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thE SubjEct- objEct of commodity  
fEtiShiSm, biopoliticS, immortality,  
SacrificE, and bioraciSm

pRefaCe

As the editors of the present volume state in their introduction, the 
“what” in their title aims at preventing the latent anthropomorphism 
entailed in the question “Who comes after the subject?” Both ques-
tions share the assumption that the advent of postmodernism amounts 
to the death of the subject as had been gradually conceived since early 
modernity up until and including modernism. Yet the editors’ shift 
from “who” to “what” is instrumental in reflecting the fact that, what-
ever it is that recent theories may propose as the postmodern successor 
of the subject, they unanimously conceive it as transcending human- 
centered models and their entailed dichotomies, such as subject- object, 
individual- collective, human- animal, or human- machine. This is why 
that which “comes after the subject” is often also referred to as the 
posthuman. Here I am embarking on a double project. On the one 
hand, I shall argue that the subject of all secular capitalist modernity, 
since roughly the seventeenth century, has essentially always already 
come after itself— that is, it has always been posthuman— even as it  
is first the postmodern discourse that becomes acutely aware of the 
posthuman character of subjectivity and advances it as what is in- 
creasingly becoming a point of no contention, at least among certain 
theoretical circles. As I shall show, the fact that the subject of secular 
capitalist modernity has always been the posthuman subject- object is 
due to the two central, and concomitant, processes that define moder-
nity: the development of the capitalist mode of production and the 
secularization of thought. As for the belated self- consciousness of the 
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38 A. KIARINA KORDELA

posthuman character of humanity in the postmodern era of advanced 
global capitalism, this owes to the general tardiness of consciousness, 
which can grasp the structures and logic of its own conditions— in  
this case, capitalism and secularization— only once the latter’s poten-
tial approximates, if it has not reached, its fullest actualization. On the 
other hand, I shall turn to another postmodern concept, biopolitics, to 
redefine it according to the posthuman character of subjectivity. Both 
lines of thought will eventually lead us to examine the biopolitical re- 
appropriation of certain Judeo- Christian, which is also to say strictly 
speaking premodern, concepts, specifically: eternity, immortality, Jubi-
lee, and sacrifice. I shall conclude by briefly hinting to the consequences 
of this reappropriation of religious categories for understanding con-
temporary racism.1

the SUBjeCt- oBjeCt of CoMModity fetiShiSM

If today we speak of the posthuman condition or the subject qua 
subject- object, and if bodies of knowledge and science become pos- 
sible that enable the existence of humans as living organisms with 
intraspecies biological and machinic components, it is because in the 
capitalist mode of production humans become inseparable from the 
means and the products of production,2 which by now range from 
plants and animals to machines and biogenetically produced life, to 
information, language, and affects. When Jacques Lacan says that “man 
thinks with his object,” we must take him literally— man thinks with his 
product (1981, 62). Karl Marx spells out more clearly Lacan’s point in 
his notorious theory of commodity fetishism. The radically new and, 
as Marx calls it, “mysterious” “character of the product of labour—  
as soon as it assumes the form of a commodity”— lies in “the fact that 
the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour 
as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as the 
socio- natural properties of these things” (1990, 164– 65). While strug-
gling to grasp this mysterious phenomenon in Capital, Volume 1, Marx 
can barely believe his own words when he writes that “the fetish- 
ism of the commodity” designates the fact that a “definite social rela-
tion between men themselves . . . assumes here, for them, the fantastic 
form of a relation between things,” or that “to the producers . . . the 
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39COMMODITY FETISHISM, BIOPOLITICS, IMMORTALITY, SACRIFICE, AND BIORACISM

social relations between their private labours appear . . . as mate- 
rial [dinglich— thingly] relations between persons and social relations 
between things” (165– 66).

As Étienne Balibar comments in his La Philosophie de Marx (1993), 
this fetishistic inversion is paradoxically possible not because of the 
thingliness or materiality of the commodities, but because “commodi-
ties,” while being “useful material objects . . . also possess another qual-
ity, which is immaterial but no less objective: their exchange- value . . . 
expressed . . . as a certain sum of money,” which, as Georg Simmel 
stressed, is “a mere symbol, neutral asocio- regards its intrinsic value,” 
it is “an idea which is embodied in a representative symbol” (Bali- 
bar 2007, 58; Simmel, 152, 148). What astonishes Marx is his discovery 
that, through their value, “the products of labour become commodi-
ties,” that is, in Marx’s words, “socio- properties”— “sensuous things 
which are at the same time supra- sensible or social,” use- values or mate-
rial things which are at the same time exchange- values, immaterial 
symbols or signs. This is why, as Marx concludes, the relations of the 
commodities themselves constitute people’s own “language,” that is, 
people’s thought (1990, 164– 65). The vicissitudes of the relations of  
the commodities are reflected as the vicissitudes of the relations of the 
signs to which the speaking subject is subjected. The mind thinks like 
capital thinks.

As a result, as Balibar writes, the fact that “value . . . confer[s] on 
[the commodity] an added objectivity” means that it is “the ‘objective 
laws’ of the circulation of commodities” that “determine the conditions 
[of the] individuals,” whereby “the personalities of the individuals” 
become “quite irrelevant” (58– 59). Therefore, Balibar continues, what 
makes Marx’s “theory of fetishism . . . one of the greatest theoretical 
constructions of modern philosophy” is that it shows “that there is  
no theory of objectivity without a theory of subjectivity. By rethinking 
the constitution of social objectivity, Marx at the same time virtually revolu-
tionized the concept of the ‘subject’” (56, 64– 65). Commodity fetishism 
means, Balibar continues, that “the constitution of the world is not . . . 
the work of a subject, but a genesis of subjectivity (a form of deter- 
minate historical subjectivity) as part (and counterpart) of the social 
world of objectivity” (67). This is why in his reading of Hegel, Alex-
andre Kojève states that the laborer “contemplates himself when he 
contemplates [his product]” (25). In other words, commodity fetishism 
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means that, once in capitalism, we are in a domain in which, again  
in Balibar’s words, the relations of the objects constitute subjects or 
forms of subjectivity and consciousness in the very field of objectiv-
ity.” In short, commodity fetishism means that in a commodified world 
there are no humans as opposed to products, but human- products or 
product- humans— subject- objects. The advent of the capitalist mode 
of production already heralds the death of the transcendent subject, 
at the same time that it provides the conditions that sooner or later 
necessitated its invention.

For, although commodity fetishism and its corollary, the subject- 
object, are intrinsic to the essence of capitalism as such— that is, of 
capitalism as a set of potentialities that are not all actualized at their 
fullest from the outset but, rather, actualize themselves to different 
degrees at different historical moments— it is only after a certain devel-
opment of capitalism that their actualization attained the critical mass 
required for them to become self- conscious. And it is due to the lack 
of such self- consciousness prior to this moment that both the subject 
and power were conceived as transcendent. Balibar makes the differ-
ence between these two stages of capitalism clear by distinguishing 
two phases in Marx’s work.3 Marx’s early phase of The German Ideol-
ogy corresponds to the former period of capitalism, in which power  
is perceived as predicated on the function of ideology, while his later 
phase, marked by Capital, represents the latter period of capitalism as 
a system of full- fledged commodity fetishism. In both cases, fetishism 
and ideology, Balibar explains, there occurs a “splitting up of the real 
community of individuals,” which

is followed by a projection or transposition of the social relation onto an 
external ‘thing,’ a third term. Only, in the one case [ideology], the thing 
is an ‘idol,’ an abstract representation which seems to exist all on its own 
in the ethereal realm of ideas (Freedom, Justice, Humanity, Law), whereas 
in the other [fetishism] it is a ‘fetish,’ a material thing which seems to 
belong to the earth, to nature, while exerting an irresistible power over 
individuals (the commodity and, above all, money). (2007, 76)

Ideology is marked by a dualism between immanence and transcen-
dence, the earthly world and the “ethereal realm of ideas,” which is 
why “the theory of ideology is fundamentally a theory of the State (by 
which we mean the mode of domination inherent in the State),” and, 
accordingly, its corollary view regarding “the conditions and objectives 
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of the revolutionary struggle” is that “of overthrowing a bourgeois 
domination which has entered into contradiction with the develop-
ment of civil society” (77– 78). Here domination is perceived as ema-
nating from a realm above or transcendent to civil society. By contrast, 
in the world of the fetish, it is the earthly material thing that assumes 
a supernatural and, hence, “irresistible power over individuals.” Com-
modity fetishism folds transcendence completely within the plane of 
immanence, which is both why it marks the full actualization of secu-
larization and why “fetishism is fundamentally a theory of the market 
(the mode of subjection or constitution of the ‘world’ of subjects and 
objects inherent in the organization of society as market and its domi-
nation by market forces)” (78).4

With the shift from ideology (State) to fetishism (market), we pass 
from the question of domination to the problematic of “subjection,” 
not simply in the sense of subjugation but, foremost, in the sense  
of subjectivation or the “constitution” of both subjects and— since the 
subject is the counterpart of the object— objects, as precisely subject- 
objects. This is what Balibar means when he writes that “Marx’s The 
German Ideology is a theory of the constitution of power, whereas what 
is described in Capital, by way of its definition of fetishism, is a mecha-
nism of subjection” (76– 77). Moreover, this “mechanism of subjection” 
corresponds to the power that Foucault refers to when he speaks of a 
“form of power [that] applies itself to immediate everyday life . . . a 
form of power” that does not simply “subject [subjects] to someone 
else by control and dependence,” as was the case in state domination, 
but “makes individuals subjects” and enables them to form their “own 
identity by a conscience or self- knowledge” (1999, 420). This power of 
everyday life is not transcendent but immanent, and it is the form of 
power Foucault would eventually call biopower— the power proper 
to the self- conscious subject- object.

My reference to self- consciousness invites a clarification of a major 
Spinozian epistemological distinction that informs the methodology 
of the present work, and which was hinted at in an earlier footnote. 
To put it crudely, implied in my argument is the thesis that State and 
ideology are already forms of commodity fetishism, without know- 
ing it, as it were. This is true, insofar as by this is not meant that the 
subjects under the power of the State and ideology are subjects with, 
what often has been called, a “false consciousness,” that is, subjects 
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incapable of understanding their real state of affairs, the real dynam-
ics of power, and, further, the ways in which they are exploited, and 
so on. The alternative to, or opposite of, self- consciousness is not false 
consciousness, for, to use Spinoza’s own words, “truth is the standard 
both of itself and of the false,” which is to say, truth lies also in the 
so- called false (Ethics, pt. I, prop. 18, and pt. 2, prop. 43, schol.; 1985, 
479). This is why Spinoza replaced the distinction between true and 
false consciousness with that between the virtual and the actual. The 
virtual stands for the essence of the object in question, in this case 
capitalism.5 Essentially, or on the level of the virtual, capitalism and 
commodity fetishism are inseparable, or, as Marx put it, “fetishism . . . 
attaches itself to the products of labour, so soon as they are produced 
as commodities, and . . . is therefore inseparable from the production of 
commodities” (1990, 165). Commodity fetishism emerges the moment 
a good is produced as a commodity, that is, as something whose 
exchange procures surplus- value, which is the case only within the 
capitalist mode of production. Yet, historically, certain developments, 
such as the massification, systematization, technologization, and so 
on, of the production of commodities, are presupposed for commod-
ity fetishism to take sufficient hold of a society in order for this society 
to become conscious of the fact that it lives in the mode of commodity 
fetishism, in order, that is, to become conscious of its essence, which 
is what I mean by saying that it becomes self- conscious. At this point, 
the potential of the mode of production in question— which has so  
far been known only on the virtual level— is sufficiently actualized to 
begin to become gradually known by the subjects who embody this 
mode of production. This does not mean that up to that moment sub-
jects were prey to some false consciousness; rather, they were de facto 
incapable of knowing that which was lurking all along on the virtual 
and was still manifesting itself only scarcely on the actual level, and 
which, therefore, can be known only retroactively.

It follows that, although the full actualization of commodity fetish-
ism historically postdates the emergence of secular capitalist moder-
nity, taken as potentiality its inception already inaugurates the era in 
which a whole battery of discourses would be mobilized in order to 
construct the intrinsically modern notion of “subjectivity” as that which 
transcends objectivity, at the very same time that “subjectivity” would 
already have “shifted,” as Balibar puts it, from “its ‘transcendent’ . . . 
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position . . . into a position of effect or result of the social process” (66). 
This is why in Capital— whose object of analysis is capitalism as an 
economic system in general, of which mercantilism, industrialism, and 
whatever stage of capitalism would come after it are only different 
degrees of actualization of the same system— Marx’s sole mention of 
an autonomous or “dominant subject [übergreifendes Subjekt]” refers to 
capital itself (1990, 255). Under this sole dominant subject, all other 
so- called subjects are counterparts of objects— insofar as both are 
commodities, that is, again in Balibar’s words, “both a representa- 
tion [exchange- value] and, at the same time, an object [use- value]” 
(67). Therefore, with capitalism, we are— essentially from the outset, 
and self- consciously at least since the mid- nineteenth century (Marx’s 
Capital, Volume 1 was published in 1867), that is, since the earliest 
beginnings of modernism— already after the subject; we are in the  
era of the subject of commodity fetishism, that is, the subject- object or the 
subject- product, which, as such, has a double ontological status, as both 
a material use- value and an immaterial symbol or exchange- value. 
This double ontological status of the subject- object entails also a dou-
ble temporality: qua use- value, the subject- object pertains to the finite 
linear or diachronic time in which everything is perishable or mor- 
tal; qua exchange- value or abstract symbol, by contrast, it is immortal 
and immune to physical decay. This double ontological status of the 
subject- object is the very precondition for the transformation of money 
into capital, that is, the accumulation of surplus- value— which again 
indicates that commodity fetishism constitutes an integral part of the 
essence of capital. And, as we have seen, the form of power that regu-
lates the subject- object is biopower. This means that, just as the tran-
scendent subject marks the consciousness of the subject prior to its 
self- consciousness as subject- object, the power of the State and ideol-
ogy is the form of power prior to its self- consciousness as biopower.6

hUMan BiopoLitiCS, oR, the poLitiCS of the  
one- diMenSionaL BioLogiCaL Body

While the next section approaches biopower as a form of power that 
addresses subject- objects, the above subhead refers to conceptuali- 
zations of biopower and biopolitics that have so far dominated the 
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current discourse, and which, as will gradually become clear, do not 
take into account the double ontological status and temporality of the 
subject- object. In this section I offer a brief recapitulation of such emi-
nent theories of biopolitics.

Although Aristotle used the term bios to designate the specifically 
human aspect of life as a social and political animal, as opposed to zoe 
(life in its physical or biological sense that characterizes all animals), 
the term bios reenters the contemporary theoretical discourse, through 
the neologisms biopower and biopolitics, to designate the political con-
trol of life in its biological sense. In the 1970s, Michel Foucault linked 
bios to political power to indicate a transformation in power’s mecha-
nisms beginning in the seventeenth century, in which political control 
over “juridical” matters extends to include and focus primarily on  
the “biological existence of a population.” The old sovereignty as “the 
right of seizure of things, time, bodies, and ultimately life itself,” grad-
ually yielded to “the administration of bodies and the calculated man-
agement of life,” with its various “disciplines of the body” and “the 
regulations of the population” as to its “propagation, births . . . mor-
tality . . . health, life expectancy and longevity”— all of which are func-
tions aiming at enhancing the life of a physical or biological body 
(1990, 136– 40).

The Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben stresses further the 
notion of bios as the physical fact of life by returning to Aristotle and 
invoking the other Greek term, “zoe,” which indicates the undifferenti-
ated, presymbolic, or “bare life,” as opposed to bios in the Aristotelian 
sense of organized political life. For Agamben, Foucault’s hegemonic 
“liberal- democratic State” is destined since the politicization of “birth” 
(i.e., of “bare natural life as such”)— evidenced in the first of the 1789 
Declarations: “Men are born and remain free and equal in rights”— 
 to become, through the logic of “blood and soil,” totalitarian (1998, 
127– 29). For, Agamben continues, the Jews “were exterminated not  
in a mad and giant [sacrificial] holocaust but, exactly as Hitler had 
announced, ‘as lice,’ which is to say, as bare life,” so that the “dimen-
sion in which the extermination took place is neither religion nor law, 
but biopolitics,” a dimension in which life is bare, severed from the 
symbolic function of the signifier, and hence the law (114). Drawing 
on Hannah Arendt, Agamben argues that “Foucault never brought his 
insights to bear on . . . the exemplary place of modern biopolitics: the 
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politics of the great totalitarian states of the twentieth century” and 
“the concentration camp,” whose victims are not unlike the hominess 
sacri (a concept introduced by Roman Law), insofar as both the victim 
of the Holocaust and the homo sacer are marked by “the unpunishabil- 
ity of [their] killing and the ban on [their] sacrifice” (124, 119, and 73). In 
the twentieth century, Agamben concludes, “the concentration camp” 
becomes “the new biopolitical nomos [law] of the planet” (176).

What I am going to argue in the following is that, far from the 
physical and material fact of the body, bios and biopolitics concern the 
subject- object’s relation to the specific modes of temporality introduced by  
the advent of capitalism, which include but are not limited to those per-
taining to the double ontological status of the subject- object, and which 
surreptitiously reintroduce fantasies of immortality. So, we must first 
identify these modes of temporality that emerge in the secular capital-
ist era. For this reason, in the next section I return to Marx, and specifi-
cally to his theory of labor- power, and in the subsequent section I link 
Marx to Aristotle to describe the fourth and last temporality that marks 
secular capitalist modernity.

BioS, oR, LaBoR- poWeR, oR, the poWeR of  
SeLf- aCtUaLization

The generalized “fixed” idea, Marx writes, that with capitalism econ-
omy is no longer dependent in slavery but on “free” laborers, who 
introduced an unforeseen transformation in the nature of labor. Marx 
elaborates on this fact in Capital, Volume 1, but already in the Grun-
drisse he had noted that the difference between slavery or serfdom—  
as practiced throughout antiquity and feudalism— and free labor— as 
practiced in capitalism— is that the latter case involves buying and 
selling labor- power. Capitalism is based on the central commodity of 
labor- power, which, Marx writes, is “the use- value which the worker 
has to offer to the capitalist . . . [and which] is not materialized in  
a product, does not exist apart from him at all, thus exists not really, 
but only in potentiality (1993, 267). Since the inception of capitalism 
with its “free” workers, labor- power is “potentiality,” that is, nothing 
actual but the sheer power of labor to actualize the self in a product. 
Potentiality or the power of self- actualization goes to the market and gets 
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commodified. As Paolo Virno remarks, labor- power designates the 
“ability to work,” and as such, “labor- power incarnates (literally) a fun-
damental category of philosophical thought: specifically, the potential,” 
that is, “that which is not present” but a possibility [that] is bought and 
sold,” so that potentiality “becomes . . . an exceptionally important 
commodity.” Labor- power, therefore, Virno continues, “is not sepa-
rable from the living person of the . . . worker,” who “is the substratum 
of that labor- power which, in itself, has no existence.” The body and 
life understood as “pure and simple bios, acquires a specific importance 
[in capitalism] in as much as it is the tabernacle . . . of mere potential” 
(82). It is as potentiality or the power of self- actualization that bios becomes 
the object of biopolitics in capitalist modernity.

It follows that, pace Michel Foucault, the primary task of bio- 
politics is not to control “the biological existence of a population”  
and “the random element inherent in biological processes,” such as 
“procreation,” “heredity,” and so forth (1990, 136; 2003, 259), nor is it 
Giorgio Agamben’s “bare natural life” (127). Rather, the target of bio-
politics is the body as the bearer of labor- power— bios qua power of 
self- actualization.

It is no accident that the first modern philosopher— as is acknowl-
edged even by the one who would eventually become his philosophical 
adversary, Hegel— Spinoza, introduced the power of self- actualization 
as nothing less than the One substance, which is “God or Nature” 
[“deus sive natura”] (Ethics, pt. IV, preface; 1985, 544). Spinoza’s con-
ception of God or substance is properly secular insofar as it replaces 
the creationist assumption of a supernatural God with a nature capable 
of actualizing itself, that is, with nature qua potentiality. Through Spi-
noza we understand that the capitalist commodification of labor- power 
amounts to the capitalist commodification of the power of self- actualization, 
which constitutes the basis of what we call secularization. The con-
comitant of this commodification is the secularization of a further tem-
porality appropriated by capitalism: divine temporality, that is, eternity. 
For, qua bios or labor- power, our bodies live in “eternity,” since, being 
the power of its self- actualization, bios, like Spinoza’s substance, is of 
an “eternal nature” that is “necessary and not . . . contingent” and, thus, 
exists “under a species of eternity [sub specie aeternitatis]” (Ethics, pt. II, 
prop. 44, cor. 2, dem.; 1985, 481). The power of self- actualization that 
we call bios enters the historical realm of secular capitalist modernity 
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under the species of eternity— and thereby secularizes eternity as a 
metaphysical category that can be bought and sold on the market.

It is crucial, for reasons to which I shall return below, not to conflate 
eternity with infinite or indefinite duration. For duration pertains to 
actualized existence (what Spinoza calls modes of substance), whereas 
eternity pertains to potentiality (Spinoza’s attributes of substance). As 
Gilles Deleuze writes, duration “is the continuation of existence from 
a beginning onward.” “It involves a beginning,” and, although it does 
not involve a necessary “end,” the “end of a duration, which is to say, 
death,” nevertheless, comes “from the encounter of the existing mode 
with another mode that decomposes” it— which is what makes liv- 
ing beings mortal. In other words, “duration contrasts with eternity 
because eternity” pertains only to “a full . . . power of acting,” whereas 
duration pertains to that which is already actualized by the full power 
of acting (1988, 62). This, in turn, entails that to say that bios pertains 
to eternity means not that we live in infinite duration— which would 
amount to being immortal— but that our mind, like capital, “under-
stands [the Body] not [only] from the fact that it conceives the Body’s 
present actual existence, but [also] from the fact that it conceives the 
Body’s essence under a species of eternity,” that is, as the power of act-
ing or labor- power (1985, 609– 10; Ethics, pt. V, prop. 29). And in capi-
talism, as we have seen, this power is bought and sold on the market.

SeCULaR iMMoRtaLity, oR, the SURpLUS- enjoyMent  
of SUBjeCt- oBjeCtS

Prior to capitalism, the total amount of available money could in- 
crease only by producing additional coinage, but not by the mere act 
of exchange, which is why those modes of production constituted eco-
nomic systems of equilibrium. As in the principle of the conserva- 
tion of energy in physics, the amount of money initially advanced and 
the amount of money eventually collected in any given set of eco-
nomic transactions remained the same— it was simply the unequal 
distribution of a fixed amount of money, predicated on lineages of 
ancestry, that made some people richer than others. The fact that capi-
talism procures, and is defined by precisely the fact that its transac-
tions result in accumulating, surplus- value means that it is a system 
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of disequilibrium— here we are in the realm of entropy. As a conse-
quence, beyond secularizing and commodifying eternity, secular capi-
talist modernity and its systemic disequilibrium established a hitherto 
aberrant mode of temporality as the norm, which is the specific tem-
porality of surplus- value, and to which I will now turn. And as we shall 
also see, the introduction of this unforeseen temporality transmogri-
fied feasible enjoyment into surplus- enjoyment, that is, an enjoyment 
that, like capital, is never satisfied in itself and always strives for more 
of itself.

Many may recognize “surplus- enjoyment” as a term introduced 
by Lacan,7 but its logic and temporality were already described by 
Aristotle in his examination of what we could call the proto- form of 
capitalism, namely, the then limited and widely condemned practice 
of chrematistics: the trade or money- lending for the purpose of making 
more money, as opposed to oikonomia, the acquisition of just the goods 
required for household- management. Just as Lacan fashioned surplus- 
enjoyment against the blueprint of surplus- value— properly following 
the logic of commodity fetishism, according to which, if capitalism’s 
unique characteristic is the accumulation of surplus- value, then the 
unique characteristic of human subjectivity within capitalist moder-
nity must involve also a surplus— Aristotle, too, grasped the logic of 
surplus- enjoyment by intuiting the logic of surplus- value, as it could 
be glimpsed through the practice of chrematistics in antiquity.

But before turning to Aristotle’s account of surplus- enjoyment,  
let us examine the peculiar temporality of surplus- value. It is the 
fourth mode of temporality involved in the workings of the capital- 
ist mode of production, next to: (a) eternity, as the temporality of bios 
qua potentiality; (b) the temporality of use- value (the material object) 
and of actual bodies; and (c) the temporality of exchange- value (the 
sign that represents the material object). Use- value exists in the linear 
and finite time in which material objects and bodies undergo physi- 
cal decay. As use- value, the commodity requires its specific labor— a 
unique, specialized activity— which is bound to specific materials and 
takes place within a finite span of time, which lasts from the begin-
ning of production to the moment the commodity enters circulation 
and becomes abstract exchange- value. This time of the use- value is 
what Marx calls “production time,” and corresponds to what in lin-
guistics Ferdinand de Saussure calls diachrony, the time in which 
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language changes because of nonsystemic historico- cultural changes. 
The moment the commodity enters circulation, it becomes an exchange- 
value, that is, something that can be exchanged for anything else, re- 
gardless of the object’s specific inherent qualities, which, as a matter 
of fact, no longer exist. For, as Marx stresses, “not an atom of matter 
enters into the objectivity of commodities as values; in this [they are] 
the direct opposite of the coarsely sensuous objectivity of commodi-
ties as physical objects” (1990, 138). Here we are in the realm of abstract 
and arbitrary— that is, as I shall clarify, secular— signs, which as we 
know from Saussure, constitute themselves in differential relations 
with all other signs, in “synchrony”— what Marx calls “circulation 
time”— a mode of temporality that, unlike diachrony, does not involve 
any linear passage of time.

Saussure’s conceptualization of the sign expressly parallels the 
constitution of exchange- value, and is for this reason specifically secu-
lar. Having stated that the sign is determined not only by its signifi- 
cation but also by its “linguistic value,” Saussure proceeds to explain 
by invoking precisely economic value:

Let us observe from the outset that even outside language all values are 
apparently governed by the same paradoxical principle. They are always 
composed:

(1)  of a dissimilar thing that can be exchanged for the thing of which 
the value is to be determined; and

(2)  of similar things that can be compared with the thing of which the 
value is to be determined.

Both factors are necessary for the existence of a value. To deter- 
mine what a five- franc piece is worth one must therefore know: (1) that 
it can be exchanged for a fixed quantity of a different thing, e.g. bread; 
and (2) that it can be compared with a similar value of the same system, 
e.g. a one- franc piece, or with coins of another system (a dollar, etc.). In 
the same way a word can be exchanged for something dissimilar, an 
idea; besides, it can be compared with something of the same nature, 
another word. Its value is therefore not fixed so long as one simply states 
that . . . it has this or that signification; one must also compare it with 
similar values, with other words that stand in opposition to it. Its content 
is really fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists outside 
it. (115).

It is for this reason that the sign is both differential and “arbitrary  
in that it actually has no natural connection with the signified” 
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(Saussure, 69). The rapture of the natural, and hence necessary, connec-
tion between signifier and signified is what renders the sign secular. 
Foucault illustrates the difference between the presecular “Word” and 
the secular sign by calling the former “ternary” and the latter “binary.” 
While the presecular “ternary sign” is based on “the similitudes” that, 
due to their divine origin and guarantee, “link the marks to the things 
designated by them” in an “organic” or natural way, the secular “binary 
sign” arrives after “the destruction of the organic,” which rendered 
the link between marks and things arbitrary (1970, 42).

Returning now to the modes of temporality involved in the capi-
talist mode of production, while production time is marked, as Marx 
writes, by “continuity,” circulation time “is the interruption of conti-
nuity contained in the character of capital as circulating,” and whose 
tendency is “circulation without . . . time,” that is, simultaneity or syn-
chronicity, a mode of time in which the instant and infinity coincide 
(1993, 663, 659). Matter exists only in production time, which is the 
exclusive realm in which commodities, including commodified labor-
ers, are subject to physical decay and mortality. By contrast, circulation 
time does not involve any passage of time at all, and it is rather a flat 
slice of space in which infinity springs out of the instant at the same 
moment that the instant sucks infinity back into it, without any pas-
sage of time. This constitutes the first way in which capitalism brings 
infinity into the earthly world of economic exchange, and thereby ren-
ders it secular.

But surplus- value takes infinity one step further. The accumulation 
of surplus- value cannot occur either in the finite diachrony of pro- 
duction time or in the synchronic infinity of circulation. For, in actual 
experience, it takes a passage of time for the total sum of value avail- 
able in a given slice of synchronic circulation to increase. And since the 
vocation of capital, in Marx’s words, is to be “money which is worth 
more money” (1990, 257), this passage of time must go on infinitely. 
Therefore, surplus- value presupposes a sort of valve, as it were, which 
releases infinity out of its legitimate realm of circulation (the spatial 
disc) and lets it flow into diachrony— a realm that is by definition 
finite— so that that which takes place in continuous time can endure 
infinitely . . . and, as far as life is concerned, immortally is opposed to 
the finite diachrony of production time, the infinite duration of surplus- 
value is the linear, yet perforated, time of the perpetual succession  
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of synchronic discs of circulation required for surplus- value to accrue 
infinitely. In this way, surplus- value, as Éric Alliez puts it, “open[s] up 
the duration of the durable” to infinity (1996, 7), and thereby surplus- 
value defeats the primordial nature of the durable to remain, how- 
ever long- lasting and resilient it may be, always confined within its 
finite durance and mortal. Thus, surplus- value redoubles the secu- 
larization of infinity, this time as the limitless duration of the undead. 
Surplus- value secularizes immortality. In its ever- ascending or descend-
ing spiral— for economic crises are necessary too (debt is the inverted 
mirror image of surplus- value)— the time of infinite duration unfolds 
by leaps, perpetually taking us from one synchronic disc of circulation 
to the next, ad infinitum or immortaliter.

Parenthetically, since debt will eventually become a center of our 
attention below, the reason why I added the word “descending” in the 
above statement is that economic crises are not only necessary for the 
advancement of capitalism, as Marx already knew, but also that debt, 
as mentioned above, is the inverted mirror image of surplus- value, 
insofar as it, too, is a form of disequilibrium. For capitalist debt is not 
like the debt of precapitalist economic systems, which was determined 
not by the contingencies of the arbitrary fluctuations of a market (as in 
the capitalist sense) but by natural fecundity or dearth and the pre-
destination of pedigree— and possibly other marginal contingencies, 
which, again, related not to systemic (market) itineraries but to what 
one could still legitimately call individual fates. The fact that capital-
ism enabled an unforeseen social mobility in terms of wealth means 
both that it introduced what was to become the American dream and 
an equally Cinderella- like leap to indebtedness.

But for now let us return to the fact that commodity fetishism en- 
tails that this capitalist introduction of infinite duration into the realm 
of the actual does not limit itself within economic surplus- value, since 
in the capitalist universe there is no dualism between economic objects 
and human subjects. It is this insight that Aristotle tacitly grasped when 
he recognized the effects of infinite duration on human enjoyment. 
Aristotle’s analysis begins with a comparison between oikonomia or 
“household- management”— the practice of exchange dominant at his 
time— to chrematistics— the trade or money- lending for the purpose of 
acquiring profit or interest, that is, an intimation of capitalism as still 
an aberrant or “unnatural” practice. The end or purpose of exchange 

CC #96.indd   51 09/08/2017   9:58:44 PM



52 A. KIARINA KORDELA

in oikonomia is defined, Aristotle writes, “by the proper use of the article 
in question,” which is always limited, such as the use of a “shoe” 
which is to “put [it] on your foot” (81; 1256b40). By contrast, chrema-
tistics or the “form of money- making” is not part of nature because it 
is concerned with “how the greatest profits might be made out of the 
exchanges,” and “there is indeed no limit to the amount of riches to 
be got from this mode” of exchange (82– 83, 84; 1256b40 and 1257b10). 
Unlike oikonomia, which is natural, chrematistics, Aristotle concludes, 
is unnatural because “there is no limit to the end which this kind of 
acquisition has in view” (84; 1257b25). Which is why, as Marx puts  
it, the “circulation of money as capital is an end in itself,” and that the 
“circulation of capital is . . . limitless” (1990, 253).

Natural oikonomia is the sister of the natural or organic link 
between the signifier and the signified, whereas unnatural chrema- 
tistics intimates the collapse of this link and its entire (presecular) 
onto- epistemology. If Aristotle abhors the limitless exchange that is  
by definition an end of itself it is because he also grasps that its con-
sequences extend beyond economy to inflict itself on his entire world-
view. For the establishment of limitless accumulation of profit as the 
dominant mode of exchange would entail the collapse of the basic 
Aristotelian onto- epistemological premise— entelechy— which, through 
its itinerary across countries on all sides of the Mediterranean, sur-
vived antiquity to become also the cornerstone of the variants of mono-
theism. Entelechy is the idea that everything bears in itself its own 
telos. More specifically, entelechy postulates, in Aristotle’s words, that 
“the means towards the end are not unlimited” because “the end itself 
[is] setting the limit in each case.” Everything has its specific limited 
telos, of which it is the means, and the means cannot coincide with the 
end (84; 1257b25). The limitless movement of capital as self- valorizing 
value defies this principle of entelechy wholesale, for it is not just value 
that becomes its own end, but also everything else becomes exchange- 
value, serving nothing other than this same unlimited end of value  
to valorize itself, and is thus deprived of any possible entelechy as  
a distinct thing. As Marx put it, that “the movement of capital is . . . 
limitless” is tantamount to the fact that “the circulation of money as 
capital is an end in itself,” it “is tautological” or “a roundabout way 
of exchanging money for money, the same for the same, and appears 
to be an operation as purposeless as it is absurd” (1990, 253, 251). Once 
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the end becomes the accumulation of surplus- value, the sole real telos 
of the shoe, as of any commodity, becomes to exchange it for the sake 
of accruing ever more value.

Aristotle’s shoe, whose purpose is to wear it on your foot, is pre-
secular, and what he vociferously attacks is a practice— which were  
to become eventually what we today know as capitalism— through 
which the shoe loses its specific entelechy and becomes a value in a 
limitless movement, whose aim is the perpetual accumulation of value. 
At that moment, the shoe becomes part of a nature that is secular— a 
nature that is self- valorizing value, as much as it is the power of self- 
actualization. Once the perpetual accumulation of value emerges, a 
shoe can be neither worn nor can it wear out; it is as undead as the 
posthumanity to which it belongs. In this realm, to claim, as Aristotle 
did, that the shoe is something other than self- valorizing value, that 
it has some other telos of its own, would amount to a sacrilege of the 
whole condition of secular capitalist posthumanity, namely, its invio-
lable principle of being the power of self- actualization.

The power of self- actualization, however, is insatiable and greedy. 
For, although both oikonomia and chrematistics or capitalism are “con-
cerned with the same thing, property,” in the latter case “the end is 
sheer increase,” so that “some people . . . imagine . . . and never cease 
to believe that their store of coined money ought to be . . . increased 
without limit. . . . Desire for life being unlimited, they desire also  
an unlimited amount of what enables it to go on.” Thus, instead of 
engaging in the production of goods, they engage in the purchase  
and selling— the circulation— of goods, “for where enjoyment consists 
in excess, men look for that skill which produces the excess that is 
enjoyed” (Aristotle, 84– 85; 1257b25– 40). Once enjoyment becomes 
excess— surplus- enjoyment— one can derive it only in the infinite dura-
tion that perpetually propels us from one synchronic disc of circulation 
to another, and thereby satisfies our desire for unlimited circulation and 
life. By engaging in circulation, we partake in the illusion of immor-
tality— an illusion that, with the dominance of chrematistics in the 
form of capitalism, was destined to become our modern secular mode 
of immortality. The bait of biopower remains profoundly presecular— 
immortality— but it promises it in a secular fashion, as the immortality 
of the actual flesh that lives in diachrony. To have access to immortal-
ity, however, one must exist neither as a physical body in the realm  
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of production and its finite duration nor as labor- power in the virtual 
realm of potentiality and its eternity, but in the realm of the ever pro-
liferating discs of the circulation of exchange- values, in whose infinite 
duration surplus- value accrues. In other words, one must constantly 
engage in consumerism, buying and selling, and, what is more, one 
must do so by aiming not at the satisfaction of any needs but at the 
immediate renewal, the ideally ceaseless sustenance of consumerism 
itself. Now we can comprehend more fully the workings of biopoli-
tics, as the form of power that takes hold of the subjects of commodity 
fetishism. These are subjects whose bodies qua potentiality exist sub 
specie aeternitatis, yet, as actual physical bodies in duration, are mortal. 
But when in the realm of circulation, they become immortal. Insofar 
as its aim is the sustenance of the status quo (capitalism), biopolitics’ 
true object, therefore, concerns the relation between the body as eter-
nity (labor- power) and the body as (imagined) immortal actuality (the 
body that derives surplus- enjoyment). At the same instant that eter-
nity is secularized in the form of labor- power, its commodification 
deprives the subject- object of its own eternity and offers as its surro-
gate the temporality of the effects of commodification— surplus- value 
and surplus- enjoyment, as a form of enjoyment run amok. The latter’s 
temporality is infinite diachrony, which constitutes the form of (imag-
inary) immortality proper to the posthuman subject- object of secular 
capitalist modernity.

In the act of consuming, subjects are not after either the satisfac-
tion of needs or the fulfillment of desires, nor do they pursue pragma-
tist purposes, such as the acquisition of profit or anything else that 
could benefit their actual existence— except the latter’s unconditional 
perpetuation. Their motivation is metaphysical, and the whole reduc-
tion of capitalism to utilitarianism, pragmatism, and cynicism, is thor-
oughly misleading. For the life of the subject- object of biopower— 
 bios— is itself fundamentally metaphysical, since its true temporality 
is eternity. Thus, it lends itself more easily to the blinding fascina- 
tion of the illusion of immortality than to the pursuit of any practical 
good. A fortiori, biopower exploits the fact that the subjects of com-
modity fetishism are willing to sacrifice everything to the altar of their 
source of immortality— circulation. This becomes particularly evident 
at moments of crisis and debt, when the act of consumerism cannot 
possibly yield any practical profit to the individual.
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SaCRifiCe

Like surplus- value, debt increases its own power, or realizes its own 
vocation, not by finding an ultimate enjoyment (reaching a limit) but 
by incessantly accumulating. Just as there is accumulation of capital, 
there is accumulation of debt. For this reason, I conclude this line of 
argument by turning to Richard Dienst’s The Bonds of Debt: Borrow- 
ing Against the Common Good, which, motivated by Deleuze’s state-
ment that in control societies “a man is no longer a man confined but 
a man in debt,” raises indebtedness to a defining characteristic of not 
only economic crisis, sovereign or individual, but also of the human 
condition (Deleuze 1995, 181). Dienst argues that capitalism distributes 
debt in exploitative ways and, as a solution, he proposes “Jubilee,” that 
is, “the total cancelation of debts,” an idea first “articulated” within 
the “Judeo- Christian world . . . in the twenty- fifth book of Leviticus” 
(179). Dienst also links this call for cancelation of debts to Walter Ben-
jamin’s “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” summarizing them as 
follows:

Whereas the history of the oppressors conveys the continuity of obliga-
tions, embodied in material things and historical concepts, the tradition 
of the oppressed teaches the strategy of interruption and disconnection, 
the moment of flashing up and breaking apart. In such a moment, all bets 
are off and all debts are cancelled. (166)

Dienst is fully aware that “such events can never simply start over at 
zero,” that “there is something positively schizo about the Jetztzeit,” 
and that, of course, “Benjamin knows this complexity inside out,” for 
as the next passage cited from Benjamin on the same page clearly 
indicates: “We claim from those born later not thanks for our victo- 
ries but rather remembrance for our defeats” (166; citing Benjamin 
1972– 89, I/3, 1,240). Yet, whether we expect “thanks for victories” or 
“remembrance for defeats,” in either case we render the future indebted 
to us, just as whether it is profit or debt that accumulates, both are dif-
ferent expressions of surplus, that is, of a system that is based on dis-
equilibrium, whether negative or positive. And, like Benjamin, Dienst 
is, after all, not really arguing for a total elimination of debt; rather  
he is arguing for a nonexploitative redistribution of debt among our-
selves. But such an egalitarian distribution can be realized only in a 
world populated by enlightened subjects who acknowledge others as 
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their equals. What I want to examine in the following is whether the 
solution proposed through this reference to Jubilee falls into a trap 
(inadvertently) set up by the discourse of enlightened secular moder-
nity itself, due to the fact that, as our stage of capitalist actualization 
enables us to recognize, at stake is not the transcendent human sub-
ject, as constructed by the discourse of Enlightenment, but the post- 
human subject- object of commodity fetishism and of biopolitics.

I concur with Dienst that the fact that during times of economic 
crisis there is a “proliferation of shopping spaces should be seen as the 
physical extension of the regime of indebtedness, where individual 
subjects are empowered to enact their own fidelity to the reigning pow-
ers of money,” by offering to it not only the last penny they have but 
also pence they do not have. This occurs, as Dienst argues, in the col-
lective sacrificial ritual of shopping and of indebting oneself to credit 
cards, yet, I would add, not just in order to enact one’s fidelity to the 
divinity of money but also in order to have access to immortality (129). 
This immortality is not a private affair but rather presupposes the col-
lective flow of the market. As Dienst writes: “Shopping embraces the 
basic contradiction of consumerism, offering a way to bear being in 
debt, turning endless obligations into fleeting enjoyment, staking a 
claim in a collective excess that would be inaccessible to mere individu-
als” (ibid.). Shopping provides access to the temporality of the infi- 
nite duration of synchronic circulations— something that requires not 
individuals but an endless concatenation of members in the collective 
flow of circulation. Which is why, for all the talk about individualism 
in capitalist modernity, biopolitics constitutes not individuals but con-
tainers that are both the receptacles and dispensers of this flow.

Yet, here too, as in the case of the shift from State/ideology to mar- 
ket/commodity fetishism, one must take into account the different 
historical stages of actualization. Dienst helps us do so by revisiting  
a section from Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti- Oedipus (1972), where, in 
Dienst’s summary,

we find a sustained treatment of the historical forms of debt, organized 
in three major configurations. In the first, the so- called “savage” system, 
debt is incurred and discharged through blood revenge and cruelty; in 
the “despotic/barbarian” system, all debts are exercised as dispensations 
of the infinite credit of the divine ruler (it is the latter phases of this sys-
tem that Foucault will call “sovereign society”); and finally, in the third 
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system, which is capitalism as such, debts finally break free from the 
authority of the state and circulate across the whole social surface. Inher-
itance of the past ceases to be collective stockpiling or direct bequest, and 
instead takes shape as a private accumulation of capital. (124)

In the last configuration, debts and capital “circulate across the whole 
social surface” and “reciprocal responsibilities cease to be tied to lat-
eral alliances or hierarchical obligations, and instead become subject 
to oscillating and optional transactions,” so that “henceforth there will 
be countless ways to be in debt, in all directions and according to vari-
ous codes and protocols” (ibid.). At stake, therefore, cannot be what 
Dienst’s above passage calls “a private accumulation of capital,” unless 
“private” be understood in the structuralist sense of empty “sites” that 
“prevail over whatever occupies them” (Deleuze 2004, 173– 74). From 
a biopolitical perspective, the so- called “private individual” is the void 
subject- object container through which certain amounts of capital or 
debt flow, depending on its position in relation to the rest of the sites 
constituting the whole social surface.8 This is why when, in the next 
paragraph, Dienst recapitulates the three historical systems in terms of 
the “social ‘eye’” or “collective inscription of memory that keeps track 
of filiations and alliances, imposes duties, and records payments” in 
each, we read: “In the first system, the memory is inscribed directly 
on the body, as a mark of pain; in the second, it is decreed by the Law; 
in the third, it circulates in the flows of money” (124). Extant theo- 
ries of ideology and biopolitics, for which the body is considered as  
a biological entity linked to various degrees to the Law, address only 
the first two historical systems, even if they claim that biopolitics is 
specific to the third system of capitalist modernity. There is an affinity 
between the first two systems, the archaic and the sovereign, due to 
their being predicated on relatively similar, albeit also distinct, concep-
tions of the relation between transcendence and immanence, which 
contrasts them to the third system. To clarify this point, I now turn to 
George Bataille’s Theory of Religion, which offers a poignant account  
of the relation between immanence and transcendence throughout 
history.

The archaic conception of the world as inhabited by spirits is 
based on an uninterrupted continuity of immanence and transcen-
dence, on their effective overlap, even as some conceptual differentia-
tion is already introduced. This is exemplified, Bataille argues, in the 
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archaic “positing of the things as subjects,” which entails that the “vir-
tues of a thing” consist in that it is “‘capable of acting, thinking, and 
speaking’ (just as men do)” (32– 33). Consequently, even the “posit-
ing . . . of a ‘supreme [transcendent] being’” can occur only as a posit-
ing “in the world” (33; emphasis mine). Yet, “there is doubtless, in the 
invention of a supreme being, a determination to define a value that is 
greater than any other,” so that “there is no ultimate equality between” 
that being and any other being, for, “by definition, the supreme being 
has the highest rank”; yet, “all [beings] are of the same kind, in which 
immanence and personality are mingled; all can be divine and endowed 
with an operative power; all can speak the language of man. Thus, in 
spite of everything, they basically line up on a plane of equality” (34). 
This is why in archaic societies, “the world is still, in a fundamental 
way, immanence without a clear limit (an indistinct flow of being into 
being . . .),” like “water in water,” not unlike “every animal [which too] 
is in the world like water in water,” knowing nothing of the transcendence 
of the subject to the object— such as in the “way that we distinguish an 
object from ourselves”— acknowledging “no transcendence between 
the eater and the eaten” or anything that could “introduce[] the rela-
tion of the master to the one he commands” and that “might establish 
autonomy on one side and dependence on the other” (33, 17– 19).

This world is presecular insofar as it involves a supreme super-
natural being, yet, since all beings basically line up on “a plane of 
equality,” beings pay their debts to themselves. That is, it is the being 
in its poor and paltry aspect as a “profane tool” that pays its debt to 
itself in its aspect as a “sacred” spirit (35). This is why being in archaic 
societies necessitates an internal split between “the reality of a pro- 
fane world, of a world of things and bodies” and “a holy and mythical 
world” of spirits (37). Consequently, although “within the limits of 
continuity, everything is spiritual” and “there is no opposition of the 
mind and the body,” the mortal body, “insofar as it is not present in 
sovereign spirits,” “is gradually assimilated to the mass of things,” so 
that “real animals and plants separated from their spiritual truth slowly 
rejoin the empty objectivity of tools” (38). Thus, “animals, plants, tools, 
and other controllable things form a real world with the bodies that 
control them,” a world that, to be sure, remains “subject to and tra-
versed by divine forces,” yet is already “fallen,” so that only “insofar 
as it is spirit, the human reality is holy, but it is profane insofar as it is 
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real” (ibid.). This is why archaic being can pay its debt only to itself 
qua spirit, and can do so only in the form of bloody sacrifice. For “the 
thing— only the thing— is what sacrifice means to destroy in the vic-
tim,” as “it draws the victim out of the world of utility and restores it 
to that of unintelligible caprice” (43). If the distinction between pro-
fane tool and sacred spirit threatened to introduce a split in the conti-
nuity of being, sacrifice offers the antidote as a “return to intimacy,” 
to the “immanence between man and the world, between the subject 
and the object,” to the “intimacy of the divine world” of “violent and 
uncalculated generosity,” the “profound immanence of all that is” (44). 
It is in this sense that “the first men were closer than we are to the 
animal world,” which is pure immanence, and that the fact that “now-
adays Christians do not hesitate to recognize in the various ‘supreme 
beings’ of which ‘primitives’ have kept some memory, a first con-
sciousness of the God they believe in” is the effect of oversimplifying 
reductionism (34– 35). For the shift from the mythical world of spirits 
to a divinity of a “prestige comparable to that which the God of the 
Jews, and later that of the Christians, was to obtain” (35) presupposes 
a process of fundamental sociopolitical and epistemological transfor-
mations, which we are not going to trace here.

The point relevant to our topic is that in archaic societies bio- 
politics concerned directly the biological body— from the administra-
tion of sexuality as is evidenced in the laws concerning marriage, 
familial lines of inheritance, and so on, to the administration of death, 
as is evidenced in sacrifice— because the circulation of debts and their 
redemptions took place within the body, between its two aspects, the 
biological and the spiritual. Monotheism and the politics of domination 
or sovereignty, on the other hand, inaugurated the paradigm in which 
biopolitics would continue to concern the biological body, but after the 
split between body and mind or spirit would have been established 
in terms of the opposition between immanence and absolute transcen-
dence. By “absolute” is here meant a transcendence according to which 
spirit is not only supernatural (which already was the case also in 
archaic societies, but only insofar as it also constituted the supernatu-
ral aspect of nature itself), but also severed from nature, as its other-
worldly or heavenly antipode. This is the fundamental meaning of the 
split between body and mind. From then on, the law will adminis- 
ter life and bodies so as to facilitate the redemption of debts to the 
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transcendent divine infinite credit, which is why new, blood- free, forms 
of payment began gradually to prevail, forms that trained the biological 
body to withdraw in the background and let the mind ascend, however 
asymptotically, to spiritual transcendence. These forms include prayer, 
confession, meditation, and solitude (both as asceticism and incar-
ceration), all of which would eventually lead to the secular modes of 
paying debts, such as meditation, self- reflection, and all the forms of 
regulation and administration that Foucault traces from religious and 
policing mechanisms up to the establishment of modern philosophy, 
and the medicalization of the body and the mind (with its own, new, 
demands for asceticism). However, these modern secular variations 
of biopolitical redemption presuppose another major historical shift 
regarding the relation between immanence and transcendence.

On the virtual level— that is, regardless of the historical develop-
ment that may have been required for the full actualization of the 
potential of secular capitalist modernity— the shift from the pre- secular 
to the secular consists in a complete folding of transcendence within 
the plane of immanence, so that even transcendent categories, such  
as eternity and so on, became immanent. This occurred through the 
replacement of spirit or divinity with value. Prior to secular capitalist 
modernity, the world had been conceived as consisting of two aspects, 
the material or natural and the immaterial or supernatural, whether the 
link between the two was cast in archaic/spiritual (continuity of imma-
nence and transcendence) or sovereign/divine terms (dualism between 
immanence and transcendence). With the advent of capitalist value, the 
inherent division of the world into material and immaterial undergoes 
a radical reconfiguration that unties it from the distinction between 
natural and supernatural. Let us recall Marx’s description of the mate-
rial and the immaterial aspects of things, which, with capitalism, have 
become commodities: these are “objects of utility” or “use- values,” 
that is, material things, while these same “sensuous things . . . are at 
the same time suprasensible or social,” that is, “values . . . as their 
[men’s] language” (1990, 165, 167). However immaterial suprasen- 
sible or social language and monetary symbols may be considered to 
be, they are not supernatural; with secularization, the counterpart of 
the natural became the cultural— and if up until modernism the rela-
tion between nature and culture was dualist or oppositional, in post-
modernism it becomes monist, as the very concept of the posthuman 
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subject- object indicates. The gradual secular obliteration of the natural- 
supernatural distinction took place as spirits, divinity, and their cog-
nates yielded to value, both economic (exchange- value) and semantic 
(language or the signifier).

This secular capitalist folding of transcendence into immanence 
may remind us more of archaic spiritualism rather than sovereign 
divinity (since, both in spiritualism and in capitalism, the immaterial 
inheres in matter, and all material things are equal in this regard), yet, 
the difference remains that the immaterial aspect of the thing is now 
disenchanted from its supernatural character— or, more accurately, it 
is disenchanted consciously. The similarity between the archaic and the 
secular capitalist paradigm is reflected in the fact that, in both, humans 
pay their debts to themselves, since, on the one hand, in archaic socie- 
ties, as we have seen, beings sacrifice themselves in their aspect as pro-
fane tools to pay their debts to themselves in their aspect as “sacred” 
spirits, and, on the other hand, in capitalism, to repeat Dienst’s words, 
“debts finally break free from the authority of the state” or any other 
transcendent agency, “and circulate across the whole social surface” 
in the form of what appears to be “private accumulation of capital” 
(124). However, a major dissimilarity between the two systems re- 
mains, insofar as in secular capitalism everything that reeks of the 
supernatural eventually finds itself to be prevented from having access 
to consciousness— for ever since Spinoza, Kant, and beyond, the pri-
mary postulate of secular enlightened reason has been precisely not to 
believe in superstition and anything supernatural. Henceforth, every-
thing enchanted increasingly becomes the content of the unconscious, 
as Lacan’s “God is unconscious” was eventually to state explicitly 
(1981, 59). This is why immortality— and, at least theoretically, all qual-
ities attributed to divinity or spirits— can be fostered in the secular un- 
conscious of the subject- object of commodity fetishism.

Even though on the virtual level this may be true of all capital- 
ism, it is only with the shift from the State to the market that this is 
also historically fully actualized. At this point, the infinite credit of 
both the presecular spiritual or divine authorities and the (semisec- 
ular) transcendent authority of the State/ideology is displaced onto 
the infinite credit of the capitalist market. Henceforth, as Dienst con-
cludes, “the market- eye keeps a watch over everything,” and it is  
this eye that— along with the eye of the “media”— constitutes “the 
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organization of lived temporality around the interminable working-
 up and working- off of an imperishable indebtedness” (124– 25). Trans-
lated into the terms of the present work, Dienst’s statement can be 
rewritten as: the market- eye constitutes the organization of lived tem-
porality around the infinite diachrony of posthuman immortality.

BioRaCiSM

This biopolitical organization of the lived temporality of the subject- 
object points to the possibility of a radical reconceptualization of racial 
discrimination. If shopping or consumption is the secular capitalist, 
and definitely the consciously posthuman, bridge to the heavens of 
immortality, then, clearly, not everybody has equal access to it. As 
Dienst remarks on the basis of data given in the multi- authored Har-
vard Design School Guide to Shopping, “the authors calculate that there is 
a global average of four square feet of retail space per person,” but, for 
instance, “in the US, as always the world leader, there are thirty- one 
square feet per person” (128– 29; referring to Chung, 51). If shopping 
enables the biopolitical constitution of subject- objects as those whose 
lived time assumes the form of the temporality of imperishable surplus 
or indebtedness, then a life that unfolds, mostly, let alone exclusively, 
in the finite diachrony of mortals would not count as human. Immor-
tality becomes the defining characteristic of the posthuman subject- object, but 
not all “humans” are posthumans, that is, not everybody has equal 
access to the gateway to immortality— shopping. As Foucault puts it, 
“racism” is “a break into the domain of life . . . between what must 
live and what must die” (2003, 254). This break, which is of course 
defined differently in each historical system, has also undergone dif-
ferent stages of actualizations within its third, capitalist, modifica- 
tion. In Foucault’s words, “from the seventeenth century onward” the 
break between what must live and what must die manifests itself as  
a “racial war” and as a “permanent struggle” that can assume dif- 
ferent “transcriptions,” such as, already in the seventeenth century,  
its “first— biological transcription,” or, in “the nineteenth century,” its 
“second transcription” as “class struggle,” and, finally, since the late 
nineteenth century as the “way of establishing a biological- type cae-
sura” of the “evolutionist” (popularized Darwinian) type, which for 
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Foucault seals the transcriptional itinerary of racism in secular capital-
ist modernity (59– 60, 255– 57).

I shall conclude by suggesting that, once humanity is conscious  
of its posthumanity, we may find ourselves already in a fourth tran-
scription of racism, one that we could call socio- metaphysical and even 
socio- religious racism— religion being the past of what in modern West-
ern philosophy was to become metaphysics— which is the full- fledged 
bioracial type of racism. In this actualized bioracial stage, the caesura 
is defined in terms of the relation of the subject- objects of society to its 
own metaphysical/religious categories, specifically the infinite dia-
chronic temporality of surplus or debt, as a surrogate for lost eternity— 
though relations to other metaphysical or religious categories may 
also lurk.

Even as Foucault’s conception of bioracism did not go beyond evo-
lutionism, he was the first to suggest that racism is “the discourse of 
a battle that has to be waged not between races, but by a race that is 
portrayed as the one true race, the race that holds power and is entitled 
to define the norm, and against those who deviate from that norm . . . 
or pose a threat [to it]” (2003, 61). In fact, Foucault continues, racism is 
“a binary rift within society . . . the splitting of a single race into a super-
race and a subrace. . . . It is the reappearance, within a single race, of 
the past of that race” (ibid., 61). More specifically, it is the splitting of 
a single race within the superrace of its consciousness and the subrace 
of its past which continues to be unconsciously active within the same 
race. And the defense mechanism of a society against its own split 
consists in the projection of its unconscious past onto the other. This 
is how today the dominant discourse of neoliberal capitalism ends up 
assuming not a secular but a secularist attitude, that is, both insentient 
to its unconscious perpetuation of its past and fanatically set against 
anything outside secular consciousness, which it recognizes only in its 
other. It is no accident, then, that current movements of opposition to 
the status quo, peaceful and violent alike, tend toward a revival of 
spirituality or religiosity throughout the world. The unconscious is by 
definition unknowable because it is real, yet it is circumscribable. And 
the only way for secularism to circumscribe its real is to revisit its past.

Dienst is right to argue that “the regime of indebtedness makes 
itself visible only in the parallax of immaterial abstraction and mate-
rial consumption,” except that today this parallax does not simply 
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signify the “crisscrossing between the extremes of spectacular finance 
and world- historical shopping” (125). Rather, it designates the veri-
table crisscrossing between a double- faced immaterial abstraction— 
both value and spirit, capital and metaphysics/religion— and empir- 
ical life— in which capital makes a second reappearance as the Master. 
The result of this has so far been that the posthuman subject- object 
lives in the crisscrossing between an insatiable craving for immortal-
ity, which can be fulfilled by shopping and killing the externalized 
projection of its past pre- posthuman, a.k.a., mortal human. Is this all 
that can come after the subject?

ReCapitULating, and SLightLy Beyond

According to my line of argument, what comes after the subject is  
the subject- object of commodity fetishism, which has virtually existed 
since the inception of secular capitalist modernity, yet is gradually 
actualized historically and reaches its full- fledged and self- conscious 
actualization in postmodernism. Prior to this latter stage, conceptions 
of subjectivity as transcendent to the object prevailed in the discourse 
of secular capitalist modernity, while also sustaining the corollary 
conception of power as embodied in a transcendent State that con- 
trols its subjects by means of ideology. The shift to the self- conscious- 
actualization of the subject- object is paralleled by the shift from State 
and ideology to the market and biopower/biopolitics. However, by 
taking into account the capitalist commodification of labor- power and 
by examining the modes of temporality reappropriated and/or intro-
duced by the capitalist mode of production, we come to see that cur-
rent conceptualizations of biopower, as a power whose object is the 
administration of the biological body, are obsolete. Rather, the condi-
tion of commodity fetishism eventually leads to a biopolitics that regu-
lates the subject- object’s relation to two competing modes of temporality. 
On the one hand, the age- old concept of eternity— insofar as, with capi-
talism, the body matters exclusively as the bearer of labor- power, which 
is potentiality and whose mode of temporality is eternity— and, on the 
other hand, the radically new temporality introduced by capitalism 
through surplus- value, namely, infinite diachrony. The latter, however, 
is a mode of temporality that pertains only to the virtual level and can 
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never be actualized— the actual has always a finite duration. Never-
theless, this virtual temporality has two major effects on the actual. 
First, it renders actual enjoyment impossible, and thereby transforms 
it into surplus- enjoyment— the perpetual yearning for evermore enjoy-
ment, or enjoyment in excess— and, second, it imbues the unconscious 
with the illusory certainty of the immortality of the actual, which is  
to say, the immortality of biological bodies, as the secular fantasy of 
immortality that actually takes hold eventually in postmodernism. At 
this stage, biopower lures subjects- objects to cede their eternity for the 
sake of living in (an imagined) infinite diachrony. This fantasy is sus-
tained through two major sacrificial mechanisms. On the one hand, an 
incessant and insatiable consumerism, during which subject- objects 
strive neither for actual enjoyment nor for monetary or other practical/
utilitarian profit— as moments of crisis and debt make clear— but for 
the sustenance of the infinite duration of the durable, that is, of their 
(illusion of) immortality. On the other hand, given that immortality 
now becomes the sole feature on the basis of which subject- objects can 
still maintain the old cherished illusion of a humanity that transcends 
its counterparts— from animals, plants, and inanimate objects to those 
humans perceived as subhumans— bioracism emerges as a further sac-
rificial practice, which, as is always the case with racism, is miscon-
strued as a means for self- preservation. Biopolitics divides what must 
live from what must die by fostering a break between the superrace 
of the immortals and what this same race constructs as the subrace of 
the mortals, that is, as those who do not strive for surplus- enjoyment 
and the immortality of the actual but rather indulge in actual enjoy-
ment and in the death of the actual.

Finally, one further capitalist appropriation of eternity deserves 
brief mention here. Being the temporality of the real, eternity can of 
course not be experienced empirically; it can only be yearned asymp-
totically. Yet, a fake or imitation eternity is supplied to us through 
what Lacan has called “imitation surplus jouissance [semblant de plus- 
de- jouir],” that is, “the homogeneous equivalent of whatever surplus 
jouissance is produced by our industry” of the “‘consumer society’” 
(Lacan 1991, 92– 93; 2007, 80– 81). This imitation jouissance consists in 
distraction, insofar as it makes us forget our (empirical and historical) 
diachrony, which is the empirical state closest to experiencing some-
thing like eternity. As we know from the work of Émile Durkheim, 
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Marcel Mauss, and George Bataille, this was the function of archaic 
and pagan religious festivals, those ecstatic lacunae that interrupted 
the linear time of purposeful and socially productive activity, of which 
the later religious rituals of various monotheisms were residues. In 
our society, however, the sources of such distraction are ubiquitous 
and incessant, ranging from mass communication and entertainment 
media, addictive substances, and work- alcoholism, to consumerism, 
entertainment, workout and sports. It is for this reason that, as Benja-
min astutely discerned:

Capitalism is the celebration of a cult sans rêve et sans merci [without 
dream or mercy [i.e., without a break]]. There are no “weekdays.” There 
is no day that is not a feast day, in the terrible sense that all its sacred 
pomp is unfolded before us; each day commands the utter fealty of each 
worshiper. (1996, 288; second set of brackets inserted by me)

Moreover, in Benjamin’s admirable insight, capitalism is “not a forma-
tion conditioned by religion,” as in Max Weber, but “an essentially 
religious phenomenon” that, nevertheless, differs from all other reli-
gions in four respects. The first, as we just saw, lies in its “permanence 
of the cult”; the second lies in the fact that “capitalism is a purely cultic 
religion,” that is, it “has no specific body of dogma, no theology,” 
except of course for “utilitarianism,” which here “acquires . . . reli-
gious overtones”; third, “capitalism is probably the first instance of a 
cult that creates guilt, not atonement,” in fact, it “makes guilt perva-
sive,” as “a vast sense of guilt that is unable to find relief seizes on the 
cult, not to atone for this guilt but to make it universal”; and, fourth, 
in “the religion of capitalism . . . its God must be hidden from it,” 
which is why “what has ben repressed . . . is capital itself, which pays 
interest on the hell of the unconscious” (288).

What this essay has shown is a fifth difference between capital- 
ism and all other religions. In capitalism’s permanent cult of universal 
guilt where God is unconscious, eternity and infinity overlap and both 
are available in the market that is all our waking and sleeping life. As 
for whether anything else can come after the subject, this is a matter 
that hinges on the temporalities that are constitutive of both economy 
and subjectivity.
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notes

 1. I offer a more detailed account of contemporary racism in other essays on 
biopower and biopolitics, as well as in Kordela 2013.
 2. My position here deviates to some extent from Étienne Balibar’s reading 
of Marx’s relation among the components of the labor process in industrial or 
machinized production. The “labour process” in general consists of (1) the “per-
sonal activity” of “labour”; (2) the “object of labour”; and (3) the “means of labour” 
(Althusser and Balibar 2009, 270– 71). The difference between the eras of handi- 
craft (and manufacturing) and industrial production consists in a transformation 
of the form in which the three elements of labor combine. Handicrafts rely on a 
“‘technique’” as “the indissoluble ensemble of a means of labour or tool, and a worker, 
moulded to its use by apprenticeship and habit,” just as the tool must itself “be 
adapted to the human organism” (267). With the introduction of the industrial 
“machine- tool,” this “relationship is inverted,” so that the human “organism must 
adapt itself to the instrument” (268). From this Balibar infers that the “machine- 
tool makes the organization of production completely independent of the charac-
teristics of human labour- power: at the same stroke, the means of the labour and 
the labourer are completely separated and acquire different forms of develop-
ment” (268). But if the laborer’s organism must adapt itself to the instrument, then 
what takes place here is not a separation between labor and means of labor but 
rather the subjugation of the former by the latter. Thus, the elements constitut- 
ing machinic production are indeed restructured around “the unity of the means . . . 
and the object of labour,” under which the labor activity (and the laborer) is entirely 
subordinated— rather than being simply separated (ibid.). It is because this total 
subordination of the labor to the means of labor eliminates the individual charac-
ter of the laborer’s “technique” that a unit of production no longer consists of a 
particular group of specialized laborers but is rather a “material skeleton indepen-
dent of the labourers themselves” (Capital, Volume 1), a “set of fixed machines ready 
to receive any workers” (ibid.).
 3. By referring to “stages” I do not imply a teleological conception of history 
of the Hegelian type, but rather I mean to acknowledge the fact that, following 
Spinoza, the essence and attributes of substance strive for their maximum actual-
ization within historical time, and it is these different degrees of actualization that 
my term “stages” indicates. If there is any telos in history, this is the maximum 
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actualization of the potential (essence) of substance, and whatever of this potential 
is not yet actualized at any given historical moment, nevertheless, exists, albeit only 
virtually, as part of the essence of substance. This is why one can know the essence 
of substance in its entirety only retroactively, after its full actualization— which is 
why the self- consciousness of humanity qua posthumanity could not emerge but 
after a considerable actualization of commodity fetishism.
 4. This is why, as Balibar remarks, Marx’s “theory of fetishism” is “one of the 
greatest theoretical constructions of modern philosophy,” for it shows that “there 
is no theory of objectivity without a theory of subjectivity. By rethinking the constitu-
tion of social objectivity, Marx at the same time virtually revolutionized the concept of the 
‘subject’” (2007, 56, 64– 65) as precisely the subject- object. Through the concept of 
commodity fetishism, Marx overcame both the dualism between subject and 
object and that between transcendence and immanence.
 5. Given that, according to Spinoza, there is only one substance, the reader 
might wonder how one can treat one specific historical object or era, secular capi-
talist modernity, as if it were tantamount to substance, since there have been vari-
ous other historical eras. In other parts of my work, I explain how each historical 
era is a specific modification of one and the same substance, which then has to 
actualize itself in its own stages (see Kordela 2013).
 6. Furthermore, as I argue elsewhere, power has always been biopower, since 
the formation of the most archaic societies, and is not only a form of power specific 
to the capitalist mode of production. Nevertheless, there are substantial historical 
modifications of biopower that clearly distinguish its forms in each era, depending 
on both the era’s mode of production and its epistemological configuration of the 
relation between immanence and transcendence (see, further, Kordela 2014).
 7. See Lacan 2007.
 8. The “individual” makes its last appearance (i.e., still functions as an oper-
ative category) in modernism, that is, until the end of the disciplinary society. This 
is Deleuze’s point when, in the same text that greatly inspired Dienst, he writes: 
“Disciplinary societies have two poles: signatures standing for individuals, and 
numbers or places in a register standing for their position in a mass. . . . [The] 
power [of disciplines] both amasses and individuates, that is, it fashions those 
over whom it’s exerted into a body of people and molds the individuality of each 
member of that body. . . . In control societies, on the other hand, the key thing is 
no longer a signature or number but a code. . . . The digital language of control is 
made up of codes indicating whether access to some information should be allowed 
or denied. We’re no longer dealing with a duality of mass and individual. Indi-
viduals become ‘dividuals,’ and masses become samples, data, markets, or ‘banks’” 
(1995, 179– 80).
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