
              The Position of Art in the Philosophical System of Badiou 

                                                           Introduction 

‘To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is the task of the artist now.’                      

Samuel Becket 

In order to talk about art we have first to somehow define what art may be.                                    

Art is the product of an art process.                                                                                                   

An art process is a human activity by which a new form is created in the world and in our 

thought.                                                                                                                                                   

An art process, as initiated by Duchamp, can also be the bringing into the light and 

exposing for thought something that already exists in the world in general.                                              

An art process can be the bringing into the sensible, make appear, our desire to give form 

to chaos. We could say that a work of art can be the sensible manifestation of this 

attempt. Through the creative process we exercise in inventing ways of giving some form 

to chaos. 

I am not a philosopher so I will propose a simple idea about existence, because I have to 

start from something the way I understand it. I will say then that I understand my 

existence not just as a compromise between evil and good, the avoidance of pain and the 

pursuit of pleasure, but instead as an endless negotiation in my immediate environment 

for some sort of harmony. And I understand also that my immediate environment cannot 

be determined or controlled because it does not exist in isolation.                                                                          

In the microcosm of my art practise, sculpture, I negotiate in my engagement with 

materials a harmonious resolution that would resonate across the materials, the form, my 

emotions and my thought. So in a way the art practise is an exercise in possibilities of 

negotiating situations.  And by harmony I mean being in agreement with, by resonating 

with. (harmony: the state of being in agreement or concord), 1 (Greek harmonía  : joint, 

framework, agreement, harmony, akin to hárma  chariot, harmós  joint, ararískein  to join 

together)2 

So the art process is not only the process by which we produce art works but it is also an 

exercise in possibilities by which we can negotiate a harmonious existence in the world.                                                                            

 

                                                             
1 www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/harmony 
2 2http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/harmony   



Although I could not quite understand what Badiou was meaning by the word ‘event’ and 

the term ‘subject of art’ somehow he triggered my curiosity. This essay is an attempt for 

me to understand why Badiou chooses art as one of the conditions of philosophy as well 

as what he means by ‘event’ and by the term ‘subject of art’. For this purpose I assembled 

and collaged together Badiou quotes, from the Handbook of Inaesthetics as well as other 

sources, in a sequence that helps me understand his position.  

What is a world of art?  Something like that is our first question, our preliminary 

question.  I propose to say that a world is an artistic one, a situation of art, a 

world of art when it proposes to us a relation between chaotic disposition of 

sensibility and what is acceptable as a form.  So an artistic situation, in general, is 

always something like relation between a chaotic disposition of sensibility in 

general (what is in the physical, what is in the audible, and in general) and what is 

a form.  So it's a relation (an artistic world) between sensibility and form.3 

Art as a Condition of Philosophy 

In the first chapter, ‘Art and Philosophy’, of the Handbook of Inaesthetics, Alain Badiou 

explores the relationships of philosophy and art in western history.                                   

This relationship is presented as somehow capricious and persistent: 

‘…, art is always already there, addressing the thinker with the mute and scintillating 

question of its identity while through constant invention and metamorphosis it declares 

its disappointment about everything that the philosopher may have to say about it.’4 

Badiou starts his tour with Plato who originated the rivalry between art and philosophy, 

by ostracising poetry, theater and music from his Republic; he only spared military and 

patriotic song both of which could directly serve his ideal politeia. 

Plato distrusts poetry, and as an extension art, because among other things  

what poetry forbids is discursive thought, dianoia. Plato says that “he who lends 

an ear to it must be on his guard fearing the polity in his soul.” Dianoia is the 

thought that traverses, the thought that links and deduces. The poem itself is 

                                                             
3 Alain Badiou, ‘The Subject of Art’, http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html 
4 Alain Badiou, Handbook of Inaesthetics, Alberto Toscano, Meridian (Stanford, Calif,2005), p.1&2 



affirmation and delectation it does not traverse, it dwells on the threshold. The 

poem is not a rule bound crossing, but rather an offering, a lawless proposition.5 

So Badiou calls this schema of relation between art and philosophy where ‘art is 

incapable of truth, or that all truth is external to art’,6  the didactic schema. In this case 

‘acceptable art must be subjected to the philosophical surveillance of truths. This position 

upholds a didactics of the senses whose aim cannot be abandoned to immanence.’ 7  

Badiou states that Marxism is didactic and he offers as proof Brecht whose ‘greatness lay 

in having obstinately searched for the immanent rules of a Platonic (didactic) art, instead 

of remaining content, like Plato , with classifying the existing arts as either good or bad.’8 

Diametrically opposite to this schema Badiou places what he calls the romantic schema; 

in this art is glorified and is it ‘alone [that] is capable of truth.’9 In the romantic schema, 

which is according to Badiou Heideggerian, ‘between philosophy and art it is the same 

truth that circulates.’10 Poetry presents us with the truth and philosophy joins for its 

interpretation. 

The third and last schema that Badiou presents is the classical or Aristotelian; in this there 

is no dispute between philosophy and art for the simple reason that art makes no claim 

on truth. ‘Aristotle’s prescription places art under the sign of something entirely 

other…This other thing, which he sometimes names “catharsis”, involves the deposition 

of the passions in a transference of semblance.’11 The romantic schema Badiou couples 

with Psychoanalysis. 

Badiou, in the Handbook of Inaesthetics makes a break with these schemata by 

announcing the complete emancipation of art. 

 ‘The philosophical identification of art falls under the category of truth. Art is a 

thought in which artworks are the Real (and not the effect). And this thought, or 

rather the truths that it activates are irreducible to other truths-be they scientific, 

                                                             
5 Ibid., p.17 
6 Ibid., p.2 
7 Ibid., p.3 
8 Ibid., p.6 
9
 Ibid., p.3 

10 Ibid., p.7 
11 Ibid., p.4 
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political, or amorous. This also means that art, as a singular regime of thought, is 

irreducible to philosophy.’12 

Badiou with his philosophical system renounces philosophy’s monopoly on truth. 

Philosophy does not produce truths of its own; its job is to explore truths generated by 

the four thought producing procedures. These “truth procedures” or conditions, Badiou 

states, are science, politics, love and art. 

‘Philosophy’s relation to art, like its relation to every other truth procedure, 

comes down to showing it as it is. Philosophy is the go-between in our encounters 

with truths, the procuress of truth. And just as beauty is to be found in the 

woman encountered, but is no way required of the procuress, so it is that truths 

are artistic, amorous, or political, and not philosophical.’13 

The Event 

What is the general formula for an artistic event?  We can say that, generally 

speaking, an artistic event, a real artistic event is a change in the formula of the 

world.  So it's a fundamental transformation of that sort of formula.  So it's 

something like the becoming formal of something which was not.  It's the 

emergence of a new possibility of formalization, or if you want, it's an acceptance 

like form of something which was inform. 14  

In physics ‘an event is defined as a physical occurrence of very short duration that occurs 

in a very small region in space. Ideally, it occurs at a point in space and occupies an 

instant of time.’15 

In my effort to understand what an event may be I recalled something that happened 

when my daughter Thetis was five:  A lovely summer afternoon I crammed a number of 

children aged five to eleven in a small car, together with towels, spades, buckets and 

snacks to go to the beach. When the doors got shut and everybody was settled I put the 

car in reverse and started moving out of the parking space. The next think was that car 

and all, we all froze in time as we were watching a black kitten violently contort in front of 

the car as it was dying. I had just run over one of my children’s cats. 

                                                             
12 Ibid., p.9 
13

 Ibid., p.9&10 
14 Alain Badiou, ‘The Subject of Art’, http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html 
15The Open University, The Physical World, Dynamic Fields and Waves, p.171  



We buried the cat in the garden. We were all shocked and upset. The five year old Thetis 

was inconsolable. Trying to cope with this situation I took her again to the cat’s grave, we 

collected little stones, we carefully placed them around the spot on the ground over 

where the cat lay, cut flowers, adorned the grave, lit a candle. Thetis was crying 

uncontrollably, though by then some days had past. And then she suddenly expressed her 

grief: “This is forever; this cat will never come back .This is it.” She had just become 

conscious of the irreversibility of death, the finitude of life. She encountered a truth. And 

with her I stood for an instant on the edge of the void. 

Badiou says that ‘there are only bodies and languages, except that there are truths’16. He 

also states that Descartes’ equivalent position would be that “There are only (contingent) 

corporal and intellectual things, except that there are (eternal) truths’17 and also that ‘In 

our worlds, such as they are, truths advance. These truths are incorporeal bodies, 

languages devoid of meaning, generic infinites unconditioned supplements. They become 

and remain suspended, like the poet’s conscience, “between the void and the pure 

event.”18 

So: the cat is a body, a corporal thing; death is a word, a language, an intellectual thing, 

and death, when encountered through an event, may be experienced, through our 

resonance with the event, as a truth. But Badiou’s idea about the event is much more 

complicated than that; it involves the subject, the trace, the new body and a world. Also 

when he speaks about an event he does not refer to the change producing event on an 

individual but on the introduction of a new process into the world; the world of art, the 

world of love, the world of politics or the world of science.                

 In a concrete situation we have, finally, two terms: first, a world, a world 

situation—something where all things exist; and after that, an event, sometimes, 

an event—which is something which happens for this world, not in this world, but 

for this world.  And I call a subject 'a relation between an event and the 

world.'  Subject is exactly what happens when as the consequence of an event in 

a world we have a creation, a new process, the event of something. 19 

  

                                                             
16 Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds, Alberto Toscano, Continuum, London, 2006, p.4 
17 Ibid., p.6 
18

 Ibid., p.4 
19  Alain Badiou, ‘The Subject of Art’, http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html 
 



                                                  The Subject of Art 

We can say that the initiating event of contemporary art was the attempt of Duchamp- 

under the pseudonym ‘R.Mut1917’- to exhibit Fountain in the 1917 Independent 

Exhibition. This exhibition, at the time the largest ever show of modern art in America, 

was organized by the Society of Independent Artists, ‘ a group of free-thinking , forward –

looking intellectuals’20The work caused outrage in the board of directors of the Society- a 

member of which was Duchamp himself- and the work was never shown. The irony is that 

the most influential work regarding the birth of contemporary art, was never ever shown 

in public; the work disappeared, maybe it was smashed, but the idea was planted in the 

world of art. A few days later after the failed attempt of showing the work, the 

photographer Alfred Stieglitz photographed what was possibly a fresh version of the 

Fountain at his ‘291’ gallery in Manhattan. This historic photograph remains as a 

declaration and a documentary proof of the event. 

 What is a body?  What is the construction of a new body?  A new body in the 

artistic field is something like a real concrete creation—a work of art, 

performances, all that you want—but which are in relation with the trace of the 

event.  The trace of the event is something like that—the declaration always that 

something really is a form, that something new of the dignity of the work of art—

and that is the trace.  The trace is something like a manifesto, if you want, 

something like a new declaration, something which says, "this was not a form and 

it's really now a form."  That is the declaration, so the trace of the event.  And a 

new body is something like a work of art, which is in relation with that sort of 

trace.  And often in the field of artistic creation is a new school, a new tendency.21 

 

                                                             
20

 Will Gompertz, What Are You Looking At?, Viking, London 2012, p.5  
21 Alain Badiou, ‘The Subject of Art’, http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html 
 



The photograph as documentation of the event and the declaration of the ready-made as 

a possibility for art are the trace of this event; the urinal itself as well as what followed as 

a direct consequence of the event -‘Dada, Surrealism, Abstract Expressionism, Pop Art 

and Conceptualism’ 22are the new body. The trace and the new body, both of which exist 

between the event and the world, together are the subject of art.  

Maybe all this started as a prank on behalf of Duchamp. A prank or not, in retrospect, it 

was the ‘spark in the wind’ that fell on the’ powder keg’23. It was the unexpected event 

that started the exothermic reaction of contemporary art. However, this reaction has long 

been consumed; it is well saturated as Badiou would say. And being the militant that he 

is, he tries to inspire a new spark and he ends his lecture ‘The Subject of Art’ like this:  

 

There really is today a specific responsibility of artistic creation, which is to help 

humanity to find the new subjective paradigm.  So the subject of art is not only 

the creation of a new process in its proper field, but it's also a question of war 

and peace, because if we don't find the new paradigm—the new subjective 

paradigm—the war will be endless.  And if we want peace—real peace—we have 

to find the possibility that subjectivity is really in infinite creation, infinite 

development, and not in the terrible choice between one form of the power of 

death (experimentation of the limits of pleasure) and another form of the power 

of death (which is sacrifice for an idea, for an abstract idea).  That is I think the 

contemporary responsibility of artistic creation.24 

 

                                                       Conclusion 

‘And I think the question of artistic creation lies here. It proves for everybody, for 

humanity in general, that it is a possibility to create a new possibility.’25  

 

I always had this unshakable conviction that artistic creation as a process together with its 

product, art works as a miraculous evidence of the creative process, is a necessary 

condition for humanity’s existence. 

                                                             
22  Will Gompertz, What Are You Looking At?, Viking, London 2012, p.9 
23 ‘*Rebellion+It’s a spark in the world, but a spark in search of a powder keg.’, Andre Breton, 
Arcanum 17, extract from Alain Babiou, Century, Alberto Toscano, Polity, Cambridge,2007,p.141 
24  Alain Badiou, ‘The Subject of Art’, http://www.lacan.com/symptom6_articles/badiou.html 
25 Alain Badiou, ‘Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art’  http://www.lacan.com/frameXXIII7.htm 
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 Art from its nature has as its first and foremost characteristic the capacity to invent; 

through an almost alchemical transformation of even the commonest of materials, 

humankind creates. This is a simple truth evidence of which exists in the world. 

Consider the "Venus" of Willendorf; this statuette, which fits in the palm of one hand, 

was carved out of ‘fine porous oolitic limestone’26, in other words a stone, more than 

20,000 years ago. Somebody by carving into a small stone transformed a stone into this: 

  

And consider the drawings of horses mentioned in the preface of Logic of Words: ’images 

separated by almost 30,000 years … the horse drawn with a white line and the “panel of 

horses” in black, both in the Chauvet cave [and] two scenes by Picasso(1929 and 1939) , 

the first drawn in grey, in which two horses drag a third dead horse,…’ 27 

  

Both the ‘Master of Chauvet’ and Picasso managed to capture- the one on the wall of a 

cave and the other on a piece of paper- in a few lines, the idea of the horse.  

I thing that among other things, the creative process is first and foremost, a stubbornly 

hopeful, defiant affirmation of life. The creative process accompanies humanity against all 

                                                             

26 Christopher Witcombe, ‘The Venus of Willendorf’, http://72.52.202.216/~fenderse/Venus.htm 

27 Alain Badiou, Logics of Worlds, Alberto Toscano, Continuum, London, 2006, p.16 
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odds, always, everywhere and regardless of means. And it reminds us that ‘it is a 

possibility to create a new possibility.’28 

Now, for at least two decades, there is a tendency of art away from the finite object, 

away even from the ephemeral installation or performance, away from the gallery or the 

museum, inside society but outside the exhausted society of the spectacle. Artists 

employing their creative imagination bring together in new situations, and unusual 

combinations, individuals, groups and communities, to address and renegotiate 

important social issues. Examples of this practice, like the Routes project, a collaboration 

between artists and bus drivers in Belfast Northern Ireland beginning in 2001, are 

discussed extensively in Grant Kester’s book Conversation Pieces29. And maybe this is an 

event that is happening now, without ‘loud proclamations [ or a] drum roll’30 to point it 

out. And maybe this new adaptation of the artistic process is the current subject of art, a 

catalyst pointing away from the obsession with the object and the individual. And I hope 

that the new configurations of art that will arise, will point us towards a more 

harmonious, integral relationship of society and art, without the desperate sacrifice of 

the art object: Because to create what is considered another useless object, in a world 

that in vain tries to prove itself through the abstraction of money and power, is by itself a 

form of resistance.  

And so, today, artistic creation is a part of human emancipation, it’s not an 

ornament, a decoration and so on. No, the question of art is a central question, 

and it’s central because we have to create a new sensible relation to the world. In 

fact, without art, without artistic creation, the triumph of the forced universality 

of money and power is a real possibility. So the question of art today is a question 

of political emancipation, there is something political in art itself. There is not 

only a question of art’s political orientation, like it was the case yesterday, today 

it is a question in itself. Because art is a real possibility to create something new 

against the abstract universality that is globalization.31    

 

                                                             
28  Alain Badiou, ‘Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art’  http://www.lacan.com/frameXXIII7.htm 
29 Grant Kestler, ,Conversation Pieces, University of California press,2004 
30 Alain Badiou, Century, Alberto Toscano, Polity, Cambridge,2007,p.139: ‘Always precarious and 
almost indistinct, real action exists in such a way that it has to be pointed out and emphasized by 
loud proclamations, rather like the circus ringmaster amplifies his calls and orders a drumroll…’ 
31

 Alain Badiou, ‘Fifteen Theses on Contemporary Art’  http://www.lacan.com/frameXXIII7.htm 
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