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Introduction: A Time to Think 
and Act Differently?

‘The truth will set you free’ is a maxim that has been and remains central to 
both theories and practices of resistance. Often, and with just cause, we think 
that the regimes of domination and oppression from which we wish to be lib-
erated are those based on lies: lies about who we are that form the bedrock of 
a whole series of economic, social and political formations that discriminate 
against us on the basis of class, gender, sexual orientation, nationality, cul-
tural practices and so on. With this thought firmly in our minds, and the lies 
exposed, we are able to muster the forces of resistance to overthrow or to call 
to account those regimes that have dominated our lives. Of course, resistance 
more often than not requires commitment and courage, because those who 
benefit from the lies never want to give up the power that their lies afford them, 
but with the truth firmly at our side we endure and persevere knowing that one 
day we will be victorious and our time of freedom will come; if not for us then at 
least for those that will follow in our footsteps. It is a powerful and profoundly 
motivating image of the relationship between resistance, politics and truth: but 
is it too simple because too dogmatic?

What if there is a politics to truth? If every attempt to articulate the truth is 
already implicated in a political perspective then it is by no means obvious that 
we will become free by simply discovering the truth about that which oppresses 
us. If we are guided by the idea that the truth can be set against oppressive 
political regimes are we often forgetting the political perspective that motivates 
our own understanding of what counts as the truth? Of course, we may not 
be so naïve as to think that what counts as the truth is neutral with respect to 
politics, and we may defend the idea that our political perspective is the one 
that will make us, and everyone, truly free. But this already complicates the 
image and forces us to think about why our perspective and not another is 
the true source of our liberation. Moreover, one of the historical problems we 
have to face is that we are prone to forgetting that what we think is freedom 
may in fact be a new form of oppression, for us and/or for others. Such is a 
typically liberal concern with the revolutionary movements that characterised 
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the twentieth century. But it is also a concern for those in the civil rights move-
ments that have witnessed their liberatory agendas being subsumed within 
new, and sometimes more subtle and more pervasive, forms of domination 
within liberal democracies. In general terms, perhaps the truth will not set us 
free and it is the idea of truth itself that must be resisted because one way or 
another we will always end up in states of oppression if we mobilise behind it. 
Understandably, such scepticism with regard to the traditional image of the 
relationship between resistance, politics and truth may have us shrugging in 
acceptance of the status quo: but is that too defeatist because too sceptical?

Is it possible to move beyond the dogmatic simplicity of the traditional 
image without accepting the sceptical defeatism that may result from quick-
ly embracing a more complicated image? This question is the start of a more 
critical appreciation of the relationship between truth, freedom and resistance. 
Putting it this way, however, is to acknowledge that much of Enlightenment 
and post-Enlightenment social and political thought has been motivated by 
the desire to understand the relationship between these terms. That said, it 
remains the case that most modern thinkers in the Enlightenment tradition 
have resolved this relationship on the side of variously nuanced versions of the 
traditional image, while some, more occasionally, have resolved it on the side 
of similarly nuanced forms of defeatism. Very few theoretical positions have 
embraced the challenge of a non-dogmatic and non-defeatist understanding 
of the relationship between resistance, politics and truth; which is to say that 
very few theorists have sought both to provide good grounds for practices of 
resistance and to accept that truth is always already implicated in the regimes of 
domination that those practices hope to overthrow. Two relatively recent theo-
retical positions that take this challenge seriously are the poststructuralist and 
post-foundational political philosophies that have emerged during the second 
half of the twentieth century. Of course, they continue to inspire admiration 
and condemnation in almost equal measure both from those who defend tradi-
tional notions of truth in some form and from those who espouse defeatism in 
some form. But what they offer, alongside many contributions they contain, is 
a way of thinking about the relationship between truth, politics and resistance 
that prioritises the connection of these terms through the idea of the event. 
In other words, they ask: what happens in practices of resistance? And, how 
does understanding what happens in and through practices of resistance give 
us grounds to develop a complex image of the politics of truth such that we 
can be optimistic rather than defeatist? However, while both perspectives have 
developed event-oriented philosophies – that view the category of the event as 
ontologically primary and politically powerful – that purport to do both of these 
things, they have conceived of this in competing ways. The main theme of this 
book is to understand the relationship between truth, politics and resistance 
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as an evental relationship, through consideration of both poststructuralist and 
post-foundationalist perspectives.

These two political philosophies will frame discussion of major thinkers of 
the 20th and 21st Centuries; with a particular focus on Foucault, Deleuze and 
Badiou. While these three thinkers offer competing answers to the guiding 
questions they are also linked by virtue of their emphasis upon the importance 
of the category of ‘the event’ when thinking about truth and also what we can 
hope to do to resist. Having explored these different yet overlapping perspec-
tives it will be argued that a critically-oriented reading of poststructuralists 
(such as Foucault and Deleuze), one that places their work firmly within the 
Kantian legacy of modern philosophy, provides the grounds for practices of 
resistance that the post-foundational thinkers (such as Badiou) have eviscer-
ated in the name of a renewed faith in truth, albeit a radically new conception 
of what it is to be a subject of truth. To prefigure the conclusion, one that will 
require some deft weaving through these three thinkers, the upshot of this 
is that a critically oriented poststructuralist position provides the grounds for 
sustainable practices of resistance against domination if we understand what 
happens in such practices as an art of the event. The, perhaps surprising, turn 
to art will be explained as the discussion unfolds, as will many of the just sus-
picions this turn may engender. What it offers, however, is a way out of the 
stalemate between simple dogmatism and complex scepticism in the name of 
a genuinely critical account of how practices of resistance can be informed by 
a politics of truth.

Before embarking on the journey, however, it is important to specify what 
is meant in this context by poststructuralism and post-foundationalism, not 
least because this will help to clarify what is at stake in framing the discus-
sion through these two theoretical positions. As with any ‘ism’ these two have 
competing and not always harmonious definitions attached to them. In the 
remainder of this introduction, I will specify what I mean by these terms, their 
similarities and how they differ. Once we have a better grasp of what exactly 
is at stake then we will be able to articulate the defining problems of the ar-
gument to follow in more precise terms and why it is the case that for the key 
thinkers to be discussed below that ours is a time when it is necessary to think 
and act differently in the world if we are to find the resources to sustain our 
practices of resistance.

Poststructuralism is a development of the structuralist critique of human-
ism that tries to avoid the pitfalls that beset structuralism. But what does this 
mean? Starting with humanism, we can say that it has been the animating, 
even dominant, assumption behind many modern and Enlightenment-inspired 
philosophies in general, not just political philosophies. The guiding humanist 
presumptions are that humans are at the centre of the world in terms of what 
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we know about the world and how we know what we know about the world. Fur-
thermore, once the centrality of a human-centred epistemology has been estab-
lished, then human beings are deemed able to control both ‘outer nature’ and 
our ‘inner worlds’, bringing both into our rational orbit and thereby expunging 
all the legacies of Aristotelian and scholastic obfuscation. For humanists, the 
human is the centre of all meaningful activity because it is the human that 
brings meaning to all things. It is the human that is the beginning and also the 
end or purpose of all philosophical reflection.

For the structuralists, this focus on humans blinded us to the fact that there 
are deep structures that shape our sense of ourselves, what we know and how 
we know what we know, but also that shape our sense of purpose, meaning-
fulness and value. Indeed, for some of the structuralists, this project was at 
least initially conceived as a scientific project aimed at removing the lingering 
theological and ideological problems brought into being by assuming that hu-
mans are, in a God-like fashion, at the centre of everything. Claude Levi-Straus, 
for example, said that ‘structuralism reveals, behind phenomena, a unity and 
coherence that could not be brought about by a simple description of the facts’ 
(1981: 68); a simple description by us humans of the facts ‘for us’. Typically, 
structuralists placed language itself rather than the human at the centre of 
things, but in a manner that meant that language was not to be viewed as a set 
of words each with their own individual meaning for humans, but as a system 
of interlocking elements that functioned by virtue of the differences between 
them regardless of our intentions. ‘Cat’ does not simply refer to a furry ani-
mal in front of the fire as decided by human intention, rather it functions as a 
meaningful word because it is not ‘dog’ or ‘mouse’ etc, and it is the way these 
differences function in language systems that is to be understood if we are to 
figure out why they are meaningful terms at all. As Terence Hawkes explains, 
for structuralists, ‘the true nature of things may be said to lie not in the things 
themselves, but in the relationships which we construct, and then perceive, 
between them’ (1977: 17). In short, the key shift brought about by structuralism 
was a focus on relations (in language, typically) rather than on things (as ob-
jects that can be named and known by humans).

For poststructuralists, the structuralist critique of humanism is correct – 
and to this extent all poststructuralists remain structuralists in important 
respects  – but the tendency of structuralists to universalise the structures 
they unearthed ‘behind phenomena’ led them to being treated as surrogate 
humans; that is, there was a tendency within structuralism to impute a certain 
kind of agency to the structures themselves and place them at the centre of 
the world in an unchanging manner. Structuralism became, in the hands of 
some, a humanism of the background structure (though it is important to note 
that some recent interpretations of structuralism have maintained that this was 
always a concern of the structuralists that they were striving to overcome: see 
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Balibar 1997, 2005, and Maniglier 2005, 2006). In response, poststructuralists 
developed theoretical claims about the ways in which social structures change 
over time as well as how they differ in different contexts. Furthermore, they 
interrogated the idea of relationality at the heart of structuralism by consider-
ing what is required for a relation of difference (such as ‘cat-dog-mouse’) not to 
resolve itself into a relation of identity. These twin concerns gave rise to a new 
set of problems regarding the basis of social criticism – if structures change 
over time and difference is primary to identity then how are we to critique 
these structures when they seem to function in so many ways that restrict the 
proliferation of difference?

Post-foundationalism, on the other hand, draws from an alternative theo-
retical legacy. It is a term coined by Oliver Marchart (2007) to group a number 
of thinkers who share, he argues, a certain left-Heideggerian perspective: Jean-
Luc Nancy, Claude Lefort, Ernesto Laclau and, one of the main thinkers to be 
discussed below, Alain Badiou. In short, left-Heideggerianism is a development 
of Heideggerian themes with a radical political agenda attached (Heidegger 
himself being thought to have had a philosophical position that was intrinsical-
ly problematic, conservative or quietist, depending on one’s reading). In partic-
ular, the thinkers Marchart groups under this banner all develop Heidegger’s 
conception of ‘ontological difference’ and turn it into a conception of ‘political 
difference’ (2007: 7). Indeed, Marchart concludes that political thought in the 
hands of these thinkers should be read as ‘first philosophy’ (2007: 162-9) bor-
rowing a claim that Levinas (1989) makes about ethics. In the context of this 
discussion, one of the key notions shared by the post-foundationalists is that 
they all criticise the idea of necessary foundations while also claiming that all 
anti-foundationalist claims should be similarly critiqued. That is, they seek a 
form of social criticism that avoids both the dogmatism of necessary founda-
tions and the scepticism of anti-foundational positions. The upshot is a series 
of related theoretical endeavours that all defend the necessary contingency of 
foundations. Given the importance of this idea, and the role it will play in the 
discussion below, it is worth briefly summarising what is at stake.

Heidegger (2000) was guided by one of the most basic questions of West-
ern philosophy: why is there something rather than nothing? In a startling 
twist on the usual series of responses to this question, Heidegger dismissed all 
answers that began by pointing at or listing the things in the world, especially 
any attempt to list these in an order that would put some of them, atoms for 
example, as the primary things from which all others are constructed. But if 
these answers are insufficient for Heidegger then what is the meaning of the 
question at all? According to Heidegger it is a question that points not to the 
things or beings that make up the world, however we characterise these, but to 
Being qua Being. Being, in this sense, is not an entity of, or in the world; rather, 
it is that which marks out all entities as entities while not being an entity itself. 
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As helpfully summarised by Richard Polt: ‘Being is the difference it makes that 
there is something rather than nothing’ (1999: 3). So, how do we investigate 
or even ask the right questions about Being if we cannot begin with a list of 
beings? In the first instance, it is important, according to Heidegger, to note 
that the difference that there is something rather than nothing is especially 
related to time – as what is becomes what is not and what will be. Therefore, 
asking the right questions about Being requires us to investigate the temporal-
ity of beings. But how do we do this? His answer is deceptively simple: as we 
are beings who live in time, who are aware of our own sense of self, how it has 
changed and will change in the future, then we should turn to an investigation 
of ourselves, our being-in-time (Heidegger, 1962). 

This is Heidegger’s famous notion of Dasein: ‘If to interpret the meaning 
of being becomes our task, Dasein is not only the primary entity to be interro-
gated; it is also that entity which already comports itself, in its Being, towards 
what we are asking about when we ask this question’ (1962: 35). Like all such 
fundamental conceptual creations it has been subject to many different inter-
pretations. Charles Taylor, however, gives a particularly useful gloss on what 
is meant by this term for our purposes. According to Taylor, we must always 
begin our investigations into nature, society, politics, culture and so on by first 
remembering that we are ‘self-interpreting animals’ (1985: 45). Indeed, we are 
the beings who are our interpretations of ourselves in all these respects. So, in 
search of Being, that which makes the difference that there is something rather 
than nothing, we must place many different interpretations of ourselves at the 
foundations of our investigations. That said, these foundations, because they 
are changeable interpretations, are always contingent upon our situation and, 
to this extent, never completely fixed foundations. This combination means 
that the foundations we seek when we ask about ‘why this rather than that’ are 
necessary because always present and inescapable but always contingent because 
never fixed or unchanging.

Already we can see that poststructuralists and post-foundationalists share 
a lot in common. They share the idea that how we make meaning in the world 
changes over time, that this brings a deep concern with difference to the fore 
and also that there is a sense in which we need to understand the grounds of 
meaningfulness, in structure in general and in the structures of Dasein in par-
ticular, but also that these grounds are never fixed and unchanging. In many 
respects, it is these deeply shared concerns that give rise to such interesting 
conceptualisations of the relationship between resistance, politics and truth 
in the thinkers associated with these positions. However, it is also clear that 
they are two positions that emerge from importantly different backgrounds – 
structuralism and Heidegger – and this gives distinctive textures to each of 
the positions that will become important. Initially, it raises questions regard-
ing each position: is poststructuralism too deeply anti-humanist to provide the  
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grounds for reformulating ways in which our practices of resistance may be 
sustained? Equally, is post-foundationalism too humanist to interrogate the 
consequences of humanist optimism that have led to new forms of domina-
tion? We will see that these questions about the nature of human cognition and 
practice, and how we should conceive of the conditions that shape these, will 
appear at several points in the discussion below; not least, in the opening foray 
between Chomsky and Foucault, but also throughout as we develop a critical 
conception of the relationship between resistance, politics and truth. By way of 
further scene-setting, though, and with an eye to specifying the detail of what 
is at stake in these discussions, it is worth taking one more step into analysing 
these two positions by considering the different ways in which they conceive of 
the relationship between politics and the political.

As characterised by Marchart (2007), post-foundational political thought is 
that which posits the political as the ‘absent ground’ of politics. As noted above, 
however, post-foundational political thinkers are best thought of, not as simple 
disciples of Heidegger (they all disagree with major elements of Heidegger’s 
work, after all) but as ‘left-Heideggerians’; thinkers deeply indebted to Heideg-
ger’s treatment of the ontological question and yet critical of the political quiet-
ism that his philosophy, particularly his later and more explicitly poetic work, 
entailed. In establishing this intricate relationship to Heidegger’s thought, 
Marchart constructs a helpful framework for interpreting the thinkers that he 
situates within this post-foundational project. More than this, however, in es-
tablishing what he sees as the conceptual core of post-foundational political 
thought, Marchart is able to cast a (warmly) critical light on these thinkers. He 
argues that the post-foundational project can be described as the critique of the 
primacy of ontological difference from the perspective of the primacy of politi-
cal difference. Ultimately, he argues, the political difference – that which exists 
between ‘the political’ and ‘politics’ should not be understood simply by analo-
gy to the ontological difference; rather, ‘ontological difference…has to be under-
stood in the light of the political difference’ (2007: 172). This leads Marchart to 
conclude that the Heideggerian project of articulating Being-qua-Being must 
be rethought as the project of establishing ‘Being-qua-the political’ (2007: 172); 
a project that leads to the startling claims that political thought is ‘first philos-
ophy’ (2007: 162-69) and that the political difference (between politics and the 
political) should be understood ‘as difference’, in the Heideggerian sense. 

It is important to draw out the distinction between this conception of the 
politics/political relationship with the version which animates poststructural-
ist political thought. In summary, poststructuralists argue that the political is 
best thought of as the open, rather than the absent, ground on which politics 
rests. Accepting, with Marchart, that traditional foundational gestures which 
enclose ‘the political’ are problematic and the claim that naïve anti-foundation-
al gestures do more to uphold foundationalism than to challenge it, it is equally 
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important to accept that the ‘answer’ to the question of how political thought 
moves beyond (anti-)foundationalism ‘is, of course, the following: instead of an 
outright attack on foundationalism or “metaphysics”, what should be attempted 
is the subversion of the very terrain on which foundationalism operates’ (2007: 
13). Furthermore, and as noted above, this internal subversion of foundations 
requires the careful elaboration of the necessarily contingent nature of all foun-
dations. However, it is not the case for poststructuralists that this necessity and 
contingency must be articulated with reference to its alleged ‘theoretical origin’ 
in the work of Heidegger. Where Marchart employs Heidegger to unravel the 
absent yet productive ground that politics rests upon, I shall give a hint of what 
is to come below by employing Deleuze and Guattari’s alternative subversion of 
metaphysics to support the claim that, as we will see, critical-political activity 
brings to life the political as the open ground that sustains it; a ground that, 
by virtue of being open, does not foreclose other critical interventions. In this 
respect, it is worth noting Michael Hardt’s characterisation of Deleuze (and 
Guattari) as poststructuralist philosophers: ‘Poststructuralism does critique a 
certain notion of foundation, but only to affirm another notion that is more ad-
equate to its ends. Against a transcendental foundation we find an immanent 
one; against a given, teleological foundation we find a material, open one’ (1983: 
vx). As we shall see, Hardt is right to characterise poststructuralism as a project 
concerned with the articulation of immanent foundations rather than as a proj-
ect that is defined by trying to overcome the dyad of foundationalism and an-
ti-foundationalism. This idea, of an immanent, material and open foundation, 
will serve as a guide on the journey to reposition the relationship between poli-
tics and the political away from Marchart’s portrayal of ‘left-Heideggerianism’.

With a view to specifying his characterisation of the post-foundational proj-
ect in general and clarifying what is meant by the primacy of political differ-
ence, Marchart is drawn into some brief but important remarks about post-
structuralism. From the very outset, poststructuralism is described ‘as a term 
that reduces the genealogy of left Heideggerianism to the scientific paradigm 
of structuralism’ (Marchart 2007: 2). Nonetheless, by the penultimate chapter 
on Laclau, Marchart appears to be uncritically accepting (approving may be too 
strong) Laclau’s account of the importance of ‘a more poststructuralist position’ 
in the development of his own work on the difference between ‘the social’ and 
‘society’ (2007: 135). This movement in the text is suggestive of a complicated 
set of assumptions on Marchart’s behalf with regard to the relationship be-
tween post-foundationalism and poststructuralism. This complexity is indeed 
borne out by some of the comments made in the main body of the text.

The key discussion in this respect occurs as Marchart surveys ‘the contours 
of left-Heideggerianism’ (2007: chapter 1). Having raised the irrevocable na-
ture of the ‘questioning of grounds’, Marchart then considers whether or not it 
makes sense to explain this questioning with relation to Heidegger’s account 
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of the gap between the ontic and the ontological given that ‘poststructuralists…
consider this difference redundant’ (2007: 15). Is there a necessity to framing the 
relationship between politics and the political within a Heideggerian tradition? 
For Marchart, the answer is yes: ‘if one has to accept both a plurality of contin-
gent foundations which “empirically” – if always only temporarily – ground the 
social and the impossibility of a final ground for that plurality, it follows that 
this impossibility cannot be of the same order as the empirical foundations 
themselves’ (2007: 15). Given this irreducible difference between the order of 
politics and the order of the political it would appear that all political theorists 
who invoke this distinction must indeed be (implicitly, at least) invoking Heide-
gger’s account of the difference between the ontic world of beings and the onto-
logical category of Being. This claim is substantiated with reference to ‘the lo-
cus classicus of post-structuralism, Derrida’s essay “Structure, Sign and Play in 
the Discourse of the Human Sciences”’ (2007: 15). Rehearsing the arguments 
of this essay, Marchart concludes that we must accept, from the mouth of a 
poststructuralist (so to speak), that ‘the impossibility of ground is a necessary 
impossibility’, one that ‘describes the necessary absence of an ultimate ground’ 
albeit an absence that ‘is a productive absence and not merely negative’ (2007: 
18). In two further references to the relationship between these two ‘post-isms’, 
Marchart initially presents poststructuralism alongside post-foundationalism 
as different theoretical positions that share a concern for contingency (2007: 
26) and then later refers to ‘a diverse and yet related set of theoretical approach-
es from “post-structuralism” or “left-Heideggerianism”’ (2007: 61), implying, 
it would seem, a rather deeper bond between the two positions than merely a 
shared belief in the necessity of contingency (which is, as Marchart notes, also 
shared by most, if not all, post-isms) (2007: 26). There is, therefore, an ambi-
guity in Marchart’s account of the relationship between post-foundationalism 
and poststructuralism. It is an ambiguity that runs deeper than being a result 
of the intrinsic slipperiness of classificatory approaches. This can be registered 
in the series of conceptual slippages from ‘impossibility’ to ‘absence’ to ‘pos-
itive and negative’ that marks out the conceptual terrain of the dispute with 
Marchart (and the left-Heideggerianism he characterises so adroitly).  Before 
elaborating upon the nature of this dispute, however, it is important to spec-
ulate on the source of the ambiguity in Marchart’s contextualisation of both 
post-foundationalism and poststructuralism.

Choosing Derrida’s (1978) essay as the locus classicus of poststructuralism is 
legitimate to an extent, but not without its complications. It is immediately clear 
from reading Derrida that he takes Heidegger as one of his primary sources 
and influences; that he seeks to radicalise or move beyond his predecessor from 
a position of encampment within the field of Heidegger’s thought. After all, 
Derrida’s most notable neologism – deconstruction – emerges from and paral-
lels in important ways Heidegger’s idea of ‘destruction’ and his interpretation 
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of Heidegger’s ideas can be said, without doing too much violence to the texts, 
to be a thread that joins much of Derrida’s diverse enquiries together. In short, 
to argue that poststructuralism is a form of post-foundationalism, on the basis 
that Derrida’s contribution to the famous 1966 Johns Hopkins conference on 
structuralism positions what came to be known as poststructuralism within a 
Heideggerian conceptual and post-metaphysical landscape, is to verge on the 
tautologous. Derrida was already and remained Heideggerian in many import-
ant respects but his Heideggerian route into post-structuralism is far from the 
only one possible. A very different picture emerges if we consider the trajectory 
of another central figure of poststructuralism, and one central to this book; 
Deleuze.

John Protevi and Paul Patton put it well: ‘[w]hile it would be too simple 
to say that Derrida’s notion of difference is essentially post-phenomenological 
and ethical and Deleuze’s notion of difference is material and forceful, this 
characterisation does reflect real differences in their sources and philosophical 
orientations.’ (2003: 5). There are two fundamental ways in which these real 
differences are manifest, fundamental that is in regard to the characterisation 
of the relationship between the post-foundational and the poststructuralist 
projects. First, Deleuze did not consider his work as informed (either nega-
tively as critique or positively as influence) by Heidegger’s historicisation of 
philosophy. For Deleuze, there was no need to be concerned with ‘going beyond 
metaphysics or the death of philosophy’ (1995: 88). For all that Deleuze and 
Guattari do indeed argue that philosophy was born in the particular conditions 
of ancient Greece, they do not accept that there is a necessity to this context or 
the form of its development (1994: 5). On the contrary, the philosophical task 
was always and will remain the task of constructing concepts. The effect of 
this a-historicist rendering of philosophical activity is to establish contingency 
on different grounds – grounds that are posited through the dramatization of 
concepts rather than as a result of the absence within them.

But there is a more profound matter at stake in thinking about Deleuze as 
a representative of poststructuralism. In Deleuze’s work, especially in the work 
that is situated temporally at the emergence of poststructuralism (1966/7) and 
conceptually at the high watermark of his use of a ‘method of dramatization’, 
there is a claim to a form of ‘absolute rationalism’ (2004: 154); absolute by vir-
tue of containing within it ‘the concrete force of empiricism’ (1992: 149). It 
is clear that these claims represent a markedly non-Heideggerian approach to 
the metaphysical tradition. Deleuze, in this respect, is a poststructuralist that 
views difference as empirically given in experience while also maintaining that 
it can be rationally justified as metaphysically prior to identity. It is clear that 
Deleuze prioritises difference in a way that does not rely upon the differentia-
tion of the ontic and the ontological, at least not to posit any unassailable gap 
between the two. As such, to situate his work as part of a post-foundational 
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project with its roots in Heidegger would be misleading, possibly erroneous. If 
we then also accept that the main themes of his work can be usefully charac-
terised as poststructuralist then it is no longer possible to accept that poststruc-
turalism is a version of post-foundationalism; and a ‘reduced’ version at that. It 
is a reductionism that Deleuze prefigured. For all that he recognised Heidegger 
as one of the ‘great authors of our time’ he cautioned against any approach to 
metaphysics that simply repeats ‘a single question which would remain intact 
at the end, even if this question is “what is being?”’ (Deleuze, 1994: 200). This 
is notwithstanding similar discussions of other poststructuralists, of course; 
though it is certainly plausible to claim that thinkers as diverse as Lyotard, 
Kristeva, Blanchot, Cixous or Foucault should not be treated as theorists that 
embody a post-foundational project, as described by Marchart (for example, see 
the essays collected in Dillet et al, 2013).

With what may appear to be rather parochial disagreement, what is at stake 
in basing a poststructuralist understanding of the relationship between politics 
and the political on Deleuze and Guattari’s subversion of metaphysics rather 
than on Heidegger’s? In short, the post-foundational politicization of Heideg-
ger’s ontological difference does not in fact, despite claims to the contrary, avoid 
the sceptical quietism that beset Heidegger’s project or, to the extent that it 
does, it becomes dogmatic. We can see this in the ways in which contemporary 
left-Heideggerianism foregrounds an ‘irruptive’ conception of politics that is-
sues from their post-foundational conceptualisations of the political, a concep-
tion that either leads one to say that nothing is at stake in our everyday world of 
resistance and politics or that everything is at stake (if it is a truly irruptive mo-
ment, as we will see in the work of Badiou). For all that this is an event-oriented 
conception of how resistance, politics and truth may be related, ultimately the 
post-foundationalist position cannot sustain the evental dimensions of a criti-
cal account of the relationship between politics and the political because such 
‘irruptivism’ is unable to sustain an idea of critique itself. The ‘absent ground’ 
of the political is no ground at all on which to base critique; if, as will be ar-
gued below, critique is conceived as the production of difference and, therefore, 
as the overcoming of indifference. The ‘left-Heideggerians’, for all that they 
challenge Heidegger’s ideas, therefore remain trapped within his historicist 
ambit and his poetic appeal to moments of rupture. Whereas Marchart claims 
that ‘event, moment, freedom and difference’ need to be recovered from within 
Heidegger’s work in order to ‘subvert’ the foundationalist position rather than 
being implicated in logics of denial that inevitably end up supporting the foun-
dationalist claims, one of the failures of these post-foundationalist thinkers is 
a failure to grasp the nature of critical-political events as the expression of a 
radically aesthetic form of critique (even though it is important to acknowledge 
that all the left-Heideggerians make substantial in-roads into both the nature of 
events and of aesthetic critique). Bringing the political to life, through creative 
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practices and resistant acts, requires positing it as the ‘open ground’ upon 
which critique can multiply as a series of events; where events are understood 
aesthetically, that is, as the creation of difference in a world where the clamour 
of criticism leads to indifference.

For the moment, it is important to hold this claim, as it will become justi-
fied as the discussion unfolds and weaves through the major thinkers to be con-
sidered below. In this discussion, this difference between poststructuralist and 
post-foundationalist conceptions of grounding will be explored through the 
construction of a series of debates and discussions between Foucault, Deleuze 
and Badiou. We will come to appreciate some of the major themes – humanism, 
anti-humanism, foundationalism, anti-foundationalism, necessity and contin-
gency, event, critique and art – from within the detailed interpretations of each 
of the thinkers and the textual focus that will shape the following chapters. 
However, framing this discussion with Marchart’s help, as one between rival 
conceptions of an evental relationship between resistance, politics and truth, 
situates these detailed discussions in a more general manner; thereby opening 
up further work that could be done on the complicated interlocking of these two 
positions in thinkers such as Laclau and Ranciere, among others.

The debates begin, however, where the general characterisation of these 
two positions began; with rival versions of humanism and structuralism. 
Through a reading of the Chomsky/Foucault debate on human nature and 
power in the next chapter, it will be claimed that we can no longer presume the 
truth about human nature and our political situation and that, instead, we must 
begin with the idea that truths, including those about our nature as human 
beings, are irreducibly political. The question this poses is whether or not we 
can then hope to have forms of resistance to oppressive regimes, of whatever 
kind, without assuming that we know the truth about politics; a question that 
dominates the second half of their famous discussion. In chapter two, it will be 
argued that Foucault provides resources for a positive answer to this question 
through a) his analysis of institutions and b) his work on the techniques of the 
self. Nonetheless, it will be shown that Foucault’s position is open to criticism 
because it does not have the philosophical resources within itself to ground the 
position he stakes out. These philosophical resources are explored through the 
work of Deleuze, in chapter three. Deleuze provides a way of thinking about 
thought that is aimed at rooting out all forms of dogmatism and scepticism. At 
the crux of his account is the idea of learning through an encounter with the 
outside and this will be explored in depth. However, it is notable that there is 
little room for any talk of truth in Deleuze’s alternative image of thought. This 
is indeed one of the reasons that Badiou has been so critical of Deleuze, as we 
will see in chapter four: Deleuze’s philosophical presuppositions seem to rob 
thought of any radical impact and jeopardise forms of political resistance. Ba-
diou’s alternative will be explored, focussing on the evental nature of truth and 
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how he conceives of the formation of militant political subjects. The last chap-
ter will conclude, however, that Badiou’s position does not avoid the dogma-
tism that will always have resistance run aground on the shores of capitalism 
whereas a reconfigured version of Foucault/Deleuze (one that takes the critical 
dimension of their work seriously, i.e. in a way that disables Badiou’s criticism) 
can ground forms of resistance as the art of events. In the conclusion, I will 
return to the idea of what this critically oriented version of poststructuralism 
offers for new ways of thinking and acting in our world, today.

For those approaching this text looking for insights into particular forms 
of resistance the journey just outlined may seem impoverished by virtue of its 
academicism, its overtly theoretical tone. It is a justifiable concern. However, it 
is time for a proper interrogation of what is at stake between forms of poststruc-
turalism and post-foundationalism from a political point of view with a focus 
on resistance not least because we live in times when new forms of protest 
have caught many commentators in the social movement literature unaware. 
Many of the forms of resistance that have characterised so much of political 
life since the global financial crisis of 2008, including the so-called but mis-
named ‘Arab-Spring’, require new forms of theorisation that shift the terms 
away from pre-established conceptions of what counts as political action (be it 
in terms of interest, class or identity) in order to give a better understanding of 
what happens in these practices of resistance. Most of the literature in this area 
treats practices of resistance as objects of study within traditional social science 
research. There is very little that tackles the tricky question of how theory and 
practice relate: how consistently articulated practices may become sustainable 
forms of resistance. Shifting our critical attention toward these two event-ori-
ented theories opens up the discussion in ways that bring creative practices and 
resistant acts into view, without reifying either but empowering both (Hussein/
MacKenzie, 2017). Although it is ultimately beyond the scope of this text, there 
is a lingering question that is important to foreground as we travel through the 
intricacies of the theoretical discussion below: can we bring new practices of 
resistance into dialogue with new ways of thinking about what happens when we 
resist in mutually sustaining ways? 

At the heart of this problem is what we mean by politics and the political 
and how we conceive of their relation to truth and resistance. The establishing 
gambit is that focussing on what happens in resistance moves us on from either 
dogmatic or sceptical debates about what interests are at stake, what class posi-
tion is being mobilised or what identities are being voiced. Thinking and acting 
differently in the world, in ways that empower practices of resistance against 
complex regimes that oppress and dominate our lives, while also avoiding both 
dogmatism and scepticism with regard to the mutual implication of power, 
politics and truth, requires a creative practice of learning as the basis of true cri-
tique. We require new forms of practice to enable new ways of thinking about 
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our situation and what we may change about it, but we also require modes 
of thinking in order to establish practices that will bring these changes into 
existence. In the relay between theory and practice, at the interstice of politics 
and the open ground of the political, we find ways of conceptualising and ex-
pressing the events that can shake the status quo and the ways to sustain them 
against the tendency toward recuperation within the very regimes we find so 
disempowering. It may not be as simple as hoping that ‘the truth will set us 
free’ but neither is it as defeatist as to think that ‘the truth will always be on the 
side of those in power’. In creative practices and resistant acts there is an even-
tal relationship between politics, truth and resistance that is expressed through 
the artistry of making a significant and lasting (or, one could say, critical) dif-
ference, in a political world that seems all too comfortable, even in its alleged 
radical forms, with contemporary forms of indifference. To think and act differ-
ently in the world today is to overcome the indifference brought about by both 
dogmatic simplicity and sceptical defeatism by treating critique, in both theory 
and practice, as a creative practice of, and a resistant act guided by, learning.




