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Les Immatériaux has often been seen as a celebration of information 
technologyandanewpostmodernworldbasedontheimmaterialityof
flowsofinformation.Theproposalhereisthattheunderlyingconception
wasfarmoreambivalent,notinthesenseofsomepsychologicalhesitation
onthethresholdofthenew,butratherassomethinginherentinthethings
themselves–mostimportantly,becausetheverysenseof“thing”herewasat
stakeduetothechangeswroughtuponoursensoriumbytechnology,inthe
widestsenseoftheterm.1 

Infact,asequeltoLes ImmatériauxentitledRésistanceswasplanned,and
wouldhavedealtwiththeundersideofcommunication:noise,distortion,and
thedimensionofexperiencethatresistsbothconsciousnessandlanguage.
Thispartwasnevercompleted,andwhatremainsareonlytheaccounts
ofparticipantsinLyotard’sseminars.2Itcanhoweverbeunderstoodas
alignedwiththedirectioninwhichLyotard’sownresearchwasmovingat
thetime,awayfromthepostmodernasauniverseofmessagesandcodes,
andretrievingsomeofhisearlyideasworkedoutalreadyinDiscours, figure: 
touching,theevent,andwhathecalled“passibility”.Les Immatériaux may then 
beseeninconjunctionwiththissecondexhibitionthatnevertookplace.This,

1 Theargumentsketchedouthereisextractedfromaforthcomingbook,Spacing 
Philosophy: Jean-François Lyotard and the Philosophy of the Exhibition.

2 PhilippeParrenoandHansUlrichObrist,The Conversation Series 14 (Cologne:Walter
König,2008),p.17.Thespecificclaimthatwillbemadethroughoutthisessay,that
theplannedsequeltoLes Immatériauxwastohavedealtwiththeresistancetocom-
munication,isbasedonParreno’srecollections,andinthisitcanobviouslybecon-
tested;thepresenceofthethemeassuchinthewritingsofLyotardfrom1985onwards,
however,isundeniable.
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ofcourse,isatenuousproposal.Wehavenowayofknowingwhatthesequel
wouldhavelookedlike,andanyclaimsaboutitmustremainconjectural.And
yettoundertakethetaskofimaginingsuchasecondpart,wesuggest,means
tocontinueLyotard’sthoughtintothepresent,andtoremainattentivetoits
complexityandcontradictions,bothasaconceptualinvestigationandasa
practicaltask.3 

Resistance, Possibility, Infancy
Iftheprojectpresentedin1985wasincomplete,atleastifseeninrelation
tothepossibilityofasequel,thenwemustattempttolocatesomethinglike
anambivalenceorhesitationintheunderlyingconception.Infact,there
aretracesofachangeinLyotard’sapproachthatseemstooccuratroughly
the same time as Les Immatériaux – a fact whichmakestheexhibitioninto
somethinglikeapointofbifurcation,asiftheuneasethatitaspiredtobring
aboutinthespectatorsfirstofallstruckLyotardhimself.Throughoutthe
booksandarticlesthatwouldfollow,hemovesawayfromthephilosophyof
phrasesandtheclaimsaboutcommunicationandthepervasivelinguisticality
ofexperiencethatformedtheorganizationalgridforLes Immatériaux–or,as
weprefertoreadthisjuncture,hebegantodeveloppreciselythismomentof
uneaseasthatwhichgivesthought,theunthoughtundersideofthecom-
municationalparadigmasanirreducibleresistancethatisnotsimplynegative,
butthatintowhichthinkingmusttapinordertoupholditsstrangeincapacity
andbelatednessasapromise.

EntitledRésistances,theunrealizedprojectforasecondexhibitionwouldlikely
havefocusedonnecessaryzonesoffrictionandonwhatfirstappearsasan
irreduciblymaterialdimension,eventhoughsuchmaterialityinturnmustdis-
placetheinheritednotionofmatter,justastheimmaterialityofimmaterials
isnotsimplyaresuscitatedversionofPlatonicideas.Materialandmatterare
herenotmeantasmerephysicalinertiaorpassivity,asthehyle that cannot 
existotherthanasinformedbyamorphe,butasamodalityofgivennessas
such,aresistancethatbypassesorpassesin-betweenthesensibleandthe
intelligible.AndifLes Immatériauxsomewhatcautiouslysuggestedthatmatter
washerereferencedonlyinacontradictoryfashion,Lyotardwillinhissub-
sequentwritingsspeakofmatterinasensethatrelaysthiscontradiction,in
anattempttothinkmatternotasametaphysicalcategorysetinoppositionto
mind,soul,andconsciousness,ortoidea,form,andideality,butassomething
atthelimitofthinking,whichcallsthinkingforthjustasitwithdrawsfromit.

3 Asasecondpartofthisinvestigation,DanielBirnbaum,Hans-UlrichObristandPhilippe
ParrenowillcurateanexhibitionentitledRésistances,whichwillcontinueLyotard’sideas
intothepresent.Thisprojectinformssomeoftheclaimsattheendofthisessay,even
thoughtheexactshapeofthisexhibitionisatpresentstillnotdecided.
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Fromthepointofviewofcommunication,thesecondpartoftheexhibition
wouldhavefocusedonitsobverseside:noise,loss,scrambling,anddis-
order;allofthosefacetsofexperiencethatofferaresistancetotransmission.
Beginninginthephysicalsenseofresistance(asintheresistanceproducedin
electriccircuits),thethememayobviouslybeexpandedtocoverallfacetsof
experience,anditbelongstotheindeterminacythatisinherentjustasmuch
inimmaterialityandidealityasinmatteranditsvariouscognates.Thus,even
ifthefirstexhibitioncanatfirstsightbetakenaschampioningvariousforms
ofdematerialization,theattentivenesstoformsofresistancewasinfact
presentthroughout,eventhoughinanobliquemanner–whichiswhyone
mightassumethattheplannedsequel,atleasttoacertainextent,wasalready
present in Les Immatériaux,asakindofundercurrentorpossiblecounterpoint
readingagainstthegrain.Whatsuchanexhibitionwouldhavelookedlike
inthemidtolate1980smustofcourseremainpurelyconjectural,andour
proposalhereisrathertotracethisideaofresistanceasitisreflectedand
inflectedinmanyotherquestionsandconceptsthatLyotardwasdeveloping
simultaneously with Les Immatériaux,andthatwouldfollowhimtotheend.

OnetermthatsurfacesinsomeofLyotard’swritingscontemporaneouswith
andadjacenttothe1985exhibition,andwhichseemstogathertogether
manyofthesensesofthetheme,ispassibility,whichweherechooseasour
pointofentryintothiscomplexofideas.Thetermoriginatesinmedieval
theology,whereitdenotesGod’scapacitytobeaffectedbythecourseofthe
worldinsteadofsimplyremainingsealedinastateofimpenetrableplenitude
or“impassibility”.Inmodernphilosophyitseemstohavebeentakenupby
Levinas(whoalsobecameamajorsourceforLyotard’sreflectionsonthe
possibilityofaradicalizedversionofKantianethicsfromthelatterpartof
the‘70sonwards),andhasgainedcurrencyinsomestrandsofcontemporary
phenomenology,whereitisoftenunderstoodintermsofa”radicalpas-
sivity”thatcandrawonHusserl’sextensivemanuscriptsonpassivesyn-
thesisandexplorationsofthelevelofsubjectivitythatliesatthefringesof
itsconstitutivepower.4Theabovephrase“capacitytobeaffected”mustbe
understoodwithequalemphasisonbothterms,sothattheparadoxthatwas
alreadypresentinthetheologicaltraditionisallowedtoexertitsfullpower.
Inpointingtoanintermediaryzone,neithersimplyactivenorpassive–which
inthetheologicalregisterwouldamounttoadivinemiddlevoiceofsorts–it
opensanobscuredomainofthein-between,neitherfirstnorsecond,neither
thestuffofgivennessnortheformingconcept.Inthissense,passibility
maybeunderstoodasdevelopingwhatLyotardalreadyinDiscours, figure 
called“event”or“donation”,5andwhichinthelaterworksalsoappearsin

4 See,forinstance,DidierFranck,Dramatique des phénomènes (Paris:PUF,2001).
5 Inanearlieressay,wehaveattemptedtooutlinethegenesisofthesethemesin

Lyotard’searlywork–which,however,willremaininthebackgroundhere.SeeDaniel
BirnbaumandSven-OlovWallenstein,“FiguringtheMatrix:Lyotard’sLes Immatériaux,
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theguiseof“touching”,“presence”,or“gift”,drawingontheKantiansublime,
Heidegger’sEreignisandthees gibt,aswellasaffectivityinFreud.

Implicatedinallofthesereferencesisapeculiarstructureoftimeasdelay
anddeferral,whichLyotardoftendescribesintermsoftheFreudiancon-
cept Nachträglichkeit,a“deferredaction”thatscramblesthebefore/after
structureofconsciousness.ForLyotard,ratherthanbeingsimplythe
oppositiontopresence,deferralwillprovetobefundamentallyentangled
withit,fusingintoacomplexideaofpresenceitselfasdeferral.Presenceand
delayarethusnottwodistinctideas,butmakeupaconstellationinwhich
presence eventually becomes an overarching term for that which is elusive 
orevenerasedinexperience;thatwhichresiststheunifyingcapacityofthe
retentionalandprotentionalstructureofconsciousness,whileyetbeing
giveninawaythatholdsconsciousnesscaptive,hauntingitintheformofan
eventoranoccurrencethatitstrugglestograsp.6Intheessay“TimeToday”,
Lyotardwrites:“Whatmemorizesorretainsisnotacapacityofthemind,nor
eveninaccessibilitytowhatoccurs,but,intheevent,theungraspableand
undeniable‘presence’ofasomethingwhichisotherthanthemind,andwhich,
‘fromtimetotime’,occurs.”7ForLyotard,however,theeventisnotonlysome
overpoweringordisruptiveoccurrence,asintheFreudiantrauma,butmore
likeaconstantdimensionofexperienceitself,theeventhoodor“eventuality”
ofthatwhichtouchesusatthelevelofaffectivesensibility–whichisalso
whyitbecomesanimportantconceptinaesthetics,eventhoughthelatteris
atermthatLyotarddistrusts,perhapshastily,becauseofwhatheseesasits
pacifyingnature.Theeventsignalstheirruptionofsomethinginthesensible,
in the aisthesis,thatdemandstobearticulated,andcallsforthourcapacityof
reflection.

Inadifferentregister,thedelayoftheevent,thetemporalfoldthatjoinspast
andpresent,inLyotardalsoreceivesthenameof“infancy”.8Infancy,asthe
etymology in-fanssignals,islocatedbeforelanguage,thoughnotmerelyina

1985”,inThordisArrhenius,MariLending,WallisMillerandJéremieMichaelMcGowan
(eds.),Place and Displacement: Exhibiting Architecture(Baden:LarsMüller,2014).

6 Lyotardoftenexplicitly,butperhapstoohastily,deniesthatphenomenologywould
beabletoapproachsuchapresence.Hisuseof”presence”,however,comesclose
toHeidegger’stermAnwesen,”presencing”,understoodasaverb,inoppositionto
presence as Anwesenheit,theformormodalityofthatwhichispresent,i.e.beings.
Presencingisthatwhichremainsconcealedinthepresent,belongingtothedimension
oftheevent(Ereignis)asthatwhich”gives”butcannotbeapprehendedasgiveninthe
entity.Lyotard’spresencemightinthissensebereadasbelongingtoaphenomenology
”éclatée”,asDominiqueJanicaudcallsit(withoutanyreferencetoLyotard);see
DominiqueJanicaud,Phenomenology ”Wide Open”: After the French Debate,trans.Charles
N.Cabral(NewYork:FordhamUniversityPress,2005).

7 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,The Inhuman: Reflections on Time,trans.GeoffreyBenningtonand
RachelBowlby(Cambridge:PolityPress,1991),p.75.

8 ForarichexplorationofthisthemethatrarelyreferstoLyotard,yetremainsclose
tohiminmanyrespects,seeChristopherFynsk,Infant Figures(Stanford:Stanford
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chronologicalsense,butalsoasanunderlyingorderthatsubsiststhroughout
adultlifeinitsentirety.Itisneveraccessibletomemoryandconsciousrep-
resentation,butonlygivenasa“debt”thatwecanneverpayoff,andassuch
italsohasacloseproximitytoanaestheticthatmustremainatthelimits
of aisthesisbecauseittouchesus,asanevent,atthefringesofthesensible,
beforetheegohasacquiredanydefiniteshape.Intheessay“Prescription”
Lyotardsuggeststhat“aestheticshastodowiththisfirsttouch:theonethat
touchedwhenIwasnotthere…Thetouchhasitsplaceandmomentina
savageoralienspaceandtimethatareforeigntothelaw.Andtotheextent
thatitmaintainsitself,persistsinthemodeofthisimmemorialspace-time,
this savagery or this sinful peregrination is always there as a potential of the 
body.”9Childhoodcaninthiswayevenbeunderstoodas“inhuman”,inthat
itexceedsourlifeasrationalsubjects,anditsmodeofbeingisthatofthe
remainder,ofreturnandhaunting.Inanotherregister,however,itisalsowhat
is eminently human,becauseits“distressheraldsandpromisesthingspos-
sible”aswellas“manifeststothis[adult]communitythelackofhumanityitis
sufferingfrom”.10

Theresponsetothistouchoreventonthepartofthinkingmusttakethe
form of writing,Lyotardsometimessuggests,awritingthatoriginatesin
thebody–whichinrelationtoLes Immatériauxwouldmeantocompletethe
trajectorythattheexhibitionproposesintheoppositedirection,takingus
fromlanguagetobody:toreturntothebodymeanstouncovertheother
sideof“theimmaterials”,theirinescapableresistancetouniversalizationand
translationintonumerics,thoughnotinthesenseofanoriginorgroundin
alife-worldthatwouldprecedethemasananexactandmorefluidmaterial
onwhichidealizationsareperformed.11Butthisinfantbodycanalso–and
perhapsmoresurprisingly,since,unlikewhatLyotardherereferstoasthe
“phenomenologicalbody”,itwithdrawsusfromtheworldoftransitivityand
relations–betakenasasourceofresistanceinamuchmorestraightfor-
wardsense.ThiscomesacrossintheessayonOrwell’s1984 in Le postmoderne 
expliqué aux enfants,whereLyotardlookstothemaincharacterWinston’s
attempttoretrieveadifferentlanguageinsidetheofficialliesbyprobinginto
achildhoodthatishisownandnooneelse’s,whichstillinvitesa“sharing

UniversityPress,2000).ForastudyofLyotard’slaterphase,seeGeoffreyBennington,
Late Lyotard(CreateSpace,2008).

9 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Lectures d’enfance(Paris:Galilée,1991),p.39.
10 Lyotard,The Inhuman,p.4.
11 ThiswouldbeHusserl’sanswer,aspresentedintheCrisistextsfromthelate1930s.

Lyotard’spathwouldratherseemtotakehimintothevicinityofHeidegger.Itisonlyby
followingthemovementoftechnologytotheend,throughitsconsummateemptying
outofhumanism,thatwecanbegintograspitsessenceassomethingotherthan
machinery.
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ofsensibilitythatitcanandshouldtakeascommunal”.12Suchasharinghas
itsobviouspredecessorintheKantiansensus communis,andLyotardishere
atonceclosetoandfarfromArendt’spoliticalphilosophy,13 but also to the 
BenjaminofOne Way StreetandBerlin Childhood: what is important is not the 
singularfactsintheirempiricalspecificity,buta“childhoodoftheevent”,that
whichbringsustogetherpreciselybynotbeingcaptured.

Againstthetheoriesofpragmaticsandcommunicationthatwereatstake
alreadyinthefirstdiscussionofthepostmoderncondition,butalsoshifting
the accent from the systematic analysis of phrases in Le Différend,theselater
textssuggestthatitisonthebasisofanddrawingfromtheincommunicable 
andincommensurableinourexperiencesthatwecommunicate,ratherthan
throughasharedsetofcontentsandclaimsabouttheworld,orthroughthe
applicationofasetoftranscendentalrulesthatwouldgoverntheformation
ofphrasesandarguments.Whiletheincommensurabilitybetweenphrase
regimeswasoneofthemajorthemesofLe Différend,andthethemeofblanks,
caesuras,andsilenceswasessentialfortheanalysisofwhyphrasesmustbe
linkedtoeachotherintheabsenceofdefinedrules(sothatsilencetooisa
phraselikeanyother),inthelaterwritingsthedimensionofthebodyandits
affectivity,whichwaslargelyabsentfromthephilosophyofphrases,returns
andprovidestheideaofblanksandgapsinlanguagewithadifferentkindof
depth.Thatwhichliesinbetweenphrasesisnotjustsilenceandgaps,but
indicatesadimensionofaffectivityandsensibilitythatisthepreconditionfor
phrasingassuch.

The Crisis of Foundations
Inalittle-noticedtextfrom1989,“Argumentationetprésentation:Lacrisedes
fondements”,14Lyotardspeaksofthisdepth,assomethingthatontheone
hand–dependingonone’sphilosophicalconvictions–threatensor promises 
todisappear,andontheotherceaselesslyreturnsasamirageoraninfinite
task,intermsofacrisis of foundations.Understoodinthemostgeneralsense,
thecrisishasnodoubtbeenaroundsincethedawnofGreekphilosophy(krisis 
infactbeingone,orperhapsthe,keyoperativetermalreadyinthePoemof
Parmenides),buthasacquiredaparticulardepthinmodernity,especially
aftertheviolenttransformationsofthesenseofspaceandtime–ofthe

12 Jean-FrançoisLyotard, Le postmoderne expliqué aux enfants(Paris:Galilée,1986),p.
142–143.

13 See”Lesurvivant”,inLectures d’enfance.
14 ThetextwasoriginallypublishedinAndréJacob(ed.),Encyclopédie philosophique uni-

verselle, vol. 1, L’univers philosophique(Paris:PUF,1989),p.738–50,andhasnotbeen
reprintedinanyofLyotard’sbooks.ItisherecitedfromtheEnglishtranslationbyChris
Turner,inCultural Politics,Volume9,Issue2( July2013),p.117–143.
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“transcendentalaesthetic”asdelineatedbyKant–andcontinuestohauntour
presentinanevenmoreintensifiedform.

Historically,thephrase“foundationcrisis”stemsfromthedebatesthat
occupiedthemathematicalandphysicalsciencesduringtheearlydecades
ofthetwentiethcentury,anditconcernedtheverysenseoftherealityto
whichtheoriescouldreferoncetheclassicalconceptionsinsciencehadbeen
discarded.ForLyotard,thisimpliedablowagainstthereferentialaswellas
pragmaticvaluesthattraditionalsciencecouldrelyon,aprofoundmutation
inthought’srelationtoitsother,tosomethinglikebeingitself.Theaporia
ofthegivenandtheconstructedimposeditselfthroughoutphilosophy
andthevarioussciences,andjustastheideaofafoundationthatwouldbe
simplygivenappearedincreasinglytenuous,sotheclaimsaboutaunivocal
andrationalmethodofconstructionbecamedoubtfulasmoreandmore
paradoxesemergedinthefoundationsoflogicandmathematics.Many
analyses,directandindirect,wereproposed,fromthesense-datarecon-
structionsoflogicalpositivismtothelife-worldofHusserlandtheclearing
ofbeinginHeidegger,andLyotardsuggeststhatwhatisatstakehereisthe
questionfromwheretheobjectwouldbe“ob-jected”:thatis,whetherthereis
anythingatallthatprecedesourconstructions,orifthetechnicalefficacyof
scienceissimplyallthatremains.

ForLyotard,thiscrisis,inallthevariouscontradictoryshapesthatit
took,cannotbesolvedinthewayproposedbyKarl-OttoApel,thatis,by
recoursetoa“metapragmatics”thatlocatesthegroundofreasoninrules
ofargumentation,themselvesinturnfoundedinacommunityofrational
agents.15Thissolutionisbasedontheideaofauniversalandtranscendental
communicationalcompetencethataspirestodisplacethefoundational
claimsmadebyphilosopherslikeHusserlandDescartesbyshowingthatall
suchclaimsalreadypresupposecommunication.Inthis,Apel’srejectionof
earlierversionoffoundationalismprovidesyetanotherultimatefoundation
ofreason,thistimebyrecoursetoanideaofultimaterulesofargumentation
thatmustbe(indeedhavealwaysnecessarilybeen)respectedinallother
previousorfuturefoundationallanguagegamesinorderforthemtomake
sense,andinthiswaycanlayclaimtoatranscendentalstatus.AsLyotard
remarks,however,Apelremainslargelysilentonthecontentoftheserules,
somewhatvaguelyreferringtoacommonfocusontheproblemtobesolved,
ortheaspirationtoachieverationalconsensus–andperhaps,onemight

15 ApelcitesWittgenstein,whospeaksofa“system”withinwhichany“confirmationand
disconfirmationofahypothesistakesplace”,asystemwhichis“notsomuchthepoint
ofdeparture,astheelementinwhichargumentshavetheirlife”.SeeLudwigWittgen-
stein,On Certainty,trans.DenisPaulandG.E.M.Anscombe(Oxford:Blackwell,1974),sec.
105.ForLyotardthiselementisnotsomuchasystemasafieldofa“certainpre-cogito
phenomenology”thathelocatesinMerleau-Ponty’sThe Visible and the Invisible,which
showstherenewedrelevanceofphenomenologicalthemesinLyotard’slaterwork.
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add,necessarilyso,sinceanymoresubstantialspecificationwouldalready
commithimtoaparticularphilosophicalclaimanddeprivetherulesoftheir
“meta”-pragmaticstatus;theywouldbeyetanothermoveinthegame,and
nottheconditionforthegame–anygame–assuch.Againstthis,Lyotard
suggeststhatwhatadvancesthesciencesisratherthescramblingand
breakingofrules–scientistsaremorepronetoempiricalthantranscendental
pragmatics,hesomewhatironicallyquips.Thetranscendentalaccountinfact
alwayscomestoolate,andisincapableofelucidatingtheemergenceofthe
new,oftheeventfuldimensionofthinking.Inthis,thediscourseofscienceis
moreakintothemovesmadeinordinarylanguage–and,wemightadd,to
philosophy,asLyotardwilllatersayinLe Différend,whereitistheverysense
andevenpossibilityofanysuchrulesthataretheobjectsofdiscussion,and
thinkingmustproceedinanexperimentalfashionwithoutanyonce-and-for-
allpre-establishedguidelines.Whatitmeanstothinkphilosophicallycannot
bedecidedthrougharecoursetopre-existingrules;rather,therulesare
whatresultsfromtheprocessofthought,whichitselfisinsearchoftherules
thatguideit.Andinthisphilosophycommunicateswithbothscienceand
artthroughacommonzoneofindeterminacy–which,however,theyinhabit 
differently,wemightsay.

Withrespecttotheideaoffoundations,forLyotardthisnecessitatesareap-
praisalofwhatmustprecedeallrationalconstructions,forwhichhefinds
theresourcesinKant–or,moreprecisely,inaKantrereadinthelightofour
presentconcerns,whichthesciencesatthehorizonoftheCritique of Pure 
Reasonforeclosedbyofferingsecuritiesthatarenolongerourown.Theques-
tionoffoundationhastodowithspaceandtime,ormoregenerallytheidea
ofsomethingsensibleassuch,whichissomethingonwhichallconstructions
aremade,thoughitselfnotthereasagiven,butratherasthatwhichiswith-
drawn.InKant,Lyotardsuggests,thereisalreadyanattemptat“tracingthe
pathtowardaninfancyofthoughtthatisalwayspresupposedinitsadultage
(whichisargumentative)andeverpresentassomethingconcealed”,16and
whichbecomesevenmorepronouncedaswemovefromthespace-timeof
thefirstCritiquetotheratherdifferentapproachofthethirdCritique,which
providesthebridgetoLyotard’sownreflectionsonthepossibilitiesandlimits
ofaesthetics.Herethepre-objectivedomainiswhatgivesrisetoareflective
judgementthatbearson“feeling”,ina“plasmatic”state,inawaythatfor
Lyotardunderliesallotherclaims,ratherthanjustbeinganintermediary
capacitylocatedbetweencognitionandethics:“Kantianaesthetics,inits
architectonicguise,teachesussomethingmuchmoreradical:thatreflexive
judgementis,ifnotconstitutive,thenatleastrequiredbytheotherfacultiesof

16 “FoundationCrisis”,p.126.
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knowledgeandthatfeelingistheprimordial,fundamentalmodeofreception
ofanygivenness.”17

Thisisalsowhereheoncemorecomesbacktohisearlierdiscussionsof
Merleau-PontyinDiscours, figure,andhowtheanalogywiththevisualfield
mightallowustoapproachthelayerofthepre-objective:“theanalogyisnot
anarbitraryone,sincethe‘free-floatingforms’,towhichKantreferstheaes-
theticfeeling,alsoconstitutewithoutadoubttheweftor,asMerleau-Ponty
hasit,the‘nervures’ofthefieldofperception…[even]‘nervuresofbeing.’”18 
Andyet–andinthistheclaimsofDiscours, figure against the phenomenology 
ofperceptionaswellasagainstthephenomenological“fleshoftheworld”
remaininplace–thereisalwaysadifferenceinthevisual,aninvisibilityfor
whichtermslikenon-presentableandsublimemaystandasmarkers.This
oncemoresignalsadeparturefromMerleau-Ponty,whichisnotjustoneof
vocabulary–sincetheinvisiblehereisnotwhatalreadybeginstotranscend
thesensibleintheformofideasandconcepts–butthemomentofdonation
thatunderliesthesensibleandonlycanbereachedthroughadispossession
ofsubjectivityofamoreradicalnaturethanthatattainedthroughthedescent
intotheflesh.Iftheaesthetictakesustowardthisregion,itisthusalso,
always,asan”anaesthetic”thatopenstowardstheevent.

Attheendofthisessay,however,Lyotardsuggeststhatthiscrisisof
foundationscaninfactbeovercomeinawaythatdoesnotpreserve
thedimensionoftheevent,butratherproducessomethinglikeitsfinal
occultation.Thiscouldperhapsbeunderstoodassomethinglikeacrisis 
of the crisis–or,inHeideggeriantermsthatLyotardhereperhapsbrushes
asidetooquickly,theforgetting of forgetting,thetechnologicalerasure of 
the withdrawalthatisnecessaryforbeingstoappear–andheenvisages
thepossibilitythatdonationmighthavebecomeacalculableconstruct,
a physissyntheticallyproducedin“technoscience”,inawaythatdirectly
picksupthebasicthemeofLes Immatériaux.“Thenewtechne”,hewrites,
“inkeepingwiththeessentialconceptoffingereinherentinit,enablesusto
obtainnotonly‘results’inallsortsofcalculationsbutsounds,colors,or,in
otherwords,materialsandarrangementsofthingsbothmusicalandplastic.
Thesearenowreplacing‘forms’thatariseoutofthesyntheticpowerofthe
imagination,oroutoftheOther.Theyarenotapprehendedreflexively;they
aredeterminedbycalculations,bothintheir‘design’andintheirrestitution
anddissemination.Andcalculationincludesnotonlytheworkthatoccupies
thetimeofcomputerengineersbutalsothe–itselfconstitutive–accounting
ofspacesandtimes(includingallthoseknownasworkingspacesandtimes)
expendedintheproductionanddisseminationofsyntheticmaterialsand

17 Ibid.,p.128.
18 Ibid.,p.133.
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forms.”19“Anthropologically”,Lyotardconcludes,thistransferfromintuitionto
calculationandconstructioncanbeinterpretedas”anemancipationofhuman
beingsfromtheirconditionasearthlyanimals”;“transcendentally”,onthe
otherhand,suchacrisis“remainstobethoughtthrough”.20Itistothisthinking
throughthattheworkafterLes Immatériauxwasdedicated.

Rewriting Freud
ItisatthisjunctureofLyotard’sworkthatFreudtooreturns,andtheexchange
betweenpsychoanalysisandphenomenologybeguninDiscours, figure is 
takenupagain,albeitinatransformedfashion.If,inhisearlywork,Lyotard
arrivedatasetofaffirmativeclaimsaboutenergiesandforces,thesewillnow
bedisplacedbywhathesometimes,withatermborrowedfromLacan,calls
“theThing”(la Chose),abodythatisheldhostagetosomethingthatitcannot
decipher.Thisistheinfantbody,notinasimplychronologicalsense,butas
asiteofpre-inscriptionthatwillalwaysremainwithus,drawingtogetherthe
birthofthesubjectasconditionedbythesexualdifferenceandtheemergence
ofsomethingoutofnothingintermsoftheontologicaldifference,sothatthe
prioritybetweenthembecomesentangledandundecidable.

InthisrenewedreadingofFreud,theideaofpassibilityisworkedoutinterms
ofaffectivity,whichinmanywayspursuesoldthemes,butalsogivesthema
newtwist.WhilethephilosophyofphrasesinLe Différendhasevacuatedthe
possibilityofthephysicsormetaphysicsofdrivesthatonceunderwrotethe
claimthat“TheDream-WorkDoesNotThink”(asreadsthetitleofoneofthe
central chapters in Discours, figure),itneverthelessopensamorepositive
approachtolanguage,thoughonethatstillwantstosteerclearofthetheory
ofthesignifierthatforLyotardlimitstheLacanianapproach,towhichhe
neverthelessremainsclose.While,aswehavenoted,alreadyinLe Différend 
phrasesareunderstoodaseventsinabroadsense,constitutingacategory
thatexpandsbeyondthenarrowlylinguistictoincludesilencesandaffects,
thislatterdimensionultimatelyremainedmarginalintheearlierbook,andthe
dynamicandaffectivedimensionoftheKantianfacultieswaslargelyover-
shadowedbyWittgensteinianmotifs.Inthissenseitisnodoubtsignificant
thatWittgenstein’simportancewilldiminishaswemoveintoLyotard’sfinal
phase,whentheconnectiontophenomenologyandpsychoanalysiswillbe
madeoncemore.

Inthenewapproach,theunconsciousisreconstructedasan“inarticulate
phrase”,oran“affect-phrase”.Thisphrasticqualitydoesnotmeanthatit
presentsauniverseaccordingtotheaxessense-referenceandsender-
receiver.Whatispresentedisratherafeelingofpleasureandpainthat

19 Ibid.,p.140.
20 Ibid.,p.140f.
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remainsnon-localizablewithrespecttothecoordinatesoftheuniverseof
languageasthepresentationofsomethingobjective;andaswewillsee,in
thisitisakintothefeelingofpleasureandpainaslaidoutinKant’sthird
Critique,whichprovidesabridgetoaesthetics.Whattranspiresisthatthereis
somethingthere,thereisan“ithappens”which,however,isbetrayedassoon
asitistranslatedintoacommunicativelanguage.

Thisnewtakeontheunconsciousisspeltoutindetailintheessay“Emma”,21 
whereLyotardinterrogatesoneofthecasehistoriesinFreud’s1895Project 
for a Scientific Psychology,whichindeedisoneofFreud’smostphysicalist
texts,wherehespeaksofforcesthatproduce“facilitations”(Bahnungen)in
awaythatwoulddrawhimclosetoLyotard’searlyconceptionofenergetics.
WhatcomesacrossinthislaterreadingbyLyotard,however,istheproblem
oftime,ofhoweventsareinscribedandbecomemeaningfulinaparticular
structureofdeferral.Theunconsciousaffect,Lyotardsuggests,canremain
unrecognizedwhilestillenteringintoconsciousnessthroughasubstitutethat
cannotbeunderstood.

ThepatientEmma’sfearofgoingtothestorealoneis,inFreud’sanalysis,
linkedtotwoscenesfromherchildhood;neitherofwhich,however,is
sufficienttoaccountforherpresentstate.Lyotardsuggeststhattheymust
beunderstoodasoverlaid,sothatthefirstsceneonlyproducesitstraumatic
affectwhenitisrememberedandactivatedatasubsequentstage,inakindof
retroactiveorinvertedcausalitythatisatthebasisofFreud’stheoryofNach-
träglichkeit.InLyotard’sreadingoftheEmmacase,whatisimportantisFreud’s
ideaofaprimalrepression–thatis,anobjectthatneverwasconscious,and
which may account for the presence of originary formations in the uncon-
scious,aswasalreadysuggestedintheelusivepositiongiventothematrixin
Discours, figure.

ForLyotard,thepossibilityofthisprimalrepressionsignalssomethinglikea
pure passibility,wheretheaffectisinscribedwithouteverbeingconscious,
andonlyappearsatthelaterstage;acapacityforbeingaffectedregardlessof
whethertheeventcanberepresentedornot,whichimpliesthattheactive-
passivedistinctionisderivativeinrelationtosuchprimordialevents.Suchan
eventcannotberepresentedorremembered;itisapureevent,anditstime
isthepresent,thehereandnow;while–fromthepointofviewofconscious-
ness,andofwhatcanbenamedinlanguage–itwillneverhavebeenthere
atallasacontent.Thepurepresenceeludesconsciousness,structurally,
whileconsciousnessassuchisheldinthegripofthispresence,whichiswhat
locatesitinachildhoodbeyondmemory.

21 InJean-FrançoisLyotard,Misère de la philosophie(Paris:Galilée,2000).Foraluciddis-
cussionofthistextinrelationtoLacan,seeAnneTomiche,“RephrasingtheFreudian
Unconscious:Lyotard’sAffect-Phrase”,inDiacritics,Vol.24,No.1(Spring,1994),p.43–62.
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Thisdimensionalsocomesacrossinthatparticularqualityoflanguageknown
astimbre,whichLyotardinvestigatesinanotheressay,“Voix”,dedicatedtothe
problemoflanguageinpsychoanalysis.WhatliesatthecoreoftheFreudian
enterprise,atadepththatmayhaveescapedFreudhimselftotheextentthat
analysisremainsmodelledonSocraticdialogue,isnotspeechinthesense
oftheAristotelianlexis,i.e.statementsthatwouldbesituatedalongtheaxes
oftheuniverseofcommunicationandtransmitanobjectivecontent,butthe
soundingofthephone,theinarticulateandpassionatedimensionofavoice
thatdirectlyindicatesaffects–ormoreprecisely,istheaffectasindicativeof
itself,“tautegorical”,22Lyotardsays–ratherthaninscribingthemasamoment
ofrepresentation.Thephoneescapesthetemporalorderofthesignifying
chainanditsinterlocutors,inwhichafirst“I”relatestoasecond“you”,even-
tuallyconvertibletoobjectivethird-personpropositionsthatmaybereported
inacasestudy,ultimatelybecomingathemeforpublic,scientificdiscourse,
withits“transcendentalpragmatics”andrule-boundexchanges.Thephone is 
simply there,asatoneortimbrejustaselusiveasitisinsistent,inanow that 
defiestheorderoftimeasthestructureofbeforeandafter;anditcannot
evenbeattributedtoasubjectthatwouldbeitsbearer,butratherbelongs
tothesamedimensionasthein-fans,thespeechlessandaffectivelifethat
hauntsalllanguage,alsoandperhapsmostinsistentlyinitssilence,innot
beingheard,orindisruptingtheorderofthelexis.

WhatisultimatelyatstakeintheselatermeditationsonFreud’swritings
isperhapsnotthetruthabouttheFreudiantextsthemselves,even
thoughLyotardremainsascrupulousreader,sometimeseventothepoint
ofobscuringhismoregeneralclaims.InDiscours, figure,regardlessof
thesuspicionagainstconceptualsynthesisandargumentativeclosure,
psychoanalysiscouldstillbemarshalledagainstthephenomenologyofthe
bodyandvisualdepthasadiscoursethatwouldsomehowbemoretrue,closer
totheeventandthedonation,andcouldbeopposedtothephilosophical
projectassuch,whichLyotardatthetimeperceivedasinextricablybound
upwithaPlatonistdowngradingofthedisruptiveforceatworkinsideor
beneaththesensible.However,justasinevitablyas,say,theNietzschean
overturningofmetaphysicsasanalysedbyHeidegger,thiscountermove
tendedtoproduceyetanothermetaphysics,thistimecentredaroundthe
“drives”,asLyotardwouldlatersay.Againstthis,thelatertextsnolongerpose
asanti-orcounter-philosophical,butproposeasthetaskofphilosophyto
listentothatwhichliesunderneaththelexis,communication,andthesubject,
notinordertodispeltheminfavourofsomemoreoriginarypowerorenergy
(the“libidinal”,asitwascalledintheearliertexts),butrathertouncovera

22 Lectures d’enfance,p.137.Theterm“tautegorical”isalsousedbyLyotardtodescribethe
Kantiansublime,initscapacitytodisclosetoushowitfeelstothink;seeLyotard,Leçons 
sur l’analytique du sublime (Kant, Critique de la faculté de juger, §§ 23–29)(Paris:Galilée,
1991),p.26.
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differentstratum–thepassible,infancy–thattheyalwayspresuppose.Inthis,
psychoanalysis,art,andacertainalbeitreluctantlyacceptedphenomenology,
areallies,notbecauseanyoneofthemwouldbemoretrue,butbecauseeach
ofthem,intheirparticularway,areattemptstograspthesameungraspable
andineluctablecondition.

The Limits of Communication
Inthepresentcontext,itisparticularlyrelevanttoseehowthethemeofan
irreducibleobversesidetothelexisalreadyfromtheoutsetcomestorework
theideaofcommunicationfromwithin,sothatitappearspreciselyasthat
whichartmustresistinordertopreserveitsproper,eventfuldimension,that
withintheaestheticthatmakesaestheticsasadisciplinepossiblebutalso
eludesit.

InanessaythatwascomposedroughlyoutatthesametimeasLes 
Immatériauxopened,“SomethingLike:‘Communication…withoutCom-
munication’”,23Lyotardradicallyquestionstheideaofcommunicationthatat
firstglanceseemsliketheunquestionedpointofdeparturefortheexhibition.
Thestartingpointfortheessayistherespectiveandseeminglyincompatible
claimsbyKantandAdorno,firstlythatthefacultyofjudgingiswhatrenders
ourfeelinguniversallycommunicable(mitteilbar)withoutthemediationofa
concept(Kant),secondlythatnoworkofartshouldbeunderstoodthrough
thecategoryofcommunication(Adorno).However,ratherthananopposition,
Lyotardhereseesbothclaimsasdifferentlyphrased,althoughintheend
notincompatible,reactionstoHegel’ssublationofartintotheconcept,
andinbothheperceivesthecontinuityofaquestforthepossibilityofa
non-conceptualcommunication.Itispreciselythiscommunicationwithout
communicationthatisextinguishedinmoderncommunicationtheories
andtechnologies,andfinallyinanart-industrythat,inaphrasethatechoes
HorkheimerandAdorno’sanalysisofthecultureindustry,“wouldbeacom-
pletionofspeculativemetaphysics,awayinwhichHegelispresent,has
succeeded,inHollywood”.24

AgainstthisLyotardmarshalstheKantiananalysisofthejudgementof
tasteassomethingthatisalwayspresumed,afeelingorsentimentalitythat
alsorequiresaparticularkindofcommunityanteriortocommunication
andpragmatics(thechoiceoftermsheretranslatingLyotard’sresistance
tothetheoriesofcommunicativeactionandtranscendentalpragmaticsin
HabermasandApel).Thishecallsa“passibilitytospaceandtime,necessary

23 Thetextwasfirstpresentedasalectureattheconference“Artetcommunication,”
organizedbyRobertAllezaudattheSorbonneinOctober1985.

24 Lyotard,The Inhuman,p.115.
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forms of aesthesis”,25whoseverypossibilityimplicitlywouldthenbewhatis
fundamentallyatstakeintheworldofimmaterials,where“calculated situ-
ationsareputforwardasanaesthetic”,26andwherethedemandforefficiency,
performance,andmalleabilityhavebyfarsupersededthecybernetictheories
thatformedthehorizonofHeidegger’smeditationsontheessenceof
technologyinthe1950s.

This passibility is neither an activity of forming a giving matter nor the 
simplepassivityofreceivingit,butrather,oncemoreincontinuitywiththe
central theme of Discours, figure,presupposesa“donation”as“something
fundamental,originary”,27thateludesourcontrolandmastery.IntheKantian
vocabularyemployedbyLyotardhere,thiswouldnotbethedeterminable 
mattergiveninanintuitionthatinfactisthereonlyasalreadydetermined 
bythecategoriesoftheunderstanding,andasuchonlyseparablethrough
asecondaryreflection,butsomethingthatseizesuswithoutalreadybeing
partofcognition,andwithoutnecessarilybeingdestinedtobecomesuch
apart.Theoriginofthisgifthoweverremainsconcealed,itisanXthat
LyotardhererefersnotonlytotheKantiantranscendentalobject=x(in
factsomewhatmisleadingly,sincethis“x”isnotapartoftheconceptual
structureofthethirdCritiquethatheheredrawson,butbelongsspecifically
totheanalysisofcognitioninthefirstCritique,asitsconstitutivelimit),but
also,andperhapsmorepertinently,toHeidegger’sbeingasthewithdrawn
sideoftheontologicaldifference.Thexiswhatgivesmatterforreflection
anddetermination,anditisonit,perhapsevenonitserasureorruins,that
weconstructoraestheticphilosophies.Thefeelingthataccompaniesitis
a“welcomingofwhatisgiven”,28anditiswhatultimatelyrendersthesub-
jectopentotheworldinawaythatwillalsoholdthisworldinsuspense.The
violenceofdonationandofatruththat“detonates”–whichweretheguiding
ideasofDiscours, figureastheargumentmovedfromthestillharmonious
viewsofthephenomenologiesofperceptionandthefleshtotheunthinkable
andunrepresentableprimaryprocessinFreud–heregivewaytoamore
benign,orperhapsneutral,conceptionofwelcoming,giving,andgiftthat
comesfromHeidegger,althoughthisisaheritagetowardswhichLyotard
willremainambivalenttotheend,andnotonlyforpoliticalreasons,butfirst
andforemostbecausetheresponsetothewithdrawalofpresenceforhim
isanopen-endedexperimentationthathe,rightlyorwrongly,perceivestobe
missinginHeidegger.

Thispassiblemoment,thethere now that is given only in a temporal spasm 
thatprecludesanythereornowfrombeingsimplythereandnow,butonly

25 Ibid.,p.110.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.,p.111.
28 Ibid.
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allowsthemtobeunderstoodinanactofanamnesisor“re-writing”,is
necessarilyforgotteninrepresentationandallthemodesofproductionof
realitythatdrawonmoderncommunicationtechnologies,itistheiralways
presupposedandyetelusiveunderside.Andyetitispreciselynotopposed
tothem,butwhatmakesthempossible,whichiswhytheimmaterialsofcom-
municationandresistancebelongtogether,andonewithouttheotherwould
onlygiveusalimitedanddistortedpicture.

Ifwedisregardthisoriginaryentanglement,theideaofresistancemight
seemtooncemoreensnareusinadualistconception,wheredonation,the
gift,andthedomainoforiginarypassibilityonlyappearasthatwhichdistorts 
communication,asakindofnegativityandnoisethatintheendcontrib-
utesnothingpositivetothinkingandexperience.ButasLyotardnotes,thisis
“becausewethinkofpresenceaccordingtotheexclusivemodalityofmas-
terfulintervention”,29andcreationonlyasamodeoftechnicalconstructionat
theexpenseoftheopennesstotheeventfulnessoftheevent;itmustbeboth,
anamnesisandconstruction,amemoryofwithdrawnpresenceandtheexper-
imentalgayscienceunfoldinginitswake.

Inotherwords,ifthiswithdrawalinsomerespectsentailsalossofexperience,
ahollowingoutofthesubject,ithashoweveritselftobethought and felt,also
asanopeningtowardsotherdimensionsofsensibilityandexperience.The
exhibitionbecomesawayofdoingthis,i.e.,notjustto“signify”thedifference
between what in Discours, figurestillappearedasthe“spaceofthesubject
andthesystem”,butalsotorenderthisdifferenceitselfanditseffectson
uspalpable.Thusthenecessityofconfronting“works”inthewidestsense
oftheterm–includingnotonlythefinearts,butalsoscience,technological
artefacts,theories,modesofwriting–witheachotherinordertoproduce
the“unease”thataphilosophicalproposal,inthecoherenceandclosurethat
inevitablycharacterizeit,cannotavoiddispelling,andthustheneedofan
exhibitionarymodethatexposethinkingtoanoutside.

An Aesthetic of Presence
AtermthatmoreandmorecomestotheforethroughoutLyotard’slater
writingsonartis“presence”.Inwhatwayshouldweunderstandthisterm?
Atfirst,itmayseemtosignalasomewhatsurprisinglydirectreturntoa
phenomenologyofperceptionandofthebody,basedinanaestheticvision
thatunderscoresthematerialpresenceofartworks,touch,gesture,anda
whole vocabulary that reinstalls precisely those motifs that Les Immatériaux 
wouldhavedeemednolongerpossible.Forsome,thisshiftamountsto
anostalgicturnthat,possiblyundertheinfluenceofHeidegger,ormore
generallyaphenomenologicalsuspiciontowardstechnology,discardedthe

29 Ibid.,p.118.
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radicalperspectiveofinventionandcreationthatwasatthebasisofLes 
Immatériaux.30Aswewillsee,eventhoughthischaracterizationmightbemis-
leadingasanaccountofLyotard’sdevelopment,itpointstoasetofproblems
inthelateworkthatmustbeaddressed.Whiletheshiftwasnotonlyalready
part of the initial statement of Les Immatériaux,butalsocorrespondstoa
motifthatwasthereinLyotard’sthoughtfromthebeginningofhistrajectory,
itisalsotruethatmanyoftheclaimsthatwefindinhislaterwritingsperhaps
tendtoshort-circuitthepossibilitiesofhisinquiry,intyingittoocloselyto
particularformsofartinawaythatimmobilizestheexchangeofconceptsand
particulars.Inshort,aswewillargue,toremainfaithfultothepathopened
uphere,wemustquestionsomeofLyotard’sexamples,atleasttotheextent
thattheytakeontoomuchofaparadigmaticvalue,andinfact,inspiteofthe
open-endedandhesitantphilosophicalcharacterofhislatewritings,seemto
resuscitatemanytraditionaltopoiofarttheory.

Fromacertaindistance,nodoubtarespectfuloneandyetadistance,
thetermpresenceobviouslyreferstoDerridaandtheproblemofthe
metaphysicsofpresenceinheritedfromHeidegger(andtheterm“decon-
struction”sometimesappearsinthelaterwritings,withoutfurther
explication,inawaysimilartoDiscours, figure).Lyotard’spresence is however 
rathertheoppositeofDerrida’s,orrather,itbearsastrongresemblanceto
thekindofthinkingthatDerridawastryingtoarticulatethroughconcepts
liketrace,différance,andspacing,preciselyasthelimitstothemetaphysics
ofpresence.Lyotard’spresencesignalsthemomentofwhatmustremain
elusiveinthesensible,althoughbywayofadifferencethatisannouncedin
andbythesensible;itisasensiblenolongerunderstoodinoppositiontothe
intelligible,butasadimensionofitsown,whichiswhyitalsodrawscloseto
theimmaterialmaterialityalreadyatstakeinLes Immatériaux.Colors,words,
gestures,soundsareontheonehandwhatispresented,ontheotherhand
theywithdrawfrompresentation,andthisduplicityiswhatgivestheaes-
theticdimensionitsprivilegedrole;nothoweverasafullnessorrichnessof
sensethatwouldhavebeenbetrayedinobjectivityandtechnoscientificcon-
structions,asthetraditionalphenomenologicalanswerfromHusserl’sKrisis 
onwardhasbeen,butasamoreenigmatickindofpovertyofsense,a“thing”
thatdoesnotevenaddressus,orremainsturnedawayinitsveryaddress.

ItistruethatLyotardoftendisplaysaprofoundsuspiciontowardtheterm
aesthetics,whichheassociatestoatraditionthatfindsitsresourcesinKant’s
thirdCritiqueandtheAnalyticofbeauty,anditsclaimsaboutbeautyand
harmony.Againstthis,hepitstheAnalyticofthesublimewithitsdisruption
ofbeauty’sconsonance,whichforhimsignalsan“anaesthetic”powerthat
shattersformandthetransitiverelationofconceptandworld.

30 AshasbeensuggestedbyJean-LouisDéotte,in“Les ImmatériauxdeLyotard(1985):un
programmefigural”,Appareil10(2012).
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Lyotardhasgivenusmanyversionsofthisparticularclaim,sometimesin
awaythatseemstostraightforwardlydisavowthebasicideasexplored
in Les Immatériaux.Inthebriefessay“TwoFormsofAbstraction”(1988)he
suggeststhatarttoday–somewhatsurprisinglyclaimedtobegenerally
characterizedby“abstraction”–followstwomainavenues.Thefirsthecalls
Hegelian,oranartofthe“understanding”,oftheVerstand,whereformsare
positedasexteriortocontent,allowingbeautytobecomekitsch,without
anydensityofsingularexperience.Suchistheart,hesuggests,produced
throughcomputation,synthesis,andtechnology–claimsthataredifficult
nottoreadasdirectedagainstmanyoftheitemsthatwereselectedfor
Les Immatériaux,wheretheclaimoftenseemedtobeadiscoveryofacon-
tinuumbetweenartfromtheearlyavant-gardeonwardandthenewforms
ofeverydaytechnologiesthatrenderthelimitsofthebodyandperception
fluidandinsecure.Thesecondtendency,onlybrieflyalludedtointhetext,
insteadfollowsthelinetracedoutbytheKantiansublime,withitsemphasis
ontheunpresentable,andleadsuptoafinalalternativethatoncemore
seemstorenderaestheticsimpossible,oratleastwithoutanypurchaseon
whatisessential:“caughtbetweenthetwokindsofabstractionthatIhavejust
outlined,thatofunderstandingwhichdeterminesvisualdata,andthatwhich
clingstotheindeterminablematerialpresencehiddeninthepresentation
ofdata,thustornapart,howcananaesthetics,areflectiononthepleasure
providedbythebeautyoffreeforms,perpetuateitself?”31Now,whilethefirst
lineseemstousherinapessimisticviewofart,thesecondopensthequestion
oftheworkasevent,asLyotardunderlinesinanotheressay,“ThePictorial
EventToday”(1993):“Theintrinsicvacuityofthepictorialinstitutiondoesnot
atallchangethenecessityofthegestureofpainting,its‘call’tobecarried
out.”32 This gestureofpaintingdoesnotleadtoadisplayofalreadyrecognized
culturalforms,butopensontoathoughtthatmobilizesadifferenttypeof
body:”Paintingisthethoughtofpainting,butitsthought-body.Itoperates
in,withandagainstthespace-timeandmatter-color:thesensoriumofthe
seeingbody.”33Ratherthancelebratingthevisualasaplenitudethatwouldbe
theresultofcreationandsubjectiveexpression,theworkisanappearance
inwhichanapparitionhappens,bywayofaparticularnegationofthevisual:
“The pictorial factumiscompletelydifferent:itturnsthechromatic(orformal,
etc.)appearanceintoanapparitionbymarkingtheaistheton(thesensible)
withahallmarkofitsthreateningsuppression.Thevisualityofpaintingalways
retrievesitselfuponblindness.”34Itisnotdirectedtosight,buttowhatis
“incarceratedinsight”,and“transformsappearanceintoapparition,likethe

31 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,Textes dispersés I: Esthétique et théorie de l’art / Miscellaneous Texts 
I: Aesthetics and Theory of Art(Leuven:LeuvenUniversityPress,2012),p.199.

32 Ibid.,p.227.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.,p.228.
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poemchangeswords,vehiclesinthecommunicationalfield,intouncertain
asteroidsenvelopedinnothingness.”35

ThisprocessisforLyotardpreciselywhatgetslostinaesthetics.Butwould
itnotbeequallypertinent,infactmoreso,toseeboth moments as integral 
partofaesthetics,firstofallsincethisisexplicitlythecaseinKant?The
resourceofsuchanaestheticcritiqueofreason,whichispartofalong
traditionextendingfarbeyondtheparticularclaimsofLyotard,isnotthatit
fetishizesasensibilitythatwouldingeneralberefractorytoconceptualsub-
sumption–althoughitsometimesdoesthistoo–butthatitdemandsthat
suchresistancebearticulatedinworksthatmustalwaysbeapproachedas
singularevents,whoseparticularpresenceandtakeontheconcept-sense
dividecannotbederivedfromageneraltheory.Thisisinfactsometimes
highlightedandevenpushedtoanextremebyLyotard,totheeffectthatthe
onlyadequatephilosophicalresponsewouldbetosurrendertothesingular
–oncemoreatemptationtoanti-philosophy,asitwere,whichintheendmay
proveasmuchadeadendastheunquestionedconfidenceinthesubsuming
gestureofphilosophicalaesthetics.Thisquestionofsingularity,understood
asachallengetotheoryratherthanitsmeredemise,isinfactwhatopens
the problem of writing,asitoncealsodidforAdorno:aesthetictheory,tothe
extentthatitwantstomeasureitselftowhatisatstakeintheworks,isnot
theorythatwouldhave“theaesthetic”asoneofitsobjects,butitiswriting
thatitselfmustbecomeconstellation,insearchofitsownrules,without
therebymerelyemulatingliteratureorsomeotherartisticform.Justaslittle
astheartworkcanbeaccountedforbywhatitsays,letalone“communicates”,
canphilosophicalreflection,totheextentthatit,asAdornodemands,steps
intothemonadofthework,settleforgeneralities,eventhoughitis,assuch,
inevitablyboundupwithconceptualwork,whichiswhyaesthetictheoryis
still theory,evenifnotsimplyatheoryofsomethingthatitwouldencounteras
asetofmereexternalparticulars.Aesthetictheorydoesnothaveobjectsthat
aresimplythere,butmustinacertainwayconstitutetheobjectsasquestions
atthesamemomentasitconstitutesitselfasatheory,inanexchangethat
rendersbothpolesoftheequationjustasproblematic.

ItishoweverjustassignificantasitisproblematicthatLyotardchooses
tofocushislaterreflectionsalmostexclusivelyonpainting,notjustinthe
biographicalsensethathiswritingsforvariousreasonsdealtwithpainterslike
JacquesMonory,ValerioAdami,SamFrancis,KarelAppel,andmanyothers,
butalsobecauseofthephilosophicalweightgiventoaparticularmedium,
totheextentthatitispreciselypaintingthatisgiventheroleofchallenging
thephilosophertosurrenderinthefaceofwhatcannotbearticulated.While
Lyotardconstantlyrejectsacertainart-historicalapproach,andinsteadwants
tounderstandtheworksfromwithin,preciselyasquestionstothought,he

35 Ibid.
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remainsstrangelydependentonasetofclaimsinheritedfromthehistoryof
modernistpainting,whichasitweretakesitsrevengeallthemoresincethis
historicalnarrativeisclaimedtohavebeensuspended.

Thus,inthesewritings,Lyotardbothpusheshisownanaesthetictothelimit
–ofwhichsurrenderisone,althoughperhapsnotthemostproductiveform–
and rehearses of series of surprisingly conventional claims that often seem to 
takehimbacktotherhetoricofactionpainting.InthebookonAppel,Lyotard
thusspeaksofthenecessity“toterminatetheauthorityofargumentsandto
disturbthecalmassuranceofphilosophicalaesthetics”,36andwhatoccasions
thissurrenderiscolour,orratherthe“gestureofcolour”thatprovidesthe
bookwithitstitle,Un geste de couleur.Appel,accordingtoLyotard,approaches
colourasthat“whichistherebeforeformandconcepts”,37andlikePollock,
Appelwouldinscribecolourthroughagesturethattransfersthebodyonto
thecanvas,inamovement“notmediatedbyaconcept,images,schemas,
memories”,butas“colouritself”.38Colouriswhattransformsmatter,leading
itto“vibrate,”andfinallyisitselfthatwhichperformsthe“dance”.Inthebook
onSamFrancis,Leçons de tenèbres,hefindsasimilarsurrendertothechro-
maticmaterial,thistimeinflectedthroughdarkness,whose“lesson”isthatwe
mustlookto“thesubstanceofwhichlightismade”,leadingFrancis’painting
to“emanatefromablindvoid,(…)vanishingtowardsBlack”.39 

Inthisway,paintingmoreandmorebecomestheverynameofthought.
Ratherthanaparticularartformwithitshistoryandinstitutions,itappears
asacipherfortheineffable,asifdivestedofthathistoricalspecificitywhich
itstillretains,preciselyintheevocationofcolour,gesture,vibrations,dance,
andawholeseriesofrelatedtermsthataspiretodisplacethevocabulary
ofsubjectivityandexpressioninfavourofthework’seventhood,whilestill
perpetuatingit.Itispreciselyatthispointthatwebelievethatfidelityto
Lyotard’sproblemsnecessitatesthatwedistanceourselvesfromwhat,no
doubttooquickly,couldbecalledhisparticular“taste”.

Conclusion: Spacing Philosophy
Fromthepointofviewofthoseartisticpracticesthatmakeupourpresent,
thereseemstobeaneedtodisengagefrompainting,oratleasttothinkthe
problemthatLyotardaddressesinthenameofpaintinginitsfullgenerality.

36 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“KarelAppel:Ungestedecouleur/KarelAppel:AGestureof
Colour“,in Writings on Contemporary Art and Artists,vol.1(Leuven:LeuvenUniversity
Press,2009),p.27.

37 Ibid.,p.159.
38 Ibid.,p.179.
39 Jean-FrançoisLyotard,“SamFrancis:LeçondeTénèbres/SamFrancis:LessonsofDark-

ness“,inWritings on Contemporary Art and Artists,vol.2(Leuven:LeuvenUniversityPress,
2009),p.11.
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Thequestionsofthesensible,touch,andpresenceindeedremainwithis,
perhapseveninanintensifiedform,giventheubiquityofthedigitalandthe
electronic:theconstellationofconceptsandintuitions,ofthebodyandthe
senses,andoftherelationbetweenworkandtruth,hasbynomeansreceded
fromthehorizon.Thatthepromisesorthreatsofviolenttransformationsof
thelife-world,ofourbodilysensorium,ofourexperienceofspaceandtime,
continuetohauntusshowstheimportanceofthetask.

In many ways the proposals of Les Immatériaux retrieve the promise of inde-
terminacyoftheearlyavant-gardeofthetwentiethcentury,asLyotard’s
ownstatementsclearlyindicate.Whileweseemtobefacedwithaninfinity
–andtheexperienceofinfinityasanabyssisafundamentalfeatureofLes 
ImmatériauxaswellasofLyotard’swritingsonthesublime–ofpossible
modesofexperience,thisjustasmuchproducesanxietiesandfantasies,
preciselythekindof“unease”thattheexhibitionwantedtoprovoke:alossof
self,identity,andstability,adisconnectionfromthespace-timeofperception,
frommatter,materials,andmateriality,fromtheground in all senses of the 
world.Thequestionishowtomakesuchanuneaseproductive,howtomake
it into the matterofthought,inallsensesoftheterm;howtoallowforthe
“foundationcrisis”nottoberesolvedtooquicklybyappealstoeitherthesyn-
theticconstructionsoftechnoscienceoranaïve,sensorygiven,buttomake
the“unease”thatitproducesbecomeaproductiveconditionforanexper-
imentalthinkingandmaking.

ThephilosophicaltaskproposedbyLyotard,ifweseeLes Immatériauxand
theconjecturalRésistancestogetherwiththemanyessaysandwritings
thatsurroundthefirstprojectandmaybeunderstoodaspointingtothe
second,isthequestionofhowwecanapproachartworksthat,whiletheyat
leastfromconceptualartonwardactivelyresisttraditionalmodesofaes-
theticenjoyment,neverthelessnotjustamounttoawithdrawalofsenseor
sensibility,butratheropenuptoarestructuringofthesensoriumthatallows
representationanditsundersidetoenterintoanewconstellationthatwould
beintunewiththemutationsofourpresentspace-time.Forthis,theterm
“postmodern”thatLyotardatonepointsuggestedwasperhapsadeceptive
one,sinceittendstoencloseusintheschemasofcause-effectandbefore-
afterthathisthoughtonthetemporalknotsofpresencepreciselytookasits
tasktoundo.Somethingsimilarmustofcoursebesaidofallclaimstolocate
themutationsofourpresent.Forwhowouldclaimtoknowwhatthepresent
is,whatitslimitsandpossibilitiesare?Justlikeanyothertemporalcategory
thepresentisonlygiveninanamnesis,througharewritingandworking-
through;Les Immatériauxwassuchanattempt,unfinished,incomplete,and
evencontradictory,whichiswhyitstilldemandstobenotonlythought,but
alsocontinued.
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Inhindsight,onecannotavoidnotingthatmostofthetechnologicalinventions
thatappearednewandexcitinginthe1980shaveeitherbecomepartof
everydaylife,andinthissenselosttheircapacityforproducingbothunease
andthought,or,morealarmingly,turnedintoanincreasinglyhegemonic
systemofinformationandsurveillance.Allofthiscouldbetakenassimply
anintensifiedversionofwhatAdornocalledthe“administeredworld”–and
oneinwhichthetechniquesofadministrationhavegrowninfinitelymore
subtle,insidious,anddifficulttoresist.Intheworldofglobalcapital,where
theubiquityofinformationensuresthatallthoughtistransformedintobits
ofexchangeabledigitizedunits,identityanddifferencegotogether,andthe
unifyingandlevellingpowerofwhatwasoncecalledthe“cultureindustry”
havebeenreplacedbyasmoothproductionofdifferences,intaste,desires,
lifestyles,andaffectivedispositions.Variation,specification,andinfinitesimal
penetrationintothelocalishowcapitalworks,andhowitsustainsitsordering
andregimentingfunctiononahigherlevel.

Itisagainstthisdevelopmentthatonecouldpittheinsistenceonzonesof
resistancetoinformation:opacity,inertia,friction,physicality,allseemto
offerotherpossibleavenues,andthethinkingofthesensiblethatLyotard
engagesinhislastwritings.ThesequeltoLes Immatériauxcouldinthissense
haveamountedtoacounter-statement,or,aswehaveattemptedtoshow,
anobversesidethatwasalreadypresentinthefirstexhibition,perhapseven
asthepossibilityofcompletingitstrajectoryintheoppositedirection,from
languagetobody,fromtheimmaterialityofinformationtoakindofresistant
materialitythatisinherentininformationassuch.

Thefirstproblemwithsuchacountermoveisthatitinevitably–aswesaw
inmanyinstancesinLyotard’sownwritings–runstheriskofreactivating
regressiveideasofart,drawingonwhatareinfacthighlytraditionalideas
ofpaintinginparticular,whichsincetheadventofmodernisminthemid-
nineteenthcenturyforahostofhistoricalreasonshasbeenaccreditedwith
thepotentialforprovidinguswithanalternativetotechnologicalmediation.
Whileobviouslynotassuchsimplyexhausted,theideasoftouch,gesture,
andthepresenceofcolour,togetherwithmanyothersimilarmovesthat
emphasizetheirreplaceableHereandNowinbodyart,performance,etc.,
oftenfunctionasintegratedpartsofthesystemtheysupposedlydislodge,
andinthistheyareakintothemovementofdifferentiationthatistheother
sideofsystemiccontrol,andmayexertacompensatoryfunction.Such
returns to the sensible can sometimes be conservative in an uninteresting 
sense,insimplyclaimingthatweneedtoregresstosomeearlierpointin
time;othershaveamorecomplexagenda,forinstanceasinthetheories
of“obsolescence”,wherethestrategicreturntotechnologiesandmediums
thatarenolongerconsidereduptodateallowforadifferenttakeonhis-
toricalgenealogies,butwithoutmakinganyclaimthatwecouldreturntothe
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pastwithoutfurtherado.40Bothofthesereturnshowevershareafocuson
medium,nodoubtasanechoofaformalistlegacythatcanberetrievedin
anynumberofways,andyetremainscaughtinatheoryofartandanaes-
theticthatbeginsbyshunningawayfromthepresent.Theconvergenceof
material“carriers”,oratleasttheiralmostinfinitevariability–whichwasone
of the basic claims of Les Immatériaux–posesproblemsthatareunlikelytobe
addressedinarelevantfashionbythereclaimingofobsoletetechnologies.
Thisisobviouslynottodenytheforce,criticalvalueorinterestofany
particularformofartisticpractice,onlytonotethecomplexityoftheproblem
ofresistance,which,asalreadytheclassicalformulationsofinformation
theoryshow,isanecessarypartoftransmissionandnotsomethingthat
wouldformaradicaloutside.ItwouldseemthatLyotardposestheproblem,
butthen,ashemovesawayfromtheatleastseeminglycelebratorystanceof
Les Immatériaux,somehowendsupbeingtrappedinhisownexamples,which
limittheforceandscopeofhisphilosophicalclaims.

Second,ifwebegininatheoryofresistance–whichmustalsobethoughtasa
resistance in or totheoryitself,ifwefollowLyotard’smediationsonpassibility,
theevent,andotherrelatedconcepts–thattakesitscuesfromthephysical
featuresofcircuitsandinformationsystems,howcanwemoveupwardsto
thedimensionofsubjectivityandsocialpractice?Ifaconceptlikeresistance
istobeatthecentre,thepoliticaldimensionthatseemedmoreorlessabsent
from Les Immatériauxmustsomehowbeaddressed,inawaythatarticulates
thephysicalwiththesocial.

Intermsofexhibitionsasphysicalsites,anulteriorissuewouldbethepos-
sibilityofpursuingtheinvertedtrajectoryintheformofanexhibitionthat
takesaccountofthetransformationsofspaceitselfthathaveoccurredsince
Les Immatériaux.Couldthemovebackfromlanguagetobody,oronthelevel
ofanexhibition,frominformationtospace,atallbeundertakeninthesense
thatitwouldprojectanabstractlevelintoacircumscribedlocation?Ifthisis
stillthecase,itmustinaproduceitsownspaceasadifferentkindofinterstice
orinterfaceinawaythattakesintoaccounttheshiftingrelationsbetweenthe
abstractandtheconcrete,thematerialandtheimmaterial.Thesitesofthe
workandtheexhibitionhavelongsincebecomeifnotwhollyobsolete,thenat
leastfarremovedfromthephenomenologicalcoordinatesthatonceupheld
thefirstdiscussionsonsitespecificity,andhavegonethroughmanystages,
fromthevariousattemptstoinhabittheinstitutionsinareflexiveandcritical
fashion,tothecomplexoverlaysofplaces,times,andrepresentationthat
characterizemuchofcontemporaryart.41Thus,spirallingdownwardswepass

40 ThisconcepthasbeendevelopedbyRosalindKrauss;see,forinstance,“Reinventingthe
Medium”,Critical Inquiry,vol.25(1999),and“ ’TheRock’:WilliamKentridge’sDrawingsfor
Projection”,October,no.92(2000).

41 Forasuccinctanalysisofthesethreesteps,thephenomenologicalsite,thesiteof
institutionalcritique,andthe”discursive”site,seeMiwonKwon,”OnePlaceafter
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fromwhatappearsasspheresofpureideality,aweightlessrealmofinfor-
mationcirculatingfrictionlessly,toinertia,body,visceralgrounding,and
incarnation–buttowhich body,which ground,providedthatwemustkeep
thecrisisoffoundationsaliveasthepossibilityofthought?AsLyotardhimself
suggested,thegrandclaimsabouttheendofModernityandthepossible
emergenceofsomethingentirelynew,wereintheenddiscernibleonlyas
aquestionmarkorassomethingmissing,acertainabsence:“Ikeeptelling
myself,infact,thattheentiretyoftheexhibitioncouldbethoughtofasasign
thatreferstoamissingsignified.”42

Another:NotesonSiteSpecificity”,October,Vol.80(Spring,1997):85–110.
42 InterviewwithBernardBlistène,inArt And Philosophy(Milan:FlashArtBooks,1991).




