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Demand Everything! 
 

Simon Critchley interviewed by Anders M. Gullestad1 
 

Simon Critchley's firm insistence that oppositional political action is still necessary and 

productive is refreshing when faced with the resignation of several of today's most important 

political philosophers. Here he talks about his intellectual trajectory, neo-anarchism, his book 

Infinitely Demanding, his disagreement with Slavoj Zizek and the contemporary interest in St. 

Paul. 

 

Anders M. Gullestad: Throughout your career, you’ve written about a wide range of 

topics: about philosophers living and – especially – dead, deconstruction, Continental 

philosophy, humour, Samuel Beckett, Terence Malick, the poetry of Wallace Stevens, 

political philosophy, ethics, neo-anarchism, religion – in fact you are here in Bergen to 

talk about St. Paul. Is there a red thread connecting these? 

 

Simon Critchley: The best way of answering that is by thinking about the question of 

disappointment. I have argued in Infinitely Demanding and Very Little… Almost Nothing that 

philosophy begins in disappointment. It doesn’t begin in wonder or in the fact that things are, 

it begins in a realization that things are not what they might be, or might have been. So 

philosophy begins with a sense of a lack, of something missing, and that provokes a series of 

questions. The two main axes that have organized my work, for the most part, are the themes 

of political and religious disappointment. The latter is the realization of the death of God, that 

there is no guarantee of transcendence. That opens up the problem of nihilism, namely that 

the highest values that drove classical metaphysics – God, freedom, immortality – had 

devalued themselves, as Nietzsche puts it. This is something that drives a big part of my 

work, and then the question of what form revaluation might take. So religious disappointment 

opens up the problem of nihilism, and the question of what meaning there might be to life – 

the most general question imaginable.  

 Over the years, I’ve then looked – for example in Very Little… Almost Nothing – at 

aesthetic and literary ways of recreating meaning; the project of Romanticism. That’s one side 

of my work, and that has led me into discussions of authors like Beckett. The funny thing is 

that the very first time I talked about Beckett, it was here in Bergen – in January 1995. I was 

writing what was then just a disconnected series of reflections. I stumbled into Beckett as my 

father was dying, reading Malone Dies and the other parts of his trilogy, then wrote 

something in a real sort of frenzy, which I presented here. It was a very important moment for 

me, and I always connect this place with that experience.  

 The other side of my work is political disappointment – the realization that we are 

living in an unjust world, a world that is defined by injustice, cruelty, barbarism, inhumanity 

and all the rest. “Blood is being spilled in the merriest way, as though it was champagne,” 

Dostoevsky says. That raises the problem of justice, what might justice mean in an unjust 

world. And then that leads to the question if there can be an ethics and a political practice that 

would be able to face and face down the injustice of the present. How might we begin to think 

about that? Even though I don’t say so clearly in my first book, The Ethics of Deconstruction, 
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that was clearly what was on my mind. This line of thought goes through the third book, 

Ethics, Politics, Subjectivity, a series of essays on French philosophy. I then try to lay it out in 

the most systematic way in Infinitely Demanding. It is a short book, but very important for 

me, because I try to lay it out in one continuous argument my response to that question.  

So the unity of my work is around the question of disappointment, and different forms 

thereof. But there is nothing disappointing about disappointment. It is what motivates you into 

action, as a condition for engagement with the world. So it does not mean resignation, which 

some people seem to think. On the contrary, if you begin from an idea of wonder or 

enchantment, then you’re really going to be disappointed. [Laughter]. 

 

AG: So, if we were to rephrase the Bible, we could say that for you, “In the beginning 

was disappointment”? 

 

SC: The Bible of modernity, as it were. 

 

AG: As you say, disappointment and having a bleak outlook on life aren’t necessarily 

connected. You, in fact, come across as somewhat of an optimist in your work. 

 

SC: Yeah. It depends what day of the week it is, but basically, yes. I’m convinced that the 

conditions which we find ourselves in give us modest grounds for belief in emancipation and 

hope. One of the figures I continually come back to, is the figure of the passive nihilist, and I 

think we live in a time of pervasive passive nihilism. In the face of a chaotic and bloody 

world, one withdraws into oneself to cultivate practices of self perfection. This can be linked 

to all sorts of new age beliefs, but it can also be linked to those that cultivate a sort of literary 

or aesthetic pleasure. I don’t share this feeling, I feel that human beings, in concert, in the 

right conditions, are capable of extraordinary outcomes. 

 

AG: We’ll come back to that, but before moving on to your political philosophy, could 

you tell me just a little bit about your background. You came of age about the same time 

that punk appeared. Did that have an influence on you?  

 

SC: I was born in 1960. I was 16 when the Ramones’ first album came out. The only two 

options in terms of youth culture in England at the time, was to be a soul boy, if you were 

working class, or a hippie, if you were middle class. I was sort of from a working class 

background, but ended up at a middle class school, and was confused. [Laughter]. Then punk 

happened, or it began to happen, and one got the sense of something fantastic that was 

occurring with just a few, a very few records, fundamentally shifting one’s attitude. This is 

also linked to the moment in British political history when the shit really started to hit the fan. 

The economy falls through the floor in the mid-1970s; there are serious social troubles; race 

riots – punk just forms part of that constellation. We felt in a very different world than those 

people that came of age in 1968. That was crucial for me, and I played in bands for years, 

with no particular success, but with a great deal of enjoyment.  

 

AG: So, what made you decide to become a philosopher in the first place? 

 

SC: I failed dramatically at school, I failed as a poet – I was going to be a poet for a couple of 

years, but then I stopped, because I wasn’t very good. And then, when I was 20, I eventually 

went back to a further education college, a technical college, just north of London. I had some 

good teachers, and began to read. One thing led to another, I passed a couple of exams, and I 

began to get in a position where I could maybe apply to University, even though I had never 



ART&RESEARCH: A Journal of Ideas, Contexts and Methods. Vol. 3. No. 2. Summer 2010 

Demand Everything! 

http://www.artandresearch.org.uk/v3n2/gullestad.php 
3  

thought of that. Nobody in my friendship group had done so, it wasn’t the sort of thing we 

did. It’s a long story, but then I went to University when I was 22. I was four years older than 

the other undergraduates and had been through all the sex, drugs and rock’n’roll that they 

hadn’t been through. I worked like a dog, I threw myself into it and had a series of nervous 

breakdowns. [Laughter]. By then I did philosophy as a fourth option in my first year of 

University. Like everybody else at that time, I’d had what you could call a Penguin Modern 

Classics-education – I’d read Kafka, Camus and Sartre. Sartre’s novels were very important 

for me. I realized this had to do with philosophy, but not really, got to University, and my first 

teacher – a man called Jay Bernstein, who was terrifying and inspiring – caused me to lose my 

Sartrean, atheist individualism. Under his influence, I became a Hegelian, almost over-night, 

and shifted into philosophy from literature, but I always kept a connection with literature, 

particularly medieval literature, that was strangely my real passion.  

 

AG: From whence came your interest in deconstruction and Levinas, and how did this 

fit into the general intellectual climate of the UK of the time? 

 

SC: I ended up at the University of Essex, a really interesting place, at a very interesting time 

in its history. There were fantastic opportunities and I was taught by people that were 

amazing, that have gone on to do extraordinary things. They all happened to be at this place at 

this time, and I ate it all up. I did my entire degree – all the way from BA to PhD – in six 

years, I did the whole thing really fast. Towards the end of my degree, I realized there were 

interesting things happening in French philosophy. I read Derrida and Foucault in the 

Communist student society – they were looking at them as part of the study of the nature of 

ideology, it was strange to read them in that context. Then I decided to go to France, where I 

stayed for a year and a half, and became obsessed with Derrida, in particular. At that point, he 

was really the philosophical avant-garde, a sort of philosopher’s philosopher. I was taught by 

Heideggerians and developed a real interest in Heidegger, but as seen from a French context. I 

soaked that up and went through various different PhD-projects fairly quickly, but realized 

that for me the issue – and this goes back to the first question – was that I was convinced there 

was an ethical motivation to deconstruction. At that point, it was considered as a sort of 

textual free play or value free nihilism. I was convinced that was wrong, that it actually had a 

much closer attachment to more classical forms of philosophy, particularly the transcendental 

philosophy of Kant and Hegel, and also that there was a practical, ethical dimension driving 

it.  

This became an obsession, and I started putting Derrida together with Levinas, whom 

I’d strayed into as an undergraduate, in relation to Martin Buber’s work, which had an impact 

on me. At that point, nobody was talking about ethics in relation to deconstruction – it just 

didn’t happen. I then wrote a thesis which became the first draft of The Ethics of 

Deconstruction, which was published four years later. And then that came out, and this was 

the weird thing – I had the extraordinary piece of luck that Derrida was initially denied an 

honorary doctorate at Cambridge in 1992, the argument being that deconstruction was 

nihilism and that a university such as Cambridge shouldn’t be giving doctorates to such 

people. It is difficult to imagine it today, but this was front page news in Britain. When he 

finally got the honorary doctorate, the front page of The Independent, in May 1992, I think it 

must have been, read something like “Value free nihilism hits English city”. [Laughter]. My 

book finally came out the month after that. It got a lot of attention, because it was a problem a 

lot of people were concerned with. That was just sheer, sheer luck, for which I have the 

reactionary forces of Cambridge to thank, because they created that situation. Strange, strange 

how things work out. [Laughter]. 
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AG: Very much so. So, now that you’re nearing 50, would you say that there’s been one 

continual evolution to your thought, or have there been any major paradigm shifts, 

philosophically speaking?  

 

SC: Many, and there continue to be so. It feels like I’m just at the beginning, really. I think 

things are shifting all the time. There was a real shift towards political philosophy in the early 

1990s. I worked closely together with Ernesto Laclau at Essex. Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy was published in 1985, and at Essex, there was a whole group of people around him 

that were fascinated with his thinking. I was a young faculty member at the time, and I really 

soaked up his work, read a lot of Gramsci, a lot of democratic theory. Even though I had 

political sympathies, I wasn’t really a political thinker, so I taught myself a lot more about 

that in the real hothouse environment at Essex. 

 Then in the mid-1990s, psychoanalysis became hugely important for me. I was 

teaching a lot of Freud, became interested in Lacan, and that was a shift: realizing the depth in 

the psychoanalytic view of human beings. A series of other shifts would be connected with 

different authors, figures like Blanchot, and then there were also further political ones, 

particularly in connection with the anti-globalization movement. It’s a misnomer, but anyway, 

the sort of shift in the politics of resistance that happened after November 1999. That was 

something that became more and more important to me through the impact of Hardt and 

Negri’s Empire – although I disagree with that book profoundly – and then a turn back to 

Marx, whom I really got engaged with about ten years ago on issues of political resistance. A 

lot of that was reflected in Infinitely Demanding, where you can also see a shift towards a 

more anarchist position from 2005 and onwards. I’ve always been surrounded by people – 

graduate students, colleagues, people that you meet – and the way I tend to think, I basically 

always trusted what other people are interested in. If I’m told to read something, I normally 

do. I’ve done a lot of work over the years in reading groups, just soaking up what’s going on. 

The influence of being in New York, made me realize a lot of the ethical and political ideas I 

want to push or promote are best articulated within an anarchist program. That’s something 

that’s become more and more important to me. 

 

AG: So, these connections to the so-called anti-globalization movement and then later to 

these neo-anarchist practices, are they both on a theoretical and practical level, or do 

you stick mainly to the former? 

 

SC: Initially, it was theoretical, but it has become increasingly practical, in the sense that 

being in New York, I was introduced to a whole activist scene. To give one practical example, 

there’s been a struggle at the New School, concerned with the governance of the University. 

We have a president who is not capable of the job, and there’s been a movement amongst 

faculty and students to get rid of him. So there’s a very practical, local issue of how we can 

reclaim the autonomy of an institution, but which at the same time has been a very theoretical 

enterprise, in that a lot of the students involved I’d taught in reading groups, there were 

activists that I knew. David Graeber, for example, who is an anarchist thinker and 

practitioner, was very important in the early years in New York. Through actions like that, I 

read things like Comité invisible and the Tiqqun group in France. A lot of ideas such as these 

were being picked up by student groups.  

So yeah, it’s theoretical – I teach philosophy and I write, but it’s not the only thing that 

I do, although I can’t claim to be at the barricades throwing Molotov cocktails at the police all 

the time. In New York it is a very dangerous activity anyway [laughter], because the police 

are brutal, but I still have a connection to practical politics. In fact it’s gone in a strange way, 

as, during the 1980s in England, I was someone who came from the extreme left, but joined 
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the Labour Party in 1984. Because the imperative was the removal of Thatcherism, a lot of 

people like me decided that it was the only vehicle that could remove Thatcher, so we 

infiltrated it, and I worked in the Labour Party for eight years. Now, I feel completely 

ashamed and appalled as to what has happened. I still consider it to be my party, but I left in 

1992. Since then, I’ve become more and more distrustful of the politics of the state and the 

traditional mechanisms of representation within democracy. I guess what happens to a lot of 

people as they get older is that they get more conservative, but with me, the opposite is the 

case. 

 

AG: Infinitely Demanding was published in 2007, but you took a few years writing it, 

didn’t you? Can you remember when you started working on it? 

 

SC: Every book you do really has a long tail, but this really goes back to when Ethics, 

Politics and Subjectivity came out in 1999. I had to present the book at a meeting, and I 

realized that I didn’t know what the overall argument was. I couldn’t really get a grip on it, 

and then I had to back up and clarify what my meta-ethical position was. So I was thinking 

about that and about categories like commitment, getting interested in some existential 

approaches to ethics, which I’d left in the past, a long time ago. It is something that took 

shape over a number of years. I agree with much of it, but not all of it now. 

 

AG: In the book you state what we could call your own ethico-political project in a very 

clear and succinct manner, and you advocate what you term a form of neo-anarchism. 

Could you describe the current political malaise this project arose out of, what you label 

the “motivational deficit” of liberal democracy? 

 

SC: I begin from the idea that the institutions, practices and habits of liberal democracy 

simply do not motivate citizens. Did they ever? I think for periods, yes, especially after 

periods of crisis and war. I’m thinking very much of Western Europe when I’m thinking 

about this. There is a situation of slackening and drift, which for me is also linked to the 

problematic shift from the nation state to the EU, where most people’s bonds of attachment 

and identification are politically still at the level of the nation state. One thinks of oneself as a 

Swede or as a Dane, and then maybe in some ways as a European, but those European bonds 

are terribly weak, the institutions of the EU are intentionally demotivating, which is why the 

number of people that vote in European elections is so low. So people’s identification is still 

with the nation state, but this has taken a negative form now, so that people are identifying 

with it in some sort of nostalgic way, usually around issues of “us” and “them” and issues of 

immigration.  

 

AG: I know you don’t always agree with Chantal Mouffe, but would you concur with 

her assessment that this motivational deficit has helped cause the current rise of the 

populist neo-right? 

 

SC: Yes, it has. When it comes to Chantal, I agree with her in many ways in terms of political 

diagnosis and I agree with her critique of liberalism. What I disagree about is her political 

agenda, in particular the way she wants to deprive it of any ethical motivation. For me, there 

has to be an ethico-political core to any notion of political practice. What’s wrong with 

someone like Chantal is a hypnotized fascination with figures like Carl Schmitt, who seems to 

be doing real politics. For me, there are problems with that, but the diagnosis I agree with. 

The populist right is growing all around in Europe. I have a part time job at the University of 

Tilburg in the Netherlands, and I have been experiencing that context close up. This is 
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particularly frightening, because you have a demotivation on the political level which is 

producing a populist reaction centered around immigration and the meaning of “Dutchness”. 

 So, that’s the diagnosis, and then I’m continually suspicious of the “gifts” of liberal 

democracy, freedom and voting, which people seem to identify with democracy, which has 

never been particularly plausible to me. And, you know, talk of a liberal cosmopolitan order 

sort of makes me want to vomit. I’m also very suspicious of Obama, and I’ve been critical of 

him since before he was elected and during the campaign, because he’s not what he appears to 

be to some people on the left. 

 

AG: If you were an American citizen, would you have voted for him? 

 

SC: It depends where I lived. That’s a local question. 

 

AG: In New York? 

 

SC: In New York? It’s also a question that largely doesn’t matter, because if the Democrats 

put up a goat as presidential candidate, it would probably get elected in New York State. 

[Laughter]. I think the US is the most unrepresentative representative democracy, because in a 

country of 300 million – in fact, they don’t know how many people are in the US – with 

perhaps 30 million illegal immigrants – again they don’t know, because it’s the only way the 

system works, through illegal labour – there are 435 members of Congress and 100 senators. 

It’s pathetic. In a country like Britain, which is hardly a beacon of democracy, there are nearly 

700 members of parliament and about the same number of members of the House of Lords. 

The constitution of the American democracy was designed to prevent the people actually 

having power. That’s the way Madison crafted it, with great genius, at the end of the 18th 

century. So it was designed to prevent change, which Obama is discovering to his cost. The 

system is very difficult to shift. China, as an authoritarian capitalist state, is much easier to 

change. 

 

AG: That’s a very interesting point, but to return to the motivational deficit: you think 

what is needed to counter it is a new conception of ethics. Could you elaborate on that? 

 

SC: If we’re living in a situation of general demotivation in the West, the question then 

becomes how we can provide motivation. The question of ethics can not be reduced to the 

manipulation of different theories – utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, etc. – or to issues 

of policy or voter intentions. They have to be linked back to something deeper, at the level of 

the ethical subject. Infinitely Demanding makes two claims. It claims that, at the core of any 

conception of morality, is an experience of a demand, which we approve, which ties us, and 

which makes us ethical subjects of a certain kind. I try to elaborate that in relation to Kant, as 

a sort of locus classicus. It’s a meta-ethical claim that at the core of any conception of ethics 

is something which is doing the work of a demand, a demand I approve of in some way, 

whether tacit or explicit. 

 The second claim is more normative. I come up with a certain picture of the ethical 

subject, which I would like to propose, based on this infinite ethical demand. It is that which 

makes me the ethical subject that I am, but not in a way that is reducible to autonomy. It is 

something which continually exceeds my capacity to approve of it. So I’ve got this basic idea, 

which comes from Levinas initially, that morality has to be referred back to an idea of an 

ethical relation, a relationship between myself and another, a relationship of asymmetry, of 

inequality. It is that basic situation that I want to put at the core of this neo-anarchism. 
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AG: Before you go on to say something about how we as subjects are supposed to handle 

this asymmetry, let’s have a closer look at your notion of what it means to be a subject, 

which you draw from Alain Badiou, Løgstrup and Levinas. If we start with Badiou, for 

him being a subject is a very rare thing. In fact, most of the people we see around us 

aren’t subjects, according to his definition – I don’t know if I am one, for example.  

 

SC: There has to be a break, a rupture with the situation. 

 

AG: It is a very interesting thought, but also a provocative one. Do you agree with him 

that only some people are subjects, while others aren’t? And those that aren’t subjects, 

that haven’t been gripped by their Evental-Truth, what are they? 

 

SC: Well, they’re what he calls a quelconque, a someone, an individual. I’m cautious about 

that aspect in Badiou – what you say is right. For Badiou there has to be something which 

breaks the situation, which makes me a subject, in accordance with the four conditions of the 

Event. It’s true that he thinks political Events are rare, they’re less rare in the sphere of love, 

but yes, they’re rare. I disagree with this emphasis on rarity in Badiou. I think – I guess 

ultimately for psychoanalytic reasons – that subjects are things which emerge with much 

more regularity than Badiou would allow. So I think that most people walking around are 

subjects, there has been some cut, some event, which we can understand in terms of castration 

or rebellion or whatever it might be. Badiou, who I’ve been reading for the last 15 years or so, 

is somebody I find enormously interesting. The category of the Event is fascinating, because 

it is a way of thinking of novelty – he’s a thinker of the new, and then the new becomes rare. 

I’m not so convinced by that anymore, I think the new is always something that’s an 

articulation of the old. So subjects are things which make explicit capacities at the level of the 

individual, which means they are nothing as dramatic as Badiou would want to allow. The 

strict dualism between being and event in Badiou is formally and philosophically very 

beautiful, but I think it’s more complicated than that. 

 

AG: How about Badiou’s notion of truth, which, as Infinitely Demanding makes clear, 

you disagree with? 

 

SC: Hmmm, do I still disagree with that? 

 

AG: … which you used to disagree with, but not any more? How come? 

 

SC: I used to disagree with that, because I don’t think I properly understood it, and he gave a 

talk on Infinitely Demanding where one of the points of issue was his conception of truth. 

Now, truth is a word that sounds very strong, so it functions, as it were, in terms of 

intellectual and activist vocabulary, as a shift from people who were terrified of making truth 

claims and who thought truth was a thing of the past, to a situation where suddenly we are 

talking about truth again. But, you know, what Badiou means by truth is an act of faith, or an 

act of troth, as you can say in English. Truth is an act of fidelity. To that extent, I don’t have a 

problem with it. I’m going to try and lay that out a little bit more in the next book. 

 

AG: So, from Badiou you subtract at least parts of his notion of the subject and 

definitely his notion of fidelity. Could you say a little bit about that? 

 

SC: For him, fidelity is the fidelity to an Event. I try to rework that into fidelity to an infinite 

demand. I mean, there is a demand in the Event for Badiou. It’s complicated, in that the 
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subject is the subject of an Event, but the Event is only the Event for the subject. So there’s 

this strange moment of birth when subject and Event come into existence at the same time. I 

was just thinking about this today – I call that a structurally Christian conception, which is 

about the birth of the new, the model for which is ultimately the resurrection of Christ. 

Whereas I’m structurally Judaic, it’s always an articulation of the subject in relation to 

something that antecedes it, which could be understood in a Judaic way in relation to the law, 

or it could be understood in a psychoanalytic way in relation to desire and the unconscious. A 

huge issue is Badiou’s relation to psychoanalysis, which I think is problematic, but that would 

take another conversation to properly get into. 

 

AG: All right, let’s go on. Could you say a bit about what you find in Løgstrup and 

Levinas, too? 

 

SC: Løgstrup is about the ethical demand. He is thinking specifically about Christ’s ethical 

demand in the Sermon of the Mount that you should not just love your neighbour as yourself, 

but that you should willingly be persecuted by your neighbour. So this troublesome rabbi 

Jesus is in the business of imposing a huge ethical demand, which, if you’re a Christian, is 

legitimate because he’s God. If you’re not a Christian, like me, it’s legitimate, because he’s 

making a huge demand which can obviously not be fulfilled, so it’s that demand arising in the 

existential encounter with the other that I’m taking from Løgstrup.  

If you have that in mind, Levinas is doing something very similar. The core of 

Levinas’ ethics is also this picture, and there are people here in Norway that have made that 

argument, a guy that I used to see years ago – Arne Johan Vetlesen – he was making this 

argument about Levinas and Løgstrup a long time ago. So what I’m trying to do in that part of 

Infinitely Demanding is not to give readings of these thinkers – which I’ve done elsewhere – 

but take concepts like fidelity from Badiou, the idea of the unfulfillability of the demand from 

Løgstrup, and the idea of the demand as that which splits the subject in Levinas, as well as 

sublimation in Lacan as that which allows us to bear that ethical demand in a way that doesn’t 

destroy us. Because how are you supposed to live with such a demand? 

 

AG: That was going to be my next question. Here we have this subject that’s constituted 

through his or her fidelity to the unfulfillable demand of the other. How do you react to 

that? How do you not become traumatized? Your answer to these questions revolves 

around humour.    

 

SC: The key idea there is that humour gives us a form of sublimation which allows us to bear 

the ethical demand without it destroying us. There’s something excessively traumatizing 

about Levinas’ picture, a sort of moral masochism which is too extreme. Now, I’m a moral 

masochist – I think all morality is masochistic – but it’s excessive in Levinas. Humour gives 

us a way of bearing and assuaging the ethical demand. As well, it gives us an example of a 

practice where you can show that this is what people do. Also, what’s on my mind is that the 

main model of sublimation in relationship to these issues is that of tragedy. Tragedy has 

dominated. There’s nothing wrong with tragedy, and I will write on tragedy again in the 

future, no question about that – I’ve got something in mind. But there’s also a comic 

sublimation, and there’s a story to be told there. Maybe it’s not so much the case now, but 

there was a moment in the 1990s when there was an Antigone-complex in terms of an 

obsession in particular with a certain model of tragedy. It became a celebration of trauma and 

victimization, and humour offers another route for thinking about these issues. Ultimately, it 

is more tragic than tragedy, which is why Beckett is my hero, as this sort of tragic-comic 
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thinker. In tragedy you can achieve catharsis or die, whereas in comedy the whole thing just 

carries on, which is much worse. [Laughter]. 

 

AG: While you have high hopes for humour, you are much more sceptical when it comes 

to irony, especially of the cynical kind.   

 

SC: I hate that – I hate cynical irony, the form of knowing irony that’s just a form of 

protection from any sort of engagement with the world. 

 

AG: This would be the main weapon of the passive nihilist, wouldn’t it? 

 

SC: Yes. 

 

AG: In Infinitely Demanding, you make one brief, quite disparaging reference to 

Diogenes – “We approach ethical issues in a spirit of Diogenean cynicism rather than 

free commitment, a spirit in which, as Yeats writes, the best lack all conviction, whilst 

the worst are full of passionate intensity” (p. 39) – but then I read something else you 

wrote, last year I guess, where you say we need exactly the sort of cynical approach of 

Diogenes… 

 

SC: My views change, as you’ve discovered. [Laughter]. I wrote something last year for the 

New York Times, called “Cynicism You Can Believe In”. What happened was that after 

Infinitely Demanding, I wrote this thing called The Book of Dead Philosophers, which was a 

lot of hard work and a lot of fun. One of the things I did, was to really engage with ancient 

philosophy, in a way which I hadn’t done for a long time, and cynicism in particular. Properly 

understood, cynicism isn’t cynical – it’s opposed to moral hypocrisy, pride, pretension, luxury 

and people who think that they know what they’re talking about. To that extent, I’m amenable 

to certain forms of cynicism. 

 

AG: When I read this, it made me think of Peter Sloterdijk’s Critique of Cynical Reason, 

which revolves around exactly these questions, so I was wondering if you had him in 

mind when you wrote it. 

 

SC: No, not really. Sloterdijk is someone I’ve not really engaged with, but maybe I will at 

some point. He’s someone that’s on my mind that I should know better. 

 

AG: Let’s move on: instead of tragedy, we have humour, and that might help the 

subject. It might also help enable political action. 

 

SC: Yes, the link I try to make is humour as a way of sublimating the ethical demand, 

assuaging it but also helping us to bear it, and then I make a leap from there and into forms of 

political resistance, where humour was being used as a practice – a new language of civil 

disobedience: “Billionaires for Bush”, people dressing up as ballerinas and attacking the 

police with their wands. I think we’re now into a different period, but there was a moment 

between 1999 and up to a certain point a few years ago, when forms of comic subversion 

were used to advance a non-violent political resistance. That interested me, because it was 

very skilful, it was very intelligent. The point of politics at that moment was about the 

rendering visible of an opposition, an alliance, in the most colourful way, and humour was a 

way of doing that. 
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AG: As you’ve previously mentioned, you’re inspired by Ernesto Laclau, and one of his 

main points is that, as long as it’s no longer possible to believe in a proletariat that’s 

ontologically destined to become the leaders of the revolution, you in fact have to create 

that actor through a “chaining together of equivalences”. Can humour play a part in 

creating such a collective out of previously separated individuals and groups? 

 

SC: That’s precisely the issue. It’s about how a political subject is formed, and there’s always 

been a sort of comic deficit on the left, which has a tendency of taking itself far too seriously, 

particularly forms of leftist avant-gardism. You know: dressing in black and wearing ski-

masks, attacking the police. These are forms of political heroism which I’m suspicious of. On 

the other hand, the performance of powerlessness in these comic forms of subversion I 

thought was really compelling, because what are you going to do? Are you going to shoot 

these people wearing ballerina outfits? Are you going to mow down naked bicycle protestors 

with machine guns? 

 

AG: But couldn’t you say that these forms of carnivalesque, non-violent protests work 

better in Western societies of today – where one suffers under the oak of “repressive 

tolerance”, as Herbert Marcuse would put it – than in societies where you have good, old 

direct repression? 

 

SC: Sure. It’s a point Slavoj Zizek’s made against me, that nothing changes with such 

strategies, but I disagree with that. Change is a difficult thing to measure. The effects of the 

anti-war protests of 2003 are still unfolding, people haven’t forgotten, they’re still angry. 

Maybe they will have their day. Resistance isn’t one thing. There are different contexts for 

resistance, and there are places like the US where civil disobedience – going back to Thoreau, 

to the opposition to Britain, the revolution and the founding of the Republic – is enshrined as 

a practice. It’s not the case in China. There’s not a “one size fits all”-approach to resistance. It 

seems to me that the people with the guns and the sticks are usually going to win. So do you 

take up your own guns and sticks against them, or do you try to outwit them in some other 

way? I’m reluctant to heroize revolutionary violence. 

 

AG: What separates your conception of neo-anarchism from older forms of anarchism? 

 

SC: It is a question of freedom vs. responsibility. If you read Bakunin, who’s great, there’s a 

sense in which anarchism is about freedom, and there are forms of 60s anarchism which were 

simply libertarian, about the need to liberate desire, to liberate the will. I think that what has 

taken place in forms of resistance linked to the anti-globalization movement was an 

anarchism of responsibility, rather than a libertarian anarchism. It was about the idea that 

there were certain wrongs in the world, wrongs which would have to be addressed and for 

which we were responsible. This wasn’t an anarchism which was about simply throwing off 

the shackles of oppression, it was about a situated response to something which was 

motivated ethically. Now there are forms of anarchism like Kropotkin, and quieter forms of 

Quaker anarchism and different strands like that, which have always been about that sort of 

responsibility. So how neo neo-anarchism is, I don’t know, but it’s basically to make a 

distinction between libertarian anarchism and an anarchism of infinite responsibility. 

 

AG: But won’t you always have both strands – and perhaps other strands, too – existing 

at the same time within any protest movement? You’ll have the responsible ones, the 

ones that are out for the sake of their own desire and the ones that are there solely for 

the pleasure of throwing rocks? 
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SC: Sure. This is where I agree with Laclau: politics is about the formation of collective will 

through chains of equivalence, where people with conflicting interests can combine into a 

common force. That’s always going to be transient, contingent, fragile, and subject to change. 

It seems to me that one of the main reasons why fronts can fall apart, is around questions of 

violence. Sometimes that violence is provoked, for example the provocation of the Iranian 

resistance into a situation of violence by the state. That happens very often. Politics is 

contextual and local – what can we say? 

 

AG: Here you're touching upon one thing I missed in Infinitely Demanding, and maybe 

in Laclau, too: a closer attention to how immensely difficult it is to chain such 

equivalences together, and how fragile the result of this operation will be. When writing 

about such issues, is this something that’s tempting to ignore, since it is so difficult to 

take into account? 

 

SC: No. No. It’s something which is situational, contextual, specific, and difficult to predict. 

The activity of politics is about constructing it. The easiest way of looking at it is 

retrospectively: who would have thought that the chain of equivalences that led to Obama’s 

victory would have come together? That was a chain which was located around an empty 

signifier – Obama – who meant whatever people wanted him to mean. He was able to stitch 

together all sorts of hopes and aspirations in a fragile and transient coalition. One of his great 

political errors was to let that fall apart. It was an extraordinarily well organized grassroots 

campaign, but once he was elected, they just let that slide. That could have become something 

really interesting. That’s my real problem here – someone like Obama was mobilizing that 

motivational, subjective zest in people, but in a way which was entirely symbolic. Once he 

was elected, his message was: go back home, and we’ll take care of business. Huge mistake! 

 

AG: I thought we could talk a little bit about the place of aesthetic works in such a 

project. You have a very interesting footnote in Infinitely Demanding: “Although this is 

work that I hope to pursue separately, it is here that politics and poetry begins to collide 

in a potentially fructive way.”  I was wondering if you could give us a little teaser... 

 

SC: Sometimes you write footnotes because you haven’t got a clue how to solve a problem, 

and there are examples of that in Infinitely Demanding. I won’t say what they are, because 

that would be too embarrassing. But I have tried to pursue that one. The next book – The 

Faith of the Faithless – is in part a response to that question, where I try to look at whether 

the category of fiction can be mobilized politically. I make this argument that politics is about 

fiction, so politics is aesthetic in that sense, it is about the construction of fictions; the fiction 

of popular sovereignty, for example, that we – the people – are in power. So the opinions 

which govern political space are fictions. Might there then be what Wallace Stevens calls a 

“supreme fiction”, and might that be conceivable in relation to politics? I try and raise this 

question as part of a really long enquiry into the relationship between politics and religion in 

Rousseau’s work. That’s the first 100 pages of the book that I’m writing at present. So yes, 

I’m trying to think about the connections between politics and poetry. There’s an awful lot 

you could say here. Also, it’s a really complicated issue because of the work of people like 

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, showing the connections between certain ideas of the poetic, myth 

and national socialism. It’s not that poetry is automatically a good thing, right? Poetics is a 

form of poesis, a form of production-construction, but there might be ways of conceiving of 

that in a much more interesting manner. That’s what I’m thinking about at the moment. 
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AG: I’m really looking forward to see what comes of it.  

 

SC: I’ll let you know.  

 

AG: Excellent. [Laughter]. Could you say something about the notion of a distance to 

the state, which is important to you. Why is such a distance necessary – why not just 

take power, for example? 

 

SC: Let me start with this thought: there is no distance from the state. The state is far from 

having withered away, as Marx hoped for or as certain libertarians imagine. If we could do 

away with the state in the manner of classical anarchism, maybe that would be great. Maybe it 

is conceivable in certain contexts, but I would argue that the time is not necessarily ripe for 

that now. On the contrary, the state has become much more pervasive, in terms of its political 

and bio-political regulation of human life. This is a fact. The linking of that to corporate 

capitalism is a fact. In a sense, there is no distance – every space is visible and controlled. 

Therefore, distance is not something you can take or take up, it has to be created. So the idea I 

have here, is that in a state form that is oppressive, political creation or imagination should be 

mobilized in a way that allows some new space to become visible. Examples are good: in 

Infinitely Demanding I talk about the politics of the sans-papiers in France and Mexican 

indigenous people. There you have groups which come into visibility through a certain act of 

political articulation: they are at a distance to the state, because their rights – which are 

enshrined by labour conventions – are not recognized. Therefore a political struggle begins. I 

think politics is at its most important when it articulates such an interstitial distance. The civil 

rights movement in the US was another example of that, where something obscene or 

invisible enters into visibility in a new way that exerts a pressure on the state, which forces 

recognition. That’s the business of politics, as I see it.  

 Rights are not things that are given in the heavens. Rather, they are levers for political 

articulations, which enables what was previously invisible to become visible. You know, 

things are invisible, even though we aren’t aware of the fact. All we can do is point to history. 

For example, I had a friend who grew up in apartheid South Africa, and she was visited by a 

friend from England. This was, say, 40 years ago. They were walking down a city street and it 

was full of people, mainly black, but also some white people. The friend from England said 

“Oh, what a lot of people!”, to which my friend replied: “A lot of people? What do you mean? 

I don’t see that many people.” Because the people, they weren’t really people. They were 

black, so they weren’t visible as people. Political subjects emerge into visibility in this way, 

and this would be a constant activity of struggle around general claims of equality. 

  

AG: Let’s move on to the critical responses, more specifically what’s come to be known 

as “The Critchley-Zizek Debate.” I was wondering, did the start with his review of your 

book, or earlier, and were you surprised when he attacked you? 

 

SC: One of the conduits for Zizek’s reception in the English-speaking world was the 

University of Essex, and in particular his connection with Ernesto Laclau, which is also a 

relationship which ended with animosity. It was over a whole number of things, probably 

personal. I was aware of Zizek very early on, and I think the world is a better place for his 

existence. I’ve had sort of cordial relations with him. I wrote something about five years ago, 

which was called “Why Zizek Must Be Defended”, which is an attack on him. That was 

maybe sort of testing the ground. I didn’t talk about it with him. And then his piece appeared 

in The London Review of Books, and of course, it was the biggest favour he’s ever done me, 

because it brought a lot of attention to the book, causing this debate. We were actually in 
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Spain together, about two years ago, where we had a debate around these issues, which was 

sort of interesting. We haven’t repeated the experience, so I don’t know where we are with 

that. He gets terribly upset about attacks on his work, it seems, but he also invites them all the 

time, so there is a strange dialectic there. I think this debate is interesting, because it really 

goes back to the classical debate between Marxism and anarchism, and the relationship to the 

state in those two political theories and histories of political practice. It goes back to 

Bakunin’s critique of Marx, it goes back to Lenin’s polemic with the anarchists, and so forth. 

I think there’s a personal dimension to it, which might or might not be interesting, but 

basically, it’s an interesting debate, which I’m happy to have: what is the relationship of 

political resistance to the state; is violence justified; and what is the relationship between 

ethics and politics? These are serious points of disagreement. I think they are questions 

neither I nor he will resolve, but they are nonetheless very important, so that’s good. 

 But the truth, maybe the awful truth, of the debate between Zizek and me, and I don’t 

think he’d be terribly pleased about this, is that we agree on all sorts of points, particularly on 

the basic ontological assumptions. When it comes to the subject there are all sorts of 

agreements. There is a way in which my approach is consistent with a certain interpretation of 

Lacan. We wouldn’t agree on all fine points, but there’s a little bit of the narcissism of small 

differences here: he accuses me of making hysterical demands, and I accuse him of being 

obsessional, and it goes back and forth. [Laughter]. 

 

AG: These similarities between the two of you made me think about what we were 

talking about earlier: the difficulty of chaining together equivalences. In an ideal world, 

shouldn’t the two of you be standing together on the barricades, fighting the just cause? 

 

SC: Yes, and I think there are certain causes where that would be the case. But I also think 

it’s important for there to be disagreements. For example, in American academia there is a 

real problem with disagreements in public – it’s an interesting phenomenon which is not 

entirely clear to me – but then privately, everybody hates each other. Here it’s the other way 

around: here there’s a public debate – a quite nasty one, in fact – but I’ve got nothing personal 

against Zizek at all. I think its good there can be vigorous, public disagreement about 

important issues. 

 

AG: One thing the debate did do, at least the way I read it, is cause you to modify your 

take on violence. Could you say a little bit about that change? 

 

SC: Yes, well no. It’s changed, but it’s not due to Zizek. There’s a very brilliant PhD-student 

at The New School called Jacob Blumenfeld, and he was running an anarchist reading group. 

I just discussed this problem of violence with him and some other people in the group, and 

then came to the view that I just can’t have this dogmatic insistence on non-violence. I think it 

just needs to be more nuanced. There are situations and contexts where a politics of non-

violence has worked: the resistance to colonial India under Gandhi, the civil rights movement 

in the US, and there are other examples. But there are also situations where that hasn’t 

worked, where such resistance has been crushed, people killed – the examples are too 

numerous to mention. I think at the very least, one has to recognize the diversity of political 

contexts. Does that imply that violence is always illegitimate as a response to a political 

wrong? My view now is that violence is sometimes necessary, but never justifiable. I’ve got a 

complicated reading of Walter Benjamin, which is close to Judith Butler’s writings, thinking 

about this in relationship to her work of the last few years, on a violent non-violence, or 

nonviolent violence, so I don’t exclude the question of violence. If, for example, you think of 

Fanon and his justification of colonial violence – I don’t buy it, but I can understand why, in 
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that context, violence was necessary. My previous approach was rather too utopian and 

idealistic, but I don’t want to celebrate violence either. There’s a sort of macho heroism of 

violence – I think it’s there in Zizek, I think it’s there in Badiou, too – and that appals me.  

 

AG: Let's talk about St. Paul. Why do you think all these leftist, atheist political 

philosophers – and I guess we can count you among them – got interested in him, all of a 

sudden, and what separates your Paul from that of Giorgio Agamben, Alain Badiou and 

Slavoj Zizek? 

 

SC: The turn to Paul comes out of this motivational deficit, no question about that. In the face 

of political disappointment, what Badiou sees as communitarian relativism, identity politics – 

however you want to frame it – what Paul offers is a standard for militancy. That’s Badiou’s 

position and what Zizek takes from his: a militancy in relation to the universal. 

 When it comes to my interest in Paul, there are several reasons. The strategic reason is 

that there’s a conference on St. Paul in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, and I was asked to 

speak there. It’s been postponed, but it will take place at some point in the future, maybe in 

May. I’ve always had this list in my mind of things I wanted to do before I die – for example, 

the last time I was in Bergen, in 2006, was to talk about Ibsen, and that was just something I 

wanted to do. So there is a very simple reason: I’d always been interested in Paul, as well as 

Augustin and early Christianity. Luther, too. This seemed to be a way of engaging with them. 

The other reason for getting involved, is that I’ve been trying to develop a reading of 

Heidegger in the last years – Heidegger’s reading of Paul is just... It’s fascinating – for me it’s 

the moment when the early Heidegger becomes really interesting. He basically goes through 

some sort of Lutheran transformation in 1918, and comes out of the war an angry, 

disappointed figure, and the first thing he does is to turn to Paul. These lectures are full of the 

sort of venom and passion of Being and Time, but without a lot of the clumsy, philosophical 

architecture, so you really see what’s interesting in Heidegger in the reading of Paul. Other 

really interesting books on Paul that should be mentioned, are Jacob Taubes’ Die Politische 

Theologie des Paulus (1993) and Agamben’s Il tempo che resta (2000) – the latter is really 

compelling, maybe it’s the best book by him I’ve read. It really has a beautiful architecture 

and simplicity, and he’s able to use all his philological and historical skills. What I take from 

Agamben is an idea of faith as a proclamation, as a pledge or as an oath-giving. I find this 

really compelling.  

So, what I’m trying to identify in my thing on Paul, is the nature of faith, in a way 

which builds on Agamben and Heidegger, in particular. What I criticize them all for, with the 

exception of Taubes, is Marcionism. I don’t know what you know about early Christian 

heresy, but there was this figure called Marcion, who was writing at the end of the first 

century, beginning of the second century AD – until about 140, 150, 160 – it’s not absolutely 

clear. He developed an interpretation of Christianity. It wasn’t even Christianity. He accepted 

the Old Testament as fact, and the epistles of Paul as the transformation of that Old Testament 

into something absolutely new. So Marcion, whose only work is this book called the 

Antithesis from 144, we think, for the first time puts together a text that would be the text of 

the Bible. When they put the Codex together, it was as a response to that. Now, what you have 

in Marcion, is the following: he sees Paul as a real antithesis between the God of Creation – 

the God of the Old Testament – and the God of Redemption – the God of the New Testament, 

Christ. He pushes that antithesis to the conclusion that there are two gods: the one of Creation 

and the one of Redemption. So Christ, for Marcion, represents something absolutely new, an 

absolute break. The word you find over and over again in Marcion is “new”.  

Now, what you find in all these interpretations of Paul, is a fascination with novelty, 

with the new. But this isn’t Paul, for Paul is much more complicated. For him, the relationship 
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between Christianity and Judaism, between being “in Christ” and being a Hebrew of 

Hebrews, is enormously complicated. There can only be faith in Christ because there was the 

law, because there was Judaism, and the two things are essentially interconnected for him. 

The new readings of Paul, I think, are to some extent Marcionite, they are attempts to throw 

off the past and embrace the possibility of a new beginning, an Event – the new. I think that’s 

wrong, that’s a delusion, for all sorts of reasons.  

 

AG: How has the Church reacted to this recent leftist interest in their founder? 

 

SC: With some absent-minded curiosity and complete miscomprehension. The return to Paul 

is always the reformational gesture in Christianity. What happens in Luther is that he turns to 

Paul in order to destroy the Anti-Christ of the Catholic Church. But that gesture can already 

be found in Marcion in the second century, saying that Christianity needs a reformation in 

order to free it from this Jewish Christianity that he thought was being propagated by the 

apostolic fathers, by the early Christian writers at the end of the first century. So the return to 

Paul has always been a turn away from the established church and a turn toward something 

new and radical. In other words: Paul is always trouble for the church, so they should be 

worried. [Laughter]. The turn to Paul is never a conservative gesture – it’s always a gesture 

that is aiming at some sort of radicalism, based on a renewal of an experience of faith. To that 

extent it’s very interesting – it’s also linked back to Infinitely Demanding: if there is a 

motivational deficit in contemporary politics, it’s therefore not surprising that there should be 

a renewed interest in religion. Religion seems to provide that motivational matrix for 

explaining how a subject can commit itself in faith, which is what we seem to be lacking at 

the present moment.  
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