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Isabelle Stengers is, without a doubt, one of the most interesting figures in the 
 panorama of contemporary philosophy. A mobilized scientist who chose desertion, 
a free electron of thought, she has finally found refuge in the philosophy depart-
ment at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, where she initiates students into the 
abstract charms of Alfred North Whitehead’s speculative philosophy on the one hand, 
and the political practices of neo-pagan witches borne from the anti-globalization 
movement on the other. Her prolific theoretical output is both open and original. 
One dimension of her thought has initiated a renewal of the relationship between 
the sciences and philosophy, particularly in The New Alliance (1979), written with 
Nobel Prize wining chemist Ilya Prygogine, and in The Invention of Modern Sci-
ence (1993), winner of the Prix Quinquennal de L’essai (1996). A second key aspect 
of Stengers’ philosophy has developed into a constructivist-inspired cosmopolitical 
reflection around the concept of an ecology of practices, as in Cosmopolitics I and 
II (1997/2003), Capitalist Sorcery (2005), and Au temps des catastrophes (2009). 
Between these two poles, there is one question that cuts across all of her work: “What 
has rendered us so vulnerable, so ready to justify the destruction committed in the 
name of progress?” This decisive problematic is animated by a vital exigency long ago 
articulated by William James and relayed by Gilles Deleuze: To believe in the world. 
It is with remarkable generosity that she agreed to this interview, which took place in 
July 2010, at her ULB office.

—Erik Bordeleau

The editors of Scapegoat would like to thank Erik Bordeleau for his own remark-
able generosity in sharing this interview, and for allowing its English publication 
to precede the original French. We would also like to thank Kelly Ladd for her 
translation. 

The Care of the Possible:
Isabelle Stengers interviewed 

by Erik Bordeleau
 

Translated from French by Kelly Ladd
The original version of this interview—“Le soin des possibles”— 

will be  published in Les nouveaux cahiers de socialisme 6 (Fall, 2011).

Practices & Academia

Erik Bordeleau: I am interested in the way you think 
about political intervention, which gives a unique 
inflection to your writing. I am thinking about, for 
example, Capitalist Sorcery or Au temps des catastro-
phes, books that are at once complex and neverthe-
less really accessible, which illustrate the concern you 
have about questions of heritage and transmission, a 
concern that is considerably out of place with academ-
ic modes of publishing. How do you situate yourself 
with respect to the academic world?

Isabelle Stengers: One way of articulating what I do is that 
my work is not addressed to my colleagues [laughs]. This is 
not about contempt, but about learning to situate oneself in 
relation to a future—a future in which I am uncertain as to 
what will have become of universities. They have already died 
once, in the Middle Ages, with the printing press. It seems 
to me that this is in the process of being reproduced—in the 
sense that they can only exist as diplomatic institutions, not 
as sites for the production of knowledge. Defending them 
against external attacks (rankings, objective evaluation in 
all domains, the economy of knowledge) is not particularly 
compelling because of the passivity with which academics 
give in. This shows that it’s over. Obviously, the interesting 
question is: who is going to take over [prendre le relais]? At 
the end of the era of the mediaeval university, it was not clear 
who would take over. I find this notion compelling.
 However, it’s not about holding on to the institution. I 
made the choice to hold on to practices because with prac-
tices, while they may be present at the university, the uni-
versity is certainly not suitable to them [laughs]. A bit better 
are those of scientists, because the universities as we know 
them are not based on Wilhelm von Humboldt’s model of 
the university, as we are often being told. They were invented 
in the concluding decades of the 19th century. What seems 
normal to us today—finishing one’s dissertation in four 
years—was a major innovation that stemmed from Giessen’s 
organic chemistry laboratory in Liebig. The idea that we learn 
to become a researcher, and not a “scholar,” comes from the 
laboratory sciences, but today this has redefined everything 
else. However, even for the experimental sciences, the cost 
has been steep and has created a vulnerability that is only 
now being brought to light. Therefore, I look to practices 
instead of to the university, and I am trying to write using 
that model.

EB: The way you hold yourself at a distance in relation 
to the academic world and, consequently, how you 
envisage the future, reminds me of Peter Sloterdijk, 
who has harsh words for the university.1

IS: Let’s say that Sloterdijk is more “prophetic” than I am! My 
idea is to try to discern in the present what perhaps will make 
the future. I do not feel that I think before my time. Maybe 
a quarter of a millimeter [laughs], but I owe that quarter 
millimeter to what my time is capable of. We always say that 
there is a rapport between philosophy and medicine, but I 
don’t really come from medicine, at least in the way that we 
can say that medicine always receives its force from its own 
time—it all depends on the figure of the physician. In any 
case, I don’t come from a medical tradition that benefits from 
a knowledge that allows it to intervene in and transcend its 
own time.

EB: What is striking in your work is the concern that 
you demonstrate for the singularity of practices. It 
matters to you to think of practices in terms of their 
divergence, which allows you to preserve their political 
potential. I see in this a pragmatic tenor that strongly 
contrasts with the obsession over an anesthetizing 
consensus that marks our time.

IS: Effectively, the encounter with pragmatism has been very 
important in the sense of, “So this is what I do!” [laughs] 
Here is what animates me! This pragmatism, which I take 
from William James, from his more speculative dimensions 
(meaning the concern for consequences, in terms of inven-
tion, of speculation on consequences), this is what pragma-
tism, in its common usage (which is an insult), passes over 
in silence. We don’t know how these things can matter. But 
we can learn to examine situations from the point of view of 
their possibilities, from that which they communicate with 
and that which they poison. Pragmatism is the care of the 
possible.

Spiritual pragmatism? No thanks!

EB: Your reading of pragmatism seems to be the 
exact opposite of the sort that has lead to the present 
domination of the liberal ethos and of “keeping the 
conversation going,” in the vein of Richard Rorty. But I 
would like to return to the care of the possible: while 
speaking of the “speculative,” you have made a very 
singular gesture; it seems to me a spiritual one, as if to 
open up the future. 

IS: I will never take up the label of “spiritualism” because 
that would oppose the spirit, the spiritual, to other things. 
Conversely, absolute silence (we can’t even say contempt) on 
what might represent a concern for the spiritual seems to me 
to come from a badly directed Marxism and scientism. In any 
case, I situate myself primarily as a postcolonial European. I 
consider this to be present in my analysis of modern scientific 
practices, that we must first learn to civilize these practices—
to separate them from words that are guaranteed to insult 
those that seek to cultivate, each in their own way, something 
that is a matter of concern. The philosopher can learn from 
the responsibility carried by the words she has forged, which 
are almost systematically insulting, and try some new ones. 
And so, I try to use words in a manner that takes into account 
and incorporates this fact as an active constraint: We think 
of ourselves, and almost no one can escape this—not even 
Marx—as the thinking heads of humanity, in relation to 
whom others are, in one way or another, still children. It is 
something that is in all of our words (Kant expressed this 

very well in What is Enlightenment?), and it is a lot of work 
to rework words, to acquire words that break with this state 
of affairs. What I like about the concept of practice, in the way 
that I am trying to think it, is that it creates an angle from 
which to approach our most “serious” holdings, including 
the sciences as “bizarre,” as bizarre practices that we have the 
tendency to classify as superstitious, etc.

EB: All of your work on hypnosis, therapy, ethnopsy-
chiatry…

IS: Yes, ethnopsychiatry has been extremely important for 
me, notably because it has taught me up to which point, 
precisely, in the eyes of others, we can be “bizarre.” Bizarre 
is important because I am refusing another one of our 
specialties— denouncing ourselves. We are masters at having 
goodwill as much as we are at feeling guilty [laughs]—from 
the moment that, as Westerners, we consider that we are 
exceptional. To think practices is an attempt to situate 
ourselves, starting from the way in which practices were 
destroyed, poisoned, enslaved in our own history. As a result, 
I refuse all positions that would have others act as the con-
veyers of our “greeting,” or as “our” victims, somewhat like 
Third Worldism did, with “us” always at the centre. This is 
again and always thinking in the place of others. I try not to 
think in the place of others because I look to a future where 
they will take their place.

EB: This is where I like Capitalist Sorcery a lot, in the 
great efficiency with which things are formulated in 
terms of capture and vulnerability, and conversely the 
question: How to get a reliable new hold so that diver-
gent practices emerge within the smooth and neutral-
ized spaces of capitalism?

IS: How to get a hold [comment faire prise]? This question 
proclaims that I resist what I call, pejoratively, the theatre of 
concepts. Whether it’s [Alain] Badiou, [Slavoj] Žižek, and so 
on, we have the impression that the one who discovers the 
right concept of capitalism or communism will have discov-
ered something extremely important. So, I “reclaim,” as the 
neo-pagan witches say, a pragmatist Marx. That is, a Marx 
about whom we can say when reading him, “Yes, at the time, 
effectively, his analysis was an excellent hold.” But also a Marx 
whose nightmare would have been thinking that more than 
a century later, we would continue to rely on this hold and 
to make of it concepts that are more and more disconnected 
from his question. His was a pragmatic question: understand-
ing in a “consequent” mode, that is, in contact with the pos-
sibility of transformation. So, “reclaim” Marx, recuperate him, 
but also (and this is a move that I learned from the witches) 
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rehabilitate him, reproduce him.2 And not for any concern 
for justice on his part, but from the perspective of asking his 
question once again. If we want to understand him in the 
sense of transformation, we have to re-ask ourselves to what 
capitalism could give hold today [il faut se re-demander à 
quoi le capitalisme pourrait donner prise aujourd’hui]. 

EB: In Out of this World, Peter Hallward, a philosopher 
close to Badiou, develops an acrimonious critique of 
Deleuze, which seems to me to correspond to what 
you reject in Badiou or Žižek. In his little theatre of 
political concepts (to take up your expression), De-
leuze is defined as a “spiritual thinker” and, as a result, 
largely ineffectual in the political scheme of things. He 
goes as far to treat him as a “radical creationist.” 

IS: And, Guattari spoke about axiological creationism…
There is bread on the cutting board of the censors! [mocking 
laughter] But if there is anyone who is a quasi-spiritualist, 
it’s Badiou! The event as a matter of fidelity, the four truths, 
etc. It is spiritualism in the sense that there is a genuine 
transcendence in relation to the state of things.

EB: Exactly. He does not ask the question about the 
modes of existence, and this transcendence justifies 
his “pure” politics… 

IS: And, as soon as we in “the pure,” in “the pure and the 
true”…The convergence between the true and the pure, that 
is the sin of spiritualism!

On Messianic Politics

EB: You have situated yourself in 
relation to Badiou. At the extreme 
of the philo-political spectrum 
that interests us, we find a certain 
kind of messianism. In particular, I 
am thinking of Giorgio Agamben, 
Tiqqun, the Invisible Commit-
tee, etc. I can’t help myself from 
seeing several points of contact 
with your work, in particular at the 
level of a reflection on the hold 
and the capture, an attempt to 
position our vulnerability to being 
captured by apparatuses [disposi-
tifs], with the difference that this 
thinking is dramatized in a mes-
sianic or apocalyptic manner. 

IS: Yes, but this difference is crucial, 
it is everywhere…For me, Agamben is 
the inheritor of a tradition from which 
I want to escape, from which one must 
escape. This tradition says: We are in 
a disaster that conjures up a truth. 
And, those that possess this truth find 
themselves in a neo-colonialist situa-
tion. They have nothing to learn from 
others. Their knowledge has value for 
Man (or Dasein, or the Subject, or Bare 
Life…). And so, once again, this means 
we don’t think from where we are, but 
instead for everyone in a delocalized 
manner.

This is the movement to reclaim, 
taking into account what has happened 
to us, that we are further away from 
being in a position to touch the Real. 
We are very sick. It is not an illness of 
truth and it is not an illness of Deleuz-
ian philosophy or of Nietzsche, who 
must pass through the grand illness. 
No, we are impurely sick [salement 
malades]. And so, simply recuperat-
ing a few points of joy, of resistance, 
of thought, etc. and understanding 
where this occurs from—the vulner-
ability to stupidity [bêtise], the feeling 
of being responsible for humanity, the 
communication between our histories 
and the vocation of Humanity—it 
would not be bad if our concepts could 
contribute to that. Deleuze said that 
if philosophy has a function, it is to 
resist stupidity. Not stupidity as an 
anthropological trait, like I have read 
in the work of certain Deleuzians, but 
as our stupidity. I am not far from this 
position, except that one must always 
be suspicious. Deleuze himself dates 
the question of stupidity. 

As such, this problem emerges in 
the 19th century, at the moment when 
science, the State, and capitalism forge 
an alliance. Africans do not suffer from 
stupidity—maybe that is what waits for 
them; they are not unharmed by this 
definition. But in any case, stupidity 
is nothing inherently anthropological. 

So, confusing what happens to us with 
something that not only would neces-
sarily happen to the rest of humanity 
but, additionally, would somehow 
contain a truth that would allow the 
philosopher to be the one who truly 
sees—no way! That’s what a hold is for 
me: it involves a body-to-body relation 
to the world, which has a relative truth. 
And, it’s also linked to a thinking of the 
relay [relais]. The consequences of this 
hold do not belong to the one who pro-
duces the hold, but to the way in which 
this hold can be taken up, to work as a 
relay [la manière dont cette prise peut 
être reprise, et faire relais].

And so, when considering Tiqqun, 
I have often conversed with inheritors 
or those close to Tiqqun in France and 
it seems to me that, for the moment, 
a discussion topic among them is the 
role of Agamben. There are tensions, 
there are those who have discovered 
that it is really not the kind of thinking 
that they need. Because I enjoy stir-
ring the pot, I told them that, when 
reading certain Agamben texts, I felt 
what Deleuze calls “shame”—at the 
reformulation of what happened at 
Auschwitz, the “musulmann” taken 
as an anthropological truth of our 
time: this is instrumentalization. A 
philosopher does not have the right 
to do that; he has to create his own 
concepts. He cannot take possession of 
Auschwitz to formulate a philosophical 
anthropology.3

EB: I have to say, I find myself in a 
very particular position, hopefully 
that of an intercessor, between 
a certain ‘Tiqqunian’ milieu and 
those that adhere to what I call, 
echoing your work, an idea of 
‘speculative presence.’ In fact, the 
people that I am going to see in 
Brussels after our interview belong 
to this Tiqqunian constellation.

IS: Ah! Here we call them “les Chavan-
nais” because, two years ago, they 

famously participated in the occupa-
tion of the Chavanne auditorium at 
ULB. Four years ago, they took me to 
be their number one enemy.

EB: Yes, they were repeating a 
logic that is reminiscent of the 
Situationist purifications…

IS: For two days we had a “frank” 
conversation, and since then it has not 
been love, but it seems to me that they 
have accepted that I can exist without 
being their enemy. In the same way, I 
recognize that faced with the world as 
it is, the urgency that they are taken 
with cannot be more justified.

EB: I feel like I am taking up the 
posture that you did when you 
wrote Beyond Conversation, half-
way between the theology of Pro-
cess and the French Deleuzians.4 
I feel that I occupy the same rela-
tion to the people in the Tiqqunian 
constellation, or to the Barcelona 
collective Espai en blanc, by way 
of my own trajectory. Canada 
appears to me as a place of very 
low political intensity, where the 
energies of belief in the world are 
made manifest mostly through a 
therapeutic bias. Moreover, this 
culture of the therapeutic is the 
site of a disastrous privatization 
of existence. It is in Europe that 
I found the collective presences 
necessary for understanding that 
the problem of affective misery 
and of general anesthesia under 
the regime of the Spectacle is not 
a psychological or even psycho-
social problem, but a political one. 
From there, I started to conceive 
of a strong idea of the political, 
guided by a certain intuition about 
anonymity. In effect, everything 
seems to me so excessively per-
sonalized in our time…

continued on pg. 16
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IS: How capitalism is making us into 
little entrepreneurs of Self ...

EB: Yes, and it is in Europe that 
I met people that have reacted 
politically toward this civilizing 
phenomenon. And, it seems to me 
that thinking of getting reliable 
holds is right on, and permits a 
problematization of the conditions 
for effective action. And, to articu-
late it one way, it is also there that 
I see a site of possible encounter 
between “messianic” and “specu-
lative” milieus.

IS: Ah well, let’s say that messianism 
is what I would call a strong “pharma-
kon” that is able to incite force but 
which can also very easily become a 
poison. Poison as it allows for heroic 
vocation and a conception of truth all 
the more true that it is inaudible. All 
are traits that seem to me to be very 
masculinist [viriloïdes]. Where mes-
sianism incites the desire for separa-
tion, I try and think practices of the 
interstice. This is an idea developed 
in Capitalist Sorcery, which goes 
back to Whitehead. The interstice 
is not defined against the block; it 
produces its own presence, its own 
mode of production. It knows that 
the block is certainly not a friend, 
but it does not define itself through 
antagonism, or else it would become 
the mere reflection of the block. This 
does not mean non-conflict. It means 
conflict when necessary, in the way 
that is necessary. This is thinking in 
the interstices! So, what I like about 
these milieus is that they are looking 
to make their own lives.

EB: Which changes from the sort 
of resistance by proxy, which 
unfolds in the wake of Žižek's 
thought, for instance…

IS: Exactly. It is like Tiqqun’s concept 
of ‘forms-of-life.’5 But no form of life 

is exemplary. The interstice is not as-
sociated with any exemplarity, and has 
nothing messianic about it. Rather, its 
mode of existence is problematic. Each 
interstice is an interstice in relation 
to a block, without any legitimacy 
other than the hold that it accom-
plishes. This requires humour, lucidity 
and pragmatism. It also consists of 
pharmacological thinking, because 
the milieu, the block, is never, ever a 
friend. Therefore, we must never trust 
it. Recuperation is always a danger, but 
it is necessary that we are not taken 
aback by this danger or else suspicion 
poisons everything, and then it is no 
longer a form of life. Dangers are what 
one must be pragmatic in relation to—
foreshadowing them and constructing 
the means of doing that might allow 
us, at a given moment, to not have to 
tear ourselves between the good-pure-
radicals and the bad-interested-traitors, 
knowing that this kind of situation is 
nothing more than a foreseeable failure 
in relation to which we must think. 
With messianism there is a difference 
of temperament because messianism 
is always close to the selection of the 
chosen, of those who know how to 
maintain loyalty. This kind of selection 
signifies that situations where we can 
recognize traitors are more on the side 
of truth than of failure.

What I call this difference in 
temperament can easily be described 
otherwise—my pragmatism is what is 
most comfortable for me. Except that I 
know that to do otherwise would injure 
me. I have always fled situations that 
hold one hostage—and there, where it 
is important to be loyal, the suspicion 
of treachery is present and holding 
hostage never far away.
 So, I don’t have any desire to 
convince or to convert. Instead, I think 
that there is a force in not letting 
oneself be divided. All the “or this…or 
this…” is deadly. For groups that are 
looking for forms of radical or mes-
sianic life, one of the ways of resisting 

being held hostage could very well be 
to cultivate a bit of Jewish humour—
especially apt because we are talking 
about messianism—of the kind like, 
“Shit, we are the chosen people, we 
would be better off without it!” In any 
case, what I find interesting in the 
interstices is the knowledge that there 
is some messianic component, which 
is precious in the sense that it stops 
an interstice from closing in on itself. 
This maintains a sense of the urgency 
that must remain present and which 
should not become the basis for a 
mobilizing command. 

EB: Demonstrating this urgency 
in the North American academy 
already puts us in a slightly conten-
tious position, in the sense that 
after one’s master’s degree or 
doctorate, everything happens as 
if we needed to have succeeded in 
finding a way to be satisfied with 
the world as it is. We must soften 
our indignation. And, this tacit re-
quirement certainly does not spare 
Deleuzian milieus.

IS: In France, we say that the Ameri-
cans waited for Deleuze to die before 
taking possession of him! For me, 
there is a line that separates people 
with whom I can work and those with 
whom I can only be friends: is this 
world imperfect, certainly, but is it 
normal at first approach? Whenever I 
feel that a position implies something 
like “we can do better for sure, but 
still, we have democracy, tolerance, 
etc.”, there is not much for me there. 
Instead, I align myself with those who 
think viscerally about how this world is 
not working, that it is not at all accept-
able, those who say “we are not happy 
at all.” We can argue, for sure, but for 
me it’s first and foremost because the 
situation has surpassed us all. 

Here is a short reminiscence 
that left a mark. I was at a protest 
in front of an internment center for 

illegal immigrants, what we call here 
the “sans-papiers.” On a butte, there 
was a group with really smashed faces 
carrying a socialist syndicate flag that 
read “homeless section.” And they were 
screaming, their voices hoarse, “We 
are not happy at all, we are not happy 
at all!” And it was…it was exactly what 
needed to be said! This is the cry, the 
cry of irreconciliation. This is the 
reason, obviously, why I am closer to 
the Chavannais than to the majority of 
my colleagues. This must be. 

EB: But can’t we consider the mes-
sianic like an accelerating artifice, a 
creator of beneficial emergencies?

IS: I am not sure if an emergency as 
such is beneficial. Evidently, faced with 
the heavy temporalities associated with 
climate disorder and all kinds of other 
similar things, there is the feeling that 
there is an emergency. Sadly, it is not in 
the name of an emergency that we will 
become able to respond. In the name of 
urgency, those who govern us will rath-
er require some “necessary sacrifices.” 
The emergency felt by radicals—I can’t 
do anything but understand it. Still, 
how does one not give more power 
to the police if they explode a bomb? 

Conversely, the destruction of GMO 
fields, for me, is a success because those 
who have placed themselves outside of 
the law have understood how to act so 
that police power, even though it would 
like to very much, cannot treat them 
like terrorists. 

But if messianism doubles as 
pedagogy in the hopes that “people 
will understand” not only that GMOs 
are a story of lies and malfeasance, 
but rather, in the messianic sense, 
that a veritable conversion-rupture is 
the only road, the risk is that only the 
police will profit from what they do. 
Nonetheless, a lot of people, in France 
in particular, are getting together to 
cultivate plots of land; people are learn-
ing manual trades to be able to go from 
alternative space to alternative space. 
And, all of this requires skills that in-
terest me: there are concrete situations 
in these spaces, which become political 
precisely because of the way in which 
they are lived in and from the type of 
force that they require. Cultivating a 
plot of land without pesticides and fer-
tilizers, but also learning how to trust 
yourself, asking questions together, 
making other relations—all of this is 
complicated and demanding because 
vegetables cannot be taken hostage…

Thinking with Whitehead

EB: I like your book Thinking with Whitehead a lot, 
and, more specifically, the way you dramatize his 
thought. And one of the culminating movements of 
that dramatization is the discussion of the idea of 
peace as it is presented in The Adventure of Ideas. 
You cite an extraordinary passage on how peace can 
easily be reversed to become Anesthesia. Whitehead 
says that we cannot “want” peace too much, and how 
the experience of peace renders us more sensitive 
to tragedy. Your book brings us to understand how 
important these ideas are to Whitehead. All of this 
echoes the introduction of the book, where you pres-
ent Whitehead’s philosophy in the context of a world 
where “it is normal to make war in the name of truth,” 
a world that you contrast to a more pacifist culture, 
Buddhist for example. In that world, you argue that 
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concepts would take on an entirely different meaning.

IS: Today, Whitehead’s philosophy is having some success 
in China, Korea, and Japan. But I think that its meaning is 
changing, or, more accurately, it has something familiar to 
it—“now here is a thinking that we can connect to our own 
traditions,” like a reunion. But the Whitehead that interests 
me, being a European, is wholly from here. He has wholly 
taken into account the rapport that characterizes us, between 
truth and polemic, of what our concepts are made of that al-
lows them to be delivered up to war. And he did not respond 
with a pacification that anaesthetizes, in the vein of Rorty for 
example, but rather through creation. It is not a question of 
renouncing, but of going even further with ideas and separat-
ing them from what is of the order of power. Ideas are vectors 
of assertion that do not have the power to deny. Maybe this 
is because I am a woman, but the concepts I am trying to 
make—and in every case the effectiveness that I hope for 
them—will function to dissolve these huge amalgamations 
that hold together liberty, rationality, universality…

EB: If we let these blocks fall, we have the impression 
of losing all consistency.

IS: Exactly. It is precisely these pseudo- consistencies, which 
are in fact amalgamations that we have to undo!

EB: It is against this background that the idea of 
speculative presence emerges, which I find so beauti-
ful, and implies precisely the taking hold of a plane of 
consistency. Is there perhaps here a parallel with the 
work of François Jullien, with his way of thinking the 
implicit, or with other forms of coherence?

IS: Yes, of course. It is true that if you are Chinese in the 
manner of Jullien, the only question that you’ll ask yourself 
is “why was it so complicated to arrive at that…!” [big 
laugh]. But there is a limit to Jullien: his representation 
of “our” coherence leaves no room for marginal thinkers, 
Whitehead, maybe Leibniz, and many others. For me—the 
question that needs to be asked if we’re talking about the 
“West” would be why these thoughts have been systemati-
cally misconstrued, transformed into a vision of the world 
or simply despised. Since Voltaire, we have misunderstood 
Leibniz’s idea of the best of all possible worlds, which for me 
functions as a “thinking-hammer” in the Nietzschean sense.

Therefore, what I find interesting about Whitehead and 
also the American neo-pagan activist witches is, notably, 
that which allows us to inherit our history otherwise, 
against all ideas of a kind of anthropological truth that 
would forgive us—the “West”—for “thinking man.” For me, 

Thinking Together

EB: You evoke the challenges 
posed by talking about witches at 
the university, but when we look 
at it a little more closely, we can 
nevertheless see that it is very 
solidly supported, philosophi-
cally speaking. For example, I 
am thinking about your preface 
for the new edition of Étienne 
Souriau’s Les différents modes 
d’existence. I was struck by his 
insistence on the question of the 
accomplishment of what he calls 
the “mystique of realization.” 
This reminded me of your usage 
of James’s formula: ‘Nothing but 
experience, but all of experi-
ence.’ In effect, in the “all” we 
understand the necessity of the 
accomplishment, something that 
seems to be essential in the think-
ing about becoming for Deleuze, 
for example, or something like a 
contraction on the order of the 
cosmological, or, invoking Mich-
aux, “vital ideas.” This “dramatic” 
idea of the accomplishment is 

very present in your work. But I 
wanted to ask you: how do you 
cohabit with a philosophy that is 
as comfortable with the establish-
ment as Souriau’s?

IS: It was a friend, Marco Mateos 
Diaz, who one day introduced me to 
L’Instauration philosophique, and 
it was a surprise. My first reaction 
was: “But, but…Deleuze read all of 
this!” There is a whole dimension 
of Deleuze, notably that of impera-
tive ideas and of the virtual as “work 
to do,” which is there…I will never 
think with Deleuze because I believe 
he never asks for it [laughs], and I 
can’t think with Souriau either, but for 
other reasons. I think with White-
head or with Leibniz because there 
is “trust” with them, to use James’s 
sense of the word. I know that I can 
go all the way to the end of their 
concepts, even if, when doing this, I 
am recreating them—and I know that 
this would not bother them. Deleuze 
is difficult; his concepts are not made 
in the same way. One has to be very 
careful with them; if not, we expose 
ourselves to a kind of binarism, which 
was Bergson’s problem.

EB: This is exactly what Hallward 
criticizes in him, a kind of tenden-
cy toward redemption.

IS: If we read these texts technically, 
they are the two dimensions to the 
event: counter-effectuation makes 
no sense without effectuations, as 
multiple and proliferating as possible. 
To effectuate in one’s own body, that 
is not nothing! But there is some-
thing in Deleuze’s style that, if we 
watch for it, can easily lead us into 
a binary attitude, derisive towards 
those miserable people who simply 
effectuate. This is maybe why he has 
so much success in academia today. 
As soon as they can deride, academics 
are comfortable. But Deleuze created 

the most beautiful eulogy for Anglo-
American philosophy and for his own 
wild empiricism…

But our problem today, it seems 
to me, is not minor creations but col-
lective ones, in relation to which we 
are not taken aback, who demand that 
we learn how to inherit (that is why 
witches interest me). Our bourgeois 
capitalist world has satisfied itself by 
honouring creators as “exceptional 
beings,” humanity’s patrimony, etc., 
but this is what has always been 
systematically destroyed, what we call 
today “collective intelligence.” This 
is a concept that I don’t connect to 
new technologies, however, but to 
what Felix Guattari called an ethico-
political “paradigm.” My formula for 
asserting a creation of that genre, 
from that of scientists when their 
science is alive to that required for 
collective gardens, is “conferring to a 
situation the power to make us think 
together.” In a way that is perhaps 
fabulatory, I would say that that’s 
what the commons were about, before 
they were destroyed by generalized 
privatization. The “commoners” 
needed to think the collective usage of 
the land together.

EB: The critical ethos that you 
describe so well in Au temps des 
catastrophes effectively prevents 
conceiving of how a situation 
could make us think together.

IS: Yes. Because when there is think-
ing together, it is always of the order 
of the event. But the care of the event, 
meaning that from which the situa-
tion can receive this power—which 
is not usual, which is not given—this 
requires a whole culture of artifice…

EB: To accompany it in collective 
processes…

presenting ourselves, thinking ourselves, as if we belonged 
to a real history, not to a destiny, is a condition for hold-
ing language in a way that is alright with others who don’t 
have the same history, to get out of a position that is still 
and always the one that benefits colonialism. That White-
head was ignored by academics for such a long time is not 
chance. I give myself the task and the pleasure of discussing 
witches with philosophy students. I don’t do this to play 
at being an exotic creature who does her all to shock, but 
rather because it is a vital test for thought. I have become 
aware that even those in touch with what is happening, like 
Donna Haraway, don’t do this, maybe because all this is hap-
pening right under her nose. Or, maybe because American 
universities form such a dense network amongst themselves 
that there is no room for what happens on the outside. My 
highest ambition on this front, now that Capitalist Sorcery 
is being translated into English, is that American academics 
will begin to realize that there are things happening in their 
backyards that they consistently ignore. They love French 
Theory, so I am serving them Whitehead from Harvard and 
Californian witches! 
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IS: Exactly, although I am not sure that 
it requires that we accompany it, that 
is to say, also address it—“there is no 
one at the number you have dialed.” 
It is, moreover, a matter of pragmatic 
concern. That is what interests me about 
witches who have inherited strategies of 
decision-making through the consensus 
of non-violent activists. When an everyday 
group makes a decision, what beautiful 
tempests we would hear in their minds 
if we had amplifi ers to hear them. But 
the question is not about listening, but 
rather about elaborating and experiment-
ing with artifi ces, which, in this situation, 
make up the meso.6 Notably, the artifi ce 
complicates the process, slows it down, 
welcomes all doubts and objections, 
and even actively incites them, while 
also transforming them and listening in a 
different mode. This is a transformational 
operation of “depersonalization,” which 
has been experimented with in feminist 
groups working (without men!) with the 
idea that “the personal is political.” But 
it is also, using other procedures, that 
which reunites modes of African palaver, 
where turns of phrase circulate around the 
facets of the order of the world. And this, 
it seems to me, is what the neo-pagan 
witches look for when they close the circle 
and summon the goddess. The art of the 
event, which transforms those who partici-
pate, which brings forth a consistency that 
does not deny the molecular, but which 
gives it a problematic status. Above all, 
no “hidden truth!”

The politics of the interstices belongs 
at the level of the meso. But this is not 
a “new discovery.” It is, moreover, what 
the State and capitalism have systemati-
cally destroyed in the name of individual 
rationality and large macroscopic laws. 
As John Dewey emphasized, the problem 
is that, in our supposedly democratic 
societies, problematic emergences and 
recalcitrant productions of new inquiries 
are rarefi ed in the extreme, to the profi t 
of what we call “the public,” whose pulse 
we take as we do a sick person’s. What 
Deleuze called minorities, who do not 
dream of a majority (and a group of 
three can be a majority from this point of 
view), belong to the problematic of the 
meso. Deleuze and Guatarri saw their 
minorities as subversive. I prefer to see 
them as “practices”—all practices are in 
the minority. But it requires the undoing 
of majority amalgamations. It does not 
require one to “politicize” minorities but 
instead affi rm that their very existence is 
a political concern because in our world, 
for minorities, living is resistance, owing 
to the fact that in this world ‘the minor’ 
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writing to Inflexions, West Coast Line, 
and Montréal Serai. She is currently 
completing a PhD in the Interdisciplin-
ary Program in Society and Culture at 
Concordia University.

Notes

1. Mona Fawaz, “Hezbollah as Urban 
Planner? Questions to and from Plan-
ning Theory,” Planning Theory Vol. 8(4) 
(2009), 323-334.

2. John Friedmann, Planning in the 
Public Domain: From Knowledge to Action 
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1987).

3. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of 
Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991).

4. Fawaz, “Hezbollah as Urban Planner?”, 
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5. Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, 
Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infra-
structures, Technological Mobility and 
the Urban Condition (London: Routledge, 
2001).

By rebuilding Beirut’s historic core as a 
high-end commercial and residential dis-
trict separate from the city, former Prime 
Minister Hariri created a powerful spatial 
embodiment for the neoliberal economic 
ideology with which he sought to develop 
the country. Similarly, Hezbollah’s plan for 
Haret Hreik is to reduce the signifi cance 
of a lived space to the spatial/symbolic 
embodiment of the Party’s victory and its 
headquarters in the city. These interven-
tions are not only thought in isolation 
from the rest of the city—they are actually 
designed against the city. Hezbollah’s 
neighbourhood is resistant and pious, 
against a profane and commercially led 
city. The Hariri development project in 
Beirut’s downtown carved a clean, mod-
ern, and “livable” urban area against a 
dusty and messy city. 

The Wa‘d and Solidere planners like 
to think of one another as working on 
two antithetical projects. Yet, I hope I 
have shown the extent to which the two 
projects are actually similar. In research 
conducted with a colleague at Iowa State 
University, Marwan Ghandour, we outlined 
the similarities between these projects. 
To me, the most poignant parallel to 
be drawn is the way the two projects 
symbolically complete the destructive 
and reductive effects of the war, rather 
than reverse them. If fi fteen years of 
civil war extracted the city’s historic core 
from the daily practices of city dwellers, 
making it a no-man war zone, its post-war 
reconstruction consolidated it as a space 
outside the city, belonging to the regional 
jet-setters’ network of commercial and 
entertainment facilities, divorced from 
the lives of most Beirutis. Wa‘d’s main 
legacy would also have been to identify— 
indeed, permanently mark—Haret Hreik as 
Hezbollah’s territory in the city. To me, this 
is most poignantly marked by the absence 
of Hezbollah fl ags and posters in the 
neighbourhood, or their relative scarcity in 
comparison to other areas controlled by 
the Party. When you have over 200 build-
ings that stand as the three-dimensional 
embodiments of your might, why would 
you need a poster?

Mona Fawaz is associate professor at 
the American University of Beirut in the 
graduate program of Urban Design, Plan-
ning and Policy. Her research investi-
gates the modalities in which low-income 
urban dwellers participate in making the 
city and how planning projects facili-
tate or block their interventions. Mona 
has published several articles on Hez-
bollah’s post-war reconstruction plan, 
including “Hezbollah as Urban Planner? 
Questions to and from Planning Theory,” 
(Planning Theory, Vol. 8(4) 2009); and 
with Mona Harb, “Influencing the Poli-
tics of Reconstruction in Haret Hreik”, 

WJ: In the last year of the Explorers Club, 
when I was trying to produce a book, and 
Stefano was collecting subway stops (we 
stopped at, or ran between, nearly every 
station in the transit system), we were both 
intent on doing our own work. I didn’t feel 
like I was in a service capacity at all. In a 
way, we were both gradually outgrowing 
the club. Stefano is now 15.  He has his own 
rolls of tape and doesn’t need the structure 
of the club to use them. And I have moved 
on too.  

I think Brett Bloom’s use of the word ser-
vice is different than how I normally use the 
word, and I think he makes a really good 
case for it as another way of being an artist. 
I would consider using service only within 
that context. Otherwise, it sets off alarm 
bells for me, in particular because when 
you’re working with someone with disabili-
ties. There are many service organizations 
devoted to that group of people, and so 
right away that’s the category the work gets 
ascribed to, and that’s not the category it 
belongs in at all. The idea of service really 
does Autism Studio no service.

Bios

Wendy Jacob's work includes sculpture 
and installation that explores the re-
lationships between architecture and 
bodily experience. Various recent proj-
ects have involved scientists, archi-
tects, engineers, and deaf and autistic 
individuals. Jacob’s work has been ex-
hibited at the Centre Georges-Pompidou, 
Kunsthaus Graz, Whitney Museum of Amer-
ican Art, and the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, San Diego. Jacob is currently a 
research associate in the Art, Culture 
and Technology program at the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology.

Gina Badger is an artist and writer 
working between Toronto, Montréal, and 
various locations south of the 49th 
parallel. An alumna of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology’s Art, 
Culture and Techno logy program and mem-
ber of Autism Studio, she is currently 
the Editorial Director of FUSE Magazine.

Notes

1. See  Miwon Kwon, One Place After 
 Another: Site-Specific Art and Loca-
tional Identity (Cambridge MA: MIT 
Press, 2002); Ben Schaafsma, “Other Op-
tions: Artists Re-Interpreting, Alter-
ing, and Creating Infrastructure that 
Affects Their Everyday Lives” (MA the-
sis, The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, 2008); Heather Davis, “Growing 
Collectives: Haha + Flood,” in Public 
41 (2010), 36-47. 

2. Wendy Jacob et al, “Preface,” in With 
Love from Haha, ed. Wendy Jacob et al. 
(Chicago: WhiteWalls, 2008), 7.

3. Brett Bloom, “Alluvial Deposits,” in 
With Love from Haha, ed. Wendy Jacob et 
al. (Chicago: WhiteWalls, 2008), 27.
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can only just survive, in a more or less 
shameful way.

The fi gure of the rhizome is a politi-
cal fi gure and is that which opens up 
communication, transversals—always 
transversals—which are only responsive 
to minorities. And it is these communica-
tions, which could, perhaps better than 
the “mass,” disturb capitalism, because 
like it, the rhizome can invent its own 
 terrain and make its own delocalizations. 
As Deleuze said, “The left needs people 
to think,” and this defi nition of the left 
creates a difference in nature from the 
right. A determining difference.

Erik Bordeleau is a postdoctoral fellow 
at McGill University in Art History, Com-
munication Studies and East Asian Studies. 
He completed his PhD in comparative lite-
rature at Université de Montréal with a 
thesis on Chinese cinema and contemporary 
art entitled: [E]scape.  Anonymity and Pol-
itics in the Era of Global Mobilization: 
Chinese Passages for the Coming Community. 
He has contributed to several magazines, 
including Espai en blanc (Barcelona), 
Chimères (Paris),  Yishu (Vancouver), ESSE, 
 Hors-champ, ETC., and OVNI (Montreal).

Kelly Ladd is a first year Ph.D. student 
in the Science and Technology Studies 
program at York University. Her current 
research is on sensual forms of knowing 
and the apparatus of vision in the context 
of human-machine interactions and the 
 anthropology of science.

Notes

1. Eds. note: while much of Peter Sloter-
dijk’s work has been translated into 
French, only recently have more contem-
porary texts become available in English 
translation; see, for example, Critique of 
Cynical Reason (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1988); Terror from the 
Air (Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), 2009); 
and Neither Sun nor Death (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext(e), 2011). 

2. Trans. note: “reclaim” appears in 
 English in the original.

3. Eds. note: see, for example, Tiqqun, 
Introduction to Civil War (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext(e), 2010). 

4. Eds. note: for a useful introduction to 
the distinction between process theology 
and poststructuralism in the context of 
philosophies of postmodernism, see Process 
and Difference: Between Cosmological and 
Poststructuralist Postmodernisms, edited 
by Catherine Keller and Anne Daniell (New 
York: SUNY Press, 2002).

5. Eds. note: for an elaboration of 
the concept of ‘forms-of-life,’ see 
Tiqqun, This is Not a Program, trans-
lated by Joshua David Jordan (Los Angeles: 
Semiotext(e), 2011).

6. Eds. note: for a more complete dis-
cussion of Stengers’ preference for 
the ‘meso’ as a concept that can avoid 
the binaries inherited from A  Thousand 
Plateaus, see her interview with Erin 
Manning and Brian Massumi, “History 
Through the Middle: Between Macro and 
Mesopolitics,” Inflexions No. 3; avail-
able  online:  www . senselab.ca/inflexions/
volume_3/node_i3/stengers_en_inflexions_
vol03.html
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A project by CATHERINE LORD. Professor of Studio Art at the University 
of California, Irvine, she is an artist and writer who lives in Los 
Angeles.  She is the author of The Summer of Her Baldness: A Cancer 
Improvisation (University of Texas Press, 2004) and, in collaboration 
with Richard Meyer, Art and Queer Culture:  1885-2010 (forthcoming 
from Phaidon Press). She is currently at work on the text/image proj-
ect, “The Effect of Tropical Light on White Men,” 2011.

Scapegoat would like to thank Catherine for her generous contribution 
of this work in progress.
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in Lessons in Post-War Reconstruction: 
Case Studies from Lebanon in the After-
math of the 2006 War (London: Routledge, math of the 2006 War (London: Routledge, math of the 2006 War
2010).

Nasrin Himada is a film programmer and 
writer residing in Montreal. Her most 
recent curatorial projects include Im-
ages in Time//Images in a Time of War
(Concordia University, Montreal), Entre 
Palestina e Irak: La Historia y Memoria 
de los Archivos (Espacio g, Valparaiso, de los Archivos (Espacio g, Valparaiso, de los Archivos
Chile), and Radical Palestine (with 
Vicky Moufawad-Paul, Red Channels, and 
16 Beaver, NYC). Nasrin has contributed 
writing to Inflexions, West Coast Line, 
and Montréal Serai. She is currently 
completing a PhD in the Interdisciplin-
ary Program in Society and Culture at 
Concordia University.

Notes

1. Mona Fawaz, “Hezbollah as Urban 
Planner? Questions to and from Plan-
ning Theory,” Planning Theory Vol. 8(4) Planning Theory Vol. 8(4) Planning Theory
(2009), 323-334.

2. John Friedmann, Planning in the 
Public Domain: From Knowledge to Action
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University 
Press, 1987).

3. Henri Lefebvre, The Production of 
Space, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith 
(Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991).

4. Fawaz, “Hezbollah as Urban Planner?”, 
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5. Stephen Graham and Simon Marvin, 
Splintering Urbanism: Networked Infra-
structures, Technological Mobility and 
the Urban Condition (London: Routledge, 
2001).

By rebuilding Beirut’s historic core as a 
high-end commercial and residential dis-
trict separate from the city, former Prime 
Minister Hariri created a powerful spatial 
embodiment for the neoliberal economic 
ideology with which he sought to develop 
the country. Similarly, Hezbollah’s plan for 
Haret Hreik is to reduce the signifi cance 
of a lived space to the spatial/symbolic 
embodiment of the Party’s victory and its 
headquarters in the city. These interven-
tions are not only thought in isolation 
from the rest of the city—they are actually 
designed against the city. Hezbollah’s against the city. Hezbollah’s against
neighbourhood is resistant and pious, 
against a profane and commercially led 
city. The Hariri development project in 
Beirut’s downtown carved a clean, mod-
ern, and “livable” urban area against a 
dusty and messy city. 

The Wa‘d and Solidere planners like 
to think of one another as working on 
two antithetical projects. Yet, I hope I 
have shown the extent to which the two 
projects are actually similar. In research 
conducted with a colleague at Iowa State 
University, Marwan Ghandour, we outlined 
the similarities between these projects. 
To me, the most poignant parallel to 
be drawn is the way the two projects 
symbolically complete the destructive 
and reductive effects of the war, rather 
than reverse them. If fi fteen years of 
civil war extracted the city’s historic core 
from the daily practices of city dwellers, 
making it a no-man war zone, its post-war 
reconstruction consolidated it as a space 
outside the city, belonging to the regional 
jet-setters’ network of commercial and 
entertainment facilities, divorced from 
the lives of most Beirutis. Wa‘d’s main 
legacy would also have been to identify— 
indeed, permanently mark—Haret Hreik as 
Hezbollah’s territory in the city. To me, this 
is most poignantly marked by the absence 
of Hezbollah fl ags and posters in the 
neighbourhood, or their relative scarcity in 
comparison to other areas controlled by 
the Party. When you have over 200 build-
ings that stand as the three-dimensional 
embodiments of your might, why would 
you need a poster?

Mona Fawaz is associate professor at 
the American University of Beirut in the 
graduate program of Urban Design, Plan-
ning and Policy. Her research investi-
gates the modalities in which low-income 
urban dwellers participate in making the 
city and how planning projects facili-
tate or block their interventions. Mona 
has published several articles on Hez-
bollah’s post-war reconstruction plan, 
including “Hezbollah as Urban Planner? 
Questions to and from Planning Theory,” 
(Planning Theory, Vol. 8(4) 2009); and 
with Mona Harb, “Influencing the Poli-
tics of Reconstruction in Haret Hreik”, 

WJ: In the last year of the Explorers Club, 
when I was trying to produce a book, and 
Stefano was collecting subway stops (we 
stopped at, or ran between, nearly every 
station in the transit system), we were both 
intent on doing our own work. I didn’t feel 
like I was in a service capacity at all. In a 
way, we were both gradually outgrowing 
the club. Stefano is now 15.  He has his own 
rolls of tape and doesn’t need the structure 
of the club to use them. And I have moved 
on too.  

I think Brett Bloom’s use of the word ser-
vice is different than how I normally use the 
word, and I think he makes a really good 
case for it as another way of being an artist. 
I would consider using service only within 
that context. Otherwise, it sets off alarm 
bells for me, in particular because when 
you’re working with someone with disabili-
ties. There are many service organizations 
devoted to that group of people, and so 
right away that’s the category the work gets 
ascribed to, and that’s not the category it 
belongs in at all. The idea of service really 
does Autism Studio no service.

Bios

Wendy JacobWendy Jacob's work includes sculpture 
and installation that explores the re-
lationships between architecture and 
bodily experience. Various recent proj-
ects have involved scientists, archi-
tects, engineers, and deaf and autistic 
individuals. Jacob’s work has been ex-
hibited at the Centre Georges-Pompidou, 
Kunsthaus Graz, Whitney Museum of Amer-
ican Art, and the Museum of Contemporary 
Art, San Diego. Jacob is currently a 
research associate in the Art, Culture 
and Technology program at the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology.

Gina BadgerGina Badger is an artist and writer 
working between Toronto, Montréal, and 
various locations south of the 49th 
parallel. An alumna of the Massachu-
setts Institute of Technology’s Art, 
Culture and Techno logy program and mem-
ber of Autism Studio, she is currently 
the Editorial Director of FUSE Magazine.

Notes

1. See  Miwon Kwon, One Place After 
 Another: Site-Specific Art and Loca-
tional Identity (Cambridge MA: MIT tional Identity (Cambridge MA: MIT tional Identity
Press, 2002); Ben Schaafsma, “Other Op-
tions: Artists Re-Interpreting, Alter-
ing, and Creating Infrastructure that 
Affects Their Everyday Lives” (MA the-
sis, The School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, 2008); Heather Davis, “Growing 
Collectives: Haha + Flood,” in Public 
41 (2010), 36-47. 

2. Wendy Jacob et al, “Preface,” in With 
Love from Haha, ed. Wendy Jacob et al. 
(Chicago: WhiteWalls, 2008), 7.

3. Brett Bloom, “Alluvial Deposits,” in 
With Love from Haha, ed. Wendy Jacob et 
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