
 
 
Machete hosts a conversation about the following quote, and related issues
 
"By preferring the support of domestic to that of foreign industry, he intends only his 
own security; and by directing that industry in such a manner as its produce may be of the 
greatest value, he intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led 
by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his intention...By pursuing 
his own interest he frequently promotes that of society more effectually than when he 
really intends to promote it. I have never known much good done by those who affected 
to trade for the public good." 
-Adam Smith, The Wealth of Nations
 
AA: Smith's is a very graceful entrance into the concept of intention. I specifically am 
using entrance here as opposed to intervention – a coming into a space already there, 
more than a break. And graceful as well is key to understanding what is happening here 
– some notion of a (secular?) grace, a magic force that directs individuals to the common 
good – undergirds Smith's remarks. But it is graceful as well for how it enters into the 
space of the standard subject. It takes her where she is, in her pursuit of profit, and 
theorizes out from that moment the possibility of the public good. The good is then not 
circumscribed from above, as in circles of morality to which the subject reaches, missing 
always and ever so slightly. Rather from her own wellspring of interest the good is itself 
produced in a network of selfish intentions. 

Of course this all exists in a context, and of course even Marx, in good dialectical 
fashion, did not apply norms to counter Smith and others, but rather asked what would 
happen if their arguments truly unfolded. But I'd like to not get stuck on Smith – though 
that conversation may develop. In starting with this quote, I wanted simply to frame 
remarks about a relationship between intention and the individual and social worlds, 
showing the depth of the pedigree of the concern. Also, I am curious about the idea that 
there is a sort of societal intention beyond the reach of the individual. The individual 
intention is unrealizable, except to the extent that it falls in line with the societal 
intention. The imagery of the hand is particularly pertinent here – implying as it does the 
graceful crafting of the world. Against this, the individual desire to do good is merely 
what Emerson would later call "the most unhandsome part of our condition", that is, our 
desire to grasp things that always, and necessarily, allude our understanding. The issue 
might then seem to be one of a kind of alignment – how does the individual align his 
intention with the societal intention. 

For Smith, this alignment comes through a fall back on to self-interest (at least 
with regard to foreign and domestic purchases). If we take this point somewhat abstractly 
(even perhaps unfairly to Smith), possible disagreements open up. One is to insist that 
self-interest ought to be replaced by self-reliance, that is, that the interest of the individual 
was to be taken as a question and not a fact, and that methodologies of self-reflection 
were needed before an individual could even say what his interest was.1 Another is to 
suggest that since I never know the actual consequences of my intentions – whether 

1I have been told something like this can be found in Smith’s earlier work as well, and that the Wealth of 
Nations has its own complex system for naming self-interest, but that is beyond what I can speak to.



they themselves are good or bad – I can only do what is best in a maxim beyond the 
constraints of a given situation, and believe that, if I have chosen my maxim correctly, 
the world will align. Or one might say – taking the same premise of the unknowability 
of what our actions will produce – that the question of intention has nothing to do with 
ethics (or economy), but only psychology, only with how it makes one feel to will good 
or to will self-interest or to will evil. 

Another school of thought – and this will be the conclusion of my introductory 
points – was to open up intention to the forces of nonintention. And here it is aesthetic 
practice I have in mind. Arguably, the cultural practitioner who did the most work on 
intentionality in the twentieth-century was John Cage. As Cage abandoned the notion of 
an expressive subject in music, writing, or art, his interest was less an exploration of the 
notion of intention than a practice aimed at the production of the non-intentional. That 
is to say, as Cage did, that a baby crying does not disrupt modern music. In other words, 
the intentional expression of the composer is less interesting to Cage than an openness to 
both the precise, intended sounds and the unintended sounds of the environment. 

We have not really strayed from Smith here – we are still with the question of 
the unison between the individual's intention and the world which interacts with it. Is 
the difference simply that in Cage there is no hand guiding the world – and hence the 
world becomes the site of the nonintentional? Certainly not, for if it is not a baby crying 
but a man throwing a rotten tomato at the performance, the space of intentionality shifts. 
What is unique in Cage then is not a mere openness, but rather the production of the non-
intentional, the possibility that even within the performance on stage itself the composer 
or conductor would not have control over what happened. For Cage this loss of control 
was a politics. The psychology of dictatorship, he wrote in Silence, was akin to the desire 
of a composer to determine what would happen in a musical performance. In either case, 
at the most basic level, one tried to control other human beings. 

This is not the place for a full discussion of Cage and his politics. In bringing him 
in here at the end, I want simply to put the relationship to aesthetics on the table, and I 
also want to suggest that he, at a theoretical level, challenged a number of the discourses 
about intention. Unlike the debate of which Smith is a part – what is the relation between 
the individual will and the social good? – Cage's intention was an aesthetic-politics that 
wanted to get outside intention all together – to use intention against itself – in order to 
get at a moment in human thinking prior to, or perhaps beyond, the will and intention in 
general. Is this just a vague utopian politics? Can it point toward real practical wisdom? 
What other aesthetic practices engage intention? Where or how do they relate to Smith, 
or others?
 
GR:  The intention of the unintentional is not only an important theme in contemporary—
as well as modern—aesthetic practice.  It is also one of the key motifs in recent art 
theory. Who can forget Theodor Adorno’s provocative claim that “The more perfect the 
artwork, the more it forsakes intentions”?2  An ‘unintentional agency’ is thereby given 
to the work itself, which surpasses the explicit intentions of its producer.  According 
to Adorno, art is—among other things—the imitation of natural beauty insofar as it 

2Theodor Adorno.  Aesthetic Theory.  Ed. and Trans. Robert Hullot-Kentor.  
Minneapolis:  Minnesota University Press, 1997, p. 78.



paradoxically seeks to give eloquent expression to the muteness of nature.  In so doing, it 
inevitably exposes itself to failure due to “the insurmountable contradiction between the 
idea of making the mute eloquent, which demands a desperate effort, and the idea of what 
this effort would amount to, the idea of what cannot in any way be willed.”3  The risk of 
such a failure nourishes the internal tensions of art as a paradoxical process, dynamized 
by its own irresolvable aporias.
Art is made of its contradictions 

This contradiction of the unintentional silent speech of art immediately calls to 
mind Jacques Rancière’s sustained investigation into mute speech (la parole muette) as 
a constitutive feature of the aesthetic regime of art.  In fact, the latter explicitly refers 
to “the intention of the unintentional” as one of the characteristics of this regime, and 
hence of artistic production since approximately the 18th century.4  He invokes, in this 
regard, Giambattista Vico’s “discovery of the ‘true Homer’ as a poet in spite of himself,” 
i.e. as an unassuming witness to a particular state of language and thought.5  This is one 
of the reasons why Rancière makes the intriguing claim that literature, in its modern 
sense, is understood to be the testimonial language of a civilization and its history.  The 
individual intention to write, even on behalf of the ‘creative genius,’ simultaneously bears 
witness to a particular state of society, which ultimately means that art for art’s sake is 
not fundamentally opposed to social art.  In this provocative argument, which is primarily 
advanced in Mute Speech, Rancière invites us—via his analysis of the discursive 
configuration of literature—to think beyond the schematic opposition between individual 
and society.  The former expresses the latter even in its most isolated endeavors and 
rarefied intentions.

It is this dichotomy that plagues the quote from Adam Smith.  Indeed, 
the ‘graceful’ link between individual and society through the invisible hand runs the 
risk of simply reifying their very opposition:  individual intentions are linked to singular 
actions that remain distinct from society as a whole, even at their moment of eclipse 
when they are fortuitously aligned.  However, “individual intentions” are never purely 
individual.  As social beings, our motives and operative forms of agency are mediated 
through and formed by an entire network of other forms of agency.  Therefore, intention 
itself should not be restricted to individuals as the privileged atoms of activity, but we 
should instead develop an account of social intentionality that calls into question the very 
opposition between individual and society (without simply reducing one to the other).  
Such an account of agency would completely change the status of ‘intention’:  rather 
than the motive at work in an isolated individual will, it would be a socially mediated and 
negotiated expression of agency.  

3Ibid.
4Jacques Rancière.  The Politics of Aesthetics.  Ed. and Trans. Gabriel Rockhill.  London:  
Continuum Books, 2004, p. 23.
5Ibid.



  
ED:  We mustn’t occlude the concrete political ramifications of the simplistic worldview 
opposing individual intention and the social edifice.  I’d like to consider two recent 
examples that take us to the heart of matters. 

The first is the isolation and marginalization of Anders Behring Breivik as 
a lone Norwegian aberration who went on an insane killing spree.  Such a segregation of 
individual intentions from the social nexus that has formed them forecloses any truly 
systemic analysis.  This is not only politically efficacious in many cases, but it is socially, 
morally and psychologically reassuring.  If this man was indeed a sheer freak of nature, 
the incarnation of evil in the ‘outside’ world, then we can thank our lucky stars that we 
weren’t around when he went on his spree and hope that other fringe figures don’t act out 
(while, of course, increasing security measures in a reactive consolidation of our culture 
of fear).  Such a response, which is extremely common in the so-called age of the ‘War 
on Terror,’ in no way addresses the social system that has rendered such an action 
possible.  As in Smith, individual intention is largely isolated from the social matrix (to 
which it can only be linked by mysterious forms of mana). However, individual 
intentions are always mediated and negotiated by social configurations. As Ludwig 
Wittgenstein acutely observed: “An intention is embedded in its situation, in human 
customs and institutions.  If the technique of the game of chess did not exist, I could not 
intend to play a game of chess.”6  Breivik’s act only becomes possible in a civilization 
where the mass media assure the pervasive visibility of sporadic blood baths (his name 
will indeed go down in history, perhaps inviting others to do the same), fear-culture and 
rampant securitarianism do not allow us to rationally address social problems, guns and 
ammunition can be obtained relatively easily, and a pervasive right-wing, xenophobic, 
anti-worker, pseudo-Christian ideology normalizes and even naturalizes an extremely 
skewed and benighted worldview.  It is for these reasons that, rather than fear and 
loathing, Breivik’s act should ignite a widespread debate on the structures and values of 
our culture.  In spite of how much we would like to morally project evil outside of 
ourselves, we need to admit that the intention to commit such an act cannot be isolated 
form its social framework (which is by no means unique to Norway). Without condoning 
his action in the least, we must recognize that Breivik is, indeed, “one of us,” and his act 
is therefore a severe condemnation of our civilizational orientation.

My second example is from the unnecessary ‘debt debate’ in the U.S. government 
and its execrable results:  no tax hikes for the rich, no real reduction in the Pentagon’s 
budget (which will continue to grow with inflation), and massive cuts to social spending 
while the economy is still in a tailspin from the most recent financial crisis.  The standard 
liberal reaction regarding these results is the ‘softball argument’: the democrats, and 

6 Ludwig Wittgenstein.  Philosophical Investigations.  Trans. G.E.M. Anscombe.  Oxford:  
Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 1997, p. 108e.
 



particularly President Obama, refused to play hardball and were pushed around—once 
again—by the republicans.  This argument has become a staple of the liberal left and has 
regularly served to justify the repeated failings of supposedly progressive politicians.  
However, by isolating individual intentions, it forecloses systemic analysis and thereby 
misses the ‘social intentionality’ at work.  It’s not that the democrats who supported the 
bill or refused to sideline the debate7 have “good intentions” and that they are just too 
nice, cooperative and compromising to act on them.  It’s that official politics in America 
is a hardball public relations campaign for a globalizing corporatocracy.  Democrats—
with the rare exception of a few truly progressive ones—generally want to placate liberal 
voters while nonetheless obeying the true power brokers:  the financial and strategic 
elite who assure the corporate backing for their campaigns as well as for their private 
economic interests.  By nourishing the softball argument themselves, they have much 
to gain.  They can play to the myopic liberals, demonize the right while presenting 
themselves as conciliatory, pretend as if they had their hands tied, and ultimately 
obtain what is required of them:  neoliberal austerity measures in which the majority 
of the financial burden is placed on the backs of the poor and the middle-class.  In our 
plutocratic corporatocracy, no one is playing softball.  In fact, the softball argument 
is simply a dissimulated version of democratic hardball:  the Obama democrats are 
indeed ‘socking it’ to the lower and middle-classes, and disproportionally to the middle-
class liberals who are blind to their sucker punches.

 
AK: Let me return to the apparent “grace” of Smith’s formulation and the need, as 
Gabriel put it, to think beyond the dichotomy that opposes and then seeks to unite the 
individual and society.  Even though Avi attempted to skirt around the question of 
political economy, putting Smith’s notorious formulation of the “invisible hand” of the 
market to an unintended use, leaning perhaps a bit too heavily on the clause, “production 
of an end that is no part of his intention,” there is still good reason to subject it to a 
little ruthless criticism.  Ultimately at stake in Marx’s criticism of the mystifications of 
classical political economy and the pernicious fiction of the Robinsonades—and, for 
that matter, Nietzsche’s and Freud’s equally trenchant assault on the autonomy of the 
conscious subject—is the exposure of the grip that a certain form of abstraction has on 
our practices (social and otherwise), our activities and our awareness.

The reification of the opposition between individual and society is a problem, 
because it serves to conceal the process of abstraction that produces or engenders the 
subject that intends, i.e., the self-interested individual.  The problem then is not only 
that the individual is placed outside of a social context, but that its abstraction from that 
context produces a particular interpretation of the social field.  It is not subjects that enter 

7 Obama could have completely sidelined this debate by appealing, for instance, to the 
14th Amendment or to the 83 times the debt ceiling has been automatically raised without 
debate since 1963.



into the relation (the market), but the market that subjects them to a process of abstraction 
that shapes them as self-interested subjects.  Far from dividing the individual and social 
whole, pitting individual self-interest against the common, the “production of an end that 
is no part of his intention” establishes a structure of social mediation whereby it appears 
that it is not particular interests that guide the process of social cohesion, but self-interest 
as such (an attribute that every individual possesses).  There is no break with form of 
self-interest or intention, but, rather, the universalization of its form. The end may not 
be a part of his intention, but that is only because it is the whole of his intention, that is, 
intentionality “itself” that becomes the basis of social coherence.  The “invisible hand” is 
thus a mere “sleight of hand” that serves to establish the self-evidence of self-interest as a 
starting point and never truly breaks the circle of individual intention.  On the contrary, it 
establishes a congruity between a part and the whole of society.  The “grace” of Smith’s 
starting point too easily slips into the terrain of “natural self-evidences,” blinding us 
through their very visibility to the structures that frame what we judge to be self-evident. 

The question that Avi poses, and is also the guiding thread, as Gabriel suggested, 
of Rancière’s articulation of what he calls the “aesthetic regime,” concerns the way 
in which art (in its contemporary configuration) can break the circle of natural self-
evidences, and thus challenge forms of thought that seek to produce an effective harmony 
or a series of correspondences between an intention and an outcome.

Giorgio Agamben’s interpretation of the figure of the painter, Frenhofer, in 
Balzac’s The Unknown Masterpiece, is here instructive.8  The paradox that interests 
Agamben concerns Frenhofer’s attempt to reduce art to life through the means of art.  
For Frenhofer the painting is imbued with meaning only to the extent that it forms 
approximate life and, yet, in pursuit of this identity he reduces the forms on the canvas 
to “a shapeless fog.”  As long as Frenhofer is at work in his studio, his intention to 
produce a painting that directly embodies the intensity and vividness of life remains 
in tact and serves to imbue his artistic subjectivity with meaning; it is only when the 
spectator upon entering the studio is reduced to stupefaction when confronted with a 
canvas fill with chaotic, unrecognizable, forms that his confidence is shattered.  The artist 
can only realize his intention at the cost of its failure to be communicated.  This impasse 
is not accidental, but pertains to the structure of contemporary works of art.   The artwork 
inhabits the space of thwarted intentions and is thus a seat of irresolvable contradiction.
 
LF: I guess there is good reason to have memorized the following statement of Fernando 
Pessoa, “Sincerity is the one great artistic crime.  Insincerity is the second greatest.  The 
great artist should never have a really fundamental and sincere opinion about life.  But 
that should give him the capacity to feel sincere, nay, to be absolutely sincere about 

8 Giorgio Agamben, The Man without Content, trans. Georgia Albert (Stanford University Press, 1999), pp. 
8-12.
 



anything for a  certain length of time—that length of time, say, which is necessary for a 
poem to be conceived and written.” 
 
LM: It seems to me that Smith, even within the confines of the above quotation, has a 
much richer conception of the inherently social individual than we have given him credit 
for, though we will certainly object to the normative conclusions which he drew from his 
own exploration of the economic relationships at play between ‘individual’ and ‘society’. 
Smith is concerned in The Wealth of Nations, where the quote in question appears, 
with ‘human nature.’ For Smith, what distinguishes human beings from all other animals 
is their (intrinsic, it would seem) relationships of exchange. From the get go, human 
beings enter into economic relationships with one another, for their individual good. The 
nation’s prosperity – the greater wealth that is produced through the increasingly complex 
relations of exchange of individuals on the ground – arises from this natural human 
development; capitalism is, by this account, the natural outcome of our most basic, and 
most distinctive, nature.

This account resembles, or perhaps prefigures, many later accounts of animal life 
in general. The greater good of human beings as a whole – of the society, comprised of 
innumerable individuals as it unfolds over generations in time – resembles the harmony 
that arises in nature itself, when it is left to its own devices. The nineteenth-century 
philosopher Schelling, for example, argues that the overall functioning of an ecosystem 
arises from innumerable individual animals pursuing their own instinctive needs and 
desires. No animal thinks of or is concerned with the good of the whole – each is merely 
doing its own thing, or obeying the dictates of its own nature without any recourse to 
reason – and yet, miraculously perhaps, a working system emerges from all this ‘self-
interested’ activity. This overall harmony may be anything but peaceable on the ground. 
On the contrary, animal behavior tends to appear by human standards as frequently 
vicious and cruel. Large mammals will defend themselves and their own to the death, 
or kill anything and anybody in the will to self-preservation. We cannot in any honesty 
call such behavior ‘bad’; such designations are reserved, for Schelling, for the kind of 
animal that can adopt a reflective stance towards its own instincts – and that is in this 
sense free – and can thus be responsible for its own activity. For Schelling, human ‘good’ 
is comprised in our aligning our own will – our own intentions – with the good of our 
human community as such; human ‘evil’ lies in our capacity to pursue our own ends at 
the expense of the greater ends of all human beings.

The human individual, like the animal individual, only finds herself within – is 
only ‘produced by’, in Alexi’s language – the social or ‘ecosystemic’ world of which she 
is a part. Just as there is no individual animal outside of the environment which supports 
its instinctive activities, there is no isolated individual with autonomous intentions, 
gathering together with other such atomistic beings to produce a larger society. On the 
contrary, the individual emerges as an individual within the social institutions (here, the 



social institutions of exchange) that allow her to live ‘freely’ as an individual to begin 
with, and that, further, open the field of every possible, or possibly relevant, intention. 
Smith knew this, I think, and was interested in what he saw as the endlessly productive 
relationship between individual ‘human nature’ and the overall functioning of a capitalist 
society. What he did not see, it seems, is the extent to which ‘human nature’ as such is 
not only supported, but produced by modern capitalist society. ‘Nature’ is as culturally 
enframed as the distinctive customs and norms of particular societies. Nevertheless, we 
might still reasonably and usefully talk about a ‘nature’ not of human beings per se, but 
of the modern individual ‘doing its thing’ within the contemporary capitalist field of 
social possibilities and socially delimited intentions.

If we continue to follow Schelling, however, we will have to put the following 
question to Smith:  To what extent is the domain of social human intentionality analogous 
to the sphere of natural animal life which, left to its own devices, carries on in bloody 
and evolving ‘harmony’? Can the ‘nature’ of the modern capitalist subject – a product, 
yes, but not for that reason a fiction – truly be exhausted by its tendency to pursue its 
own private intentions and personal interest? What I want to avoid in my provisional 
suggestion as to an answer to this question is precisely the treatment of the socially 
mediated subject as a mere ‘cog in the machine,’ as seems to be the tendency of many 
discourses that seek to shift the emphasis away from the individual and onto the societies 
in which any individual is to be found. If we think of the individual as simply produced 
– and thus concomitantly rely on an idea of society as an entity somehow apart from the 
innumerable activities of the individuals that comprise it – then we rob the individual of 
the ability to reflect and create that, however circumscribed, would seem to belong to 
our ‘nature.’  It is a part of modern human ‘nature’ to reflect on its own nature, that is, to 
strike up a qualitative relationship, conscious or otherwise, to our own social being.

Smith explicitly attempts to silence this reflexive nature – this urge to do 
something more than ‘blindly’ pursue our own intentions, cast as isolated in their 
very intentionality from the overall movement of society, which arises from precisely 
these ‘private’ intentional activities – when he says that he has never seen any good come 
from individuals working explicitly for the overall good of society. There are certainly 
empirical examples both for and against this position. What I would like to emphasize 
here, however, is the impoverished notion of a merely economical view of human nature, 
which places the individual in a more or less mechanistic system of exchange resulting 
in greater overall harmony (however brutal on the ground) that nevertheless resembles 
the vital operations of nature. What this view misses, at the very least, are the vital 
demands of our qualitative relationship to the world around us, as individuals, within a 
socially delimited field of possibilities and norms. It is in this aspect of our ‘nature’ that 
aesthetics, and politics, and intellectual life have their say, however feeble. And it is here 
that what we might call a social intentionality could be at play. The modern subject does 
not simply operate blindly within a socially predetermined system, but is more or less 



actively engaging and interpreting the social field through which her own individuality is 
utterly mediated. It is from this space of criticism that we can recognize the coexistence 
of our responsibility for the social worlds of which we are a part, and our essential lack of 
control regarding the overall shapes and movements of society ‘at large.’
  
 AA: To tie together the concerns here, we need first to understand the problem 
of "grace." Its theological use is clear enough: grace answers the question, how can we, in 
our fallen condition, receive God's blessing? To grace would later be appended the notion 
of the elect – those who had been chosen to ascend beyond the fallen condition in the 
afterlife. Since the elect never knew whether or not they were the elect, they tried always 
to prove this to be the case – through their symbolic investiture in prosperity. This, 
of course, is where Max Weber will come to find the origin of capitalism – not in the 
theories of political economy so much as the religious revolution of Calvin. In speaking 
of Smith's use of a secular grace, I am speaking to this foundation.

In other words, political economy, whether it derives from Smith or Calvin, is 
related to theology. Hence Marx, in his letter to Ruge calling for a "ruthless criticism," 
begins with the problem of religion: "In the first place religion, and next to it, politics, 
are the subjects which form the main interest of Germany today. We must take these, in 
whatever form they exist, as our point of departure…"
            In the short story "Grace," Joyce gives us a concise formulation of such a 
critique of political economy. The story begins with the (literal) fall of a drunken 
Mr. Kernan. He is in the end brought to a priest for a kind of intervention. The priest 
reads him "the parable of the unjust steward," and the story concludes with the Jesuit's 
commentary: "'Well, I have looked into my accounts. I find this wrong and this wrong. 
But, with God's grace, I will rectify this and this. I will set right my accounts.'" Morality 
as a balance sheet may be the priest's message, but it is the opposite of what the Biblical 
parable actually means. The unjust steward, in the end, is forgiven without any attempt at 
redemption.
           What Joyce feared perhaps more than anything was paralysis, and he was 
particularly concerned that, through simony, people would purchase their own paralysis 
– they would affirm the paralytic system of the church in attempting to compensate for 
their misdeeds. To develop a critique of this situation, Joyce leveraged asymmetry: the 
asymmetric relation between the parable and the interpretation, or between the debts 
Kernan owes and the favors he receives.
            With regard to intention and the question of the social, or the insistence that 
intention is an invention of the social, or the raising of the problematic of social 
intentionality, Joyce's story is thus instructive. To begin with, it insists that any 
consideration of the social be thought of as the concurrent forces of language, economy, 
religion, politics and conviviality. Then, it locates the individual in this matrix of 
concerns, neither as wholly productive of them nor wholly produced by them. Against 



either of these, it finds the individual as an asymmetric relation both to himself and to 
society. Finally, it finds its articulation within the very same spheres it claims form our 
world: Joyce's story is not "intended" as a critique – it simply exists as one.
        The problem of a nonintentional critique returns us as well to the relation of Cage 
and Adorno. For Adorno, Cage and others too quickly acquiesced to the vitiation of the 
modern subject. While Adorno sought a strengthened ego to resist the movements of 
barbarism and capitalism, Cage sought to completely remove the very notion of ego. 
Hence the former would say of Cage and his contemporaries, "Their aim is to transform 
psychological ego weakness into aesthetic strength." Cage never replied to Adorno – I 
don't know if he knew him at all – but one can imagine that he would not have accepted 
this formulation. But Cage and Adorno had some grounds for agreement, and indeed at 
times Adorno wrote fondly of the composer. There is, for example, no wish for a 
democratic art in either. Cage thought that the concept of taste would preserve the 
integrity of the artwork in the absence of intention. As important, Cage never thought 
that he merely released the ego to participate in society as such. Rather, he worked to free 
the bonds of a pernicious determination of intention by power. He did this through the 
creation of performative situations that led us to an open space wherein we could do, as 
he simply put it, "what must be done."
  
TT:  Avi has touched on the all important question of necessity. I would like to submit 
that if the intention of the unintentional is one of the paradoxical features of aesthetic 
agency in the ‘modern era,’ then the short circuit between necessity and chance is one 
of the key characteristics of the work itself.  Chris Marker and Jean-Luc Godard are 
minutely aware of this, and they have extensively explored the motif of the necessary-
contingent in their respective projects.  The latter has mobilized the power of montage 
to stage historical constellations by confronting apparently arbitrary sounds and images 
in order to reveal their internal necessity.  Marker, like Alain Resnais, has probed the 
Proustian theme of involuntary memory in which deliberate recollection is superceded 
by a world that remembers in place of me.  For Marker, the fabric of this memory-world 
is such that what appears arbitrary reveals itself, upon deeper scrutiny, to be absolutely 
necessary. There is indeed a map to the apparent disorder of the aleatory.  He gives one 
very simple name to such a revelation of necessity in the heart of the arbitrary:  grace. 
 “Coincidences,” he writes, “are pseudonyms of grace for those who do not know how to 
recognize it.”9

The only way to access this fundamental necessity is through the unexpected 
encounter with the false arbitrariness of particular occurrences.  It does not bequeath 
itself upon us from a transcendental reference point above the chaos of immanence.  With 
this in mind, let us turn to what Agamben, pace Alexi, has missed in Balzac.  Frenhofer’s 
painting is not simply “a shapeless fog.”  Amidst the chaos of colors, there is a minor but 

9 Immemory:  A CD-Rom by Chris Marker (Exact Change, 2009).



striking detail that pierces through. Agamben does mention this detail in passing, but 
simply to reintegrate it immediately into the monolithic conceptual distinction between 
Rhetoric and Terror, thereby occluding the subtleties of Balzac’s description.  This detail 
in the pandemonium of colors, which leaves his spectators “petrified in admiration,” is “a 
delicious foot, a living foot (un pied vivant)!”  Frenhofer’s supposed failure to merge art 
and life is therefore not an utter and absolute failure.  In the fragment of this living foot, 
there is nothing short of a moment of grace.  The apparently arbitrary mass of inchoate 
imagery bears forth the fruit of life itself as a sign of partial success.

Success and failure, in artistic as well as in political endeavors, are often – if not 
always – partial.  Since they never depend on absolutely singular intentions and 
individual judgments, works of art and political actions are part of a complex social 
nexus in which it is perhaps impossible to succeed or fail across the board.  Just as it 
makes sense to speak of a ‘social intentionality,’ we should also invoke a ‘social 
reception’ in analyzing the reactions to works of art and political activities.  Given the 
variegated nature of the social field, this reception is as intricate as it is multifaceted.  
This is why Adorno was fundamentally wrong to categorically assert that “The concept 
of an artwork implies that of its success.  Failed artworks are not art:  Relative 
success is alien to art.”10  Bertolt Brecht, the practicing artist, knew full well that partial 
success or failure is part of the reality of art as a social practice.  The same could, of 
course, be said of politics.  Just as there is no pure, monadic intention, there is no singular 
or monolithic result from the myriad of agencies conspiring to act at a given moment.  
Our dialogue here, which is itself the result of multiple mediated intentions and is the site 
of unforeseeable reactions, attests in actu to this core theme of the multidimensionality of 
agency.
 
 
Discussion participants:  Avi Alpert, Etienne Dolet, Ludwig Fischer, Alexi 
Kukuljevic, Laura McMahon, Gabriel Rockhill, Theodore Tucker.
 

10Aesthetic Theory, p. 188.


