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Is the task ahead of us to advance towards a mode of thought, unknown 
hitherto in our culture, that will make it possible to reflect at the same 
time, without discontinuity or contradiction, upon man’s being and 
the being of language?

—Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: 
An Archaeology of the Human Sciences 

Until a new and coherent ontology of potentiality (beyond the steps 
that have been made in this direction by Spinoza, Schelling, Nietzsche, 
and Heidegger) has replaced the ontology founded on the primacy of 
actuality and its relation to potentiality, a political theory freed from 
the aporias of sovereignty remains unthinkable.

—Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life

one thinks of the perverse arguments of the so-called Capital-logicians: 
that what Hegel, in the process of making his exhaustive inventory 
of it, called Absolute Spirit, is now from our perspective rather to be 
identified as Capital itself, whose study is now our true ontology. It 
is indeed the new world system, the third stage of capitalism, which 
is for us the absent totality, Spinoza’s God or Nature, the ultimate 
(indeed, perhaps the only) referent, the true ground of Being of our 
own time. only by way of its fitful contemplation can its future, and 
our own, be somehow disclosed.

—Fredric Jameson, The Geopolitical Aesthetic: 
Cinema and Space in the World System
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Preface 

In a Nutshell

The present work is concerned with being in our era of secular capital-
ist modernity. At first sight, framing being within a concrete historical 
context might seem to contradict the fundamental postulate of ontology 
that being is transhistorical. But, as we shall see in the course of the 
present work, being is both transhistorical and historical, insofar as the 
historical is always a concrete manifestation of transhistorical relations, 
just as the transhistorical itself is always a retroactive formation effected 
by historically given epochs. The epoch of secular capitalist modernity is 
governed by two premises regarding its historically concrete manifesta-
tion of being. The first follows from the fact that the mode of capitalist 
production commodifies everything, that is, it bestows on any concrete 
being a double ontological quality, as both a material object of utility 
and an abstract exchange-value that represents it to all other beings as 
the measure determining its exchangeability with them. This means, as 
Étienne Balibar succinctly puts it, that a “commodity . . . is preemi-
nently both a representation and, at the same time, an object; it is an 
object always already given in the form of representation” (2007, 67). 
In short, the first ontological premise of our epoch is that being does 
not constitute the dualistic opposite of appearance. Moreover, insofar as 
being is life—bios—being is intrinsic to the politics of our historical era 
in ways that are again determined by the mode of capitalist production. 
The latter is based on the commodification of labor and, hence, of the 
living beings capable of labor. It follows that the second ontological 
premise of our epoch is that being does not constitute the dualistic 
opposite of politics and, hence, that ontology includes in itself as its 
indispensable branch biopolitics. 
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Predicated on the foregoing premises, the theory developed in the 
present work adheres to the phenomenological thesis that appearance is 
not what conceals but what reveals being. other differences notwith-
standing, this thesis defines any phenomenological theory, from edmund 
Husserl to Jean-Paul Sartre—even when appearance, as is the case of 
Martin Heidegger, is reconceptualized as not the aggregation of pure or 
formal sensations given to perception regarding the matter and form of 
an entity but as something that is determined by its “equipmental char-
acter [das Zeughafte des Zeuges],” its “usefulness [Dienlichkeit],” which is 
“the basic feature from which this entity regards us, that is, flashes at us 
and thereby is present and thus is this entity [jener Grundzug, aus dem 
her dieses Seiende uns anblickt, d.h. anblitzt und damit anwest und so dieses 
Seiende ist]” (2008a, 348 and 347; 1960, 25 and 21). The reason for Hei-
degger why “usefulness” must take precedence over sensation in grasping 
being is that “we never really first perceive a throng of sensations, e.g., 
tones and noises, in the appearance of things . . . rather we hear the 
three-motored plane” or “the door shut in the house,” and we “never 
hear acoustical sensations or even mere sounds” (2008a, 346). Because 
humans are preoccupied with the usefulness of things, usefulness must be 
the ground of being, just as in Sartre, as we shall later see, consciousness 
is the ground of being because it is the ground of humans. In extant 
accounts of phenomenological ontology, being, however annihilated its 
“thingness” may be, remains trapped within both the presupposition of 
actuality and anthropomorphic conceptions. The present work turns to 
Sartre in order to tease out these limitations of phenomenology and to 
revise it through the line of thought of Baruch Spinoza, Karl Marx, and 
Jacques Lacan. If of all phenomenologists it is Sartre who is featured 
prominently in my line of argument, this owes partly to his direct, and 
pathbreaking, identification of the body as the gaze—an insight which, 
in the second part of the present work, becomes instrumental in for-
mulating a meta-phenomenological/psychoanalytic theory of biopolitics.1 

Accordingly, the present ontology can be characterized as “meta-
phenomenological.” of course, since Lacan’s intervention, psychoanalysis 
is largely a critical response to phenomenology, and, as such, arguably 
already meta-phenomenological. At the same time, however, my read-
ing of Lacan and my use of psychoanalytic terms can be seen as either 
orthodox Lacanian or as a “return” to Lacan, not unlike Lacan’s own 
“unorthodox” return to Freud. The present theory could, therefore, 
be described as “meta-phenomenological/psychoanalytic,” with all the 
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ambivalence of this syntagma, as it can mean either or, possibly, both: 
“meta-phenomenological, i.e., psychoanalytic” or/and “meta-phenome-
nological and meta-psychoanalytic.” 

The first part of this work argues that ontology necessarily involves 
and is inseparable from three other branches of thought that traditionally 
are assumed to constitute separate fields of knowledge: a theory of time, 
a theory of the sign, and a theory of value. The necessity for interlacing 
these fields results from the purely relational (and, hence, not actual but 
virtual) character of being, which, albeit being’s transhistorical constitu-
tion, is particularly pronounced in the era of secular capitalist modernity. 
The second part focuses on the ontological field of biopolitics, that is, 
the political function of bios—an Aristotelian term that, since Michel 
Foucault’s introduction of the concept of biopolitics, has been increas-
ingly resuscitated in much contemporary theory. My discussion of bios 
reveals that an analysis of biopolitics entails as its intrinsic corollary, 
and as a further indispensable part of the field of ontology, a theory 
of ethics. The third part presents an analysis of a brief film sequence, 
as an example of the possible workings of biopolitics in cinema, and 
draws some logical consequences of the present theory for racism in the 
international and multicultural world of global capitalism. 

Although it is very likely that at this point it will sound unclear or 
even mystifying, one point of the entire work is that, if beyond appear-
ance there is nothing, there is surplus—and it is because of this and this 
alone that we can be ethical, but also hoodwinked by the illusion of 
immortality. It is only by succumbing to the latter that we allow Being 
(Spinoza’s God or Nature) to coincide with Capital.

In Context

This project began out of a sense that, generally, the contemporary Zeit-
geist or discourse or symbolic order or whatever one may want to call 
it remains enthralled by the dominant presupposition that being equals 
mute matter. And this in spite of the by now more than three-centuries-
old Spinozian conceptualization of being (or substance) as a sheer power 
(of self-actualization); and in spite of Marx’s persistence in his analysis 
of the political economy of capitalism, one-and-a-half centuries ago, that 
(abstract) value is an aspect of being; and in spite of Sartre’s attempts, 
during World War II, to dematerialize being through nothingness or lack; 
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and, finally, in spite of Lacan’s (avowedly indebted to both Heidegger 
and Sartre) equation of being with the real as a void—to mention just 
a few of the most eminent interventions that should long ago have 
incited a different direction in our ontological assumptions. Concomi-
tantly, this project is also motivated by a sense that extant accounts of 
biopolitics are predicated on the same, so far triumphant, naturalist 
premise regarding being, as they treat bios in an essentialist-materialist 
way which, sooner or later, as if in a twist of a Moebius band, yields 
to its underside, where bios becomes a purely discursive construction. 
In response to this theoretical paradigm, the itinerary indicated in the 
title and pursued in the present work, from ontology through a theory 
of time and history, to biopolitics, constitutes an attempt to formulate a 
systematic monistic ontology and, as its corollary, a Marxian-psychoanalytic 
theory of biopolitics, for which body and thought are neither opposites 
nor supplementary alternatives, but two expressions of being that, to 
recall Georg Simmel’s words, “are as alien to each other as are thought 
and extension for Spinoza,” “precisely because they have the same formal 
relation to,” and “express[,] the same absolute substance” (Simmel, 62).

At this point I should pause to stress that, in spite of several 
affinities, by being monist, this Marxian-psychoanalytic theory is funda-
mentally distinct from Slavoj Žižek’s theorization of Lacanian Marxism, 
which is informed by Hegelianism. Nevertheless, beyond my extensive 
reference to Sartre, whose thought is in many ways Hegelian, in this 
work I also often draw on Žižek’s work, insofar as it facilitates the 
development or formulation of certain lines of my argumentation. Yet, 
in proposing a monist ontology and theory of biopolitics, I take distance 
from Hegelian dialectical thought and, when appropriate, I delineate its 
relevance to my work, or its limitations. 

Moreover, this project endeavors to fill a conspicuous gap in con-
temporary discussions of bios and its relation to power. This breach is 
exemplified in the bilateral disregard or strife between, on the one hand, 
the biopolitical approach based on discourse analysis, as introduced by 
Foucault, and further elaborations of biopolitics by thinkers usually asso-
ciated with Spinoza (e.g., Gilles deleuze, Antonio Negri, Michael Hardt, 
Giorgio Agamben), and, on the other hand, Lacanian psychoanalysis. 
Although both sides examine the ways in which life and the body are 
inscribed by power, there has been no attempt to bring these two bodies 
of knowledge into a productive dialogue that would reveal their intrin-
sic relation and would allow them to enhance mutually their insights. 
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I maintain that a productive dialogue among these major theoretical 
camps is indispensable to any analysis of biopolitics, and propose to this 
effect a psychoanalytic theory of biopolitics, which moreover, as I will 
argue, alone can justify the necessity of a biopolitical theory and analysis 
in the first place, beyond extant theories and analyses of ideology and 
institutional, social, and individual practices and behaviors. 

I will conclude this section with a few introductory remarks regard-
ing the deficiency of Foucault’s account of biopolitics. In the 1970s, 
Foucault linked bios to political power to indicate a transformation in 
power’s mechanisms since the seventeenth century, whereby political con-
trol over “juridical” matters extended to include and focus primarily on 
“the administration of bodies and the calculated management of life,” 
that is, the “biological” body and “existence of a population” (Foucault 
1990, 137 and 140). In an interesting twist, however, Foucault’s innova-
tive turn within his discussion of power’s shift from the legislative level 
to the physical or biological body brings about the opposite effect, as the 
permeation of the body by power leads to the total de-organization of the 
body (in the sense of biological organs), and its concomitant complete 
organization (in the sense of its discursive constitution and regulation). 
eventually, Foucault’s conception of power as biopower entails a slippage 
from the traditional, naturalist or essentialist, treatment of the body as 
a physical fact that precedes culture to the historicist conceptualization 
of the body as yet another historical construction that, like clothing and 
other cultural norms, can change according to fashion and circumstances. 
But if nothing escapes history and culture under Foucault’s historicist 
and constructivist view, then, as Charles Shepherdson puts it, we are led 
back to the old “humanistic (narcissistic) notion that ‘man is the maker 
of all things’ ” (163).

Psychoanalysis objects to this historicist reduction of the body to 
discourse not on the basis of the claim that the body is a natural fact, 
but by arguing that, although the body is indeed nothing but an effect 
of history and culture, it is a surplus effect, an effect that is not realized 
in, and hence cannot be reduced to, them. Psychoanalysis concurs with 
historicism that the body, far from being given, must be constructed 
and “cannot take form without undergoing this subjection to represen-
tation” which is thoroughly historical, but, going beyond historicism, 
psychoanalysis rejects the total subjection of the subject and the body 
to the control of representation (Shepherdson, 170). or, to put it in 
the Heideggerian idiom, the body constitutes itself around a lack or 
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void—for either term, lack or excess, simply signifies that the body and 
representation never coincide. The starting point for grasping the true 
workings of biopolitics is the body as a surplus or excess by-product of 
history. A psychoanalytic theory of biopolitics, therefore, requires that 
Foucault’s account of biopolitics be revised through a reconceptualization 
of the body and bios as the excess to, or lack in, discursive construction. 

And a brief postscript to “surplus.” As is indicated in the previous 
paragraph, this term can designate either more or less than the ele-
ments required for a system to sustain its equilibrium. That the body 
and representation never coincide means that there is a disequilibrium 
in representation itself—whether because it is more or less that is said 
about the body—so that the body is either lacking in or supernumerary 
to representation. The term “surplus,” therefore, is employed in this work 
to designate this disequilibrium, regardless of whether the latter manifests 
itself as lack or excess, so that these two concepts themselves, lack and 
excess, become interchangeable in this context and, hence, synonyms of 
surplus. of course, this indistinctness between lack and excess is true 
only of the ontological level, whereas on the ontic (empirical) level, as 
we shall see in the context of enjoyment (jouissance), the distribution of 
enjoyment between subject and the other, and the fact that the subject 
must lack enjoyment in order for the other to harvest it as surplus, 
are crucial functions in the relation of subjectivity to power in secular 
capitalist modernity. 

In Parts

Part 1 of the present work shows that the key to bridging the rift 
between being and thought that continues to dominate secular thought 
is a historical ontology that accounts for the changed character of being 
under the conditions of secular capitalism, while, nevertheless, remaining 
faithful to the primary ontological principle that being is transhistori-
cal. For a historical ontology does not compromise the transhistorical 
and immutable character of being, which is indeed the object of any 
ontology worth its name. rather, a historical ontology is capable of 
discerning being as a transhistorical entity in and through its various 
specific historical manifestations, which alone can provide ontology with 
its starting point. 
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Such a historical ontology entails as an indispensable part of itself 
a theory of time. For, contrary both to the Kantian paradigm, for which 
time is a pure a priori category of perception (appearance), not of being-
in-itself, and to the later historicist inversion of Kantianism, for which 
time is an a posteriori category of pure perception (appearance)—a non-
dualistic conception of being and appearance (thought) recognizes time 
as intrinsic to both being and appearance, and postulates accordingly 
that ontology be inseparable from a theory of temporality. If we under-
stand properly the consequences of Sartre’s statement that “the essence 
of the appearance is an ‘appearing’ which is no longer opposed to any 
being,” then the categories through which we perceive appearances must 
be intrinsic to being itself (Sartre, 7). By the same token, if being and 
appearance/representation are not severed, an ontology is always also a 
theory of representation (and vice versa). And since representation con-
sists always of values, whether linguistic (signs) or economic (exchange-
values), then our ontology is also inseparable from a theory of value. This 
explains why the present work positions centrally and intertwines four 
major modern schools of thought for which being and appearance are 
not conceived dualistically: Spinozian monism, Marx’s theory of value, 
phenomenology, and psychoanalysis. 

It is important to note here that the aforementioned monistic con-
ceptualization of being and representation entails a radical revision of the 
concept of representation itself. The term can no longer designate either 
phenomenon (appearance) or language, as has traditionally been the case, 
but rather it now comes to stand for value, both exchange-value on the 
economic level, and semantic value (sign) on the linguistic level—both 
of which are systems of arbitrary differential relations—as opposed to use-
value and the (phenomenological) in-itself—that is, this aspect of being 
that is not determined through arbitrary differential relations—whereby 
both value or representation and the in-itself are the two equivalent aspects 
of being.2 

By inserting among my four primary interlocutors—Spinoza, 
Marx, Sartre, Lacan—Paolo Virno, part 2 shows the historically specific 
mode in which being emerges as a biopolitical object in secular capitalist 
modernity. My meta-phenomenological/psychoanalytic reconceptualiza-
tion of bios leads to the thesis that, contrary to what current biopolitical 
theories maintain, the object of biopolitics is not the regulation of body 
and life as biological conglomerations but rather the human being’s 
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 relationship to a specifically modern (i.e., secular) illusion of immortal-
ity. This relation, in turn, is liable to biopolitical administration through 
discursive constructions and deconstruction of gazes. Moreover, while 
phenomenology operates on the axis finitude-infinity, the present meta-
phenomenological/psychoanalytic biopolitical theory argues that a third 
category of time—what Spinoza refers to as the “species of eternity”—is 
required in order to account for being. It is under this species of eternity 
(sub specie aeternitatis) that Spinoza’s “third kind of knowledge” occurs, 
as the sole knowledge that gives us access to truth and Joy, and which 
constitutes the culmination of his theory of ethics. By differentiating 
between the species of eternity and infinity, and by linking the former 
to the ethical dimension and the latter to the illusion of immortality—
understood not as the belief in afterlife but as a fetishistic disavowal of 
one’s mortality, which we could call properly “secular immortality”—I 
advance the following thesis regarding the biopolitical administration 
of the subject’s relation to mortality and immortality. The structural 
similarity and slippery conflation between infinity (the dimension of 
immortality) and the species of eternity (the ethical dimension) enables 
the biopolitical mechanism through which human subjects give up their 
ethical mode for the sake of (the illusion of ) immortality—or, to put it 
in the Lacanian idiom, the mechanism by which subjects give up their 
enjoyment (Spinoza’s Joy) for the sake of the enjoyment of the other.

Part 3 demonstrates that this monist meta-phenomenological/psy-
choanalytic theory of ontology and biopolitics has portentous signifi-
cance for the analysis of culture and politics. The first chapter of this 
part turns to film, and specifically to Paul Verhoeven’s Total Recall (1990), 
to examine the function of cinema as a major biopolitical apparatus due 
to its direct dependence on the gaze (camera). The chapter advances a 
theory of “biocinema” that addresses the cinematic capacity of (de)con-
structing gazes as a means of administering the illusion of immortality. 
My discussion of biopolitics and its mechanisms concludes, in the last 
chapter, by examining the ramifications of the insight that biopolitics 
administers (the illusion of ) immortality for Foucault’s thesis that all 
biopolitical states are necessarily racist. A brief comparison of the media 
representations of violent death occurring in the West and its “other” 
after 9/11 reveals the necessity to reconceptualize radically our notion 
of “race” in postmodern capitalism in terms of what I call “biorace.” 
The bioracial theory developed here remains predicated on the racist 
division between, in Foucault’s words, “what must live and what must 
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die” (Foucault 2003, 254); yet, going beyond to either ethnically or 
(Foucault’s) biologically based modes of discrimination, this distinction 
is now shown to reflect the struggle between the super-race of the (self-
perceived) immortals and what it perceives as its other, the sub-race of 
the mortals. Since they “must die,” the sub-race consists not of those 
who bear mortality as the inevitable conclusion of life, but of those 
whose mission, destiny, and raison d’être is to die. Thus, their violent 
death does not constitute, often even in the most humanitarian eyes of 
the Western super-biorace, a crime.


