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In The Idea of Continental Philosophy, Simon Glendinning claims that ‘Continental 
philosophy’ as a tradition does not exist, that its leading figures share no commonalities 
compelling enough to warrant such distinct classification.1 Rather, Continental 
philosophy is an idea imposed on European works of philosophy upon their import into 
the English-speaking world, or sometimes prior to and motivating said import. This 
imposition is characterized by selective readings and problematic exclusions.

As the works of Francois Laruelle are now beginning to be translated, and 
enthusiasm for his thought is growing in the English-speaking world, it seems he is 
liable to be inducted into the artificial tradition of Continental philosophy as well, and that 
he may fall prey to the same gross distortion that pins Lacan as a misogynistic 
structuralist, Derrida as a linguistic reductionist, Deleuze as an libidinal anarchist and 
Badiou as a stodgy old modernist. Even amongst the proponents of so-called 
Continental philosophy, it seems a thinker is as likely to be suddenly glorified as 
suddenly denounced, and both movements typically involve no small amount of 
distortion.

So will Laruelle be similarly incorporated into this economy of hype? Perhaps 
such haphazard promulgation is better than consignment to obscurity, a fate Laruelle 
has to some extent suffered in his native France. Yet in this context, what is interesting 
about his non-philosophy is that it possesses resources that could potentially render it 
immune to this contagious hype economy and its symptomatic misrepresentation.

To understand these resources, we must recognize what constitutes the novelty 
of Laruelle’s ‘non-philosophy’, as he calls it, such that it can so distinguish itself from its 
precursors in the Continental pseudo-canon. Ray Brassier, in his paper on Laruelle 
titled ‘Axiomatic Heresy’, claims this novelty resides in a formal innovation. Whereas 
philosophers typically distinguish themselves from their predecessors and 
contemporaries through the novel content of their doctrines, non-philosophy is an 
innovation in the very form of philosophy, in how it is conceived and conducted. And 
while most of the great figures of philosophy institute some degree of formal reinvention, 
Laruelle, “wholeheartedly sacrifice[s] [substantive innovation] in the name of total formal 
invention.”2 Non-philosophy is not simply a shift in how philosophy is practiced, but a 
radical renovation of the discipline. Thus, to treat Laruelle as an equivocal inductee in 
the Continental canon would be to obfuscate the radicality of his gesture, which aims to 
challenge not simply the loose and fictional standards of that canon, but the standards 
of philosophy in general.

Glendinning quotes Derrida, who, reflecting upon the schism between so-called 
Continental and so-called Analytic philosophy, says it can, “even make one doubt the 
unity of the philosophical, of the concept or project behind the word philosophy, which 
then constantly risks being but a homonymic lure.”3 The unity of the canon of 
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Continental philosophy is certainly doubtable at best, and wholly hallucinatory at worst. 
In both cases, again quoting Derrida, “the idea of philosophy itself ... [seems] precarious 
and enigmatic”4 Yet the novelty of Laruelle’s formal innovation is not yet another in a 
series of divergences threatening the intelligible identity of philosophy. Quite the 
contrary, his uniqueness rests in his claim to have isolated not some malignant 
tendency like ontotheology or the metaphysics of presence, but a structural invariant 
common to all philosophy insofar as it is philosophy, which constitutes the previously 
uncertain identity of the tradition. This invariant, which he calls the ‘philosophical 
decision’, unites the disparate figures of the Continental pseudo-canon as much as it 
does the disparate Continental and Anglo-American pseudo-traditions, and makes of 
philosophy more than a confused homonym.

So, what is the philosophical decision? All philosophers attempt to determine the Real, 
or that which exists apart from thought, according to concepts. They try to produce 
some knowledge of the Real, even if, at the limit, we can only know it as that which is 
unknowable. They try to think the Real, even if, at the limit, we can only think it as the 
unthinkable. They try to describe or interpret it, even if only as that which resists any 
definitive description or interpretation. These limit cases allude to philosophies that 
participate to some degree in the Kantian critical tradition, and the desire to determine 
the Real is no less exhibited there than in dogmatic metaphysics, in that ‘unknowable’ 
and ‘unthinkable’ are conceptual determinations as much as ‘one’ or ‘many’, ‘being’ or 
‘becoming’ et cetera.

The philosophical operation proceeds thusly: Philosophy begins immanently, 
from that which is given to thought. Yet what it seeks is that which is independent of this 
givenness. The first step, then, is to abstract, from the immanence of the given, the a 
priori conditions of any possible givenness. Whether the former be intuition and the 
latter concepts of the understanding, the former actual entities and the latter virtual 
structures, etc, philosophy thereby divides the original immanence in two. Finally, 
thought posits a third element which unifies or synthesizes these two halves, such that 
that which can possibly be given is manifested in that which is really given. Thus, the 
Real is neither something given, nor is it the conditions of givenness; it is that which is 
both divided between conditions and conditioned, and that which unifies them, the 
immanence of their unity such that they never exist in isolation.5

The problem here is that such a thinking of the Real always involves what 
Laruelle calls auto-positional and auto-donational circularity: because conditions and 
conditioned are always already immanently unified in the given, because one can never 
have the conditioned without these conditions, nor could one have ever conceived of 
the conditions without beginning from the conditioned, philosophy seems to only divide 
the given up in an arbitrary way, along one conceptual line or another, and then identify 
the Real with the arbitrary joint where this division was drawn and rejoined. The 
philosophical decision is precisely the arbitrary decision to identify the Real with the 
particular site of synthesis of a philosophically drawn distinction. Certainly the Real is 
the immanent unity of conditions and conditioned in each case, but that this unity can be 
divided up in so many disparate ways, according to so many irreconcilable decisions, 
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bespeaks the arbitrariness of identifying the Real with this or that particular unity, 
specifically when it seems the distinction which it synthetically unifies was drawn by 
philosophy itself. The Real is therefore simultaneously transcendent to every 
philosophical decision, and constitutes the immanent unity they commonly presuppose.

A philosophical decision does not therefore grasp the Real itself, but only a 
hallucinatory Real determined according to its own arbitrary criteria. Against this 
unfounded hubris of decision, this pretension that philosophy is capable of determining 
the Real according to thought, which Laruelle calls the ‘Principle of Sufficient 
Philosophy’, non-philosophy is presented as a thought determined according to the Real 
which does not aspire or pretend to reciprocally determine the Real in thought. Non-
philosophy thereby aims to think the One - ‘the One’ being another name for the Real, 
as in the original One that philosophy only secondarily divides up into conditions and 
conditioned - to think the One “as non-determinable by thought and language 
(‘foreclosed’ to thought); to think according to the One rather than trying to think the 
One.”6

The operation of non-philosophy is quite different. It begins by axiomatically 
positing the Real as allowing no conceptual determination, description, or interpretation. 
It doesn’t simply negate or escape them, as per negative theology; it is indifferent to 
concepts, which have no traction on it. Non-philosophical concepts, or ‘first names’, do 
not attempt to conceptually determine the Real, but only to inscribe its foreclosure to 
conception within conceptual discourse, acting as symbols of this foreclosure. (There is 
a certain proximity here to the way Badiou describes the ‘name of the void’ in his 
ontology, but only a proximity. More needs to be said about this relation.)

So, while the Real or the One is a ‘real presupposition’ of all philosophical 
thought, it cannot be reduced to the manner in which it is posited by a given 
philosophical decision. The Real does not distinguish itself from these positing activities 
- it is the Identity of all philosophical decisions, the Given from which they all artificially 
hypostatize conditions of givenness. Philosophical thought does distinguish itself from 
that which is given to it, but only in order to then synthesize these separated terms, and 
to identify the Real with this arbitrary synthesis. Non-philosophy, on the other hand, 
insists that the Real is already separated, foreclosed to philosophical conception, before 
a particular decision characterizes this separation in a specific manner. 

It is in this regard that non-philosophy’s operation is called ‘unilateralization’. Ray 
Brassier explains unilaterality thusly: “X distinguishes itself unilaterally from Y without Y 
distinguishing itself from X in return. [In this case, thought distinguishes itself from the 
Real without the Real distinguishing itself from thought...] But in philosophy, the 
unilaterality of X is always reinscribed in a bilateral relation with Y at the supplementary 
metalevel available to the subject of philosophy, who enjoys a position of overview 
visàvis X and Y and continues to see both terms in relation to one another at the same 
time.”7 Non-philosophy cannot take this characterization of the Real as unilateral for 
granted without falling back into just another conceptual circumscription. It is for this 
reason that we speak of ‘unilateralization’ as an operation, as a practice of philosophy 
rather than a theory of the Real.

                                                
6 Francois Laruelle, “A Summary of Non-Philosophy”, in Pli 8, p. 138
7 Brassier, p. 27



Non-philosophy proceeds not from some special access to the Real unavailable 
to philosophy, but from a transcendental inscription or effectuation of its foreclosure. It 
enacts the Real’s foreclosure to thought within thought, rather than trying in vain to 
overcome it. Thought as thereby transformed by unilateralization, now referred to as the 
“force (of) thought”, becomes a kind of avatar of the Real, acting “according to” it, not 
out of some special access to the ‘will’ of the Real, but only representing its non-
accessibility, its foreclosure as necessary condition of any thought. The force (of) 
thought does not speak on behalf or in place of the silent Real, but only registers its 
silence, saying only that it is unable to speak.

Because the duality of thought and the Real only exists on the side of thought, 
non-philosophy does not begin from the Real apart from its conceptual appropriations. 
There is only one term, one object that concerns non-philosophy, and that is 
philosophical decision. Non-philosophy strives “to think this non-relation to thought 
using the traditional means of thought; this displacement vis à vis philosophy with the 
help of philosophy; to think by means of philosophy that which is no longer 
commensurate with the compass of philosophy, that which escapes its authority and its 
sufficiency.”8 Non-philosophy begins from philosophy, taking it as its sole material or 
“occasional cause”, and transforms this material by undermining the hallucinatory 
determination of the Real constitutive of philosophical decision.

Non-philosophy locates the hallucinated Real within a given philosophical 
decision and unilateralizes or “clones” it. It uses this occasion to create a symbol of the 
Real as foreclosed. When the hallucinated Real is replaced by a symbol of foreclosure, 
the authority of the philosophical discourse is undermined, and the functioning of its 
concepts is transformed. Thus, again, non-philosophy does not begin from somewhere 
outside of philosophy, develop this elaborate conceptual repertoire, and only then 
approach and act upon philosophy. It begin with philosophy, by transforming the 
conceptual materials available through a non-authoritative or non-decisional use. This is 
why the concepts of non-philosophy are modified versions of existing philosophical 
concepts. It clones the resources offered by philosophy, so as to use them differently, in 
a manner diverging from the traditional form of philosophy.

Non-philosophy does not try to penetrate the hallucinatory appearance of the 
world produced by philosophy in the name of achieving some vivid communion with the 
Real itself. “The hallucination and illusion continue to subsist for themselves: ... It is only 
for the subject that they are acknowledged and that the world can also be used or 
dismembered.”9 Non-philosophy enables a new use to be made of the products 
engendered by philosophy’s delusions of grandeur, rather than attempting to condemn 
or eliminate them. Non-philosophy thus answers the question, “what are we to do with 
philosophy?”10 once we no longer use it to speak with false authority about the Real.

Non-philosophy does not destroy philosophy, but suspends its authority, its 
imagined sufficiency to the Real, in order to dismantle or dissect it, to take it apart and 
make use of its concepts “according to the Real” rather than according to the 
philosophical authority in question. Every philosophical decision authorizes appropriate 
uses of its concepts, and while other philosophies may disrespect this authority and 
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make an illegitimate use of them, this is only in order to reinstate authority, a new 
determination of proper use, a new decision. Yet because the Real is radically 
insufficient, giving us no help in determining a proper manner of conceiving it, its 
effectuation as foreclosed cannot likewise elicit a new claim to authoritative propriety. 
Non-philosophy therefore does not provide a new programme for philosophy so much 
as a “programme-without-programming” or a “program for de-programming”.11 The 
axioms of non-philosophy act as the safeguards for a kind of permanent conceptual 
experimentation or experimental use.

In suspending the authority of philosophy, conceptual materials become 
“hypothetical” and testable in relation to those of other philosophies. The 
experimentation in question is not comparable with that of science, at least not as we 
typically think of it, but proceeds according to humanity as non-philosophical subject, or 
as Stranger. This subject does not preexist, and is produced in and as the effectuation 
of the Real’s insufficiency. Man as Stranger is thus nothing but the Real’s foreclosure 
embodied or in-the-flesh, and exists so long as the suspension of philosophical authority 
and subsequent experimentation are maintained. Experimentation is thus effective as 
the “lived experience” of man as Stranger, realized in the experiential world that results 
from these concepts. Concepts are tested against each other according to the worlds 
they make possible, even while these worlds no longer possess any definitive or 
necessary character, instead reduced to purely experimental occasions. Philosophical 
hypotheses are therefore tested not against some correspondence with the Real, but 
only on the basis of their possible uses by the community-of-Strangers.

This experimental use of philosophy is, quoting Brassier, “an emancipatory 
gesture as far as the form of thinking itself is concerned. ... [P]hilosophical specularity is 
constrictive because the possibilities of philosophical invention, whether formal or 
substantive, are already delimited in advance by philosophy’s decisional syntax.”12 Non-
philosophy lifts this restriction and greatly increases the possibilities of philosophy, just 
as lifting the parallel postulate greatly increased the possibilities of geometry. 
Philosophical concepts can be used not only in an endless repetition of futile attempts to 
grasp the absolute through thought, but in an experimental composition of relatively 
autonomous worlds according to a radically insufficient and foreclosed Real.

So, while Laruelle may not inaugurate some new age of philosophical unity, in which the 
artificial divisions which have so ravaged the discipline fall away in the name of a newly 
recognized identity, he does offer to the practitioners of non-philosophy an opportunity 
to approach the canon in such a non-biased way, rather than remaining stuck in the 
same partisanism that not only divides the two “Great” traditions from each other, but 
that fractures them internally as well. Partisanism is unproductive, and typically yields 
nothing of philosophical interest, only hapless name-calling and the neglect of a 
plethora of potentially relevant critical alliances. And while Laruelle may not be 
invulnerable to the same unfortunate economy of hype that has befallen the previous 
inductees of the Continental canon, those of us that make sober use of his work 
certainly might be.
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