
 The Theme of “The Rising Tide of Insignificancy”
in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis

Brief “B-Fest” Preface

I thank Yavor Tarinski and the other organizers of “Babylonia Fest” for their kind invitation. 
The topic I’ve been asked to address—“The Project of Autonomy in the 21st Century”—is vast! 
Forgive me for not making sweeping statements about the new millennium’s first century—still only
one-sixth old.  We can do no more than glimpse now our potentials for self-initiating, self-
responsible, self-limiting reflection and action, as well as serious challenges thereto, in this century
that may well end in general ecological disaster and collapse, and, even barring that, in other forms
of barbarism we nurture and recreate daily.

Many of you perhaps know me as Cornelius Castoriadis’s English-language translator and/or
as a member of the Bibliographers’ Collective of the Cornelius Castoriadis/Agora International
Website http://www.agorainternational.org, which regularly sends out free electronic update
announcements to its 2,000+ individual and organizational subscribers.  Some may also suspect that
I am the Anonymous Translator—who has now published online, at http://www.notbored.org, six
volumes of electro-samizdat English-language Castoriadis translations since his widow barred me,
without explanation, from translating any more of his writings—though I neither confirm nor deny
this, so that none of you would be forced to testify in court.

The phrase project of autonomy, of course, reminds us of this Greek expatriate (1922-1997)
who made its elucidation and elaboration central to his work in France.  And we know that, in the
form he articulated it, that project was first developed by him and others in the postwar French
revolutionary group Socialisme ou Barbarie (1946-1967), whose eponymous “organ of critique and
revolutionary orientation” (1949-1965) made “the autonomous activity and initiative of the working
masses” the basis for its own reflections and actions from its first issue onward.  Of course, too, this
project was not invented by Castoriadis himself alone or in collaboration with his S. ou B. comrades,
nor did he/they have any monopoly over its meaning and its advancement.  His assertion, indeed,
is that the project of autonomy was created in the ancient Greek poleis two and a half millennia ago,
when the “co-birth” of philosophy and politics fostered the blossoming of Athenian direct
democracy—albeit with certain now-glaring limitations, such as slavery, restriction of the role of
women, failure to call explicitly into question certain arrangements of an economic or other
nature—and reborn in medieval cities seeking autonomy from King or Emperor and Pope.  The
flower occasionally sprouting, but constantly evolving, from this  “germ” or “seed,” and growing
only in certain propitious soils, is now in constant, but not always even, conflict with that other
central social imaginary signification of modernity—the capitalist project of the unlimited
expansion of pseudorational pseudomastery—and so cannot be assumed to be an aboriginal, or
ultimate, set of established impulses, beliefs, or procedures.  We can, at best, try—upon our own
responsibility—to contribute to fostering the conditions under which this now existent but fragile
individual and collective effort might continue to be furthered by women and men the world over.

Indeed, a key S. ou B. tenet, “antisubstitutionism”—the conviction that no one can presume
to speak for and act in the name of those working masses in their absence, “for their benefit,”
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because of their alleged inability to attain anything more than “trade-union consciousness,”
etc.—resulted directly from the group’s thoroughgoing critique of what it labeled bureaucratic
capitalism, both East and West, where a split between “directors,” or “order-givers,” and
“executants,” or “order-takers,” had overtaken and replaced the classic Marxist division between the
propertied bourgeoisie and the propertyless proletariat.

Nor am I, by nature or predilection, one to make rousing political speeches that would
presume to tell you what to think of the prospects for autonomy today and in the future.  I am not
here to celebrate uncritically or condemn irrevocably various temporary takeovers of public
spaces—“Tahrir Square,” the Wisconsin State Capitol protests, “15-M Movement,” “Syntagma
Square,” “Occupy Wall Street,” now “Nuit debout,” etc.—; to take absolute positions for or against
“new” political parties—Syriza, Podemos—that arise when these movements fail (by their own self-
imposed restrictions) to develop into alternative, grassroots institutions capable of replacing existing
hierarchical ones in all places of social activity; or to praise or downplay fresh political
faces—insurgent British Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn; independent politician Bernie Sanders,
in his ongoing attempt to take over the US Democratic Party.  I do note the failure of those parties
to institute radical change, so far, in their respective countries, but also to institute radical change in
their inner workings (overturning the hierarchical nature of established political parties, despite some
admirable and noteworthy, if limited, innovations), just as I note that Labour has been calling for the
renationalization of certain industries—a far cry from (S. ou B. sister organization) London
Solidarity’s advocacy of Workers’ Councils and critique of nationalization and planning as in
themselves void of socialist content.  (Full disclosure: Given the opportunity, as a citizen of my
native Massachusetts, to vote in the primary for Bernie, I did so—while fully sharing Castoriadis’s
critique of “representative democracy” and telling anyone who will listen that, without an
accompanying social revolution, Bernie’s calls for a “political revolution” remain quite limited.)  But
I do not think I am telling anyone here anything she does not already know and think.

I am also, by design, quite antispectacular in my convictions and practice.  How one
proceeds is, for me, as important as what one aims to accomplish.  Inability or failure to connect the
two—through what Castoriadis called, in the last paragraph of The Imaginary Institution of Society,
“thoughtful doing”—undermines efforts at radical reinstitutions of society (or, in simpler terms:
meaningful social change).

In my humble role as translator—as a cultural worker near the bottom of the literary totem
pole—I have pursued a different course.  Each time I publish a book-length translation, I compose
a Translator’s Foreword that examines how I have been transformed by the translation process itself
while reflecting upon this ongoing act of transforming words beyond recognition in the source
language and of introducing foreign ways of expression into the body politic of the socially instituted
language of the translation—an inherently disturbing process for both language communities (thus
the constant trouble I get into).  Yet I see myself not as a Gramscian “organic” or Foucauldian
“specific intellectual,” and certainly not a Sartrian petition-signer with a partisan position on every
issue or topic.  I remain a cultural worker who believes that all working people deserve the right to
speak their minds in their place of work—in my case, within the book itself.  It is the creative
process itself—of wrenching from one’s actual work experience meaningful thoughts to be shared
with others—that guides my efforts, and each time I write a Foreword, the imperative is to create
something new, to say something that will give expression to my self-transformation.

Out of these precise experiences, I have also, on occasion, agreed to offer more developed
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contributions, in the form of texts for reviews or talks for live audiences—including the honor to
speak at Athens Polytechnic on the tenth anniversary of Castoriadis’s death.  But what I have to say
remains tied to that experience.  I have thus written and talked about “socialism or barbarism” as a
present contending alternative within Castoriadis’s work—a theme where, for decades, Castoriadis
nevertheless strangely dropped almost all explicit references to “barbarism”—; about the least-
known period in Castoriadis’s oeuvre—from the dissolution of S. ou B. (1967) to the publication of
L’Institution imaginaire (1975)—and about how a close examination of that period calls into
question any clear-cut divide within his writings between an “early political” period and a “late
philosophical” one; and also, as you will now hear, about the rather bizarre and contradictory way
in which what has posthumously become his most lasting and best recognized theme—“the rising
tide of insignificancy”—was introduced to the public.

Concluding this brief introduction, let us recall how Castoriadis describes the revolutionary
project:

This social-historical project proceeds neither from a subject nor from a definable category
of subjects. Its nominal bearer is never but a transitory support. It is not a technical
concatenation of means serving ends rationally defined once and for all, nor is it a strategy
grounded on an established knowledge placed within given “objective” and “subjective”
conditions, but rather the open engendering of significations oriented toward a radical
transformation of the social-historical world; borne by an activity that modifies the
conditions under which it unfolds, the goals it gives itself, and the agents who accomplish
it; and unified by the idea of the autonomy of man and of society.

To set the terms for what will follow and gauge its difficulty, let us also recall that, according to
Castoriadis, the project of autonomy, already permanently challenged by barbarism when he spoke
of socialism, has since been on the wane, constantly disputed by an increasingly ascendant capitalist
project.

 The Theme of “The Rising Tide of Insignificancy”
in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis

It’s all one album. All the material in the albums [We’re Only in It for the Money, a revised version of Zappa’s solo
album Lumpy Gravy, Cruising with Ruben & the Jets and Uncle Meat] is organically related and if I had all the

master tapes and I could take a razor blade and cut them apart and put it [the “No Commercial Potential” project
musical material] together again in a different order it still would make one piece of music you can listen to. Then I
could take that razor blade and cut it apart and reassemble it a different way, and it still would make sense. I could

do this twenty ways. The material is definitely related. —Frank Zappa1

As coordinator of the Cornelius Castoriadis/Agora International Website’s Bibliographers’
Collective and responsible for its English and French Castoriadis bibliographies and webographies,
I have the opportunity to take note not only of all texts written by Castoriadis, now listed in 18

1Barry Miles, Frank Zappa: The Biography, 23rd print. ed. (New York, NY: Grove Press, 2004), p. 160; found at:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/We%27re_Only_In_It_For_The_Money
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languages, but also everything written about Castoriadis in those languages. Since his death in 1997,
it is interesting to note, two particular themes—one specific, one general—stand out as most cited.

The specific one is Castoriadis’s devastating criticism of Bernard-Henri Lévy, whose
Barbarism with a Human Face, along with other “antitotalitarian” writings of the “new
philosophers” in the 1970s, plagiarized the ideas behind Socialisme ou Barbarie’s critique of
“bureaucratic capitalism” and deformed them by eliding the fact that this was a critique of
bureaucratic capitalism both East and West. Often, when Lévy makes some stupid new statement
or outrageous new error, people cite Castoriadis’s “The Diversionists”—where Castoriadis
considered Lévy no better than “the eighth perfumer in a sultan’s harem”—and “L’industrie du vide”
(translated as “The Vacuum Industry”)2—Castoriadis’s defense of his friend Pierre Vidal-Naquet,
whom Lévy had accused of being a “master censor” for having pointed out egregious errors in one
of Lévy’s books.

More than any other, Castoriadis’s theme of a “rising tide of insignificancy” has
posthumously caught people’s attention. In part, this is due to easy internet circulation of a digitized
recording of the November 1996 “Postscript on Insignificancy” interview,3 with popular radio host
Daniel Mermet, now regularly cited, linked, tweeted and retweeted. This popularity is also due to
its uncompromisingly scathing, plainspoken critique of contemporary society, which makes
Castoriadis’s still relevant views and analyses readily available to the general public, whether or not
people have followed his political itinerary or his philosophical development. And the specific theme
is related to the general one, for Lévy as authorial buffoon who nonetheless gets called a
“philosopher” and who gets away with his errors because of what Castoriadis called the “shameful
degradation of the critical function”4 is treated by Castoriadis as symptomatic of his broader
“insignificancy” theme.

What is less clear is how this general, relatively popular theme, along with the specific theme
exemplifying the general one, is understood in the context of Castoriadis’s work as a whole, and
whether the general one serves as no more than a slogan whose content is filled in by each person
without regard to motivations underlying this critique. Moreover, as we shall see, the
“insignificancy” theme crucially intervenes in the author’s overall oeuvre at a strange time and in
a strange way that makes it in some ways even harder for people to make out that theme’s purpose
and import.

~

The theme of a “rising tide of insignificancy” might at first appear merely part of the dyspeptic
ramblings of a disappointed and bitter old man nearing the end of his life. Nothing, however, could

2“The Diversionists” (1977), now in PSW 3, and “The Vacuum Industry” (1979), translated in RTI(TBS), p. 4. For a list
of abbreviations, see the end of the present paper.

3Now translated in PSRTI.

4“The Diversionists” (1977), now in PSW 3, and “The Vacuum Industry” (1979), translated in RTI(TBS), p. 4.
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be further from the truth.5 A brief anecdote illustrates this point. At a gathering a few years after
Castoriadis’s death, a former S. ou B. member complained to me that this seemingly pessimistic
“insignificancy” theme took Castoriadis far afield from his earlier political concerns. Yet, this
comrade was asked in turn: What does the “socialism or barbarism” alternative indicate but that,
throughout his life, such barbarism was for Castoriadis an ever-present tendency of modern-day
society, to be ignored at our peril? The comrade had no reply.

Indeed, the “collapse of culture” in Russia was already broached as early as a pre-S. ou B.
text from 1947,6 and in a 1983 lecture, Castoriadis reminds us that, like S. ou B., Hannah Arendt
“saw very clearly that with totalitarianism we face . . . the creation of the meaningless.”7 For him,
this theme stemmed from an overall analysis of a Weberian rationalization process gone mad within
“bureaucratic capitalism,” whether of the “total and totalitarian” (Russian) or “fragmented”
(Western) variety. We cannot retrace here all the stages in Castoriadis’s evolving articulation of this
devastating process of emptying meaning out of people’s lives, from his earliest writings and
commentary on Weber, when he became the first person to translate the great German sociological
thinker into Greek during the Second World War, to the 1949 inaugural S. ou B. editorial “Socialism
or Barbarism” (PSW 1); his 1956 essay on “Khrushchev and the Decomposition of Bureaucratic
Ideology” (PSW 2); his statement in “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (1960-1961, also in PSW
2) that modern capitalism privatizes individuals while seeking the destruction of meaning in work,
a destructive process that spreads outward in a generalizing way eventually to encompass all social
activities and to become a destruction of social significations, especially those of responsibility and
initiative; his 1965 talk given to Solidarity members on “The Crisis of Modern Society” (PSW 3) that
incorporates issues of gender and youth; his negative conclusions in the 1967 circular “The
Suspension of Publication of Socialisme ou Barbarie” (PSW 3) about the initial prospects for the
shop stewards movement in England and for American wildcat strikes to provide an alternative to
the growing bureaucratization of the labor movement; his 1968 reflections on the “tree of
knowledge” threatening to “collapse under its own weight and crush its gardener as it falls” and on
the juvenilization of all strata and segments of society (“The Anticipated Revolution,” PSW 3); the
1979 text “Social Transformation and Cultural Creation” (also in PSW 3) where Castoriadis declares,
“I have weighed these times, and found them wanting”; the updated version of this same text, “The
Crisis of Culture and the State,” as well as the ominously-titled essay “Dead End?” on the dangers
of technoscience (both of these 1987 texts now appear in PPA); and on to such texts as “The
Pulverization of Marxism-Leninism” and “The Retreat from Autonomy: Postmodernism as
Generalized Conformism” (both are La Montée de l’insignifiance [MI] texts, originally published
in 1990 and now in WIF), not to forget the 1982 text “The Crisis of Western Society” (MI’s
introductory essay, now in CR). Indeed, even this brief listing of thematic precursor texts from all
periods of his life leaves out many pertinent bibliographical hints and indications, such as the
stunning sections of Devant la guerre (1981) on “The Destruction of Significations and the
Ruination of Language” and on “Ugliness and the Affirmative Hatred of the Beautiful.”

5A careful reader may note the free borrowing here and below from the Anonymous Translator’s Foreword to RTI(TBS).

6“The Problem of the USSR and the Possibility of a Third Historical Solution,” PSW 3, p. 52.

7Destinies of Totalitarianism," Salmagundi, 60 (Spring-Summer 1983): 108.
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As these titles—and the mid-1940s to early 1990s texts to which they refer—indicate, what
Castoriadis first labeled barbarism and later came to describe as a rising tide of insignificancy points
to a self-reinforcing multidimensional disintegration of meaning initiated and sustained through a
rationalization process gone awry in bureaucratic capitalism. One did not have to gain special,
privileged access to Castoriadis’s private papers8 in order to understand that the “early
Castoriadis”/“late Castoriadis” distinction, first hypothesized by Brian Singer,9 does not hold, for
one can readily glimpse from the public record a magmatic unity-in-tension at work in Castoriadis’s
published writings as a whole:10 there is no specific, definable division point allowing one to separate
the “early” from the “late Castoriadis” or any distinctive themes or set of approaches that would
unilaterally distinguish a “before” from an “after.”

And yet this is precisely what, near the end of his life, Castoriadis himself attempted to do
for his own work, at least as regards his publication plans. And he did so at precisely the moment
when he first introduced this “rising tide” theme to the reading public!

~

Three years after the publication of his magnum opus, The Imaginary Institution of Society,11

Castoriadis published the first tome in his Carrefours du labyrinthe series. This 1978
volume—which brought together six major essays, previously published in various reviews and
illustrative of key themes found in Imaginary Institution—was followed only a full six years later
by a second volume in the Carrefours series, Domaines de l’homme. Domaines—prefaced by what
is perhaps his most eccentric text, bizarrely defying even normal paragraph organization!—was so
large and so disparate that, despite the effort to organize each of these sequential volumes into

8As was granted by the family’s “Association Cornelius Castoriadis” to Nicolas Poirier, who also happens to be a member
of its secretive self-reelecting Council.

9See Brian Singer, “The Early Castoriadis: Socialism, Barbarism and the Bureaucratic Thread,” Canadian Journal of
Political and Social Theory, 3:3 (Fall/Autumn 1979): 35-56, and “The Later Castoriadis: Institutions under
Interrogation,” Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory, 4:1 (Winter 1980): 75-101. I myself have consistently
criticized Singer’s thesis of an “early” and a “late Castoriadis” (modeled on an early/late Heidegger) since the 1992
Translator’s Foreword to PSW 3 (see: p. xvi).

10“Unities and Tensions in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis, With Some Considerations on the Question of
Organization” (talk given at the Athens Polytechnic on December 7, 2007 for a meeting organized by the Autonomy or
Barbarism group on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the death of Cornelius Castoriadis):
http://static.issuu.com/webembed/viewers/style1/v1/IssuuViewer.swf?mode=embed&layout=http%3A//skin.issuu.co
m/v/light/layout.xml&showFlipBtn=true&documentId=100118125119-8932358d05a14596b3489930a358bd43&do
cName=athens-nostrikeoutword_1_&username=magmareview&loadingInfoText=Unities%20and%20Tensions&et=
1263822617120&er=90 An earlier version, first read before a German-speaking audience in Vienna for another event
celebrating the publication of a German-language Castoriadis translation, combined elements from the Translator’s
Foreword to my translation of Castoriadis’s writings World in Fragments (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press,
1997) and a talk I delivered in English in September 2000 to a conference on Castoriadis held on the island of Crete:
“Apropos of The ‘Early’ and ‘Late’ Work of Cornelius Castoriadis: For A Critical-Integrative Approach.”

11IIS was originally slated to be included among the Éditions 10/18 reprints of his Socialisme ou Barbarie-era texts.
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distinctive domains—“Psyche,” “Logos,” “Koinōnia” in volume one; “Kairos,” “Koinōnia,” “Polis,”
“Logos” in volume two—it encountered trouble finding an audience. A third volume, Le Monde
morcelé, more manageable in size, thus appeared just four years after Domaines in 1986, prefaced
by a short 1990  “Notice” intended to give readers a hint as to the (albeit enigmatic) overall
coherence of its three interrelated sections (“Koinōnia,” “Polis,” “Logos”): “The world—not only
ours—is fragmented. Yet it does not fall to pieces. To reflect upon this situation seems to me to be
one of the primary tasks of philosophy today.”12 Readers may have found it difficult to appreciate
the essential, but ontologically difficult to discern, connections among what he was admitting were
these somewhat tangentially related texts.

It was within this frustrating publishing context that Castoriadis found himself having to hold
off for more than half a decade before publishing the fourth Carrefours volume, even as a large
number of manuscripts and texts published in various journals continued to accumulate, awaiting
anthologization. The “Notice” for La Monteé de l’insignifiance, dated “July 1995,” sought a way out
of this impasse—but at the expense of the (puzzlingly obscure) cohesion he had nevertheless
previously wanted to affirm:

I have brought together here most of my texts from the past few years that are devoted to the contemporary
situation, to reflection on society, and to politics. A fifth volume of the Carrefours du labyrinthe series will

follow in a few months, containing writings bearing on psychoanalysis and philosophy.13

A strict, yet problematic, division was thus established between “Kairos”-, “Koinōnia”-, and “Polis”-
themed texts in Le Montée de l’insignifiance and “Psyche”- and “Logos”-themed ones in Fait et à
faire—the psychoanalytical/philosophical essays in this fifth Carrefours volume nonetheless being
preceded by the eponymous “Done and To Be Done,” a wide-ranging reply to contributors to the
1989 Castoriadis Festschrift that treated a broad range of ontological, philosophical,
psychoanalytical, ethical, political, economic, and social issues from all phases and features of his
oeuvre.

A justification for such a distinction within Castoriadis’s work itself exists that is neither
entirely artificial nor a complete violation of Castoriadis’s principles. For, he had affirmed, at least
since his 1981 talk for Giovanni Busino on “The Nature and Value of Equality” (PPA), that, while
a “cobirth” of philosophy and politics first occurred in ancient Greece, these twins are nonidentical,
and so it would be just as misguided to try to deduce a philosophy from a politics as it would be to
deduce a politics from philosophy.14 Yet the publishing considerations mentioned above were most
likely paramount; he mentioned them to me directly and he never made any appeal in this respect
to the “nonidentical” proviso that qualifies his “cobirth” thesis.

12Avertissement, Le Monde morcelé, p. 7. Strangely, the publisher, Le Seuil, forgot even to list the previous volume in
the series, Domaines de l’homme, among the books written “by the same author.” See ibid., p. 4.

13See, for this translation, the Foreword to RTI(TBS), p. xi.

14Previous specifications of this sort may be found in “Marxism and Revolutionary Theory” (now in IIS).
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~

So, the decision, within the Carrefours series, to separate topical subjects in a clear-cut manner from
philosophical ones occurs just as the “rising tide of insignificancy” theme makes its appearance as
the title of that series’ fourth volume. We must try to be very clear about how such a division
occurred, for that clear-cut break within what is still, I maintain, the magmatic unity-in-tension of
Castoriadis’s work is itself quite complex and difficult to discern.

Of course, since I am arguing that the “rising tide of insignificancy” theme itself is an
extension, elaboration, and refinement, for more contemporary times, of the “barbarism” portion of
the “socialism or barbarism” alternative Castoriadis had long expounded, I am not saying that this
theme came into being only when its specific phrasing first appeared in print. Indeed, the now-
eponymous text for La Montée de l’insignifiance (March 1996), which elaborates its major
premisses, is an interview conducted back in June 1993. “The crisis of criticism,”15 Castoriadis said
there—reminding us of the connection between the general “insignificancy” theme and what he
called the “shameful degradation of the critical function” when it comes to appraising authors like
Lévy—“is only one of the manifestations of the general and deep-seated crisis of society.”

There is a generalized pseudoconsensus; criticism and the vocation of the intellectual are caught up in the
system much more than was the case formerly and in a much more intense way. Everything is mediatized; the
networks of complicity are almost omnipotent. Discordant or dissident voices are not stifled by censorship or
by editors who no longer dare to publish them; these voices are stifled by the general commercialization of
society. Subversion is caught within the all and sundry of what is being done, of what is being propagated. To
publicize a book, one says immediately, “Here is a book that has revolutionized its field”—but it is also said
that Panzini-brand spaghetti has revolutionized cooking. The word revolutionary—like the words creation and

imagination—has become an advertising slogan; this is what a few years ago was called cooptation.16

Here Castoriadis introduces, perhaps for the first time, the word “insignificant” as an operative
concept for describing our contemporary state of affairs:

Marginality has become something sought after and central: subversion is an interesting curiosity that completes
the harmony of the system. Contemporary society has a terribly great capacity for stifling any genuine
divergency, be it by silencing it, be it by making it one phenomenon among others, commercialized like the
others.

We can be even more specific. Critics themselves have betrayed their critical role. There is a betrayal of their
responsibility and of their rigor on the part of authors; there is a vast complicity on the part of the public, which
is far from innocent in this affair, since it agrees to play the game and adapts itself to what it is given. The whole
is instrumentalized, utilized by a system that itself is anonymous. None of this is the making of some dictator,

15Let us recall, regarding this contemporary “crisis of criticism,” that, throughout S. ou B.’s existence (1949-1965), its
subtitle was “An Organ of Critique and Revolutionary Orientation.”

16“The Rising Tide of Insignificancy” (1993), translated in RTI(TBS); see: pp. 130-31. As Castoriadis admitted in the
1973 General Introduction to his Éditions 10/18 S. ou B. reprints, S. ou B. itself had generally underestimated the power
of “cooptation.” There (PSW 1, p. 35), he speaks of “the established society’s unbelievable capacity to reabsorb, divert,
and recoup everything that challenges it (which was noted, but certainly underestimated in S. ou B. texts and which is
a historically new phenomenon).”
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a handful of big capitalists, or a group of opinion makers; it is an immense social-historical current that is
heading in this direction and that is making everything become insignificant.17

This first use of the term is perhaps also his most sweeping employment of it: “. . . making
everything become insignificant.”

~

In the year 1989, as the world was preparing to witness, and indeed participate in and create,
momentous changes, including the fall of the Wall, Castoriadis kindly asked me to contribute to
Busino’s Castoriadis Festschrift. Choosing the theme “Socialism or Barbarism: The Alternative
Presented in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis,” I was able to show that, in contrast to those who
developed the “socialism or barbarism” theme before him (Marx, Engels, Rosa Luxemburg, Leon
Trotsky), Castoriadis treated this dynamic duality as a “present contending alternative”—a real
alternative, one whose result is uncertain—and not as two simple alternate outcomes projected into
a vague (yet “historically determined”) future. However, the ironic twist I discovered while studying
this theme was that, while the “meaning of socialism” was increasingly being explored and
expounded upon in the pages of Socialisme ou Barbarie, the term barbarism had almost completely
disappeared from Castoriadis’s vocabulary (except as part of its masthead).18 By examining (1) crisis
theory, (2) the creation/destruction pair, and (3) his conception of “culture,” I demonstrated that this
“present contending alternative”—with “barbarism” as half of that operative choice and active

17“The Rising Tide of Insignificancy” (1993), RTI(TBS), p. 131.

18See n. 27 of my “Socialism or Barbarism: The Alternative Presented in the Work of Cornelius Castoriadis,” Revue
Européenne des Sciences Sociales, 86 (December 1989), reprinted in Autonomie et autotransformation de la société.
La philosophie militante de Cornelius Castoriadis, ed. Giovanni Busino (Geneva: Droz, 1989): “My search was not
exhaustive. I have relied on a combination of memory, a computer search of all Castoriadis articles translated by me, and
the indexes to his various volumes of writings. The one exception, which Castoriadis brought to my attention, proves
the rule and will demonstrate my point that the ‘socialism or barbarism’ theme has survived the period from 1953 to 1979
intact; it comes from ‘Recommencing the Revolution’ . . . . In Point 29 Castoriadis argues that the phase of
bureaucratization and consumerization of the working class

is neither superficial nor accidental. It expresses one possible destiny of contemporary society. If the term
‘barbarism’ has any meaning today, it does not mean fascism, or mass poverty, or a return to the stone age. It
means precisely this “air-conditioned nightmare”: consumption for consumption’s sake in private life,
organization for organization’s sake in public life, and their corollaries—privatization, withdrawal from and
apathy towards social questions, dehumanization of social relationships. That process is well advanced in the
industrialized countries but it is engendering its own opposites. Bureaucratized institutions are abandoned by
people who finally come into conflict with them. The race for ever-rising standards of consumption, for ‘new’
objects to consume, sooner or later reveals its absurdity. Those elements that allow the acquisition of
consciousness, a socialist practice, and, in the last analysis, revolution, have not disappeared, but on the contrary
proliferate in society today (Solidarity translation [now in PSW 3]).

In IIS, we shall see, this description of modern barbarism as an ‘air-conditioned nightmare’—which he already mentioned
in “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” and which he here distinguishes from fascism, absolute or relative pauperization
and ancient barbarism—will then be labeled a “general anaesthesia.” An October 28, 1967 letter to readers announcing
the split within the group [now in PSW 3] repeats this statement about ‘barbarism’ as the ‘air-conditioned nightmare.’
This repetition could be considered a second exception . . .”
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historical tendency within what came to be called the dual institution of modernity—did indeed
remain a central theme in Castoriadis’s work. And when (in a 1979 Esprit interview) he expressly
resumed usage of the word “barbarism,” he did so in order to affirm that he had “always” intended
it as the absence of “historical productivity”:

To say {as you Esprit editors hypothesize} that a dull and lifeless social sphere has taken the place of a fecund
one, that all radical change is henceforth inconceivable, would mean that a whole phase of history, begun,
perhaps, in the twelfth century, is in the process of coming to an end, that one is entering into I know not what
kind of new Middle Ages, characterized either by historical tranquillity (in view of the facts, the idea seems
comic) or by violent conflicts and disintegrations, but without any historical productivity: in sum, a closed
society that is stagnating or that knows only how to tear itself apart without creating anything. (Let it be said,
parenthetically, that this is the meaning I have always given to the term “barbarism,” in the expression
“socialism or barbarism.”)19

Castoriadis also reaffirmed, immediately afterward, that such usage was not intended to be predictive
of a necessary future, nor was it meant to be the complete description of a present (that remained
marked, too, by multiple forms of crisis and—often tacit or inexplicit—contestation, even as—and
in some respects because—the “project of autonomy” seemed to be on the wane): “There’s no
question of making prophecies. But I absolutely don’t think that we are living in a society in which
nothing is happening any longer,” he stated.

“The Crisis of Western Societies,” first published in 1982, was reprinted as the introductory
essay for La Montée de l’insignifiance.20 This text sounded the “crisis” aspect of the socialism or
barbarism theme—again without actually mentioning that theme, yet anticipating many motifs of its
offspring, the “rising tide of insignificancy” theme.21 My humble suggestion to Castoriadis in the
Busino volume was that he return explicitly to this theme and place the alternative clearly at the very
center of the (then-) present context of social decomposition both East and West. I called upon him
to rework “the whole, updating the themes of the first volume and relating them directly to those that
are to be developed in the second,” so as to “more effectively bring out for his readers and for
himself the contemporary stakes of the world struggle between barbarism and autonomous society
as well as the continuing relevance of his main [‘socialism or barbarism’] theme.” By the time my
contribution appeared (in December 1989), this suggestion was of course already becoming
inoperative—due to what, in April 1990, Castoriadis called “the pulverization of Marxism-
Leninism” and the collapse of Russia’s post-totalitarian (“stratocratic”) empire. Yet, as my text itself
noted, Castoriadis had, over the previous decade (1979-1989), continued to explore the destruction
of social forms that arises within this barbarism vs. autonomy struggle. As we now know from a
posthumously published interview conducted soon after Le monde morcelé was published (October
1990), Castoriadis started to make this alternative explicit again in a way that should please our

19“Unending Interrogation,” now in RTI(TBS); see: p. 272.

20In the 1996 MI reprint, Castoriadis omits “the first three pages of the 1982 text, which concerned the situations relating
to Russia and the West in the early 1980s. They would no longer have today but a historical interest”—“although,” as
he characteristically added, “their substance remains, in my view, true” (CR, p. 253).

21The subheadings give a good idea of its motifs: “The Decomposition of Leadership Mechanisms,” “The Vanishing of
Social and Political Conflict,” “Education, Culture, Values,” and “The Collapse of Society’s Self-Representation.”
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Greek friends from the now-defunct “Autonomie ou Barbarie” group:

Will our collectivities prove capable of laying down their own laws, in full knowledge of the relevant facts? It
remains the case that democracy cannot exist without a passion for democracy on the part of individuals,
without a political sphere inhabited by all. Will human beings have this desire or—rejecting self-
limitation—will they be content with bread and circuses, cake and television? Here we rediscover the ancient
dilemma: autonomy or barbarism.22

~

Already, within months of Margaret Thatcher’s 1979 election and her inauguration of the “right-wing
counteroffensive,” Castoriadis enunciated a point that would appear in his work throughout the
1980s: “all the inherited conceptions—Marxism as well as Liberalism—find themselves totally
insolvent.”23 For, like all ideologies, these nineteenth-century ones, prolonged into the twentieth
century, mask present-day reality. “The Crisis of Western Societies”—described in 1982 as an
“excerpt” from the (promised but never published) second volume of Devant la guerre—began to
reorient Castoriadis’s critique of total and fragmented bureaucratic capitalism away from the theses
found in his (controversially successful) first volume. Refusing to take Neoliberalism’s tenets at face
value, he saw there how “the absolute mental pauperization of the ruling strata” was

expressed in the proclamations being made about the bankruptcy of Keynesianism (which amounts to saying
that our failure to contain cancer proves Pasteur’s bankruptcy), the fad of monetarism (a rehash of the old
quantitative theory of money, a tautology whose transformation into an “explanatory” theory has long been
known to be fallacious), or new demonological inventions like “supply-side economics.”24

This crisis is described more broadly as “a crisis of social imaginary significations, . . . these
significations no longer provide individuals with the norms, values, bearings, and motivations that
would permit them both to make society function and to maintain themselves, somehow or other,
in a livable state of ‘equilibrium.’”25 Initiating an anthropological motif central to the “rising tide”
theme26—though it harks back to questions raised in “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (1960-
1961)—he asked, “To what extent do Western societies remain capable of fabricating the type of

22See p. 21 of Christian Descamps’s early 1990s “Entretien inédit avec Cornelius Castoriadis,” La Nouvelle Quinzaine
Littéraire, 1099 (16-28 février 2014): 20-21.

23“Unending Interrogation” (July 1, 1979 interview with Esprit), translated in RTI(TBS).

24“The Crisis of Western Societies” (1982), now in CR, p. 255.

25Ibid., p. 262.

26“Without this [democratic] type of individual, more exactly without a constellation of such types—among which, for
example, is the honest and legalistic Weberian bureaucrat—liberal society cannot function. Now, it seems evident to me
that society today is no longer capable of reproducing these types. It basically produces the greedy, the frustrated, and
the conformist” (“The Idea of Revolution” [1989], now in RTI(TBS); see pp. 302-303).
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individual necessary for their continued functioning?”27

When, in the mid-1990s, Castoriadis decided to publish his prior decade’s more topical/less
philosophical texts in La Montée de l’insignifiance, he greatly underestimated how many relevant
texts were available.28 The English-language Anonymous Translator included some of these texts
in the 2003 electro-samizdat volume The Rising Tide of Insignificancy (The Big Sleep)29 and
announced the upcoming translation of many others relevant to the “insignificancy” theme.
Castoriadis’s widow had previously declared to me that no new posthumous anthologies would be
published after Figures du pensable (1999). The Anonymous Translator’s risky act of unauthorized
translation thus forced the Castoriadis heirs to publish a large number of these texts soon thereafter
in Une Société à la dérive—then translated in a new pirate edition, A Society Adrift: More Interviews
and Discussions on The Rising Tide of Insignificancy, Including Revolutionary Perspectives Today,
which was followed by Postscript on Insignificancy, including More Interviews and Discussions on
the Rising Tide of Insignificancy, followed by Five Dialogues, Four Portraits and Two Book
Reviews.

We now see that many “figures of barbarism”—illustrated in such titles as “Beating the
Retreat Into Private Life,” “We Are Going Through a Low Period . . . ,” “The Ambiguities of
Apoliticism,” “The Big Sleep of the Democracies,” “A ‘Democracy’ Without Citizens’
Participation,” “Between the Western Void and the Arab Myth,” “Politics in Crisis,” “A Crisis of
the Imaginary?” “Society Running in Neutral,” “The Crisis of Marxism and the Crisis of Politics,”
“A Society Adrift”—were articulated in Castoriadis’s writings and interviews during the last two
decades of his life and that such texts anticipate the “rising tide of insignificancy” theme. As Russia
was collapsing in the mid-1980s, Castoriadis not only turned his sights westward to criticize the
“rehashing found in contemporary ‘liberal’ discourses where no new ideas are to be found and there
is not a single effort to face up to the problems of the present,”30 but criticized this rediscovery of
liberalism as well as of individualism—“terms beneath which are hidden innumerable
misunderstandings and fallacies”31—for its ideological masking of reality. Present-day democracy
is “in fact, the regime of liberal oligarchy,” which is “dying from privatization (gloriously named

27“The Crisis of Western Societies,” CR, p. 259.

28As noted earlier, the MI “Notice” states (incorrectly): “I have brought together here most of my texts from the past few
years that are devoted to the contemporary situation, to reflection on society, and to politics.”

29As I was preparing World in Fragments for Stanford University Press in the mid-1990s, SUP Editor Helen Tartar
discussed with Castoriadis the possibility of publishing another volume that would bring his analyses of contemporary
society up to date. RTI(TBS) adopted as its subtitle his proposed title, “The Big Sleep,” in honor of this never-written
Castoriadis tome that would have brought the “rising tide of insignificancy”/“a society adrift” theme to the fore in book
form for an English-speaking audience. An April 1989 L’Express piece, where this title first appeared, was finally
translated as “The Big Sleep of the Democracies" for PSRTI. It is, in fact, one of his most succinct summaries of what
was called, in the RTI(TBS) Translator’s Foreword, the “figures of contemporary barbarism.”

30“We Are Going Through a Low Period . . . ” (1986), translated in ASA; see: p. 172.

31“Third World, Third Worldism, Democracy” (a January 24, 1985 talk), translated in RTI(TBS); see: p. 50.
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individualism), from people’s apathy, from the unimaginable debasement of political personnel,”32

he also asserted there, thus connecting his early 1960s critique of “modern capitalism” to the more
recent rise of Neoliberalism while also updating that critique to encompass contemporary figures of
barbarism. The “current state—of privatization and apathy,” he said in January 1988,

is untenable for this society in the long run. The “liberal republic”—that is to say, the regime of liberal
oligarchy—cannot operate in an ongoing way on the basis of cynicism and “individualism.” The people who
are to make it operate cannot, as a whole, be totally cynical—or then the regime will collapse. Now, nothing
in “liberal” discourse or in the “values” of the age explains why—save for the threat of the penal code—a judge
shouldn’t put his ruling up for auction or a president shouldn’t use his office to fill his pockets.33

A few days before the fall of the Berlin Wall, Castoriadis focused on attacking the “alarming
vacuity” of political speech in the West as well as the emptiness of “neoliberal discourse [which
involves] a wretched flattening out of what the great Liberals of the past used to say.”34

~

This contextualization of Neoliberalism within the “insignificancy” theme of contemporary figures
of barbarism has major implications for our contemporary understanding of capitalism and its
imaginary institution. “Neoliberal discourse,” he stated in “Done and To Be Done,” should be
viewed as “a gross farce intended for imbeciles.”35

[T]he rhetoric of Thatcher and of Reagan has changed nothing of importance (the change in formal ownership
of a few large enterprises does not essentially alter their relation to the State), . . . the bureaucratic structure of
the large firm remains intact [and] half of the national product transits the public sector in one way or another
(State, local governmental organizations, Social Security); . . . between half and two-thirds of the price of goods
and services entering into the final national expenditure are in one way or another fixed, regulated, controlled,
or influenced by State policy, and . . . the situation is irreversible (ten years of Thatcher and Reagan made no
essential changes therein).36

In the general feigned amnesia, the fact that “liberal ideology had already been demolished by some
academic economists in the 1930s” is simply buried. “People pretend to forget that the present-day

32“What a Revolution Is” (a November 24, 1987 interview), translated in ASA; see: p. 194.

33“A Political and Human Exigency” January 1988, ASA, p. 200.

34“When East Tips West” (interview published November 1, 1989 in Construire, an organ of the Swiss cooperative
Migros), translated in ASA, p. 207.

35“Done and To Be Done” (1989), republished in the Carrefours volume supposedly devoted exclusively to philosophical
and psychoanalytical issues; now in CR, p. 410. Castoriadis adds, “The incoherency—rather, the shameless trickery—of
contemporary ‘Liberalism’ . . . defies the imagination” (ibid.).

36Ibid.
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economy is an economy of oligopolies, not a competitive economy.”37

Reagan-Thatcher rhetoric “changed nothing of importance”? Castoriadis, and in particular
his “Modern Capitalism and Revolution,” are often criticized for outdated descriptions of a bygone
Fordist world of full employment.38 Yet members of S. ou B.—or, at least those ones who endorsed
that controversial text—had been, Castoriadis asserted, “perhaps . . . the only ones who, in ’59-’60,
said that the problem in the modern, Western, developed, capitalist society is NOT an economic
problem.”39 Participating in this “crisis of social imaginary significations,” latter-day Liberalism is
not to be taken seriously on its own narrow ideologically economic terms. Neoliberal rhetoric
changed nothing; but that does not mean that nothing important changed as the tide of insignificancy
continued, and continues, to rise.40 Neoliberal discourse does not define the new reality; instead, the
continuing and deepening destruction of meaning inherent in the capitalist rationalization project
includes the irrationalities of a dissembling neoliberal ideology as well as the real consequences of
the “reactionary counteroffensive.”41 In May 1989, Castoriadis stated that the “sole signification truly

37“When East Tips West” (interview published November 1, 1989). He adds: “Market logic would require, for example,
that one might best be able to find a rational basis for the price of capital, or its true value. Now, that’s impossible; there
is no ‘objective value’ of capital” (ASA, p. 232). Seven months later, at the first Castoriadis Cerisy colloquium, he said:
“Accompanying the Reagan-Thatcher offensive against the unions and wage levels, this regression allowed the Chicago
tooth-pullers to trot out some old ideas refuted long ago (in fact, the quantitative theory of money), the ‘experts’ from
the International Monetary Fund to hammer a few more nails into the poor countries’ coffin, and Mr. Guy Sorman, in
France, to become the apostle of the economic Enlightenment” (“What Democracy?” in FTPK, p. 230).

38Such criticisms usually neglect to mention his analyses of changes in modern capitalism, starting with his two
Appendixes to the English-language Solidarity editions of “Modern Capitalism and Revolution” (see now PSW 2, pp.
316-25 and 326-43).

39See “Interview with Cornelius Castoriadis for the Greek television network ET1, for the show ‘Paraskiniom,’ 1984
(with English-language subtitles). Video in Greek from publicly available online source. English translation: Ioanna.”
Available at: http://vimeo.com/85082034 or http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hs9ZsKj-o1k . He elaborates further,
saying “that the problem is not the pauperization of the proletariat, either relative or absolute, but that the problem lies
elsewhere. The problem is that of freedom for people within production, the problem is in their everyday life, in the
family, in education, and so on. From this standpoint, we offered an overall revision of the goals of action oriented
toward real social change” (00:14:10 - 00:14:50).

40A more nuanced elucidation appears in “The Coordinations: A Preface” (drafted in 1994), translated in RTI(TBS):
“This offensive went hand in hand with—was conditioned by but also has conditioned—an ideological regression of
uncommon breadth. The ideologies of the ‘Left’ entered into a new phase of intense decomposition while ‘right-wing’
currents were blissfully resuscitating basic errors that had been refuted three-quarters of a century ago (such as
monetarism—a mere reissuance, under econometric cover, of the old quantitative theory of money, or supply-side
economics, characterized by George Herbert Walker Bush himself as ‘voodoo economics’). Moreover, these
governments’ proclamations stood in flagrant violation of their own practice—a phenomenon worth noting, not because
it would be absolutely new, but because it was practically unheard of in the economic field. Thatcher and Reagan were
elected by promising to rid society of ‘Big Government’; at the end of their respective terms of office, the share of the
GNP going to state outlays remained practically unchanged. They had denounced Keynesianism just as vehemently—but
any Keynesian would have condemned as excessive to the point of caricature the Reagan Administration’s deficits” (pp.
168-69, emphasis added). As noted in the ASA Translator’s Foreword, “War Keynesianism was an option Castoriadis
said Reagan employed in the 1980s, and Bush fils used it, to highly disastrous effect, in the 2000s” (ASA, p. xxxi).

41“The ‘Rationality’ of Capitalism,” composed in 1996-1997 and translated in FTPK; see: p. 119.
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present and dominant today is the capitalist one, that of the indefinite expansion of ‘mastery,’ which
at the same time—and here we come to our central point—finds itself emptied of all the content that
might endow it with the vitality it once enjoyed and that could, for better or for worse, allow the
processes of identification to be carried out.” As a result, “despite the ‘neoliberal’ rhetoric,” earning
money “is now becoming totally disconnected from any social function and even from the system’s
internal legitimation.”42 Yet also despite that rhetoric, “[t]his mixture of the money norm and of the
bureaucratic-hierarchical norm suffices for us to continue to characterize the rich liberal societies
as societies of fragmented bureaucratic capitalism,”43 not as ones really embodying what the
incoherent content of neoliberal ideology would have us believe.44

The “liberal (in the capitalist sense of the term) counteroffensive . . . initially represented by
the Thatcher-Reagan couple” has indeed “won out all over”—among French “Socialists,” the
Scandinavians, etc., Castoriadis observed in “The Dilapidation of the West” (1991). Creating a
“comfortable or tolerable situation” for “80 to 85 percent of the population (who are further inhibited
by fear of unemployment), . . . all the system’s shit is dumped on the ‘lower’ 15 or 20 per cent of
society, who cannot react, or who can react only through vandalism, marginalization, and
criminality: the unemployed and immigrants in France and England; Blacks and Hispanics in the
United States, and so on.”45 What “this camouflage rhetoric allowed one” to do, “in default of the
proclaimed objectives,” was “to attain the new policy’s real objectives: quite simply, redistribution
of national wealth in favor of the rich and to the detriment of the poor.”46 After an interlude with the
Supreme Court-mandated election of “the first MBA President” in the US leading to the largest
economic collapse since the Great Depression, it is not surprising that this logic has developed far
enough to make the “1 percent,” in many people’s minds, now a plausible target for the “99 percent.”

This “unmitigated triumph of the capitalist imaginary under its crudest and coarsest forms,”
as Castoriadis described it soon before his death, did not happen in a vacuum, as one says—or,
rather, it was the context of the vacuum—rising insignificancy—that allowed this triumph. The
“conservative counterrevolution”

exploited the bankruptcy of the traditional “left-wing” parties, the trade unions’ enormous loss of influence, the
monstrosity, now manifest, of the regimes of “actually existing socialism” even before their collapse, the apathy
and privatization of whole populations, and their growing irritation with the hypertrophic growth and absurdity
of state bureaucracies.47

42“Crisis of the Identification Process” (a May 1989 talk), translated in RTI(TBS); see: p. 218.

43“What Democracy?” in FTPK, p. 208.

44Less explored by Castoriadis than Neoliberalism’s incoherencies and its ideological screening of reality—and perhaps
surprisingly so, given his longstanding interest in the relations of production—are the vast changes at the point of
production that have been introduced in the course of the conservative counterrevolution.

45“The Dilapidation of the West” (1991), RTI(TBS), pp. 90-91.

46“The Coordinations: A Preface” (drafted in 1994), translated in RTI(TBS); see: p. 169.

47“The ‘Rationality’ of Capitalism,” translated in FTPK; see: p. 119.
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Retaining the autonomy vs. barbarism theme within this contemporary meaning-vacuum, Castoriadis
notes the flip-side of this “return to a blind and brutal form of liberalism,” that is, the concomitant
condition for its existence: “all these factors express, directly or indirectly, the crisis of the social-
historical project of individual and collective autonomy.”48 Already in 1986, he argued that “the
strength of this pseudoliberalism . . . in large part, . . . comes from this, that ‘liberal’ demagoguery
has known how to capture the profoundly antibureaucratic and antistatist movement and mood that
has existed since the early 1960s (and that had escaped the shrewd notice of ‘socialist’ leaders).”49

It is not that Castoriadis remained stuck in an allegedly obsolete theory of “bureaucratic capitalism”;
it is that what passes for “the Left” abdicated to the “Right” people’s continuing feelings of
opposition to bureaucracy and the State. In “A Society Adrift” (1993), he noted the “near-total
disappearance of conflict, whether it be socioeconomic, political, or ‘ideological.’” He did so not in
order to revel in “insignificancy” or to remain blind to current possibilities for change, but in order
to frankly admit how the “triumph of . . . the ‘liberal’-capitalist imaginary, and the
near-disappearance of the other great imaginary signification of modernity, the project of individual
and collective autonomy” had greatly altered the situation he described in “Modern Capitalism and
Revolution.” This “victory of the so-called Neoliberal counteroffensive”—note the phrase “so-called
Neoliberal”

has imposed things that had previously seemed inconceivable: straightforward cuts in real wages, and
sometimes even in nominal wages, for example, or else levels of unemployment that I myself had thought, and
written, in 1960, had become impossible, for they would have provoked a social explosion. Well, nothing
happened. There are reasons for that, some related to the economic cycle—the threat, in large part a bluff, of
“crisis” tied to the “oil shock,” and so on—but others much more deep-seated, . . . . Basically, we are witnessing
the full-fledged domination of the capitalist imaginary: the centrality of the economic, the unending and
allegedly rational expansion of production, consumption, and more or less planned and manipulated “leisure
time.” This evolution does not express only the victory of the dominant strata, who would like to increase their
power. Almost all of the population participates therein. Cautiously withdrawn into its private sphere, the
population settles for bread and spectacles. The spectacles are provided especially by television (and “sports”),
the bread by all the gadgets available at various income levels. In one way or another, all social strata have
access to this minimum amount of comfort; only minorities who have no weight are excluded therefrom. . . .
The great majority of the population seems to settle for leisure time and gadgets, with a few occasional
corporatist reactions that are unlikely to have repercussions. This majority harbors no collective desire, no
project apart from safeguarding the status quo.50

So as not to lead one to think that this “so-called Neoliberal” victory would entail a return to the
status quo ante, Castoriadis immediately adds: “In this atmosphere, the traditional safeguards of the
capitalist republic are coming down, one after the other,” and he goes on to enumerate the ways in
which this victory is indeed a pyrrhic one for capitalism, for, just as “humanity is busily sawing off

48Ibid.

49“We Are Going Through a Low Period . . . ” (1986), translated in ASA; see: p. 172.

50"A Society Adrift" (1993), translated in ASA; see: p. 251.
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the limb on which it is perched”51 ecologically, there is, even in the absence of direct contestation,
an ongoing destruction of the crucial significations that allowed capitalism to thrive and flourish.

This “victory of the so-called Neoliberal counteroffensive,” which grants a “centrality of the
economic,” has led many, from power-obsessed Foucauldians to nostalgic Marxist fundamentalists,
to believe that we are completely subjected to a totally new regime, one defined by neoliberal
capitalist ideology, or that we can now return to the reassuring “laws” of capitalist accumulation,
perhaps by finally getting the right interpretation of the “fetishism of commodities” in Chapter One
of Das Kapital. What an understanding of capitalism as an imaginary institution of society
shows—when one takes into account the dual institution of modernity and the hypertrophically
destructive “crisis of social imaginary significations” it is now undergoing—is that there is no
return to the status quo ante, nor is it (yet) plausible to believe that we are now living in a totally
economic society, impenetrable to contestation and operating solely according to its own “logic.”
The danger of taking Neoliberalism at face value is that, in gullibly accepting its premisses, we may
be “taken in” by them, thereby noticing neither its incoherency nor its self-destructive tendencies
(which can then be exploited for social change, but only through a renewal of the project of
autonomy) nor its more mundane “real objectives” (a radical redistribution of wealth via an
imposition of the money norm that is, however, self-undermining). One is even tempted to say that
there is an objective concurrence among equally dogmatic and farfetched and superannuated
ideologies, the “market fundamentalists” of Neoliberalism dourly telling us that “there is no
alternative” coinciding with a hopeful “return to Marx” that would conjure away all that has
intervened since 1848 or 1867 and deliver us an automatically guaranteed future.

~

Since we are looking closely at the impact this titular choice of phrasing (“rising tide of
insignificancy”) has had—an impact that has made it the top theme retained posthumously by
readers—we should also note that the original 1993 interview—published a year later (June 1994)
by interviewer Olivier Morel in his La République Internationale des Lettres—appeared there under
a less gloomy, or at least more ambiguous, title: “Un monde à venir” (A world to come). It was only
when La Montée de l’insignifiance came out in March 1996 that the “rising tide of insignificancy”
theme first explicitly appeared in public, accompanied by the assertion that it goes beyond mere
crisis:

We are living a phase of decomposition. In a crisis, there are opposing elements that combat each
other—whereas what is characteristic of contemporary society is precisely the disappearance of social and
political conflict. People are discovering now what we were writing thirty or forty years ago in S. ou B., namely,
that the opposition between Left and Right no longer has any meaning. . . . There are, in truth, neither opposing
programs nor participation by people in political conflicts or struggles, or merely in political activity. On the
social level, there is not only the bureaucratization of the unions and their reduction to a skeletal state but also

51Castoriadis, in “Dead End?” (1987), PPA, p. 254, quoting E. O. Wilson of Harvard and Paul Ehrlich of Stanford in
Scientific American, February 1986, p. 97. 
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the near-disappearance of social struggles.52

Between the time when Castoriadis wrote his July 1995 “Notice” for MI and MI’s publication the
following March, major strikes broke out in France, especially among railway workers, in protest
against Social Security reforms proposed by the neo-Gaullist government of Prime Minister Alain
Juppé and supported not only by the business establishment but also by reformist unions and
intellectuals.53 These strikes were initiated and conducted from below, by grass-roots coordinations
that bypassed the established unions.54 In the heat of those events, Castoriadis found himself obliged
to add a footnote to this reprinted interview that would come to be known as “The Rising Tide of
Insignificancy”: “Whatever their final outcome might be, the strikes unfolding now
(November-December 1995) in France defy, by their implicit signification, this characterization.”55

This note was added to counter a (previously) factual statement: “There have never been so few
strike days in France . . . as during the last ten or fifteen years—and almost always, these struggles
are merely of a sectoral or corporatist character.” But Castoriadis also seemed to be acknowledging,
more broadly, some limits to, or countervailing tendencies regarding, the “insignificancy” thesis, and
he did so precisely where this thesis would be introduced for the first time to the general public.

These were the most massive strikes in France since May ’68. Might one argue that
Castoriadis had missed, or effectively lost interest in, what was then being prepared, just as he had
offered his negative conclusions about chances for consequential contestation within French society
right before the May events?56 Here we are given the benefit of hindsight. Yes, it is strange that the
“rising tide of insignificancy” theme appears explicitly at the very moment it seemed overturned by
events themselves. But not only we but Castoriadis himself benefitted from hindsight. In his case,
when looking back at May ’68—whose “immense possibilities” for “the historical period now
opening” he glimpsed in June 196857—he saw how the pull both of consumer society (reestablished
by de Gaulle’s reopening of gas stations) and of the microbureaucracies, with their crazed or criminal

52“The Rising Tide of Insignificancy,” RTI(TBS), p. 136 (emphasis added).

53S. ou B. cofounder Claude Lefort supported CFDT reformist leader Nicole Notat in “Les dogmes sont finis,” Le Monde
(January 4, 1996): 10. Castoriadis refused to sign both the pro- and anti-reform petitions, published respectively in Esprit
(signed by Pierre Rosanvallon, Alain Touraine, and Lefort, among one hundred others) and Le Monde (the latter
instigated by Pierre Bourdieu). See Castoriadis’s December 1995 L’Événement du jeudi interview “No to Resignation,
No to Archaism,” translated in ASA.

54See Castoriadis’s “The Coordinations: A Preface,” written to introduce Jean-Michel Denis’s study of this subject.

55RTI(TBS), p. 136, n. 6.

56See “The Suspension of Publication of Socialisme ou Barbarie” (dated July 1967; now  in PSW 3), the circular
announcing the review’s suspension sine die.

57“The Anticipated Revolution” (1968), now in PSW 3; see: p. 145.
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ideologies, brought people back from the breach they had opened.58 Indeed, in “The Retreat from
Autonomy: Postmodernism as Generalized Conformism,” May ’68 becomes most likely an
exception59 within a periodization of modernity that ends in 1950—i.e., right after the creation of S.
ou B.!60 Castoriadis was also given a chance, after the 1995 strikes, to revise his “insignificancy”
thesis. “[W]ould you now speak of a ‘rising tide of significancy’?” he was asked in April 1996.

No, that would be too rash; I stick to my terms. I added this note because it seemed to me obvious that what had
been going on before, in terms of the waning of political and social conflict, could not be applied to this period
strictly speaking, precisely because this movement, though in appearance corporatist with a very narrow scope,
was in fact the result of a deep sense of dissatisfaction [with] the whole system. . . . I would not hurry to attach
a qualification to what happened in November and December and what’s happening now in terms of either “this
was a last flame” or “this is a new beginning.” We have to see what will happen. Nothing has changed very
much. But there are signs that tend to show that something more than “a last flame” was at work. These signs
are, for instance, a revival of social criticism, a revival of social critiques of the system, . . . , everyone realizes
that the situation is at a dead end, and that this dead end is unbearable. So for the time being I think we have
to keep our eyes open.61

He went on to say that he had been considering for some time the idea of launching a journal along
with some people to whom he had been talking about this project. But in that interview, he also
examined how the grass-roots workers’ movement was unable to sustain itself in a lasting way with
a broader program and to surmount the dilemma of remaining the reaction it was or of becoming
coopted or itself bureaucratized. The imaginary of present-day society is not something easily
sloughed off, and the “rising tide of insignificancy” theme remains operative.

In light of all this, the Anonymous Translator concluded that Castoriadis

quite willingly considered the possibility that mass action from below might come to upset, pose a challenge
to, or at least temporarily escape the logic of those disturbing underlying trends whose contours he had been
tracing out. After all, his denunciations of the “vacuum industry,” of the “void” of present-day Western societies
and of their inability to offer anything other than hollow alternatives to the Third World and to Arab and
Muslim cultures prey to religious and nationalistic fanaticism, as well as his analyses of the growing
meaninglessness already discerned in Russian totalitarianism and in modern capitalism, were predicated upon,
if not the hope, at least a strong desire that positive new options might continue to be created, to swell up from

58See “The Movements of the Sixties” (1986), now in WIF. This excerpt—from another promised but never published
work—is nevertheless meant as a defense of May ’68 and the movements of the Sixties, as against the attempt to turn
these events and these movements into forerunners of contemporary liberal “individualism.”

59“After the movements of the 1960s, the project of autonomy seems totally eclipsed. One may take this to be a very
short-term, conjunctural development. But the growing weight, in contemporary societies, of privatization,
depoliticization, and ‘individualism’ makes such an interpretation most unlikely” (“The Retreat from Autonomy:
Postmodernism as Generalized Conformism” [1991], now in WIF, p. 39).

60After noting the crucial “concomitancy between the social, political, and ideological restlessness of the 1750-1950
epoch and the creative outbursts in the fields of art and culture,” he notes, by way of contrast, how the “post-1950
situation goes together with a visible decadence in the field of spiritual creation” (ibid., p. 40).

61“A Rising Tide of Significancy? A Follow-Up Interview with Drunken Boat,” in RTI(TBS), pp. 156-57.
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underneath today’s stultifying complacency and generalized conformism.62

And remarkably, that is what, it seems to me, has been retained, as readers and listeners have,
following his death, made Castoriadis’s plainspoken criticism of a “rising tide of insignificancy” the
most popular and noticed feature of his work, instead of viewing that theme as faulty, cynical,
pessimistic, or resigned. “Everyone realizes that the situation is at a dead end, and that this dead end
is unbearable,” he said. People did not need Castoriadis in order to know that. But they have
recognized in his passionate denunciation of the established disorder things they too sense and feel
and think. We live in dysphoric times.63 “The American people think politics and politicians are full
of baloney. They think the media and journalists are full of baloney. They think organized religion
is full of baloney. They think big business is full of baloney. They think big labor is full of baloney.”
That was not Castoriadis speaking, but Castoriadis quoting former Republican Party Chairman Lee
Atwater.64

What also is remarkable, in retrospect, is how tenuous it was that this theme came to people’s
attention and was retained by them in the generally welcome way it has been, near the end of
Castoriadis’s life and then posthumously. La Montée de l’insignifiance came into being as a book
to solve a frustrating publishing situation, and its selection of texts underestimated how many texts
were available and relevant to the collection while undermining the global-integrative approach to
world-fragmentation found in the previous volumes of the Carrefours series, especially the
immediately prior one, Le Monde morcelé (world in fragments). MI’s eponymous text previously
bore a different title. Just as the book was coming out, stunning new wildcat events seemed to belie,
at least temporarily, the apparently gloomy theses it was expounding. And it took a wildcat
posthumous publishing project in another language to force out additional texts dealing with the
“Insignificancy”/“A Society Adrift”/“The Big Sleep” theme, so that readers could obtain a broader,
more complete, and more detailed view of what that theme entailed.

Here we witness the confluence of the purposeful and the fortuitous in the creation of the
magmatic unity-in-the-making that is Castoriadis’s overall oeuvre. Other texts and other titles could,
under changed circumstances, have served to bring what we now know as the “rising tide of

62Foreword, RTI(TBS), p. xlviii.

63Except, perhaps, for those who think we will soon become our gadgets, downloading our personalities into them, and
thus live forever.

64“Politics: Are U.S. Visions and Values Drying Up?” International Herald Tribune, March 19, 1990, p. 5, quoted by
Castoriadis in “The Pulverization of Marxism-Leninism,” WIF, p. 68. Shortly before his 1991 death from brain cancer,
Atwater, who also apologized for the “naked cruelty” of the cynical (“Willie Horton”) presidential campaign he
organized in 1988, wrote the following remarkable statement, which (despite its converted-Catholic context) reads like
a variation on Castoriadis’s “insignificancy” theme: “My illness helped me to see that what was missing in society is what
was missing in me: a little heart, a lot of brotherhood. The ’80s were about acquiring — acquiring wealth, power,
prestige. I know. I acquired more wealth, power, and prestige than most. But you can acquire all you want and still feel
empty. What power wouldn’t I trade for a little more time with my family? What price wouldn’t I pay for an evening with
friends? It took a deadly illness to put me eye to eye with that truth, but it is a truth that the country, caught up in its
ruthless ambitions and moral decay, can learn on my dime. I don’t know who will lead us through the ’90s, but they must
be made to speak to this spiritual vacuum at the heart of American society, this tumor of the soul”
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lee_Atwater).
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insignificancy” theme to the fore. This oeuvre could have been cut up in different ways and still have
ended up, as it did, communicating its meaningful challenge to contemporary meaninglessness. And,
as with Frank Zappa’s assertion in the quotation that serves as an epigraph for the present text, the
razor—the principle of ensemblistic-identitary division—that was used to cut up this oeuvre could
itself have been used to cut up the material in different ways and, still, its basic import could have
been understood and retained. “The rising tide of insignificancy” theme thus itself stands as tender
testimony to the force of Castoriadis’s ongoing opposition to barbarism as well as to the
precariousness of all our efforts to create meaningful, sustainable responses in the face of the chaos
of the world.
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