


In Epistemology in Spinoza, Marx-Freud-Lacan, Kiarina Kordela gives us
what has been sorely lacking in recent work on biopower: a reflection on
how the commodification of self-actualization anchors the current
moment of late capitalism. Through a series of joyful readings of Spinoza,
Marx, Freud, and Lacan, Kordela opens a perspective not just on bio-
power, but on our own singular essence irreducible to capitalism's inces-
sant repetition of the same old same old. This is a work to be reckoned
with, to be thought about, and above all to be enjoyed.

Timothy Campbell, Professor of Italian, Department of
Romance Studies, Cornell University

At a moment when philosophy appears blocked in pointless antinomies,
between either constructivism, or new materialism and speculative realism,
Kiarina Kordela breaks with these antinomies and reveals those seemingly
radical opponents as tacit accomplices – or “couples” in Bachelardian
sense. Kordela's couragious advance aims for what philosophy can do best:
it takes a position, it draws clear lines of demarcation, and it gives a
superb overview of the current situation on philosophy's battleground.

Robert Pfaller, University of Art and Industrial Design, Linz
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Epistemontology in
Spinoza-Marx-Freud-Lacan

A. Kiarina Kordela steps beyond extant commentaries on Marx’s theory
of commodity fetishism – from A. Sohn-Rethel to L. Althusser, É. Balibar,
Slavoj Žižek, and others – to show that in capitalism value is the mani-
festation of the homology between thought and being, while their other
aspect – power – is foreclosed and becomes the object of biopower.

Using monistic Marxian/Lacanian structuralism as an alternative to
dominant models from Plato and Kant to phenomenological accounts,
deconstruction, and other contemporary approaches, Kordela expertly
argues that Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism is a reformulation of
the Spinozian thesis that thought (mind) and things (bodies or extension)
are manifestations of one and the same being or substance. Kordela’s link
between Spinoza and Marx shows that being consists of two aspects, value
and power, the former leading to structuralist thought, the latter becoming
the object of contemporary biopower. Epistemontology in Spinoza-Marx-
Freud-Lacan intervenes between two dominant lines of thought in the
reception of Marx today: on the one hand, an approach that relates
Marxian thought to psychoanalysis from a Hegelian/dialectical perspective
and, on the other hand, an approach that links Marxism to Spinozian
monism, at the total exclusion of psychoanalysis.

This book will interest scholars and researchers who study Marxism,
(post)structuralism, psychoanalysis, critical theory, ontology, epistemology
and theories of representation, theoreticians of cultural studies and com-
parative literature, aesthetic theory, including the relation of art to economy
and politics, and biopolitics.

A. Kiarina Kordela is Professor of German and Director of the Critical
Theory Program at Macalester College, and Honorary Adjunct Professor
at the Writing and Society Research Center, University of Western Sydney,
Australia. She publishes on topics such as literature, philosophy, psycho-
analysis, critical, political, and film theory, intellectual history, and
biopolitics.
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The question as to what value really is, like the question as to what being is,
is unanswerable. And precisely because they have the same formal relation
to objects, they are as alien to each other as are thought and extension for
Spinoza. Since both express the same absolute substance, each in its own
way and perfect in itself, the one can never encroach upon the other. They
never impinge upon each other because they question the concepts of
objects from completely different points of view. But this disjunctive paral-
lelism of reality and value does not divide the world into a sterile duality,
which the mind with its need for unity could never accept – even though its
destiny and the method of its quest may be to move incessantly from
diversity to unity and from unity to diversity. What is common to value and
reality stands above them: namely … that which can be signified and
expressed in our concepts of reality and value, and which can enter into
either one or the other series … Reality and value are, as it were, two dif-
ferent languages by which the logically related contents of the world, valid
in their ideal unity, are made comprehensible to the unitary soul … These
two compilations made by the soul, through perceiving and through valu-
ing, may perhaps once more be brought together in a metaphysical unity,
for which there is no linguistic term unless it be in religious symbols. There
is perhaps a cosmic ground where the heterogeneity and divergencies that
we experience between reality and value no longer exist, where both series
are revealed as one; this unity either being unaffected by the two categories,
and standing beyond them in majestic indifference, or signifying a harmo-
nious interweaving of both, which is shattered and distorted into fragments
and contrasts only by our way of regarding it, as if we had an imperfect
visual faculty.

(Georg Simmel, The Philosophy of Money, 62)



Introduction

The present work pursues a double movement. The first movement begins
with unfolding epistemontology as a theory of unified ontology and epis-
temology (particularly regarding the question of truth and representation)
that derives from Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism in connection to
Spinozian monism. In this regard, this work takes a decisive step beyond
extant commentaries on the theory of commodity fetishism, from Georg
Simmel and Alfred Sohn-Rethel to Étienne Balibar, Slavoj Žižek, and
others. This epistemontology is a secular account of the relation between
representation and reality, or words and things, and their relation to being,
in the era of capitalist modernity roughly since the seventeenth century.
The initial thesis that propels this work is that Marx’s theory of commod-
ity fetishism is a reformulation of the principle of monism, with which
Spinoza overcame the dualism between representation and external reality.
According to Spinoza’s monistic principle, thought (mind) and things
(bodies or extension) are manifestations of one and the same being or
substance, as a result of which “the order and connections of ideas is the
same as the order and connections of things” (Ethics IIP7). In spite of
the incommensurable difference between ideas and things, their relations
share the same structures, and both, ideas and things, express the same
substance or being. As we shall see, Marx’s commodity fetishism postulates
the same “parallelism” (see e.g., Curley 1988: 62) or “complementarity”
(see e.g., Yovel 1989: 159) or homology between the order of ideas and the
order of things.

In this respect, Spinoza and Marx stand together against, on the one
hand, the dominant modern Western dissociation of representation and
being and, eventually, between representation and reality, as it has been
developed from Kant to deconstruction. On the other hand, Spinoza and
Marx stand together against the attempts to challenge the above dominant
conception and access either being or reality by bypassing representation.
The (post-)Kantian line severs representation from being and ultimately
reality to the point that representation becomes self-referential (De Man,
Derrida). Opposing this line, attempts to access being or reality without
the mediation of representation include: Martin Heidegger’s “disclosure of



being”; Alain Badiou’s call for a return to Platonism, as a philosophy that
“does not take as its point of departure words, but things” (Badiou 2003:
50); Gilles Deleuze’s conception of expression which postulates that the
“opposition of expressions and signs is one of the fundamental principles
of Spinozism,” and that “the object … expresses itself” without any
involvement with the sign (Deleuze 1990: 182, 22); and Quentin Meillas-
soux’s “speculative materialism” that wants “to consider the realms of
subjectivity and objectivity independently of one another,” and assumes
that “absolute reality is an entity without thought” (Meillassoux 2008: 5,
36). These latter approaches separate thought from reality and from being,
and claim that, in some way or other, things reveal themselves without the
mediation of representation or thought, which they equate with con-
sciousness, whether empirical or transcendental.

Against these two approaches, I shall argue that Spinozian monism and
Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism entail that the two realms are
homologous, that is, thought and reality or things share the same struc-
tures, for they are manifestations of the same being. However, first we
should point out that, in Gilles Deleuze’s words, in Spinoza “thought …
surpasses the consciousness that we have of it” and amounts to the “dis-
covery of the unconscious” (Deleuze 1988: 18–9). Similarly, as we shall
later see in more detail, when Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism states
that in capitalism “the characteristic which objects of utility have of being
values is as much men’s social product as is their language” (Marx 1990:
167) – that is, their thought – he means (a) that there is a parallelism
between economic and linguistic values, and (b) that these linguistic values
or “men’s … language” are not their consciousness but the unconscious.
Marx’s connection of exchange-value and language already points to the
connection between his theory of political economy and Saussure’s structur-
alist linguistics. When, finally, Lacan says that “the unconscious is structured
like language” (Lacan 1981: 20), he does not mean that it is structured in
the way language is thought or spoken by consciousness; rather it means
that the unconscious is structured as a system of linguistic values each of
which is defined in differential relations with the other linguistic values – just
as economic exchange-values in capitalism are defined in differential relations
with the other exchange-values. The networkof economic and linguistic values
is the unconscious structure that reflects the concatenation or constitutive
relations of all things that exist in reality.

This is why, in one respect, substance or Nature or God – which for
Spinoza are one and the same – is a structure, or rather structurality itself:
the potential of any concrete structure to constitute itself, or in Deleuze’s
words, “God [is] the source of all the constitutive relations of things”
(Deleuze 1990: 297).1 This explains, for instance, the possibility of modern
natural sciences, that is, the translation of natural phenomena into laws
qua purely formal structures. As we shall see, it also explains the parallel
development of knowledge within fields of the Humanities toward formal
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structuralism. “Structuralism” here does not mean specifically the epon-
ymous twentieth-century theoretical movement, even as some of its aspects
remain central in approaching structuralism as meant here. Structuralism
here means the specific episteme required for the study of value within
secular capitalist modernity – which is also to say, for the study of things
insofar as, in capitalism, they are also values.

The corollary of the thesis that the structures of thought and of reality
are homologous and both express one and the same being, is that when
thought is by necessity distorted, the distortion is objective (rather than a
subjective illusion), that is, the reality of being is itself distorted. To spell
out this point more clearly, we need first to approach being not as struc-
turality but in its other aspect – which motivates the second movement of
the present work.

As we know since Spinoza, being or substance can be conceived by
secular thought – that is, a thought that does not presuppose a creator of
being – only as self-caused. This means that being is the power or poten-
tial of being to actualize itself (for if being were not the power of bringing
itself into existence, then there should be something else prior to it that
created it). If the sole secular conception of being is the power of self-
actualization, then, in secular modernity, both extension and thought
should be direct manifestations of the potential of self-actualization. To
translate this in Marx’s terms, both objects of utility and exchange-values
should be direct manifestations of human labor-power. For humans
partake most directly in being (the potential of self-actualization)
through their labor-power, since “labour-power … is not materialized in a
product … thus exists not really, but only in potentiality” (Marx 1993:
267). Labor-power is the potentiality of labor to actualize itself – but in
itself, labor-power can actualize itself only as a product, not as an
exchange-value.

The actualization of labor-power as both a product and exchange-value
presupposes the commodification of labor-power. In capitalism, the
potentiality of labor’s self-actualization is for the first time commodified
(Virno 2004: 82–4), as a result of which surplus-value is, again, for the first
time in history, accumulated. In turn, this new economic organization is
necessarily accompanied by commodity fetishism: “commodity fetishism …
is … inseparable from the production of commodities” (Marx 1990: 165).
This fetishism consists, on a most immediate level, in the fact that, on the
one hand, we assume, subjectively or consciously, that we exchange con-
crete objects of utility and that we actualize our labor-power through
concrete labor practices in concrete products; on the other hand, objec-
tively or from the perspective of the unconscious, we are vehicles for the
circulation of abstract exchange-values, just as our labor is congealed as
abstract labor (labor-time) in the commodities we produce, thereby
becoming alienated and autonomous (from the laborer). The result of the
commodification of things and labor is that commodities no longer matter
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as products of concrete modes of actualization of labor-power or as con-
crete objects of utility; rather they matter only insofar as they are the
manifestations of value, as “both the money and the commodity function
only as different modes of existence of value itself, the money as its gen-
eral mode of existence, the commodity as its particular or, so to speak,
disguised mode” (Marx 1990: 255). In other words, the result of commo-
dification is that the being or substance of which both concrete things and
abstract exchange-values are “different modes of existence” appears to be
not the power of self-actualization but exclusively value – that is, as an
element of structure.

To recapitulate so far, according to its secular conception, being is the
undifferentiated union of the power of self-actualization and of structur-
ality. However, as we can conceive of substance only through its attri-
butes – i.e., after a minimum of differentiation – we could say that from
the perspective of the attribute of thought substance is structurality, that
is, the potential of structures to be constituted and actualized. From the
perspective of the attribute of extension, substance is the potential of
bodies to be actualized, and both the body’s power of self-actualization
and structure (thought) express the same being. This would entail that use-
values (bodies) and exchange-values (thoughts) should be the expression of
being as both power-of-self-actualization and of structurality (value).
However, this is not the case because capitalism – the economic system of
secular modernity – is inseparable from commodity fetishism, according to
which both thought and bodies appear as concrete modes exclusively of
value. Due to the capitalist economy, thought and bodies express being
exclusively as value and are prevented from expressing being qua power-
of-self-actualization – at the very moment when this conception of being is
the very foundation of the secular épistémé as such.

However, if commodity fetishism forces both thought and reality to
express being in a distorted way, as exclusively value, then the appearance
of being as value is not a subjective illusion but an effect of the objective
capitalist transformation of reality. As Alfred Sohn-Rethel has argued,
the abstraction of the commodity as exchange-value is not a fiction of our
mind but rather real (Realabstraktion), objectively occurring within the
social reality of capitalism. Henceforth, both thought and reality express
being as value, while the fact that the commodification of being also
means the commodification of the power of self-actualization escapes
consciousness to become, as we shall see, a biopolitical factor in the sus-
tenance of contemporary biopower. On the one hand, insofar as thought
and reality in capitalist modernity express being as value, value becomes
the ubiquitous object of knowledge, from economics, aesthetics, ethics,
and accounts of subjectivity and society, to ontology. As a result, a ten-
dency toward formalization and structuralism – the model of thought
capable of grasping the logic of value – marks and defines the philoso-
phical and theoretical paradigm of secular capitalist modernity. “Secular”
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indicates that the structuralist episteme in question must be non-creationist –
that is, it must be predicated on the monist premise that being is the power
of self-actualization. Identifying this monist structuralist episteme, exam-
ining its relation to its traditional competitor (dualism and dialectics), and
unfolding the conceptual relations among certain central fields of knowl-
edge that examine value – Marx’s political economy, aesthetics and ethics,
and psychoanalysis – are the focus of the larger part of this work.

The last chapter focuses on the commodification of being qua power-of-
self-actualization. In this chapter, Marx’s labor-power is linked to Jacques
Lacan’s conception of enjoyment, insofar as for Lacan being is libido or
the jouissance (enjoyment) of the real, which is the power of life to actua-
lize itself (“se faire”). The commodification of both labor-power and of
enjoyment amounts to the commodification of being qua power-of-self-
actualization. However, to approach the effects of this commodification
beyond their contribution to the accumulation of surplus-value, we have to
treat labor-power and enjoyment as excesses supposed to fall outside the
realm of value. Lacan’s link between labor and enjoyment in his XVII
seminar and Spinoza’s conception of the third kind of knowledge, singular
essence, and secular salvation will help us grasp the biopolitical appro-
priation of the power-of-self-actualization and the impediment of Spino-
za’s secular salvation through capitalism’s double secular religion of debt
and distraction.

The agenda of the present project can become more clear also through a
juxtaposition with a very relevant book, Samo Tomšič’s The Capitalist
Unconscious (2015), which came out after I had completed this manuscript
but prior to its publication process, which gives me the opportunity to
make the following remarks. The principal affinity between my work in
general, at least since $urplus: Lacan, Spinoza (2007), and Tomšič’s recent
book lies in their partly similar agendas, namely, to show that “psycho-
analysis, structuralism, and the critique of political economy participate in
the same movement of thought” (Tomšič 2015: back cover). This means
that, as Žižek put it, “[t]o be a Marxist today, one HAS to go through
Lacan!” (Tomšič 2015: back cover). I do not have the slightest objection to
either Tomšič or Žižek. However, I maintain further that in order to be a
Marxist today, beyond structuralism and Lacan, one must go through
Spinoza. This means, above all, to understand, as the present work argues,
that the other side of structure – its loss or lack, or jouissance – far from
being negativity, is the power of being to actualize itself. Note also that, as
we shall see, this conception of jouissance or the loss to structure is not a
“corrective” to Lacanian theory but constitutive of it. This conception, in
turn, means, on the one hand, that one must understand that not only
“Lacan’s Marx” but also Spinoza “is a structuralist avant la lettre”
(Tomšič 2015: 77) – which involves broadening the historical field of
applicability of “structuralism” to secular capitalist modernity since its
inception. On the other hand, perhaps more importantly, it means that
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one must understand labor-power not simply in terms of structure but also
in terms of the power of self-actualization – which is the true excess to
structure. As mentioned above, Spinoza’s God is indeed structure, but only
in one respect, which is the respect of the imaginary.

My reference to the imaginary does not, of course, mean that this
respect is not part of reality; it simply means that we need also to approach
the real from the perspective of the symbolic. Then we see that at the
same time that God is structure – or in Lacan’s words that Tomšič also
quotes, “structure is real” (Lacan 2006: 30; Tomšič 2015: 77) – God or
the real is the power of self-actualization. God or the real is structure
without, however, being reducible to structure or to its loss understood as
pure negativity. This is why, as Tomšič writes, “alienation is structure”
(Tomšič 2015: 66). To this Tomšič adds: “The equivalence between alie-
nation and structure … leaves no doubt that the flip side of the production
of surplus is the reproduction of lack – the true ‘matter’ by which the
subject is constituted” (Tomšič 2015: 66). Tomšič is on the right track,
except having left Spinoza entirely out of his examination, he does not
take the further step to infer that the lack or “matter” by which the subject
is constituted is jouissance not as pure negativity but as substance qua
power of self-actualization. Thus, Tomšič’s account of the capitalist
unconscious remains within the logic of structure, even when it examines
lack and loss. One may want to see the difference between the two works
as exemplifying the difference between the Hegelian and the Spinozian
ways of establishing the connection among the critique of political econ-
omy, structuralism, and psychoanalysis. And, as the present work argues
about Spinoza and Hegel, the two works compared here may also be not
opposites but compatible.

These last comments relate to the crucial difference pointed out by
Pierre Macherey between negative and positive determination, which we
shall revisit in more detail in the third chapter. In Macherey’s words, “to
determine something negatively is to represent it abstractly according to its
limits” (Macherey 2011: 141). When we do this to a thing, we “relate it …
to that which it is not,” including to “its possible disappearance” – which
is why that which determines the thing can appear as pure negation. By
contrast, “to determine something positively … is to perceive it …
according to the immanent necessity that engenders it within substance,
according to the law of causality that is the same one through which sub-
stance produces itself” – that is, according to the power of self-actualization.
Now, these two determinations, far from excluding each other, are both
operative in any thing: the negative from the perspective of time (Hegel’s
Concept), the positive from the perspective of eternity (Spinoza’s Con-
cept). The difference is not that between error and truth, but between
perspectives. As we shall see in the fourth chapter, to treat the difference
between Spinoza and Hegel as one concerning the question regarding
which of the two is true and which false is to approach them from the
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perspective of the imaginary. From the perspective of the symbolic, the
only possible error is for either perspective to ignore the existence of the
other perspective.

Chapter summaries

Chapter 1, “Words and things in the era of value, power, and biopower,”
shows how Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism undermines the domi-
nant epistemological paradigm of secular capitalist modernity that, at
least since Kant to deconstruction, severs things from their representa-
tions. By postulating a simultaneous and parallel constitution of objectiv-
ity and subjectivity, Marx’s theory entails a structural homology between
things and thought, as the two manifestations of being. The examination
of the structural homology between things and thought is the task of
epistemontology. Although, with Spinoza, secular thought postulates that
being is both the power of self-actualization and structurality or value,
commodity fetishism makes being appear only as value (Marx). This
appearance, however, is real; that is, it is not a subjective illusion but part
of objectivity, not unlike the abstraction of commodities as values, which
is a real abstraction (“Realabstraktion”; Sohn-Rethel). Hence, episte-
montology must examine being both as value and as the power of self-
actualization. The former examination explains the tendency of secular
thought toward formalization and structuralism; the latter reveals the link
between labor-power and enjoyment (jouissance) – two modulations of the
power of self-actualization – and calls for a psychoanalytic revision of the
theory of biopower and biopolitics.

The chapter also differentiates the position of this Spinozian-Marxian
psychoanalytic epistemontology from Deleuze’s conception of “expres-
sion,” as well as from other attempts to oppose the dominant epistemolo-
gical tradition (the dualism between words and things) by claiming
cognitive access to things or to being, such as those by Martin Heidegger,
Alain Badiou, and Quentin Meillassoux. This chapter engages recurrently
with Étienne Balibar’s (and, more or less directly, Louis Althusser’s)
reading of Marx, including his differentiation between ideology and com-
modity fetishism, which leads to an examination of the relation between
ideology and biopolitics.

Chapter 2, “Materialist epistemontology: Marx and Sohn-Rethel with
Spinoza and psychoanalysis,” first explains that Sohn-Rethel’s theory
undermines the (post-)Kantian dissociation of representation and things,
by showing that the Kantian a priori categories of thought (representation)
are a posteriori effects of the relations of things (a point also emphasized
by Žižek). The relations of things determine the a priori categories of
thought to the point that, in Sohn-Rethel’s words, “[e]rst mit dieser Ware-
nsprache im Bewußtsein werden die Warenbesitzer zu rationalen Wesen [it
is only through the language of commodities in consciousness that their
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owners become rational beings]” (Sohn-Rethel 1989: 24, translation mine).
The “Realabstraktion” (real abstraction) that occurs in things when com-
modified is to be taken in a “literal sense,” that is, the commodification of
things amounts to their transformation into the language that provides the
a priori categories of human thought. As a result, far from being inaccessible
to representation, the relations between things are precisely what is revealed
in the transcendental categories of representation. And both the relations
between things and our representations are manifestations of being, so
that we are led not only to a “materialist epistemology” (Sohn-Rethel’s
goal) but to a materialist epistemontology.

Further, I argue that Sohn-Rethel’s distinction between intellectual and
manual labor concerns primarily the distinction between consciousness
and the unconscious within the market. For “in commodity exchange the
action and the consciousness of people go separate ways. Only the action
[of the exchange] is abstract[ed]” from the useful thing (Sohn-Rethel 1978:
30). The split, then, between consciousness and the unconscious occurs
within the realm of exchange itself, as the split between the (unconscious)
action of hands and the (conscious) intentions of the mind. The com-
modity’s essence as abstract value is inaccessible to the consciousness of
the very persons whose acts bring it about. Beyond the division of labor
within production, commodity fetishism involves a division between manual
and intellectual labor within the realm of exchange, which corresponds to
the split between the unconscious and consciousness. The chapter also
presents a series of corrections that Marx’s own theory indicates that need
to be made in Sohn-Rethel’s account, particularly regarding the source of
abstraction, the role of coined money, and the difference between capitalist
and precapitalist modes of production and exchange.

Chapter 3, “Psychoanalysis and structuralism,” shows the necessary
interconnection between capitalist economy and (monist structuralist)
psychoanalytic thought. It does so by reading together (a) Spinozian
monism – as the first philosophical system that conceived of being (sub-
stance) in structural terms; (b) Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism – as
the groundwork for a secular epistemontological theory; (c) Freudian-
Lacanian psychoanalysis – as instrumental in the formulation of properly
structuralist thought; and (d) Deleuze’s account of structuralism – both as
a systematic presentation of structuralist thought and as an attempt to
preempt possible criticisms from a Hegelian/dialectical perspective. While
Laplanche and Pontalis serve as background for teasing out the structur-
alist epistemology of psychoanalysis, I set Deleuze in dialogue with
Alexandre Kojève in order to reveal Deleuze’s theoretical trajectory as an
attempt to preempt possible objections (of Hegelian origin) to all three:
Spinoza, structuralism, and psychoanalysis.

Chapter 4, “Dialectics, or valences of structuralism,” turns to dialectics
as the line of thought traditionally perceived as the alternative, if not
opponent, to monism. By setting in dialogue Fredric Jameson, Georg

8 Introduction



Lukcács, and Deleuze, and through an analysis of Kafka’s short story
“Prometheus,” I show both the differences between the two modes of
thought and their intrinsic interconnection. Dialectics is an inevitable
parallel effect-formation of structuralism that is required in order to give
an account of value from the perspective of the imaginary. Thus, I sup-
plement Pierre Macherey’s thesis that Hegel had to misread Spinoza in a
specific way and for specific reasons (Macherey 2011), but adding that,
nevertheless, Hegel’s “misreading” is not simply an error that needs to be
dismissed but rather is the supplement to Spinozian monism that emerges
with objective necessity.

Chapter 5, “Value: the aesthetic itinerary from content to structure,”
shows the impact of value’s permeation of the economy and episte-
montology in secular capitalist modernity on aesthetic, as well as ethical,
value. I identify four phases in this development: first, the movement of
“ideal content,” an incubator of modern value, lasting until Kant’s inter-
vention; second, the new paradigm of “abstractism” or “formalization,”
which emerges out of the Enlightenment; third, “structuralism,” in which
Romanticism advances the paradigm of formalization; and, fourth, “per-
formative self-referentiality,” a modern consequence of the third, for-
mulated by, notably, Heidegger and Benjamin. The chapter traces this
development through Baumgarten, Winckelmann, Lessing, Goethe, Kant,
Hegel, Fichte, Novalis, Schlegel, Schelling, Hölderlin, Schiller, Scho-
penhauer, Nietzsche, Heidegger, Benjamin, and Adorno. Moreover, the
chapter extends further the discussions on the relation between aesthetics
and political economy offered in Howard Gaygill’s Art of Judgment and
John Guillory’s chapter on Adam Smith in Cultural Capital by linking the
conceptual transitions from Hume through Adam Smith to Marx with
the formalization that increasingly imbued both fields of knowledge. The
chapter also engages in the dialogue between Paul de Man and Jochen
Schulte-Sasse regarding romantic irony in order to show that structural-
ism, and any aesthetic theory informed by it, is a new transcendental
theory (Deleuze) where, as follows from Lacan’s formula of atheism (“God
is unconscious”), the function of God is replaced by that of the
unconscious.

Chapter 6, “Marx and psychoanalysis,” shows that, far from requiring a
conciliation, psychoanalysis and Marx’s theory are intrinsically intertwined
due to their conceptual, methodological, epistemological, and ontological
affinities. Beyond the attempts of the Frankfurt School, the most decisive
step in revealing this interconnection was taken by Jacques Lacan’s read-
ing of Freudian psychoanalysis. Lacan’s structuralism-inflected perspective
foregrounded the objectivity of the unconscious, thereby eventually enabling
Marxist theorists – notably Louis Althusser and Étienne Balibar – to revise
Marxist theory from a psychoanalytic lens. The chapter traces the homo-
logous developments in Marx’s and Freud’s thought toward the obliteration
of traditional binaries, such as nature-culture and biology-psychology.
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Focusing then particularly on Marx’s theories of value and commodity
fetishism in Capital: Volume 1, the chapter pursues the obliteration, within
both theories, of further dualisms, such as subject and object or interiority
and exteriority, that led to the shift in the conceptualization of the imaginary
and ideology from an illusion and a means of bourgeois oppression to a
function constitutive of subjectivity. After briefly recapitulating the relation
between ideology and biopolitics, as well as the introduction of the split
between consciousness and the unconscious within the field of the market
(examined in the first and second chapters, respectively), the chapter focuses on
the relations between surplus-volume, surplus-enjoyment, and labor, as they are
revealed particularly through Lacan’s XVII seminar and his introduction of
the four discourses, notably the discourses of the Master and of the Uni-
versity. This link between enjoyment and labor anticipates the discussion
of being qua power-of-self-actualization and of biopower in the next and
last chapter.

Chapter 7, “The other side of value: substance, labor and enjoyment, or
biopolitics according to Spinoza, Marx and Lacan,” turns away from value
to the “other side” of being, that is, being qua power-of-self-actualization.
The issue here becomes the function of being beyond its subjugation to the
accumulation of economic value. It is through labor and enjoyment that we can
obtain access to this aspect of being that exceeds economic valorization.
Labor involves three elements (Marx) – (a) concrete physical and mental
activity, (b) abstract labor qua labor-time, and (c) labor-power as the power of
labor to actualize itself. Therefore, labor-power is for human beings the bridge
between their finitude in duration and eternal substance – not unlike Spinoza’s
singular essence of finite modes. The three elements of labor correspond to
three temporalities, respectively: (a) diachrony or finite linear time, (b) syn-
chrony, and (c) eternity (singular essence, like substance or the power of self-
actualization, exists under the “species of eternity” – Spinoza). A commodity
contributes to the accumulation of value only in its aspect as exchange-
value, while its aspect as use-value falls out of the circulation of value, as
Marx’s reduction of the formula of capital from M – C – M to M – M´
indicates. Similarly, labor contributes to the accumulation of value only in
its two latter aspects (b and c), while the concrete physical and mental
activity, and its finite diachrony, fall out of the circulation of value.

This examination of the aspects of labor and their temporalities reveals
that biopolitics operates through the administration of the subject’s rela-
tion to these three temporalities, as a means of fostering secular illusions
of immortality combined with a surrogate experience of ecstatic eternity.
This means that, on the one hand, the exclusion of finite diachrony (and
hence of mortality) from the universe of value induces the biopolitical urge
to hide death from the horizon of human experience (Foucault); on the other
hand, the concomitant commodification of labor-power/jouissance amounts to
the commodification of eternity. While jouissance is by definition impos-
sible (as is the experience of eternity), its commodification (through media,
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drugs, etc.) makes it seem possible in the form of “semblance of surplus
jouissance” (Lacan 2007: 93). This semblance of surplus jouissance, I
argue, consists in distraction (losing the sense of self and of time), as a
kind of semblance experience of eternity – the closest modern societies can
come to the religious ecstatic experience. Through George Bataille’s theory
of religion and Benjamin’s fragment “Capitalism as Religion,” I show the
profoundly religious character of particularly late, hyper-mediatized, secu-
lar capitalism, which also explains the predominance of religious refer-
ences in contemporary international political conflicts. I conclude by
juxtaposing the capitalist biopolitical mechanisms and Spinoza’s concep-
tion of the third kind of knowledge – which understands the body and
mind in terms of their singular essence – as the means to secular salvation.

Note
1 Unless otherwise indicated, brackets in citations are inserted by me.
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