohaveaninfluenceonthought.Personally,Isawthisasadeficiency,
attheoutset”;towhichNicoleToutcheffrepliesthatthesefactorsareindeed
present,butsimplynotsystematicallypresentedassuch,andthattheoverall
conceptionoftheshowobviatessuchconcerns,since“aninterestingaspect
ofthiskindofphilosophicaldiscourseisthatitdoesnottrytoorganisethese
scatteredelementsintoasystem”.42

Certainlynoneoftheteam–leastofallLyotard–couldhavebeenunawareof
theproblematiccontextoutlinedabove(Lyotardmentionsambivalentlythe
questionoftheBeaubourg’s“centrality”inhisreportduringthelaststages
ofplanning).43Baudrillardhadissuedhisbrilliant,witheringanalysisofthe
“carcassoffluxandsigns”in1981.44Butifweplaceitside-by-sidewithBau-
drillard’sferocioussatire,wecanperhapsseeLyotardasstrivingtocounter-
instrumentalisethespacehehadbeenoffered:“ifyouhadtohavesomething
inBeaubourg–itshouldhavebeenalabyrinth”,saysBaudrillard;45Lyotard
usesthereconfigurablespacetobuildadarkenedlabyrinthonthefifthfloor–
orsomethingevenlessorderedthanalabyrinth(for,asLyotardnotes,evena
labyrinthusuallyhasonethreadandrestrictsmovementtoparticularpaths).46 
“Andtheystampedetoit…because,forthefirsttime,theyhaveachanceto
participate,enmasse,inthisimmenseworkofmourningforaculturethey
havealwaysdetested…ThemasseschargeatBeaubourgastheydotothe
scenesofcatastrophes,andwiththesameirresistibleimpulse”,saysBau-
drillard;47Lyotardtriestocreateanexperiencethatheightensuneaseand
disquietandconfirmsthedemiseofmodernculture.“Theonlycontentof

41 Les Immatériaux catalogue,Album,p.26.
42 “LaRègleduJeu:MatérialiserlesImmatériaux”,interviewwiththeCCIteam,inE.Thé-

ofilakis(ed.),Modernes, et Après? “Les Immatériaux” (Paris:Autrement,1985).
43 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.59.
44 BaudrillardneverthelesscooperatedwiththeCentrePompidou(notablyonthejournal

Traverses)formanyyearsbothbeforeandafterthepublicationofL’effet Beaubourg.
45 Baudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect”,p.6.
46 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.62.
47 Baudrillard,“TheBeaubourgEffect”,p.8.
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Beaubourgisthemassesthemselves,whomthebuildingtreatslikeacon-
verter,likeablackbox,or,intermsofinput-output,justlikearefineryhandles
petroleumproductsorafloodofunprocessedmaterial”,saysBaudrillard;
Lyotardinvitesthemassestoexperiencethemselvesasmaterial“trans-
formers”alongsidetheimmaterialstheyhavecometoexplore,andlooksinto
installingelectronicsystemstoinvolvevisitorsinteractivelybymonitoringand
gatheringdataontheirvisits.

Les Immatériauxisundoubtedlymorethanjustasymptom.AsLyotard
recountsatlengthinhisreport,48insidetheprojectanacutestruggleistaking
placewiththeconditionsunderwhichitwaspossibletomaketheexhibition
happen.YetLes Immatériaux perhapspaidtoolittleattentiontothewayin
whichitselaboratesabotageofthespaceandconceptionofthemodern 
galleryriskedbeingunderminedbytheproblemsofapostmodern space that 
wasdesignedpreciselytosupersedethatclassical-modernframework.When
Chaputreflectsonthisinstitutionalproblem,heseemstounderstandthe
latterassimplyanextensionoftheformer:

Idon’tthinkthatthereisanycontradictioninthesolefactthat
philosophicaldiscourseschangemedium.Theproblemsstartwhenone
wishestomakeittheobjectofmassconsumption.Doingphilosophyin
theframeworkofapublicservice(whichBeaubourgis)isnostraightfor-
wardmatter.Thewhole“communication”,“mass”,“democracy”,“public
service”aspecthasnotbeenaneasyfitwiththeinnovativeprinciples
oftheexhibition…The“exhibition”medium,thePompidouCentre,are
toolsconceivedasvehiclesforauniquemeaninganddevicestoshareit
throughsuccessivecapillariesasfaraspossible.Here,wedotheopposite:
oneproductwithmultiplemeanings,confidedtothesensibilityof
individuals.Thisisrigorouslytheinverseoftraditionalcommunication.49

Thispredicamentisreflectedinthesometimesbaffledandambivalent
responses to Les Immatériaux.AcontemporaryreviewbyKateLinkerinArt-
Forum,50whileconvincedbytheshow’sconceit,judgesthatitsexecution
“banaliseditscentralthemes”,with“toomuchmechanicalhokum–toomany
lightmachinesandholograms,toomanybuttonstopushandatomisersto
squeeze”,with“technologyoccupy[ing]centerstage”,“inevitablyvalorised,
andtherebymystified”.Butifthis“changeofmedium”forphilosophylooks,
ironically,“betteronpaper”,sheadmitsthatitsfailure“raisesthequestionof
whetherprofoundshiftsofaphilosophicalnaturecanberepresentedthrough
objects”.

48 Ibid.
49 “LaRègleduJeu”,p.16.
50 KateLinker,“AReflectiononPost-Modernism”,ArtForum,September1985.
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ItisdoubtlessLes Immatériaux’ssimultaneoussuccessandfailure–itscon-
tradictorystatusasbothanexpensive,technically-demanding,trailblazing
postmoderntechnologicalextravaganzaand a sombre subversion of com-
munication–thatmakesitinterestingforustoday.Thisambivalence,asLinker
indicates,isowedatleastinparttothedifficultiesinvolvedintransfusing
philosophyintothemediumoftheexhibition.How,then,didLyotardenvision
thistransfer,andwhatmotivatedhimtoattemptit?

A Medium of Resistance?
ChantalNoël,oneoftheteamfromtheCCIwhoworkedonLes Immatériaux,
speaksof“philosophychangingitsmedia.Itcomesdowntoinscribingthis
exigencyinanotherspaceandwithothermeansthanthoseofthebook”.
“Throughthe‘exhibition’medium”,shecontinues,“theculturalinstitution
becomesasitewherecertainreflectionsofaphilosophicalordercanbe
grasped.”51Wemightagree,butatthesametimeweneedtoacknowledge
thatthispropositionalreadygivesrisetoanothersetofquestions:Whatis the 
exigencyofphilosophy?Simplytocreateastateofwonder,orquestioning?To
craftandcommunicatenewconcepts?Toofferaglimpseoftheresolutionof
socialorpoliticalproblems?Toshapeintuitionsorsymbolsthatschematise
concepts?Andwhatisthefunctionofa“culturalinstitution”inrelationtosuch
aims?

Moreover,whatmadethisquestionofa“changeofmedium”appealingfor
Jean-FrançoisLyotardatthetimeofLes Immatériaux?Itseemsthathefound
himselfunderpressurefromtworelatedmovements:Firstly,atadistance
ofadecadeandahalffrom‘68’stransdisciplinarydelirium,heobservedthe
one-waydriftofinstitutionalphilosophybackintoaclosedcircleofscholars,
andanembattledoneatthat.AtthetimeofLes Immatériaux,philosophical
activityinitstraditional(university)settingwasbeginningtobechallenged
bytheedictsofneoliberal“pragmatism”,“communication”,and“efficiency”
(aprocesswhosenadirseemstobeinsighttoday).Outsidetheacademy,
meanwhile,anewbreedofprofessionalpublicintellectuals–thenouveaux 
philosophes–hademergedtoproudlysweepunderthecarpetallofthecon-
ceptuallyviolent,antihumanistenquiriesofpoststructuralistthought,railing
againstitsabrasiveexperimentalism,itsuselessnessforimmediatepractical
politics,anditsnihilism,andseekingtoreestablishthinkinguponsolidground
withthehumanasafixedpointfromwhichtoassert,asLyotardwritesin
The Inhuman,“theauthoritytosuspend,forbidinterrogation,suspicion,the
thinkingthatgnawsawayateverything”.52Yetatthesametime,withinthe
mostdisparateofnonphilosophical spheres–biology,design,artandscience,

51 “LaRègleduJeu”,p.16.
52 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Introduction:AbouttheHuman”,inThe Inhuman,p.1.
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andeverydaylifeitself,strainingunderthetorqueoftechnicaldevelopments
whosevocationhadneverbeento“makesense”andwhosedeliverances
scramblethefinalitiesofhumanismandmodernistoptimism–philosophical
questionspresentedthemselvesnotjustasunavoidable,butintheformofa
generalisedintenseexperience ofdisorientation.

Theenlightenmentinstitutionswithinwhichphilosophycouldtraditionally
claimarightfulplaceareindecline,then,andyetatacitappealforphilosophy
comesfromeveryquarter.This,Lyotardsays,iswhatgivesrisetoa
philosopher’sneedtogooutsidetheuniversity;hestatesthisexplicitlyas
one of the reasons for his involvement in Les Immatériaux:“Aphilosopherlike
meismoreinclinedtothinkhisinterestslieinbecominginvolvedinwhat
happensoutsideinstitutions;thatheneedstogetoutoftheuniversity.Hence
my presence in the team planning Les Immatériaux…Beyondinstitutionalised
philosophy,thereisaphilosophyyettocome,onewhichcorrespondstothe
abolitionof‘disciplinary’boundaries.”.53

Refusingtheclearandefficientcommunicationcommandedbythenouveaux 
philosophes,Les Immatériaux wouldpreciselynotaddressitsaudienceinany
illusorilystraightforwardway.Initsdramatisationofphilosophy,itsetoutto
resisttheconsensualstiflingofthefundamentalinquietude that constitutes 
thebeingofthehuman,andwouldevenaimtoamplifytheintensificationof
thisinquietudeinanincreasinglytechnicisedenvironment.

Itisworthnotingherethatthistwo-wayresistanceisnolesspertinenttoday,
whenthereislittlediffusionofacademicphilosophyoutsidetheuniversity
walls,andwhen,if“philosophy”everdoesappearinapopularsetting,itis
stillmoreorlessinthe“communicative”formoutlinedabove,orevenworse:
philosophyasanalternativeformofentertainment,distraction,therapy,
self-help,asadiversionaryenrichmentofone’slife,andsoon.Moreover,any
attempttodaytobringphilosophyintothepublicsphereinthemoreinde-
terminate,challengingwaythatLyotardprescribeswillfinditselfindirect
competitionwithamoreformidableclaimant:increasingly,overthepast40
years,contemporaryarthasestablisheditselfastheprimaryculturalsite
whereapublicthinkingrecognisableasphilosophicaltakesplace.Thisnew
agoraisallthemoreformidableacompetitorinthat,withinit,participation
incontemporarythinkingissaidtotakeplacenotthroughalaboriousstudy
andworking-throughofconcepts,butthroughcollectiveandindividualexpe-
riencesandhappenings.Preciselythekindof“dramaturgy”ofideasthat
LyotardpioneeredinLes Immatériaux hasineffectbecomeendemic.Thus,
aswelookbackonLes Immatériaux 30yearslater,wecanseeitasoneofthe
firsteventsinwhichphilosophyandtheartoftheexhibitionwerebrought

53 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,ÉlieThéofilakis,“LesPetitsRécitsdeChrysalide”(interview),in
Théofilakis (ed.),Modernes, et Après?,p.5–6.
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togetherinsuchaway–withalltheambivalenceentailedbythatpioneering
status.

Les Immatériaux soughttomakegoodthedeficienciesofphilosophyin
itspublicrolebyreassertingphilosophy’svocation:thatofexacerbating
inquietuderatherthanissuingreassuringcommunicationsbasedonan
assumedcommonground.Andyetitwasofcourseconceivedasaproject
thatwouldgainalargeaudience.Itatonceembodiedandchallengedthe
emergingmodeloftheexhibitionasapublicspectacle–amodelwhich,one
mightargue,merelyfeedsintothecommunicativefrenzyofaccelerated
development.Inthissense,too,Les Immatériaux canbeunderstoodasa
kindofhingepoint:itseemstobepoisedonaknife-edgebetweensatisfying
theBeaubourgculturalmegamachine’scallforpolyvalentculturalcom-
munication,ontheonehand,andentirelysabotagingthesedemandswith
disorientation,indetermination,andgreyness(“philosophypaintsitsgreyon
grey!”)ontheother.Asweshallsee,therootsofthisambivalencemustbe
soughtwithinLyotard’sphilosophicalworkofthetime.

Inquietude and The Accelerationist Error
AtthesametimeasLyotardistemptedtoundertakeLes Immatériaux ’s
experimentofpursuingphilosophy“inanothermedium”,hiswritingsattest
toarenewedcommitmenttophilosophy“itself”.Itisasif,duringthisperiod
–atleastinthetextscollectedinThe Inhuman(which,asLyotardreminds
us,werelargelydeliveredtononprofessionalaudiences)–thephilosopher
wasundergoingoneofthoseupheavalsinwhichtechnicallabour,andthe
unfoldingandelaborationofaprogrammeofinvestigation,giveswayonce
againtophilosophizingassuch:indeterminate,ambiguous,puzzlingand
open.(AshewritesinThe Differend,a“wearinesswithregardto‘theory’”
meansthat“[t]hetimehascometophilosophize.”54)Allofthismakesthese
writingsvaluableforthoseofuswho–naively,andcountertoprofes-
sionalisation,archivisationandexegesis–wishtotakephilosophyoutside
oftheacademiccloistersanddophilosophynot“bythebook”but“fromthe
heart”.Perhapswemightlegitimatesuchnaivetybyappealingtotraditionand
sayingthatthisheartisAugustinian:Inquietus est cor nostrum,saysAugustine:
ourheart–forAugustine,thatofpostlapsarianman–isunquiet,itcanfindno
rest;itsinquiryintoitself–the question I have become for myself–isnotoneof
patient,systematicexegesis,butsomethingmorelikeacontinuousunease,or
evenpanic.ThisinquietudeisakeywordthatappearscontinuallyinLyotard’s
vision for Les Immatériaux.

54 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Differend: Phrases in Dispute(Minneapolis:Universityof
MinnesotaPress,1988),trans.GeorgesVanDenAbbeele,p.xiii.
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Augustinianinquietude isreprisedbyPascalintheanthropologyattheheart
ofhisfragmentary,agitated,exemplarilymoderncorpus:ananthropology
abbreviatedinthePensées’ terseformula:“Conditionofman:incon-
stancy,boredom,inquietude.”55InPascalasinAugustine,theattributionof
inquietudetomanasaprimordialconditionisnotunderstoodmerelyas
descriptive,butasanormativeandevenprogrammatic demand:notonlyis
inquietudeaninevitableaspectofhumanexistencenomatterhowmuchwe
maytrytosuppressit;itistobeacknowledged,exacerbatedandintensified
–andthisisthephilosopher’stask.Thephilosopher’sjobistostiruptrouble
inhimselfandhisfellowhumans,toexposetheconstitutiveinquietudeatthe
heartofthehuman,whichmoderncivilisationintensifieswhilesupplyingus
withendlessdistractionswithwhichtorepressandignoreit.

NowhereisthisinquietudestrongerinLyotardthaninhisdeparturefrom
Marxism.Inhisemotionallycharged1982memoirofPierreSouryi,56Lyotard
expressesexquisitelythepainofhisinabilityinallconsciencetoaccedetothe
certaintiesrequiredinordertocommithimselfto“thestruggle”:hisdoubts
astotheinabilityoforthodoxMarxismtodescribethecontemporaryworld;
hissuspicionofthedialecticasauniversallanguage(language-game);and
hisconvictionthatcapitalismhasenteredintoanunprecedentedphase,in
whichthesupposedcertaintiesofitsso-called“organicdevelopment”are
subverted.ItisatthispointinLyotard’sworkthatwearriveatthequestionof
“accelerationism”.57 

ThecirculationofNickSrnicekandAlexWilliams’s2013“Manifestoforan
AccelerationistPolitics”58hasledtoareconstructionandreappraisalofwhat
BenjaminNoyshasretrospectivelydubbedthe“accelerationist”periodin
Frenchtheory,aperiodwhichbeginspreciselywithLyotard’s(andDeleuze
andGuattari’s)breakwithMarxistorthodoxy:59 

GalvanisedbytheeventsofMay‘68anddriventoawholesalerejection
ofthestagnantcataractsoforthodoxpartypolitics,inhistextof1972
Energumen Capitalismand1974’sLibidinal Economy Lyotardsuggeststhat
emancipationofdesirebesoughtnotthroughthedialectic,notthrough
theparty,butbywayofthepolymorphousperversionsetfreebythecap-
italistmachineitself.Errantforcesareatworkin thesignsofcapitalitself,
hesays.Theindifferenceofthevalue-form,themachiniccompositionof

55 OninquietudeinPascal,seeAlexandreDeclos,“L’InquiétudedanslesPenséesde
Pascal”,Revue de Métaphysique et de Morale78(2013),p.167–184.

56 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“AMemorialofMarxism”,inPeregrinations: Law, Form, Event(New
York:ColumbiaUniversityPress,1988),p.45–75.

57 Onaccelerationism,seeR.MackayandA.Avanessian(eds)#Accelerate: The Accel-
erationist Reader(FalmouthandBerlin:UrbanomicandMerve,2014).

58 Ibid.
59 B.Noys,The Persistence of the Negative(Edinburgh:EdinburghUniversityPress,2010),p.

4–9.
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labour,andtheirmercilessreformattingofallprevioussocialrelations
isseenastheengineforthecreationofanewfluidsocialbody.Itisthe
immanencewithuniversalschizophreniatowardwhichcapitaldraws
socialrelationsthatpromisesemancipationhere,ratherthantheparty
politicsthat,nodoubt,paledbycomparisonwiththeoneiricescapades
of‘68.ThecredoofaccelerationismismostexplicitlyformulatedbyGilles
LipovetskyinhisreadingofLyotard:“‘[R]evolutionaryactions’arenot
thosewhichaimtooverthrowthesystemofCapital,whichhasnever
ceasedtoberevolutionary,butthosewhichcompleteitsrhythminallits
radicality,thatistosayactionswhichacceleratethemetamorphicprocess
ofbodies.”60

Accelerationisminitscontemporaryform,ontheotherhand,whiledrawing
heavilyuponthismoment,introducessomedifferentnuances;itissaidto
consist in 

[t]heassertionthatthecrimes,contradictionsandabsurditiesofcap-
italismhavetobecounteredwithapoliticallyandtheoreticallyprogres-
siveattitudetowardsitsconstituentelements.Accelerationismseeksto
sidewiththeemancipatorydynamicthatbrokethechainsoffeudalism
andusheredintheconstantlyramifyingrangeofpracticalpossibilities
characteristicofmodernity…[T]thefocusofmuchaccelerationistthinking
istheexaminationofthesupposedlyintrinsiclinkbetweenthesetrans-
formativeforcesandtheaxiomaticsofexchangevalueandcapitalaccu-
mulationthatformatcontemporaryplanetarysociety.Accordingtoaccel-
erationism,then,thetransformationswroughtontheplanetandonthe
humanbyglobalisedtechnology,thecorrosionoftraditionandheredity,
theartificialisationofexperienceandtheinextricablyglobalreformatting
ofthesocialarenotdeplorableills,theyarenotonlyinevitablebut
presentanopportunitytoextendtheongoingadventureofthehuman
project.Andcrucially,theclaimisthattothinkthisisnotmerelytoacqui-
escetocapitalismbuttospeculatebeyondit:thataccelerationcanbean
emancipatoryvectorofenlightenment.61

Beforeturningtothiscontemporaryaccelerationism,letusaskwhetherit
is possible that Les ImmatériauxwasalsoapartofLyotard’sreckoningwith
the“accelerationist”momentinhiswork.Inseveralofhisworksfromthe
‘80s,Lyotardspeaksofthatperiodasalapsus.FirstofallinPeregrinations–
wherehetalksaboutLibidinal Economyashis“evilbook,thebookeveryone
istemptedtowrite”.62Andsecondly,andmoreindirectly,intheintroduction
to The Inhuman,whereheseemstodeploretheimpulsebehindthisworkand

60 MackayandAvanessian,“Introduction”to#Accelerate, p. 11–12.
61 Ibid.,p.4.
62 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Peregrinations: Law, Form, Event(NewYork:ColumbiaUniversity

Press,1988),p.13.
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toregretthemistakeshemadeinthewakeofhisdeparturefromtheparty
line.Lyotard’skeypointhere–oneechoedbymanycriticsofcontemporary
accelerationism–isthattheaccelerationisterrorconsistsina failure to draw a 
distinction between two types of the inhuman:

Theinhumanityofthesystemwhichiscurrentlybeingconsolidatedunder
thenameofdevelopment…mustnotbeconfusedwiththeinfinitely
secretoneofwhichthesoulishostage.Tobelieve,ashappenedto
me,thatthefirstcantakeoverfromthesecond,giveitexpression,isa
mistake.63

Thefatalmistakeofaccelerationismwastobelievethat,onthehorizon
ofthedeterritorialisationopenedupbycapital,therewouldbedisclosed
anoriginarydesirethatcouldflowfreeofinstitutedstructuresofpower.
Now,however,Lyotardtakesamoresoberviewofthedangersinvolved
incapitulatingto“theimperativetointroducingevermoremediations,
ofbreakingdownandmodulatingeverythingtoassuremorecontroland
morecapacityanda‘richer’setofpossiblemodifications”–ageneralised
differentiationofwhich“newtechnologiesandthemediaareaspects”,a
processwhich“isreproducedbyacceleratingandextendingitselfaccording
toitsinternaldynamicalone…assimilat[ing]risks,memoris[ing]their
informationalvalueandus[ing]thisasanewmediationnecessarytoits
functioning”.64Whatheoncesawastherevolutionary“metamorphic”
potentialofcapitalistdeterritorialisation,henowseesasaprocessthat,in
itsinexhaustibility,“takesawaythehopeofanalternative”.65Whatismore,
justasdevelopmentdoesnotentailemancipation,sotheinhumanityof
thesystemdoesnotprecludeabanalhumanism.Theriseofthenouveaux 
philosophes hasprovedthatthereisinfactnoincompatibilitybetweenthe
alienationsofcapitalandthereinscriptionofanall-too-humanmaskfrom
which spout communicative homilies that act as a suitable emollient for 
inquietude.

Giventhattheabovedescriptionof“development”citedaboveisnotdissim-
ilartoLyotard’sdefinitionofthe“immaterialcondition”,let’shypothesisethat
thetwoarenotunconnected,andthat,inLes Immatériaux as in The Inhuman,
Lyotardisseekingathirdoption–neithersocialismnorbarbarism–andin
doingso,seekingtoatoneforhiserror.InLes Immatériaux,hecontinuesto
interrogate the technosocial reformatting of the human through inhuman 
materialmemory.Hecertainlydoesnoterectanymoralobjectiontoit–in
fact,aswehaveseen,heconstructsthenotionofimmaterials precisely so 
as to let them speak,tolegitimatethemasanobjectofphilosophicaldis-
course,breakingthemoutofthemodernparadigmandallowingthemtobe

63 Lyotard,“AbouttheHuman”,The Inhuman,p.2.
64 Ibid.,p.7.
65 Ibid.,p.6.
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expressedaccordingtotheirpropernature.Aswehavesuggested,thisalso
involvesa“legitimation”oftheinquietudetheyprovoke.And,finally,itisthis
inquietudethatgivesrisetotheimmanentdemandforanon-institutional
philosophyconductedbyothermeans.Butwhatrelationdotheseexigencies
havetoLyotard’sretreatfromhisaccelerationiststance?

The attempt to legitimate immaterials without returning to his irresponsible 
accelerationiststancegenerallygivesrisetoanadvocacyofslowness. “To go 
fastistoforgetfast”,undertheimperative“Beoperationalordisappear”,66 
whereas“writingandreadingwhichadvancebackwardsinthedirectionof
theunknownthing‘within’areslow”.67Lyotardhereseemstorediscoverthe
theme of anamnesis as the “otherofacceleration”.68Herecoversthisclas-
sicalphilosophicalterm–therememberingofwhatwasalreadywithin,the
immemorialnon-selfintheself,glazedoverbydoxa andbyeverydayhabit
–asthenameforarecoveryofthe“other”inhuman;arecoverythattakes
place through an advocacyofimmaterialsthatisnot,however,asubmission to 
thevistaofsheeraccelerationtheyopenup.Theageofimmaterialsandthe
demandsitmakesuponthoughtopenadeepchasmwithinthehumanwhich
mustbecarefullydistinguishedfromthepromiseofcheapaccelerationist
thrills–thejouissanceofwhich,precisely,wouldcolludewith“communication”
and“development”.

Lyotardlinkstheimmaterial closely to the immature;69andtheanamnesic
inhumanistheprovincenotoftheurbansophisticatebutofthechild.For
Lyotard,“thechildiseminentlythehumanbecauseitsdistressheralds
andpromisesthingspossible”–thatis,itatteststowhatisnotyetsecurely
boundwithinthehorizonofthehuman,anddemandsandmakesevident
theincompletionofthelabourofbecominghuman.Humanismconceivedas
alreadyachievedandcomplete(thesmugly-assumedmajorityofthenouveaux 
philosophes)isbutafaçadeofmaturity,afeigningofadulthoodwhosestance
isentirelycompatible,ideologicallyspeaking,withthemercilessacceleration
ofcapital.Butpresumablyaccelerationismgoesintheopposite,equally
undesirabledirection,losingsightoftheinquietude ofthechildasitgazesrapt
attheimaginedspectacleofadeterritorialisedfuture.

AsPascaltellsus,wemaycreateendless“diversions”inordertoforgetour
inquietudeandthevacuityitalertsusto–andyetallthiswillachieveisto
deepenit.InLyotard’swords:“thesystemhastheconsequenceofcausing
theforgettingofwhatescapesit.Buttheanguishisthatofamindhaunted
byafamiliaryetunknownguestwhichisagitatingit,sendingitdeliriousbut
alsomakingitthink–ifoneclaimstoexcludeit,ifonedoesn’tgiveitanoutlet,

66 Ibid.,p.2.
67 Ibid.,p.2–3.
68 Ibid.,p.3.
69 SeeLyotard,“AfterSixMonthsofWork…”,inthisvolume,p.34.
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oneaggravatesit.”70Inquietudethereforeneedstoberecognised,awakened
andintensified,aninquietudewhich–accordingtoPascal–stemsfrom
ourvacuity,fromthefactthatwedonotknowwhatweare.And,asChaput
declares:

The proposition of Les Immatériauxis…tomakefelt,toshow,troubled-
ness,inquietudeandmadness.71

Lyotard’saccelerationismwasreallyabouttheacknowledgementoftheend
ofthehumanprojectunderstoodasaprojectofwill,asthecollectiveproject
ofenlightenment.Throughtechnics,throughthehegemonyoftheexchange-
formofvalue,throughtheautomationandautonomisationofthemachine
ofdevelopment,humanprojectionintothefuturehadbeenusurpedbythe
autonomicwillofcapital,ablindandinfinitewill-to-will,apurposiveness
whoseonlypurposeistoproducemore,toextractmore,tomediatemore–
whatLyotardnowcalls“development”.Clearly,theaccelerationisterrorhad
beentoplacefaithintheemancipatorydynamicofthisautonomicprocess.

Lyotardsimmaterialism,however,stillcorrespondstotherenunciationof
themodernCartesianvisionofauthorialprojection,thefreeimpositionof
aprojectconceivedbythewilluponamatterwhichisanindifferentpatient
forthehumanagent.Butitcombinesthisrenunciationwitharecusalofthe
accelerationistfaithincapital’sfuturity.Itisinsomethinglikeastateofshock
(touseBernardStiegler’sexpression)that,whiledefiantlyresistinganynos-
talgicreactionagainstthedisquietingtechnicaledificeofimmaterials,Lyotard
seekstoundertakea“deeperreflection”thatwoulddiscovertheirmore
fundamentalsignificancebywayofanamnesisorthe“otherinhuman”.

Itisdifficult,however,nottoseethiscontemplationwithoutprojectasbeing,
also,aretreat.Theriskisthatitconsignsphilosophicalthinkingtoaneven
moreconfiningsequestration,andthat,moreover,itatteststoacontinuing
faithinanunderlyingrealityofthe(in)human,orofthought,thatcanbe
extracted,recovered,andprovidesuccour–evenifthisrecoveryisinfinitely
deferred.Atthesametimeashewantstoreflectthatimmaterialsaretrans-
formingthehuman,Lyotardalsowishestomovethisreflectiontoareg-
isterthatwilleffectivelybeaprophylacticagainstmachiniccontamination,
sinceitindicatesthatthoughtcanmaintainareflectivedistance.Anditis
the exhibition thatthencomestostandforthisfreespaceinwhichwecan
distanceourselvesfromtheaccelerativeprocessandreturntoathought
that“doesn’thaveitsplaceandtimeonthesupportofinscriptions”andthat
“remainsunknowntothebreachingsandscannings”.72 

70 Lyotard,“AbouttheHuman”,p.2.
71 ThierryChaput,voiceoverintheshortfilmOctave dans le pays des immatériaux (dir.Paule

Zajdermann,1985).
72 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“Logos andTechne,orTelegraphy”,inThe Inhuman,p.55.
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Theintentionhere,afterall,seemstobetoreinscribethemachinewithina
technical space that is lacking in being – which suggests that Les Immatériaux 
stakeseverythingonatestwhich,onthebasisofaffectiveresponse,would
reinscribetheborderbetweenmanandreplicant.73Althoughthis“recovery”
willneverbecomplete,theexperienceofinquietudefurnishedbythedrama
oftheexhibitionineffectbecomesproofofthehuman’sresistanceto
absorptionintotheaccelerativedynamic.

Exhibition and/or Laboratory 
Ingeneral,culturalinvestmentintheexhibitionasasiteforthinkinghasonly
intensifiedsinceLes Immatériaux.Manycontemporaryartprojects,oftenwith
theimprimaturofaphilosopher,andoftenmixing“non-art”objectswith
artworks,promotetheideaofacommunityofinquietudeandindeterminacy
thatexistsfleetingly,fugitively,inthehiddencornersof“thesystemofdevel-
opment”,inplacesofcontemplationorcollectivefabulation,thusreconfirming
thatsomeimmemorialsiteremainsforathinkingoutsideofit:this,itseems
tome,ispreciselythehopeofthecontemporaryformofpublicexhibition,
andoftheworldofcontemporaryartingeneral.

TheaggressivedrivetoexacerbateinquietudepresentinLes Immatériaux, 
however,seemstohavegivenwaytomoreanodyneforms.Waryofasserting
anypurposeorproject,retreatingfromthetechnosocialrealm,cowedby
thedreadthattechnology=rationality=mastery,manyofthesecultural
reflectionsarepreytoacertaininstitutionalcalcificationofthedogmas
ofindeterminacyandsublimity.Theirarticlesoffaitharethecommunity
ofthatwhichcannotcommunicateitscommunity;thevalueofopen,free,
nondeterminedplay,receptiveness,andindefinition;andtheinsistencethat
wemustbuildspacesinwhichnot toconceptualise,explicate,project,plan,
assert,orproduce.Intheguiseofsombrereflection,thisdistancesbothart
andphilosophyfromtheforcesandknowledgesthatshapetheworld.More-
over,whennon-artobjectsarebroughtintotheexhibitionspace,theyare
preciselyseveredfromthesecomplexproductiveforcesandrenderedover
toasystemofcirculationthatwronglysupposesitselfcapableofdistancing
itselffromthem.Whydoesanartisttakedisquieting,vexing,puzzlingobjects
fromtheworldofcontemporarycapitalismandplacetheminsidethisother
environment?Becausethesematerialsarewhatconstructourtechnosocial
situation.Withwhatpurpose?Theartistrefusestotellyou,becausehis
valueasartistispreciselytoteartheseobjectsawayfromtheirfunctional
integrationinto“thesystemofdevelopment”andtopresenttheminaspace
ofindeterminacy,toenableustoreflectupontheminadeepermanner.To

73 OnLyotard’spost-accelerationistprojectasanextendedBladerunner-style“voight-
kampfftest”seeI.H.Grant,“LA2019:DemopathyandXenogenesis”,inMackayand
Avanessian(eds),#Accelerate,p.275–301.
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whateffect?Toaimateffectswouldbepreciselytocedetothesystem–the
artistdoesnotdothis,becauseheiswellawarethatthemodernideaofwillis
compromisedbytheevilsofcapital,thataccelerateddevelopmentmakesof
anyhuman“project”anabsurdity.

Whatisdisturbingnow,inshort,isthatthepresentationofinquietudehas
becomeindistinguishablefromacertainquietism,andthat“thegallery”has
onceagainbecomethe“establishmentofaculture”,albeitadistinctively
(post-)postmodernone.PerhapsthetypeofprojectanticipatedbyLes 
Immatériaux isnowfullyintegratedintotheconsensualpoliticsproposedby
the nouveaux philosophesandbyneoliberalism,asasanctionedformofcom-
munication.Ithasfounditsproperplace,asapassivecontemplationwithout
project,which,atmost,nurturestheforlornhopeofpreservingthinking
intactwithinasequesteredspace.Theedifyingfunctionofinquietudeisfully
integratedintothecirculatorysystemofthecultureandcommunications
industrythatLyotardhadhopedhissombregreylabyrinthwoulddelayor
obstruct.AllofthismeansthatwemustlookatLes Immatériaux not in a nos-
talgicallyindulgentmode,butfromthepointofviewofacontemporarysitu-
ationwhichitanticipatesandwhichitplayedapartincreating,atthesame
timeasitsetouttoresistit.

Today’sexhibitions,withcataloguesfullofphilosophers’essays,andwhose
eclecticexhibitssagelyreflectonvarious“materials”,“objects”and“things”,
provokesomeambivalenceasto“whichinhuman”theyserve:thetroubling
reflectionthaterodesself-certaintyandexposesustoimmanentcrisis,or
theacceleratingcirculationofmessagesquitecapableofcomfortingand
reassuringusastheylubricatedevelopmentandtheextractionofsurplus
value;thechildwhospeaksinanalientongue,ortheinfantilisedadultof
consumercapital,arelayforplatitudesofculturalliteracyandself-satis-
fied“contemplation”?JustasLyotardreturnedtohisearlier“mistake”,the
dialecticwithinLes Immatériaux betweenaccelerationandanamnesisshould
becriticallyrevisitedinordertoassessthecontextinwhichitsproducers
soughttostagethisstrugglethroughadramatisationwithinthespaceofthe
exhibition.

Itiseasytopledgeallegiancetoourinquietude,toacknowledgetheinde-
terminatenatureofwhatitistobehuman,withoutassumingthecollective
responsibility tooncemoredeterminewhatwewillmakeofourselves.This
latterquestionistheonethatcontemporaryaccelerationismsetsouttoask,74 
insistingthattheimpossibilityoffixingourplaceinrelationtomatterinterms
ofaninheritedconceptofmasterydoes not haveasitsnecessaryconsequence
that we must resign ourselves to merely contemplating our possible fate from 

74 SeeNickSrnicekandAlexWilliams,“#Accelerate:ManifestoforanAccelerationistPol-
itics”,inMackayandAvanessian(eds),#Accelerate,p.347–361.
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withinashelteredspace.Initsrenewedoptimismandadvocacyofenlight-
enment,itremindsusthatwehavemodesofthinkingatourdisposalthatgo
beyondCartesianismmechanismandLaplaceandeterminism,andargues
that we have the means to orient ourselves speculatively within these new 
spacesandtopositivelytakeholdofinquietude.75Whetherornotonefinds
convincingthebroadsketchessetoutsofarbycontemporaryaccelerationism,
Iwouldarguethatitsbasicimpulseposesanappropriatechallengethattoday
invitesustoreachbeyondthestakesofLes Immatériaux:thatofdecoupling
theexperimentalexplorationoftheunknownspacesthatimmaterialsopen
upfromtheprofitaxiomatic,andofdoingsobeyondspacesofcontemplation
andindeterminacythatpresentthefleetingillusionofshelterordazzleus
withthesublimeaestheticisedspectacleofourowndisorientation,withinthe
contextofacultureindustrywhoseproductionsaresafelysequesteredfrom
thatofwhichtheyspeak.

AccordingtoSrnicekandWilliams,76 accelerationism is a matter of remaining 
truetobothinquietudeandtheavant-gardewilltobecomeinhuman,butalso
ofimaginingwaystocollectivelyundertake thereformattingofthesocius,
to reorientthehegemonyofsociotechnics,theextensionofthe“collective
cortexconstitutedbymachinememories”.77Forisn’tthetimeformelancholy
andmourning–the“firststateofshock”,inBernardStiegler’swords–now
over?Don’tweneedtogobeyondstupefaction,anddoesn’tLes Immatériaux 
ultimatelystillfalltoomuchonthesideofchagrin rather than jubilation?To
go further calls for a transformative anthropology rather than an apologetic 
anthropology,andaconstructiveratherthanareflectiveimmaterialism.It
callsfortheinvolvementofphilosophicalthoughtacrossdisciplines,certainly,
butintheregisterofdesignandproductionratherthanexhibitionand
reflection.Thegreatestproblemofpoliticsandofdesireisthemismeasure
betweenpossibilityandrealitytowhichtechnocapitalismconstrainsus.The
experimentisalreadybeingconducteduponus,buthowdowebreakintothe
laboratory?Howdowemobilisethatwhichisawakenedbytheinquietudeof
theimmaterialageyetwhichresiststhesystemofdevelopment(the“other”
inhuman)inthedirectionoftheconstructionofanimmaterialfuture?Thisis
ataskthatarguablynolongerbelongswithintheregisterofreflectionorof
exhibition,eventhesurexposition that Les Immatériauxintendedtooperate.
Forultimately,ifwearetotakeonthephilosophicalandpoliticalstakesthat
LyotardwishedtobringtolightinLes Immatériaux,perhapstheexhibitionis
nolongertheappropriatesiteforsuchaprocess.

75 Asmanycontemporaryaccelerationistsargue,sciencefictionshouldbeaninspiration
here,asitturnsfearandinquietudeintoexcitementatunknownpossibilities–let ’snot
forgetthatLyotardhimselfsaysthegoalis“tomovefrommelancholia to novatio,from
chagrintojubilation”.

76 Ibid.
77 Lyotard,“MatterandTime”,p.45.
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Despitethefeverishhybridizingofcontemporaryphilosophyandcon-
temporaryart,todaywerarelyseeanythingasacutelyexpressiveaswas
Les Immatériauxofthetensionbetweenthedemandsofneoliberalcultural
institutionsandthewilltousetheexhibitionasamediumforthinking.Rarely
dothetwosittogetherinquitesuchopendiscomfort.Atatimewhenwerisk
creatingaclosed-circuitbetweentheoreticalproductionandcontemporary
art,Lyotard’sheartfeltwishtousethe“newsupport”oftheexhibitionfor
philosophicalthoughtinorderto“dramatiseideas”,toreachanaudience
beyondbothacademicphilosophyandtheart-museumaudience,andto
dosobydisquieting them,remainsinspiring;yetitsimplicitcritiqueofthe
“moderngallery”needstobeextendedintoaconsiderationofthemachineof
culturalcirculationthatisthecontemporaryexhibition;theconventionsand
limitationsofthisinstitutionofculturealsoneedtobechallenged,inorderto
movetowardaconstructiveimmaterialism.AsLyotardsays:

Thereisagapbetweenwhatisproposedtousforourlittleeverydaylives,
andtheenormouscapacitiesofexperimentationandtheirramifications
inthesocial,openedupbytechnoscience.Peopleareveryawareofthis.
Leadingadog’slifewhenoneisatlargeinthecosmos,etc.…Alaboratory
humanity,thatistosayanexperimentalhumanity,thiswouldbethebest
outcomeofthecrisis.78

78 Ibid.,p.11,and13.




