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A Boundary Concept: Kant’s Thing-in-Itself as 
a Regulative Idea 

Amogha Sahu, University of Toronto

Abstract

In this paper, I will analyze Kant’s concept of the ‘thing-in-itself.’ I will begin by pro-
viding a summary of Kant’s metaphysics leading into his discussion of the ‘thing-
in-itself’, at the end of the Transcendental Analytic. I will then provide a summary 
of Kant’s account of the ‘thing-in-itself’ and how it relates to his metaphysics in the 
chapter <On the Essence of the Distinction between Phenomena and Noumena1>. I 
will argue for an account of the thing-in-itself as a regulative idea, with an account of 
how this might relate to Kant’s practical philosophy in the Critique. Along the way, I 
will discuss various interpretations of the thing-in-itself present in the Kant literature.

1. Kant’s Transcendental Idealism: A Summary

 In the Critique of Pure Reason, Kant aims to provide a systematic 
basis for the possibility of metaphysics. He wishes to do this by demon-
strating the possibility of synthetic a priori judgements2. In order to un-
derstand why Kant thinks that demonstrating the possibility of synthet-
ic a priori judgements would lead to a systematic basis for metaphysics, 
it is necessary to understand what synthetic a priori judgements are.  
Firstly, Kant thinks that synthetic judgements are judgements where the 
predicate is not contained in the concept of the subject3. He counterposes 
these judgements to analytic judgments, where the predicate is contained 
in the concept of the subject. For Kant, these amount to definitions, or ex-
plications of the subject, and as such, are merely the product of conceptual 
analysis, with no direct application to, or input from, experience. Thus, 
they have no direct metaphysical application, as they have no content, and 
can tell us very little about the world that we experience. For example, the 
judgement ‘All bachelors are unmarried’ provides no knowledge about the 
world, as the predicate ‘unmarried’ is already contained in the concept of 
1. Kant, Immanuel, and Paul Guyer. Critique of Pure Reason. Cambridge University Press, 
1998. P.338.
2. CPR p.146 B19.
3. CPR p.141 A7/B11.
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the subject, ‘bachelor.’ Therefore, it is an analytic judgement. Synthetic 
judgements, on the other hand, are not merely tautological definitions. 
They are supposed to be a source of knowledge about the world. For ex-
ample, the judgement <every alteration has a cause> is genuinely infor-
mative, as the concept of alteration does not contain the concept of cause 
(according to Kant).

 Secondly, Kant thinks that a priori judgements are judgements of 
the intellect which may arise from, but do not depend for their validity on, 
experience.4 For example, <All bodies are divisible> cannot be falsified or 
verified based on our experience of bodies. It is simply the result of the 
conceptual analysis of the concept of body and the concept of divisibility, 
which demonstrates that the concept of divisibility is contained in the con-
cept of body. Kant also conceives of a priori judgements as being universal 
and necessary, as they do not rest on particular, contingent experiences of 
the world. The validity of a posteriori judgements, on the other hand, have 
a particular, contingent, sensory basis.

 Thus, Kant’s problem is as follows: How is it that we can have 
knowledge of necessary truths, providing what he sees as a ‘sound basis’ 
for our knowledge, given that (i) all knowledge about the world comes 
from sensory experience (the so-called synthetic a posteriori judgements), 
which is informative but contingent (and thus cannot provide a universal 
and necessary foundation for our knowledge) and (ii) all necessary truths 
seem to have only a formal validity (bounded only by the law of non-con-
tradiction) and thus do not provide us any knowledge about the world (an-
alytic a priori judgements, which possess necessity but are not informa-
tive)? In other words, Kant is looking for judgements which have necessity 
and universality (and are thus a priori) but are also a source of non-trivial 
or non-tautological knowledge about the world (and are thus synthetic). 
The way that Kant bridges the contingency of the synthetic a posteriori 
judgements and the merely formal or logical validity of the analytic a pri-
ori judgements (thus making way for the synthetic a priori) is with his 
notion of the conditions of possibility of experience. This notion allows 
Kant to integrate two propositions, that (i) only sensory experience can 
provide contentful knowledge and (ii) the necessary truths produced by 
the intellect (or, more accurately, Kant’s pure concepts of the understand-
ing) can only have formal validity. The way this integration takes place 
is through Kant’s claim that experience has both a form and a content. 
Although sense-perception provides the content of experience, pure con-
cepts of the understanding have what he calls a transcendental role, in that 
they provide the formal structure for experience. This formal structure has 
what Kant thinks is a ‘conditioning’ function, in that it grounds or makes 
4. CPR p.137 B3.
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possible what we consider to be our everyday, unmediated, experience.5 
Kant sees the elaboration of this necessary structure of experience as being 
a source of synthetic a priori judgements, providing a new ‘transcendental 
metaphysics of experience.’6

 The ‘elaboration’ of this formal structure is what occupies Kant 
throughout the rest of the ‘Transcendental Analytic’ of the Critique of Pure 
Reason. The ‘Analytic’ is divided into two sections: The Transcendental 
Logic and the Transcendental Aesthetic. The Transcendental Aesthetic 
is preoccupied with the problem of the form of sensible intuition. Kant 
distinguishes between the faculty of sensible intuition and the faculty of 
understanding. For Kant, intuition refers to our ability to immediately re-
ceive sensible data from the world around us, while the understanding 
refers to our ability to synthesize and unite this manifold of indeterminate 
sensible data through conceptual judgements.

 In the Aesthetic, Kant wants to (methodologically) jettison “what 
the understanding mediately thinks through the concepts”7 and wants to 
investigate the form in which we immediately receive sensible data. For 
Kant, sense-data is always received in a spatio-temporal form. That is to 
say, we necessarily represent the objects outside us as existing in a par-
ticular place and at a particular time. In his analysis of sensible intuition, 
Kant distinguishes between outer sense and inner sense. He sees spatiality 
as being outside the subject of experience, and thus sees spatial objects as 
objects of outer sense. Space is thus considered to be the ‘form of outer 
sense.’ Temporality, on the other hand, is internal to our representations 
(the form of ‘inner sense’).  Our perceptions have a temporal sequence and 
by virtue of their temporal nature, they provide ‘temporality’ to the outer, 
spatial, objects.

 In the Logic, on the other hand, Kant wants to analyze the faculty 
of understanding, which is better understood as the ‘faculty of conceptual 
judgements.’ Kant conceives of concepts as ‘possible predicates of judge-
ments.’8 As the spatio-temporal data from sensible intuition is indeter-
minate and diffuse, it has to be synthesized through the faculty of under-
standing (to produce a ‘unified’ manifold9) and then structured through the 
application of concepts through conceptual judgements. At this point, it is 
important to cite Kant’s distinction between pure concepts and empirical 
5. CPR p.150 B27.
6. CPR p.150 B30.
7. CPR p.157 A22.
8. CPR p.213 A82/B108.
9. CPR p.205 B93.
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concepts. Empirical concepts, which Kant sees as being the province of the 
English empiricists, Locke and Hume, are ‘abstract generalizations’ from 
many particular, concrete instances of sense-experience. He sees these as 
contingent, dependent on particular, subjective experience.10 What he is 
really concerned with when he speaks of conceptual judgements ‘structur-
ing’ experience are ‘pure concepts,’ such as substance, or cause, or unity, 
which are not ‘abstractions’ from sense-experience.

 Kant believes that pure concepts can be traced back to a set of 
‘ancestral concepts’11 called the ‘categories’ (which include ‘substance’ and 
‘cause’), which he argues can be derived from the ‘form of judgement’ it-
self. Kant spends a great deal of time in the ‘Transcendental Deduction’ of 
the Logic trying to demonstrate that, by virtue of the fact that the catego-
ries can be derived from the form of judgement, that the categories have 
‘objective validity’; that these ‘pure concepts’ provide a form for objects 
of experience. He does this by demonstrating that our experience has a 
‘mineness’; that there exists a ‘subject’ (at a formal level) which ‘has’ ex-
perience. This ‘subject’ of experience, which Kant calls the ‘transcenden-
tal unity of apperception,12 is ‘presented’ with a ‘unity of representation’ 
(which can be thought of as an ‘object’ of experience ‘synthesized’ by the 
productive imagination). Kant sees this ‘subject-object’ structure as being 
a condition of possibility of all experience, as a ‘form’ which structures 
experience.

 Furthermore, he sees the ‘deduction’ of this ‘subject-object’ struc-
ture as a demonstration that the ‘form of judgement’13 (which is structured 
in terms of subject and predicate) is a condition for the possibility of expe-
rience. In demonstrating that the ‘form of judgement’ plays this condition-
ing role, Kant also thinks that he has demonstrated the ‘objective validity’ 
of the categories, and their application to experience (through categorical 
judgements). The manifold of intuition (the ‘object’) synthesized under 
the transcendental unity of apperception (the ‘subject’) allows for the im-
position of certain ‘rules’ (through conceptual judgement) on the indeter-
minate mass of intuition. These ‘rules’ provide what Kant calls the ‘formal 
conditions of experience,’ normative rules for ‘correct’ experience which 
allow us to distinguish between a veridical and an illusory perception.

 The way that Kant sees this ‘application to experience’ occurring is 
10. He calls the deduction of these empirical concepts an “empirical” deduction, while he 
wants to undertake a transcendental deduction. CPR p.220 A85/B117.
11. CPR p. 213 A81/B107.
12. CPR p.250 B139.
13. CPR p.252 B143.
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through what he calls the ‘schematizing’ function of the imagination (part 
of the faculty of understanding). The ‘Schema’ connects the pure concepts 
of the understanding and sensory experience through time. As Kant puts 
it, “The schema of a pure concept of the understanding, is something that 
can never be brought to the image at all, but is rather only the pure syn-
thesis, in accord with a rule of unity according to concepts in general.”14 
That is to say, each pure concept possesses a schema, which should be un-
derstood as a set of rules to synthesize the manifold under a pure concept, 
which allows the concept to be applied to our faculty of sensible intuition. 

 The connection between intuition and the understanding occurs 
when Kant demonstrates the connection between the schema and the 
form of inner sense (or time). For Kant, the connection between particu-
lar, contingent objects and the categories is that particular, contingent ob-
jects are perceived in time, and as such, they appear at a particular point in 
a universal time-series.  Thus, the categories can be applied to contingent 
objects of experience, when, through the schema, a connection has been 
demonstrated between the category and the universal time-series, such 
that the categories become rules which govern the universal time-series.15 

 An example of this ‘application of the categories to experience’ 
is the category of causality. In the Second Analogy of Experience in the 
Transcendental Analytic,16 Kant demonstrates the way that the categorical 
judgement that <every alteration has a cause> structures experience.  Giv-
en that the schema of causality dictates that every event in a time-series 
follows every other in a rule-governed succession, this acts as a ‘form’ in 
which we process events in the temporal sequence of everyday life. The 
category of cause conditions how we necessarily perceive everyday events, 
as well as how we engage with the world. For example, as I type this essay, 
two events recur, which I take to be causally connected. Firstly, I punch a 
key on the keyboard. Secondly, a letter appears on the screen. By virtue of 
the category of cause, those events appear to me as a necessarily connected 
causal flow, and it is only in reflection that I separate them and find them 
without a causal relation.

 Thus, by the end of the systematic representation of the principles 
of pure understanding, Kant has given us a comprehensive picture of his 
‘transcendental idealist’ metaphysics. As concept-using, spatio-temporal 
beings, the world that discloses itself to us in experience is a spatio-tempo-
ral world governed by certain rules (the categories). This does not entail, 
14. CPR p.271 A142.
15. CPR p.272 A138/B177.
16. CPR p.304 B233.
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as some readers of Kant suggest, that the objects of experience are mere 
chimeras generated by us, as this entails a confusion between form and 
content. We, by virtue of the limitations of the ‘human standpoint,’ might 
contribute the form in which we experience outer objects, but we do not 
contribute the objects themselves. Thus, the objects of experience are not 
mental in nature.

2. The Thing-in-Itself

 Kant introduces the thing-in-itself when he speaks about the mis-
takes of previous metaphysicians, both in the introduction to the Critique 
and in the Transcendental Aesthetic. For Kant, traditional metaphysics 
(particularly what he calls the dogmatic metaphysics of Leibniz or Wolff) 
assumes a problematic pre-ordained harmony between subject and ob-
ject.17 It suggests that we have a direct access to the objects of experience in 
themselves, without any conditioning work from our own mental faculties. 
That is, the objects of experience provide their own form and content, thus 
grounding themselves. Kant calls this position transcendental realism. 
Kant rejects this position, as the entirety of the Transcendental Doctrine of 
Elements (both the Aesthetic and Logic) is intended to demonstrate how 
what we assume is unconditioned access to outer objects in experience is 
actually conditioned by a host of mental faculties, which provide condi-
tions of possibility for experience.  From the Transcendental Doctrine of 
Elements, Kant derives two arguments against transcendental realism.

 Firstly, the transcendental realist assumes an unproblematic har-
mony between subject and object, and is unable to account for why this 
harmony exists without invoking a benevolent God who designed human 
faculties so that they would provide direct, unmediated access to objects 
outside us. Secondly, Kant undercuts the dogmatic proof for God by claim-
ing that the traditional proofs of God, which rely on the extension of con-
cepts such as cause and substance over and above the bounds of possible 
experience (as God is supernatural in dogmatic conceptions). Kant’s objec-
tion to these arguments for God is based on his notion that concepts only 
have empirical validity, they only have validity when applied to the objects 
of experience. For Kant, concepts such as cause and substance structure 
our experience, and using concepts as if they provided their own objects 
independent of sensory experience (for example, the notion that there is 
such a thing as a substance, out there, independently of our faculties) is 
illegitimate.18

17. Gardner, Sebastian. Routledge Philosophy Guidebook to Kant and the Critique of Pure 
Reason. Psychology Press, 1999. P.35-36.
18. CPR p.551.
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 This is where Kant’s notion of the thing-in-itself comes in. Given 
his transcendental idealism, Kant sees the objects of experience as being 
‘conditioned’ by the concepts of the understanding and the form of sensi-
ble intuition. However, Kant claims that, given the conditioned nature of 
our knowledge, we can have no empirical knowledge about unconditioned 
things-in-themselves. However, he seems to suggest that we have some 
kind of knowledge about things-in-themselves.

 Firstly, the thing-in-itself is a problematic concept. It is a ‘thing’ 
which is not in space or in time.19 It is also not bound by any of the rules of 
causality, substance, community or modality which regulate the objects of 
experience. This is because “concepts are entirely impossible, and cannot 
have any significance, when an object is not given for them”20 and “the 
modification of our sensibility is the only way in which objects are given to 
us.” Thus, concepts “cannot pertain to things in themselves.” As Michelle 
Grier21 points out, the application of the categories beyond sensibility, to 
things-in-themselves leads to the erroneous conclusion that the “logical 
function of judgements” can be seen as the “condition of the possibility of 
the things themselves.” This is equivalent to the notion that the categories 
can produce their own ‘intellectual object,’ and thus can provide the condi-
tion of possibility for those objects independently of the faculty of sensible 
intuition.

 Secondly, he suggests that we can think, but not cognize things-
in-themselves.22 For Kant, cognition is bounded both by sensible data and 
by the conditions of possibility provided by the faculty of sensible intuition 
and the faculty of the understanding. Thus, we can only have cognitions 
about objects of experience. Thought, on the other hand, is only bound-
ed by the principle of non-contradiction, and can thus be the source of 
any number of outlandish ideas. It can thus be the source of an idea (the 
thing-in-itself), which, (even though it is so removed from our everyday 
experience that it is difficult to picture or even conceive of it), does not vi-
olate the principle of non-contradiction.23 However, this prevents any pos-
sibility of contentful, non-trivial knowledge about things-in-themselves. 
So what role does the thing-in-itself play? Is it simply a figment of Kant’s 
imagination intended to ridicule the transcendental realism of dogmatic 
19. Kant speaks about “everything in our cognition that belongs to intuition” contains noth-
ing but “mere relations,” and that “through mere relations no thing in itself is cognized.” 
CPR p.189 B67.
20. CPR p.272 A139/B178.
21. Grier, Michelle. Kant’s Doctrine of Transcendental Illusion. Cambridge University 
Press, 2001. p.66.
22. CPR 115.
23. CPR p.115 Bxxvi/Bxxvii.
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metaphysics? To answer this question, it is necessary to investigate Kant’s 
account of the distinction between phenomena and noumena and its rela-
tion to the problem of the thing-in-itself.

3. Noumena and Things-in-Themselves

 In the Preface to the Critique, Kant makes a distinction between 
phenomena (the world of experience) and noumena (the world of the 
intellect). The phenomena is the realm of appearances, governed by the 
forms of sensible intuition and the categories, while the noumena is de-
scribed by Kant as the “realm of the intellect,”24 where the understanding 
is not provided an object by sensible intuition, but by the intellect itself. 
This is slightly paradoxical, considering that Kant states earlier that the 
understanding can only be provided an object of sensible intuition.

 However, Kant insists that “the word ‘appearance’ must already 
indicate a relation to something, the immediate representation of which 
is, to be sure, sensible, but which in itself, without this constitution of our 
sensibility, must be something, i.e. an object independent of sensibility.”25 
This reference to the thing-in-itself as being a separate object in a differ-
ent realm (the noumena “conceived in the positive sense,” as Kant calls 
it). This has led to some interpreters (most prominently, P.F. Strawson) 
speaking of “two worlds” in Kant’s metaphysics. Strawson speaks of the 
“supersensible realm”26 or noumena populated by things-in-themselves. 
However, this interpretation immediately runs aground, for two reasons. 
Firstly, as Lucy Allais27 points out, ‘two-world’ interpretations are com-
mitted to what Kant calls noumena in the positive sense. Kant rejects this 
claiming that the “division of objects into phaenomena and noumena” can 
“therefore not be permitted at all <in a positive sense>.”28 Secondly, I re-
fer to the paradox presented earlier, where Kant seems to be committed 
to special ‘intellectual objects or objects of non-sensible intuition’ in the 
noumenal realm, but he also suggests that concepts can only be provided 
their objects by the understanding. However, this paradox is dissolved if 
we repudiate this ‘two-world’ conception of Kant’s transcendental ideal-
ism.

24. CPR p.347 A249.
25. CPR p. 348 A252.
26. Strawson, P. “The Bounds of Sense: An Essay on Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason, 
Methuen & Co.” Ltd., London (1966). p.236.
27. Allais, Lucy. “Kant’s one world: Interpreting ‘transcendental idealism’.” British Journal 
for the History of Philosophy 12, no. 4 (2004): 655-684. p.658.
28. CPR p.362 B31.
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 Another problem arises when we consider Kant’s suggestions that 
the thing-in-itself is simply the object ‘considered’ in another way. This 
is the “double-aspect”29 theory of the distinction between objects of ap-
pearance and things in themselves. In this view, there are ‘phenomenal’ 
characteristics of the object which are disclosed when we represent objects 
as existing in space and time and synthesize the manifold according to the 
categories. However, if there is a mode of representation which is different 
from the “human standpoint,” it discloses some ‘noumenal’ characteristics 
of the same object. Thus, the same object has two aspects, ‘the phenome-
nal aspect’ and the ‘noumenal aspect.’ This view denies that there are ‘two 
worlds’ or that phenomena are mental, but that there are two different 
‘ways’ of representing objects.

 This interpretation provides a useful account of Kant’s compat-
ibilism, by allowing for a ‘phenomenal’ self, governed by natural causes, 
and a noumenal self (somehow existing outside of time) which has tran-
scendental freedom.30 However, it is not without its problems. Suggesting 
that the same “object” can be interpreted in two ways is misleading, as it 
presupposes that the same object can be individuated when the categories, 
and their application to experience, are removed. It is unclear that one can 
refer to <the table> having <noumenal properties>, given that, in order to 
individuate the table as table, you need the categories (particularly unity, 
totality, and substance).  However, if we interpret the word <object> in a 
less restrictive manner, and consider it simply as something our thought is 
directed to, it may be less problematic. Nick Stang31 makes a similar point 
when he emphasizes that speaking of a noumenal aspect to the object, giv-
en that the ‘noumenal aspect’ has completely different properties from the 
phenomenal aspect, actually entails giving up on the identity of the object 
between it’s phenomenal and noumenal characteristics. Thus, the dual-as-
pect interpretation, may, on some readings, risk falling back into the two-
world interpretation. It furthermore, suggesting that the ‘thing-in-itself’ is 
a different mode of representation, seems to me to hint at making some 
commitments as to what it is.32 I think that this is risky, given that Kant 

29. Matthews, H. E. “Strawson on transcendental idealism.” The Philosophical Quarter-
ly (1969): 204-220.
30. CPR p.536 a539/b567.
31. Stang, Nicholas F. “The Non-Identity of Appearances and Things in Them-
selves.” Noûs 48, no. 1 (2014): 106-136.
32. Kant sometimes does seem to suggest that there might be a different form of intuition, 
intellectual intuition, not possessed by us, but which might provide access to the things-
in-themselves. However, he stresses that this hypothesis is speculative, at best. As he puts 
it, “it even remains unknown whether such a transcendental (extraordinary) cognition is 
possible at all” (p.364 B314) and “we have no insight into the possibility of such noumena” 
(CPR p.362 a255).
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seems to emphasize that the the thing-in-itself should be understood neg-
atively.

 It is also important not to confuse the thing-in-itself and the tran-
scendental object.33 The transcendental object is the concept of the object 
in general, which is part of the conditions of possibility for experience. It 
is a formal concept governed by the categories, unlike the thing-in-itself. 
Michelle Grier34 sometimes seems to hint that the two are more similar 
than I suggest when she claims that the “concept of an object in general” 
(which is an abstraction) is equivalent to the notion of the thing-in-itself. 
While it is true that Kant refers to the thing-in-itself as an abstraction, 
an intelligible object or nonempirical object, it is important to distinguish 
between the ‘transcendental object’ or the ‘concept of the object in general’ 
as used in the transcendental deduction and the ‘transcendental object’ as 
used by Kant with respect to the thing-in-itself. The thing-in-itself is an 
abstract transcendental object in an important sense, in that it is a result 
of thought, but it results from the transcendental use of the categories, 
while the transcendental object is part of the empirical use of the catego-
ries, in that it acts the condition of possibility of experience.35

 Another difficulty which arises in the consideration of the 
thing-in-itself as being metaphysically separate is the problem of af-
fection. Given that we cannot know anything about the thing-in-it-
self (particularly, we cannot apply the category of cause to it), it is un-
clear that Kant can reconcile this with the notion that the thing-in-itself 
affects us causally, especially when he wants to give an account of how 
an uncaused ‘noumenal self’ having freedom to act in the world.36  
Given that we have an account of what the thing-in-itself is not, what is the 
thing-in-itself?

4. The Thing-in-Itself as a Regulative Idea

 Kant seems to continually suggest that the noumena is a “limit 

33. Sometimes Kant seems to use the two interchangeably, especially on p.536 A539/B567.
34. Grier, Michelle. Kant’s Doctrine of Transcendental Illusion. Cambridge University 
Press, 2001. p.80.
35. We can think of the ‘transcendental object’ as an abstract image, conceptualizing what 
it is for something to be an object for us. As such, it is an image of an object which stands 
under the categories, and as such, it acts as a formal structure within which we can cognize 
the objects provided us by the faculty of sensivle intution.
36. CPR p.538 A540/B568.
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concept.”37 This is the concept of noumena in the negative sense which 
Kant seeks to endorse, given his misgivings about the noumena in the pos-
itive sense. In this conception, the noumena is to be considered as the limit 
or boundary of our possible experience. Considering that the noumena is 
the ‘world of thought’ and the thing-in-itself is a thought-form, it is not in-
conceivable that the thing-in-itself might have some sort of negative role, 
as opposed to the positive role which both the ‘two-world’ and the ‘dou-
ble-aspect’ interpretations. Furthermore, emphasizing the thing-in-itself’s 
negative role helps to make sense of it’s inconceivability and to minimize 
the problems that occur whenever anyone wants to give some kind of pos-
itive account of the thing-in-itself, such as the problem of affection. 

 One way to talk about of the thing-in-itself negatively, as well as 
speaking about the role it plays in Kant’s system in terms of restricting 
the extravagant claims of dogmatic metaphysics is to speak of it as a reg-
ulative idea of reason. Kant distinguishes between constitutive principles 
and regulative principles. Constitutive principles, such as the principle of 
causality discussed in the Analogies,38 lay down the conditions of possi-
bility for experience and ‘constitute’ the character of experience by do-
ing so. Regulative principles, on the other hand, help us correct errors in 
thinking, preventing the understanding from ‘soaring beyond the bounds 
of possible experience.’

 For Kant, reason always seeks the ‘unconditioned,’39 an ‘un-
grounded ground’ which provides a complete foundation for all objects 
of experience. It is this impulse which leads to the postulation of certain 
entities, such as God, the world as a whole, or the soul, which provide 
a unity and a totality to our concepts of the understanding as they help 
to ground the objects of experience. However, Kant insists that we can-
not really have any knowledge beyond the bounds of possible experience. 
Thus, these ideas cannot be considered to ‘apply’ to or ‘ground’ objects 
of experience (as the dogmatists might suggest) and as such must have 
only a regulative use.40 They cannot refer to experience positively, but can 
only do so indirectly, by ordering the concepts of the understanding such 
that they do not move beyond the bounds of possible experience.  They 
are ‘heuristics’ or tools to guide our use of reason and to prevent us from 
making errors.  Thus, although reason is restricted by possible experience, 
and is thus is unable to provide a theoretical unity to the concepts of the 
understanding (it has to restrict them to their empirical use, and prevent 
their transcendental use, even though reason seeks to have knowledge 
37. CPR p.363 A256.
38. Banham, Gary. “Regulative Principles and Regulative Ideas.” (2013).
39. CPR p.461 B436.
40. CPR p.520 A508/B536.
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of things-in-themselves), it can accomplish a practical unity,41 by ‘filling 
the gaps’ left by Kant’s claim of noumenal ignorance through the use of 
Ideas like God, the soul and the world as practical principles, which help 
to orient our action, but cannot be a true source of knowledge. I claim 
that the thing-in-itself plays a similar role in Kant’s system. I have already 
claimed (above) that the thing-in-itself is better understood negatively, as 
a boundary concept which helps to define the conditions of possibility for 
experience, rather than as a positive claim about a different ‘metaphysical 
reality’ from the objects of experience. The regulative use of the thing-in-
itself can be demonstrated by the fact that it is essentially a heuristic, a tool 
which is useful for guiding our thought which cannot itself provide us with 
concrete knowledge about the objects of experience.

 Michelle Grier42 draws a distinction between the thing-in-itself as 
a negative concept (in the sense endorsed above) and the positive use of 
regulative ideas such as the world for the practice of natural science. Ideas 
of Reason like God, the world as a whole (Nature) and the soul (possessing 
free will, and thus, moral responsibility) can be conceived positively, and 
although they have no validity with respect to the objects of experience, 
they can work as a set of heuristics which help to guide our scientific (in 
the case of the world as a whole) and moral (in the case of God and the 
immortal soul) inquiry. While it is the case that the thing-in-itself cannot 
really be conceived other than negatively (which distinguishes it from the 
three regulative ideas shown above), it can play a regulative role in so far 
as it possesses two characteristics. Firstly, it is a rule which has no empiri-
cal validity (unlike the constitutive rules of the categories). This is the case, 
as the thing-in-itself is completely distinct from the objects of experience. 
Secondly, nonwithstanding its lack of empirical validity, it plays a heuris-
tic role in our inquiry. This is the case for the thing-in-itself (considered 
negatively), in so far as it prevents the transcendental use of the categories 
or the concepts of the pure understanding. Thirdly, Kant insists that the 
thing-in-itself is thinkable without contradiction, just as the other three 
regulative ideas are.

 Although some may object that the thing-in-itself has no role in 
terms of helping to orient our practical reason and is simply a metaphysi-
cal notion, it is possible to think of Kant’s conception of the thing-in-itself 
as a contribution to his general goal of preserving human autonomy. Dog-
matic metaphysics claims to ‘overcome’ what Kant sees as the limitations 
of the human standpoint by claiming that we can access the thing-in-itself 
through our reason.  In doing this, certain dogmatic systems (particularly 
41. CPR p.672 A796/B824.
42. Grier, Michelle. Kant’s Doctrine of Transcendental Illusion. Cambridge University 
Press, 2001. P.266.
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that of Leibniz) have also attempted to override the autonomy43 of rational 
human beings through their determinism. In so far as the thing-in-itself 
in the negative sense prevents the reformulation of these deterministic 
systems, leaving a margin of freedom for human beings, it can play an 
important regulative role as a principle of practical reason. Thus, this view 
also strengthens the connection between Kant’s theoretical project and his 
practical project, as it connects his ‘prohibition’ to his practical philoso-
phy. Most importantly, it prevents readings of Kant which seem to see in 
him a new dogmatic metaphysics by stealth, by reading the thing-in-itself 
as another realm or a different object, rather than as a simple ‘boundary’, 
limiting the conceivable from the inconceivable, an important representa-
tive of Kant’s project in general, the imminent critique of reason,44 limiting 
itself through its own operation.
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The title of the book is The Politics of Operations: Excavating 
Contemporary Capitalism. The use of the verb “excavate” in the subtitle 
directly points to the relevance of extraction in our interpretation of the 
workings of contemporary capitalism, though there is definitely a need to 
say a couple of words on the notion of operations. Before doing that, how-
ever, let me say something about the stakes of the book and the ways in 
which it connects to [Brett Neilson’s and my] previous work, Border as 
Method, or the Multiplication of Labor. In that work, we started a critical 
investigation of what we call, in an ironic way, “actually existing global pro-
cesses” with reference to the outmoded “actually existing socialism.” So, 
crucial to our endeavor was a critique of the image of a “borderless world,” 
to quote from the title of a quite influential book by Kenichi Ohmae that 
came out in 1990, usually associated with globalization in the 1990s. Fol-
lowing the thread of movements and struggles of migration, we attempted 
to demonstrate that the processes of multiplication and heterogenization 
of borders are part and parcel of globalization. So moving beyond such 
binaries as smooth and striated space, we focused our analyses not only on 
geopolitical boundaries, but also on such anomalous spaces such as zones, 
corridors, slams, and camps to emphasize the key role played by a myriad 
of bordering devices to the articulation and grounding of global processes. 
So, although in The Politics of Operations, we shift focus to directly ana-
lyze capital and capitalism in their current formations, what we missed, 
that is nonetheless crucial for us, is precisely this concern with the global 
with its status and its meanings. I think this is an important question, es-
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pecially for the present historical moment. After the start of the war on ter-
ror and under the Bush Jr. administration’s unilateralism, discourse tends 
to be about the end of globalization, the coming back of the state and even 
protectionism proliferate in the age of Trump, but also Narendra Modi in 
India or Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey, not to mention Vladimir Putin 
in Russia. An emphasis on actually existing global processes helps us, I 
think, to shift the ground of this discussion. 

What we try to do in this book, in The Politics of Operations, is to 
shed light on a logic underlying the operations of capital in strategically 
important sectors such as extraction, logistics, finance, containment and 
articulation by the nation state that also corresponds to a global architec-
ture of production, valorization, and accumulation of capital. The state, an 
important topic and concern in our research project, is always enmeshed 
in the fabric of those operations. It definitely plays important roles that 
deserve critical and differentiated investigation. From this angle, what is 
at stake in contemporary development is not that much the end of global-
ization, but rather, I think, a set of conflicts, intentions, surrounding its 
direction and the organization of its spaces. Various degrees of combina-
tions between nationalism and neoliberalism set the stage for these con-
flicts and tensions, foreshadowing an authoritarian twist of globalization, 
but definitely not—I won’t repeat it—its end. 

So like Border as Method, The Politics of Operations is deliber-
ately global in scope. It deals with examples from different corners of the 
planet, explores resonances between them, and works constantly between 
theoretical and empirical perspectives. The question of extraction, as I al-
ready pointed out, is central to our understanding of contemporary capi-
talism. For its introduction, it is first of all necessary to stress that over the 
past decade, the intensification of extractive activities and the expansion 
of what we call the extractive frontier have been met by the multiplica-
tion of struggles and resistances across the world, from northern Greece 
to west Africa, from India to Indonesia, just to mention a few. Moreover, 
the discussion on neo-extractivism reveals the limits placed upon the ac-
tion of states even under the so-called ‘progressive’ governments by their 
enmeshment with extractive operations of capital and dependence on the 
volatile and deeply financialized dynamics of the world market. 

Nevertheless, having acknowledged the importance of the discus-
sion on neo-extractivism in Latin America, I remain skeptical of positions 
that focus on literal extractive practices, considering them as a privileged 
key for analyzing the contemporary capitalist moment. To intervene in the 
Latin American case, Veronica Gago and I have rather stressed the need 
for an expanded notion of extraction. In order to connect narrow extractive 
activities with the more general reshaping of capitalist social relations in 
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the region and beyond, against the background of Veronica’s compelling 
investigation of the so-called popular economists, with particular focus on 
finance’s penetration into the huge peripheries of Latin American metrop-
olises. And this has allowed as to flesh out the specifically extractive nature 
of financial operations, which in this case target and exploit a wide and 
heterogeneous array of force of subaltern social cooperation. 

One of the starting points of the book is a kind of skepticism to-
ward, or simply dissatisfaction with the attempts to define the specificity 
of contemporary capitalism from a single sector of economic activity, as 
was once possible and even necessary, at least in some parts of the world, 
taking as a point of reference industrial product cycles such as the tex-
tile or the automotive. This skepticism or dissatisfaction is the reason why 
Brett and I started to work some years ago on the distinct, although in-
ter-related, domains of extraction, logistics, and finance. We not only look 
at the internal, let us say sectoral development of these crucial domains of 
contemporary capitalist cooperation, but also try to go beyond the defini-
tion of extraction, logistics, and finance as mere sectors, and to take them 
as points of entry into a critical analysis of contemporary capitalism. This 
means, on the one hand, that we are particularly interested in the con-
crete intertwining, which becomes apparent from literal extraction and 
investigating both the infrastructural and logistical projects that enable 
its expansion and the financialization of commodities’ prices that drive in-
vestment. On the other hand, at least tonight, we are convinced that inves-
tigating these three domains, inter-referencing and producing resonances 
once again within them, it becomes possible to discern the contours of 
a systemic and operative logic that more generally shapes contemporary 
capitalism writ large. 

Allow me to give you an idea of the way Brett and I developed this 
hypothesis by providing first of all a couple of examples from the domains 
of logistics and finance analyzed in The Politics of Operations. Let us start 
with logistics. Let’s reflect on one of the main developments enabled by 
the new mobility paradigm brought about by the so-called revolution in 
logistics that took place in the 1960s, which means the global stretching 
and reshaping of supply chains. This development has led to a dramatic 
transformation, with respect to the relation between production and cir-
culation at the height of industrial capitalism. To put it shortly, nowadays 
supply chain operations often tend to exercise command over processes of 
production. This is a very important circumstance, which is for instance 
conferred by several studies of the so-called retailing revolution in agricul-
ture, where production chains have become retail-driven, and the effects 
of this shift impinge on the condition of migrant workers, and lead to spe-
cific processes of zoning in many parts of the world, including Italy. But 
by more generally examining the operations of inventory giants such as 
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Walmart and Amazon, anthropologist Anna Tsing shows how they push 
costs back to producers, who are allowed to use any methods they want 
to keep prices at a minimum. Usually these matters involve, as we know, 
eliminating labels and environmental standards. Production must be per-
formed, of course, and this is crucially important, but how it is performed 
is, at the end of the day, indifferent. What is even more crucial for the 
practices of valorization pursued by companies like Walmart and Ama-
zon is their logistical capacity to synchronize diverse modes of production 
along the supply chain. That Anna Tsing uses the term ‘piracy’ to describe 
the relation between supply chain operations, and their surrounding eco-
nomic and social environments, shows just how close her analysis is to the 
semantic field of extraction. 

The extractive dimension of logistical operations of capital is con-
ferred under different circumstances by an analysis of the new frontiers 
of logistics. Particularly relevant in this regard is the so-called platform 
capitalism, which is predicated upon remote-sensing technologies and 
upon what is symptomatically called data mining. Data mining (as for in-
stance Trebor Sholtz maintains [about] such platforms as Uber, Deliver 
Oü, Airbnb, or Fedora, to mention just a couple of well-known instances)
can be precisely defined as extractive platforms in so far as they rely upon 
a wide environment of social cooperation from which they extract labor 
and value without establishing formal labor relations with their workers.  
        

But let me now say more about finance, which is of course crucial-
ly important for any analysis of contemporary capitalism. While there is of 
course a need to critically take into account the roles played by sophisticat-
ed innovations like derivatives or high frequency trade in the investigation 
of global financial markets, Brett and I think that there is one point in 
Marx’s analysis of a completely different financial capital that retains its 
analytical productivity today. In Capital, Volume III, Marx stresses the ac-
cumulation of claims or titles to future production as a distinctive feature 
of the specificity of the financial moment in the series of transformations 
effected by capital. Claims of titles to future production: there are several 
comments to be made upon this definition. First of all, the emphasis on 
the link between finance and wealth to be produced in the future challeng-
es any interpretation of finance as self-referential or financial capital as 
merely fictitious and opposed to productive capital. Secondly, it is import-
ant to reflect upon the claim associated with property of financial assets 
according to Marx. This moment of claim does not merely foreshadow a 
relation with future production, as Marx writes, but also, of course, with 
subjects involved in it in a subordinated position; with subjects whose life 
is shaped by the compulsion to work. Thirdly, and maybe more important 
for the present discussion, the link between finance and future production 
posits what I would call an abstract figure of social cooperation. A social 
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cooperation that has not yet taken place and nevertheless is foreshadowed 
by finance as the main source of financial value and characterizes financial 
operations as extractive precisely because they are not involved in the or-
ganization of that future social cooperation. 

Let me try to sum up from a conceptual angle some key features of 
the expanded notion of extraction that I have been elaborating and sketch-
ing thus far. As in literal extraction, what is at stake here is capitals of a na-
tion with an outside be defined in terms of productive urban environment 
or a force of social cooperation that enable future production. Engaging 
with this question leads Brett and me to the term of Rosa Luxemburg’s 
accumulation of capital and to propose a new reading of an emphasis on 
capital’s structural need for an outside to deploy its operations. And we 
also join a debate on the relation of capital with its multiple outsides that 
has been particularly lively in recent years involving, for instance, Marxist 
thinkers like David Hardway, postcolonial critics of political economy, and 
feminists like Nancy Fraser or JK Gibson-Graham. Specific antagonisms, 
tension, and conflicts correspond to a crucial extractive moment. It is, for 
instance, to grasp these conflicts that Nancy Fraser has proposed a chal-
lenging notion of boundary struggles harking back to the concept of bor-
der struggles. We contend that the production of subjectivity is always at 
stake in such clashes and conflicts which cannot be limited to frictions sur-
rounding the established boundaries between normative reals and their 
institutional arrangements. 

So, I’ve often used the notion of “operation of capital” without de-
fining it thus far and it is time to say something about the way in which 
we employ the concept of operation with respect to capital. The concept of 
operation itself as a tense of philosophical generality which can be traced 
from its etymological association with the Latin word opus to the opposi-
tion between labor and work which mean opus, developed, as you know, 
by Arendt in The Human Condition. We attempt to deconstruct this anal-
ogy, and we remain critically aware of all the roles played by the kind of 
opposite notion of ‘inoperativity’ in the word of such prominent contem-
porary philosophers as Jean-Luc Nancy. At the same time, consider that 
the ubiquity of the reference to operation, in finance and logistics, we will 
attempt to trace a different history of the notion—let’s say from Leibniz’s 
works—which is intimately associated with the name for calculation and 
algorithms as distinctive features of thinking. The development of artifi-
cial intelligence, cybernetics, and informatics in the 20th century is part 
and parcel of this history as well as the epistemological debates since the 
late 1920s and the development of the military logistical paradigm of op-
erations research, and its drift in economic thought, particularly in the 
US following WW2. I have not the time to expand on these genealogies 
of the concept of operation. Suffice it to say that our use of this concept 
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with respect to capital is strictly associated with an attempt to rethink an 
important Marxian notion which means the notion of Gesalt Kapital, usu-
ally translated into English with “total capital,” while we prefer to use the 
phrase “aggregate capital” in order to stress the possibility of its closure 
within a totality. The notion of Gesalt Kapital—aggregate capital—points 
on the one hand to a crystallization of a general logic of movement of cap-
ital and on the other hand to the relations between what Marx terms dif-
ferent ‘fractions’ of capital. In a way, one can say that it is a deeply political 
concept forged by Marx in his critique of political economy, and it is not 
an accident that it has played important roles in Marxist discussions of 
the state at least since Engel’s definition of the state itself as the ideal col-
lective capitalist. The notion of operations of capital provides us with a 
tool that allows singling out a sect of capitalist operations and actors that 
shape and command the size of what I call the general logic of movement 
of capital at a given moment in time without reducing the whole capitalism 
to that logic. What becomes irrelevant is precisely the articulation of those 
operations with other operations of capital whose logic can be significantly 
different. 

Allow me to give an example of this which refers back to what 
I was saying before regarding finance. The recent critical move to place 
debt at the center of an analysis of the workings of capital, instantiated 
by the work of David Graeber and others, definitely register the widening 
further entrenchment of the logic of private as well as public debt in an age 
characterized by what is called 15 years ago the financialization of daily 
life. Nevertheless, this critical move often leads to disentangled debt and 
therefore finance from the dance of ingenious fabric of social and econom-
ic relations within which they are enmeshed… In particular, this emphasis 
tends to obscure the persistent relevance of new qualities of exploitation. 
Once we consider that as a form of financialization, of what I called before 
the “compulsion to work,” things begin to change. Debt private, as well as 
public, definitely appears as the specific relation of subordination connect-
ed to the operations of financial care. In order to repay the debt, however, 
indebted people are compelled to enter relations with other figures of cap-
ital, industrial or illegal, commercial or otherwise, whose modes of opera-
tion and exploitation are significantly different from those of finance. And 
to investigate the articulation of these heterogeneous operations within 
contemporary aggregate capital is a crucial task. And we are convinced 
that such articulation today is presided and commanded by what we call 
“extractive operations writ large.” This leads us to contend that contem-
porary capitalism moved beyond industrial capitalism, notwithstanding 
an unprecedented booming of industrial activities in many parts of the 
world. So I move toward the conclusion, the question of the articulation 
of heterogeneous operation of capital has important implications for the 
rethinking of the concept of exploitation which is another important state 
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of our world and for the investigation of the composition of contemporary 
living labor as we say. Further developing the notion of the multiplication 
of labor that we propose in Border as Method. We continue to move be-
tween the concepts of class and multitude to grasp the defining features of 
this composition, and we continue to emphasize the deep heterogeneity of 
its composition, providing examples of this taken from different parts of 
the world. 

What we had in The Politics of Operations, is that extractive op-
erations of capital target common resources and powers, beating the form 
of mineral deposits, land, or social cooperation. We are convinced, in 
particular, that social cooperation emerges as one of the main productive 
forces spurning contemporary processes of capital’s valorization and ag-
gregation. Again, it is the necessary articulation of these operations with 
different operations of capital that it counts for the heterogeneity of living 
labor and for the structural gap between living labor and social coopera-
tion, which we take as a key characteristic of the contemporary class com-
position, and it is around this gap that the new quality of exploitation, 
which includes dispossession as a constitute moment, becomes apparent. 
More generally the question of a politics capital, of effectively confront-
ing contemporary capitalism, producing spaces of freedom and equality, 
prompting processes of collective liberation of exploited and dominated 
subjects, opening up new vistas of life beyond the rule of capital is at the 
center of our work. Now our search for such a politics, we take stock of 
the dramatic transformations that have altered the ground upon which 
theories and practices of reformism and revolution have been historically 
played out. We remain worried of critical analysis of neoliberalism that 
insist upon a kind of colonization of all human domains, including politics 
by economic standards and values. 

This is because our investigation of operations of capital is placed 
in a line of continuity with key passages of Marx’s Critique of Political 
Economy where the analysis of the social relation of capital is carried out 
with an emphasis on the political nature and effects of its establishment. 
While we try to trace the multiple ways in which this political dimension of 
capital has counted more in history since its inception, we are also aware 
of the fact that in previous ages of capitalism, in particular with what we 
term its “national and industrial moment,” the state retained relative au-
tonomy both in articulating a specific national fraction of aggregate capital 
and intervening in the field of the reproduction of labor power. This was 
predicated upon a specific operative logic of capital and, in particular, on 
the dialectic nature of the free labor contract, famously analyzed by Marx 
in Capital, Volume I. The contemporary shift toward an extracted logic of 
operation, far from any dialectic imprint, disrupts this ground and radical-
ly challenges established forms of articulation between the politic of capi-
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tal and the politics of the state. So we do not want to deny that the state can 
still play relevant roles in fostering processes of emancipation and even 
liberation. What careful and realistic analysis of the contemporary forms 
of the state reveals is definitely its persistent importance in the articula-
tion of global capitalism. At the same time, the extractive operations of 
capital that I have sketched thus far, on the one hand plays strategically on 
its capacity to tame, or even to break capitalist rule, and on the other hand 
even challenge the institutional unit of the state. 

To put it very shortly, our conclusion is that the state is not pow-
erful enough to confront contemporary capital. In order to reopen a polit-
ical perspective of radical transformation, something else, a different sort 
of power, is absolutely necessary. It is working along these lines that The 
Politics of Operations attempts to outline a new theory of dual power in 
dialogue with several contemporary thinkers. Such a theory acknowledg-
es the potential of established political institutions, but refuses to center 
the process of social transformation upon the state. It rather points to the 
strategic relevance of a second power, a system of social counter-powers. 
While we celebrate the centenary of the Russian Revolution, this may be 
understood as a way to reframe, according to the needs of the present, the 
form and action of the Soviet. Keeping in mind the answer of the Russian 
Revolution, one should never forget the saying that “a condor needs two 
wings to fly.” Thank you very much.
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We would like to thank Professor Mezzadra for allowing us to publish this transcription, as 
well as 3CT for allowing us to record the talk.

This transcription has been edited for publication, without reflecting, for sake of clarity, ev-
ery alteration in the transcription. Yet, the editorial board has striven to be faithful to the 
original lecture in our alteration and presentation of this transcript, fully aware of the impos-
sibility of ever re-presenting a text without such an effacement.
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Jonathan Cook: We wanted to begin … by asking how you first encountered 
Marx, and what led to your interest in him, and how did that develop?

Moishe Postone: I was a student, a very long time ago, in the fabled sixties, 
and like many students of that generation, I was in some general ways po-
litically progressive. There was a strange—retrospectively very strange—
sense of optimism, that was fairly broad and that perhaps was associat-
ed with the election of John Kennedy, which seem to have changed the 
general atmosphere in the country, on the one hand, and the civil rights 
movement, on the other. Many of us strongly felt that segregation and rac-
ism were not just wrong, but were on the losing end of history. That, in 
a sense, went along with a kind of optimism. … Probably that optimism 
was also, without us thinking about it, conditioned by the fact that during 
that period of time … saw the highest levels of productivity growth and the 
highest levels of wage growth in the history of capitalism. Nothing that Sil-
icon Valley has developed has come close to matching those productivity 
growths of the fifties and sixties. I think a lot of people implicitly consid-
ered that development as open-ended. Finally, there was this sense that 
capitalism had been tamed, or was in the process of being tamed, that the 
Soviet-Union was opening up.  There was a lot of talk about convergence 
between the two. At least for someone like me, Marxism had little appeal. 
The debates between the Stalinists and the Trotskyists in the C-Shop (the 
old C-Shop, which is now the bagel place [on the UChicago campus]) were 
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of little interest. They were of little interest because they seemed to have 
little relevance at that point. I think that may have been a fairly general 
feeling.

 But then, I discovered the Economic and Philosophical Manu-
scripts, as did many, which had a major impact on me, because up to that 
point, I had thought of Marx’s works, partially because of Marxism, as a 
very dry-as-dust economistic theory that posited that people acted in their 
own interest—sort of a left-wing political economy (which it remains for a 
lot of Marxists). Then, in reading manuscripts by the young Marx, includ-
ing the “Theses on Feuerbach” and the “German Ideology,” … [I realized] 
he was a different thinker, a completely different thinker, who could have 
contemporary relevance. By the late sixties, I felt everything was falling 
apart (seriously falling apart, I mean you felt social disintegration).  For 
me, a lot of the movements of that moment that considered themselves 
revolutionary were a symptom of social disintegration rather than repre-
senting anything really new. And that could be seen by how small they 
were. And the smaller they were, the more avant-gardistic they became, 
and then the more some turned to what they called armed struggle in the 
name of the masses with whom they have absolutely no connection.

 … I moved in a different direction. I discovered an article, I think 
[in] 1967, by Martin Nicolaus, who was translating the Grundrisse.  It 
drew attention to that manuscript, which was written by Marx as pre-
paratory to Capital, and that previously was little known. And I found it 
really fascinating, because it seemed to suggest, (although I think Nico-
laus himself didn’t), … that Marx’s mature works, the Critique of Political 
Economy, were informed by the same sorts of concerns that he expressed 
in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. I thought this was intel-
lectually and politically very exciting. … I taught for a few years and then 
went to Frankfurt to write a dissertation on Marx. Frankfurt was a place 
where you didn’t have to hide the fact that you were reading Marx. It was 
simply accepted, and not only in study groups outside of the academy, but 
inside the academy. This was after the death of Adorno, but the effects of 
Horkheimer and Adorno were still very strong, which meant that the in-
tellectual left in Frankfurt was different than in most other German cities, 
and certainly than in the United States. And so, in that sense, I felt at home 
there. Yet there were also political things I did not like at all. On the one 
hand, I liked the fact that [in] Frankfurt, as opposed to Berlin, for example, 
organized Stalinist, Troskyist and Maoist groups were quite weak. On the 
one hand, there was the development in Frankfurt of what was called the 
Spontis, the Spontaneous Left, with strong nati-hierarchical and culturally 
experiential tendencies; on the other hand some in this milieu were quite 
susceptible to the allure of the urban guerillas, the RAF … and other groups 
that you probably haven’t heard of, such as the Revolutionary Cells: There 
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were quite a few of them.  I was and am very opposed to that conception of 
politics. Many political struggles in Frankfurt were about those issues. In 
the meantime, I was spending a lot of time reading Marx, who, I conclud-
ed, was a much more significant thinker—much more—than he had been 
given credit for being and was not just a young German Romantic who 
became a stodgy Victorian political economist. 

Benjamin Andrew: Terrific … I think we should move on to the next ques-
tion, although it’s related I think. So, Marx and Engels, and many Marx-
ists afterwards, have characterized Marxist theory as being scientific and 
something beyond philosophy, and Marx himself explicitly differentiated 
himself from philosophers, and there’s the famous quote where he says 
that “they have only interpreted the world, while the point is to change it.” 
So, today—and [especially] today when taught in an academic setting—
Marx is often presented as just one more philosopher or thinker. … How 
would you characterize the relationship of Marx with philosophy, and 
what, if anything, differentiates his theory from philosophy? 
 
…

MP: Well in terms of that -- even that’s it an improvement in the American 
academy. In my generation, I don’t think anyone in most philosophy de-
partments would come near Marx. He just wasn’t taught. It was taboo. The 
first course I took on Marx directly … was [with] Hannah Arendt [who] 
gave a seminar on the first volume of Capital. I didn’t agree with her, but, 
nevertheless, this broke a taboo. It made it respectable. 

 …The most frequent take on Marx, not just among philosophers, 
is that Marx synthesized German philosophy, British political economy, 
and French radical politics—French socialism. And I think that sells him 
short. What he did was develop a theory that provided a critique of polit-
ical economy, of philosophy, and of French radical thinking. Now what I 
mean by that—and now we’re moving a little bit onto philosophical ter-
rain—is that Marx attempts to develop an approach that can render polit-
ical economy plausible as a form of thought, Hegel’s philosophy as a form 
of thought, Proudhon’s socialism as a form of thought. That is, there’s a 
very strong social theory of knowledge that’s implicit in the categories  of 
Marx’s mature critical theory. Now, unfortunately—especially in the An-
glo-Saxon world, also among Marxists—Marx is seen as a theorist, a crit-
ical economist, who proves the centrality of exploitation and the irratio-
nalisty of the market. And I think that is a very bad reading. But it’s kind 
of understandable because if you just glance at Capital that’s what Capital 
seems to be. I am teaching Capital right now—we’re on Volume III— and 
it’s an immensely difficult text, because it isn’t what it appears to be, and 
very self-consciously deal with the differences between the underlying re-
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ality of social forms and their forms of appearance. One has to really work 
through it, and you can no more cherry-pick sections than you could just 
dive in and take five pages of Hegel’s Phenomenology, and say, ‘this is He-
gel.’ But at least with Hegel most people have the modesty to realize that 
it’s a difficult philosophical work and that, to understand what he’s trying 
to do in the Phenomenology you have to understand the unfolding of the 
argument.  Most people don’t seem to realize that Marx is doing some-
thing similar in Capital. 

 The word science, of course, is Wissenschaft, and it doesn’t mean 
what the Anglo-Saxons mean by science. It is the science of logic—that’s 
Hegel. Now Hegel is not a bench scientist and this  notion of science is 
fundamentally different than a positivist notion of science. [And thus] the 
idea of scientific socialism, which after all was much more Engel’s pet-ba-
by, (and what we call Marxism is really Engels—almost nobody read Marx. 
They read The Communist Manifesto and then they read Engels. And En-
gels is very different than Marx. … Even though he was his best friend and 
tremendously helpful to Marx, Engels incorporates a notion of the prog-
ress of history, that Marx does not have in Capital. … What we call Marx-
ism really should really be called Engelsianism—the kind of materialism 
involved, the understanding of history, the focus on interests, rather than 
forms of thought). 

 What Marx is arguing, is is that forms of thought – including phi-
losophy, are embedded socially and historically.  There is no such thing as 
a philosophy that is independent of its context. There is no trans-historical 
truth that is independent of context. However, this is also not a catch-as-
catch-can relativism; either a form of thought is adequate to its context or 
it is not. And that requires concepts that are adequate to their object and 
are reflexive. That is, Marx was proposing a critical theory that also sought 
to ground its own possibility in its context.  This is the opposite of what 
most people think with regard to the term “scientific..” 
…

JC: What is your opinion, then, of [more] modern attempts to re-read 
Marx, specifically I am thinking of the French tradition, especially—you 
mentioned at the beginning of the interview [America in the 60s]—at the 
same time in France, I thought of the student protests of ‘68, the attempt 
to sort of take up in Marx at least the revolutionary tradition,  [which] 
signals to different epistemological modes outside the current one, at least 
glimpses, signals towards it. What would be your take on so-called Con-
tinental adaptations of Marx? Do these adaptations and readings of Marx 
attempt to get beyond just a reading of class struggle, or do they fail on 
their attempt to read more into it? I’m thinking of the work of Deleuze and 
Guattari as one example.
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MP: Yes, but I wouldn’t equate French with Continental. I think that’s a 
serious mistake. I think that the Germans are not structuralists and not 
post-structuralists, and unfortunately very little German thought, other 
than Habermas, has crossed the Atlantic in recent decades. There is a lot 
of German thought that is much more deeply rooted in Capital than you 
would know from reading Habermas and his students like Axel Honneth. 

 The emancipatory moment of ’68 disappears very quickly in 
France, as it does in the United States. It stays for longer in the parts of 
the Continent you didn’t mention, Italy and Germany. It stays much lon-
ger there, and not only because the Italians have a large and important 
Communist Party, but also all of the left-wing groups, the autonomists and 
journals like Il Manifesto. I happen to think that many of the groups who 
reappropriated Marx ran up against a conceptual crisis. I think underneath 
many of these efforts was an attempt in a sophisticated way to still retain 
the primacy of the proletariat. There are, however important thinkers who 
do not. The two who come to mind, forgetting about with any criticisms 
I may have, are Marcuse and the Frenchman you didn’t mention, who is 
very heterodox in all regards, and that’s André Gorz, especially in his work, 
Farewell to the Proletariat, which is one of his more controversial books. 
And I think that this focus on the proletariat proved historically to be a los-
ing proposition. It’s rooted in an earlier form of capitalism . The industrial 
proletariat’s been in crisis since the early  1970s. Certainly retrospectively, 
one can see that. The absence of a progressive response to that socio-eco-
nomic development has helped generate the kinds of hideous populisms 
that have infected the globe. I don’t think these are academic questions, I 
think these are academic—theoretical-political questions, just as I think 
the side-lining of Marx is also political, even if it isn’t as political as it was 
when Marx was not mentioned at all. Now at least there is a certain degree 
of politeness, you are not punished for being interested in Marx. But I 
think that there is a politics there with which I disagree. But then again, I 
disagree with the politics of the Marxism against which this is also direct-
ed. 

JC: That’s very interesting, especially this discussion of the proletariat be-
coming irrelevant, about the focus on the proletariat being a much earlier 
possibility when discussing capitalism, at least in terms of modern con-
temporary capitalism – and this might tie into Mezzadra. What do you 
see as the, sort of, the possibility of the space of resistance to capitalism; 
is there still a space of resistance and what would that look like, if it’s no 
longer a question of the proletariat?

MP: I think it’s a wrong question, though everybody asks it. The problem 
with resistance—the word—is that it’s totally indeterminate. It’s political-
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ly and historically indeterminate. Peasants who resist being expropriated 
are resisting. Does that point to way beyond capitalism? I don’t think so. 
I’m glad that they’re resisting, but I don’t think so. And for me, the sign of 
the crisis of the proletariat—let me say, the preconscious sign—was that 
among so many people on the left, starting in the ‘60s, so many no longer 
were looking to the proletariat. Instead there was, I think, a frenetic search 
for another revolutionary Subject, which frequently then was the anticolo-
nial Third World, where I think two things were conflated: anti-colonial-
ism and post-capitalism. They’re not the same thing. … So I think that we 
have to go beyond resistance to the idea of transformation. I think that 
Mezzadra is right in one regard: …as value production becomes increas-
ingly anachronistic, capitalism is on a frenetic search for wealth (and value 
and wealth are not the same thing) through extraction and through debt. 
But there’s a problem with debt. The problem with debt is that it’s a prom-
issory note. The promissory note (and you’ve always had financialization, 
but maybe it’s different now, the promissory note presupposes that there’s 
going to be enough wealth in the future to pay for this. But what happens 
if that is not the case? So, what you then do is you make debt on debt, and 
then debt on debt on debt; you have arbitrage, you have leverage, and you 
have derivatives. The horizon, the wealth that will cover the debt, keeps 
being pushed further and further away , is the way I read it. And extraction 
is part of that. I think it’s a different take than Sandro’s. 

…
Phedias Christodoulides: Given that capital is based on labor, we have to 
abolish or overcome labor in order to abolish or overcome capitalism. So, 
you can’t just go beyond capitalism and still keep wage labor...

MP: Right—at least as I understand capitalism and its beyond—which is 
difficult. It’s difficult to imagine, and something I don’t think anybody in-
cluding myself has come up with in terms of concrete proposals. But what 
used to characterize, let me call it ‘progressive thought,’ was an idea of 
socialism not only as a goal, but also as one that is historically determi-
nate (the difference—to return to the theme above—between “scientific” 
and “utopian” conceptions of socialism). That is, to be able to understand 
which kinds of struggles were progressive and which weren’t, the relation-
ship between reform and, if not revolution, at least a future of non-cap-
italism. Without that as a kind of regulating principle, I think there has 
been a loss of conceptual and political orientation. And I don’t think the 
idea of resistance is sufficient, as is also shown by the evanescence of re-
sistance movements in metropolitan areas. It’s really not enough to say 
‘It’s okay, they got Bernie Sanders to run.’ And please understand, when I 
make that comment, it is not to say that, if the Occupy Movement had lis-
tened to… me, for example, they wouldn’t have had the wrong line.  Rather 
the evanescence, rather than the harbinger of a new form of politics, is 
the symptom of a kind of conceptual helplessness. So, part of my work on 
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Marx is an attempt to reframe the issues. I still think that it is still the most 
powerful critique of capitalist modernity that we have, one that is by far 
more sophisticated than Marxism. And I don’t see any other theory that 
has nearly that rigor, with all due respect to the various French thinkers 
you mentioned. 

JC: What would you say, then, to students who are very interested in con-
tinuing an exploration of these topics and want to dedicated themselves to 
[studying] and attempting to understand more fully responses that can be 
made to contemporary capitalism. Would you prompt them to study Marx 
further, study the text and try to begin to work on the conceptual front of 
transformation as sort of a response—to do that theoretical work you see 
lacking in Occupy?
 
MP: I think this is very difficult and one of the reasons why it’s very difficult 
is because I don’t think there is a master key, and I was about to say that I 
think different people focus on different levels and areas. I think there’s a 
great deal of theoretical work to be done, on a very abstract level and that’s 
where most of my work is, there’s a great deal to be done in just trying to 
understand the last fifty years, which is also on an intermediate level, and 
there’s a great deal to be done on an immediate level. However, it’s more 
difficult in the United States. in my view. The gap between theorists and 
what are called activist in this country is enormous and it’s depressing. It’s 
so much greater than it is in most other countries, not just Germany, Italy, 
and France, but in most other countries. In most other countries, there is 
much more of a kind of overlap/continuum.  It is not that everyone is do-
ing everything—they can’t. There are times when that overlap/continuum 
breaks—the urban guerrilla was definitely a break with that, but they were 
so devoid of concepts that I think it’s a historical irony that it turns out, 
as we now know, that they were manipulated by the GDR secret police.  
They were clueless, with their anger and their revolutionary romanticism, 
they were clueless. The secret police are not clueless, especially not in what 
used to be called the GDR, and certainly not in the successor state to the 
Soviet Union where the secret police also think very long range, and we’re 
getting a constitutional crisis because of it. But to come back to this point, 
there are few places where theory is as confined to the ivory tower as the 
United States, and there are few places where activists who regard them-
selves as pragmatic are so impractical because they’re so practical. 
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