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Abstract:

In this essay I consider what is (or should be) meant by the description ‘great’ philosophy and then offer some broadly applicable criteria by which to assess candidate thinkers or works. On the one hand are philosophers in whose case the epithet, even if contested, is not grossly misconceived or merely the product of doctrinal adherence on the part of those who apply it. On the other are those – however gifted, acute, or technically adroit – to whom its application is inappropriate because their work cannot justifiably be held to rise to a level of creative-exploratory thought where the description would have any meaningful purchase. 
I develop this contrast with reference to Thomas Kuhn’s distinction between ‘revolutionary’ and ‘normal’ science, and also in light of J.L. Austin’s anecdotal remark – à propos Leibniz – that it was the mark of truly great thinkers to make great mistakes, or (on a less provocative interpretation) to risk falling into certain kinds of significant or consequential error. My essay goes on to put the case that great philosophy should be thought of as involving a constant (not just occasional) readiness to venture and pursue speculative hypotheses beyond any limits typically imposed by a culture of ‘safe’, well-established, or academically sanctioned debate. At the same time – and just as crucially – it must be conceived as subject to the strictest, most demanding standards of formal assessment, i.e., with respect to basic requirements of logical rigour and conceptual precision. Focusing mainly on the work of Jacques Derrida and (at greater length) Alain Badiou I suggest that these criteria are more often met by philosophers in the broadly ‘continental’ rather than the mainstream ‘analytic’ line of descent. However – as should be clear – the very possibility of meeting them, and of their being jointly met by any one thinker, is itself sufficient indication that this is a false and pernicious dichotomy.
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I
     Jonathan Bennett reports J.L. Austin as having once remarked, à propos an idea of Leibniz, that ‘it is a very great mistake’, but that ‘only a very great philosopher could have made it’.
 One could pursue this comment in various directions, among them its bearing on Austin’s work and what it tells us – when strategically placed upfront in his essay ‘Spinoza’s Error’ – about Bennett’s project of rational reconstruction as applied to sundry great philosophers in the Western canon. Austin, one can safely say, would not for one moment have extended to himself or his own philosophical practice the sort of generous licence for getting things wrong in a big, brave, intellectually ambitious and hence inherently error-prone way that he here extends to Leibniz. ‘Ordinary language’ philosophy as practised most influentially by Austin is, after all, a close-focused and meticulously disciplined enquiry into the manifold possible mistakes that result from our not taking adequate note of how language functions in everyday contexts of usage.
 Not for him the idea that there might be some honour – some special claim to greatness – in the readiness to risk falling into error or (conceivably) downright nonsense in pursuit of some grand but ultimately false or untenable thesis. Rather it is the business of philosophy to eschew such well-documented sources of large-scale systematic, speculative, or – as the charge-sheet typically runs – ‘metaphysical’ error. Best stick to the kinds of common-sense though often highly nuanced and even revelatory wisdom enshrined in our everyday linguistic transactions. 

So if greatness in philosophy is thought to entail the possibility of being greatly or grossly in error then Austin will have none of it. Indeed he spends a good deal of time putting his case that big theories are almost sure to go off the rails and produce bad or morally repugnant results in so far as they aspire to an order of systematic grasp that allows the setting aside of any guidance supplied by that communal-linguistic tribunal. For Austin this is the original sin of all philosophy – whether in the grand metaphysical tradition or the echt-analytic, hence staunchly anti-metaphysical mode – that thinks to prove its specialist credentials by presuming to correct or refine everyday usage and its associated modes of thought. As he famously wrote in this deflationary mode:   

Our common stock of words embodies all the distinctions men have found worth

drawing, and the connections they have found worth marking, in the lifetimes of

many generations; these surely are likely to be more numerous, more sound, since

they have stood up to the long test of the survival of the fittest, and more subtle, at

least in all ordinary and reasonably practical matters, than any that you or I are 

likely to think up in our armchairs of an afternoon—the most favoured alternative

method.

However Austin then goes on to qualify – even retract – this handsome compliment to ordinary language by conceding that, in the interests of clarity and intellectual hygiene, one might need to ‘prise’ words off their customary referents or communally sanctioned contexts of usage. Only thus, he suggests, can philosophy bring its critical tools to bear on those other, more wayward or error-inducing tendencies to which language is occasionally prone. Hence the requirement for ‘ordinary-language’ philosophy to maintain a proper balance between, on the one hand, its deference to everyday-commonplace talk – what sets it apart from logicist or revisionist approaches in the analytic line of descent from Frege and Russell – and, on the other, its need to point out those occasional untoward tendencies. 

The same tension is often felt in other movements of thought within modern philosophy, most evident in cases where they have self-consciously or programmatically taken the ‘linguistic turn’ but visible also among those – like P.F. Strawson – more disposed toward a scaled-down version of older (e.g., Kantian) philosophical concerns.
 Thus it tends to emerge where a broadly descriptivist desire to have done with the large-scale speculative or systematising drive of earlier ‘metaphysical’ schools goes along with a residual corrective impulse that is nowadays very often focused on language as its reassuring taproot back to a sense of communal grounding. With Austin it is a matter of intellectual temperament – expressed through a highly distinctive, sometimes ironic, sometimes teasingly allusive (and elusive) ‘literary’ style – which enables him not so much to resolve or reconcile that tension but rather to deploy it as a source of heightened linguistic-analytic perspicacity. Still his work keeps very firmly to a conception of philosophy’s proper remit that would draw a clear line against treating itself to the kind of indulgence that he somewhat whimsically extends to Leibniz. Moreover, Austin’s philosophical practice has this much in common with the practices of other (broadly speaking) analytic philosophers, whatever their specific differences of interest, method, or approach. Thus it rests on the shared assumption that, at least for all normal purposes, the philosophical virtues simply cannot go along with a liability to risk error or to risk going off the rails of a decently restrained and methodical approach. Or again – where this conception is most markedly at odds with various ‘continental’ developments – it is taken pretty much for granted that one major part of philosophy’s role is to guard against just such perilous venturing-out onto the inherently suspect and error-strewn paths of ‘metaphysical’-speculative thought. All very well, so the implication goes, for a thinker such as Leibniz to make certain big philosophical mistakes since he and his contemporaries laboured under the twin disadvantage of not having taken the linguistic/analytic turn and, for that reason, being chronically prone to just such seductive illusions. However – it continues – there is simply no excuse for present-day philosophers to persist in conjuring the same illusions through a more-or-less wilful failure to learn from those hard-won lessons concerning the scope and limits of their enterprise.

When Bennett cites Austin on Leibniz as a prelude to his own essay on Spinoza the comment acquires a somewhat sharper ironic edge or a critical force that is strikingly absent from Austin’s genial remark. No doubt this is partly due to pre-acquaintance with Bennett’s well-known manner of proceeding with the great dead philosophers of Western tradition, namely his idea of ‘collegiality’ as the right sort of mindset in which to approach those thinkers.
 What it involves, briefly stated, is the treatment of them as collocutors in a shared and to that extent trans-historical debate within which their arguments are up for assessment according to standards predominantly set by our own (presumptively more adequate, advanced, or unillusioned) ways of thought. ‘Collegial’ might seem an odd term for what tends to work out as a distinctly slanted or, in argumentative terms, strikingly one-sided dialogue. Thus Bennett’s genuine respect for his great precursors and his occasional passages of unstinting praise for their moments of precocious insight are very often undermined  – as happens to spectacular effect when he gets to Book V of Spinoza’s Ethics with its appeal to the (seemingly) mystical-intuitive ‘third kind of knowledge’ – by subsequent expressions of regret, disappointment, or outright exasperation when their arguments go off the rails as judged by present-day analytic criteria.
 

At any rate ‘collegiality’ of this sort has much in common with the activity of rational reconstruction as practised by a thinker like Bertrand Russell, that is to say, what analytic philosophers tend to do when they take time off for a dip into the history of ideas. Certainly it seems a far cry from anything in the nature of a two-way dialogical exchange or – in hermeneutic parlance – an open encounter of interpretative horizons where there is no such presumption concerning the manifest superiority of present-day methods and ideas. ‘In [Austin’s] paradoxical remark’, he suggests, ‘there is at least this much truth: a philosopher can be led into error by the very power of his thought, making serious mistakes that he might not have made if he had seen less and probed less deeply.’
 Nor is it merely coincidental that the particular case of such power-driven error that Bennett has in mind is ‘Spinoza’s profoundly wrong view that what we ordinarily call error is really a species of ignorance’. One main tenet of the ultimately Kant-derived analytic outlook that Bennett shares is the belief that philosophers go badly wrong if they ignore those strict boundary-conditions enjoined upon the exercise of speculative thought by the need to keep it from laying claim to an order of knowledge – Kant’s ‘intellectual intuition’ – that would purport to yield direct, epistemically unmediated access to reality and truth.
 In so doing it would not only tempt pure reason into error by supposing it to offer the kind of knowledge that requires sensuous intuitions to be brought under adequate concepts but also leave knowledge a prey to sceptical doubt by seducing it into speculative regions beyond the terra firma of cognitive grasp. Moreover, it would have the morally deleterious effect – Kant’s great bugbear and also the gravamen of all those ‘Spinozism’ charges bandied about at the time – of pointing to a monist (whether pantheist or materialist) conception of mind/nature that left little room for traditional ideas of free-will and responsibility.
 

It is not hard to detect an echo of those fierce controversies two centuries back in Bennett’s flat refusal to countenance the Spinozist doctrine according to which truth and error are functions of relative knowledge or ignorance rather than errors ultimately brought about by some more or less culpable failure to pursue the right (analytically accountable) process of reasoning. It is the same root conviction that leads Bennett, more firmly than Austin, to distance himself from any too ready endorsement of the notion that ‘greatness’ in philosophy can plausibly go along with a proneness to the sorts of ‘error’ attendant on the over-extension of speculative thought. More precisely: what he wants to rule out for all good philosophical purposes is the idea that thinking might sometimes achieve remarkable and otherwise unattainable insights through a mode of understanding – tantamount to ‘intellectual intuition’ – that by its very nature involved a certain risk of non-trivial error. Hence Bennett’s suggestion that indeed it is the very ‘power’ and ‘depth’ of Spinoza’s thought, or its consequent failure/refusal to abide by the rules of proper conduct analytically defined, that leaves it exposed to errors whose ‘greatness’ he is strongly inclined – unlike Austin – to reckon on the negative rather than the positive side. Beyond that his attitude captures one aspect of the no doubt exaggerated but still institutionally salient rift between ‘analytic’ and ‘continental’ philosophy. Thus it highlights the difference between a tradition based on something very like the standards of Kuhnian ‘normal science’ and one that respects them – as a matter of logical, evidential, argumentative, or broadly rational warrant – while receptive to the kinds of ‘revolutionary’ thinking that don’t so much break with those standards but rather redefine them in sometimes radical ways.
 Such is typically the continental readiness to risk a great deal, including (possibly) the charge of egregious error, for the sake of pursuing certain heterodox ideas that press well beyond the limits of currently accredited philosophical discourse.
II 

     It is in this sense, I shall argue, that Austin’s mildly double-edged remark about Leibniz – together with Bennett’s rather less charitable application of it to Spinoza – may offer us a way to make better sense of that often crudely typecast analytic/continental dichotomy. If recent commentators have tended either to treat it with suspicion or to reject it outright then this is undoubtedly a good thing since the labels were up to now used for the most part with polemical or self-promoting purposes in view and with no very adequate or definite sense of just what they properly referred to. 
Any approach along national, historical, or geo-cultural lines is sure to hit the buffers early on because, as is well known, a great many of the founding figures in analytic philosophy – among them Frege, Wittgenstein, Carnap, Tarski, Hempel, and Reichenbach – were mainland-European (mostly German or Austrian) by birth and in terms of intellectual background, training and allegiance. Nor is there much help to be had from the sorts of broad-brush contrast that used to be drawn with regard to the pervasive influence of Husserlian phenomenology on continental developments from Heidegger and Sartre down – even where that influence has been most strenuously resisted – as opposed to the strongly logicist cast of most analytic philosophy after Frege and Russell. This version of the story has its roots in the famous crossing of paths when Frege reviewed Husserl’s early work on the philosophy of mathematics and took it to task for the cardinal sin, from an analytic standpoint, of ‘psychologism’.
 The charge was later echoed by Gilbert Ryle when he underwent a drastic and highly vocal change of mind after writing some well-informed and broadly approving essays on Husserl and Heidegger.
 However it had dubious or very partial warrant – despite its well-documented impact on Husserl’s later thought – and has since then been steadily chipped away at to the point where it only stands up, if at all, when hedged around with numerous and large qualifications. Thus analytic thinkers such as Michael Dummett have adopted a moderately ecumenical stance which grants Husserl a fair claim to have travelled some way along the Fregean path toward clarity on issues of language, logic and truth although not as far along – or with such sure compass bearings – as Frege himself.
 Meanwhile other scholarship, some of my own work included, has done more to complicate the received (analytic) picture both by showing how deep the affinities run in certain crucial respects and how difficult it is to specify exactly rather than gesture at the differences involved.
 

Least of all can this be achieved by taking the word for the deed – or the label for a strict and exclusive trademark – so that work within the mainstream Anglophone tradition would per definiens count as ‘analytic’ in a proprietary, i.e., non-‘continental’ sense of the term. That idea, explicit or not, has for too long served as a handy device whereby members of the analytic guild could at once certify their own credentials and preclude admission – or the right to a hearing – for those deemed to belong outside it. Such was the pretext for Ryle’s volte-face with respect to Husserl, for the logical positivists’ allergic response to any language bar their own ultra-regimented discourse, and again – even less excusably – for John Searle’s stubborn refusal to engage with Derrida’s arguments on the topic of speech-act theory in a properly attentive or responsive way.
 What these and other kindred episodes have in common is the straightforward presumption that, at least when it comes to the business of logical (or rational) argument, analytic philosophy is by very definition the place one should look for instances of best practice. At the same time this serves to reinforce the idea that ‘continental’ philosophy, as its opposite number, may safely be supposed – without much in the way of careful investigation – to exemplify the contrary features of (to rehearse the standard charge-sheet) obscurity, indiscipline, logical confusion, and stylistic self-indulgence. Thus the kind of licence extended to Leibniz by Austin, and more grudgingly by Bennett to Spinoza, is very firmly withheld as a matter of general policy by analytic philosophers when addressing the work of their present-day ‘continental’ counterparts. Indeed one can best explain this switch of attitude by following out the implications of a ‘collegial’ approach to the great dead philosophers as defined by Bennett. On his account, as on Austin’s, ‘greatness’ is achievable for the mighty dead along with or despite their ‘great mistakes’ just on condition that they have been dead long enough to enter a plea of ignorance with respect to the signal advances that philosophy has achieved since taking the jointly analytic and linguistic turn. However, so the unspoken premise goes, that claim amounts to no more than a piece of gratuitous wordplay with the adjective ‘great’ when it is extended to thinkers – like Derrida – who can have no possible justification for entering any such plea. 

What this amounts to is a kind of reverse statute of limitations, or rule of historically increasing liability with the passage of time and the presumptive accrual of knowledge and expertise. One might compare the line of argument whereby Kierkegaard, in The Concept of Irony, deemed it acceptable (ethically warranted) for Socrates to practise his ironic strategies because he antedated the good-faith-demanding event of Christ’s incarnation yet unacceptable (ethically and religiously remiss) to continue such a practice, like the romantic ironists of his own time, in the temporal wake of that event.
 So likewise we may justifiably incline to attribute the errors of Leibniz or Spinoza to the power, indeed the ‘greatness’ of their thought but only on condition of making that allowance for their blameless non-possession of certain lately arrived-at truths concerning the scope and limits of philosophical enquiry. I should not for a moment wish to deny that philosophy can make progress and that this progress may sometimes – perhaps most often – consist in the salutary recognition that certain sorts of truth-claim or erstwhile relied-upon modes of reasoning were either fallacious or prone to over-estimate their own powers and prerogatives. However this does absolutely nothing to legitimize the fixed idea, among many analytic philosophers, that present-day ‘continental’ thinkers – or those most typically accorded the title – must surely be labouring under some such delusion (though without the same kind of excuse or extenuating circumstance) simply by reason of having attracted that label. That they might have achieved genuine greatness not despite but precisely in virtue of transgressing the in-place analytic norms, and moreover by risking commensurately ‘great’ errors when judged by those same standards, is on this view an idea beyond the limits of rational (let alone logical) conceivability. Yet it is my contention that by far the most impressive philosophical achievements of the past quarter-century have demonstrably come about through a combination of the speculative reach that has typified much continental work with the formal precision and logical rigour which, on the received view, should be thought of as the hallmark analytic virtues.

 It is in just this sense that I am here interpreting the Austin-Bennett notion that ‘greatness’ – no matter how qualified or ironised in their usage of the term – may often go along with a heightened possibility of error. That is to say, such a project will risk running up against problems, contradictions, or paradoxes that leave it with a choice between three alternative responses. The first – and basically the line of least resistance – is to revise certain of its premises or procedures on a conservative principle of damage-limitation which seeks to restore formal consistency by removing all trace of those symptomatic stress-points. The second, somewhat more adventurous path is to question whether certain axiomatic or taken-for-granted rules such as those of classical logic (i.e. bivalence, excluded middle, and non-contradiction) might after all be up for revision, or even to outright suspension should they meet with such a weight of (say) quantum-physical evidence as to warrant that move. This idea has found support from a good many philosophers, among them Quine and Putnam, who take it that science – more particularly, physics – is our best source of guidance in such matters and therefore that if scientists find it most convenient to change their logical axioms or procedures rather than question the physical evidence then logicians had much better follow suit.
 However this problem-avoidance strategy has problems of its own, including a large (and self-disabling) normative deficit and a consequent failure to explain how major shifts or advances in scientific thinking could ever occur on such a basis of tweaking, bending, or simply vetoing the logical ‘rules’ in response to observational anomalies.
 In other words option two is really not so very different from option one since it amounts to just another line of least resistance, albeit with a more radical-sounding programme attached. 

Only by moving to the third option can thinking hold itself open to the radical advances that may possibly result when such problems – of aporia, conceptual deadlock, or self-referential paradox – are no longer managed through some crisis-avoiding technique of renormalisation or Quinean pragmatic redistribution of truth-values across the whole fabric of currently accredited knowledge. That option consists in pressing them to the limit and beyond through a range of formal (logico-semantic or mathematico-logical) procedures that allow for the kind of epochal development – the access to a new and hitherto strictly inconceivable order of truths – typified by events like Cantor’s set-theoretical breakthrough. This latter is taken as a paradigm case by Alain Badiou, one of those thinkers – along with Derrida – whom I had chiefly in mind when offering the above characterization of a thinking that would match in formal rigour what it showed in in the way of speculative creativity. Derrida and Badiou are my primary warrants for the claim here advanced that there exists a whole genre of continental philosophy that not only comes up to the standards set by work in the mainstream analytic tradition but surpasses those standards precisely in so far as it ventures into territory marked firmly off-limits in orthodox analytic terms. These thinkers constantly essay those limits by way of an exploratory procedure – one with its closest formal analogue in Cantor’s set-theoretical technique of diagonalisation – which allows them to reveal not only the aporias or stress-points but also the prospect of taking such presently intractable problems as a stimulus for just the sort of radical re-thinking that led Cantor to his great discovery.
 

So my suggestion here is that major philosophical achievements necessarily involve an exceptional combination of inventive/speculative boldness with the capacity to pass in critical review any far-reaching theories or hypotheses thereby produced. In Derrida’s case it produces a series of now canonical readings that press classical logic to the point of its encounter with a deviant (e.g. ‘supplementary’, ‘differerantial’, or ‘parergonal’) logic that takes its lead from certain prominent terms in the writing of (respectively) Rousseau, Husserl, and Kant.
 However this has primarily to do with the logical syntax of the text in hand – and indeed of any discourse beyond a certain level of complexity – rather than with those particular terms and their meaning as it might be given by a purely semantic, thematic, or text-specific analysis. In Badiou’s case it is a matter of showing – through a closely-worked and meticulously reasoned engagement with set-theoretical developments from Cantor down – how the dialectic of being and event (or ontology and that which comes to disrupt and transform some existing ontological scheme) can be seen at work in every major advance in the scope of mathematical, scientific, philosophical, artistic, and even political enquiry.
 

My recourse to the word ‘even’ just now was no doubt a reflex accommodation to the prevalent idea, strongly endorsed by the standard analytic division of labour, that intellectual hygiene requires a rigorous demarcation between the formal sciences (principally mathematics and logic), the physical or natural sciences, and those other disciplines where the terms ‘social science’ or ‘human science’ should be taken with at least a pinch of logical-positivist salt. However that defensive reflex finds absolutely no warrant in either Derrida’s or Badiou’s work. On the contrary: among their greatest achievements is the way that they have managed – Badiou more explicitly – to formalize a range of topic-areas (including various specific topoi within the realms of art, politics and ethics) that are conventionally viewed, at least by analytic philosophers, as neither requiring nor permitting such treatment.
 Moreover, the formal procedures involved are of the sort developed by mathematicians and logicians in response to certain well-known problems encountered during the early twentieth century with the attempt by thinkers like Frege and Russell to place mathematics on a wholly consistent or contradiction-free basis. That project famously ran up against Russell’s discovery of the paradox – more strictly, the aporia or logically intractable dilemma – that arose in the case of self-referential or self-predicative expressions such as ‘the set of all sets that are not members of themselves’. A further blow to the confidence of mathematicians, with their newly raised foundationalist hopes, was Kurt Gödel’s incompleteness theorem to the effect that no formal system could be both consistent and complete, or again, that any formal system powerful enough to generate the axioms of basic arithmetic or first-order logic will contain at least one axiom unprovable within the system itself.
 However these findings, despite their problematical nature, were also germane to other developments – mostly with their source in Cantorian set theory – which not only found room for such (on the face of it) downright paradoxical or aporetic results but deployed them as a spur to ever more powerful methods and techniques for advancing mathematical knowledge.

Most significant here, since basic to all of them, was the process of ‘diagonalisation’ by which Cantor demonstrated the existence of infinite sets larger than that of the integers or natural numbers, i.e., sets that were uncountable or non-discrete (like the real numbers) and therefore precluded any one-for-one pairing with the integers. That procedure had much in common with Russell’s way of arriving at his paradox of self-predication since in both cases it is a matter of applying certain conditions, such as those of set-theoretical membership, and showing how they generate a contradictory or aporetic outcome. However it is at just this point that Badiou takes issue with Russell over the latter’s idea of how best to resolve the problem, or how best to prevent the set-theoretical dilemma from wreaking havoc with the rational foundations of mathematics and logic alike. Russell’s solution – famously – was to posit the existence of a hierarchy of formal languages and decree that the offending items (self-predicative sentences like ‘the set of all sets that are not members of themselves’) be subject to rigorous regimentation such that any looming paradox is resolved by the expedient of drawing a sharp logical distinction between first-order and second-order levels of discourse. Thus any appearance of self-predication can always be finessed, or stopped from doing harm, by invoking that distinction and re-construing the (on this account pseudo-)paradox as merely a product of the failure to observe the mandated formal boundary between language and meta-language. For Badiou, as I have said, this solution falls short of the rigour required of any adequate set-theoretical or indeed any adequate philosophical address to the issues involved. Indeed he counts it among the most damaging instances of that widespread pragmatist or constructivist tendency in present-day thought which always seeks to accommodate any problematical instances – anything of an exceptional, paradoxical, anomalous, contradictory, or logically recalcitrant nature – just so long as its threat can be neutralised, or its disruptive potential disarmed, by some such face-saving move.
 

To this way of thought there is a standing presumption in favour of the working principle that any contradictions can always be managed through the saving recourse to some meta-linguistic means of conflict-resolution such as the Russellian hierarchy. That strategy is open to the obvious objection that it creates an infinite (and arguably vicious) regress from one to another level, so that any solution thereby to be had is endlessly deferred and hence merely notional. However Badiou’s objection cuts deeper and concerns not only certain technical issues in the philosophy of logic and mathematics but, by analogy with those, two rival conceptions of human enquiry and agency with implications (among them political implications) far beyond that specialist sphere. Or again, more to the point: what he proposes is the radically different orientation according to which my phrase ‘far beyond’, and the whole idea of logic and politics as conceptually worlds apart, would show up as nothing more than a parochial prejudice engendered by a failure to think the logic of politics with sufficient rigour and precision. Thus Badiou’s first charge against constructivism in all its mathematical, political and other (e.g., ethical or artistic) guises is that it always leaves room for various kinds of pragmatist fall-back strategy, and hence for the refusal to pursue contradictions to their ultimate (potentially transformative) upshot. Whence his second main charge: that constructivism always involves the premature appeal to some notion of presently achieved – or at any rate presently achievable – completeness, unity, totality, or comprehensive grasp. This may, as with Russell’s stopgap remedy, be a regulative notion or limit-point idea and therefore subject to the kind of indefinite deferral from one meta-level to the next that would seem to resist any tendency toward premature closure. Nevertheless, Badiou argues, it offers the temptation of a ready-made solution at every such juncture along with the undesirable effect of discouraging thought from any strenuous pursuit of truths beyond the compass of present-best knowledge.
 

Constructivism thus has much in common with philosophical doctrines such as pragmatism, instrumentalism, fictionalism, and ontological (conceptual-scheme) relativism. That is to say, it advises that we respond to logico-mathematical problems and anomalies – just as Quine recommends in the case of ‘recalcitrant’ empirical data – by making adjustments here or there in the total ‘fabric’ of currently accepted belief.  Depending on a range of pragmatically weighted considerations such as simplicity, empirical adequacy, and overall (fabric-wide) coherence these adjustments can be made at any point between the observational periphery and the innermost core of supposedly invariant logical axioms or putative laws of nature.
 In the former sort of case one might seek to save some particularly cherished or deep-laid core item by pleading observational error or the limits of available technology. In the latter, conversely, one might hang on to some theoretically unaccountable or logically anomalous observation-statement by electing for a change of prevalent theory or, at the limit, of logical system. As I have said, Badiou rejects this entire set of notions in favour of a rigorously axiomatised approach that takes consistency – rather than completeness – as its governing principle despite what might seem its contrary commitment, as a matter of set-theoretical precept, to the absolute priority of inconsistent over consistent multiplicity.   It is concerned not with maintaining the idea of some workably unified and paradox-free totality but rather with pressing contradictions or logical anomalies to the point of decisive advance where ‘paradox turns into concept’. At such points thinking achieves the kind of conceptual breakthrough marked by epochal events such as – prototypically – Cantor’s set-theoretical revolution in the mathematics of infinity.
III 

     Thus the case with mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences bears a more than remote or merely fanciful relation to the case with politics. With each it is a matter of certain procedures – having their paradigm in Cantor’s method of diagonalisation – which allow for the existence of anomalous, uncounted, inconsistent, or paradox-generating elements within any given (quasi-)totality, elements that figure nowhere in the currently prevailing count-as-one or state of knowledge with regard to some existing situation. With each it is precisely what remains unperceived or beyond the furthest powers of present comprehension that may at length turn out, after the occurrence of a future (presently unforeseeable) event, to have held the potential for some major advance. Moreover, with each it is solely by way of such set-theoretically specified formal procedures with their source in just such signal advances from Cantor down that one can later – with the warrant of informed hindsight – account for the discoveries in question. Where Badiou decisively breaks new ground, and lays claim to the more than honorific title of great thinker, is by accomplishing the conventionally unthinkable passage from a close and meticulously reasoned engagement with these issues in mathematics and logic to a sustained and historically specific engagement with issues in political theory. This he is able to achieve by occupying both domains at just the point where some given mathematical or social-political ontology comes up against its limit of consistent formalization, which in turn gives rise – after some more or less extended period – to an event that radically reconfigures the pre-existent situation. This is all worked out in mathematical detail, and with further reference not only to political but also to artistic (notably poetic) revolutions, in the course of Badiou’s magisterial opus Being and Event. 

What emerges to most striking effect through his deployment of set-theoretical formalisms and proof-procedures is the historical or temporal dimension whereby such revolutions come about.  Thus a truth-event can pass almost unnoticed, or its impact scarcely register, at the time of its first occurrence and only later – through the active or ‘militant’ fidelity of subjects who work to sustain it – exert the kind of long-range transformative effect that suddenly and unpredictably issues in an epochal paradigm-change. Again, this applies equally – with the same degree of formal-demonstrative rigour – in the case of politics as in that of mathematics, logic, and the formal sciences. Just as Cantor’s breakthrough was obscurely prefigured in the often baffled or balked attempts to cope with the concept of infinity, or the related aporias of the one and the many, by earlier thinkers from Plato and Aristotle down so likewise the history of failed, abortive, or repressed revolutions presages the event that might always arrive to vindicate their so far unrealised promise. What gives this claim its demonstrative force – as distinct from though closely allied to its power of passionate conviction – is once again the high degree of formal, i.e., logico-conceptual precision with which Badiou argues his case and the way that this allows him to move with no sense of impropriety or conceptual strain between two such (on the standard view) disparate domains as logic and politics. That this is possible at all, he argues, is a result not only of Cantor’s inaugural discovery but also of the various subsequent advances in set-theoretical thinking that came about through Cantor’s having opened up what Riemann famously described as the ‘mathematicians’ paradise’ of multiple infinities.
 Such was the really decisive break with previous orthodoxy, that is, with the doctrine of various thinkers since Plato and Aristotle that the one necessarily precedes and encompasses the many and that any mathematical or philosophical thought on this topic must – on pain of descending into nonsense – have to do with merely virtual or potential rather than actual infinities. 

Indeed, the very notion of ‘logic of politics’ or – even more so – a ‘politics of logic’ might justifiably have been written off as a mere category-mistake in the absence of just those post-Cantorian conceptual resources that allow Badiou the theoretical space to develop his thematically diverse though tightly integrated lines of argument. Thus it is only on the basis of Cantor’s power-set theorem that Badiou can advance his case for the precedence of inconsistent over consistent multiplicity, the ubiquitous excess of parts over members in any given set, and the equivalent discrepancy between those multiples that count as belonging to it and those (necessarily more numerous) multiples that are included as subsets of it. This is also expressed, in Badiou’s elective terminology, as that which occurs when presented elements are subject to the process of second-order representation, or again, when some existing situation – whether of present-best mathematical knowledge or of ‘representative democracy’ as currently conceived – is likewise subject to a more inclusive re-count that yields the state of the situation.
 The latter may thus be defined as what results from the addition of all those non-presented, non-belonging, or non-member multiples that were excluded from the original count-as-one through restricted knowledge, ideological filtering, or the deficit structural to all past and present forms of ‘actually existing’ democracy. Nevertheless it is the wager of the faithful subject that those excluded multiples may yet emerge, most likely as a result of intensifying conflict or the growing weight of unresolved problems and dilemmas. Such are the anomalies, or ‘excrescences’, that will surely be produced by any application of the count-as-one when carried out under limits imposed by the above-mentioned kinds of restriction or partiality. This exposure of the ‘state of the situation’ may then bring about a full-scale crisis of representation and a consequently heightened pressure for change that is no longer containable within existing structures of accredited knowledge or political-institutional power. It is likely to first break surface at certain ‘evental sites’ where there is seen to exist some especially acute or urgent case of the excluded multiple, i.e., some hitherto ignored range of unresolved mathematical dilemmas or some drastically marginalised social group (like the sans-papiers or undocumented migrant workers) that constitutes a now unignorable challenge to the regnant status quo.
 

Badiou’s great achievement is to have brought all this within range of a highly complex yet lucid and rigorously worked-out range of formalisms that are no doubt liable, on first acquaintance, to strike analytic philosophers as wildly speculative or downright implausible yet which could only be denied the title ‘analytic’ on a narrowly parochial understanding of the term. This applies especially to his arguments in favour of a strictly extensionalist approach to set-theoretical ontology, that is to say, one that interprets the relevant terms, concepts and relations purely on the basis of their referential scope and without any appeal to semantic or intensional properties. To be sure, extensionalism is normal fare for most set-theoreticians – as indeed for philosophers like Quine with a taste for ‘austere desert landscapes’ rather than luxuriant climes – since it promises to eliminate all those pesky ambiguities and instances of opaque reference that natural language is heir to.
 Besides, it is presupposed by the Zermelo-Fraenkel system of set-theoretical axioms which are nowadays taken as pretty much standard and which Badiou himself uses for exploratory as well as expository purposes. However, the extensionalist commitment is clearly doing extra work in the context of Badiou’s joint engagement with issues in the logico-mathematical and the socio-political spheres. Thus it serves to reinforce his commitment to a universal or generic, rather than particularist or identity-based, conception of that which gives human beings their claim to political justice or adequate representation. So there exists at very least a strong elective affinity between extensionalism as applied in mathematics, logic and the formal sciences and the orientation in politics – call it generic-egalitarian – that takes individuals all to count equally irrespective of their differences in class, gender, status, creed, ethnic origin, or other such marker (chosen or imposed) of distinctive personhood. If the alternative (intensionalist) approach to set theory lacks the kind of clear-cut analytic grasp and freedom from referential opacity possessed by its extensionalist counterpart then identity-politics – the nearest equivalent of intensionalism in political thought – lies open to a similar criticism. That is to say, it lacks the conceptual resources whereby to maintain that generic idea of humanity and of the requisite conditions for social and political justice quite aside from all merely social, cultural, or ideological factors. 

Again, what might seem a technical issue in the philosophy of set theory turns out to have large and far from merely suggestive implications for our thinking about politics. In both cases we are confronted with the choice between an intensionalist (basically constructivist) approach where the multiples in question are defined or specified according to some given distribution of pre-assigned features, predicates, or properties and an extensionalist (generic) approach where no such differential criteria apply. Here it is worth noting – though limits of space preclude anything more – the crucial importance of that term ‘generic’ as an index of Badiou’s primary commitments across the entirety of his work to date. In formal (mathematical) terms, the generic is that which plays a decisive role in some ongoing truth-procedure or process of investigative thought on account of precisely that trait, i.e., of its pertaining to each and any multiple that falls within its extensional scope irrespective of whatever defining or individuating attributes that multiple might presently be taken to possess. In political terms the generic is that which pertains indifferently to each and every human being irrespective of their socially or culturally assigned attributes. Thus it signifies both the dominant orientation of Badiou’s choices amongst the available range of set-theoretical procedures and his kindred conception of politics as a space where conflicting interests, values and priorities are subject to critical assessment on conditions other than those laid down by the dominant count-as-one and its tally of inclusions and exclusions. This is why he comes out so strongly against the various forms of identity-politics that would equate the emancipatory interests of this or that oppressed, subaltern, or marginalised group with their self-proclaimed ‘difference’ vis-à-vis other sectors of society. To Badiou, such ideas – whether advanced in the name of gender, class, or ethnic affiliation – should rather be seen as inherently anti-egalitarian since premised on a hierarchical distinction between those who do and those who don’t lay claim to the relevant differential traits. Hence also, as I have said, his choice of a set-theoretical system (based on the Zermelo-Fraenkel axioms) that involves absolutely no reference to intensional properties or attributes.

Badiou’s usage of the term ‘generic’ – and his deployment of it in certain well-defined mathematical and other contexts – derives from the work of Paul Cohen whose 1962 work Set Theory and the Continuum Hypothesis he takes to be a work of epochal (or evental) significance second only to Cantor’s inaugural discovery.
 The book’s primary concern is with Cantor’s famous and much-debated claim that there exists no set with cardinality between that of the integers, i.e., the natural or counting numbers and that of the real numbers, i.e., the continuous (non-discrete) range including all the positive and negative integers, fractions, irrational numbers, decimals, etc. This is also to say that there is nothing intermediate between a set and its power-set, a thesis whose truth or falsehood – or again, more to the point, its lacking any proof one way or the other by the best methods to hand – is central to Badiou’s entire line of argument. Thus where Cantor produced a formal demonstration that the truth of the continuum hypothesis (the non-existence or impossibility of any intermediate set) was compatible with the standard Zermelo-Fraenkel axioms Cohen subsequently managed to prove that its untruth (the existence of such a set) was equally compatible with them. Although the two proofs are not strictly contradictory – since each asserts only a negative claim which leaves room for the other’s truth – they do bring about a situation (one that still obtains despite various post-Cohen attempts to resolve it) where any way forward will necessarily involve an element of choice or decision. In order to proceed beyond this dilemma and use it as a spur rather than an obstacle to thought the set-theorist will need to take a stand – adopt a rationally argued and motivated even if strictly non-demonstrable stance – as to whether or not Cantor’s hypothesis be granted validity and added to the basic Zermelo-Fraenkel axioms.
IV

     There are several reasons why these twin results (the Cantor and Cohen proofs) have great importance for Badiou’s project. One is the support they offer for his claim – a central thesis of Being and Event – that formal rigour of the kind required in advanced mathematical or logical reasoning is by no means at odds with, and may indeed be inseparable from, a maximal degree of subjective commitment on the part of its practitioners. Such commitment has to go beyond the mere willingness to entertain certain hypotheses, conjectures, or unproven theorems for what they are worth – in instrumentalist-fictionalist terms – as a matter of their likely or possible heuristic yield. Rather it concerns what Badiou describes as the process of ‘subjectivation’ by which certain truths seize upon certain thinkers whose commitment thereafter requires that they combine the utmost degree of disciplined investigative thought with the readiness to stake their entire life’s work on a wager concerning the veridical status of those so-far unproven hypotheses.
 This is because, if thinking is to achieve any notable advance upon some pre-given state of knowledge, then the truth-claims in question must unreservedly be taken as valid – subscribed to with a force of passionate conviction – so that their implications can be followed through to the furthest extent and with the greatest conceptual rigour.

Hence the second reason for Badiou’s attachment to the Cantor/Cohen dilemma concerning the continuum hypothesis: that it leaves no room for certain prejudicial and grossly reductive conceptions of truth. Just as it shows the subject to have a rightful place in procedures of formal-scientific reasoning so likewise it brings out the false and artificial character of any ranking-order (such as, prototypically, that proposed by the logical positivists) that equates truth with objectivity and objectivity, as if by very definition, with the total rejection of any involvement on the part of subjects whose very existence qua truth-seekers depends on precisely that involvement. Badiou makes the point rather neatly by reference to Plato’s purported set-piece demonstration in the Meno of how mathematical truths – in this case the truth of Pythagoras’s Theorem – necessitate both the existence of objective truth-values that might always happen to exceed the limits of human knowledge and (by no means incompatibly with that) the involvement of a subject actively committed to finding them out.
 Indeed this is one of the major points on which Badiou parts company with most analytic philosophers of mathematics. These latter tend to treat it as a great mystery – or at any rate a huge dilemma in the way of any objectivist (Platonist) conception of mathematics – that if truths are objective then ipso facto they might always stand beyond reach of human cognition or attainment.  And yet, so this argument goes, if we take the anti-realist/intuitionist line of least resistance and decree that such truths just are coextensive with the scope of existing or (more liberally) limit-point-attainable human knowledge then objectivity goes straight out of the window along with any workable conception of that which we don’t yet know yet are striving to discover.
 So the Cantor/Cohen dilemma stands out as a singularly apt illustration of the error of this way of thinking and the fact that certain kinds of truth-oriented subjectivity can perfectly well go along with a commitment to the existence of truths exceeding the compass of present-best knowledge. 

This is, to repeat, Badiou’s main objection not only to anti-realism, intuitionism, constructivism and other such forms of (as he sees it) mathematical truth-avoidance but also to the various kindred modes of thought that have lately captured the high ground across otherwise disparate areas from philosophical semantics to historiography, epistemology, and philosophy of science.
 However it is clearly not enough by way of decisive rebuttal that he should hold them up to supposed refutation through Plato’s patently stage-managed dialogue or allude to their deleterious effect on the kinds of motivation that typically impel thinkers to conceive some means of truth-attainment that transcends the limits of present-best knowledge. After all, if the realist’s case stops there, then the anti-realist might well be right in counting it a product of wishful thinking or – perhaps more charitably – another example of the way that thinking is apt to go when it posits the existence of truths surpassing the scope and limits of human knowledge. However this brings us to Badiou’s third and most decisive reason for attaching such importance to the negative result of Cantor’s and Cohen’s deliberations concerning the continuum hypothesis. It has to do with Cohen’s concept, technique, or methodology of ‘forcing’, that is, the formal procedure whereby he established not only that negative result but also – Badiou maintains – its far-reaching implications within and beyond the philosophy of mathematics. The method of forcing is one that explains how there are and always must be truths that are currently unknown or for which no proof is to hand and yet the existence of which will later become symptomatically detectable – no doubt with benefit of hindsight – through a grasp of just what had previously worked to render them invisible. It involves an operation whereby the mathematician moves, as in Cantor’s ‘diagonal’ technique, from one to another, more adequate or informative state of knowledge through a technique that involves the addition of certain elements to the original set and a ‘filtering’ system that selects all and only the generic elements, or those that partake of a truth-procedure indifferent to variations of meaning or context. 

Again one can see how the ontological (= set-theoretical) aspects of Badiou’s thought find a precise analogue in his political thinking. Thus they mirror his insistence that the central issues – those of justice, equality, participant access, and effective representation – have to do with what pertains universally to human subjects and not to any distinguishing traits of gender, culture, language, or other such notionally salient category. However Cohen’s invention/discovery of forcing has a further special significance for Badiou since it offers a formal, i.e., a logico-mathematically specified means of explaining how truth can exceed the compass of present-best knowledge while none the less intelligibly forming a part – albeit an as-yet unrecognised part – of what constitutes that knowledge. In other words it holds out the distinct possibility of an answer to the famously intractable question of how theory-change could ever come about, or advances in knowledge occur, given the natural tendency of thought to fall back upon established cognitive routines or habitual modes of reasoning. That problem was raised with particular force by Kuhn’s paradigm-relativist conception of scientific knowledge and (at least arguably) of scientific truth, a conception that seemed to make paradigm-change nothing more than a process of random epistemic drift or – as ultra-Kuhnians like Richard Rorty would have it – just a product of boredom with the old dispensation.
 As we have seen already, the same problem arises with Quine’s brand of conceptual-scheme relativism according to which ontologies are as many and various as the schemes that sustain them and statements should therefore be reckoned true or false just in so far as they happen to fill some given ontological bill. Again, it is hard to see how any scientist or mathematician could be rationally motivated – as distinct from culturally, ideologically, or psychologically inclined – to give up some regnant set of beliefs in favour of some heterodox set that counted as unscientific or downright irrational by currently accepted standards. 

Clearly there is a sense in which the very concept of ‘discovery’ involves the idea of a break with foregone habits of thought or of stepping outside and seeing beyond some presently existent range of beliefs. If this fact is unaccounted for by the Quine/Kuhn doctrines of ontological relativity and radical meaning-variance across paradigms – so that talk of truth or advances in knowledge becomes problematical or downright naive – then it is the doctrines that consequently stand revealed as suffering from a drastic rationality-and-normativity deficit.
 On the other hand upholders of a realist-rationalist view have undoubtedly had their work cut out in producing something better than the kind of knockdown argument that simply appeals to the massive self-evidence of techno-scientific advance and the equally massive miracle or ‘cosmic coincidence’ required if all those (mostly) high-functioning technologies don’t work on (at any rate something very like) the causal-explanatory principles discovered by scientists to date.
 Despite their near-invincible force as a matter of common-sense inductive reasoning these arguments are subject to all the sophisticated (not to say sophistical) lines of response that sceptics have honed over the past two millennia whenever their opponents fall back on any form of the appeal to inductive warrant. What they lack – necessarily so, given that ultimate ground of appeal – is the conceptual rigour and the strict, i.e., formally demonstrable self-evidence of a procedure that starts out from certain explicit axioms and thereafter proceeds from stage to stage in a sequence of deductively valid reasoning. 

Of course this invites the rejoinder, again a staple of sceptics through the ages, which holds that such reasoning can have no traction on issues outside mathematics, logic, and formal sciences. Deductive validity, so the case runs, is uniquely the mark of arguments whose structure is purely tautological, whose conclusion is ‘contained in’ their premises, or whose self-evidence comes of their conveying no substantive or informative content. However there are two lines of response then open to the rationalist-realist. One, with its source mainly in philosophy of natural science, argues on the strength of specific case-studies for a better-informed and more conceptually adequate conception of the logic of scientific enquiry. On this account there is something very wrong – albeit a remarkably longstanding and philosophically deep-laid error – about that overly sharp distinction between logical and empirically-informed reasoning, or indeed the formal and the natural-scientific modes of truth-testing. Although they have tended to specialize out and develop different technical registers they have a shared point of origin in the investigation of nature and the resultant need for procedures and disciplines – notably those of logic and mathematics – whereby to make best explanatory or predictive sense of those phenomena. In which case philosophy needs to break with the mindset bequeathed by its dualism-touting precursors, from Hume to the logical positivists, and adopt the kind of naturalised rationalist outlook that would treat those problems as so many needless pseudo-dilemmas. Such is the basic motivation of post-positivist thinking, well exemplified by Philip Kitcher’s idea of natural ‘affordances’ as offering a hold for the jointly conceptual-logical-mathematical and perceptual-empirical-explanatory grasp of salient real-world objects, processes and events.
 It is also a conception closely aligned to the current revival of interest in arguments for abductive reasoning or inference to the best explanation.
 What they have in common is the clear determination to rid philosophy of that bedevilling notion that there must exist a problematical gap between Humean ‘relations of ideas’ and ‘matters of fact’, or again (in logical-positivist terms) purebred deductive logic and everything pertaining to the matter of empirical or observational warrant. 

Thus the first line of response to any sceptics who may be over-impressed by Quinean or Kuhnian ontological relativism is one that stresses the grounding of logic (and a fortiori of mathematics) in certain rationally discoverable aspects or structures of physical reality. That is to say, it dissents from Frege’s famous logicist critique of those, like J.S. Mill, who would treat logic as empirical through and through, yet dissents not in order to uphold Mill’s ultra-empiricist position but rather to reject the very terms of that debate as yet another variant of the old fake dilemma.
 The second response – most fully developed by Badiou – is one that starts out from the other (rationalist or logicist) standpoint but which likewise refuses to think of this as a choice between alternative or somehow conflicting priorities. Like Parmenides and Spinoza – in other respects two thinkers with whom he is profoundly at odds – Badiou takes it as axiomatic that ‘the order and connection of ideas is the same as the order and connection of thoughts’.
 In this respect he is a thoroughgoing rationalist and monist for whom (as often emerges to forceful effect) the two greatest disasters to have befallen modern philosophy are the Kantian critical-idealist turn with its demotion of ontology in favour of epistemology and then, following directly from that, the latter-day turn toward language or discourse as purportedly a better, more accountable and less metaphysically laden mode of enquiry. In both cases, according to Badiou, the effect has been its progressive degradation through the readiness of philosophers to substitute knowledge-within-human-limits (or the limits of communal expressibility) for objective truth, ontologically conceived that which might always transcend or surpass those limits. For Badiou, the truth in question – that which philosophers have long attempted to deny or conceal – is the ubiquitous excess of inconsistent over consistent multiplicity, as shown by Cantor’s set-theoretical breakthrough to a working concept of the infinite, and the infinitely multiple orders of infinity, that had been strictly unthinkable up to then.  With that epochal further passage from the countable to the uncountable, e.g., from the infinity of integers to the infinity of real numbers, mathematics took the leap that philosophers from Parmenides and Plato down had resisted almost as a qualification for being or becoming a philosopher.   

Hence, as I have said, Badiou’s radical departure from the Parmenidean conception of being as the all-comprehensive One which renders multiplicity the merest of illusions, a doctrine that Zeno famously sought to vindicate with his ingenious sophistical paradoxes of time and motion. In thinkers such as Plato and Spinoza, a symptomatic reading is able to show that this truth invariably leaves its mark in the tensions and torsions of their argument, and all the more so in texts – most notably Plato’s Parmenides – where that argument engages expressly with themes of the one and the many.
 What then shows up, through their manifest failure to resolve or suppress the resultant paradoxes, is the strict impossibility of holding thought to a conception of being that would bring multiplicity under the rule of some ultimate, i.e., consistent and exceptionless instance of the count-as-one. Thus Badiou has nothing but admiration for Socrates’ (and Plato’s) dogged and intrepid wrestling with problems which here take him into regions of thought where a thinker less committed to the quest for truth, or more dogmatically wedded to his own beliefs, would prudently have feared to tread. To this extent Plato goes further toward an effective, albeit unwilling anticipation of Cantor’s discovery than those later thinkers – Leibniz among them – who, despite their greatly more advanced powers of mathematical grasp, were captive to certain metaphysical ideas (such as the intrinsic dominance of the one over the many) which they took to stand beyond rational challenge. Although Badiou doesn’t say so in Being and Event, which is organised on largely chronological-developmental lines, it is possible to read Plato’s quarrel with himself in the Parmenides as a remote prefiguring of just those advances in the working-through of set-theoretical problems and paradoxes that would lead from Cantor’s formulation of the power-set theorem to Cohen’s invention/discovery of forcing. What links them is just what Badiou finds wanting in Aristotle, Leibniz, Spinoza and other exponents of a plenist ontology. That is, these thinkers fail to allow for the subtractive element – the inconsistency or uncounted multiple – concealed by every instance of a given or in-place unifying count. On the one hand this constitutes a structural lack or unperceived deficit in some present-best state of knowledge while on the other it signals the future possibility, as always granted the active intervention of dedicated subjects, that a truth-procedure will be set in train and a consequent advance in knowledge come about.

V
     This is why the Cohen ‘event’ is of such decisive importance for Badiou, ranking as it does – in his estimation – with Cantor’s inaugural discovery.
 It provides the first adequate formalization, in set-theoretical terms, of what he sees as the only viable account of how theory-change occurs despite and against the weight of received or orthodox belief. In this way – by approaching the issue via mathematics (and hence, Badiou claims, via the discourse on and of fundamental ontology) – Cohen’s technique of forcing achieves what could not be achieved by those empirically and inductively based arguments, such as ‘no miracles’ and ‘cosmic coincidence’, that had a good deal of commonsense-intuitive clout but lacked any means of formalization and could hence be made out to beg certain crucial questions. More than that, it holds the promise of marking a break with that entire history of thought from Kant to the basically post-Kantian travails of recent analytic epistemology and philosophy of language that has occurred – on Badiou’s diagnosis – in consequence of the widespread retreat from ontology as philosophy’s primary since truth-oriented task or vocation. Forcing offers a formal, set-theoretically derived account of the operations involved in passing from one state of knowledge to another, more advanced state of knowledge even if by means of procedures whose logic becomes intelligible only in retrospect, i.e., from the more advanced situation. In so doing, he claims, it offers a uniquely cogent and powerful means of resolving some of the deepest-laid problems of modern philosophy. These latter run all the way from Kant to Carnap, and thereafter range from the terminal dilemmas of logical positivism/empiricism to the above-discussed normative deficit afflicting philosophy of science and epistemology in the Quinean-Kuhnian wake. Forcing thus becomes the form ultimately taken by a rigorous logico-mathematical statement of what it would require in order for theory-change – or the process of knowledge-acquisition – to become both rationally accountable and capable of assessment in terms of trans-paradigm advancement. Such changes would no longer be subject to relativization in the Quinean-Kuhnian or, at the limit, the Rortian neo-pragmatist manner which takes them as always specific or internal to some given conceptual framework, ontological scheme, scientific paradigm, or descriptive vocabulary.
 Rather they would be subject to the kind of exploratory, speculative, yet none the less analytically rigorous investigation that has characterised the development of set-theoretical thought.

Here we return, and not before time, to my framing topic which (you may recall) had to do with Austin’s passing quip about the close kinship – at any rate the frequent correlation – between great philosophy and the proneness to commit great mistakes. Or perhaps I should rather say ‘great errors’, bearing in mind the distinction drawn by Paul de Man in a penetrating essay on the various swerves from textual fidelity – some of them quite flagrant – in Heidegger’s exegeses of Hölderlin.
 While the word ‘mistake’ is most aptly used in cases of carelessness, confusion, or inattentive reading the imputation of ‘error’ is best reserved for those other, more symptomatically revealing sorts of case where a ‘strong’ interpreter misreads on account of some predisposed will to find a meaning attuned to her or his motivating interests. Such, de Man claims, is Heidegger’s way with Hölderlin and such de Man’s practice of deconstructive reading in certain instances (among them this Heidegger commentary) when driven by his own sorts of motivating interest or imperative. With Badiou it is not a question of errors wilfully committed, far less of mistakes unwittingly fallen into, but rather the mark of a thinker whose very ambition and speculative range lays his work constitutively open to the risk of going – so to speak – off the rails of a secure methodology or a pre-set agenda of the type favoured by most analytic philosophers. In other words he is not doing ‘philosophy of mathematics’ as practised by those who conventionally take it that this is by very definition an activity conducted at a distance from, and with no valid claim to participate in, the first-order activity of advanced or creative mathematical thought. Where that approach tends to focus on a handful of topics, such as the issue between realism and anti-realism or the rule-following debate, Badiou works on the opposite principle: that although philosophy has to operate at a certain clearly-marked remove from mathematics it none the less has to think mathematically at least to the extent of adopting certain as-yet unproven axioms and pursuing their consequences with the utmost rigour. That principle – strikingly remote as it is from the mainstream-analytic norm – can be seen to stand as the enabling condition for any project, like his, that not only takes mathematics as the source of any adequate critical ontology but which aims on that basis to re-think the very possibility of radical (as distinct from incremental or piecemeal) advances in the realms of science and politics.

My talk of rails (and coming off them) in the above paragraph may well recall themes from the later Wittgenstein, in particular some much-discussed passages from the Philosophical Investigations. There he talks about a certain conception of reasoning, or formal rule-following, which mistakenly supposes correctness in such matters to consist in nothing more than the prescribed application of this or that algorithmic procedure laid down in advance like a ‘super-rigid rail’.
 However there is a great difference between the lesson that Wittgenstein draws from this metaphor and its relevance when used, as here, by way of suggesting what sets Badiou’s thought so decisively apart from mainstream philosophy of mathematics. For Wittgenstein, the super-rigid-rail fallacy – the error of thinking that rules can be applied in a purely mechanical way without the least exercise of intelligence or reflective judgement – is one that gives rise to a typically philosophical pseudo-dilemma that can be resolved only by opting out of philosophy as presently practised or conceived. It entails either the vicious regress of rules for the application of rules for the application of rules (etc.), or the equally vicious circularity of rules that are self-sufficient since self-regulating, or (his preferred option) the saving recourse to a communitarian idea of correctness that makes it nothing other or more than a matter of best judgement among those communally deemed best-qualified to know. 

Hence Saul Kripke’s famous (purported) demonstration that Wittgenstein is right, that rules such as 2+2=4 or for continuing a given numerical series are indeed communal at bottom, and that therefore the best one can have is a far from comforting ‘sceptical solution’ to Wittgenstein’s profoundly troubling sceptical problem.
 Nothing could be further from what I meant by when I said that Badiou’s thinking about/through mathematics is not rule-governed – or rail-governed – in the sense that applies to so many analytic treatments of the subject. Wittgenstein goes straight from that problem, or pseudo-problem, to a conception of mathematics and logic that would ultimately find no room for standards of formal rigour and conceptual precision aside from the communally sanctioned role of such talk in the relevant ‘language-game’ or ‘form of life’. Badiou draws just the opposite conclusion from what he takes to be the inherently limited – since always at a certain point aporetic or paradox-prone – character of any formal system beyond a certain level of complexity, including those systems that play a strictly indispensible role in the discourse of post-Cantorian set theory. Of course this much has been accepted as a matter of established logico-mathematical truth since Gödel proved his incompleteness theorem, and – to broadly comparable effect – since Russell discovered his set-theoretical paradox. However, Badiou’s distinctive way of following out its philosophical as well as mathematical implications is something that finds absolutely no equivalent in the analytic uptake of those same developments. Here they typically register, with thinkers like Quine or Putnam, as factors that must surely be reckoned with in any adequate survey of the field or methodological, i.e., meta-procedural account but which all the same need not – perhaps should not, on pain of incoherence – affect the very logic of their treatment at that basically expository level.
 

Nor is this an idle worry since, as I have said, there is indeed a problem – albeit the reverse sort of problem – when one asks how to square the express commitments of these logical revisionists with the fact that they have to argue in accordance with the precepts of classical logic in order to advance their case with any degree of logical force. Still the case is very different with Badiou since his entire approach is such as to reject that idea, deep-laid within the analytic tradition from logical positivism down, of a necessary and principled distinction between first-order and second-order or logical and meta-logical concerns. Even where the distinction comes under strain or seems to collapse – as occurs, in different ways, with the later Wittgenstein and in Quine’s ‘Two Dogmas of Empiricism’ – it leaves behind, as I have said, the meta-problem of a drastic normative deficit. This is where Badiou strikes out in such a different and vastly more promising direction. So far from collapsing these orders of discourse into a pragmatist, ontological-relativist, or framework-internalist approach – the preferred options of Quine and later Putnam – he takes it that the philosophical discourse on mathematics can and should incorporate into itself all those developments, including Gödel’s and Russell’s results, that have turned out to complicate the precepts of classical logic. And again, so far from relaxing or simply letting go those precepts he shows how they must continue to operate even (or especially) where they are brought up against the sorts of paradoxical or aporetic upshot that signal their limits of consistent application. 

It is at just these cardinal points – points of crisis and imminent breakdown, though also of potentially transformative advance – that thought bears witness to the unpredictable irruption of that inconsistent multiplicity that always inhabited the count-as-one but only now visibly threatens to disrupt its operation. Yet it is also, and crucially, an absolute requirement for any formal demonstration of the processes involved that this be conducted with the strictest regard to those standards of logical consistency and rigour – classical standards such as bivalence, excluded middle, and (of course) non-contradiction – that alone make possible and serve to validate that procedure. After all the same conditions apply in the case of a result like that of Gödel’s incompleteness theorem where it would seem that if the proof-procedure goes through, i.e., is taken to show that no logical system can be proven both exhaustively valid and fully consistent then that very upshot is enough to undermine the result thus arrived. Yet of course the proof is nowadays near-universally accepted as having indeed both established the truth of the theorem and done so by means that satisfy those rigorous conditions despite what appears the self-refuting character of any claim to that effect. That it carries such a force of logical self-evidence is due to the mode of jointly demonstrative (formal) and speculative reasoning that it shares with Badiou’s Being and Event and also, as I have argued at length elsewhere, with Derrida’s work.
 Here likewise it is matter of those deviant, non-classical, paraconsistent or non-bivalent logics that are found to inhabit the texts of philosophers from Plato to Husserl and to raise kindred issues in that regard, yet the workings of which cannot be revealed – or shown up as specifically departing from the classical norm – except on condition of those texts being read in strict accordance with just that norm. Moreover, as with Badiou’s exegetical chapters in Being and Event, this critical engagement with earlier thinkers involves just the kind of speculative reach combined with logical-conceptual rigour that has typified mathematics during its periods of most intensive or revolutionary activity.

I hope it will be clear by now what I take to be the relevance of Austin’s remark about philosophical greatness and great mistakes to the much-discussed but still largely unanswered question of how to distinguish ‘continental’ from ‘analytic’ philosophy. Even if one tends to wince at Slavoj Zizek’s jacket-copy for one of Badiou’s recent books – ‘A Plato or a Hegel walks among us!’ – the claim is not ludicrous when applied to Badiou or Derrida in the way that it would be if applied to any analytic philosopher after Russell. I have argued that this has chiefly to do with the way that these thinkers manage to combine an extraordinary degree of speculative energy and formal inventiveness with a singular strength of analytic grasp that doesn’t so much restrain or temper those qualities as focus them all the more sharply. In Badiou’s case, to repeat, it is a matter of adopting certain ground-breaking axioms that lack any conclusive proof yet which offer themselves with a force of conviction – a powerful if at present obscurely motivated force – which warrants their pursuit into uncharted regions of thought and the wager on their truth as potentially open to discovery through the advent of some currently unknown proof-procedure. Cohen’s ‘forcing’ is precisely the formal articulation and generalised statement of this approach to mathematical problem-solving which finds its most striking example in Cantor’s technique of diagonalisation and subsequent set-theoretical advances achieved through the process that Badiou describes as ‘turning paradox into concept’. It could even be said to have started out with those ancient aporias of the one and many – or consistent versus inconsistent multiplicity – which so ruffled Plato’s dialectical composure in the Parmenides and which later (as he shows in Being and Event) emerged to kindred disruptive effect in the work of Aristotle, Leibniz, Spinoza, and others. 

My point is that there is something inherently error-prone, or perpetually exposed to the risk of error, in any thought that proceeds by wagering the truth of its central hypotheses, the validity of its axioms, or the justification of its working methods on a procedure that not only trusts to the event of their future vindication but requires the kind of unswerving fidelity that holds out even in the face of seeming failure or falsification. What distinguishes this from mere pig-headedness, doctrinal adherence, or downright stupidity is precisely what Cohen’s discovery of forcing brought to a high point of formal statement. In short, it involves the regulated introduction of additional axioms selected through a process of filtering that – as explained above – distinguishes generic from non-generic elements, or those capable of playing a role in a genuine truth-procedure from those whose particular (context-specific or intensional as opposed to extensional) status prevents them from so doing. This is why Badiou is able to press so far with his more-than-analogy between mathematics and politics, no doubt at risk of provoking (to say the least) scepticism among rail-following analytic philosophers but with strong support from his working-through of set-theoretical developments from Cantor to Cohen. Thus, to simplify massively: just as mathematicians may be required to pursue some hypothesis through the travails of repeated failure to achieve a definitive proof so those who keep faith with ‘the communist hypothesis’ have to maintain their belief in its possible fulfilment or practical realisation despite all the melancholy evidence to date.
 Moreover, Badiou’s entire project inherits the intrinsic riskiness involved in any reasoning upon axioms beyond the current reach of demonstrative proof. My contention is that Austin got it half-right and that among the preconditions for great philosophy is not so much the propensity for making great mistakes but rather the acknowledged liability to error – sometimes, not always, productive error – that goes along with the capacity for great thinking. 
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