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An Act of Rebellion  

In 1984, this book was at the center of a philosophy 

semester. I was 24, back in adult education after having 

worked 4 years, and explored different fields. The course 

structure was simple: read a chapter, then hold a roundtable 

debate in class. Picture a room of students ranging from 18 

to 60 years old — needless to say that the debates were often 

intense, and deeply revealing of Laborit’s views. 

For me, full of existential preconceptions, it was a 

collision with reality — almost a disillusionment about life, 

as I realized how imprisoned I felt within my own soul. But 

it soon turned constructive: being a slave to my unconscious 

also meant I was not living in conformity with others. Today, 

at 66, I am grateful for a life rich in experience and 

adventure — and still being lived. 

I have carried Laborit’s views with me ever since, not as 

beliefs but as observable facts, and I still return to them.  

I’ve long been puzzled that so few of his books have been 

translated. This translation is my act of rebellion against the 

ignorance of our human behavioral biology — what truly lies 

behind our masks. 

I had the privilege of meeting Laborit in 1984, when he 

visited our class. I am convinced he would smile at my 

rebellion. 

I remain anonymous. This unofficial translation was 

undertaken for no benefit other than my own satisfaction of 

making it available to more people. 

I hope you benefit from it. 

A. 
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About the Glossary 

Henri Laborit often wrote in images as much as in 

arguments. His vocabulary blends science, metaphor, and 

poetry. Certain words — inhibition, hierarchy, body schema, 

information — return like refrains, carrying layers of 

meaning beyond their everyday sense. 

The glossary is not meant to interrupt the reading, but to 

accompany it. A quick glance can clarify a term, but also 

reveal how Laborit bent language to his thought. Consulting 

it may help readers grasp not only the logic of his arguments, 

but also the spirit in which they were written. 
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1. About Henri Laborit 

Henri Laborit (November 21, 1914 – May 

18, 1995), first a surgeon, later turned to 

fundamental research. He was responsible 

for introducing chlorpromazine into 

medical practice — the first “tranquilizer” 

used in artificial hibernation — along with 

many other psychotropic molecules. His 

work on the body’s reaction to aggression 

clarified the mechanisms of several major 

pathophysiological syndromes and offered new solutions in 

anesthesia and resuscitation. He directed the Laboratory of 

Eutonology at Boucicaut Hospital. Since 1958, this 

laboratory has operated independently of any public or 

private institution, funded solely by royalties from 

pharmaceutical companies exploiting patents taken out by 

the group. 

The biology of behavior led Henri Laborit into the study 

of human behavior in social situations: the human sciences, 

psychology, sociology, economics, and politics. 

In this book, written in a simple, friendly tone, he engages 

in a dialogue with us, urging us to reflect on the great 

questions of life: freedom, death, pleasure, the others, the 

past, faith. The answers he gives are those of a scientist who 

has not remained locked within a single discipline, and for 

whom the human being, though unique, is also the point 

where so many intertwined factors converge that “like in a 

knot of vipers, there is no free space left in which to place a 

choice.” 

Thus, in the light of biological discoveries, Henri Laborit 
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raises the question of our free will and of our very 

personality. Politics, society — everything takes on a 

different dimension. 
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2. Foreword 

When a sailboat can no longer fight against the wind and 

the sea to stay on course, there are two maneuvers it can 

still attempt: lying to (with the jib hauled to windward and 

the helm held down), which leaves it drifting with the wind 

and waves; or running before the storm, riding the swell 

from behind with only the barest amount of sail. 

Running before the storm often remains, far from the 

coast, the only way to save both the boat and its crew. It also 

makes it possible to discover unknown shores that appear 

on the horizon of the newfound calm. 

Unknown shores that will forever remain unseen by those 

who seem fortunate enough to follow the path of cargo ships 

and tankers — the predictable route imposed by the shipping 

companies. 

You may know a sailboat called Désir (Desire). 
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3. Self-Portrait 

This is the first time a publisher has given me a 

framework for writing a book. I would not have agreed to 

follow it if I hadn’t recently published another work with the 

same publisher,[1] which I think will help the reader better 

understand the biological code I will use to respond to the 

questions posed here. 

The first request in this series is for the author to provide 

a self-portrait. 

But when you have spent thirty years of your life 

observing biological facts, and when general biology has 

step by step led you toward studying the nervous system and 

behavior, a certain skepticism takes hold with regard to any 

personal description expressed in conscious language. 

Every self-portrait, every memoir, is nothing but a 

conscious imposture or, more sadly, an unconscious one. 

The only certainty that such exploration provides is that 

every thought, every judgment, every so-called logical 

analysis expresses only our unconscious desires — our need 

to enhance ourselves in our own eyes and in those of our 

contemporaries. 

Among the countless interactions that constantly take 

place between our nervous system and the world around us 

— especially the world of other people — we selectively 

isolate a few, and these become meaningful to us because 

they either satisfy or frustrate our instinctive impulses, 

impulses already channeled by the socio-cultural 

conditioning imposed on us from birth. 

There is no objectivity outside of experimentally 
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reproducible facts that anyone can reproduce by following 

the same protocol. There is no objectivity beyond general 

laws capable of organizing structures. There is no objectivity 

in the judgments registered within our nervous system. The 

only acceptable objectivity lies in the invariant mechanisms 

governing the functioning of the nervous system, 

mechanisms common to the human species. The rest is 

nothing more than the image we construct of ourselves, the 

one we try to impose on those around us, which is most often 

— as we shall see — the very image our environment has 

built inside us. 

We live only to maintain our biological structure. From 

the fertilized egg onward, we are programmed for this single 

purpose, and no living structure has any other reason to 

exist than to continue existing. But to exist, it has no other 

tools than the genetic program of its species. For humans, 

this genetic program leads to the development of a nervous 

system, the instrument of our interactions with the 

inanimate and living environment, the instrument of our 

social relationships, our ties with other individuals of the 

same species inhabiting the niche into which we are born 

and grow. We are, therefore, entirely subject to the 

organization of this niche. Yet, this environment only 

imprints itself onto our nervous system according to the 

structural properties of that system. 

This nervous system first responds to urgent needs that 

allow the organism’s overall structure to be maintained. In 

doing so, it responds to what we call drives, the pleasure 

principle, the search for biological balance — though the 

notion of “balance” requires clarification. It then allows, 

through memory and learning, the recognition of what 

favors or hinders the expression of those drives, taking into 

account the code imposed by the social structure that 
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rewards our actions with hierarchical promotion. Instinctive 

motivations, transformed by the social control that results 

from learning socio-cultural automatisms — a control that 

offers new expressions of gratification and pleasure — will 

also, ultimately, give rise to imagination. 

Imagination: a specifically human function, allowing 

humans, unlike other animals, to add information, to 

transform the world around them. Imagination: the only 

mechanism of escape, of avoiding environmental and 

especially social alienation, whether used by the addict, the 

psychotic, or the artistic or scientific creator. Imagination: 

whose functional opposition to automatisms and drives — 

unconscious phenomena — is probably at the root of 

consciousness itself. 

I regret having to offer this caricature of the functioning 

of the central nervous system. But because this functioning 

underlies all our judgments and actions, it must be recalled. 

We will have occasion to return to it later. Yet as long as the 

progressive knowledge we have of this functioning is not 

part of everyone’s basic education — as fundamental as 

language itself, which originates from it (and which in turn 

mostly expresses our unconscious under the disguise of 

logical discourse) — we will remain powerless. Everything 

will always be drowned in emotional rhetoric. 

Knowing this, how can one write a self-portrait without 

smiling? To accept writing, one is to accept expressing, 

beneath logical discourse, the play of our impulses, dressed 

up in the costume of our socio-cultural conditioning. And can 

our only lucidity about ourselves be anything other than the 

recognition that we unconsciously distort facts to our own 

advantage, and to shape the image of ourselves we wish to 

project? 
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In any case, amid the upheavals already underway in 

modern society, I am convinced that the story of one 

individual and his destiny holds little importance. Perhaps it 

is useful, when it comes to someone who seeks to present 

himself to others under the cloak of supposed scientific 

rigor, that those who listen to him or read him — and risk 

being influenced — realize that behind every scientist, or so-

called scientist, stands a man engaged in daily life. 

His social life undoubtedly influenced the worldview that 

formed within him. A book like this may provide decisive 

arguments either to reject the theories I express elsewhere 

in my other works, or conversely to embrace them more 

fully. And yet, these theories — true or false — deserve at 

least a glance, for they claim to approach a new and 

fundamental aspect of the human condition. 

It seems to me that what is interesting in the story of a 

life is what it contains of the universal. Not the particular 

details that mark it, nor the unique substance of the 

individual shaped by those details, nor the changing form 

that results. What may be universal is the way the social 

context determines an individual, to the point where he is 

nothing more than one of its particular expressions. 

If my self-portrait holds any interest — which I doubt — 

it would be in showing how a man, chosen at random, was 

shaped by his family environment, then by his social 

surroundings, his hierarchical, cultural, and economic class, 

and how he could not escape (or so he believes!) this 

relentless world except by the chance access, through his 

profession, to knowledge of the fundamental mechanisms by 

which our nervous systems regulate social behavior. 

Anecdotes serve only as garnish, as illustration. As for libido, 

it plays itself out on a stage with as many actors as there are 
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names in a telephone directory. 

Each of these actors is guided by the desire to satisfy his 

own libido, and in this dense web of intertwined desires, I 

am not sure it is urgent to highlight my own, each having 

found its own expression in the narrow domain of space and 

time where it unfolded. No one is capable of reconstructing 

the history of another’s nervous system, not even that 

person himself. At best, one can use what he has told you to 

write an interpretive novel. 

What we can assume, it seems, is that we are born with 

an instrument — our nervous system — that allows us to 

relate to our human environment, and that this instrument 

is initially very similar to that of our neighbor. What it is 

useful to know are the rules governing the establishment of 

social structures, within which the nervous systems of all the 

people of an era — temporary heirs of the cultural 

automatisms of those who came before them — imprison the 

child at birth, leaving him with nothing but a full cupboard 

of value judgments. But since those value judgments are 

themselves secretions of the brains of previous generations, 

the structure and functioning of the brain are the most 

universal things to know. But that is another story! 

This knowledge, even if incomplete, once acquired, 

allows each person to understand that he expresses only one 

simple motivation: to remain normal. Normal, not in relation 

to the majority — who, unconsciously bound by value 

judgments of sociological origin, are in fact individuals 

profoundly abnormal in relation to themselves. To remain 

normal is first of all to remain normal with respect to oneself. 

For that, one must preserve the possibility of acting in 

accordance with one’s drives, transformed by socio-cultural 

learning, and constantly reexamined by imagination and 
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creativity. Yet the space in which this action unfolds is also 

inhabited by others. 

Confrontation must be avoided, for it inevitably gives rise 

to a hierarchy of dominance — and such hierarchies rarely 

bring satisfaction, since they bind one’s desires to those of 

others. But conversely, submission means accepting, along 

with it, the psychosomatic pathologies that inevitably follow 

from the impossibility of acting according to one’s own 

drives. To revolt is to head for destruction: if carried out as 

a group, revolt instantly recreates a hierarchy of submission 

within the group; if carried out alone, it quickly ends with 

the rebel being eliminated by the broader abnormal majority 

that believes itself to be the guardian of normality. Only 

escape remains. 

There are many ways to flee. Some turn to so-called 

“psychotropic” drugs. Others to psychosis. Others to suicide. 

Some to solo sailing. And perhaps there is yet another way: 

to flee into a world not of this world — the world of 

imagination. In that world, one risks little pursuit. There one 

can carve out a vast, gratifying territory, which some may 

call narcissistic. No matter, for in the world where the reality 

principle reigns, where submission and revolt, dominance 

and conservatism prevail, all of these lose their anxious 

weight for the one who flees, becoming nothing more than a 

game — a game one can join without fear, to be accepted by 

others as “normal.” 

In this real world, one can play right up to the edge of 

rupture with the dominant group, and if necessary, flee by 

forming relations with other groups — all while keeping 

intact one’s imaginative gratification, the only gratification 

that is essential, beyond the reach of social groups. 

This behavior of escape will be the only one that allows a 
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person to remain normal with respect to himself, while the 

majority — those who consider themselves normal — 

continue, in vain, to try to become so by seeking dominance: 

as individuals, as groups, as classes, as nations, as blocs of 

nations. Experiments, in fact, show that the activation of the 

pituitary and the adrenal cortex — which, if prolonged, leads 

to visceral pathology in what are called “psychosomatic” 

diseases — is the lot of the dominated, of those who fail in 

their quest for dominance, and also of the dominant whose 

power is contested and who struggle to maintain it. 

All of these, then, are abnormal — for it hardly seems 

normal to suffer from a stomach ulcer, sexual impotence, 

high blood pressure, or one of those depressive syndromes 

so common today. And since stable, uncontested dominance 

is rare — thankfully — you can see that to remain normal, 

the only option left is to flee far from hierarchical 

competitions. Wait for me, I’m coming! 
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4. Love 

With this word, everything is explained, everything 

forgiven, everything justified — because no one ever really 

asks what it contains. It is the password that opens hearts, 

bodies, sacristies, and human communities. It drapes in a 

supposedly selfless, even transcendent veil, the pursuit of 

dominance and the supposed instinct of ownership. It is a 

word that lies all day long, and its lie is accepted — with a 

tear in the eye — without debate, by everyone. It provides 

an honorable cloak for the assassin, the mother of a family, 

the priest, the soldier, the executioner, the inquisitor, the 

politician. 

Anyone who dares to strip it bare, to undress it down to 

its underwear, exposing the prejudices that cover it, is not 

seen as lucid but as cynical. The word gives easy good 

conscience to all our biological unconscious. It relieves guilt, 

because for social groups to survive — that is, to maintain 

their hierarchical structures and rules of dominance — the 

deep motivations behind human acts must remain hidden. 

To reveal them, to expose them, would lead to revolt 

among the dominated, to the contestation of hierarchical 

structures. The word “love” is there to justify submission, to 

transfigure the pleasure principle, the fulfillment of 

dominance. I want to try to uncover what lies behind this 

dangerous word, what it hides beneath its honeyed 

appearance, the millennia-old reasons for its success. Let us 

return to the sources. 

We should recall that the essential function of the 

nervous system is to enable an organism to act — to carry 

out motor autonomy with respect to its environment — so 
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that the structure of the organism is preserved. To do this, 

two streams of information are needed: one provides 

knowledge of the ever-changing characteristics of the 

environment, captured by the senses and transmitted to the 

nervous system; the other informs it of the internal state of 

the cellular community that the nervous system must 

safeguard by enabling motor autonomy. 

Although the word “equilibrium” is misleading, or at least 

requires a long detour to define more precisely, let us speak 

of the search for organic balance, for homeostasis, or in 

more psychological language, of well-being, of pleasure. The 

most primitive structures of the brain — the hypothalamus 

and brainstem — are sufficient to ensure this basic behavior: 

an action responding to an internal stimulus, which we call 

a “drive.” It is innate behavior, ensuring the satisfaction of 

hunger, thirst, and sexuality. 

With the first mammals appeared the limbic system, 

which enabled long-term memory. From then on, 

experiences resulting from contact with the environment 

were not lost but stored. They could be recalled within the 

organism, sometimes without any obvious causal link with 

the external environment. They were registered as pleasant 

or unpleasant: pleasant experiences were those that 

maintained the organism’s structure; unpleasant ones, those 

that endangered it. 

Pleasant experiences tend to be repeated — this is what 

we call “reinforcement.” Unpleasant ones tend to be 

avoided. In all cases, action results from learning. Thus, we 

can define the need that drives nervous system activity as 

the amount of energy and information required to maintain 

structure — whether innate or acquired through learning. 

The shaping of neuronal networks through learning 
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constitutes an acquired structure. This is at the root of 

emotions, which are accompanied by vascular adjustments 

and the redistribution of blood flow, depending on the 

organs mobilized to carry out action. The cardiovascular 

system, under control of the autonomic nervous system, 

ensures this adaptation. 

The fundamental motivation of living beings thus seems 

to be the maintenance of their organic structure. But this 

depends either on drives, responding to basic needs, or on 

needs acquired through learning. In psychoanalytic 

language, the search (whether instinctive or learned) for the 

repetition of pleasant experiences corresponds to the 

pleasure principle — not exclusively sexual, or, when it is 

sexual, modified and shaped by experience. The knowledge 

of external reality, the learning of socio-cultural 

prohibitions, and the awareness of the unpleasant 

consequences of breaking them — as well as the pleasant 

consequences that come from obeying them and earning the 

rewards of the group — all of this corresponds to the reality 

principle. 

Finally, with the cortex, anticipation becomes possible. 

From remembered experiences of gratifying or painful 

actions, strategies can be elaborated to seek gratification or 

avoid harm. There thus appear to be three levels of 

organization in action. 

The first, the most primitive, is triggered by internal 

and/or external stimulation, producing automatic action 

without adaptability. 

The second organizes action by integrating past 

experience, thanks to memory of whether the resulting 

sensation was pleasant or unpleasant, useful or harmful. The 

involvement of remembered experience often masks the 
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primitive drive and enriches motivation with what has been 

learned. 

The third is the level of desire. It is linked to the 

imaginative anticipation of the outcome of an action and the 

strategy to ensure a gratifying result or to avoid a harmful 

one. The first level involves only the present process; the 

second adds past experience to present action; the third, 

through past experience, anticipates the future result in the 

present. 

This action unfolds in a “space” inhabited by objects and 

beings. Objects and beings that enable gratifying learning 

must remain available to the organism for reinforcement. 

The organism will tend to appropriate them and, within the 

space where they are found — its “territory” — resist the 

appropriation of the same gratifying objects and beings by 

others. The only truly “innate” behavior, contrary to what 

has sometimes been claimed, therefore seems to be 

gratifying action. 

The notion of territory and property then appears only as 

a secondary outcome of the learning of gratification. These 

are social acquisitions in all animal species, and socio-

cultural ones in humans. Likewise, it is clear that in social 

situations, gratifying action is carried out through the 

establishment of hierarchies of dominance, where the 

dominant imposes his “project” on the subordinate. 

One point remains to be clarified. We have just seen that 

the nervous system generally directs action. If this action 

responds to a painful, noxious stimulus, it will take the form 

of flight, of avoidance. If flight is impossible, it will provoke 

defensive aggression, struggle. If this action proves effective 

— conserving or restoring well-being, biological balance — 

if, in other words, it is gratifying, then the strategy used will 
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be memorized, so it can be repeated. That is learning. If it is 

ineffective, as only learning can show, a process of motor 

inhibition will be set in motion. 

In the first case, the brain regions that command the 

innate response of flight or fight to a painful stimulus, to 

punishment, are organized along neural pathways that lead 

to the periventricular system (P.V.S.). In the second case, 

that of learned reward, of gratifying behavior, the bundle 

connecting the relevant brain regions is the medial forebrain 

bundle (M.F.B.). Finally, motor inhibition relies on the 

inhibitory system of action (I.S.A.). We have recently shown 

(Laborit et al., 1974) [2] that this inhibitory system of action, 

which produces what is commonly called passive avoidance, 

is at the origin of the endocrine “stress” response (Selye, 

1936) [3] and of the sympathetic vasoconstrictor reaction 

associated with waiting for action. 

The adrenaline reaction, on the other hand, dilates 

circulation to the muscles, lungs, heart, and brain: it is the 

reaction of flight or fight, the “alarm” reaction, the one that 

makes action possible. From this scheme it follows that 

anything which blocks a gratifying action — that is, one 

which fulfills an innate or acquired need — will trigger an 

endocrine-sympathetic reaction harmful, if prolonged, to the 

functioning of peripheral organs. This produces the feeling 

of anxiety and lies at the root of so-called psychosomatic 

illnesses. 

To illustrate this idea, I recall the importance that 

American insurance companies place on blood pressure 

higher than 140/90 mm Hg after the age of fifty, because of 

the high mortality rate among those affected. In an 

experiment of active avoidance in a two-compartment box, 

carried out on rats subjected to a foot shock preceded by a 
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light and sound signal, we observed that if the animal could 

act — that is, escape into the neighboring compartment — 

this daily stimulation, given for seven minutes over seven 

consecutive days, did not produce stable hypertension. 

But if the door between the two compartments was closed 

so the animal could not escape, it quickly displayed motor 

inhibition behavior. And after seven days of this experiment 

it developed stable hypertension, still present more than a 

month later, even though the sessions had been stopped for 

at least three weeks. By contrast, under the same protocol, 

if two animals were placed together, unable to escape but 

able to fight and release their aggressiveness on each other, 

they did not develop chronic hypertension. The same was 

true if after each session the animal was immediately given 

a convulsive electric shock that prevented the establishment 

of long-term memory. For here, long-term memory records 

the inefficacy of action in the face of a painful stimulus. It is 

therefore essential for triggering the motor inhibition 

system. 

We defined aggression (Laborit, 1971) [4] as the amount 

of energy capable of increasing the entropy of an organized 

system, in other words, of destroying its structure. Alongside 

direct physical or chemical aggression, psychosocial 

aggression inevitably passes through memory and through 

learning what can be harmful to the individual. If it finds no 

solution in adapted motor action, it leads to defensive 

aggressiveness or, in humans, to suicide. But if the learning 

of punishment engages the inhibitory system of action, only 

submission remains, with its psychosomatic consequences, 

depression, or escape into the imagination of drugs, mental 

illness, or creativity. 

We noted that in social situations, gratification — that is, 
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the use of objects and beings located within an individual’s 

territory, in other words within the space where he can act 

— is obtained through the establishment of dominance. 

Among animals, this is established by physical strength. For 

humans, it was long the same. But humanity’s unique ability 

to add information to inanimate matter, to “shape” it into the 

products of industry, soon allowed for exchange, and then 

the accumulation of capital to acquire objects and beings, to 

gratify oneself. 

Dominance then came to be based on possession of 

capital and of the means of producing goods — machines — 

which themselves resulted from the human brain’s 

manipulation of technical information. More recently, the 

growing importance of machines in the production process 

favored those who could imagine and control them, thanks 

to mastery of abstract, physical, and mathematical 

information. It favored the technicians. Dominance thus 

became established on the level of abstraction an individual 

could reach in his professional knowledge. Today, it is this 

that underlies hierarchies — not only professional, but also 

economic and political power. 

Where does love fit into this scheme? To describe love as 

the dependence of the nervous system on gratifying action 

achieved through the presence of another being in our space 

is no doubt objectively true. Conversely, does hatred not 

arise when the other ceases to gratify us, or when someone 

takes away the object of our desire, or intrudes into our 

gratifying space, sharing with others the being or object that 

once gratified us? 

But one wonders whether such observations, which claim 

to be scientific and objective, carry any weight when faced 

with the ineffable joy, the lived reality, of the lover. To 
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describe it as we have just done — isn’t that to ignore the 

human side of love, its imaginative, creative, cultural 

dimension? Yes, no doubt, for happy love. But as another has 

said: there is no such thing as happy love. There is no space 

narrow enough, closed enough, to contain two entire lives 

folded into each other. The moment that union opens onto 

the world, the world, closing back in, infiltrates like the arms 

of an octopus into their privileged bond. 

Other gratifying objects, and other gratifying beings, will 

enter into relation with each partner, in objective relations, 

expressed in the action. Then the space of one being will no 

longer be limited to the space of the other. Their territories 

may overlap, but they will never again coincide completely. 

The only love that is truly human is an imaginary one: the 

love we pursue all our lives, which often originates with a 

beloved person but soon no longer has their size, shape, or 

voice — becoming a genuine creation, an image without 

reality. And one must above all avoid trying to make this 

image coincide with the person who inspired it — a poor man 

or poor woman, burdened with an unconscious of their own. 

It is with this love that we must gratify ourselves — with 

what we believe to be, and what is not, with desire rather 

than knowledge. We must close our eyes, flee reality. 

Recreate the world of gods, of poetry, of art, and never use 

the key to the closet where Bluebeard [g] hid the corpses of 

his wives. For in the green meadow and on the dusty road, 

nothing will ever come into view. 

If what I have just written contains a shred of truth, then 

I agree with those who think that sexual pleasure and 

romantic imagination are two different things, with no 

reason to depend on each other. Unfortunately, the 

biological being who gratifies us sexually, whom we wish to 
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keep exclusively in order to “reinforce” our gratification 

through possession, is usually the very one who inspires our 

happy imagination. The lover is an artist who cannot do 

without his model, an artist who so delights in his creation 

that he wishes to keep the matter that gave rise to it. 

Erase the work, and nothing remains but a man and a 

woman. Erase them, and the work vanishes as well. Once it 

has been born, the work acquires a life of its own — a life 

that belongs to the realm of imagination, a life that does not 

age, a life outside of time, which struggles more and more 

to coexist with the flesh-and-blood being, rooted in time and 

space, who once gratified us biologically. This is why there 

cannot be such a thing as happy love, if one insists on 

identifying the work with its model. 

However, when love shifts from a unique interpersonal 

bond to the level of a human group, it may be that it becomes 

more human — in the sense that it turns into love for a 

concept rather than for a gratifying object. Humans, for 

example, are the only animals able to conceive his homeland 

and able to love it. But even here, it is not possible to make 

the imaginary love coincide with the model that caused it. 

The model remains a biological one: the human group 

occupying an ecological niche, shaped by its history and by 

the behavioral traits that niche instilled in it. 

And this human group has always organized itself, 

everywhere under the sun, along systems of dominance and 

submission — because the motivations of its members have 

always been the organic survival and the pursuit of pleasure, 

which are still obtained by controlling individual territory 

and the objects and beings it contains. Thus, this very real, 

powerful love of the homeland — which appeared late in 

human history, but until recently drove millions of men to 
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sacrifice — has also allowed that sacrifice to be exploited by 

the dominant social structures that embodied not its 

“mystical body,” but its biological one. The dominants have 

always used the imagination of the dominated for their own 

benefit. 

This is all the easier because humanity’s capacity for 

imaginative creation is its only means of fleeing a painful 

objectivity in a gratifying way. This possibility comes from 

the existence of the associative cortex, able to create new 

structures, new abstract relations between memorized 

elements. Yet these imaginary structures remain intimately 

bound to the remembered facts, to the material models from 

which they arise. At the sociocultural level, it is 

advantageous for hierarchical structures to encourage the 

citizen-artist’s love for his imaginary creation — the 

homeland — which makes him forget the grim reality of the 

social model, the true artisan of his alienation. 

It was said that de Gaulle[g] loved France, but despised 

the French. He loved the imaginary conception of France 

that he had created for himself. The artist preferred his work 

to the model imposed by reality. And what is fascinating 

about the work is that it varies with each individual, with his 

memory, with his history — that the same word covers as 

many different imaginary creations as there are imagining 

brains. It is then easy to generate a collective, passionate 

movement of opinion for something that does not exist 

outside the variable products of each individual imagination. 

The widening distance between objective reality and 

imaginary creation makes it possible to manipulate the first 

by exploiting the second, for the benefit of the strongest. In 

all this interpretation, I may have seemed to value 

imagination, and unable myself to escape making a value 
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judgment. But to observe that the entire evolution of species 

has taken place through the development of imagination and 

of the neural formations that allow associative processes to 

culminate in humans — that, it seems to me, is not a 

judgment of value, but a recognition of objective reality. 

Yet to acknowledge that imagination remains dependent 

on pre-human drives, since these govern our unconscious, 

does not mean we must use imagination to impose those 

drives in action, under the ambiguous cover of conscious 

discourse. This is the eternal struggle between 

thermodynamic flesh and the informational “omega point,” 

one unable to exist without the other, but never reducible 

one to the other — for, as Wiener said, information is only 

information. It is neither mass nor energy, though it cannot 

exist without them. 

What can be wished for, however, is that creation — the 

work of the artist, the work of the lover — not be limited to 

a subset. That it aims immediately at the largest whole: the 

human species. That this little bit of flesh we are — the 

source of our motivations, sad flesh yet also flesh of 

pleasure, the source of our desire to enjoy and also to flee 

by gratifying ourselves in imagination without constraint, 

the source of our anxiety without which there would be no 

liberation — that this inventive flesh not imprison its 

creativity in the prisons of socio-cultures, of words, of 

prefabricated frameworks, of social groups, of sects, of 

languages, of classes. 

To make any of these subsets a gratifying goal is to be 

fundamentally racist. Racism is a theory without biological 

basis at the level humanity has reached, yet its persistence 

is understandable as the defensive reflex of outdated 

structures at every level of organization. 
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Any man who, if only sometimes at night before sleep, has 

tried to penetrate the darkness of his unconscious knows he 

has lived for himself. Those who cannot find pleasure in the 

world of dominance and who, drugged, poetic, or psychotic, 

set sail for the world of imagination, are still doing the same 

thing. 

So, what about human contact, human warmth? 

 —  What humans have to exchange — science and art 

— they have many means of sharing. I have received more 

from them through books than through a handshake. Books 

have given me the best of them, what extends them across 

history, the traces they leave behind. 

But how many leave no written trace, whose lives would 

be enriching to know? Those who suffer and labor have no 

time to write. 

 —  Yes, but can we be sure that contact with such 

people is motivated only by the desire for knowledge, for 

sharing their burden? Paternalism, narcissism, the pursuit 

of dominance — these can take every mask. In contact with 

another, there are always two. If the other seeks you out, it 

is rarely to find you, but to find himself. And what you seek 

in the other is still yourself. You cannot escape the furrow 

your environment has carved in the virgin wax of your 

memory since its birth in the world of the unconscious. 

I must admit that at times I have observed men who, in 

words and actions, seemed entirely devoted to sacrifice, but 

whose unconscious motivations always seemed suspect to 

me. And some of us, myself included, one day grow weary of 

knowing others only through the struggle for social 

advancement and the quest for dominance. In our world, it 

is not men you encounter most often, but agents of 
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production, professionals. They do not see the human in you, 

but the competitor; and as soon as your gratifying space 

interacts with theirs, they will attempt to dominate you, to 

make you submit. 

So, if you hesitate to turn into a hippie, or to take drugs, 

then you must flee — refuse the fight if you can. Because 

your adversaries will never approach you alone. They will 

lean on a group or an institution. The age of chivalry is long 

gone, when men met one on one, in open ground. Today it is 

brotherhoods that attack the lone man, and if he is unlucky 

enough to accept the confrontation, the brotherhoods are 

sure of victory — for they embody the conformism, 

prejudices, and socio-cultural laws of the moment. Walk 

alone in the street and you will never meet another solitary 

man, but always a public transport company. 

And yet, when you do happen to meet a man willing to 

strip off his uniform and insignia, what joy! Humanity should 

walk around naked, like an admiral before his doctor, for we 

should all be doctors to one another. But so, few recognize 

their illness or wish to be healed! Have they not faithfully 

followed the rules of the Book of Hygiene and Prophylaxis 

that benevolent society laid in their cradle at birth? 

The distinction I made earlier between reality and 

imagination resurfaces at the level of social organization. 

The interpersonal relations within societies — rooted in the 

functioning of the human nervous system in social 

situations, giving rise to professional hierarchies and 

dominance — these are real, lived as such. But the nervous 

system is unconscious of its structural sources, both innate 

and acquired. It comes directly from prehuman stages of 

evolution, to which imagination itself has submitted. 

Creativity here is considered only in terms of technical 
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innovation and commodities, through which dominance is 

established. So men, to flee the discomfort this creates, 

sometimes use imagination to propose social structures in 

which these alienating relationships might disappear. 

Unfortunately, since those relationships stem from 

unconscious drives shaped by socio-cultural learning — 

which they never take into account — love for the imaginary 

work never coincides with reality stripped of its deep 

sources. 

And the word love remains that lying term which absolves 

all forms of exploitation of man by man, since it claims to be 

of a different essence than our most primitive motivations — 

against which, in fact, it can do nothing, any more than the 

word shield can protect against bullets. 

The problems life poses to each of us — I have found no 

catechism, no civil or moral code able to provide the 

answers. Christ has given them to me, but besides being a 

rather questionable gentleman, I sometimes suspect him of 

changing his face depending on the client. 

For those who know him, he is the accomplished work I 

spoke of earlier — imagination incarnate. But in being 

incarnated, can he be any better than what we are? That 

would only be possible if he represented imagination 

embodied in the species, as in each individual, as part of the 

whole. For him too, in my view, the word love has been 

debased. In the context where it is used, one could just as 

easily choose the word hate. There is as much love in hate 

as there is hate in love. It is a question of endocrinology. 

It is easier to say one loves humanity — Man with a 

capital M — than to truly love, and not just appear to love, 

one’s next-door neighbor. And it is easier to love one’s wife 

and children when they are among the gratifying objects of 



4. Love 

27 

one’s spatial and cultural territory than it is to love the 

abstract concept of Humanity as a whole. To live in peace, 

one would have to have no territory at all — that is, no 

nervous system — or else consider one’s territory to be the 

entire planet, an opinion that others would quickly 

contradict. 

“My kingdom is not of this world”… Of course, it belongs 

to the world of structures, the world of imagination. But 

imagination is born in a nervous system, and structures exist 

only to organize the elements of a whole: always the work 

and the model. One must accept living with the model and 

dying for the work. It is the eternal conflict between the 

“pleasure principle” and the “reality principle,” as the 

psychoanalysts would say, and I will propose nothing else 

but “sublimation.” Yet in my opinion, it is not quite that. The 

reality I propose is not that of the immediate environment — 

the one you touch, smell, see. 

That reality, even if you admit difference, non-possession, 

the partial autonomy of the other (which will often be seen 

as indifference), is still insufficiently informed in its whole, 

or rather is too deformed by culture to accept that, 

conversely, you might enjoy the same freedoms. To love the 

other should mean admitting that he might think, feel, act in 

ways not aligned with our desires, with our own gratification 

— accepting that he lives according to his own system of 

gratification, not ours. 

But cultural learning over millennia has tied love so 

tightly to possession, appropriation, dependence on the 

image we form of the other, that anyone who behaved 

otherwise would indeed be called indifferent. 

Still, there are other gratifying spaces beyond the one 

that surrounds you immediately, and these are just as real 
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— though mediated. It is through them that one can reach 

the collective, the social. 

The planetary space is one such, and the social structures 

that fill it are a reality. But this reality cannot be grasped by 

hand, eyes, lips. It can only be influenced through the mass 

media. One can only exert authority or power over it through 

the symbols of language and the expression of concepts. 

Inevitably, you will clash with the dominant languages and 

concepts. But your struggle will then be waged at another 

level of organization than that of direct man-to-man 

relations. 

You will no longer allow yourself to be locked into a 

narrow space where the unconscious drive to dominate pits 

individuals against one another for dominance. And above 

all, you can flee — regrouping at another level of 

organization, up to the scale of the planet itself. The goal, 

ultimately, is to make your reality an open structure, not a 

structure closed off by the borders of familial or social 

Oedipus. 

Disappointed? Of course you are. To hear Love spoken of 

as I have just done has something revolting about it. But it 

also reassures, precisely because of the difference. For you 

know that spirit transcends matter. You know it is both 

particular love and universal love that lift man above 

himself. Love that sometimes makes him accept even the 

sacrifice of his life. “Paroles, Paroles, Paroles”, whispers 

Dalida with that profoundly human accent that touches the 

deepest heart of the crowds of the free world. 

You know as well as I do that these are not just words — 

that what gave glory to the generations before us were the 

so-called eternal values, thanks to which we reached 

industrial civilization, torture, wars of extermination, the 
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wrecking of the biosphere, the robotization of man, and the 

high-rise blocks. Of course, it cannot be the younger 

generations who are held responsible for such an 

achievement. They weren’t there to build it. They no longer 

know what work, family, or homeland mean. Tomorrow they 

may even destroy these hierarchies — so indispensable, we 

are told, to rewarding merit and creating elites. 

Those profound thinkers who have lately filled our 

bookstores with their writings — whom the critics delight in 

calling true humanists, capable of expressing with such 

“authentic” accents all the grandeur and solitude of the 

human condition — have told us: let us return to the values 

that made past generations happy, without which no society 

could have reached where we are. Otherwise, we risk losing 

elites like the ones they belong to, which would be such a 

pity. 

For who will decide on the allocation of funds, on the use 

of surplus value, who will “humanely” manage the big 

corporations and the banks, who will hold the levers of the 

State, of commerce and industry, who will be capable of 

carrying the modern world forward, as they themselves have 

done? And all this youth, enjoying the benefits of this ideal 

world while rejecting it, would do better to get to work — to 

secure their promotional future and economic expansion, 

the surest path to human happiness. Violence has never led 

to anything, except revolution, the Terror, the Vendée wars, 

and the Rights of Man and Citizen. 

Of course there are cluster bombs, napalm, defoliants, 

factory speeds, strong-armed ushers — but all these (to 

name only a few) exist only to teach those who don’t know it 

yet to appreciate the free world, freedom itself, and Judeo-

Christian civilization. Let us preserve life, the supreme good. 
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Let us penalize abortion, contraception, pornography (which 

is not, as everyone knows, the same as eroticism), and let us 

favor, in the name of the fatherland, the arms industries, the 

export of tanks and fighter planes — which never harmed 

anyone, since only the military uses them. 

And if sometimes these bombs do kill men, women, and 

children — well, they had already enjoyed life’s advantages, 

tasted family and human joys. Whereas those poor innocents 

of curettage or suction will never know the joys they have 

lost, the happiness of being among us. Who knows if one of 

them might not even have become President of the 

Republic? 

No, believe me, let them live — because even if existence 

is not an ideal formula, you know well that pain ennobles 

man, and that no one truly knows himself until he has 

suffered. (This last phrase, to prove its authentic culture, 

really ought to be accompanied by a footnote to some 

bibliographic reference.) 

Yes, what I have written about love is saddening. It lacks 

all spirituality. Fortunately, we still have Saint Francis of 

Assisi, Paul VI, and Michel Droit. Fortunately, there are still 

people who know why they lived, why they live. Ask them. 

They will tell you it is for Love with a capital L, for others, 

thanks to the sacrifice of themselves. And we must believe 

them, because they are conscious and responsible beings. 

Just look at their faces to see how much they have suffered 

in their renunciation! 

I could have told you that my deepest motivation since my 

earliest youth was to relieve human suffering, to discover 

drugs that heal, to operate and bind bleeding wounds. I 

could have told you that my role was never limited to tending 

the body, but that I always sought, behind the physical body, 
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to reach the whole Man — moral and spiritual — with grand 

singular consultations payable at the exit, and behind each 

individual I tried to understand, the human condition itself. 

All my family heritage had led me toward this. I could 

have told you how, through my own merit, I climbed the 

steps of an honorable career, where of course I encountered 

selfishness often, stupidity at times — but how insignificant 

all that was compared with the warmth of human contact, 

the joys of friendship and love, to which I gave myself wholly, 

offering the best of me. After reading such a book, you would 

have come away with a lofty opinion of its author and his 

human ideal (and what ideal can be other than human?), and 

in haste, before such an example, you would have sought to 

imitate him. Aroused by this new zeal, you yourself, your 

social group, your country, your culture, and ultimately the 

entire human species would have been enriched. 

By staying in your rightful place (and every place is 

always rightful and deserved), you would have helped 

preserve ideals of Love, Probity, Honor, Sacrifice — the only 

values capable of advancing suffering Humanity (for 

Humanity is always suffering, have you noticed?). 

Instead, you find a man who, by your standards, tells you 

that we are all corrupt, all sold out; that in his view there 

exists no love, no altruism, no freedom, no responsibility, no 

merit that can be measured by pre-established criteria, by a 

humanly conceived scale of values. That all of this is just a 

farce to allow dominances to be established. That things 

simply are, without any value except what a particular social 

group assigns them. Note that he has no coercive power, no 

Inquisition at his service to force you “freely” to believe him, 

and it is not his paltry personal experience that is likely to 

convince you. 
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Perhaps, moreover, his study of behavioral biology, to 

which he so often refers — because he thinks it makes him 

unique — has provided him with that logical alibi he so often 

mentions as well, to cover his very real emotional 

mediocrity? Knowing others only through their behaviors, he 

assumed they were motivated as he was, but simply 

unconscious of their true motivations. Perhaps they are all 

good, generous, conciliatory, tolerant, simple, humble — 

accepting dominance when it comes to them as a burden 

they never sought to conquer? 

Perhaps they really are everything they advise you to be 

yourself, when they invoke that comforting humanism, those 

sublimations and transcendences that guide our deserving 

elites? Perhaps, after all, their dominance is owed only to 

their exceptional qualities, granted to them as an added gift? 

One may even wonder whether they know how to enjoy it. 

Thus, I understood that what we call “love” is born from 

the reinforcement of gratifying action made possible by 

another being within our operational space, and that 

lovesickness comes from the fact that this being may refuse 

to be our source of gratification, or may become that of 

another, thereby withdrawing, partly or entirely, from our 

action. That this refusal, or sharing, wounds the ideal image 

we form of ourselves, wounds our narcissism, and triggers 

either depression, or aggressiveness, or denigration of the 

beloved. 

I also came to understand what many others had 

discovered before me: that one is born, lives, and dies alone 

in the world, enclosed within one’s biological structure 

whose only purpose is to preserve itself. Yet I also 

discovered something strange — that memory and learning 

allow others to enter into this structure, so that at the level 
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of the organization of the self, it becomes nothing more than 

them. And finally, I understood that the deep source of 

existential anguish, hidden beneath daily life and 

interpersonal relations in a society of production, is this 

solitude of our biological structure, enclosing within itself 

the totality — most often anonymous — of the experiences 

we have retained of others. Anguish at not understanding 

what we are and what they are, chained prisoners in the 

same world of incoherence and death. 

I understood that what we call love might be nothing 

more than the prolonged cry of the prisoner being led to 

execution, aware of the absurdity of his innocence — that 

desperate cry calling out to another for help, and to which 

no echo ever answers. The cry of Christ on the cross: “Eli, 

Eli, lama sabachthani” — “My God, my God, why have you 

abandoned me?” And there was, to answer him, only the God 

of the elite and the Sanhedrin. The God of the strongest. 

That is no doubt why one can envy those who never have 

occasion to utter such a cry: the rich, the privileged, the self-

satisfied, the proud champions of merit, the heroes of 

rewarded effort, the do-as-I-do’s, the I-believe-that’s, the 

it’s-obvious-that’s, the sublimators, the certainties, the 

righteous. 

These people never cry for help; they merely seek 

“support” for their social advancement. Since childhood they 

have been told that only this can ensure their happiness. 

They have no time to love, too busy as they are climbing the 

rungs of their hierarchical ladder. Yet they strongly advise 

others to adopt this “highest” of “values,” with which they 

claim to be imbued. For the rest, love begins with the wail 

of the newborn, who, leaving the maternal waters, suddenly 

feels the cold wind of the world on his neck and begins to 

breathe — alone, utterly alone — for himself, until death. 
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Fortunate is the one whom a mouth-to-mouth breath 

sometimes comes to assist. 

 —  Narcissus, do you know him? 
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5. An Idea of Man 

What I have just said about love, and what I will go on 

to say in the following chapters, provides a fuller idea of 

Man than I could ever confine to a few pages. Here, I will 

only emphasize certain notions that seem especially 

important to me. 

Man is, after all, an animal. He has the same needs, the 

same primordial instincts: to satisfy hunger, thirst, and 

sexuality — his endogenous drives, if you will — according 

to a ritual proper to his species. He also possesses long-

term memory and the capacity for learning. But these 

properties, which he shares with other mammals, are 

profoundly transformed by anatomical and functional 

developments, which likely resulted from the shift to 

upright posture, bipedal walking, the freeing of the hand, 

the new balance of the skull upon the spine, and the 

development of the nasopharynx, which made possible the 

articulation of sounds and the emergence of language. 

With language came symbolism and conceptualization. 

Words allowed us to take distance from objects, opening a 

new possibility for association, and therefore for 

imagination. With imagination came the ability to create 

information and to shape the inanimate world — and that 

is what makes Man. Through language, too, came the 

possibility of transmitting acquired experience across 

generations. The child born today, in just a few months or 

years, inherits the accumulated knowledge of the entire 

species, stretching back to its earliest ages. Experience 

could thus pile up, especially once writing came to 

supplement oral transmission, which was easier to distort. 

Unfortunately, language provides only a logical 
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interpretation of conscious facts. Drives and cultural 

learning remain within the unconscious. They guide 

discourse, which cloaks with logical alibis the infinite 

complexity of primitive functions and learned 

automatisms. 

In dreams, it seems, these regain their autonomy, and 

when we remember them upon waking, they often frighten 

us. For the logic of dreams is not that of conscious 

discourse. It disorients us with its inventive richness, 

answering to associative laws our waking consciousness 

can barely accept. This safety valve of the unconscious — 

of drives and desires rejected or repressed because they 

do not conform to society’s cultural norms — has always 

provoked fear and curiosity among humans who, once 

awake, could no longer grasp its mechanisms. 

Languages — the necessary mediators of human 

relations — have wrapped hierarchies of dominance in 

their logic and justifications. And we have already said 

that these hierarchies rest on the unconscious, individual 

pursuit of pleasure, of biological equilibrium. Dominants 

have always found “good reasons” to justify their 

dominance, and the dominated “good reasons” to accept it 

religiously — or to reject it violently. Philosophy and the 

human sciences were built on the deceit of language. 

Deceit, because language never accounts for what drives 

discourse: the unconscious. And when Freud — after 

others, no doubt — came to expose it, how could he 

convince, since by definition the unconscious is 

unconscious? 

How can one accept its existence, when consciousness 

magically illuminates all human relations with its dazzling 

clarity, its simple and solid framework, its apparent 
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coherence with the palpable, tangible world? How can one 

imagine that this tangible world, or rather our experience 

of it, when it enters the infinitely complex network of our 

nervous system, is organized according to instinctual 

rules, cultural prohibitions, and imaginary constructions 

— building there a different, hidden but real world? A 

world that then guides our discourse, so that it protects 

itself from intrusion by others? 

How, knowing this, can one not feel some attraction to 

what is called “scientism” — that long-unsuccessful 

attempt to discover laws, invariant principles capable of 

lifting us out of the soup of value judgments? And when 

scientism, after centuries of groping, finally establishes 

constant, reproducible facts concerning the biochemical 

and neurophysiological origins of our “normal” and 

“abnormal” behaviors, how can one refuse to see in it the 

first fertile bridge between physics and language? How 

not to see that it is essential to any real idea of Man? 

Man is, we can suppose, the only animal who knows he 

must die. His daily competitive struggles, his pursuit of 

well-being through hierarchical ascent, his crushing 

mechanical labor — all leave him little time to think about 

death, about his own death. And that is a pity, for the 

anxiety it produces is surely the most powerful source of 

creativity. Is not creativity, in fact, the search to 

understand, the search for the why and how of the world? 

And does not each discovery allow us to tear one more 

strip from death’s shroud? Is this not why, in its absence, 

the one who “earns” his living loses it? 

This brings us back to anxiety. How can we form an 

“idea of Man” without speaking of it? I think not enough 

emphasis has been placed on this simple truth: that the 
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fundamental function of the nervous system is to allow us 

to act. Consciousness in humans, which has naturally been 

tied to the functioning of the central nervous system, has 

become so prominent that what we call “thought” makes 

us forget its primary causes, and that alongside sensation 

there is action. And action, we repeat, is so essential that 

when it is not possible, the balance of a living organism 

suffers — sometimes even fatally. This fact can be 

observed in rats as well as in humans — more often in rats, 

since the rat does not have the luck of escaping into 

consoling imagination or psychosis. For us, the primary 

cause of anxiety is the impossibility of carrying out 

gratifying action. And to escape suffering by fleeing or 

fighting is, after all, another way of gratifying oneself — of 

escaping anxiety. 

What prevents us from acting? Most often, the conflict 

in our neural pathways between drives and the learned 

fear of punishment that may follow their satisfaction. 

Punishment may come from the physical environment, but 

for humans more often it comes from the human 

environment, from socio-culture. 

Drives are often fundamental — especially sexual 

drives. They may also be learned: the pursuit of 

dominance, which allows fundamental drives to express 

themselves more easily in social settings; or the pursuit of 

satisfying an acquired need born from socio-culture. The 

same is true for the activation of the inhibitory system of 

these drives, which appeals both to civic laws and those 

tasked with enforcing them, and to moral laws erected by 

culture. All are oriented, more or less disguised, toward 

defending the private property of things and beings. 

Another source of anxiety comes from lack of 
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information, from ignorance of the consequences our 

actions will have on us, or of what tomorrow holds. This 

ignorance also results in the impossibility of acting 

effectively. Experience and learning have made us aware 

that not all events are favorable. When one arises about 

which we know nothing yet, for which we have no prior 

experience, it often becomes a source of anxiety — 

because we do not know how to respond effectively. 

Finally, in man, imagination can, based on stored 

experience, construct tragic scenarios that may never 

happen but whose possible arrival he dreads. It is of 

course difficult to act in advance to protect oneself from 

such improbable, though feared, events. Another source of 

anxiety, born from the inhibition of action. 

The anxiety of death can call upon all these 

mechanisms at once: ignorance of what may exist after 

death; ignorance of the moment it will arrive; or, 

conversely, the recognition of its imminent and inevitable 

approach, without any possibility of flight or fight; the 

belief in the necessity of submitting to moral or cultural 

rules in order to enjoy the afterlife; the role of imagination, 

well nourished by Judeo-Christian civilization, which 

attempts to paint a picture of it, or of the passage — 

perhaps painful — from earthly life to heaven, to 

nothingness, to purgatory or to hell. All of this is part, even 

for the most convinced atheist, hidden in the darkness of 

his unconscious, in the maze of his repressions, in his 

cultural heritage. And none of this can be resolved by 

action — protective, prospective, gratifying action. 

Even with eyes wide open, Man sees nothing. He 

stumbles blindly along the dark road of life, knowing 

neither where it comes from nor where it goes. He is as 
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anxious as a child locked in the dark. This is why, 

throughout the ages, religions, myths, horoscopes, 

healers, prophets, clairvoyants, magic, and today’s 

science have all been so successful. Through this esoteric 

jumble, Man can act. Or at least he wishes to believe so, 

in order to soothe his anxiety. But from birth, death has 

clasped its handcuffs around his wrists. And because he 

knows this — while doing everything possible not to think 

of it — it is common to consider that, from the moment 

primates began to bury their dead with familiar objects to 

calm their anxiety, they deserved to be called Men. 

The ability man has to create information from his 

stored experience and to shape the physical world with it 

— creativity, the very factor of the species’ success on the 

planet — makes him regard himself first and foremost as 

a producer. His social relations have been viewed as 

relations of production. Yet because this production has 

never been entirely confined to the making of market 

goods, and because the species has always created 

structures that seemed gratuitous (even when later 

absorbed into the cycle of commodities), human activities 

have long been divided into artistic and technical. Today, 

we speak of professional work and culture. Culture is, in 

principle, that which is not for sale — an innate need in 

man that supposedly gives him access to his true 

“essence,” that of art and spirit. It is this idea of Man — a 

dichotomy, half producer, half cultural being — that is 

spread and imposed in every kind of political ideology. 

Why does this idea of a double man hold such attraction 

for ideologies, left or right? 

The first reason is that all ideologies, whatever their 

type, acknowledge that man is above all a means of 

production, since all build their hierarchies on the degree 
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of abstraction achieved in professional knowledge. But as 

we have said earlier, this infinitely automated, fragmented 

productive activity is monotonous, lacking appeal, and a 

weak motivation for the most “thermodynamic” and 

numerous layers of society. Society believed it could 

provide an outlet for social malaise: culture. Because 

culture seemed to have no direct link with professional 

work, it was tied instead to leisure — whose only “use” was 

to maintain the labor force and make it forget its 

discomfort. 

Culture, moreover, is regarded as man’s expression 

through his artistic and literary activities. In everyday 

language, these are activities with only a distant link to 

the principle of reality, to objectivity — activities that, 

having distanced themselves from objects, supposedly 

allow affectivity and imagination to express themselves 

freely. Otherwise, they are classified as scientific or 

technical activities. 

Culture requires both creators and consumers. Let us 

try to see the mechanisms that govern these two sides of 

the diptych. 

The creator must be motivated to create. For that, he 

usually must not find sufficient gratification within the 

society to which he belongs. He must struggle to find his 

place within a hierarchy built on the production of goods. 

Because this demands, for social advancement, a certain 

capacity for abstraction in physics and mathematics — and 

because manual labor has today been reduced to such an 

“insignificant” form — many, repelled by this, turn toward 

the so-called human sciences or toward artistic, “cultural” 

activities. But these are less “profitable” for a society of 

production, and the opportunities fewer. 
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Yet since assessing the value of a work is nearly 

impossible — the scale being so fluid, affective, non-logical 

— the artist retains a vast territory in which to act, and 

above all the possibility of narcissistic consolation. If he is 

not appreciated, with no solid objective criteria to prove 

others right, he can always consider himself 

misunderstood. 

Viewed this way, creation is indeed an escape from 

daily life, from social realities, from hierarchical ladders 

— an escape into imagination. But before reaching the 

starry skies of imagination, instinctual motivation, the 

search for pleasure which could not find expression within 

a hierarchical dominance, must still pass through the 

cloud layer of the prevailing socio-culture. From the 

fertilized egg onward, the artist is necessarily bound to it 

in time and social space. He flees it, but remains more or 

less impregnated by it. However brilliant, the artist 

belongs to an epoch — a synthesis of those who came 

before him, and a reaction against the cultural habits they 

imposed. 

It is in this reaction, moreover, that he may find his 

originality. But it is also in this that lies the ambiguity of 

art for his contemporaries. The need to be admired, loved, 

appreciated, which invades each of us, drives the artist to 

nonconformism. He rejects the already-seen, the already-

heard. Creation is at this price, as is the admiration it 

arouses. But an original work then moves away from the 

usual criteria of judgment. And since art, by its very 

nature, must not be objective, must take its distance from 

sensation, from the world of the real, it becomes very 

difficult to make an immediate judgment of it. Art is a dish 

best served cold, like revenge. Only the unpredictable 

evolution of taste can later affirm genius. 
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Of course, the artist — or so-called artist — can still 

benefit from the approval of snobs, for whom anything 

nonconforming belongs in the realm of art. The behavior 

of the snob is fairly transparent: sterile, he can only assert 

his individuality by appearing to share in what is singular. 

He cloaks himself in others’ singularity, pretending to 

understand and appreciate it. Thus, he becomes part of an 

enlightened elite, standing apart from the vulgar, 

homogenized crowd. And if, finally, from the union of the 

nonconformist and the snob a market system can be born, 

then social success — however temporary — may arrive, 

and the artist, or supposed artist, may find himself placed 

within the consumerist and hierarchical scale. All the more 

easily, since historical experience shows that the 

innovator is almost always misunderstood by the majority 

of his contemporaries. 

From there, it is only a short step to believing that every 

misunderstood artist is a creative genius. And that step is 

easily taken in a so-called liberal society where anything 

that can be sold — with the help of various forms of 

advertising intoxication — finds its justification. Yet the 

artist may be paranoid enough not to seek, nor even to 

appreciate, this kind of social success, this narcissistic 

bandage. That does not mean he is necessarily a creative 

genius. No system of reference exists to tell us. Still, it is 

within this group of psychotics, or on its borders, that one 

is most likely to find him. For his motivation is no longer 

to insert himself into a system in order to profit from it — 

materially or narcissistically. His gratification comes from 

the imaginary and from the work that results. We can 

assume such a work is less suspect. This motivational and 

behavioral analysis of the artist that we have just sketched 

is, of course, approximate. One cannot deny that 

throughout history some true creative geniuses did find a 
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place in the society of their time, and that historical 

consensus later confirmed the favorable opinion of their 

contemporaries [5]. 

Indeed, there are two levels of abstraction in the 

artist’s behavior. The first could be interpreted as an 

escape from an ungratifying reality into an imagination 

that soothes. The second — arising from the work created 

— is a return, through it, into social reality. And this 

return, for the reasons we have discussed, can be 

appreciated in various ways, since it depends on the 

consumer. But the consumer is never alone. If we 

eliminate the snob, already mentioned, he represents the 

expression of a certain type of society, at a certain point in 

time. And there we encounter culture again, and its social 

role. 

For many reasons, societies plagued by boredom need 

art and culture — which they sharply separate from work 

and production. First of all, the “cultured” man is the one 

who has the time to become so — whose professional life 

leaves him enough availability, or whose profession is 

itself tied to culture. In a market society, being cultured 

already means belonging to the favored part of society, the 

one that can afford it. Allowing those without such luck to 

participate in culture is, in a way, to grant them a form of 

social ascension. It provides them with narcissistic 

gratification, raises their standing, enriches the image 

they can present of themselves to others. 

It is likely that this process stems directly from the 

bourgeois regret of not belonging to an aristocracy — 

useless, non-productive, and cultured. Recall the 

Bourgeois Gentleman and his efforts to acquire the 

cultural plumage of the class he sought to join. The 
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Bourgeois Gentleman belongs to a prolific breed that has 

multiplied widely. But in the growing class contestation, 

since the bourgeoisie’s main interest is to preserve above 

all its hierarchical prerogatives of dominance — 

prerogatives no longer based exclusively on birth and 

conduct, but on the ownership of goods — it accepts 

readily to spread culture, especially if it can be sold. It 

counts on this to soothe resentment caused by differences, 

while keeping intact those differences it deems essential: 

power, hierarchical dominance. 

Hence the effort it makes — and into which the laboring 

masses allow themselves to be drawn — to valorize 

culture, its culture, while obstinately separating it from 

productive professional activity, where its hierarchical 

system remains intransigent. It is worth noting that, 

although industrial society has long established exams and 

competitions to structure its hierarchies based on 

professional knowledge, it has never done the same for 

culture. For culture, to society, is merely an amuse-

bouche, incapable of conferring social power. It needs no 

hierarchies, no control over “cultural” knowledge. Society 

hopes this will soothe discontent, heal the narcissistic 

wounds of those without power. And by maintaining a 

fundamental difference of nature between productive 

activity and cultural activity, it even allows, within culture, 

an expression of protest against the hierarchical 

dominance established in production. 

The two domains are so separate that there is no real 

fear of imagination intruding upon the objectivity of social 

reality. Even if such an intersection seemed possible, one 

would still have to find and implement the social 

organization that could translate concepts into practice. 

Moreover, since even this potential overlap might appear 
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dangerous, the culture disseminated will most often be the 

kind whose semantic content does not seem to pose a 

socially subversive challenge to the dominant system. But 

even if it does, one can hope it serves as a favorable outlet. 

Do not some psychosociologists claim — with good reason, 

it seems — those violent films, far from inciting violence in 

viewers, actually allow for a biological readjustment akin 

to active violence, but without its drawbacks? Songwriters 

have never been an indispensable factor in the outbreak 

of revolutions. 

Thus, authorized, sanitized, pasteurized culture 

appears no more dangerous to the dominant ideology than 

songwriters. It is almost a safety valve, incapable of 

shaking the solid framework of hierarchical dominations 

— for words alone do not mint money. Only in countries 

where hierarchical power is no longer tied to the 

ownership of things but to ideological conformity do words 

regain importance, and culture that cannot be sold can no 

longer afford to deviate. In capitalist countries, on the 

contrary, the system, cemented by the adhesive strength 

of commodities, accepts any idea — even a revolutionary 

one — so long as it can be sold. Its sale only strengthens 

the system’s cohesion and showcases the ideological 

liberalism of the society that authorizes it. 

But in reality, the primary reason, in my view, for the 

so-called cultural liberalism of Western countries lies in 

the fact that the culture allowed, or even promoted, is such 

a jumble that a cat would not find her kittens in it. This 

cultural clutter is perfectly embodied in the “pink pages” 

of the dictionary, whose knowledge allows one to pepper 

conversations with Latin or other citations and to hoist the 

flags of bourgeois recognition. Such culture is not for 

internal use, but external — like the little pin on the lapel 
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of Rotary members. Like military stripes, it facilitates the 

behavior of others toward the hierarchical level you have 

reached, or, if life has not been favorable to you, it allows 

you to preserve your belonging — in the absence of a 

productive activity rewarded by social promotion. 

The disorder of this culture is such that it poses no 

danger whatsoever to the socioeconomic system. It is a 

culture without structure, made up of scattered parts, 

where each individual can pick from the cultural 

storehouse whatever pieces seem best suited to his own 

gratification, according to the particular lessons of social 

life he has absorbed. Under such conditions, he is unlikely 

to encounter genuine contradictions — those that 

generate both anxiety and creativity. 

This culture, in the end, is nothing but a heap of value 

judgments. How could it be otherwise, when the very 

mechanisms that allow man to see, to hear, to think — the 

key to his behaviors of attraction or withdrawal, to his so-

called “choices” — were hidden from him since childhood, 

tucked under his pillow, while his mother made his cradle 

for him? He has never had the chance to build it himself. 

As long as men remain unaware that nothing in their 

adhesion to the world, nothing that accumulates in their 

nervous system, is isolated or separate from the rest — 

that everything connects, organizes itself, and takes form 

within them, obeying strict laws, most of which remain to 

be discovered — they will continue to accept the division 

between the “productive man” and the “cultural man.” 

That division itself is a cultural phenomenon, just like 

belief in spirit and matter, in good and evil, in beauty and 

ugliness, and so on. Yet things simply are. It is man who 

analyzes them, divides them, places them into 
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compartments — never in a disinterested way. At first, 

faced with the apparent chaos of the world, he classified, 

built drawers, chapters, shelves. He imposed his own 

order upon nature in order to act. Then he came to believe 

that this order was nature’s own — without realizing it was 

his, established with his own criteria, criteria that 

themselves stemmed from the functional activity of the 

system that allows him to come into contact with the 

world: his nervous system. 

The primitive man had the culture of the chipped flint, 

which linked him dimly but wholly to the entire cosmos. 

The worker of today does not even have the culture of the 

ball bearing, which his automatic gesture shapes only 

through the mediation of a machine. And in order to 

rediscover the cosmos, to find his place in nature, he must 

approach the narrow windows that, within his social 

prison, the dominant ideology occasionally deigns to open, 

here or there, to let him breathe a bit of fresh air. But even 

that air is poisoned by the exhaust fumes of industrial 

society. And yet, it is this that is called Culture. 
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6. Childhood 

When a child is born, he does not know that he exists. He 

will only realize it much later, after building what we call a 

“body schema" — his internal, largely unconscious sense of 

his own body.  Until then, he simply is, dwelling in what 

some psychiatrists describe as a “total self,” where he does 

not distinguish himself from the surrounding world. To make 

this distinction, he needs to act. And this is likely why the 

human infant — who interacts with his environment so much 

later than other species — takes so long to develop his body 

schema. One can imagine that, to achieve this, touch must 

allow him to map the boundaries of his body in space. When 

he feels, at the tips of his fingers, the contact of a body part 

that simultaneously feels the contact of his fingers, he 

perceives a closed circuit upon himself. By contrast, when 

his body meets the outside environment, the sensation is 

“open.” Through acting upon objects, he gradually brings 

together sensory inputs — touch, sight, hearing, smell, and 

so on — that enter his nervous system via different channels 

but originate from the same object. Action allows him to 

discover this unity. These early links could be called first-

degree conditioned reflexes, since they associate signals of 

different sensory origins within the child’s nervous system. 

Still, this nervous system, though immature, already 

possesses both a pulsional structure that responds to 

fundamental needs and a structure capable of learning 

automatized behaviors imposed by the environment — in 

other words, a capacity for long-term memory. Of course, 

the cortical associative zones are of little use yet: having 

memorized almost nothing, the child has little to associate. 

His instinctual structures signal the states of well-being 
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or discomfort in his body, and he will, for instance, react to 

hunger by crying. These cries are quickly soothed by the 

care of the mother or the person who satisfies his hunger. 

Not yet knowing he exists separately from his environment, 

he will memorize, alongside the return of well-being, the 

other sensory stimulations accompanying the satisfaction of 

his hunger: the mother’s smell, her voice, her warmth, her 

face. This is akin to what Konrad Lorenz described as 

“imprinting” in his studies of geese. In short, conditioned 

reflexes forge links between reward — the satisfaction of a 

fundamental need — and the external sensory stimuli that 

accompany it. 

Around the eighth or tenth month, as his growing 

interaction with his surroundings brings him to perceive 

himself as distinct from the environment, he will “discover” 

his mother, the source of all rewards until then. But he will 

also discover that this gratifying object does not belong to 

him alone, but also to the father, brothers, and sisters. 

Suddenly, he realizes that his gratification can be partly 

taken away, and he experiences jealousy, Oedipus, and 

unhappy love. 

Very quickly, he also learns that simple automatisms — 

those imposed concerning feeding, or urinary and fecal 

excretions — are themselves subject to reward or 

punishment from his parents. If he complies, he is praised 

and encouraged; if not, punished. He will thus use non-

conformity as a way of punishing his parents. Already, a 

complex network of interactions takes shape between him 

and his environment. 

We have said that the brain is immature at birth. This 

means, above all, that the connections between neurons — 

“synapses” — are not yet fully formed. The nervous system 
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possesses a plasticity that allows it to adapt to the varying 

richness of environmental input. Studies have shown that 

kittens raised from birth in an enclosed space with only 

vertical black stripes on the walls cannot later “see” 

horizontal stripes, and vice versa. Animals raised from birth 

in enriched environments filled with varied objects are, as 

adults, capable of far more complex performances than 

those kept in bare, monotonous settings. A wide range of 

experiments demonstrates the importance of the early 

environment in shaping the nervous system. No biologist 

today can draw a precise boundary between what is innate 

and what is acquired in human behavior. 

If we accept that the nervous system, like all biological 

traits, falls along a Gaussian curve, this means that most 

initial structures are fairly similar — and that the influence 

of the environment, beginning probably as early as the 

intrauterine stage, is very likely predominant. 

But we must clarify what we mean by the “formation” of 

the nervous system — which, in summary, is the educational 

system. Social environments are vastly different. Between a 

child born in the slums of Nanterre and one born into a 

bourgeois family in Paris’s 16th arrondissement, there is 

little in common. In either case, the environment’s influence 

almost always results only in the creation of behavioral 

automatisms, judgments, and what we call “ways of 

thinking.” But in either case, these will still be only 

automatisms. Those acquired in the bourgeois environment 

generally support upward movement through hierarchical 

systems, most often by way of “school.” They provide the 

child with language, posture, habits, and judgments aligned 

with the structure of hierarchical dominance. Yet it is not 

certain they encourage creativity or originality of thought. It 

is likely this conformity, vaguely felt as stifling, that drives 
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some toward another kind of conformity — snobbery — 

mistakenly judged as less conformist, more individualistic. 

It is obvious that the child is almost always the pure 

expression of his environment — even when he rebels 

against it, for then he merely expresses its inverted, 

contesting face. In every case, he behaves according to the 

criteria of the automatisms imposed upon him. After all, how 

could any social group, if it wishes to survive, act otherwise 

than by preserving its structure or attempting to appropriate 

another’s structure it considers superior? How could such a 

group “raise” its children except in conformity — or counter-

conformity? 

But starting from the lived experience of one era, is there 

nothing better to do than reproduce old patterns? How could 

an adult ever break free if his entire education has only filled 

his nervous system with admirable certainties — leaving no 

functional independence to the associative zones of his 

brain? An education for creativity must first of all admit that 

certainties do not exist, or at least that they are always 

temporary — useful at a given stage of evolution, but always 

meant to be rediscovered only so they can be abandoned as 

soon as their operational value has been proven. What I call 

a “relativist” education seems to me the only one worthy of 

the child of Man. Of course, it does not “pay” in terms of 

social promotion. But did Rimbaud, Van Gogh, or Einstein — 

to name only a few, whose genius we so happily 

acknowledge today — ever seek social advancement? The 

individuality that such an education would foster could only 

benefit the collective, since it would be made up of 

individuals without uniforms. And it seems to me that only 

this could lead to tolerance, since intolerance and 

sectarianism are always born of ignorance and of blind 

submission to the most primitive automatisms — raised to 
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the rank of ethics, of eternal values never questioned. 

It is true that the notion of relativity in judgments leads 

to anxiety. It is simpler to have at one’s disposal a rulebook, 

a manual for action. Our societies, which so often proclaim 

“responsibility” — at least in words — strive to leave none to 

the individual, for fear that he might act in ways not 

conforming to the hierarchical structure of dominance. And 

the child, to escape this anxiety, to feel secure, seeks out for 

himself the authority of rules imposed by parents. As an 

adult he does the same with the rules imposed by the socio-

culture in which he lives. He clings to the value judgments 

of his social group as a drowning man cling to a lifebuoy. 

A relativist education would not attempt to deny socio-

culture, but to restore it to its proper place: an imperfect, 

temporary means of living together. It would leave 

imagination free to discover others, and from the conceptual 

combinations that might arise, social structures could evolve 

more quickly — just as genetic recombination makes the 

evolution of a species possible. But this very possibility of 

social evolution is what terrifies conservatism, for it carries 

the power to challenge acquired privileges. 

So, it is judged better to provide the child with a “good” 

education — above all, one that will allow him to find an 

“honorable” professional outlet. He is taught to “serve,” in 

other words, taught servitude toward the hierarchical 

structures of dominance. He is made to believe that he acts 

for the common good, whereas the community is 

hierarchically institutionalized and rewards every effort 

directed toward service of the institution. That servitude 

becomes gratification. The individual remains convinced of 

his devotion, his altruism, even though he has never acted 

for anything but his own satisfaction — satisfaction 
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deformed by the learning of socio-culture. 

With the perspective of years, with what I have learned 

from life, from the experience of people and of things, but 

above all thanks to my profession, which opened me to what 

we know today of the biology of behavior, I am appalled by 

the automatisms that can, without one’s knowledge, be 

implanted in a child’s nervous system. As an adult he will 

need exceptional luck to escape this prison — if he ever can. 

And if his later judgments lead him at times to reject these 

automatisms violently, it is often only because another 

logical discourse corresponds better to his impulses and 

offers a more favorable framework for his gratification. His 

judgments, even if opposed to those that were instilled in 

him early, will still be direct consequences of them. They will 

still be value judgments. 

He had kindly warned us that if we wished to enter his 

kingdom, we had to become like little children. His words 

have become a syrupy broth in which wallow a senile 

infantilism, a paternalism turned infantile, a candy floss art, 

a grotesque language, a caricature of sentiment. For his 

kingdom was not of this world — it was of the world of 

imagination, of children. It was that blank page, not yet 

scribbled with the prejudices and clichés of an era. It was 

the world of desire, not of automatisms; the world of 

creativity, not of work or of lessons well learned. A world 

that could also have been the world of Men, and of the lilies 

of the field. We preferred instead the world of Caesar and of 

coins, of dominance and merchandise. 

We preferred the world of “culture,” since culture is 

ultimately nothing but the collection of prejudices and 

clichés of a given group and era. The child is uncultured, and 

therein lies his chance. He is potential energy, not yet 
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kinetic, homogenized. As soon as he enters life, his potential 

will actualize, hardening into conformist behaviors, invaded 

by conceptual entropy, incapable of returning to their 

source, of tracing back the flow of time and learning. Where 

the virgin soil of childhood could have given rise to diverse 

landscapes where fauna and flora spontaneously harmonize 

in an ecological system of reciprocal adjustments, the adult 

is concerned only with cultivation — with “monoculture,” 

with furrows drawn straight, where wheat never mixes with 

rhubarb, nor rapeseed with beetroot, but where tractors and 

bulldozers of the dominant ideology — or its opposite — 

freeze forever the inner landscape. 

In any case, if you meet someone who claims to know how 

children must be raised, I advise you not to entrust your own 

to them. Parents, at least in words, consciously desire above 

all the happiness of their children. We will have to return 

later to this notion of happiness, and here it is difficult to 

discuss what must be done so that children might later lead 

happy lives without first clarifying where happiness itself 

lies hidden. For now, let us simply note that in most cases, 

parents decide in advance — as adults who “know” what life 

is — what must be taught to the child in order to give him 

the best possible chance later of finding happiness. They 

know, or believe they know, that happiness depends on the 

level attained in the hierarchy, on social promotion. 

The child therefore enters competition very early. He 

must be first in class, a good student, doing homework, 

learning lessons — all of which will sooner or later lead to 

professional qualifications. The higher the degree of 

abstraction of these qualifications, the more their possessor 

will be able to integrate into the process of producing goods: 

in invention, control, management of machines — those 

machines alone capable of making many objects quickly — 
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or in the legal or military defense of private property. And 

the more he succeeds, the greater his social promotion, 

supposedly ensuring his happiness. Of course, “none of 

these matters if you don’t have your health,” since without 

it, no effective labor power exists. Hence the prestige 

granted as well, though along carefully graded hierarchies, 

to all activities devoted to hygiene and health. 

Thus, the man of industrial societies will teach his 

children — sometimes all the more insistently the more he 

himself has suffered from submission to hierarchies, the 

lower down them he was placed — to climb those ladders. It 

is, of course, easy for a bourgeois son, who himself remains 

bourgeois, to criticize this attitude, while his whole 

environment has smoothed his path to relative power. 

Similarly, the lack of economic independence in a society 

entirely organized around the economic “value” of 

individuals can hardly be considered a factor promoting 

happiness. How can one look at oneself with tenderness if 

others only judge you through the distorted lens of social 

ascent, and that ascent has never climbed beyond the first 

steps? How can one speak of equality when power — the 

source of all inequality — is acquired through efficiency in 

producing, managing, and selling goods? 

So, when parents are convinced that happiness is 

obtained through submission to the rules imposed by the 

socio-economic structure, it is understandable that they 

impose on their children the coercive acquisition of 

automatisms of thought, judgment, and action conforming to 

that structure. But if they believe happiness to be a personal 

matter, that biological balance is measured against oneself 

rather than against the socio-economic framework of a given 

time and place, then they may be, from the standpoint of 

society, “bad” educators — but perhaps good parents for 



6. Childhood 

57 

their children, provided those children are not later 

swallowed up by the conformism which they may then 

reproach their parents for not having instilled. 

And finally, why should biological parents be the ones 

best suited to provide this education? The security and 

affection the child needs are not their exclusive domain. In 

the patriarchal type of family that was ours until recently, 

this affection and security often sprang from parental 

narcissism — from the parents’ need to cheat death through 

their offspring, to realize through them the social success 

they themselves had failed to achieve. Love for the child was 

often proportional to that success. Pride in the child came 

when he climbed one more rung on the hierarchy his parents 

themselves had failed to climb. Everything in this type of 

family was built around the property of things and beings, 

and its hereditary transmission. 

Yet one can easily imagine that it might be the broader 

social group, and not just the family, that ensures the 

protection and education of the child. There he could find 

just as much security and affection. That affection would 

have the advantage of not being tied to parental 

individualism, which, if we are honest, often amounts to self-

admiration passed down through generations. 

Unfortunately, the experiment attempted in the Israeli 

kibbutzim, encouraging in some respects, seems less so in 

others. So far, the social group has proven no more capable 

than the family group of avoiding the imposition of a 

conformist mental structure upon the child. One can even 

wonder whether familial individualism does not sometimes 

offer a more attractive polymorphism than the collectivism 

of the group. 

Rebellion against the father is easier because he is one 
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man, not a collective. Later on, the conceptual combinations 

that arise from the meeting of individuals who grew up in 

different niches — even if all were still subject to the 

dominant ideology — may generate more conflict, to be sure, 

but also more creativity, than would result from the meeting 

of individuals raised in the same collectivized niche. In the 

end, if the role of the adult can be summed up by saying he 

must encourage in the child self-awareness and awareness 

of his relations with others (and not merely in production), 

awareness and interest in these relations in all their 

dimensions — biological, psychological, sociological, 

economic, and in short, political — and imagination enough 

to keep inventing new ones better suited to the evolution of 

the biosphere and human ecology, then the means of 

achieving this are not yet, and hopefully never will be, 

codified. 

With a lucid awareness of what we are, it is still tragic to 

think that the education of the child is entrusted to adults, 

don’t you think? That is the reason for technical progress, of 

course. But it is also the reason for the millennia-old 

reproduction of the most primitive social behaviors, for the 

institutionalization of the brawl. And so, in this brawl, you 

may teach your children to flex their biceps, bare-chested, 

in a flattering pose. That attitude may impress the crowds. 

Otherwise, their gratifying space will likely be very narrow. 

Perhaps they will try to escape. But how? Will they take the 

path of drugs or alcohol — virile poisons, as you know? That 

of neurosis, or of individual or collective aggression? With a 

bit of luck, perhaps it will be the path of creative 

imagination. In any case, you can do little about it. Before 

trying to prepare your children for happiness, do what you 

can not to help build their unhappiness. That is the blessing 

I wish for you — though there is little chance it will be 

granted, unless your premature death gives them the 
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opportunity to turn you into a myth they can then shape as 

they please.
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7. The Others 

We now know that a child’s nervous system, left 

untouched by human contact, will never become a human 

nervous system. It is not enough to possess the initial 

structure — it must also be shaped by contact with others. 

Through memory, those others penetrate into us, and their 

humanity forms our own. Humanity accumulated over the 

ages and actualized within us. 

But “the others” are also those who occupy the same 

space, who desire the same objects or beings of gratification, 

whose fundamental project — survival — comes into conflict 

with our own. We now know that this clash lies at the root of 

hierarchies of dominance. The others are also those with 

whom, when gathered together, we feel stronger, less 

vulnerable. To come together — like cells born from the 

same stem cells — wasn’t the family bond, from the very 

beginning, the most immediate, the most obvious, the 

simplest? From it arose the primitive clan. Its exploitation of 

its ecological niche was more effective than what the 

isolated individual could achieve. The individual, whose 

purpose was the same as the clan’s — to survive — probably 

experienced himself more as part of the whole than as a 

separate being. 

It is likely that property was felt more as the property of 

the clan, linked to the space necessary for its survival, rather 

than as the property of each individual man whose share 

added up to form that of the group. Hierarchies and 

dominance certainly existed, as they do in animal societies, 

but they were probably based on strength, cunning — not on 

property. In short, the absence of division of labor and the 

identical purpose of both individual and group gave 
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primitive man a conception of “the other” that is difficult for 

us to imagine today. Once technical knowledge became the 

basis for establishing hierarchies, and once the aims of the 

individual began to diverge from those of the group — with 

personal dominance taking precedence over group survival 

— the fierce individualism that flourishes in the modern era 

was born. Societies of scarcity likely had a stronger sense of 

group consciousness than societies of abundance. 

Unless, of course, scarcity became so extreme that every 

man for himself offered the best chance of survival, as 

happened recently with the IKs, whose miserable story Colin 

Turnbull told [6] — showing clearly that everything that 

makes a man is socio-cultural in origin, and that everything 

can therefore be learned, transformed, automated. The 

question remains: for whose benefit, for the maintenance of 

what structure? Group consciousness reappears when a 

group must defend its territory against invasion by an 

antagonistic group. Then comes the “sacred union.” 

Unfortunately, a territory is not defended if it is empty. What 

is really defended is the complex formed by the land and the 

people who inhabit it. The group defends its survival in a 

given space — but a group is an organized structure. We 

have already spoken of the notion of “fatherland.” This word 

expresses the whole of an ecological setting and the group 

that occupies it. For the individual motivated by it, his 

compatriots are those who generally share the same 

language, the same history (however poorly most patriots 

actually know it), and the same interests to defend. But when 

a multinational company takes hold of industries essential to 

national life, on national soil, should the armed forces be 

mobilized against it? Should the citizen feel that “his” 

territory has been invaded by “the other”? 

It seems obvious, in other words, that what is defended 
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in the “sacred union,” in the so-called just war (and they are 

always so called), is above all a hierarchical structure of 

dominance. 

Almost always, wars are wars between dominants, who 

drag the people into defending their dominance through 

convincing logical discourse. Not long ago, did we not see 

the Catholic bishop of New York touring the troops in 

Vietnam, urging the G.I.s to kill as many Vietcong as possible 

— claiming they were thereby defending Judeo-Christian 

civilization? Was he even aware, poor man, that to become a 

bishop required being driven by an uncommon hunger for 

domination, within a hierarchical system that had rewarded 

his submission? Had he ever wished to be a village priest or 

a worker-priest? As for his “Judeo-Christian civilization,” 

what a pitiful example the Vietnam war must have given of 

it! 

So, we are nothing without others — and yet the others 

are also the enemy, the invaders of our gratifying space, the 

competitors for objects and beings. By means of a crude 

deception, it is sometimes possible, in times of crisis, to 

make the individual believe he is defending the interests of 

the group and sacrificing himself for the whole, when in fact 

— since that whole is already organized as a hierarchy of 

dominance — he is actually sacrificing his life to defend a 

hierarchical system. And finally, since each group is a closed 

system, it enters into competition with other closed systems 

— other groups, corporations, classes, nations — and a 

logical discourse always finds an unimpeachable alibi for 

motivating the murder of others or their enslavement. 

And it is certainly not by preaching love that we will 

change anything about this state of affairs. We have already 

said what we think of love. For thousands of years, we have 
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been told, over and over, about love that will save the world. 

But it is a word that stands in contradiction with the 

functioning of the nervous system in social situations. It is 

spoken only by dominants weighed down by guilt over their 

privilege, sensing the hatred of the dominated, or by the 

dominated who have shattered themselves against the cold 

indifference of dominance. There is no cerebral center for 

love. 

That is the pity of it. There exists only the circuit of 

pleasure, the circuit of aggressive reaction or flight from 

punishment and pain, and the system that inhibits motor 

action when it has proven ineffective. The global inhibition 

of all these mechanisms leads not to love, but to indifference. 

The only solution that seems feasible is to recover the 

behavior of the origins: to make the individual’s aims 

coincide with those of the group. But today the group has 

expanded to the planetary scale and is called the species. 

Any individual aim tied to the interests of a closed system — 

any group, necessarily antagonistic — can only lead to 

destruction, negation, disappearance of the other. And no 

fine sentiment will change that. 

Why, then, care so much about the species? Isn’t that an 

idealist’s view, a convenient excuse that lets us ignore the 

“neighbor” in favor of a cosmic vision of “others” that 

commits us to nothing in the immediate? Isn’t it simply an 

escape from daily life into a gratifying but unrealizable 

imagination? What should the future of the species matter 

to us, since we won’t be there? In reality, though, each of us 

does take part in that future — and there will be no future 

unless we can imagine one. Otherwise, there will only be a 

perpetual return of the past, reshaped under the implacable 

laws of necessity. 
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Affectively, yes, I admit: I don’t much care about the 

future of the species. 

If I am told that it is for my children and my children’s 

children that I wish for a different world, and that this is 

“good,” I would answer that this is nothing more than an 

expression of my own narcissism — the need I feel to prolong 

myself, to bargain with death through a lineage that matters 

to me only because it comes from me. Would it not be better, 

then, to remain single, not to reproduce, rather than reduce 

“the others” to this tiny fraction of ourselves, a fraction that 

quickly becomes so mixed and indistinguishable? Are we 

really so interesting that we must impose our presence on 

the future world through that of our offspring? Since I came 

to understand this, nothing saddens me more than man’s 

narcissistic attachment to those few molecules of 

deoxyribonucleic acid that emerge one day from his sexual 

organs. 

No — concern for the species, I believe, does not come 

from lofty idealism, from generous humanism, or even 

primarily for ourselves. Nor is it a convenient solution, for it 

brings no reward, unlike concern for a dominant subgroup. 

It arises from a logical construction, an evidence stripped of 

affectivity. It is simply one of the means that a structure may 

use to survive, without knowing whether it is “good” or 

“bad” that it survives, or even whether it will survive. But I 

accept if one says that this too is still a submission to the 

pressure of necessity. At least, it is at the level of 

consciousness reached by Man through the course of 

history. It is a pressure of necessity shaped to his measure, 

to that of his orbitofrontal associative lobes. It is no longer 

the necessity of the species that preceded us — those that 

remain unaware of themselves as species.
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8. Freedom 

In the many lectures I have given, the discussions that 

followed showed me that the most shocking and most 

difficult notion for an audience to accept — whatever its 

social structure —  

is the absence of human freedom. 

The notion of freedom is confused, because one never 

specifies what kind of freedom is being referred to. It 

remains only a vague concept, approached on an emotional 

level. 

It is difficult to admit the absence of human freedom, 

because that implies the collapse of an entire world of value-

judgments, without which most individuals feel lost. 

The absence of freedom implies the absence of 

responsibility — and this in turn implies the absence of 

merit, the denial of social recognition for merit, the collapse 

of hierarchies. 

Rather than lose the conceptual framework within which 

their narcissism has developed since childhood, most 

individuals simply prefer to refuse any discussion on the 

subject. One assumes that freedom is “an immediate datum 

of consciousness.” 

Yet what we call freedom is merely the possibility of 

carrying out the acts that gratify us, of realizing our project 

without colliding with the project of another. 

But the gratifying act is not free. It is entirely determined. 

To act, one must be motivated — and we know that this 

motivation, most often unconscious, results either from an 

endogenous drive or from an acquired automatism, and 

seeks only satisfaction, the maintenance of biological 
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equilibrium, of organic structure. The absence of freedom 

therefore results from the antagonism of two behavioral 

determinisms and from the domination of one over the other. 

Within a social system, the false sensation of being free 

can be produced by creating cultural automatisms such that 

the behavioral determinism of each individual has the same 

finality — in other words, such that each person’s 

programming pursues the same goal, but one located 

outside themselves. This, however, is still only an 

appearance, because in reality the individual would still be 

acting in order to avoid social punishment, to earn reward 

— in short, to gratify themselves. This is possible in times of 

crisis, under any socio-economic regime — that is, in any 

hierarchical system of dominance. 

The illusory sensation of freedom is further explained by 

the fact that what conditions our action generally belongs to 

the domain of the unconscious, while logical discourse 

belongs to the domain of the conscious. It is this discourse 

that makes us believe in free choice. But how could a choice 

be free when we are unconscious of the motives behind it? 

And how could we believe in the existence of the 

unconscious, since by definition it is unconscious? 

How can we become aware of primitive drives 

transformed and controlled by socio-cultural automatisms, 

when these automatisms — mere value judgments of a given 

society at a given moment — are elevated to the rank of 

ethics, fundamental principles, universal laws, while in fact 

they are nothing more than maneuvering rules used by a 

social structure of dominance to perpetuate itself, to 

survive? 

Liberal societies have succeeded in convincing the 

individual that freedom lies in obedience to the rules of 
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current hierarchies, in the institutionalization of the rules 

one must follow in order to rise within them. Socialist 

countries have succeeded in convincing the individual that, 

once private ownership of the means of production and 

exchange was abolished — freed from the alienation of his 

labor to capital — he became free, even though he remains 

just as imprisoned in a hierarchical system of dominance. 

The illusory feeling of freedom also comes from the fact 

that the mechanisms of our social behaviors have only 

recently entered the domain of scientific, experimental 

knowledge — and these mechanisms are of such complexity, 

the factors they integrate across the history of a human 

nervous system are so numerous, that their determinism 

seems inconceivable. 

Thus, the term “freedom” does not oppose 

“determinism,” because the determinism we usually think of 

is that of linear causality: such a cause producing such an 

effect. Biological facts fortunately usher us into a world 

where only the study of systems, of levels of organization, of 

feedback loops, of servomechanisms, renders this type of 

causality obsolete and of no operational value. 

Which does not mean that a behavior is free. The factors 

at play are simply too numerous, the mechanisms too 

complex for behavior always to be predictable. But the 

general rules we have previously outlined make it clear that 

behavior is still entirely programmed by the innate structure 

of our nervous system and by socio-cultural learning. 

How can one be free when an implacable explanatory 

framework forbids us to conceive the world in any way other 

than that imposed by the socio-cultural automatisms it 

dictates? 

When the so-called choice of one thing or another results 
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from our instinctive drives, from our pursuit of pleasure 

through dominance, and from socio-cultural automatisms 

shaped by our environmental niche? 

How can one be free as well when we know that what we 

possess in our nervous system is nothing but our 

internalized relations with others? When we know that an 

element is never separate from an ensemble? That an 

individual, cut off from any social environment, becomes a 

wild child who will never become human? That the individual 

does not exist apart from his unique environmental niche, 

which conditions him entirely to be what he is? 

How can one be free when we know that this individual, 

as an element of a whole, is also dependent on the more 

complex ensembles that encompass the ensemble to which 

he belongs? When we know that the organization of human 

societies — up to the largest ensemble, the species itself — 

is structured in levels of organization, each level serving as 

the servomechanism regulating the one beneath it? 

Freedom — or at least creative imagination — exists only at 

the level of the finality of the largest ensemble, and even 

there it doubtless still obeys a cosmic determinism hidden 

from us, since we do not yet know its laws. 

“Freedom begins where knowledge ends” (J. Sauvan). 

Before that point, it does not exist, for knowledge of the laws 

obliges us to obey them. 

Afterwards, it exists only through ignorance of the laws yet 

to come and the belief that we are not commanded by them, 

since we ignore them. 

In reality, what one may call “freedom” — if indeed we 

insist on keeping the word — is the very relative 

independence that man may acquire by partially and 

progressively discovering the laws of universal determinism. 
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Only then is he able to imagine a way of using those laws to 

his advantage, for his survival. But in doing so, he only 

enters into another determinism, at another level of 

organization that he previously ignored. 

The role of science is to penetrate ceaselessly into new 

levels of organization of the universal laws. 

As long as man ignored the laws of gravitation, he thought 

he could be free to fly. But, like Icarus, he crashed to the 

ground. Or again, ignorant that he had the possibility of 

flying, he did not know himself to be deprived of a freedom 

that did not exist for him. When the laws of gravitation 

became known, man could go to the moon. In doing so, he 

did not free himself from those laws, but he was able to use 

them to his advantage. 

Even when man fulfills his role as Man most completely 

— when, thanks to his creative imagination, he succeeds not 

in escaping the determinisms that enslave him but in 

applying their laws, in using them for his survival and his 

pleasure — even then, he does not exercise choice, a free 

choice. For imagination functions only when one is 

motivated, driven by an inner impulse or an external event. 

Imagination can also only function by using memorized 

material, which was not freely chosen but imposed by the 

environment. And in the end, when one or several new 

solutions appear to be delivered to his “free choice,” it is still 

by responding to unconscious drives and equally 

unconscious automatisms of thought that he will act. 

It is interesting to seek to understand why men cling so 

stubbornly to this concept of freedom. 

First, it is reassuring for the individual to think he can 

“choose” his destiny, since he is free. He can shape it with 

his own hands. And yet, curiously, from the moment he is 
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born, his sense of security he actually seeks in belonging to 

groups: family, then profession, class, nation, etc. — all of 

which can only limit his supposed freedom, since the 

relations established within those groups unfold according 

to a hierarchical system of dominance. 

The “free man” desires nothing more than to be 

paternalized, protected by numbers, by the chosen leader, 

the providential figure, the institution, by laws — all of which 

are established by the social structure of dominance, and for 

its protection. 

It is also pleasant for him to believe that, being free, he 

is therefore “responsible.” But one may observe that this so-

called responsibility increases with the level attained on the 

hierarchical scale. It is the managers and the bosses, of 

course, who are “responsible” — and responsibility itself 

becomes the counterpart of dominance granted to those 

upon whom it falls. 

Indeed, it is thanks to responsibility that one may acquire 

“merit,” which is then rewarded by the dominance conferred 

by the social structure that responsibility has helped 

consolidate. 

And man — free to submit to prevailing conformism — 

puffs out his chest, spreads his medals across it, shows 

himself off, and thereby satisfies the ideal image he has 

formed of himself by gazing at his reflection, like Narcissus, 

in the clear surface of a stream. This reflection is nothing 

other than the human community to which he belongs, 

returning his image back to him. 

But if there is no freedom of decision, then responsibility 

cannot exist either. At most one can say that, from a 

professional standpoint, the accomplishment of a function 
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requires a certain level of abstraction in technical 

knowledge and a certain amount of professional information 

allowing that function to be performed effectively — or not. 

With this acquired knowledge, the decision becomes 

obligatory, which is why such factors are increasingly 

entrusted to computers. Or, if several choices are possible, 

the final solution belongs either to the domain of 

unconscious drives or to socio-cultural conditioning. One 

wages the Vietnam War with computers — and loses it — 

because the choice of data fed into the computer is not free 

but governed by the same unconscious mechanisms. 

It may be objected that the gathering of information — a 

laborious task — demands a particularly stubborn “will.” But 

in the central nervous system, where does this will, said to 

make men strong, reside? Does it represent anything other 

than the force of the most trivial motivation: the pursuit of 

pleasure, most often achieved through dominance? The 

more the satisfaction of a need is felt as essential to survival, 

to biological balance, to “happiness,” the stronger the 

motivation — that is, the will — to satisfy it. Can one deny 

the role of socio-cultural conditioning, which from childhood 

on, generation after generation, signals to the children of 

man that effort, work, and will are the foundations of social 

success, of climbing hierarchies, and therefore of 

happiness? The “ideal self” cannot take shape in such a 

context without favoring “will.” But can one really claim that 

this is the expression of freedom? 

In summary, freedom, let us repeat, can only be 

conceived through ignorance of what makes us act. It can 

exist at the conscious level only by ignoring what fills and 

animates the unconscious. But the unconscious itself, akin 

to the dream, could make one believe it has discovered 

freedom. Unfortunately, the laws governing dreams and the 
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unconscious are just as rigid, but they cannot be expressed 

in the form of logical discourse. They express the rigor of the 

complex biochemistry that, since birth, governs the 

functioning of our nervous system. 

It must be recognized that this notion of freedom, on the 

other hand, has favored the establishment of hierarchies of 

dominance, since, in the absence of knowledge of the rules 

that govern their formation, individuals could believe they 

had chosen them freely, and that they had not been imposed. 

When such hierarchies become unbearable, they still believe 

it is freely that they try to rid themselves of them. 

To fight the fallacious idea of Freedom is to hope to gain 

a little ground at the sociological level. But for that, it is not 

enough to simply assert its absence. One must also 

dismantle the behavioral mechanisms whose exposure 

makes it possible to understand why it does not exist. Only 

then will it perhaps be possible to control these mechanisms 

and reach a new stage of universal determinism which, for a 

few millennia, will feel like Freedom compared to the level 

on which humanity still roams. 

Has anyone considered, too, that as soon as one abandons 

the notion of freedom, one immediately gains access — 

without effort, without linguistic trickery, without humanist 

exhortations, without transcendence — to the very simple 

notion of tolerance? But here again, this is to strip it of its 

appearance of gratuity, of a princely gift; it is to remove the 

“merit” of the one who practices it — flattering behavior 

tinged with humanism and always recommended though 

never applied, since it is not obligatory if it is “free.” Yet it is 

likely that intolerance in all domains stems from the belief 

that the other is free to act as he does — that is, in a way not 

conforming to our projects. We believe him free and 
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therefore responsible for his actions, his thoughts, his 

judgments. 

We believe others free and responsible if they do not 

choose the path of truth — which is, of course, the one we 

ourselves have followed. But if we grasp that each of us, 

from conception onward, has been set upon rails from which 

he can only escape by “derailing,” how can we hold his 

behavior against him? How can we not tolerate — even if it 

troubles us — that he does not pass through the same 

stations as we do? And curiously, it is precisely those who 

“derail” — the mentally ill, those who could not endure the 

route imposed by the S.N.C.F., by social destiny — toward 

whom we are most easily tolerant. True, we tolerate them all 

the more readily because they are confined within the prison 

of psychiatric hospitals. Notice also that if others are 

intolerant toward us, it is because they believe us free and 

responsible for the opinions contrary to theirs that we 

express. Flattering, isn’t it? 
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9. Death 

Death of what? That of a “fleshly envelope,” as it is called, 

whose specific characteristics — those that make it belong 

to the group homo sapiens — are only the result of a long 

chain of evolutionary events whose determinisms we did not 

participate in. This piece of flesh that we are is the outcome 

of two or three billion years of the evolution of species within 

the biosphere. Closer to us, it results, since the beginning of 

human history, from a genetic combination which, through 

generations, has carried the species up to us. The 

combination of the genetic capital of the sperm and that of 

the ovum whose union gave birth to the individual that we 

are — we have no means of influencing it up to now. What is 

more, like a blank wax tablet having the characteristics 

required to record, if abandoned from birth, it will harden in 

such a way that after a few years no impression will be 

possible. This biological matrix will remain at the stage to 

which the preceding species had brought it. 

It will make use in its behavior of the reptilian brain, that 

of the ancient mammals, even that of the more recent 

mammals, but never will it be able to effectively use the 

associative zones of its prefrontal neocortex. That is what we 

see in the wild child. To be a Man, he needs language and, 

through it, the learning from elders. In other words, he must 

interiorize very early, within the perfected nervous system 

he possesses, certain functional activities that come to him 

from others. And the others are not only the human beings 

who populate his present “niche” but, through them and 

thanks to language, all the “others” who, from the dawn of 

human time up to our modern societies, have transmitted, 

generation after generation, their accumulated experience. 
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Thus, what death makes disappear along with the 

biological matrix, which by itself cannot assure the creation 

of a personality, are “the others.” But then, can we say that 

“we are ourselves,” simply because the others have 

presented themselves in a certain order, temporal, variable 

with each according to certain characteristics, essentially 

variable with the environment, with the niche that the 

chance of birth has imposed on us? 

Can we say that we exist as individuals when nothing of 

what constitutes that individual belongs to him? When he 

constitutes only a confluence, a particular meeting place of 

“the others”? Is not our death, ultimately, the death of the 

others? 

This idea is expressed perfectly by the pain we feel at the 

loss of a loved one. That loved one, we have, over the years, 

introduced into our nervous system; he is part of our niche. 

The innumerable relations established between him and us, 

which we have interiorized, make him an integral part of 

ourselves. The pain of his loss is felt as an amputation of our 

self — that is to say, as the brutal and definitive suppression 

of the nervous activity (of a part, one might say, of our 

nervous system, since its activity is supported by biological 

matter) that we owed to him. It is not him we weep for; it is 

ourselves. We weep for that part of him that was in us and 

was necessary to the harmonious functioning of our nervous 

system. “Moral” pain is indeed that of an amputation without 

anesthesia. 

Thus, what we take with us to the grave is essentially 

what others have given us. And what have we returned to 

them? Most often, we have done nothing but transmit, from 

one generation to the next, the accumulated experience. It 

is not necessary for that to be a professor, to have passed 



9 Death 

76 

the agrégation. It is enough to live and to speak. In this 

sense, every man teaches, transmits to others what was 

taught to him. He transmits the vision of his niche such as 

others prepared it, such as others described it to him, and 

such as he accepted it. It is not even necessary for him to 

reproduce, to transmit the genetic inheritance. Oral 

transmission was long the only way, and still remains, for 

the majority of contemporary men, the unique role they have 

to play during their brief passage on the planet. 

Would that be enough to be demanding, to expect from 

others more than they gave us? Since we most often only 

transmit a technical message, an experience, can we 

demand from others more than the transmission to ourselves 

of the technical message that was transmitted to them? 

In reality, what we can demand is that this message be 

transmitted to us in full, without being amputated of the 

signs indispensable to its understanding, by the social 

determinism of our birth. What we can also demand is that 

we not be forced to learn this message by heart, in such a 

way that we would then be incapable of changing a single 

word of it. If it had been so for everyone since the dawn of 

human times, we would still be breaking flint at the entrance 

of dark caves. If human knowledge through the centuries 

has been enriched to give rise to our modern world, it is 

indeed because the message has grown more complex since 

its origins. 

That, we owe to a few men who added to what others had 

given them something born from themselves, something the 

message did not contain before them. The others are dead, 

truly dead, while they still live within us — often unknown, 

but present. They still live within us because what they 

brought to the human world continues its career within our 
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nervous system. We know that what they brought to the 

world was a new construction, born of associations made 

possible by the associative zones of their orbitofrontal 

cortex. Are they not, in reality, the only ones who can fully 

deserve the name Man? 

What use is there in preserving a body wrapped in 

bandages or plunged into liquid nitrogen if, during its life, 

that biological matrix served only to receive, without ever 

giving? If it never did anything other than transmit — and 

often distort — the message entrusted to it, a message that 

anyone else could have transmitted in its place? From the 

mere fact of the growing number of men, the message has 

less and less chance of being lost anyway. But what would 

be essential is that, because of the growing number of men, 

the message could be constantly enriched by the original 

contribution of all. 

But this will only be possible the day we learn not to 

paralyze, from childhood, the functioning of the associative 

zones. The day we learn not to imprison each individual in 

his niche. The day we teach him how to enrich himself with 

new acquisitions that he can then transmit around him and 

after him. The only inheritance that counts is not the family 

inheritance of material goods or of shifting and questionable 

traditions and values, but the human inheritance of 

knowledge. Just as the peasant of yesterday tried, during his 

short life, to enrich the family heritage with an extra plot of 

land, each man of tomorrow must be able to enrich the 

domain of human knowledge with his unique and 

irreplaceable contribution. 

Thus, death seems to be the one thing that can truly be 

defeated. Until then, our death is never more than the death 

of those who live within us. But from that point on, it is each 
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man who will leave his indelible trace in the nervous system 

of those whose biological matrices will outlive him, and who 

will transmit, through the ages, that small, imperishable 

fragment of novelty that every original contribution to 

human knowledge represents. 

But perhaps, too, the role of each man is simpler still? 

Perhaps it has always consisted, since the origin of History, 

in living — since by doing so he enters the niche of those 

around him, and by his mere presence, that niche will never 

again be quite the same, nor quite another? But, in that case, 

can we still speak of the individual without smiling? 

In our organism, certain cells are born, live, and die every 

day without our organism itself ceasing to live. Each day, in 

the human species, individuals are born, live, and die 

without the species thereby interrupting its course. Each 

cell, during its short life, fulfills the function assigned to it 

by integrating into the finality of the whole. Each individual 

does the same within the species. We do not grieve over the 

fate of these transient cells. Why then should we grieve over 

that of individuals who contributed to the already long 

evolution of the human species? This analogy seems to show 

that the isolated individual means nothing. Biologically as 

well as culturally, he represents only a cellular subset, an 

isolated element of a whole. He has no existence of his own 

by himself. Only ignorance of what we are could have led us 

to believe in the possibility of the existence of the isolated 

individual, in a non-human cultural environment, still 

capable of preserving his personal characteristics — when 

in fact those characteristics are only the consequence of 

what the human environment has made of them. 

We have said elsewhere what is meant by what we called 

“information-structure,” the shaping of matter in living 
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organisms. We recalled that it is neither mass nor energy, as 

Wiener emphasized for information in general. But it does 

need mass and energy as a support. This shaping of the 

human organism — of its nervous system in particular — will 

be enriched, from conception no doubt, by the experience it 

acquires in contact with the environment. On a basic form, 

a new form will emerge, molded by the environment. But 

what is truly human results from the possibility the brain of 

our species has to give birth, by associative work on 

memorized facts, to a third level of structure that adds to the 

innate, then the acquired structures. 

These are the imaginary structures. Man adds 

information to matter. He can also, thanks to language, 

externalize it, make others participate in it. To make them 

participate is to inform them, to structure their nervous 

systems, starting from the structure that was born in his 

own. But this new structure, this information, once it 

circulates, is no longer tied to the mortal biological form 

from which it was born. The innate form and the acquired 

form may die, but this one will live on in the nervous systems 

of others. It can even grow and multiply there — something 

a successfully grafted organ will never do. 

For the latter will continue on its inescapable path toward 

death, following the organism from which it was taken. The 

only way we have to survive, not to die, is, evidently, to 

embed ourselves in others; and for others, the only way to 

survive is to embed themselves in us. But this embedding is 

not that of the truncated image an individual may give of 

himself, always fleeting and ephemeral, but that of the 

concepts he has been able to generate. The true family of 

Man is his ideas, and the matter and energy that serve as 

their support and their vehicle are the nervous systems of all 

men who, across the ages, will be “informed” by them. Then, 
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our flesh may well die; information remains, carried by the 

flesh of those who have welcomed it and who transmit it, 

enriching it from generation to generation. 

That said, it is certain that death is, for the individual, the 

only experience he has never had, and for which 

informational deficit is total. And equally total and definitive 

is the anxiety that results from it, since anxiety arises when 

one cannot act — when one can neither flee nor fight. So, 

Man invented “tricks” to hide this anxiety. First, not thinking 

about it — and to achieve that, to act, to do anything, but 

something. The anxiety of death in the soldier exists before 

battle, but during the fight it disappears, precisely because 

he fights, he acts. The belief in another world, where we will 

live again as soon as we turn the page on which our 

existence in this one is inscribed, was often used as a way of 

having a noble death, an edifying death. It is hard to see in 

what way such a death could be edifying, since the one 

undergoing it has nothing to lose and everything to gain. 

Hardly something to inspire the admiration of the crowds. 

The belief (whatever one thinks of an “afterlife”) that one’s 

death will “serve” some purpose, that it will allow for the 

establishment of a more just world, that it will be inscribed 

in the slow evolution of humanity, presupposes that one 

knows the direction humanity is heading. 

How many have died with this conviction, at the same 

time, in opposing camps, defending contradictory 

ideologies, each convinced he was defending the truth? To 

die for something that transcends us, something greater 

than ourselves, is most often to die for an aggressive and 

domineering subset of humanity as a whole. Apart from 

Christ and Socrates, I know of no individuals who died for 

the species — and even they did not do it with joy. They 

surely had enough critical spirit to imagine what later use 
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socio-cultures would make of their assassination. One of two 

things: either one is sufficiently automatized by one of these 

socio-cultures to be unable to live outside it, and in that case 

the hero is not essentially different from the suicidal person. 

He sacrifices himself, not exactly for pleasure, but at least 

for the pursuit of the lesser evil. Or one is conscious of the 

implacable determinism of human destinies, and one dies a 

hero or a coward depending on which face conforms more 

to our ideal of self, to what we want to appear as, to the 

image we wish to give of ourselves, both to ourselves and to 

others. Depending also on the state of our adrenal glands. 

I do, however, find that posturing at the moment of death 

has a certain elegance, and — whatever the cause defended 

— a smile on the lips seems more fitting than the rictus of 

hatred or fear. But that is only an opinion, and one does not 

always do what one wishes. Besides, not everyone has the 

“luck” of dying for a cause, which no doubt makes the 

passage easier. Most die simply, by heart attack or car 

accident, or after a more or less long and more or less 

painful illness — without meaning to. The others didn’t mean 

to either, but they did not believe it. I would not presume to 

give advice about behavior by relying on logical discourse, 

since I have no experience of the matter. I wish only, for all 

of us, that the passage be as short and unexpected as 

possible. On the other hand, what can be discussed is the 

attitude others adopt toward the pain and the slow, 

foreseeable, inevitable death of one of their contemporaries. 

First, one must note that — apart from pain — slow, 

foreseeable, inevitable death is the characteristic of all living 

beings, their only certainty. 

Are we all to remind each other daily in chorus: “Brother, 

you must die”? When time stretches ahead, such a reminder 

is no doubt a more effective motivation for creativity — and 
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thus a factor in human evolution — than horse betting or 

color television. We have already had occasion to explain 

why creativity, in our view, stems directly from the 

unconscious desire to flee from death. On the other hand, 

this might not be the case if we knew precisely when death 

would occur. For since flight would be impossible, anxiety 

could only reach its peak and lead to behavioral inhibition. 

Moreover, illness slowly alters the biological balance and 

therefore the psychological one, so that resistance to death 

weakens progressively. 

It seems, then, that it is easier to die the biologically 

closer one is to death. By what sadism, then, should we be 

compelled to warn far in advance someone we know to be 

condemned that he is so? Do we not inform the criminal of 

his execution only at the last minute? Why behave differently 

with the sick? I repeat: apart from sadistic pleasure, what 

can the individual — or the species — gain from it? As for 

pain, I cannot convince myself that it elevates, and the men 

I have seen suffer have always appeared to me as locked 

within their pain, not opened to cosmic visions. If pain 

elevates, I would like to know toward what. Toward a God 

whom one asks to relieve us? Toward others, who cannot 

share in our pain, since it is a strictly personal construction, 

in which the whole history of our nervous system 

participates — like no other? Pain can only be the 

consequence of a discord between the organism and its 

environment. 

Since we are not always capable of acting upon the 

environment, what remains is to act upon the organism by 

means of the analgesics and psychotropics available to us. If 

such action against pain must hasten an inevitable death — 

since that death is inevitable — then analgesia seems to me 

an uncompromising necessity. One sees that the problem of 
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euthanasia is not far away. But I do not claim to hold the 

truth, and I am not sure that in such cases one can apply the 

rule of not doing to others what we would not want done to 

us, nor of doing to them what we would want done to us — 

because if we are nothing but the others, the other, for his 

part, is not us. 

Let us not be spoken to of love either, for whether one 

kills or preserves, it is never for the other but always for 

ourselves that we act. We would not act if the other were 

indifferent to us, and if he is not, it is because he has entered 

into our gratifying space and we have established privileged 

relations with him, or because he is the object of our cultural 

automatisms. These are what make us act, and thus there 

exists no logical and stable table of values by which to judge 

a behavior woven through the countless, delicate threads 

that bind two beings across space and time. Any judgment 

can only come from the application of rules established by a 

socio-culture, variable with the epochs and with its interests 

of the moment. 

If we are not free to choose our life, we are no freer to 

choose our death. The Hymn to Death of the suicidal person 

is itself nothing more than the last hymn to life of a man 

whose voice has been drowned out by the dull rumble of the 

world turning on itself. That background noise, for 

Beethoven, was in F.
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10. Pleasure 

“It is worth noting how different the emotional charge of 

the words well-being, joy, and pleasure is. Well-being is 

acceptable, joy is noble, pleasure is suspect. The last word 

smells of sulfur. Yet for us, well-being appears when a drive 

or an acquired automatism is satisfied and is accompanied 

by satiety, while joy seems to add to this satisfaction the 

participation of the imagination, and pleasure, for its part, is 

tied to the present moment, to the accomplishment of the 

gratifying act. It is no more dirty, ugly, or immoral than the 

other two. Who does not see that the different meanings 

commonly given to these words result from social and 

cultural automatisms, from value judgments stemming 

above all from the sexual repression that fell upon Western 

societies for millennia and whose main cause may well have 

been the fear of the unacknowledged bastard taking 

advantage of the inheritance of private property [7]. 

Our automatisms of thought are such that today it is often 

difficult for us to imagine pleasure other than sexualized. 

Even if it is not, it is not commendable; it stands opposed to 

suffering, which, as we know, has the privilege of elevating 

man. An entire ideology of suffering was thus born over the 

centuries, one that allowed the dominants to drink at the 

sources of pleasure while persuading the dominated that 

they were fortunate in their suffering, since it would be 

repaid a hundredfold in the other world. Indeed, in ours, 

where merchants are kings, everything is negotiated and 

paid for, and earthly pain can only be a promissory note 

drawn on a celestial future of happiness. 

Better still was achieved in India, where one who belongs 

to the caste of the “untouchables” (undoubtedly because too 
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covered in vermin) is all too happy to belong to it, for in 

doing so he prepares his hierarchical elevation and 

metempsychotic social promotion in another life to come. If 

we stick to our so-called Judeo-Christian civilization, this 

admirable strategy rested on a curious interpretation of the 

Gospels and the Sermon on the Mount. People preferred the 

image of Christ suffering on the cross to that of Christ at the 

Mount of Olives, asking his Father to spare him, if possible, 

from drinking the cup to the dregs. They preferred to forget 

that he had come to announce the good news, and relieved 

whenever he could the physical suffering of those he 

encountered; to offer them wine if needed, as at Cana, when 

they lacked it. Of course, his world belonged to the realm of 

the imagination, of creativity, but how can one set sail for 

the imaginary when a trigeminal neuralgia tear cries of pain 

from your flesh? As for moral pain, we have already had the 

opportunity to say that it is indeed physical pain, an 

amputation without anesthesia within the gratifying 

neuronal relationships established through learning in our 

nervous system. 

It is amusing to note that the so-called reformed religions, 

built in intellectualized logical protest against the 

ecclesiastical excesses of the Renaissance, led to 

contemporary Puritanism, where pleasure is synonymous 

with sin. Like any ideology that has been dematerialized and 

institutionalized, in its most caricatured forms it has become 

sectarian and castrating, considering that social success is 

obvious proof of personal merit and the will of God. A new 

generation of Pharisees was born, and one might even 

wonder whether the questionable quality of Anglo-Saxon 

cuisine is not one of its expressions. Fine food is a pleasure, 

and all carnal pleasure must be banished. Life is a long 

ordeal, and only hierarchical satisfactions are honorable. 

They are the proof of merit obtained through submission to 
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these principles, merit recognized by one’s fellow citizens. 

Conversely, pleasure is tied to the accomplishment of 

gratifying action. Yet, since this is the only thing that allows 

us to survive, is not the pursuit of pleasure the fundamental 

law governing living processes? One can prefer the more 

convoluted term homeostasis (Cannon), or the maintenance 

of the constancy of life conditions in our inner environment 

(Claude Bernard), but no matter… Those who deny that their 

fundamental motivation is the pursuit of pleasure are 

unconscious beings who would have long since disappeared 

from the biosphere if what they said were true. They are so 

unconscious of what their unconscious carries in terms of 

value judgments and cultural automatisms that they are 

content with the narcissistic image they have of themselves 

and that they try to make us believe, an image that fits 

harmoniously, to their taste, into the social framework to 

which they adhere — or which they also reject. Even the 

suicidal person eliminates himself for pleasure, for the 

suppression of pain by death is an equivalent of pleasure. 

Unfortunately, gratifying action often collides with the 

gratifying action of the other for the same object or the same 

being, for there would be no pleasure if the space were 

empty, if it did not contain objects and beings capable of 

gratifying us. But as soon as there is competition for them, 

we have always seen the establishment of a hierarchical 

system. Among humans, thanks to languages, it becomes 

institutionalized. It is inscribed on the tablets of the law, and 

it is quite obvious that these are not written by the 

dominated but by the dominants. The pursuit of pleasure 

thus most often becomes only a by-product of culture, an 

observance rewarded by the social drill regulations, every 

deviation becoming punishable and a source of displeasure. 

Let us add that conflicts between the most banal drives, 
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which collide with social prohibitions, cannot reach 

consciousness without provoking there a behavioral 

inhibition that is hard to bear. What is commonly called 

repression relegates into the domain of the unconscious or 

the dream the gratifying or painful imagery. But social 

caresses, flattering for the well-trained little dog that has 

risen through the ranks, are generally not sufficient, even 

with the support of tranquilizers, to erase the conflict. This 

conflict continues its deep undermining work and takes 

revenge by driving into the submissive flesh the burning iron 

of psychosomatic diseases. 

They want us to believe that the word pleasure expresses 

nothing more than the satisfaction of a primitive drive, and 

that by invoking it we lower ourselves to the rank of the 

animal. But this pleasure is ennobled when it answers to the 

same drive once it has been distorted, legalized, and 

channeled by the prevailing culture — that is, by learning 

the civil and “honorable” code. Yet this behavior is just as 

bestial, since the animal, like us, is capable of memory and 

learning. But a trained dog does not speak and thus cannot 

find the alibi of value judgments to camouflage its 

unconscious automatisms. 

Finally, the pleasure that comes from the fulfillment of a 

drive that crosses through the field of cultural automatisms 

without letting itself be imprisoned by them, and that 

culminates in imaginary creation — a drive that then 

becomes for us “desire” — is a specifically human pleasure, 

even if it does not conform to the code of values in place, 

which is most often the case since a creative act rarely has 

social reference models. 

The pleasure pathway, the reward circuit, brings 

together anatomically and functionally within the brain 
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formations located at all its superimposed levels. The same 

goes for the pathway that enables us to flee or suppress 

punishment, displeasure. These pathways do not make value 

judgments between activity that is hypothalamic (drives), 

limbic (learning and memory), or cortical (imagination), and 

experience shows that the latter cannot function effectively 

if separated from the first two. But through learning one is 

warned that activating the reward pathway, if it proves to be 

in contradiction with social rules, may result in punishment, 

in the stimulation of the punishment pathway, and that 

conversely, a painful action that engages the latter may be 

rewarded and, in return, favor on another register of 

pleasure the stimulation of the reward pathway. 

The dominated monkey does not submit to the leader for 

its pleasure, as shown by the deep disturbances in its 

neurobiochemical and endocrine functioning, but to avoid an 

even greater displeasure resulting from the aggression it 

would suffer if it did not submit. Imagine monkeys speaking 

— it is likely there would exist a logical discourse to allow 

the dominated monkey to “sublimate” its submission, a 

discourse telling it that its suffering elevates it above itself, 

for the good of the clan, for the survival of the group, and 

that its sacrifice will not be in vain. Suffering would become 

love, since its sources would already be so distant, obscured 

by the learning of submission to social rules, customs, and 

prejudices necessary for maintaining the hierarchical 

structure of dominance. It is no doubt only for that rare one 

who is capable of escaping this prison that the fulfillment of 

desire brings forth a truly human pleasure — though always 

deeply rooted in his prehuman flesh, for this flesh will always 

remain part of the other: for in truth, we are neither angels 

nor beasts, but simply Men.
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11. Happiness 

If pleasure is tied to the accomplishment of a gratifying 

act, if well-being results from its fulfillment — a fulfillment 

that creates a stable state, though temporary since it 

disappears with the reappearance of need, whether 

instinctual or learned through experience — it seems to me 

that happiness is also a stable state but less fleeting, 

because it embraces within itself the repeated succession of 

desire, pleasure, and well-being. To be happy is at once to 

be capable of desiring, capable of experiencing pleasure in 

the satisfaction of desire, and well-being once that desire is 

fulfilled, while awaiting its return to begin again. One cannot 

be happy if one desires nothing. Happiness is unknown to 

the one who desires without ever satisfying the desire, 

without knowing the pleasure in its fulfillment, nor the well-

being felt when it is achieved. 

The so-called “Happy Pills” are often poorly named. If 

they reduce the instinctual activity of the hypothalamus, the 

motivation to seek pleasure, they cannot bring happiness but 

rather indifference; and the indifferent cannot be happy. 

However, the indifferent cannot truly be miserable either, 

and we know that the suppression of suffering can be 

considered a form of pleasure. In animals, frustration — that 

is, the reduction or suppression of a reward — activates the 

same inhibitory brain areas as those triggered by learned 

punishment. One might say that the suppression of an 

expected reward is equivalent to punishment, and its 

consequence is the inhibition of behavior. 

In all animal species and in humans, reward is obtained 

only through action. Happiness rarely falls ready-made into 

one’s arms. It must be sought; one must be motivated to 
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discover it, to such a point that it loses intensity if given 

without being desired. The primitive drive is indispensable: 

the search for pleasure, for biological equilibrium. We 

already said in the previous chapter that this search for 

pleasure is channeled by socio-cultural learning, since 

society decides for you the form this gratifying action must 

take to be tolerated. It is thus possible to find happiness in 

conformity, since conformity avoids social punishment and 

creates acquired needs that it will conveniently satisfy. 

Societies that have established their hierarchical scales 

of dominance — and thus of happiness — upon the 

production of commodities teach their members to be 

motivated only by social promotion within a system of 

commodity production. This promotion decides how many 

commodities you are entitled to, and the flattering self-

image one builds by comparing oneself to others. It satisfies 

narcissism. The automatisms implanted from childhood in 

one’s nervous system, aimed only at integrating the 

individual as quickly as possible into the production process, 

become pointless at retirement age. That is why retirement 

is rarely the beginning of learning happiness, but most often 

the beginning of learning despair. 

Let us admit that so far, happiness as we have tried to 

define it remains elusive. Limited to the satisfaction of 

drives, it meets an adversary it cannot overcome: the rules 

established by the dominants. Even when submitting to 

these rules — and despite the narcissistic, hierarchical, 

consumerist, or other compensations that attempt to divert 

him from his original motivations — this happiness will 

always be incomplete, frustrated, because it is tied to a 

never-satisfied search for dominance within a process of 

commodity production. 
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Fortunately for man, there still remains the imaginary. Of 

course, one must always be motivated to draw upon it, and 

primitive drives remain necessary. Memory and experience 

are also required to provide material to the imagination. The 

newborn child cannot imagine, for he has not yet memorized 

anything. But if memory and learning create automatisms so 

powerful and numerous that action becomes entirely subject 

to them, the imaginary cannot be born. 

The imaginary thus resembles a land of exile where one 

takes refuge when happiness cannot be found because the 

gratifying action that responds to drives cannot be satisfied 

within socio-cultural conformity. It is the imaginary that 

creates the desire for a world not of this world. To enter it is 

to “choose the better part, the one that will not be taken 

away.” In this space, hierarchical competitions for 

dominance vanish; it is the inner garden, shaped to one’s 

liking, where friends may be invited without being asked for 

papers, titles, or passports at the gate. It is Eden, the lost 

paradise, where the lilies of the field neither spin nor weave. 

One can then render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto 

the imaginary what belongs only to it. From there, one 

watches others age prematurely, their mouths twisted by the 

grimace of competitive effort, exhausted by the pursuit of an 

imposed happiness they will never attain. 

Of course, the world of the imaginary and the happiness 

it contains are today accessible only to a small number of 

petty bourgeois like the one speaking to you. Yet it may not 

be the exclusive property of a social class, since the 

bourgeois who profit from it are as few as the proletarians, 

both being carried along in the economic grinder. 

Furthermore, awkwardly, often in childish or ill-adapted 

forms, an ever-increasing number of young people are 

rediscovering the richness of desire and attempting to 
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abandon this world of unconscious tricksters, impotent 

condottieri chained to their dominating drives, to their 

commodities, their conquest of markets to sell anything, and 

their social promotion. Others, clumsier still, manufacture 

with drugs a substitute imaginary, giving themselves a 

pharmacological escape from this deranged world. Still 

others find refuge only in psychosis. 

There are also the revolutionaries — or those who claim 

to be — but they are so unaccustomed to using that part of 

the brain said to be unique to Man that they generally 

content themselves with defending positions that are merely 

the reverse of those imposed by the dominants, or with 

attempting to apply today what creators of the last century 

imagined for their time. Anything outside their prefabricated 

schemes is, to them, only utopia, a demobilization of the 

masses, petty-bourgeois idealism. Yet one must 

acknowledge that the multifaceted ideologies they defend 

have always been put forward by petty bourgeois — those 

with the time to think and to call upon the imaginary. But 

none of these ideologies challenge hierarchical systems, 

production, social promotion, or dominance. They speak of 

new societies, but those who advocate them clearly envision 

for themselves a privileged place within these societies to 

come. 

With capitalist profit abolished, the worker will have 

access to culture. But it will be a culture that will have no 

right to question the new hierarchies: a disinfected, 

galvanized, and conformist culture. No one dares say that 

capitalist profit is not an end in itself but simply a means of 

ensuring dominance, and that the desire for power has many 

other ways of expressing itself once a new social structure 

has been organized and institutionalized in favor of a new 

hierarchical system. And Man keeps running after his 
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happiness. He believes that it is enough to institutionalize 

new social relations to attain it. But abolish private 

ownership of the means of production, and one finds again 

the dominance of bureaucrats, technocrats, and new 

hierarchies. As soon as two men are placed together in the 

same gratifying territory, there has always been, up to now, 

an exploiter and an exploited, a master and a slave, a happy 

one and an unhappy one. I see no other way of ending this 

state of affairs than by explaining to both why it has always 

been so. 

How can one act upon a mechanism if its functioning is 

unknown? Yet of course, those who profit from this 

ignorance, under all regimes, are not about to allow this 

knowledge to spread. Especially since information deficit — 

ignorance — produces anxiety, and those who suffer from it 

are more tempted to trust those who claim to know, who 

present themselves as competent, who paternalize them, 

than to make the long effort of informing themselves. They 

trust these men of providence to defend them, to speak and 

think for them, men whose supposed merits have placed 

them in positions of dominance. And they proudly tell you: 

“You know, I’ve never been involved in politics,” as though 

politics degraded and debased those who practiced it. 

In the end, one may wonder if the problem of happiness 

is not a false problem. The absence of suffering is not enough 

to ensure it. On the other hand, the discovery of desire leads 

to happiness only if that desire is realized. But once realized, 

the desire disappears — and with it, happiness. Thus, only a 

perpetual imaginary construction remains, capable of 

rekindling desire, and happiness may consist simply in 

knowing how to be content with it. Yet our modern societies 

have suppressed the imaginary — unless it is harnessed to 

serve technical innovation. Imagination in power, not to 
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reform but to transform, would be a tyrant far too dangerous 

for those in place. Unable to imagine anymore, modern man 

compares. He compares his lot to that of others. He 

inevitably finds himself dissatisfied. A social structure whose 

hierarchies of power, consumption, property, and prestige 

are entirely founded on productivity in goods can only favor 

memory and the learning of concepts and gestures effective 

within the process of production. It eliminates desire as we 

have defined it and replaces it with envy — an envy that 

stimulates not creativity but bourgeois or pseudo-

revolutionary conformity. 

This results in unease. The impossibility of carrying out 

the gratifying act creates anxiety, which can sometimes lead 

to aggressiveness and violence. These, in turn, may risk 

destroying the established order and hierarchical systems — 

only to be replaced immediately by others. The fear of revolt 

by the unhappy has always driven systems of dominance to 

seek support from religions, for religions redirect the 

pursuit of happiness — which cannot be attained on earth 

within a socio-economic structure designed to establish and 

preserve differences between individuals — toward the 

promise of its attainment in the afterlife. These differences 

are based on the material ownership of beings and things, 

made possible by the acquisition of strictly professional, 

more or less abstract knowledge. This scale of values locks 

the individual, for life, into a system of compartments that 

rarely corresponds to the ideal image he has of himself — an 

image he attempts, without success, to impose on others. 

Yet it never occurs to him to contest this scale. He most 

often contents himself with blaming the social structure for 

having denied him access to its upper rungs. His imaginative 

effort is limited to proposing to overturn it, only to then set 

it back upright but inverted — so that those who produce the 
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goods would be placed at the top and able to benefit from 

them. But those at the top of the ladder today are those who 

imagine the machines — the only means of producing many 

goods in little time. If one inverts the ladder, with everything 

still revolving around production, the lack of motivation 

among those who were previously rewarded by productivity 

is likely to suppress all productivity. It seems we can only 

escape this dilemma by providing men with another 

motivation, another strategy in their search for happiness. 

Since it is so important to the individual to show his 

difference, to show that he is a unique being — which is true 

— then within a global society, could we not tell him that it 

is in the expression of what his thought holds that is different 

from others’, and also in what is similar, in the expression of 

his imaginary constructions, that he might ultimately find 

happiness? But for that to be possible, society would have to 

refrain, from childhood, from castrating this imagination, so 

that its emasculated voice would not be forced to blend, 

without discord, into the choirs singing the praises of the 

expansionist society.
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12. Work 

We have already considered some aspects of it. 

Originally, it represents the labor released by the metabolic 

machine that constitutes an organism. Through this 

thermodynamic activity, this machine acts upon its 

environment in such a way that its structure is preserved. It 

supplies itself with food substrates, necessary both for the 

performance of this work itself and, consequently, for 

maintaining the overall structure, organized by levels of 

complexity, of the organism. In humans, this structure leads 

to a nervous system capable of adding information to the 

surrounding world. Human labor therefore carries with it 

this information, and the protection of the organism’s 

structure is considerably improved — especially since, as we 

have said, thanks to language, the experience of generations 

accumulates and is constantly updated. The share of 

information in human labor has thus gradually increased 

over the centuries — but only if we consider this labor 

globally. For the individual, on the contrary, this information 

has been scattered across the hierarchical scales of 

dominance it helped to establish. So much so that today, 

because of the “fragmentation” (Friedman) of labor, a vast 

number of individuals use only an infinitesimal fraction of 

this technical information, and consequently their work 

loses all meaning. It has lost its semantics. The signifier no 

longer has a signified. 

Now, to perform a certain labor, an organism needs 

motivation. For early humans, it was transparent: this labor 

allowed him to survive, to preserve his structure. 

Urbanization, as we have seen, made this labor dependent 

on that of others. Yet for centuries, artisans and peasants 
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remained in direct contact with the world; the fragmentation 

of their work was still only partial. It was not enough to 

obscure its deeper meaning, its links with the labor of the 

social whole. With industrialization, these links have been 

lost. What remains to the worker is only the awareness of 

the constraint of his work, which ensures the satisfaction of 

his basic needs. Since these, moreover, seem more or less 

assured by society as a whole — that some degree of security 

exists despite everything — the instinctual motivation, the 

one that guarantees the fulfillment of fundamental needs, 

weakens considerably. By contrast, the motivation that 

results from socio-cultural conditioning only increases. 

An appetite for possessions, for marks of narcissistic 

distinction, is created by advertising and the observation of 

signs that allow one to locate oneself within hierarchies. But 

this motivation immediately collides with the rules of 

property imposed by the hierarchical system of dominance. 

Fragmented labor, poor in information, does not allow 

access to such dominance, nor to narcissistic satisfactions. 

Labor without motivation is increasingly felt as alienation — 

alienation to the social system demanding ever-greater 

production for the benefit of a few and not for all. A few 

decades ago, even the village idiot had his place within the 

community. Today, on the contrary, society salves its 

conscience by locking away the mentally disabled, useless in 

a system of production. It is rich enough to maintain its 

humanitarian zoos. 

Human labor, increasingly automated, resembles that of 

the donkey in the watermill. What could grant it its human 

characteristics — namely, the ability to respond to desire, to 

imaginary construction, to original anticipation of a result — 

no longer exists. One might have hoped that, liberated from 

famine and scarcity, industrialized peoples would rediscover 
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existential anxiety — not that of tomorrow’s bread, but that 

born of questioning the human condition. One might have 

hoped that the free time made possible by automation would 

not be used to produce yet more goods — serving only to 

further crystallize dominance — but instead granted to the 

individual to escape his technical and professional 

specialization. In reality, it is used for recycling within that 

very technicity, holding out to his eyes, through the increase 

and updating of technical knowledge, the promise of easier 

social ascent, of promotion. Or else he is promised a 

civilization of leisure. To prevent him from taking an interest 

in the establishment of social structures — which might lead 

him to discuss their mechanism and validity, and thus to call 

their very existence into question — all those who benefit 

from them today strive to provide the greatest number with 

harmless entertainments, themselves expressing the 

dominant ideology: conformist merchandise, profitable 

merchandise. 

On the other hand, one may ask whether, when human 

labor does respond to desire — that is, to existential 

questioning through the activation of the imagination — it 

can still be called labor at all. One could answer that very 

few men have the possibility of acting in this way. That is 

true if one considers the totality of human activity, for at this 

stage of the species’ evolution, it must still provide a certain 

quantity of mechanical labor, poor in information. But the 

work of intellectuals is often no more appealing, for it too is 

focused and fragmented — though more abstract, more 

informational than thermodynamic — than that of manual 

laborers. It remains equally distant from a global approach 

to structures, and consequently just as dependent on 

existing automatisms of thought. The technician is bored, 

and only his hierarchical rewards, his narcissistic 

gratifications, can still motivate him. As a result, this entire 
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world is bored; it searches for itself, and for a reason for 

being. It feels manipulated, and each man experiences 

within himself an unease born of an implacable fate, which 

he awkwardly tries to remedy with scattered reforms, 

makeshift patches, surprised each time to see, after 

plugging one hole in the rotting hull, the water seep in 

through another. 

I have already proposed elsewhere [8] to grant every man 

two hours per day to inform himself — not professionally, 

but on subjects that concern his own life and that of his 

contemporaries. To be informed not analytically, but 

globally, with guides seeking to create syntheses, not 

dissections. To be informed not in a directed way, but in a 

contradictory way. Each individual should be able to 

participate in the general evolution of the world, instead of 

being manipulated by the mass media, lulled into security, 

made to believe that someone is taking care of him, that he 

need not worry, that “those who know” are keeping watch. 

Yet those who know, know perhaps many things in a 

particular field, and nothing in others. And even when they 

are polytechnicians, they lack the knowledge of the so-called 

human sciences — which begins at the molecular level and 

extends to the organization of human societies on the planet. 

How can one seriously accept hearing a broadcasting 

executive declare, as I recently did: “I try to be objective. I 

don’t do politics.”? Not doing politics — does that not still 

amount to doing it, since it means interpreting facts through 

the distorting lens of a socio-cultural conditioning from 

which one cannot escape? 

In summary, I am tempted to say that man’s role on the 

planet is exclusively political. His role is to seek to establish 

social structures, relationships between individuals and 

between groups, that will allow the survival of the species 



12. Work 

100 

aboard its cosmic vessel. Work cannot be an end in itself. It 

cannot serve as a reference criterion for institutionalizing 

social relations. As soon as it does, the human group or 

collective that takes it as its finality forgets — in its pursuit 

of ever-increasing productivity of goods — the essential 

purpose of its existence, namely, the relations among the 

individual elements that constitute it. It abandons the 

fundamental drive that governs the existence of living 

organisms: the controlled evolution of their structure. 

Production then becomes, on the contrary, the means of 

freezing forever the hierarchical structure of dominance 

from which it originally sprang. 

But in order to motivate the individual outside of his work 

— for which he feels no motivation — he must be brought, 

starting from his narrow operational sphere, into the 

dynamic of social structures, by making him aware of those 

at the different levels of organization, and of the “openness” 

of these closed systems into the encompassing ones. 

Starting from him, from his family group, his profession, 

from enterprise to industry, he must be led to grasp the 

thermodynamic and informational organization of national 

collectives and ultimately of humanity as a whole on the 

planet. He must be taught the role of structuring information 

and that of the great energy flow that runs through the 

biosphere. He must be restored to the taste for his cosmic 

activity, for his role in the evolution of the species. He must 

be made to understand the brakes imposed by the old 

individualism of groups, corporatisms, nationalisms. He 

must be helped to sense the first signs of the establishment 

of dominances, and to rise against the reactionary violence 

of the established order — for which the only violence is 

always that which refuses to obey it. He must be made aware 

of the mechanisms that govern our animality, of the danger 
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of altruistic and paternalistic discourses, he must be given 

back the desire to invent another life for himself and to 

discuss it with his contemporaries. But you may say to me, 

does the program I propose not amount to institutionalizing 

May 1968? 

A month like that, from time to time, would certainly be 

worth more than a carnival — provided it is not exploited like 

a temporary medicine, a safety valve to bring the pressure 

of dissatisfaction back to its previous level in order to shore 

up and consolidate afterward the old powers and the rigidity 

of socio-cultural automatisms. But indeed, order can only 

arise from disorder, since only disorder permits new 

associations. However, to the primitive cultural ensemble 

must be added, in the meantime, new elements that will 

make it possible to increase the complexity of the new 

ensemble formed — otherwise one risks falling back into a 

structure more coercive still than the one that was 

destroyed. And the supply of information is the responsibility 

of imagination. 

What the contemporary man needs, in the end, in order 

to bear the share of work that remains for him, is a “new 

grid” that would make meaningful for him the whole set of 

technical, social, and cultural facts that assail him daily and 

create his anxiety. This anxiety, as we have said, results from 

the impossibility of acting effectively toward achieving a 

balance of satisfaction. But how can one act effectively when 

facts, situations, and events arise and pile up without 

relation between them, without order, without structure? 

When a grid exists, it is generally already outdated; it 

provides security, but is insufficient to make action effective. 

Facts that do not fit into it are not meaningful and remain 

without interest for the one who uses it. They are therefore 

rejected by him. This results in the sectarianism proper to 
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any closed system, incapable of integrating difference and 

of finding for it a logical behavioral source. It leads to 

aggressiveness, to the certainty of being right and of holding 

the only truth. It leads to intolerance. 

The contemporary man needs a new grid encompassing 

the others without denying them — a grid open to all 

contemporary structural contributions. But if this grid is not 

generalized to all men on the planet, the one who possesses 

it will always encounter the intransigence of the non-

initiated. Then, unless he accepts to disappear, the only path 

left to him is flight into the imaginary. His labor will merely 

express his apparent submission to castrating and 

triumphant conformism. 

Man is a being of desire. Work can only satisfy needs. 

Rare are the privileged who succeed in satisfying the latter 

while also answering to the former. Those are the ones who 

never truly work. 

To call life “daily” already indicates that it is paced by the 

alternation of days and nights. But also, by that of the 

seasons, and of the passing years. These cosmic cycles 

regulate first of all waking and sleeping — which is more 

accurate than to say work and rest. In reality, for our 

nervous system, sleep is accompanied by a considerable 

metabolic labor of restoration, and one can very well rest 

while awake. This already shows us that we stumble at the 

outset over the semantic content of the words: work, rest, 

and those attached to them — leisure, waking, sleeping — 

these words that populate our everyday life. The population 

of words becomes limited when expressed in the formula 

“subway, work, sleep.” 

What is work? For our nervous system, it consists in 

releasing energy in the form of nerve impulses. For our 
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muscles, in releasing energy in the form of mechanical, 

contractile force. For our glands, in releasing energy in the 

form of chemicals, their secretions. For all of them, it is to 

use substrates, that is, energy foods taken from the 

environment and allowing action upon that environment. 

This action, in most cases and whatever form it takes, will 

consist in procuring these food substrates. That is what is 

meant by “workforce.” But in reality, these substrates of 

cellular labor have a fundamental function: to maintain 

cellular and consequently organic structure. In other words, 

action upon the environment has only one finality — to 

maintain the structure of the organism that acts; which acts, 

which works, only to maintain its structure. That is what 

makes up our everyday life, at its root. 

Marx’s genius was to draw attention to the fact that much 

of this labor does not serve that end, but, through surplus 

value, serves instead to maintain (which we would express 

in the language of the biology of behavior) a social structure 

of dominance. Since there is structure, there must obviously 

be energy to preserve it. The totality of an organism’s cells 

releases a certain amount of energy that is used to maintain 

the structure of each cell; but they also release additional 

energy, a surplus, that is used not only to maintain each 

individual cell’s structure, but the structure of the entire 

organism. 

In a socialist state, each individual works more than is 

required to maintain his own structure, and the surplus still 

serves to maintain a social structure. What really changes 

compared to a capitalist structure is the orientation of this 

surplus’s use, and the basis of the hierarchical system that 

decides it. The elimination of profit as a means of 

establishing dominance is certainly a step forward in 
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building social structures and improving the daily lives of 

participants. Unfortunately, replacement means were 

quickly found, and other structures of dominance appeared. 

This thermodynamic, energetic aspect applies to all living 

systems, both individual and social, to all living species — 

humankind included. What then does the human species 

contribute that is something more, something new, to this 

system of energy exchange necessary to maintain 

structures? Let us try not to speak of love, culture, a spiritual 

dimension, art, reflective consciousness, morality, ethics, 

transcendence, self-realization, fulfillment, etc. With such 

words it is always possible to pull a rabbit from a hat, but 

one is no further advanced on how to actually proceed in 

reaching it. 

What man brings new to the purely energetic aspect of 

existence is information. He shapes; he informs inert matter. 

He is capable, starting from memorized experience, of 

giving birth to new imaginary structures whose 

effectiveness he can test by his action on the environment. 

He is capable of making working hypotheses and verifying 

their validity through experimentation. 

This manipulation of information allowed him to improve 

daily life in the dawn of human times by protecting it from 

the hostile environment. Then it progressively allowed him 

an increasingly significant economy of energy. Thanks to 

this creation of information, he soon learned to use solar 

energy effectively through agriculture and animal 

husbandry. That knowledge, at the time, was purely 

empirical. 

Later — and much later — he learned to use animal power 

to move faster and to move heavy loads, thanks to the 

invention of the halter. The discovery of metals made his 
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arms more effective. In summary, the creation of 

information that his brain was capable of allowed him to 

secure his energy balance more efficiently (more regular 

intake of food, less subject to environmental hazards on the 

one hand, and reduction of labor — the energy needed to 

obtain it — on the other), and consequently to better protect 

his organic structure at a lower energy cost. 

The benefit resulting from this more efficient work was 

used to establish the first complex social structures. As 

information became more elaborate, it specialized into 

diverse trades, contributing to the creation of multicellular 

social organisms with multiple functional activities. Each 

individual then became incapable, within these structures, 

of fully ensuring his own needs alone. He depended on 

others for what he did not know how to do, as they depended 

on him for what he did know. Thus, a new level of 

organization was reached: that of cities. Centuries passed. 

Information accumulated over generations — thanks to 

transmission through language — became increasingly 

sophisticated. 

In modern times, the discovery of increasingly complex 

machines is still the result of this ability to use the 

information humanity is capable of creating, to inform and 

transform matter and energy. It culminated in the 

exploitation of the atom. 

The invention and use of machines makes it possible to 

produce quantities of objects we have called 

“mechanofactured” to distinguish them from 

“manufactured” objects of the pre-industrial era [9]. A 

mechanofactured object expresses, all at once, all the 

information provided by man to the machines that produced 

it. A manufactured object expresses the information 



12. Work 

106 

introduced by learning into a human brain, but requires that 

each time a man actualize this information and release the 

nervous and neuromuscular energy that supports it, for each 

stage of its making. 

In mechanofacturing, man’s role is mainly to provide 

information to the machines. This information, which makes 

possible their invention, construction, and use, is abstract 

knowledge. It draws its source from knowledge of physics 

and mathematics (the language that expresses the laws of 

physics) at an advanced level. The thermodynamic human 

labor that remains to be done becomes very fragmented, 

with no obvious relation to the meaning of the product, to its 

social role. It is performed by men who have not had access 

to abstract knowledge. That knowledge becomes the 

property of technicians. The more abstract this technical 

knowledge is, the more broadly and diversely it can be 

applied, the more it enables the invention of complex 

machines whose efficiency in producing large quantities of 

objects in minimal time will keep growing. 

Let us return to the notion of surplus value, necessary to 

maintain not individual structure but social structure. It 

seems evident that if man is considered only as a producer 

of goods — of matter and energy [10] transformed by his 

information — then the one who produces the greatest 

amount of surplus value is he who enables the production of 

the greatest number of objects in the shortest time [11]. That 

is therefore the one who possesses the most abstract and 

most usable information for producing consumable goods or 

machines capable of producing them. In other words, if man 

is considered only as a producer of goods, then it is the one 

with abstract knowledge who not only generates the most 

surplus value, but who will also be the best rewarded by a 

social structure based on production, because he is more 
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useful to it. 

Thus, when passing from an individual structure to a 

social structure, the individual must provide a certain 

amount of labor which affects the maintenance of his own 

structure only indirectly, because it is primarily needed to 

maintain the more complex social structure. But this labor 

has a characteristic specific to the species: it possesses two 

complementary aspects, indissolubly linked due to the 

particular functional activity of the human brain — (1) a 

thermodynamic, purely energetic aspect, whose balance 

could be calculated precisely, just like the work of a donkey 

turning a waterwheel to raise water from a well; and (2) an 

informational aspect, which cannot be measured in 

kilogram-meters, that of human imagination which led to the 

invention of the waterwheel itself, something no animal 

could ever do. 

The donkey’s work can be measured by the amount of 

food it must be given so that it releases the energy needed 

to lift a certain weight of water from the well, and also to 

ensure it does not grow thin, that it stays healthy, that it 

maintains its structure as a donkey, so that it can provide 

the same work again the next day. By contrast, the 

information supplied by the man who invented the principle 

of the waterwheel remains after his death and will be used 

worldwide. 

In reality, one can distinguish two very different forms 

within this second, informational aspect of human labor. One 

results from the exploitation — peculiar to the human brain 

— of information, more or less abstract, transmitted through 

language and acquired through learning. It makes it 

possible, thanks to accumulated experience through the 

ages, to render each generation’s action more effective. But 
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this form adds nothing to prior experience: it only 

reproduces and transmits knowledge. If it had existed alone, 

we would still be shaping tools by chipping flint. For 

experience to accumulate, additional knowledge must be 

added to what already exists. A working hypothesis — 

product of imagination — must allow the elaboration of a 

new abstract structure, which action upon the environment 

will then either validate or refute. The first form of the 

brain’s use of information relies only on abstraction and 

memory; the second adds to these two functions that of 

imagination. 

Let us now refer back to a previous chapter, where we 

spoke of love. To speak of it, we outlined the functional 

properties of the human nervous system. We said that, like 

all animals, man fulfills his finality — maintaining his 

structure — by acting on the environment so that he eats, 

drinks, and reproduces. That he does so within a given space 

where are found the objects and beings necessary to satisfy 

these fundamental needs, and that, in order to continue 

gratifying himself — in other words, to survive — he tends 

to appropriate them. That he then enters into competition 

for the appropriation of these objects and beings, necessary 

for his gratification, with other men whose survival also 

depends on them. We said that in the human species, as in 

all animal species, hierarchical systems then appear. 

At first, it was the strongest and most aggressive who 

imposed their dominance on others. But for a long time now, 

physical strength has not been necessary for that, and 

aggressiveness uses means other than explosive, gestural 

violence to establish dominance. As soon as technical 

knowledge, the exploitation of physical laws, made it 

possible to produce more objects than were needed for 

survival, these objects began to be exchanged, which 
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allowed the accumulation of capital. This capital in turn 

allowed the appropriation of more gratifying objects by 

those who held it, as well as ownership of the machines that 

produced them. Men whose labor made them increasingly 

dependent on the knowledge contained within the machines 

thus became more and more dependent on those who owned 

them. They became their slaves. The possession of capital 

became the new means of establishing dominance. The 

surplus value resulting from human thermodynamic labor 

thus allowed for the stability of the social structure, of the 

level of organization of human groups established on 

dominance. 

But with the Industrial Revolution, the entire set of social 

structures came to rest more and more on technical 

innovation, which enabled an ever-increasing abundance of 

production. The possession of matter and energy contributes 

little without the information capable of transforming them 

into objects. The proof lies in the fact that matter and energy 

had always been at humanity’s disposal, but for centuries 

people lacked the technical knowledge required to use them. 

Technical knowledge thus became the most indispensable 

property for securing dominance, both between individuals 

and between social groups, nations, and blocs of nations. It 

enabled the nations that possessed it to seize the raw 

materials and sources of energy located within the 

ecological space of human groups that did not possess it. 

It enabled the construction of ever more formidable 

weapons and became the mother of imperialism. Technical 

progress, being the only kind capable of finding sufficient 

motivation — since it allowed the establishment of 

dominance — came to be regarded as a good in itself, and 

the dominance resulting from it as just and deserved. For it 

rewarded the functioning of what is most specifically human 
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in man: creative imagination. The word “Progress” became 

synonymous with technical progress. Its primitive source — 

the search for dominance, which in itself is nothing 

specifically human — was gradually hidden, and replaced by 

a value judgment in its favor, with progress becoming by 

essence the supreme good. The concept of the evolution of 

species contributed to this, since humanity was the only 

species capable of realizing it. With it, mankind believed it 

was securing its cosmic destiny. This was still, 

unfortunately, only partially true. 

Since what we have called surplus value — the energy 

required to maintain the social structure of dominance — 

was increasingly charged with technical information, it was 

natural that those who held this technical knowledge were 

favored in the establishment of hierarchical scales of 

dominance, and that individuals whose labor remained little 

infused with this kind of knowledge — laborers and 

specialized workers — remained at the bottom of the scale. 

By contrast, individuals whose training allowed them to 

participate effectively in the production process — even if 

they added nothing to the species’ stock of knowledge and 

merely reproduced it — were thereby favored, especially as 

they reached higher levels of abstraction in the technical, 

professional knowledge they were able to apply. Moreover, 

any activity that was not reproductive but rather creative of 

new information — if it did not lead to a process of producing 

commodities — had little chance of securing for the one who 

expressed it a position within the hierarchy of dominance. 
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13. Everyday Life 

Within the framework we have just outlined, what is the 

everyday life of modern man in industrial society made of? 

Because of technical progress — whose motivation we now 

understand — it is rare that he dies of hunger. The social 

structure to which he belongs generally allows him to 

satisfy, though often only minimally, his fundamental needs. 

If the determinism imposed on him by his environmental 

niche since birth has not allowed him to reach a decent level 

of abstraction in his professional activity, he will manage to 

maintain his structure only at the cost of hard physical labor 

within the production process. In capitalist countries, he will 

depend almost entirely on the holders of the means of 

production and exchange, who will decide his wage, the 

gestures he must perform, his productivity rate, and provide 

him with the minimum required for the upkeep of his labor 

power. In socialist countries, although it is the State — thus 

in principle the collective — that holds the means of 

production and exchange, he will be no more autonomous 

and no more able to express and fulfill his desires, if those 

desires fall outside the institutional order guarded by 

bureaucrats. 

In both cases, since he is judged only as a production 

agent, he enters into a hierarchical scale founded on the 

degree of abstraction he has reached in his professional 

knowledge. The surplus value he provides will always be 

used to maintain a social structure of dominance, and it will 

never be he who decides its use. His motivation will always 

remain the same: to secure social promotion, hierarchical 

advancement. The means of doing so will also remain the 

same: to access the most abstract possible professional 
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knowledge. The only difference in socialist countries is that 

the reward which reinforces gratifying action — the reward 

for the effort expended to acquire abstract knowledge — is 

no longer profit, but hierarchical domination itself and the 

narcissistic satisfactions that accompany it. 

It is the same for social groups. As a result, what is 

conventionally called “social injustice” is less visible, less 

flaunted, since it is no longer expressed solely in terms of 

the ownership of objects. Hierarchies are expressed less 

through social standing or material well-being, which 

classify individuals, than through power, supposedly tied 

only to “merit.” But merit is always judged by participation 

in productivity and by conformity to the concepts ensuring 

the survival of the social structure — that is, to the laws that 

establish dominance. 

In both social systems, rampant urbanization and 

industrialization lead to the same results: the distancing of 

professional activity from the produced object; the 

monotony and automatism of professional gestures, manual 

or intellectual (for an automatic gesture is faster and more 

efficient, hence more productive); the absence of 

spontaneity, innovation, imagination, and creativity in this 

professional act; and ultimately, boredom. The impossibility 

of escaping the gears of the social machine, the impossibility 

of acting to gratify oneself except through conformist 

submission to the production system — which then ensures 

hierarchical advancement and dominance, while soothing 

narcissistic wounds — leads to depression or violence. 

Everyday life for the great majority is thus filled with 

joyless work that provides subsistence, and for some, with 

hope for narcissistic satisfactions, material gratifications, or 

the exercise of dominance. This power is exercised only in 
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the immediate professional environment and has no 

influence on the evolution of the social structure, since it can 

only conform to its rules of establishment — otherwise the 

individual risks exclusion or marginalization. If professional 

life does not provide the expected material or narcissistic 

satisfactions, the individual can still retreat into the society’s 

basic structure: the family. There he will find once again a 

hierarchical system established among its members, one 

that gives the male a dominance upon which the whole social 

edifice is built. So much so that the woman who today claims 

equality with man usually envisions it only within the 

framework of professional hierarchical advancement, that of 

the material satisfactions linked to hierarchical status, 

which itself depends on the degree of abstraction attained 

in professional knowledge. 

What the woman demands above all is to enter on equal 

footing into the production process and to benefit from the 

same rewards it grants. Since such a daily life, founded on 

hierarchical advancement, falls far short of satisfying the 

majority — for the pyramid is very wide at its base — 

capitalist countries attempt to compensate for narcissistic 

dissatisfaction through the possession of ever more objects, 

products of industrial expansion, for which frenzied 

advertising is deployed to awaken the desire to own them. It 

is, in fact, necessary that the masses consume more, so that 

profit, growing from increasingly generalized consumption, 

fuels investments and perpetuates the hierarchical scale of 

dominance. This is the principle followed by a consumer 

society, from which “everyone benefits,” as the saying goes. 

Having never been taught that other activities can exist 

besides producing and consuming, when they reach 

retirement age they are left with nothing: neither 

hierarchical motivation or material well-being, nor 

narcissistic satisfaction. What remains is only an accelerated 
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decline, amidst the small diversions of old-age clubs. They 

are fortunate, still, when younger generations — raised with 

the same outlook — agree to keep these old people wrapped 

in condescending, affectionate, and paradoxically 

paternalistic respect. Conscious of being useless and often a 

burden to the society that still tolerates them, they fade 

away, buried in their memories, sometimes bitter and 

resentful. 

Finally, eager to preserve the approval of laboring 

masses still indispensable to expansionist production, 

industrial society organizes leisure, which the masses 

consume on command. These too become a new source of 

profit, hence a means of maintaining dominances, while 

distracting the attention of the masses from fundamental 

existential problems. Such is the everyday life of millions of 

men: work, family… and organized leisure. 

Of course, no one prevents anyone from “sublimating” 

their life, from seeking “transcendence,” from absorbing the 

culture at hand and finding compensation there for the 

absurdity of their daily existence. Likewise, when gratifying 

action is absent, the safety valve of political or union 

engagement, of activism, can give the individual the 

impression that he is stepping outside himself, working for 

the common good and for a better world. But in this latter 

case, he is generally forbidden to think for himself, to seek 

information elsewhere than in the breviaries generously 

chanted at public meetings where, as everywhere, memory 

and conformity are most valued. He is generally forbidden 

to exercise his imagination if he wishes to enjoy the security 

that comes with belonging to the group and avoid being 

labeled an anarchist, a leftist, or even a utopian. He must 

pledge allegiance to leaders, inspired fathers, providential 

men, responsible chiefs. Even in contesting hierarchical 
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structures of dominance, he must still fit into a hierarchical 

structure of dominance. There exists a revolutionary 

conformism just as there exists a conservative conformism. 

Less than a century ago, many men in European countries 

had hardly ever left their village. An individual’s sources of 

information and possibilities for action remained limited to 

the sensory space in which he lived his life. He thus had the 

impression of always being able to dominate the situation, 

or at least to act effectively to control it. Today, planetary 

information floods even the smallest enclosed space, and the 

man trapped within has no possibility of acting effectively in 

return. The result is an anxiety that no gratifying or 

reassuring action can appease. Only political engagement 

gives the hope of remedying this through the collective 

action it makes possible. 

Thus, the everyday life of a modern man is caught 

between a work that carries no meaning beyond ensuring 

his survival within the framework of production, and the 

ideologies attempting to organize the social structures to 

which he belongs. These ideologies are expressed in a 

language, a logical discourse, “analyses” that always cover 

over the drives and acquired automatisms, which 

themselves remain unconscious in their mechanisms and 

significance. But drives merely orient action toward 

individual well-being, and acquired automatisms shape it for 

the best maintenance of a social structure. This structure, 

still unconscious of the mechanisms that govern its 

organization, can only be a structure of dominance. In other 

words, between physics, applied to production, and 

discourse, there is nothing. 

In reality, there should be knowledge — knowledge of 

what allowed the construction of physics, and knowledge of 
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what discourse conceals. But this knowledge is so young, for 

it could not appear until the science of the inanimate was 

itself established; it is so complex, because it addresses 

structures where thermodynamic processes are no longer 

the only factor; and above all it is so hidden, because the 

biology of the unconscious — the study of the processes that 

animate our nervous system — has such difficulty freeing 

itself from the mask of consciousness processes, all smeared 

with discourse, that it has only very recently come to light. 

When societies provide each individual, from the 

youngest age and throughout life, with as much information 

about what he is — about the mechanisms that allow him to 

think, to desire, to remember, to be joyful or sad, calm or 

anxious, furious or gentle — about the mechanisms that 

allow him to live, in short, to live with others, when they give 

him as much information about this curious animal called 

Man as they have always striven to give him about the most 

efficient ways of producing goods, then the everyday life of 

that individual is likely to be transformed. Since nothing can 

interest him more intensely than himself, when he realizes 

that introspection has hidden the essential from him and 

distorted the rest, that things are content simply to be and 

that it is we — out of personal interest or that of the group 

we belong to — who assign them a “value,” his daily life will 

be transfigured. He will feel not isolated, but connected 

across time and space: similar to others yet different, unique 

and multiple at once, conforming and particular, fleeting and 

eternal, owner of everything while possessing nothing — and 

in seeking his own joy, he will give it to others. 

But above all, freed from the cumbersome clutter of 

eternal values, young and naked like at the dawn of time, yet 

rich in the inheritance of past generations, each man may 

then be able to bring his creativity to the world. One can only 
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hope that this creativity will lead him to discover tools of 

knowledge, whereas until now it has mostly forged tools of 

labor. Creativity cannot be considered “work,” since, 

following the semantic content we have previously given 

these words, it fulfills a desire and not a need. It does 

respond to drives, but only by passing through the 

shimmering veil of the imagination, which prevents it from 

submitting, handcuffed, to the authority of socioculture — 

that which has deformed nervous systems to its advantage 

throughout the learning of the prevailing rules of social 

behavior. 

This is not some utopian Rousseauism, a return to “good” 

nature, the “noble” savage, Adam and Eve before original 

sin, before the absorption of malic acid — the poison of 

knowledge. No, it is rather a matter of not confusing the 

“creation of information,” a specifically human fact, with the 

“mineralization of cultural space.” Culture until now has 

advanced in its non-commercial form only through the kicks 

administered by that blind force called the pressure of 

necessity. The citizen’s daily life has followed at the 

marching pace. I wish instead for a culture that plays truant, 

with jam on its face, hair in tangles, no crease in its trousers, 

and that searches through the thickets of imagination for the 

path of desire.
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14. The Meaning of Life 

What does it mean, I suppose? Go ask one of my liver cells 

what the meaning of its life is. Yet it lives, since I live with 

it. I doubt very much it would answer you. Ask the animals 

that populate the land, the sea, the air, the meaning of life. 

They too participate in it. But I doubt they would answer you. 

Ask in French a Chinese who speaks only Chinese what the 

meaning of life is. I doubt he would answer you. For there to 

be meaning, there must be a message. For there to be a 

message, there must be a consciousness to formulate it, 

according to a certain code, a system of transmission, and a 

consciousness to receive and decode it. If I write: “The flesh 

is sad, alas, and I have read all the books,” I have written 

letters that are not placed at random, but in a precise order 

relative to each other; they form words, each with a function 

in the sentence — subject, object, verb, etc. The organization 

of the whole constitutes the message, the signifier. It is the 

support of semantics, of the signified, which is the 

information I wish to transmit. 

To say that life has a meaning can be translated as saying 

that it is the structured support, the message, the signifier 

of a semantics, a signified. But then, one can affirm that this 

message is comprehensible neither to my liver cell nor to the 

animal, but only to Man. That is to say, it expresses itself in 

a universal language for Man, but only for him. Unless… 

unless we admit that human consciousness is The 

Consciousness accomplished, expressing a structure that 

constitutes the model of the whole of universal structures. 

This hypothesis seems very anthropocentric and unlikely: I 

would even be tempted to believe that, no more than my liver 

cell is aware of the discourse I am holding, no more than 
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that, we as individuals will ever be aware of the discourse 

that may one day be held — or is perhaps already being held 

— by the planetary organism that the whole of humanity, 

dead and living, might constitute. For the species is made up 

of both the dead and the living, just as an organism survives 

while at every second cells within it disappear. 

Moreover, “Life” with a capital L is a questionable 

concept. There exist living organisms, more or less complex, 

and if the structural laws that govern their organization 

seem to remain the same from the bottom to the top of the 

scale, if the energy source that animates them seems to be, 

for all, solar energy, if ultimately the whole of living systems 

within the biosphere seems indeed to constitute a coherent 

whole despite the variability of its elements’ forms — 

nothing authorizes us to consider this whole as “animated” 

by a particular force, independent of the laws of nature, a 

vital impulse, which we would symbolize with the word 

“Life.” Thus, the search for the “meaning of life” seems to 

me to be interpretable as the search for the finality of the 

whole of living processes in this infinitely limited part of the 

universe, the biosphere. If other organized complex 

structures exist, by “levels of organization,” other worlds 

within the cosmos, what criteria will we use to decide on 

their belonging to “Life”? 

It seems we will only be able to do so by knowing 

precisely the structural laws and mechanisms — which we 

are just beginning to glimpse — that organize living beings 

in the world where we are, and then by seeking possible 

analogies with the laws and structural mechanisms 

governing the organization of new forms that we may be 

given to observe. If we limit ourselves to noting certain 

functional properties of this organized matter — such as 

those we label with words like consciousness, imagination, 
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memory, etc. — it is not certain that mechanisms different 

from those we know here would underpin the same 

functions. In any case, it is nearly certain that we will only 

be able to understand what the organization of our own 

nervous structure allows us to understand, just as my liver 

cell can only integrate the signals that its structure as a liver 

cell enables it to decode, and not the supposedly logical 

discourse I am now elaborating. 

With this preamble laid out, can we attempt to 

understand the “meaning,” that is, the significance, the 

semantic content supported by the overall organization of 

the living processes presented to our observation by the 

individuals constituting the species within the biosphere? 

And among these species, the “meaning” of the life of one 

species that interests us particularly — the human species? 

The structure of the message, of the signifier — the theory 

of evolution — has shown us that it has changed over the 

ages. But if we are faced with a fact, we are still far from 

knowing its mechanisms. Even if we manage to clarify them, 

since the phenomenon has taken place in time, it will be our 

human notion of time itself that will be called into question. 

Observed in the present moment, the whole of living 

processes has already provided us, in recent decades, with 

some indications about the purely physical, thermodynamic 

mechanisms of its existence. 

More recently still, it has provided us with some 

indications about the structural mechanisms that constitute 

its specific character. The notions and facts tied to the 

knowledge of matter, energy, and information have thus 

allowed us to better understand how the letters of the 

message were assembled. With contemporary physics and 

biology, we have arrived at the syntax of living processes. 

Will we ever be able to understand their semantics? What 
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does the message whose structure we dissect actually say? 

Is there even a signified to transmit? In the ignorance of 

that, can Life have meaning? We are in the position of 

someone holding in his hands a piece of paper covered with 

signs, who believes himself the bearer of a message written 

in a language he does not know, persuaded that he must 

carry it as quickly as possible to a recipient he does not 

know. However well he may know the physicochemical 

structure of the ink and paper, the structure of the means of 

communication he has chosen — the principle of the 

combustion engine, for example — he cannot be sure that 

this paper he holds is a message, that this message was 

written by someone wishing to inform another, nor of the 

meaning of this information. Or else, one leaves the domain 

of science for that of Faith. 

I place in this distinction no judgment of value regarding 

either one. I only try to define the categories, adding that 

whatever domain we choose — even if we adopt both at once, 

knowing their incompatible characteristics — we have no 

logical reason to impose our attitude on others. Let us 

remember to render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s, and unto 

God what is God’s. 

Since the semantic content of the signifier cannot belong 

to the realm of science, is it possible, by limiting ourselves 

to the syntax of that signifier, to discover a few limited 

notions that might shed light on action? A few notions 

allowing us to discover a restricted finality, since the global, 

generalized finality escapes us? Here, finality is taken in its 

cybernetic sense — that is, as a “goal that allows action to 

be effective.” Given that living processes are what they are 

— that is, given that they are programmed as they are — the 

problem is not to know who programmed them, nor even 

how they were programmed, but since this program imposes 
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itself upon the observer, to what action does it lead? 

However, one turns the question, one always comes back 

to the idea that the finality of a living structure can only be 

to maintain its structure — a complex structure in a less 

complex environment. If some other immediate finality 

existed for it, there never would have been living structures, 

because they would have been wholly subjected to entropy. 

Now, if living systems within the biosphere do obey Carnot–

Clausius’ principle, since they derive their existence from 

solar entropy — in other words, if they do not contradict the 

second law in the realm of thermodynamics — in the realm 

of information, on the other hand, evolution as a whole and 

the existence, however fleeting, of living organisms 

constitute a delay, a halt in the process of homogenization, 

of thermodynamic leveling. 

And from the first unicellular beings onward, evolution 

has continued through the grouping of individuals into 

cellular societies, which led to multicellular beings, 

increasingly complex until Man. The specialization of 

functions appeared as soon as the first attempts at cellular 

socialization. But in these multicellular organisms, each cell 

or each group of cells sharing the same function had from 

then on as its finality to ensure the maintenance of the 

organism thus created. The specialized function bent itself 

to the requirements of survival of the organic community. 

Humanity moved from levels of intracellular organization to 

those of cells, then organs, then systems, finally to whole 

organisms. 

If this organizational law — which has never failed since 

the beginning — continues at the stage reached by the 

human species, we should expect the appearance of a new 

level of organization encompassing all human individuals 
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into a planetary organism. This view may appear utopian, for 

in that case why would we not also expect the appearance of 

a planetary organism for every animal species currently on 

Earth? But no individual belonging to those species seems 

to have the awareness of being and of belonging to a species. 

They lack the ability to add information to matter — and 

it may not be forbidden to hope that humankind, after 

spending centuries informing inert matter, making 

commodities, might one day set itself to informing living 

matter. And not only in order to transform the genetic code 

— something that the most recent experiments in genetic 

manipulation do not make improbable — but rather to reach 

a new level of organization, that of the human species itself. 

In so doing, we will still only have touched upon the problem 

of syntax, but not that of semantics. We will merely have 

submitted, but with our particular level of consciousness, to 

a general law of organization of living processes. We will 

merely have obeyed a pressure of necessity — but a pressure 

of necessity specific to Man, since he alone has awareness 

and knowledge of his planetary dispersion, something that 

will never happen to societies of bees. 

The meaning of life cannot be that of the individual 

separated from his social context, since we have already said 

that Man does not exist outside the others who make him. 

But one cannot imagine that this social context should limit 

itself to subgroups defending their hierarchical structures of 

dominance and the material and energetic territory, the 

ecological niche, where these were established. For, 

increasing daily their technical information, some of these 

subgroups went seeking in other ecological niches the 

matter and energy they lacked in order to exploit their 

personal knowledge. Thus, was born imperialism, thus 

multiplied wars and genocides. One can say that, in acting 
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this way, these social groups obeyed a pressure of necessity, 

but it was the pressure of the species that preceded Man, in 

which the strongest win, the best-adapted survive. But the 

best-adapted of one era is not necessarily the best-adapted 

of the next. This is why the great saurians of the Secondary 

era are no longer among us. 

The social groups of which we just spoke transformed the 

environment through their dominance. But they are in the 

process of destroying it, and the whole species risks 

disappearing with them. By becoming aware that we have 

obeyed a pressure of necessity that governed evolution up 

to now — including in Man — will we be conscious enough, 

however, to control this determinism? To control our 

ancestral drives by anticipating the future toward which 

they lead us? 

The meaning of a human being’s life can only be 

understood, in the realm of Science, if it is not separated 

from that of the species. It cannot be reduced to the survival 

of a predatory, aggressive subgroup seeking to appropriate 

a territory — spatial, economic, linguistic, or cultural. The 

Earth belongs to all who live upon it. It is round, and its 

boundaries are those it occupies within the solar system. It 

has no partition walls, no private property, no barriers or 

fences. The matter and energy it contains have so far 

belonged only to those capable of creating the technical 

information necessary to use them. That information has 

given those who possessed it the most advanced weapons to 

enslave others. It has allowed them to exploit the land, the 

sea, and the air, while leaving their waste to everyone else. 

But how can we achieve a planetary organization of the 

human species, when we remain ignorant of the nervous 

structures and the mechanisms of their functioning — 



14. The Meaning of Life  

125 

mechanisms that make the “other” always the one who 

opposes individual gratification and who, in order to ensure 

his own, has always until now sought to impose his 

dominance? A dominance always disguised in the language 

of fine sentiments or protective paternalism. Between the 

individual and the species, there have always been social 

groups, equivalent to the imperfect forms which, at the 

stages preceding the appearance of Man in evolution, each 

tried to dominate the ecological niche that had given birth 

to them. Yet the pressure of necessity allowed for a certain 

balance between them, even some degree of cooperation, 

leading to the fragile ecological equilibria that we now 

observe. 

With Man, murderous dominance overflows the 

interspecific frame to invade the intraspecific one, and he is 

the only species to profit from the murder of his 

contemporaries. If the meaning of life for the individual is 

indeed to live, to maintain his structure, and if in doing so 

he clearly participates in the survival of the species, that 

finality cannot stop halfway, settling for a synergy with the 

survival of some limited social group — whatever it may be 

— even if an apparently common interest unites the 

individuals of that group. For that path leads to racism, often 

disguised as a kind of antiracism all the more dangerous for 

exploiting the guilty conscience of others. All the ideas, 

ideologies, concepts, sentiments, cultural automatisms 

which, animating an individual, halt him on the road that 

leads to the species and instead secure him through 

belonging to a social group — all of these belong to the 

prehistory of humankind. And it is generally in the name of 

History, of a cramped culture already overtaken by the very 

pace of evolution, that individuals are mobilized and driven 

to intraspecific murder. 
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The meaning of life — its semantics — escapes us, and 

will no doubt always escape us. On the other hand, from 

what we already know of the signifier — what evolution and 

the recent biology of behavior are beginning to let us 

glimpse of its structure, the syntax whose laws they are 

beginning to uncover — we will soon be without excuse if we 

continue to make grammatical mistakes. We will probably 

never know if the message is comprehensible, where it 

comes from, or to whom it is addressed. But at least we will 

have the certainty of not adding noise or interference to its 

transmission. We will find ourselves in the position of a 

telecommunications engineer. Each person may then, if he 

wishes and if he needs it to feel secure, find in it a 

transmitting consciousness aimed at some cosmic end. 

But spare us all the hollow words that until now have 

been used to drive the masses toward an ideal of murder and 

dominance — always for the good cause: that of love, 

responsibility, liberty, fraternity, hope. Would it not then be 

possible to achieve peace and tolerance by praising hatred, 

irresponsibility, slavery, selfishness, and despair? I fear the 

words that are spoken to ease one’s conscience, to divert 

destiny, to cover one’s eyes, and ultimately to do nothing. 

Let us be done with bleating humanists who try to make us 

believe in Santa Claus and in the power of words. It costs 

them little to pronounce them. The meaning of human life is 

perhaps nothing more than access to the knowledge of the 

living world — whereas knowledge of the inanimate world 

leads only to individual and social expressions of dominance, 

covered over by the deceptive veil of discourse.
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15. Politics 

Politics ought to be the most advanced form of human 

activity. The only species able to conceive of itself as a 

species, humankind is still seeking its mode of planetary 

organization. To imagine interindividual relations that allow 

the formation of human groups, themselves capable of 

integrating without antagonism into larger and larger 

human ensembles, in order finally to constitute a planetary 

organism functioning harmoniously and enabling each 

individual, during his brief life, to act in such a way that in 

assuring his own survival he also assures that of the species 

— that, it seems, is ultimately the purpose of Politics. It is, 

above all, a science of the organization of social structures. 

But every social group lives within a geoclimatic context, 

an ecological niche where it finds the matter and energy 

necessary both to maintain the structure of each individual 

who composes it, and — as we have seen — to maintain the 

social structure, that is, the one governing interindividual 

relations. This is the thermodynamic, or in other words 

economic, aspect of social relations. Here we return to 

notions already considered. An organism must take matter 

and energy from its environment in order to preserve its 

structure. In the animal kingdom, part of this energy drawn 

from the environment is transformed by organisms into work 

and heat, enabling them to act upon the environment to 

obtain food and to flee or fight in defense of the organism — 

that is, to preserve its structure. Man, thanks to his 

associative mechanisms and his imaginative processes, later 

realized through action, is capable of adding information 

that transforms matter and energy for the best advantage of 

his survival, the preservation of his structure. 
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We also saw that as soon as interindividual relations or a 

social structure are established, part of this work is then 

destined to the maintenance of that structure. We likened 

this work — useful to the preservation of the individual’s 

structure only indirectly — to surplus value. This work, taken 

from the individual, is only indirectly returned to him. But 

since an isolated individual is inconceivable, since the 

individual necessarily belongs to a society, and since the 

structure of that society can draw its energy supply only 

from the individuals themselves, it is evident that this 

surplus value is the foundation of any society. 

The problem begins when we ask what kind of social 

structure this surplus value will sustain, what interindividual 

relations it will maintain or permit. We see how intimately 

economic problems are linked with sociological ones. Yet the 

sociological problem reduces to interindividual and group 

relations governed by a biology of behavior which, up to 

now, has never been taken into account. That our nervous 

systems are programmed in such a way as to let us act within 

a certain space and, through that action, preserve the 

structure of the organism to which they belong; that in this 

space they then try to hold at their disposal the objects and 

beings that gratify them, those which they have learned by 

experience are necessary to preserve their organic 

structure, their pleasure; that they then enter into 

competition with others for the possession and “property” of 

these objects and beings; that hierarchy inevitably results 

from this; that in the human world this hierarchy favors 

those who manipulate abstract technical information, 

necessary for the creation of machines and the intensive 

production of goods — these are examples of notions never 

mentioned as the origin of socio-economic disparities or of 

intra- and international dominance. We have discussed these 

notions at greater length in a recent book already cited [12]. 
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Abolishing the private ownership of the means of 

production and exchange, which chains those who do not 

own to the dominance of those who do, is obviously an 

indispensable factor for transforming socio-economic 

relations. But progress will be invisible if each individual, 

lacking not technical or professional information but general 

information about the biological laws governing the 

organization of societies, sees surplus value used according 

to the decisions of a few — bureaucrats and technocrats — 

who thereby express their dominance and satisfy their 

narcissism. Social malaise stems less, no doubt, from 

economic disparities than from hierarchical alienation. In 

capitalist countries, economic disparities most often reflect 

hierarchical disparities. In socialist countries, where 

economic disparities are less blatant (though still 

persisting), hierarchical disparities remain, and it is not 

enough to greet each other as “comrade” for dominants and 

dominated, ruling and ruled classes, and the omnipotence of 

the party over the base, to disappear. 

To speak of politics today is to cover, with logical 

discourse borrowed from the reference parties, an 

unconscious affectivity — that of impulses and cultural 

automatisms, of narcissism gratified or ungratified within 

the dominant hierarchy. The conservative is satisfied with 

his social status; the revolutionary, dissatisfied. Both speak 

invoking great, general, generous principles, and both seem 

to think their positions uniquely beneficial to the human 

whole to which they belong — if not, more often, to humanity 

as a whole. Both appear perfectly disinterested, piling up 

arguments, all perfectly logical, the most “pertinent 

analyses” of social and economic facts, valid not only for 

them but for the whole planet. Neither admits — and one 

may even wonder if they are conscious of it — that they are 

defending their own social status, their own interest, their 
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place in the social hierarchy. What is conventionally called 

“class consciousness” seems to me not a fact of 

consciousness at all, but an affective fact, the expression of 

countless unconscious factors. 

Now, among the arguments invoked to defend a political 

option, some result from a correct observation of social and 

economic facts, and in such cases it is difficult to criticize 

them. Indeed, it is illogical to want to criticize facts, but one 

can criticize the supposedly logical interpretation of these 

facts, and the supposedly conscious and disinterested 

political action that flows from them. As always, the content 

of the discourse is no more important than what drives the 

discourse. What makes one speak, what remains beneath the 

discourse, is just as essential to interpreting the observed 

facts as what is explicitly said. Social and economic facts can 

only be decoded if one uses the general grid of human 

behavior in social situations. If one eliminates man from his 

own activities, what remains is only an arbitrary structure, 

a model without authenticity, an ideology, and across the 

centuries we reproduce the same hierarchical systems of 

dominance. 

To believe one has escaped bourgeois individualism 

because one speaks under the protective shadow of social 

classes and their struggles, because one seems to act 

against profit, the exploitation of man by man, the powers of 

money, the established authorities — this is to show 

complete ignorance of what motivates, directs, and orients 

human actions, and above all of what motivates, directs, and 

orients our own judgments, our own actions. This does not 

mean we should not speak and act in this way; it means only 

that it is useful to know that behind a supposedly altruistic 

and generous discourse hide pulsional motivations, 

unfulfilled desires for dominance, cultural conditionings, a 
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rewarded submission to prohibitions or an ineffective revolt 

against the alienation of our gratifying acts by social order, 

a search for narcissistic satisfactions, etc. Thus, when a 

community of interests allows a human group one day to 

overthrow the established power, one immediately sees 

arise within the new power a competitive struggle for 

dominance, a new hierarchical system appears and 

institutionalizes itself. The cycle begins again. 

We thus glimpse the deception that so-called democracy 

can represent. The “political” opinion of an individual most 

often expresses nothing more than his satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction depending on the level he has reached in the 

hierarchical scale, according to the image he has of himself. 

The opinion of a “majority” is never the product of an 

extensive knowledge, both globalizing and analytical, of 

socioeconomic problems, but the result of the integration of 

countless individual and group affective factors — always 

later validated by some logical discourse. 

The economic source of satisfaction or dissatisfaction is 

generally treated by raising the purchasing power of the 

greatest number, allowing them to obtain a larger quantity 

of gratifying objects. For this, one must produce more, which 

supposedly helps fight unemployment. But since the 

hierarchical scale of dominance remains intact, and since in 

capitalist countries this scale rests partly on the quantity of 

consumable goods attributed to an individual according to 

the level he has reached on it, economic disparities persist 

even though the general standard of living has risen. The 

material criteria of well-being are obviously variable 

according to times and regions, and depend much more on 

learned needs than on fundamental needs. Moreover, in 

capitalist countries, since economic disparities are one of 

the essential elements maintaining differences between 
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individuals, the satisfaction of fundamental needs is no 

longer the ultimate purpose of human labor: rather, it is the 

satisfaction of acquired needs. This purpose passes through 

profit, which maintains differences while raising the general 

standard of living. The result is frenzied advertising to 

create new needs, generating new profits and maintaining 

the hierarchical scale of economic dominance. 

Now, this world of economic expansion uses, for the 

production of its goods, matter (so-called raw materials), 

energy, and technical information (that of patents and of 

human learning). Highly industrialized countries no longer 

find in their own ecological niche sufficient matter and 

energy to employ their technical information and satisfy 

their acquired needs. To pursue their expansion, as owners 

of technical information — the only thing capable of 

transforming and using matter and energy — they have gone 

to seek these resources outside their own niche. This was 

the fundamental cause of imperialism and of a new 

international scale of dominance: the countries richest in 

technical information holding the power of weapons, of 

international capital, exploiting inflation and their way of 

life, their material success enticing other peoples to imitate 

their social and economic structures in order to share in 

their dominance. 

It is amusing to note how governments try to persuade us 

of the need to tack successively between inflation and 

unemployment in order to reach the desired goal of well-

being within continuous expansion. Yet to use profit to 

maintain the hierarchical scales of dominance is to allow, 

through advertising, a senseless glut of useless products; it 

is to incite the squandering, for their production, of the 

planet’s material and energy capital, without concern for 

those who do not possess the technical information and the 
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many means of “making known.” It leads to the creation of 

multinational economic monsters whose only rule is their 

own economic survival — achievable only through planetary 

dominance. It is, in short, to make disappear every power 

not aligned with the purely economic lust for power of these 

monstrous producers. 

When matter and energy are no longer found in sufficient 

quantity within the geographic framework of a people, if 

imperialism no longer allows it to procure them cheaply by 

stripping them from other peoples whose insufficient 

technical information has prevented them from using them, 

this people still has the possibility of exporting its technical 

knowledge. It is this knowledge that enables it to transform 

matter and energy into consumable products, and it is this 

knowledge that is sold along with the sale of these products. 

Hence the rise of economic espionage to acquire, at no cost, 

new manufacturing techniques. 

I regret, in this chapter where I have been asked to treat 

“Politics,” having to make this skeletal “digest” of political 

economy. Aware of its inadequacy, I intend only to show that 

from the smallest human subgroups — businesses, cities, 

corporations, regions, nations, groups of nations — the 

whole planetary organization of human societies is, today as 

yesterday, founded on the search for dominance. The search 

for interindividual dominance leads to the dominance of 

human groups over one another, at every level of 

organization at which they may be apprehended. We have 

tried to show that if dominance is obtained through profit, 

then the finality of such a social structure becomes an 

economic finality, profit becoming the almost exclusive 

means of maintaining the scale of dominances. 

Thus, one can argue endlessly, with serious arguments, 
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for or against multinational corporations. But in reality, their 

leaders are usually technocrats whose only desire is to 

express their need for prestige and power through the ever-

expanding, tentacular growth of their firms. They clash with 

heads of government or union leaders animated by identical 

drives shaped by a different cultural training, whose logical 

discourse contains as many convincing elements as theirs. 

As for those commonly called intellectuals — those whose 

technical innovations are indispensable to the expanding 

commercial power of these corporations — they either feel 

their role insufficiently appreciated by the former 

protagonists and bitterly criticize the system they depend on 

(though seldom to the point of striking, which would deprive 

them of valuable economic and hierarchical advantages), or 

they consider themselves sufficiently gratified by their 

successive hierarchical promotions and become loyal 

defenders of the system. 

From an economic point of view, it seems that as long as 

private or state ownership of raw materials, energy, and 

technical information has not been abolished, as long as no 

planetary management of these three elements has been 

organized and established, international disparities will 

persist — and these can only favor the permanence of 

international disparities. But even supposing that this 

private or state ownership were abolished, there would still 

remain the problem of the planetary hierarchical system of 

dominance that would inevitably establish itself, no doubt 

under the guise of some “planetary democracy.” 

If, leaving aside this totalizing viewpoint, we return to the 

individual problem and attempt to retrace the path in the 

opposite direction, from the particular to the general, we 

immediately notice that, since human isolates are no longer 

possible at the present stage of the species’ evolution, a 
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profound transformation of the status of the individual is 

possible only if it is integrated into a synergistic 

transformation of all social groups, up to the largest whole 

constituted by the species itself. 

It seems evident that the success of the socialist 

revolution of 1917 was due only to a possibility of isolation 

— complete autarky made possible by the vast extent of the 

ecological niche in which it arose. The Iron Curtain was not 

the result of a choice but of a pressure of necessity. We can 

see how difficult it is for a socialist revolution in Chile or 

Portugal to survive if it does not, like Cuba, fit into an 

encompassing system capable of protecting its structure. 

Moreover, the experience of contemporary socialist 

revolutions, despite the undeniable progress achieved in 

countries where they became institutionalized, does not 

provide a sufficiently convincing example in many domains 

of social behavior to inspire wholehearted adherence to their 

system of dominance. 

It is a new system of interindividual relations that must 

be invented, one that draws lessons from the failures of 

previous systems and is capable of limiting the damage 

caused by hierarchical scales of dominance. Socialist 

revolutions have greatly reduced, or even abolished, profit 

as a means of establishing dominance. But prestige, the 

conquest of power — usually tied to conformity with a 

sectarian ideology — have been equally effective means of 

establishing hierarchical scales of dominance. The means of 

dominance have changed, but domination itself persists. The 

majority is no more master of its destiny than before, no 

more allowed to bring its personal project to fruition if it 

does not conform to the project of the reigning intellectual 

authorities. A planetary self-management project could be a 

solution. In another book [13], we explained why this socio-
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economic structure could only become effective if 

populations as a whole acquired knowledge of what we 

called generalized information, rather than merely technical 

information. 

Only such knowledge can define not just the means for 

achieving a given social structure, but above all the desired 

finality of that structure, and make that finality acceptable 

on a global scale. Without this, humanity risks falling once 

again into a search for dominance at every level of social 

organization. It is a banality to say that, in the end, it is a 

choice of civilization that the human species faces today. It 

may seem strange to hear me speak here of a “choice.” In 

reality, it is certain that it will not be a choice. It will be, 

given access to knowledge, a diffuse awareness of where our 

old behaviors are leading us, a belated understanding of the 

mechanisms that govern them, a new pressure of necessity 

to which we will have to submit if the species is to survive. 

It is not even a matter of knowing whether it is good or 

desirable that the species survive — we do not even know if 

it will. But it seems certain that if it is to survive, its survival 

implies a profound transformation of human behavior. And 

this transformation is only possible if humanity as a whole 

gains knowledge of the mechanisms that make it think, 

judge, and act. 

If only some are informed, they will always run up against 

the solid wall of the desire for dominance of those who are 

not, and they will owe their individual salvation and their 

tranquility, during their brief passage through the world of 

the living, only to flight — away from hierarchical 

competitions and dominances — unless, against their will, 

they are swept into the intraspecific slaughters that these 

dominances constantly generate throughout the world. 
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There may perhaps exist, among logical discourses and 

ideologies likely to orient action, a hierarchy of value. But 

ultimately, the only criterion that allows us to establish such 

a hierarchy is the defense of the widow and the orphan. Don 

Quixote was right. His position is the only defensible one. 

Any authority imposed by force must be fought. But force, 

violence, is not always where one thinks it is. 

Institutionalized violence — that which claims to rest on the 

will of the majority, a majority rendered senile not by 

marijuana but by the intoxication of mass media and cultural 

automatisms dragging their sabers along the dusty ground 

of History — the violence of the righteous and the well-

thinking, those very same who sent Christ to the cross, 

forever clinging to their temples, their decorations, and their 

merchandise — this violence, unaware of itself or believing 

itself justified, is fundamentally contrary to the evolution of 

the species. 

It must be fought — and forgiven — because it does not 

know what it does. One cannot truly hold a grudge against 

unconscious beings, even if their pretension is often 

unbearable. To systematically take the side of the weaker is 

a rule that practically ensures you will never regret 

anything. But it is still necessary not to be mistaken in 

diagnosing who the weaker is. The notion of class is not 

always sufficient. The logic of discourse can, here too, 

camouflage the real balance of power. I would be tempted 

to say instead that one must avoid being on the side of a 

triumphant majority, and if by chance a minority becomes a 

majority and triumphs, then one must find something else. 

One must create a new minority that is neither the old one 

nor the new one, but something different. And all this is only 

valid if you truly cannot find pleasure otherwise — in other 

words, if you are fundamentally masochistic. Otherwise, 

flight is still preferable and just as effective, provided it is 
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into the realm of the imagination. No passport is required. 

When one understands that men kill each other in order 

to establish or preserve their dominance, one is tempted to 

conclude that the most dangerous disease for the human 

species is neither cancer nor cardiovascular disease, as they 

try to make us believe, but rather the sense of hierarchies — 

all hierarchies. There is no war in an organism, because no 

organ seeks to establish its dominance over another, to 

command it, to be superior to it. All function in such a way 

that the whole organism survives. When will each human 

group that constitutes the great organism of the human 

species understand that it can only have one goal: the 

survival of the whole, and not the establishment of its 

dominance over others? None of them alone is 

representative of the species, and none holds the truth on its 

own. 

The inadequacy of Marxism, in my opinion, comes from 

the fact that it focused attention on relations of production 

and considered them as the source of human relations. It 

considered man as thermodynamic, as producer, whereas 

social structures are “forms,” shaped by information, and 

relations of production appear to me as secondary results of 

this primary information. To use another biological 

comparison, it is as if the biologist were interested only in 

metabolism — as he did for a long time — while ignoring the 

structure that makes metabolism possible, whose source lies 

in the genes of the nucleus. The difficulty, as we have 

emphasized elsewhere, is that there can be no structure 

without material and energetic elements to combine, and we 

understand why one so often confuses one with the others. 

But in politics, the structure that underlies relations of 

production is that of human nervous systems in search of 

power and dominance necessary for the fulfillment of the 
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individual project — preferably at the expense of the other’s. 

Relations of production are only one of the functional 

means of expression — not negligible, but not exclusive. To 

give them the essential place in human relations is to fall 

back into the dichotomy of man as producer and man as 

cultural being. It is to oblige the individual to abandon his 

power of organizing his social relations to a party or to 

inspired leaders, to those who “know” — or more often still, 

to a conservative conformism of old structures. It is, 

consequently, to maintain him only in his thermodynamic 

aspect, and to believe that the only exploitation of man by 

man is through the means of production — the wealth of the 

world that the worker produces and of which he is 

dispossessed. But what the individual is dispossessed of — 

even in contemporary socialist countries — the true wealth 

he could produce, is above all knowledge. 

Not only scientific or “cultural” knowledge, but 

knowledge of himself and of others, which could lead him to 

invent new social relations and organize them in a form 

different from the one imposed upon him. Before the 

quantity of energy absorbed and released by a living 

structure, before the mode of distribution of surplus value, 

what is important to know is the form, the function, the role 

of this living structure. It is the knowledge of this 

information that is fundamental to acquire; it is the 

awareness of being part of a whole, the participation in the 

finality of this whole through individual action, the 

possibility for an individual to influence the trajectory of the 

world. Marx himself did more to influence that trajectory 

than all the work subsequently carried out by the workers 

who adopted his doctrine. Undoubtedly because he provided 

new information capable of understanding and organizing 

human labor differently. One could even say that he is the 
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example showing that human relations are not only relations 

of production — or at least that one must not confuse 

information and labor.
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16. The Past, the Present, and the Future 

The question of time is impossible to tackle when one is 

not a physicist. My friend Joël de Rosnay once ventured into 

it in our journal "Agressologie" (an international journal of 

physiology and pharmacology that Laborit founded in 1958 

and edited until 1983) and more recently in his last book.[14].  

I frankly admit that I did not fully understand his entire line 

of reasoning, although the elements he used as a basis were 

familiar to me. I hesitate to speak on such a subject. 

Conceptual errors are easily made, and I also hesitate to 

stray from the field of my daily work, which I know well. If I 

nevertheless step into this minefield, it is more to raise 

questions than to provide answers. 

That our conception of time is limited by the level of 

consciousness that we possess is easily acceptable. Did I not 

say earlier that we could access the signifier of living 

processes without necessarily accessing the signified? I 

imagine, for example — in a science-fiction hypothesis — 

that the universe itself might possess a consciousness of 

being, whose only reference we could grasp would be by 

analogy with our own consciousness of existence. It is 

understandable that such a universal consciousness would 

not hold the notion of time as we perceive it, since our 

perception of time is bound to that of space. Since Einstein, 

we know that we can only speak of space-time. One can no 

longer refer to absolute space and universal time. The 

properties of space depend on the speed at which it is 

traversed. This universal consciousness — we had already 

proposed such a hypothetical idea in the epilogue of 

"Decoding the Human Message" — "La Nouvelle Grille". We 

said that, for it, time and space no longer exist, since it is 
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time and space; it does not need to move during a certain 

period to cover a certain space, and it simply is. 

We invoked this hypothesis only to note that every set 

encompassed within it, by levels of organization — from 

galaxies to solar systems, from planets to atoms — will have 

its own time within that set, a time proper to it, by the very 

fact that it enters into relation with other sets and that these 

relations require a certain amount of time to bridge the 

space that separates them. The notion of time will therefore 

be entirely relative and will depend on the physical 

characteristics of the set considered. At our scale, there will 

thus be an individual human time, a cellular time, a 

molecular time, an electronic time. Likewise, social time and 

the time of the species will not flow at the same speed as 

that of the individual. Within an individual’s life, childhood 

time is far slower than that of old age. Every human being 

has experienced this. 

Up to this point, I do not believe I am straying too far from 

J. de Rosnay’s perspective. On the other hand, when he 

mentions the work of Costa de Beauregard, the subject 

becomes fascinating but much harder for me to follow — 

probably due to my insufficient mathematical and physical 

culture. Costa starts from the equivalence, accepted by 

some, between negative entropy and information. 

Personally, this equivalence has never satisfied me, because 

living processes — always invoked when speaking of 

negative entropy — are a structuring process realizable only 

by an increase in solar entropy. I would tend instead to 

follow Wiener’s opinion, who insisted that information is 

only information — that it is neither mass nor energy, though 

necessarily requiring mass and energy to exist. The signified 

cannot exist without the signifier. 
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To say that information is equivalent to negative entropy 

means that it is acquired from positive entropy, and this 

aligns with the notion that one can create order out of 

disorder. In a closed system, the increase of entropy, of 

disorder, increases the chances of encounters between 

atomic and molecular elements, and therefore the chances 

of the emergence of order. This seems to mean that with an 

increase in entropy comes an increase in information. This 

leads to the notion that a dynamic equilibrium must then 

occur between order and disorder, negentropy and entropy. 

One cannot conceive of a world entirely negentropic and 

filled with information, because there would no longer be 

any positive entropy to sustain that structure. The 

Teilhardian Omega Point, understood as a universe made 

solely of information, seems inconceivable to me — for 

human consciousness, or at least for mine. 

The problem becomes more complicated when we move 

from negentropy — which represents, in some sense, order, 

the syntax of the message we spoke of in a previous chapter, 

and which does not necessarily require understanding — to 

semantics, the signified of the message. We encounter again 

the issue discussed earlier concerning semantics: it must be 

emitted by a consciousness wishing to transmit meaningful 

information to an unknown interlocutor who must be 

capable of decoding it. At this point we leave the realm of 

science for that of Faith. As de Rosnay notes, negentropy is 

“neutral and objective” — we could say, like syntax. 

Information, however, has a “subjective” sense, valid only 

for the one capable of decoding it, for whom it becomes 

meaningful. 

Let us return to the notion of time. J. de Rosnay shows 

that our notion of time is bound to the principle of causality, 

of a “before” and an “after,” and consequently to the second 
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law of thermodynamics, to universal entropy. The 

information collected and stored by our brain is itself linked 

to energy variations occurring in the external environment 

and subjected to entropy, thus to a unidirectional time 

oriented toward increasing disorder and the decrease of 

information. J. de Rosnay calls this process observation, 

acquisition of knowledge. Let us note that this process is 

accompanied by a “structuring” of neural pathways in the 

brain, by the establishment of a neuronal syntax, by the 

creation of a signifier. J. de Rosnay opposes this type of 

information to what must be an inverse process: the 

transformation of information into negentropy, a process of 

creation and action during which the brain, instead of 

merely informing itself, informs, organizes. I confess that I 

do not understand the distinction he then makes between 

the time that “spreads out,” actualizes, where the brain 

informs itself, and the time that “adds,” that of creation. For 

to create indeed requires much time, since creation can only 

result from the accumulation of memorized experience. 

Recording is, of course, rapid, whereas the association of 

recordings into a new structure is much slower, since it 

results from the accumulation, over time, of recorded 

events. 

He then calls upon cybernetics to convince us that in a 

regulator “the arrow of time seems to close back on itself.” 

In a regulation loop, indeed, one may ask the question: “is it 

the cause that precedes the effect, or the opposite?” For 

“causality circulates all along the loop.” Whereas, if the loop 

is opened, if it is spread out, with a beginning and an end, 

one falls back upon linear causality, with a “before” and an 

“after.” In a regulator, there would be a “conservation of 

time.” Let us note that from the temporal point of view, since 

between factors and effect stands the structure of the 

effector, there generally exists a “delay of effectiveness,” 
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and that between the effect and the correction of the factors 

— correction necessary to reach the goal — there exists a 

“hysteresis,” two elements evolving over time. But above all, 

we have often insisted that such a regulator does nothing in 

itself. In an enzymatic reaction isolated in vitro, when 

equilibrium is obtained between the amount of substrate and 

the amount of reaction product, at a certain gross scale of 

observation, nothing seems to be happening in time 

anymore. Yet, at another scale of observation, a certain 

amount of substrate is always being transformed into 

reaction product and vice versa; and this occurs within a 

certain time, that of electronic displacements. 

Finally, living systems are represented by chains of 

servomechanisms, where the activity of organizational 

levels, regulated, is commanded by the level above, by an 

external command to the system. It culminates in the activity 

of the whole organism, which evolves within a certain space 

over a certain time. 

Thus, the difference between the biologist and the 

physicist may essentially consist in this: the biologist, in 

daily contact with levels of organization themselves situated 

within a relatively closed system — the biosphere, enclosed 

in the solar system — sees things evolve in time, information 

borne by a growing entropy, solar entropy. The physicist, on 

the other hand, can imagine an overall structure where time 

is no longer tied to the subsystems, to the levels of 

organization, to space, and then takes on the same 

dimension as space itself, within a space-time continuum. I 

have often repeated that the characteristic which seems 

essential to me in the functioning of the human brain is its 

faculty of imagination — the ability to create new structures. 

It is likely, however, that all living forms, from the simplest 

to the most complex, since they are capable of memory — 
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that is, of a persistent transformation of their somatic 

structure by experience — are also capable, to varying 

degrees, of a certain imagination, that is, of a certain power 

of anticipation. 

Anticipation is possible only thanks to memory. But 

anticipation represents the ability to foresee, to program an 

action whose purpose will always remain to protect the 

structure. We have even accepted that this anticipation, 

swollen as it is with acquired determinisms and with 

motivations tied to the structure to be preserved, may be 

called freedom. But this anticipation — creator of imaginary 

structures which will still have to be tested by experience — 

also builds itself in time: not only in the time of acquiring 

memorized images, but also in that of their original 

association. This time will be that of cerebral biochemistry, 

perhaps even that of the electron. And if anticipation is 

expressed in action, it will do so again within time: the time 

within which a human being is conscious of acting, and 

within a certain space. 

What we have just written concerning the relativity of 

time and space, and concerning information, does not 

belong only to the realm of discourse. These relations 

permeate our daily life and are at the root of unresolved 

problems with major consequences. Our action, indeed, 

unfolds within a certain space; but it is also from another 

space, not overlapping the first, that we draw the 

information captured by our senses. This latter space has 

expanded, over the last few decades, to the limits of the 

planet and even beyond. Visual and auditory information 

reaches us from every corner of the earth at the speed of the 

electromagnetic waves that carry it. Yet, most often, our 

means of direct individual action remain limited to a 

restricted space. We see on television the emaciated bodies 
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of children in the Sahel and elsewhere dying of hunger. What 

can we do to remedy this? It is not even a matter of altruism, 

but the image of death — of a non-fictitious death — reminds 

us that we must die. Now, we have shown that the inhibition 

of action lies at the root of the deepest disturbances in 

biological equilibrium. We have contracted the space-time 

within which information reaches us, but most often we have 

not contracted, in the same way, the space within which our 

personal action can be effective. 

Likewise, the mass media broadcast information which 

cannot be objective to passive human masses, who have no 

means of returning any active feedback to the source that 

disseminated it; thus the latter cannot in turn evolve, inform 

itself, and be transformed. 

Conversely, in hand-to-hand combat, the capture of 

information, the action, and the observation of its result took 

place within the same space. Today, a bomber drops its 

bombs from such a height that it cannot observe the 

terrifying detail of their explosion and thus cannot be in the 

least affected by it. And let us not even mention missiles 

bearing atomic bombs, which contract the time of death’s 

dispersion, as well as the space they traverse — without in 

any way contracting the space-time of those who do not 

possess them. 

In the way Man makes use of space, moreover, he takes 

no account whatsoever of its equivalence with a time which, 

as we have said, varies with the level of organization. Thus, 

we mineralize space in a disorderly urbanization. When 

social time was slow, due to the gradual accumulation of 

technical and socio-cultural information, this mineralization 

of space could still be compatible with social time. But today, 

when social time has accelerated in a considerable way, we 
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build with the time of matter, thanks to an anticipation that 

belongs to individual time, for a society that is changing at 

full speed — faster than the individuals who compose it. 

Thus, building the future — engaging in foresight as 

Gaston Berger proposed — is not a simple matter. One must 

choose a target and correct the trajectory of action at every 

instant, as one does when firing at an aircraft. But in that 

case the matter is relatively simple, since the target is 

evident, even if it is mobile. By contrast, in human prospects, 

today’s goal has very little chance of being tomorrow’s, 

because we can only imagine today a goal to be reached with 

the criteria of appreciation of our present society. Our 

desires of the future are nothing but the pale, poetized 

image of our knowledge of the present. Of course, we are 

beginning to understand that the ballistics which allowed 

one to hit a fixed target — as the artilleryman of the early 

century was content to do, since it suited the principle of 

linear causality — has nothing to do with the exploitation of 

cybernetic pursuit of a moving target. 

But how can one reach a goal not only mobile, but which 

our present imagination is incapable of even imagining? A 

goal which will nevertheless be nothing but what our action, 

at every second, will make it? A goal situated simultaneously 

within all the times of organizational levels, and which, most 

often, we can still apprehend only within that of individual 

human consciousness, not of the collective consciousness 

that escapes us? What has become of Papa’s simplistic 

determinism? Where are the sectarian, rigid ideological 

certainties? That does not mean, of course, that we must not 

act. It simply means that the result of action cannot be 

predicted with certainty. Consequently, it seems premature 

to want to impose such action as a universal model upon 

human behavior. But it also means that any action founded 
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upon utopia has more chance of proving effective than the 

ballistic reproduction of past behaviors. The only thing of 

which we can be certain is that, at the level of human 

societies, evolution exists. But toward what does it lead us? 

And how to correct the trajectory? I have much admiration 

for those whom no doubt ever assails and who have resolved 

everything with logical analyses, by using the cannon of 

history and Papa’s ballistics. 

In the simplest gesture — reaching for an object with our 

hand — can we imagine how many successive corrections, 

carried out by infinitely complex nervous processes 

operating on the scale of milliseconds, are necessary? The 

slightest human or animal oriented gesture is a refined and 

dynamic process striving to reach a goal. But are we sure 

that the ideal world we would like to seize between our 

fingers will wait for us, as a fixed, petrified image? Are we 

sure that, during the revolutionary gesture we will make to 

reach it, it will not already have been replaced by another? 

Will not the uncorrected trajectory risk meeting the void? 

Are our revolutionary practices capable of successive self-

corrections to reach a goal which will not be the one we 

imagined, but another, which will already no longer be the 

same by the time it becomes the object of our desires? 

And in the end, is this not desirable? For the pursuit of a 

goal that is never the same and never attained is doubtless 

the only remedy to habituation, to indifference, to satiety. 

This is the very nature of the human condition, and it is 

praise of flight — not backward, but forward — that I am 

giving here. It is praise of the imagination, of an imagination 

never actualized and never satisfied. It is permanent 

Revolution, but without an objective goal — having 

understood the mechanisms and knowing how to use means 

ever more refined and effective. Knowing how to use 
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structural laws without ever accepting a closed structure, a 

final goal to be reached. Perhaps it is in this that Man 

differentiates himself from the machines he builds in his own 

image. To them he gives a goal which, as Couffignal said, is 

necessary to the effectiveness of action. But he himself runs 

blindly toward a finality he ignores, for, as we have said, his 

consciousness does not seem capable of providing him with 

the semantics of the message. He plays with the syntax and 

makes sentences he always wants to be definitive — yet they 

are always full of spelling mistakes, barbarisms, and 

solecisms. But no teacher is there to correct him in the 

margins, in red ink, according to the criteria of an ancient 

grammar, like the Latin version exercises of schoolchildren 

in this bourgeois century.
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17. If It Had to Be Done Over 

I confess that I would not know how to answer such a 

question. What would there be to do over? My life? Or would 

I be reborn naked as on the first day, with the virgin nervous 

system of a child, and immediately placed on rails: those of 

my new heredity, above all those of my new family, my new 

social environment, and I would do nothing over again. I 

would once more let myself be carried along, but differently, 

since in the meantime everything would have changed. I 

would follow my rails toward an unknown destination, with 

only the same certainty of finding at the end of a more or 

less long road, death. I would do nothing over again, since it 

would no longer be me who acted, but another, shaped by 

another environment. 

If it had to be done over, starting again from childhood 

with the knowledge and experience of my age? Is that any 

more imaginable? Of course, experience and learning allow 

for different behaviors. But situations never repeat 

themselves. It is not certain that today I would again 

encounter around me the behaviors of those I met in my life. 

But in the absence of a deep rupture in the historical 

evolution of socio-culture since the time of my adolescence, 

with human drives remaining just as unconscious, I myself 

would act with the same unconscious determinisms that 

have always guided me in the midst of the unconsciousness 

of my contemporaries. If it had to be done over? That implies 

that we could do something other than what we did. That we 

still had a possibility of choice. Reread the chapter where I 

spoke of Freedom and you will understand that, in my 

opinion, we never have a choice. We always act under the 

pressure of necessity, but this knows very well how to hide. 
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It hides in the shadow of our ignorance — our ignorance of 

the unconscious that guides us, of our drives and of our 

social conditioning. 

If it had to be done over, I would certainly do something 

different, but I would have no control over it. I would do 

something different because each human life is unique, 

situated at a specific point of space-time unlike any other. 

But into this point converge, and from it escape, so many 

interwoven factors that, like in a nest of vipers, there is no 

longer free space in which to insert a free choice. 

Besides, let us console ourselves: it will not have to be 

done over, but others will do what we have not done, 

because our experience of an already bygone time, of a 

fleeting past and present, cannot be used as it is to build a 

different future. This experience — even if it were possible 

to transmit it integrally to them — other generations would 

make something different of it than what we would have 

made if we had had time to use it. And above all, what can 

one do or redo alone? Nothing other than what others do 

with us. If it had to be done over, we would all still do it 

together, but differently — which does not mean better or 

worse, for to judge one must possess an absolute and not 

merely affective scale of values, one that would allow us to 

give a score to each of our actions. “Judge not, lest you be 

judged?” Does that phrase not imply that there exists no 

human scale of value that is absolute? 

Unfortunately, not judging is already to judge that there 

is nothing to judge.
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18. The Ideal Society 

It is not pessimistic, but rather optimistic, to say that it 

will never exist. We know that we can only imagine on the 

basis of what has been memorized, from acquired 

experience. We cannot imagine anything other than what we 

already know. A new structure is made of old elements, but 

it allows us to discover new ones we did not know, and in 

ignorance of these, we can only imagine within short range, 

within reach. We cannot do without this double movement 

in order to progress: the working hypothesis founded on 

known facts, which leads to the discovery of new facts 

which, in turn, will allow the creation of new hypotheses. We 

can only progress step by step, groping along the way. This 

means that we can only imagine a society made to our scale, 

for today, for this year, for this century. We do not know 

what tomorrow’s ideal society will be. 

Every society of every day was a step toward the society 

of tomorrow, and was no doubt the ideal society of 

yesterday’s desires. The “American way of life”, scarcely 

twenty years ago, had conquered the Western world. People 

spoke of the American challenge. Millions believed it 

represented the ideal society, eyes stubbornly closed to the 

destructive seeds it already carried. At the same time, the 

socialist society was, for millions of men who knew it poorly, 

or who, knowing it, remained blinded by affective drives 

under the logic of discourse, the ideal society. Others, 

disillusioned by Western civilization, thought they had found 

it in India, or in the Far East. Still others believed that if it 

did not exist, it was possible to create it, by taking into 

account the errors of the past, by relying on the failures of 

History. All remain bound to the time of History, to the 
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relative time of Man, to the time of linear causality, the time 

of Freedom — it is all the same. 

How can we speak of an ideal society when our very 

identity is limited to our present experience? In recent years, 

we no longer speak of programming but of forecasting. This 

is no doubt progress. It has been understood that it is no 

longer possible to predict the future simply by prolonging 

past experience. But it has not yet been understood that we 

can only imagine the future prospectively from the elements 

of our present, which means that these elements will always 

be incomplete, and that only moving forward will allow us to 

discover others. But those elements will completely change 

the view of the future we had imagined in an already bygone 

moment. We are forbidden from making true “prospectives.” 

We must content ourselves with “near-sight forecasting” in 

order to escape retrospection. Our role is limited: it is not to 

imagine an ideal society — it never will be, not even for 

future generations — for the simple reason that desire can 

only be to the dimension of knowledge. 

Hope does not lie, cannot lie, in the realization of an ideal 

planetary society with already drawn contours. Each 

generation will change what the previous one has built, and 

in so doing will shift the ideal toward a goal, in a direction it 

does not understand. Step by step, blindfolded, always 

believing it does “good,” avoiding yesterday’s ruts, it will 

encounter new ones that did not yet exist. But it will also 

discover unknown paths, new roads, which no imagination 

could foresee, for they too will not exist when new 

generations take up the pilgrimage staff. 

Our role is limited, as will be the role of those who come 

after us. It is to perfect the grammar, knowing that we 

cannot understand the semantics. It is to move forward step 
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by step toward a goal we ignore, never ceasing to make 

working hypotheses that our growing experience allows us 

to formulate. But then, even if we do not understand the 

meaning of the sentence Humanity will have written in the 

Book of Eternity, at least we will have the growing 

satisfaction of better and better conforming to the cosmic 

syntax — the one that may one day allow us to write, without 

understanding it, the sentence containing the secret of the 

universe, on the pediment of the gate of the human city. 

History never repeats itself, for it transforms. The only 

invariant factor of History is the genetic code that makes 

human nervous systems. But these possess a unique 

property: the slow unfolding of time is inscribed within them 

through language. The budding knowledge that Man is 

beginning to acquire concerning the mechanisms of his 

behaviors is also part of History. Until now, Man has made 

History without knowing how. He transformed the world and 

was surprised that the result did not conform to his desires. 

He imagined ideal societies and always rediscovered wars, 

particularisms, and dominances. He had not yet understood 

that the functioning of his nervous system was part of the 

syntax, and he repeated the same mistakes because he 

systematically ignored one of the fundamental rules of 

linguistic combinatorics: the recognition of the unconscious. 

A new era, I believe, has opened for him with the 

translation of the first pages of the Great Book of the living 

world. A reasonable hope would be that he uses it not to 

build an ideal society, but at least a new city, and that he 

does not once more bring out the dusty blueprints of the 

Tower of Babel. 

If the utopian is the one capable of imagining a model that 

he is incapable of realizing, I cannot be called a utopian, 
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since I refuse to propose a model. If a model is to exist 

anywhere other than at the Lépine Invention Fair, no man is 

capable of imagining a social model and realizing it alone. 

He can, of course, convince a small group to put into practice 

the social model he proposes. But I believe the survival of a 

human isolate, even a national one, is inconceivable today, 

when encompassing systems present socio-economic 

structures different from its own. It must therefore globalize 

its system, and it not only needs others to do so, but needs 

all others. 

Moreover, as we have just said, even when scope and 

geographic isolation allow it, as was the case in the U.S.S.R. 

at the beginning of the century, the very act of implementing 

the realization of the model leads to the discovery of new 

facts the model had not foreseen and which forbid its 

realization. I know some claim that Stalinism was foreseen. 

But then, why was it not avoided? The danger of history is to 

make people believe, after the fact, in a linear causality that 

never exists. 

The only thing we can do is accumulate experimental 

facts leading to general laws to which we will inevitably have 

to conform. Must I repeat once more that since the 

consideration of emerging data regarding human behavior 

in social situations, and the general laws of organization of 

living structures, has never been undertaken, no socio-

economic model, stopping at the level of incomplete logical 

discourse, is usable? At the very least, one must expect that 

the appearance of new facts will oppose the realization — in 

this case truly utopian — of such a model. 

This means that Man is only capable of realizing utopian 

models. These models are unrealizable as imagined, and he 

realizes this as soon as he attempts to implement them. The 
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errors of judgment and of operation then consist in 

stubbornly persisting in realizing the unrealizable, and in 

refusing to introduce into the equation the new elements 

that theory had not foreseen, and that failure has revealed, 

or that the evolution of sciences — or more simply human 

knowledge — allows us to use between the moment the 

model was imagined and the moment when realization 

demonstrates its inadequacy. Utopia itself is not dangerous, 

for it is indispensable to evolution. What is dangerous is 

dogmatism, which some use to preserve their power, their 

prerogatives, and their dominance. 

There is no ideal society, because there are no ideal men 

or ideal women to create it. If a woman believes she has 

found in a man the ideal man, one can say that she lacks both 

experience and imagination — the latter depending 

moreover on the former. For a woman, the ideal man — for 

a man, the ideal woman — can only by definition be an 

imaginary construction, limited by their knowledge, 

confined within their “culture.” The more this knowledge 

grows, the more difficult it becomes to encounter the ideal 

man or woman. For this culture is not only made of concepts. 

It is also made of everything that words will never be able to 

translate. The flower of desire can only be cultivated on the 

humus of the unconscious, enriched each day by the fertile 

remains of loves that are dead, and of those, imagined, that 

will never be born.
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19. A Faith 

Man cannot, through the scientific method, decode the 

message carried by living processes and by himself — if, that 

is, a message exists at all. He can, through hard work, 

analyze the syntax, but he cannot understand the semantics, 

nor even be sure that this ordered whole has any meaning 

— that there is a conscious source at its origin, a message 

that would take living processes as its vehicle, and a 

conscious receiver capable of using the information 

transmitted. The only certainty in this matter belongs to the 

realm of faith. Now, it is not scientific to deny this realm on 

the pretext that it does not belong to Science. But neither 

can this realm convince with the arguments of Science. It 

has, moreover, against it the disadvantage of presenting 

itself under appearances that are, to say the least, suspect. 

Faced with the incoherence of his life and the injustice of 

his death, Man sought a logical explanation through his 

human logic. Oppressed by the anguish of an 

incomprehensible world, he sought an explanation that 

observation could not provide. He found in myth a therapy 

for his anguish, without realizing that the myth itself would 

become the source of new, second-degree anxieties. Which 

came first, Faith or Anguish? I would be inclined to say that 

Anguish was at the origin of Faith. Indeed, Faith long had — 

and still retains — the enormous advantage of providing a 

rule for the one who cannot act because he does not know. 

We have already had occasion to say that, for us, anguish 

arises from the impossibility of acting. One of the 

fundamental causes of this impossibility of acting is 

doubtless an informational deficit — the ignorance of the 

consequences of an action in response to an event that is 
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new or incomprehensible within the linear causality in which 

Man was raised. Faith provides a maneuvering guide, an 

instruction manual, a user’s guide. 

Thus, it is capable of curing anguish. But it can also 

generate another, if it comes with the notion of punishment 

in case the rules are not observed. It creates the anguish of 

Sin, punished not here on earth but in the other world. Faith 

therefore quickly transforms into religion, which inscribes 

itself on the tablets of the Law. Dogmas are as cherished as 

anguish is frequent. The only analogy that these dogmas 

present among themselves is that they are always at the 

origin of sectarianism, of a scale of values valid only for the 

believers of the given dogma, and of the closing-off of a 

system doomed from then on to disintegration and death. 

These are the same reasons why one can trace a common 

source for religious and political dogmatism, and recognize 

in both the same intransigence. 

Furthermore, within the hierarchical scales of dominance 

that have always served as the foundation of human 

societies, the majority can never be satisfied. If a faith allows 

him to await his reward in the other world, he may become 

more conciliatory in this one — better able to endure 

suffering, better able to accept the absence of gratification. 

Such a myth can only be maintained by the dominants, who 

benefit from it, since it tempers the revolt of the dominated. 

Hence the frequent collusion, the mutual assistance 

between religious hierarchy and political hierarchy, each 

asking the other to help preserve its structure. But when 

religious power becomes secularized, or political power 

becomes “mythologized,” each wishing to impose its 

explanatory grid on human activities — a grid that permits 

the establishment of new scales of dominance — the 

antagonism becomes serious until the balance of power 
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stabilizes, allowing for a new cooperation. 

And yet, it is undeniable that at the level of human 

consciousness there exists a taste for the cosmic, a 

dissatisfaction born of being unable to drive logical 

discourse back to its origins and forward to its ends. But for 

this taste for the cosmic — a form no doubt elaborated from 

the anguish we spoke of earlier, and which may be called, if 

one wishes, existential anguish — to arise, one must still 

have the time to think about existence. People are surprised 

at the contemporary emptying of the churches. But 

expansionist society leaves little time to go there. By 

“churches,” I mean of course not those still standing in the 

squares of cities, but those each man may build within his 

own thought — those where one remains upright and 

questioning, like Christ asking the soldier who struck him in 

the Sanhedrin: “Why do you strike me?” — and not those 

where one crawls while reciting. Yet questions have never 

been welcomed by political or religious orthodoxies, nor by 

fathers when posed by their children. They are afraid, no 

doubt, that an insufficient answer will destroy the ideal 

image they seek to impose of themselves, or call forth an 

answer dangerous to their paternal dominance, which 

gratifies them. 

The religious education I received was never very 

alienating, though perfectly conformist. I only truly 

discovered Christianity later, thanks to a friend who had a 

profound influence on me at the end of my adolescence. But 

that Christianity had little to do with the authoritarian, 

castrating catechism of my first communion. Since then, I 

have built an image of Christ, just as I had built an image of 

my father, who died at thirty-one, when I was five. My father, 

whom I never had to “kill” in order to become an adult (to 

use the analytic expression), because it was enough for me 
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to be him, or at least to be the image I had made of him. I 

never felt grief over the tragic death of my father, a young 

doctor in the colonial troops who died of tetanus in Mana, 

French Guiana, for everything around me, unconsciously, 

was done so that he would continue to live in me, so that I 

would be him. Even today, aware of all this, my father — or 

at least the myth that has been built within me — remains 

present. He is my creation, and I have never had to clash 

with the model. 

The image of Christ that has taken shape in me is that of 

a personal friend, one I am quite willing to share with others 

— knowing, moreover, that every man has his own Christ, 

even and perhaps especially if he rejects him, or at least 

rejects the image that his environmental niche has tried to 

impose upon him. Had I been born in China a few millennia 

before his birth, I would never have heard of him. There is 

thus a historical determinism to the knowledge I have of him. 

But my friendship for him grew above all when my scientific 

and social life made me understand that his crucifixion was 

nothing compared to the tortures his protagonists later 

inflicted upon his message. They once again dealt only in 

grammar — grammar of self-interest — and not in semantics. 

From a friend, one does not expect morality, operating rules, 

principles, or laws. What one asks of a friend is friendship, 

and everything else may be left to one’s worst enemies to 

invent. I gladly leave them the task of harmonizing the 

Gospels with the immortal principles of 1789, and of 

organizing police and armies capable of defending the 

Rights of Man and of the Citizen, on the bases of Judeo-

Christian civilization. 

As for me, I am content to go and greet, when I have time, 

the one who told good Martha, busy in the kitchen, that she 

was wasting hers, and that Mary, seated at his feet and 
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listening to his words — Mary, who had chosen knowledge 

— had chosen the better part, the one that would not be 

taken from her. The one who counseled us to be like the lilies 

of the field, who neither toil nor spin — the lilies of the field 

that, even in his day, had already attained zero growth. The 

one who drove the merchants from the temple, that temple 

which is the house of God — in other words, ourselves. The 

one who nevertheless loved the rich young man — you 

remember, the one who did everything Christ advised and 

then asked what more he could do: “Give up everything and 

follow me.” The young man did not dare and remained very 

sad. Christ loved him, for he alone perhaps knew him to be 

chained by his socio-cultural automatisms. The one who, on 

the Mount of Olives, asked his Father to spare him from 

drinking that painful cup pressed to his lips to the dregs — 

thus showing a total lack of virility and courage, 

scrogneugneu. The one who came not to bring sadness, but 

the joy of the good news. The one who, before Freud, knew 

that men must be forgiven because they do not know what 

they do, for they obey their unconscious. The one who did 

not have the paternal support of Joseph, his father, at the 

foot of the Cross (what became of him, anyway?). 

The one who opposed the stoning of adulterous women 

and advised not to judge if one did not wish to be judged. 

The one who, at fourteen, refused to follow his mother and 

brothers, claiming not to know them. Holy Family and sweet 

Jesus! The one who came to bring not peace but the sword, 

to set son against father, and who told implausible stories 

where the laborers of the last hour were paid as much as 

those of the first. Sacred hierarchical ladders! No wonder 

later authorities preferred that such an arrangement apply 

to the other world, but certainly not this one! The one of the 

Sermon on the Mount (Blessed are the… Blessed are the…), 

a sermon that so utterly contrasted with the commandments 
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and the “attention!” orders of a vengeful God. How, out of 

such a poem, could such a primitive system of coercive 

domination have been born? 

I cannot know to what extent my Christian upbringing, 

though poorly handled, may have influenced my professional 

practice, even though in my logical and conscious discourse 

I refuse to establish relations between the two domains. 

These relations surely exist, but only later did my scientific 

life begin — no longer simply professional life. It was this 

that gave me the interpretations I had lacked, both of my 

own behavior and of that of my contemporaries. Until then, 

I had merely expressed, clumsily, the soup of value 

judgments that socio-culture had laboriously installed in my 

nervous system. I was more or less recalcitrant, but in the 

end conforming. 

And it is curiously through my scientific discipline that I 

rediscovered this lucid friend, this poetic and asocial Christ, 

who has waited for two thousand years for those who 

understand to truly understand, for those who have ears to 

truly hear. But, you will say, is it really to my scientific 

discipline that I owe this encounter, and as he himself once 

said, would I ever have sought him had I not already found 

him? The Science of Sciences, that of structures, aesthetics 

— the most complete vade-mecum I know — is, for me, the 

Gospels. They allowed me to ignore the haggling, the dismal 

wager of Pascal, that petty shopkeeper’s quid pro quo 

between this life and eternal life. I do not expect my friend 

to resurrect me or to secure my social promotion in another 

world. 

Of a friend, one asks and gives only friendship. But what 

is friendship? Would it not be, for two men situated in the 

same space, to be each for the other an object of 
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gratification — and is this possible except in the absence 

between them of any desire for dominance, as well as of the 

acceptance of submission? Does it not require 

communication without logical language — a language that 

always distorts and betrays? Does it not demand purposes 

inscribed within those of the same whole, a practical 

discovery of one by the other outside of imposed rules, in a 

territory where there is no competition — because it does 

not belong to this world, but to that of the imagination? 

It is commonplace to say that Science has killed Faith, 

that it has killed the old Gods. It is true that it has replaced 

Faith as a therapy for anguish. Man expects from it that it 

will make him immortal — in this world, not in the other. But 

disappointment is near, for Science belongs to the century, 

and while it solves some of man’s material problems, it offers 

no solution to his destiny. As we have said, it does not give 

“meaning to life.” It merely organizes it. Or, if it gives it 

meaning, it is that of having none — that of being a chance 

process, highly improbable. And yet, many so-called 

scientific facts show us that chance, like Freedom, begins 

with our ignorance. But this ordered universe we discover — 

is it the only one? Is not the tragedy of human destiny 

precisely that Man understands just enough to know that he 

knows nothing of his destiny, and that he will never know 

enough to know whether there is anything else to know? 

But if there is something else to know, it is certainly not 

in catechisms, of whatever denomination, that we shall learn 

it. Lazarus, the one resurrected, asked for nothing — he 

received. I would feel ashamed to ask Christ to calm my 

anguish. We did nothing to calm his. I simply ask him to 

accept being as I imagine him — that is to say, as no man 

has ever been, and not as History has tried to impose upon 

me. I believe he is only the one who understands, in the 
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etymological sense of the word. Has a catechism ever 

understood anything? 

Many Christians today are rallying to Marxist doctrine. 

Many indeed have come to realize that since the earliest 

times of the first martyrs, the ecclesiastical establishment 

has signed successive concordats with power whenever it 

could not wield it itself. It has rallied to the dominants of 

every age, whereas Christ walked through the world 

gathering around him the weak and the dominated. The 

Churches’ logical discourse is simple: since Christ’s 

kingdom is not of this world, let us not try to change 

anything in the earthly scales of dominance and instead 

prepare for those of the beyond. One wonders, in that case, 

why Christ incarnated at all: nothing to do with flesh, let us 

work for the pure spirit — leaving the Pharisees and 

Sanhedrins of all ages free rein to exercise their power 

through exploitation and torture. Let us learn to suffer; it 

will be repaid a hundredfold in the other world. Thus, we are 

counseled to the Imitation of Christ, whereas another logical 

discourse could just as well lead to the obvious idea that the 

life and death of Christ are the very example of what any 

established power is capable of — an example never to be 

repeated. Consequently, Christ’s words and death would 

essentially push us to fight against those rich men who will 

enter heaven more reluctantly than a camel through the eye 

of a needle, and to do everything to ensure that these 

righteous ones who hold truth and power disappear forever 

from human society. 

Marxist Christians have found in Marx the description of 

certain mechanisms that lead to the exploitation of man by 

man, and they cannot help but be seduced by the similarity 

of the goals pursued. But immediately they are accused of 

desacralizing the sacred, of politicizing the transcendental, 
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of dragging back down to earth what was perfectly fine in 

the beyond — where it bothered no one. Some Christians 

even, with words alone, brandish the banner of a fashionable 

leftism, with tremors in their voices, yet without leaving the 

world in which they are quite comfortable, for their 

hierarchical advancement is in no way compromised. They 

give themselves the airs of great contemporary mystics — 

Saint John of the Cross of the combustion engine — and 

lecture these Marxist Christians who, they say, are in the 

process of destroying those good churches of the past, 

where the merchants, once driven from the temple, came 

rushing back as soon as Christ had turned his back, to grow 

and proliferate. We know their arguments: Marxism (which 

truly bothers them) is an outdated ideology, one that has led 

only to Stalinism and to the total contempt for the human 

person (by which, of course, they mean their own, for it 

would be a pity to see it despised). Let us note in passing 

that Christian ideology itself led to the Inquisition, to 

religious wars, to the Crusades, and to the helping hand 

extended to the establishment of every imperialism, 

whatever its form. They no doubt do not realize that dogmas, 

wherever they come from, are always interpreted by men 

unconscious of their own domineering impulses, their 

narcissistic need to assert themselves, and above all 

unconscious of the socio-cultural conditioning that 

permeates down to the last molecule of their nervous 

system. I sometimes happen to meet, or to observe on 

television for example, some of these great contemporary 

mystics touched by grace. 

Very quickly, despite the elegance and appeal of their 

discourse (the only one we ever get to hear, since they never 

let their opponents get a word in), I try to focus my attention 

on their attitudes, their gestures, their faces, their eyes, 

their voices, to attempt, behind the discourse, to uncover the 
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hidden motivation, the concealed anguish, the uncertainty, 

beneath the organic envelope of the person. I sometimes 

wonder whether psychoanalysis might help them better 

discover themselves. It is rare that I do not feel for them a 

great pity, with all the aggression that word contains. Pity — 

a feeling as suspect as love. Do you remember that pre-war 

film I was very fond of, called The Green Pastures? At the 

end, the God-with-a-club, the irascible and vengeful Yahweh, 

seated on his cloud, witnesses his own crucifixion in the 

person of his son, on a distant planet called Earth. He is in 

great pain, which seems only normal, and at the moment 

when his second person breathes his last, his face relaxes 

and he utters these few words: “So this is pity!”… or 

something close to that. Not being God the Father, I myself 

tend only to feel this sentiment when I am powerless to act 

against my intolerance while at the same time unable to 

impose my dominance of ideas. Pity allows the one who feels 

it to find himself in a position of subjective dominance and 

to place the one who is its object in a position of dependence. 

It is a comforting feeling. But should we not rather be 

invaded with a certain tenderness for the one who is trying 

to convince others — even with arrogance — in order to 

convince himself? For there would be no anguish without an 

informational deficit, and without anguish, no mythical 

certainties to share. 

To express what I think about Christian-Marxism, I would 

once again like to make use of the linguistic comparison I 

employed when answering the question, “The meaning of 

life.” At that time, I tried to show that the semantics of the 

living message belonged to the realm of Faith, since Man 

could never reasonably reach it. I believe that Christ 

provided this semantics, but I also explained earlier why I 

had no proof to offer you, and why I was reluctant to appeal, 

in order to convince you, to that anxiety which lurks 
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obscurely within every human being — if only he is given the 

time to become aware of it. This anxiety makes every form 

of Faith suspect, and it is, unfortunately, upon this anxiety 

that all religions have built themselves. It seeps through the 

walls of those prisons that are injustice, suffering, and death. 

Christ’s brilliance lay in having incarnated himself, in 

bringing semantics into a message, into a signifier that we 

could understand. Sadly, the signifier varies with the stages 

of human evolution, while the signified has not changed. It 

is as if one could express the same idea in different 

languages. The message is bound intimately to the extent of 

our knowledge. 

That is no doubt why he spoke in parables: the signifier 

of his time could not call upon notions of surplus value, class 

struggle, or relations of production. Marx, on the contrary, 

concerned himself exclusively with syntax — with the 

signifier. He used, moreover, the alphabet and grammar of 

his age — an alphabet missing letters, a grammar lacking 

rules — which behavioral biology, the concept of 

information, systems theory, and modern mathematics have 

since greatly enriched. Yet Marx could only imperfectly 

answer existential anxiety, for the very reason that his 

message was one with scientific pretensions — hence, by 

principle, subject to continual revision. But his disciples, in 

desperate need of a consoling myth, deified Marx and 

treated his work as the theologians had once treated the 

Gospels. From analysis to analysis, they extracted what their 

frustrated unconscious wanted to find there; and in fact, the 

tortured signifier became as fertile a leaven as the signified 

of the Gospels had once been: a source of violence and of 

sociological, economic, and political dominations. 

This source did not flow from the analysis of the Marxist 

signifier itself, but from the desperate quest for a signified 
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— the “meaning” of human life — that Marxists tried at all 

costs to wring out of it. From this homo faber, this producer 

of tools and goods, from his relations of production, they 

could not extract the origin of the message, nor the 

semantics of which it was the bearer — semantics that the 

Marxist contribution had only organized at the logical level. 

Nor did they find the addressee capable of decoding it. 

Thus, men remained unsatisfied: handed a manual of 

operation, but excluded from the decisions of the mystical 

general staff. Conversely, Christians, already in possession 

of Christ’s signified, sought in the Marxist signifier a more 

contemporary material to work with — a present world more 

apt than parables to carry their signified. Hence, I believe, 

the contemporary Christo-Marxist encounter. Yet one may 

still wonder whether it is possible to make the real coincide 

with the imaginary, the work with the model. For the 

signified that we believe we now discover in Christ’s 

message is the one our current knowledge of the signifier 

allows us to perceive. The most troubling phenomenon, 

however, is that this incarnate imaginary — which, as such, 

can be nothing other than what we ourselves are — may 

nonetheless contain an invariant so essential that it can, 

always and everywhere, heal the congenital anxiety of Man. 
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20. And then once more… 

Sun! Tiny star of a galaxy lost among the countless 

galaxies that swirl, are born, and die since the explosion of 

the primal nucleus; explosion that flung the world out to 

distant curves; a finite world, yet one that ceaselessly 

expands. Sun! Sole source of life for this frozen stone that 

Earth would be without you. Sun! You radiate, and 

everything stirs, everything quickens. The people of atoms 

tremble beneath your warm light, and from their revolutions 

arises a new people — the molecules, who seek one another 

and unite according to hidden laws, just as a man and a 

woman lost in a crowd find each other and love, reproduce, 

and perpetuate themselves. Beings appear, they take on 

form. From energy, matter is born, and from this matter — 

these fragile and incredible fragments — emerge the first 

living molecules, able to assimilate the inanimate world into 

their own image and to bend it to reproduction. 

This stone may be no bigger than a grain of wheat or as 

vast as a snowy peak, but it reproduces within itself only the 

joyless monotony of the same atoms locked into the same 

molecules. Solid as rock, it remains fixed, while beings, 

unstable and ceaselessly renewed, are born, grow, and die, 

returning — atoms and molecules no longer belonging to 

anyone — to the common pool of organized matter. Other 

beings will seize upon them to build their own structures. 

Yet from birth to death, none of these stones remain fixed in 

place, and they are endlessly renewed. Forces and things, 

you are but one. Matter and energy — they are the same. 

You change without cease, in state and in form. In form, 

because it is energy that gives matter its shape, that informs 

it. Grains of matter or of energy, you do not come together 
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by chance except in the measure of our ignorance of the civil 

code to which you submit. Never are space and time free 

around you; you bend them to your laws. And these laws of 

form-giving, these laws of structuring information, hold 

matter and energy for a time in privileged relations. 

Man! With this meager portion of matter from which your 

form is carved, you sum up the entire history of the living 

world. Like a cathedral raised by builders across the 

centuries, millennia have gone into the construction of your 

brain. Its foundations still hold the Romanesque architecture 

of fish and reptile brains, simple and primitive. When these 

first appeared, survival was all that was required. The 

atmosphere was hot and humid, the sky thundered with 

storms. Plants and flowers, trees with thick trunks, had 

already blossomed under the blazing power of the sun, 

source of all life here below. To construct their own bodies, 

they ate these grasses and plants, which were nothing but 

the sun transformed — matter organized by its energy. They 

also had to reproduce. 

They held a vast advantage over plants: the ability to 

move, to traverse space, while plants could not stir. Plants 

had to wait for a compliant wind or a wandering insect to 

carry their pollen from flower to flower. They had only the 

soil where their roots plunged to build their living matter. 

Animals, by contrast, were mobile, thanks to their nervous 

system. Incapable of transforming sunlight into their own 

structure as plants did, they nourished themselves with solar 

energy by consuming the plants that had trapped it in their 

forms. Their nervous system thus served their fundamental 

needs. Through the senses, it showed them where the spring 

water was to drink, the grass or insect to devour, the female 

to mate with. Their nervous system therefore enabled them 

to act within a space. 
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But in so doing, this nervous system was only obeying the 

desires of the society of cells that made up their body. For 

the body itself was already the product of a long evolution 

that had begun ages earlier, in the oceans, where solitary 

cells had united into compact colonies. As in every society, 

specialization of functions had appeared. Some cells took 

charge of absorbing, transforming, and storing food, 

distributing it afterward to all the cells of the colony 

according to their needs, which varied with the labor 

accomplished. Others allowed the colony to move, to seek 

refuge or to pursue prey. To flee or to attack in defense, to 

seek food for nourishment, a mate for reproduction — these 

actions were arranged by the primitive nervous system, 

incapable, however, of devising any other strategy than the 

one for which the species had programmed it. 

Many millennia more would pass before the pillars of the 

nervous cathedral were enriched with vaults and flying 

buttresses, given to it by the first mammals. In these 

superstructures they stored experience: the memory of what 

happened around them, of joys and pains, of past suffering 

and of what must be done to avoid it; of what must also be 

done to find again, unceasingly, pleasure, well-being, and 

joy. Of course, they had no choice. They had to live or die, 

and the motive remained the same: to survive. But to satisfy 

it, the simple gestures authorized until then by the primitive 

nervous system grew more complex, enriched by the 

experiences gathered in an individual’s life — experiences 

capable even of being transmitted to descendants by 

example. The space where the individual found himself, 

where he found gratification in the presence of things and 

beings necessary to his survival, became his territory. And 

because he needed these things and beings in order to 

survive, they became what man would later call property. 

Live or die. Thus, to live, animals act in space upon the 
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beings and things that fill it, to maintain their structure — 

that is, to maintain the particular relations binding atoms 

into molecules, molecules into cells, cells into organs, 

organs into systems, the whole forming the structure of the 

being that gives it shape. With memory, action was no longer 

isolated in the present — it was organized out of a past 

already gone, but still living, painful or pleasing, to be fled 

from or sought again, in the library of the nervous cathedral. 

But the work was unfinished. It still needed towers and 

high spires — structures capable of surveying the horizon of 

the future, of imagining and foreseeing. This was built 

slowly, gradually, and resulted in the shaping of the human 

skull with its upright forehead, which over centuries rose out 

of the receding brows of the great anthropoid apes. Behind 

this forehead, the orbitofrontal lobes became the privileged 

site where stored images, rising from the underlying 

regions, could mingle and associate in original ways — 

allowing the creation of new forms and new structures. It 

remained to be seen whether the world would accept these 

imaginary structures. Action made it possible to find out. 

Experimentation allowed verification of whether hypotheses 

were correct — or, conversely, whether they were unusable 

in the struggle for survival. 

But as the cathedral rose, so too did the world of matter 

around it. Generations had piled new materials upon the 

primitive ground. Gradually the Romanesque foundations 

sank into the soil, and one no longer even knew they had 

existed. The vault itself stored memories without knowing 

they were accumulating in an order invisible to those at the 

top of the tower. And those at the top, the only ones still able 

to see the landscape, did not know that below them an older 

world of impulses and automated experiences continued to 

live. They spoke. They spoke of love, of justice, of freedom, 
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of equality, of duty, of freely given discipline, of sacrifice — 

because they saw far off the open space where they thought 

they might act. But they were alone, isolated near their bells, 

ringing Mass and Angelus, without realizing that to leave 

their tower they had to descend into the library of automated 

memories and pass through the buried foundations of their 

impulses. And there, no underground passage had been 

planned by the primitive architect to lead back into open air. 

Even the steps of the staircase, worm-eaten, no longer 

allowed them to retrace time and inner space. They were 

condemned to live in the conscious — in conscious language, 

in logical language — without realizing that it was sustained 

by the older structures that had preceded it. 

And man began to cry, from the first ages onward: 

“Space, it is within you that I wish to build! It is within you 

that I wish to touch and to feel. It is within you that I must 

live! Bacchus, Eros, gods of wine and love, give me the grape 

and the breast to crush beneath my fingers — the sex and 

the wine, the pleasure and the joy. And if another wants to 

seize these goods of space before me, let Mars favor me and 

grant me victory! Space, it is within you again that my arm 

will stretch to strike my brother and secure my dominance. 

Space, at birth I did not know you. But my hands and lips, 

groping, discovered my mother’s breast, which filled my 

hunger and thirst with its milk. In the calm of that 

rediscovered pleasure, my ear heard the soothing sound of 

my mother’s voice, and I felt the fresh scent and touch of her 

skin. She was the first object of my desire, the first spring to 

quench me. And when my astonished eyes discovered 

around her — that I thought was mine, that I thought was 

me — the world, I resented it, for it seemed able to take her 

away. The fear of losing the source of my pleasure made me 

discover, along with love, jealousy, possession, hatred, and 

anguish.” 
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Thus, did man speak in his language. 

But anguish was born from the impossibility of action. As 

long as my legs allow me to flee, as long as my arms allow 

me to fight, as long as my experience of the world allows me 

to know what I can fear or desire, there is no fear: I can act. 

But when the world of men forces me to obey its laws, when 

my desire smashes its forehead against the wall of 

prohibitions, when my hands and legs are imprisoned in the 

iron chains of prejudice and culture, then I tremble, I moan, 

I weep. Space, I have lost you and I retreat into myself. I lock 

myself atop my tower where, head in the clouds, I 

manufacture art, science, and madness. 

Alas! Even these I could not keep for myself. I could not 

preserve them in the world of knowledge. They were 

immediately seized to occupy space, to establish dominance, 

the private property of objects and beings, and to enable the 

pleasures of the strongest. From the top of my tower I could 

discover the world, contemplate it, find the laws that govern 

matter — but without knowing the ones that had presided 

over the construction of the heavy mass of my cathedral; I 

was ignorant of the Romanesque arch and the Gothic rib. 

When my imagination was used to transform the world and 

to occupy space, it was still with the blind empiricism of the 

first living forms. 

The merchants settled on the forecourt of my cathedral, 

and it was they who occupied the space as far as the horizon 

of the dry lands. They invaded the sea and the sky too, and 

the birds of my dreams could no longer even fly. They were 

caught in the nets of the merchants who filled earth, sea, 

and air, and who sold the feathers of my birds to the richest. 

These planted them in their hair to decorate their narcissism 

and to make themselves adored by the enslaved crowds. 
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The glacier of my dreams served only to feed the river of 

technology, and this in turn emptied into the ocean of 

manufactured objects. Along this winding course, swollen by 

many tributaries, by reservoirs and the slow flow of waters 

across the plains, hierarchies arose. Hierarchies occupied 

human space. They distributed objects and beings, labor and 

suffering, property and power. The multicolored feathers of 

the birds of my dreams filled space at random like the cloud 

that bursts from a pillow ripped by a knife. Instead of 

keeping the majestic order of the gorge that had birthed 

them, they scattered chaotically, making the air 

unbreathable, the land unlivable, the water unfit to quench 

thirst. The sun’s rays no longer found their way down to the 

microscopic world capable of using them to engender life. 

Plants and flowers suffocated, species disappeared, and man 

found himself alone in the world. 

He stood proudly before the sun, enthroned upon his 

waste and his dead birds. But though he stretched out his 

arms and closed his fingers upon the intangible rays, no 

honey flowed. 

And from the top of the tower of my cathedral I saw him 

lie down and die. The cloud of feathers slowly sagged upon 

the earth. 

Sometime later, piercing the gaudy carpet that covered 

it, a stem slowly sprouted and soon bore a flower. But there 

was no one left to smell it.
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Glossary 

Note on the Glossary 

This glossary is not a dictionary in the strict sense. It is a 

guide to certain words, images, and ideas that return again 

and again in Henri Laborit’s writing. Many of these terms 

carry more weight than their ordinary meaning. They form 

part of the grammar of his thought — the way he weaves 

biology, psychology, politics, and philosophy into one fabric. 

Reading Laborit can feel like listening to a new language: 

concepts shift, metaphors open unexpected doors, and a 

scientific observation suddenly becomes a reflection on 

human destiny. The glossary is offered as a companion. It 

does not “explain away” his words but sketches how they fit 

into the larger architecture of his thought. 

Dipping into it may help the reader follow Laborit’s spirit 

more closely: a spirit at once scientific and poetic, rigorous 

and rebellious, always searching for what lies beyond 

appearances. 

A 

Alienation (aliénation) 

Loss of autonomy through imposed hierarchies or cultural 

conditioning. The sense of being cut off from one’s own 

sources of gratification. 

Anguish (angoisse) 

A recurring theme in Laborit’s work: anguish arises when 

action is blocked, when the organism cannot respond to its 

environment. It becomes the fertile soil from which myths, 

religions, and ideologies sprout. Anguish is both enemy and 
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ally — dangerous when paralyzing, but also the spark behind 

the invention of meaning. 

Anticipation (anticipation) 

The brain’s capacity to project into the future, made possible 

through memory and imagination. Anticipation guides 

action but also generates anxiety, since imagined futures 

rarely match reality. Laborit often redefines “freedom” as 

nothing more than this constrained anticipation. 

Apprenticeship (apprentissage) 

The lifelong accumulation of learned behaviors — both 

conscious and unconscious — that shape cultural 

automatisms. 

Automatic behavior (comportement automatique) 

Actions carried out without conscious deliberation, 

engraved by past conditioning. From sucking reflexes in the 

newborn to social automatisms later in life, much of human 

behavior runs on these scripts. 

 

B 

Body schema (schéma corporel) 

The inner map of one’s body, formed through touch, sight, 

and proprioception. In childhood, it anchors the sense of 

self; later, it underpins every gesture, from walking to 

playing an instrument. Laborit sees it as the first “grammar” 

of existence: a syntax of the flesh before the syntax of 

language. 

Biosphere (biosphère) 

The thin envelope of life surrounding Earth, where living 

structures extract order (negentropy) from solar entropy. 

Laborit frames humans not as isolated individuals but as 
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nodes within this planetary organism. 

Behavioral inhibition (inhibition de l’action) 

The biological root of neurosis: when action is blocked by 

social or cultural prohibitions, physiological stress 

responses cascade, undermining health. A core mechanism 

linking individual psychology to broader social constraints. 

 

Bluebeard 

Is a fairy tale by Charles Perrault. It first appeared in a 

handwritten and illustrated manuscript in 1695 titled 

"Contes de ma mère l'oye" (English: Tales of Mother Goose). 

 

C 

Causality, linear (causalité linéaire) 

Simplistic chain of cause and effect (“before/after”). 

Contrasted with systemic regulation and feedback loops in 

biology and society. 

Cathedral brain (cathédrale nerveuse) 

Metaphor for the evolving nervous system: Romanesque 

foundations (reptilian brain), Gothic arches (mammalian 

memory), towers/steeples (human imagination). 

Conditioned reflex (réflexe conditionné) 

An automatic response forged by association of stimuli. In 

infancy, relief of hunger becomes tied to the smell and 

warmth of the mother. For Laborit, these reflexes explain 

how the unconscious is shaped — not by abstract reasoning 

but by repeated gratifications and frustrations. 

Cybernetics (cybernétique) 

The science of regulation, feedback, and control in systems. 

Laborit uses cybernetics to describe both physiology and 
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society: loops of action and correction that sustain life, but 

also loops of dominance that fossilize hierarchies. 

Conformism / anti-conformism (conformisme / 

conformisme-anti) 

Automatic adoption (or inverted imitation) of imposed 

norms. Both are framed as products of conditioning. 

Consciousness (conscience) 

Not an absolute faculty but an emergent layer built atop 

unconscious automatisms. Consciousness, for Laborit, often 

deludes itself into thinking it commands, while in reality it 

justifies what unconscious systems have already decided. 

Creation / Imagination (création / imagination) 

Capacity to combine memories into novel forms. Tested 

through action and experiment, distinct from reproduction 

of past experience. 

Creativity (créativité) 

Opposed to automatisms; emerges when education leaves 

space for imagination, unbound by rigid certainties. 

 

D 

Death (mort) 

Not simply the cessation of life, but the ultimate reminder of 

biological limits. For Laborit, the fear of death fuels myth, 

religion, and social hierarchies. By refusing to face it, 

societies build ideologies to distract from its inevitability. 

Determinism (déterminisme) 

The idea that all human behavior — biological, cultural, 

social — is conditioned by forces outside conscious will. 

Freedom, in Laborit’s view, is an illusion: what feels like 
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choice is simply necessity hidden by ignorance. 

de Gaule 

A French general and statesman who led the Free French 

Forces against Nazi Germany in World War II  

Dominance (dominance) 

The central mechanism of social organization, whether in 

animals or humans. It is the competition for control over 

gratifications and resources. Laborit insists that all political, 

economic, and religious systems mask, justify, or 

institutionalize dominance. 

Dream (rêve) 

Not mere fantasy but a continuation of the brain’s 

associative work. Dreams recombine memory traces, 

sustaining the imagination that makes human culture and 

science possible. 

Drives (pulsions) 

Primitive, unconscious forces inherited from evolution. 

Shape both personal and collective structures. 

 

E 

Ecological balance (équilibre écologique) 

Precarious equilibrium between species and environments, 

often disrupted by human expansion and technical 

exploitation. 

Ego (moi) 

The image of oneself constructed from gratifications, 

frustrations, and cultural conditioning. For Laborit, the ego 

is fragile, always seeking confirmation, and constantly 



Glossary 

182 

threatened by the social order that restricts individual 

desires. 

Entropy (entropie) 

The universal tendency toward disorder. Living systems 

resist it temporarily by extracting and organizing energy. 

Laborit links entropy to information: order (negentropy) 

emerges through structured forms, but only at the cost of 

increased disorder elsewhere (e.g., solar energy fueling life). 

Evolution (évolution) 

A process not of progress toward perfection but of continual 

adaptation. Laborit rejects naive ideas of linear 

advancement; instead, evolution is a ceaseless interplay of 

necessity, environment, and chance. 

Escape / flight (fuite) 

Path the child (and later adult) may take to avoid suffering 

from imposed hierarchies — in neurotic withdrawal, 

substances, or (ideally) creative imagination. 

 

F 

Faith (foi) 

Beyond dogma, faith is the acceptance of meaning where 

none can be proven. For Laborit, it arises from anguish: 

when science can describe the syntax of life but not its 

semantics, faith fills the void. 

Family (famille) 

The primary structure of early conditioning. It transmits not 

just culture but unconscious automatisms. Laborit notes the 

dual role: protective, but also constraining, fixing the child 

into predetermined social roles. 
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Freedom (liberté) 

Defined not as free will but as the capacity to anticipate and 

act within the constraints of necessity. True liberty, for 

Laborit, is impossible — our choices are always conditioned 

by biology and culture — but the illusion persists as a 

psychological comfort. 

 

G 

Genetic code (code génétique) 

The invariant thread of biological history. Though culture 

changes rapidly, the genetic code remains constant, shaping 

nervous systems that carry the same ancient impulses into 

modern societies. 

Gratification (gratification) 

Any event that sustains or enhances the structure of the 

organism — food, love, recognition. The pursuit of 

gratification structures both individual behavior and social 

hierarchies. 

Group (groupe) 

An intermediate structure between the individual and the 

species. Groups stabilize dominance hierarchies, but also 

fragment humanity, creating conflicts that obstruct 

planetary organization. 

 

H 

Habit (habitude) 

Behavioral routines forged by repetition. Habits economize 

energy but also entrench automatisms, making change 

difficult. 
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Hierarchy (hiérarchie) 

The institutionalized ordering of dominance. From childhood 

classrooms to multinational corporations, hierarchies 

transform spontaneous competition into rigid social 

structures. 

History (histoire) 

Never simply repeated; always transformed. Misread when 

reduced to linear causality instead of complex systemic 

change. 

Hope (espérance) 

A projection into the future that mitigates present suffering. 

For Laborit, hope can soothe anguish but also anesthetize 

action, making individuals accept oppressive systems in 

expectation of a better “tomorrow.” 

 

I 

Ideal society (société idéale) 

Declared impossible: each generation imagines one with 

incomplete knowledge. Progress lies in improving syntax, 

not fixing semantics. 

Imagination (imagination) 

The human brain’s capacity to recombine memories into new 

forms. It allows anticipation, invention, art, and science — 

but also utopias and illusions. For Laborit, imagination is 

humanity’s most distinctive trait, yet it remains conditioned 

by biology and culture. 

Imitation (imitation) 

A fundamental mode of learning in childhood and beyond. 

Through imitation, social automatisms are transmitted and 

hierarchies reinforced. It provides cohesion but suppresses 
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originality. 

Imperialism (impérialisme) 

Dominance between nations through control of raw 

materials, energy, and technical information. 

Imprinting (empreinte) 

Early, lasting association between fundamental needs (e.g., 

feeding) and external stimuli (caregiver’s presence). Laborit 

references Konrad Lorenz’s geese. 

Inhibition of action (inhibition de l’action) 

The central pathology described by Laborit. When a person 

cannot fight or flee, nor act to resolve conflict, inhibition 

ensues — leading to anxiety, neurosis, psychosomatic 

illness, even death. For him, this is the root of much human 

suffering. 

Information (information) 

Not mass or energy, but the structuring principle that 

organizes both. Technical information drives modern 

dominance (weapons, machines, science). Generalized 

information — knowledge of ourselves and our unconscious 

— alone can transform social organization. 

 

J 

Justice (justice) 

A cultural construct masking dominance. Though preached 

as universal, justice always reflects the values and interests 

of the ruling group. True justice would require recognizing 

unconscious motivations behind laws and judgments. 
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K 

Knowledge (connaissance) 

Two levels exist: knowledge of the external world (science, 

technology), and knowledge of ourselves (our unconscious, 

our conditioning). Laborit insists that neglecting the second 

makes the first destructive. 

 

L 

Language (langage) 

A double-edged tool: it liberates by enabling abstraction and 

imagination, but enslaves by carrying cultural automatisms, 

rationalizations, and myths. Laborit often compares 

language to syntax (rules) versus semantics (meaning). 

Learning / automatism acquisition (apprentissage des 

automatismes) 

The process by which the nervous system incorporates 

repetitive responses to environmental demands, forming 

long-term memory patterns. 

Life (vie) 

Defined as the temporary resistance of organized structures 

against entropy. Its “meaning” is elusive; what we can study 

is only its functioning, not its ultimate purpose. 

Liberty (liberté) 

Illusionary as “free will.” Laborit redefines it as anticipation-

based action within necessity. True liberty would require 

awareness of unconscious drives and social automatisms — 

something rarely achieved. 
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M 

Memory (mémoire) 

Stored experience that guides action and enables 

imagination. For Laborit, memory is the cathedral’s archive, 

where past gratifications and frustrations shape present and 

future behavior. 

Myth (mythe) 

An explanatory narrative created to soothe anguish. From 

gods to ideologies, myths provide order when knowledge 

fails. Useful as therapy, but dangerous when 

institutionalized into dogma. 

Majority / Democracy (majorité / démocratie) 

Critiqued as illusions: collective opinion usually reflects 

affective satisfactions and frustrations, not informed 

knowledge. 

Masochism (masochisme) 

Ironically invoked: the only justification for enduring 

majority triumphs or hierarchies without fleeing into 

imagination. 

Meaning of life (sens de la vie) 

Never reducible to the individual alone; tied to survival of 

the species. Semantics elusive, syntax analyzable. 

Memory trace (mémoire à long terme / traces 

neuronales) 

Neural changes storing past experiences, even in the 

immature infant brain. 

Milieu (environment) (milieu) 

Total surroundings (biological, social, cultural) shaping the 

nervous system. Laborit emphasizes its decisive influence, 

beginning in utero. 
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N 

Narcissism (narcissisme) 

The self’s need for recognition, prestige, and validation. It 

fuels ambition, political power, and scientific careers alike. 

For Laborit, narcissism is a universal force behind social 

structures. 

Needs (besoins) 

Two categories: fundamental (food, water, shelter) and 

acquired (status, luxury goods). Capitalist society exploits 

acquired needs endlessly, ensuring profit and maintaining 

hierarchies. 

 

P 

Pity (pitié) 

Ambiguous sentiment masking subjective dominance over 

the pitied. Contrasted with genuine tenderness. 

Politics (politique) 

At its highest: the science of organizing planetary society so 

that individual survival aligns with species survival. In 

reality: a battlefield of dominance, narcissism, and disguised 

biological drives. 

Production (production) 

Transformation of matter and energy through technical 

information. At first ensuring survival, it became an end in 

itself under profit-driven systems. For Laborit, reducing man 

to “homo faber” obscures his true potential. 

Property (propriété) 



Glossary 

189 

Originates from territoriality and the need to secure 

gratifications. Institutionalized into social structures, it 

cements hierarchies. Private property of means of 

production, especially, enslaves non-owners. 

Progress (progrès) 

Misunderstood as purely technical. Laborit stresses its 

original motive was dominance; only later was it idealized as 

“the Good.” Technical progress without self-knowledge 

leads to ecological and social catastrophe. 

 

R 

Racism (racisme) 

For Laborit, racism is not just hatred of the “other” but the 

stopping of one’s trajectory toward the species level. Group 

identity (nation, culture, class) replaces universal belonging, 

producing division and violence — often disguised as “anti-

racism” itself. 

Regulation / Cybernetics (régulation / cybernétique) 

Feedback loops where cause and effect circulate. Challenge 

linear causality by introducing systemic control. 

Relativist education (éducation relativiste) 

Laborit’s ideal pedagogy: teaching that truths are 

temporary, fostering creativity and tolerance instead of 

conformism. 

Religion (religion) 

Born from anguish and ignorance, religion provides a 

“manual of operations” to those who cannot act. It soothes 

but also enslaves, creating hierarchies of dogma allied with 

political power. For Laborit, faith (foi) can comfort — but 

institutionalized religion corrupts. 
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Regulation / Cybernetics (régulation / cybernétique) 

Feedback loops where cause and effect circulate. Challenge 

linear causality by introducing systemic control. 

 

S 

Science (science) 

A method of analyzing the syntax of living processes (how 

they function), not their semantics (their meaning). Science 

organizes life but does not give it meaning. Its danger lies in 

being mistaken for ultimate truth, rather than recognized as 

provisional. 

Semantics / Syntax (sémantique / syntaxe) 

Key linguistic metaphor: syntax is the structure, the rules 

(like social or biological systems); semantics is the meaning. 

Science deals with syntax; faith or imagination projects 

semantics. Confusing the two leads to domination and 

illusion. 

Social imagination (imagination sociale) 

Collective capacity to invent new forms of organization, 

always limited by present knowledge and unconscious 

drives. 

Socialism (socialisme) 

Revolutions removed profit dominance, but often replaced it 

with ideological or hierarchical dominance. 

Society (société) 

A structure sustained by “surplus energy” (plus-value) taken 

from individuals. Its organization reflects dominance 

hierarchies, cultural automatisms, and technical 

information. No society is “ideal” — each is provisional, 

bound to collapse or evolve. 
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Socio-culture (socio-culture) 

The system of shared judgments, values, and automatisms 

imposed by a given group at a given time. Often mistaken 

for universal truth. 

Species (espèce) 

The broader horizon beyond group or nation. Laborit urges 

that survival of humanity must transcend narrow identities. 

The individual’s true destiny is inseparable from the species’ 

survival. 

Structure (structure) 

The organization of matter, energy, and information at every 

level — from molecules to societies. Understanding 

structure, not just function, is key to biology, psychology, 

and politics alike. 

Surplus value (plus-value) 

From Marx: surplus work beyond immediate survival. 

Redefined as energy diverted to maintaining social 

structures. 

Survival (survie) 

The fundamental drive, common to all living beings. For 

humans, survival extends beyond the individual to family, 

group, nation — but must ultimately align with the survival 

of the species. 

 

T 

Territory (territoire) 

First discovered in infancy (the mother’s body), territory 

becomes property, culture, nation. Territorial defense 

underlies much of human aggression. The “territorial brain” 

still governs, even in abstract domains like ideology or 
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economics. 

Time (temps) 

Relative to levels of organization (cell, individual, species). 

Childhood feels long, old age short; social time accelerates 

with technical progress. Laborit contrasts linear causality 

(“before/after”) with cybernetic feedback, imagining 

evolution as an open, dynamic trajectory. 

 

U 

Unconscious (inconscient) 

Hidden pulsions and cultural imprints that guide actions 

beneath logical discourse. Essential to understanding 

behavior. 

Utopia (utopie) 

Imagined models of society are always utopian — useful for 

progress but doomed in practice, since new facts always 

emerge that invalidate the model. Danger lies not in utopia 

itself, but in dogmatism — forcing reality to fit an outdated 

scheme. 

 

V 

Violence (violence) 

Often hidden under noble words (“justice,” “freedom,” 

“love”). True violence is the imposition of dominance, 

whether institutional, religious, or ideological. For Laborit, 

the gravest violence is intra-species killing, unique to 

humanity. 
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W 

Work (travail) 

Twofold: work for survival (individual maintenance) and 

surplus work (plus-value) for social structures. Under 

capitalism, work satisfies not basic needs but acquired, 

profit-driven needs. Laborit insists that beyond production, 

the true wealth of man is knowledge. 

 

Z 

Zero growth (croissance zéro) 

A paradoxical lesson: already in the Gospels, the lilies of the 

field “neither toil nor spin.” Laborit warns that endless 

growth is unsustainable; only recognizing ecological limits 

can align human survival with the biosphere.
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Published Works of Henri Laborit 

Early specialized works — medicine, surgery, and physiology 

• Physiologie et biologie du système nerveux végétatif au service de la 

chirurgie, G. Doin et Cie, 1950 

• L'anesthésie facilitée par les synergies médicamenteuses, Masson, 1951 

• Réaction organique à l'agression et choc, Masson, 1952 

• Pratique de l'hibernothérapie en chirurgie et en médecine, Masson, 1954 

(with Pierre Huguenard) 

• Résistance et soumission en physio-biologie : l'hibernation artificielle, 

Masson, 1954 

• Excitabilité neuro-musculaire et équilibre ionique, Masson, 1955 (with 

Geneviève Laborit) 

• Le delirium tremens, Masson, 1956 (with Robert Coirault) 

• Bases physio-biologiques et principes généraux de réanimation, Masson, 

1958 

• Stress and Cellular Function, J.B. Lippincott Company, 1959 

• Les destins de la vie et de l'homme, Masson, 1959 (with Pierre Morand) 

• Physiologie humaine (cellulaire et organique), Masson, 1961 

• Du soleil à l'homme, Masson, 1963 

• Les régulations métaboliques, Masson, 1965 

• Neurophysiologie. Aspects métaboliques et pharmacologiques, Masson, 

1969 

 

  



Published Works of Henri Laborit 

196 

General-audience works — biology, behavior, and society 

• Biologie et structure, Gallimard, 1968 

• L'homme imaginant : Essai de biologie politique, UGE, 1970 

• L'agressivité détournée : Introduction à une biologie du comportement 

social, UGE, 1970 

• L'homme et la ville, Flammarion, 1971 

• La Société informationnelle : Idées pour l'autogestion, Éditions du Cerf, 

1973 

• Les Comportements : Biologie, physiologie, pharmacologie, Masson, 1973 

• La Nouvelle grille, Robert Laffont, 1974 

also in English, "Decoding the Human Message", Allison & Busby, 1977 

• Éloge de la fuite, Robert Laffont, 1976 

• Discours sans méthode, Stock, 1978 (with Francis Jeanson) 

• L'inhibition de l'action : biologie, physiologie, psychologie, sociologie, 

Masson, 1979 

• Copernic n'y a pas changé grand chose, Robert Laffont, 1980 

• L'Alchimie de la découverte, Grasset, 1982 (with Fabrice Rouleau) 

• La Colombe assassinée, Grasset, 1983 

• Dieu ne joue pas aux dés, Grasset, 1987 

• La vie antérieure, Grasset, 1989 

• Les récepteurs centraux et la transduction de signaux, Masson, 1990 

• Les bases biologiques des comportements sociaux, Musée de la civilisation-

Québec, 1991 

• L'esprit du grenier, Grasset, 1992 

• Étoiles et molécules, Grasset, 1992 (with Elizabeth Teissier) 

• La légende des comportements, Flammarion, 1994  
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Posthumous 

• Henri Laborit – Une Vie. Derniers entretiens avec Claude Grenié, Éditions 

du Félin, 1996 

• Comme l'eau qui jaillit, Alice Éditions, 2000 

 

Documentaries 

• Mon oncle d'Amérique (1980), directed by Alain Resnais — not a 

documentary but a hybrid "laboratory film" built directly on Laborit's 

theories of behavior and dominance; Laborit appears on screen 

throughout, narrating the biological framework that structures the fiction. 

This is by far the most widely seen work connected to him, and the source 

of most of his public recognition in France. 

• Henri Laborit – Itinéraires (1996) — a documentary co-directed by his 

son Philippe Laborit (with François Chouquet), structured in four parts 

("L'exercice du doute," "Le besoin de comprendre," "Le désir 

d'apprendre," "Imaginer"). One source describes it as the only true 

documentary ever made about Laborit himself, as opposed to a film built 

on his ideas. It was produced for the CNDP and had limited circulation — 

reportedly hard to find even in France, nearly unknown elsewhere — 

before being digitized and made available online more recently. 
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