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Isabelle Stengers is, without a doubt, one of the most interesting figures in the 
 panorama of contemporary philosophy. A mobilized scientist who chose desertion, 
a free electron of thought, she has finally found refuge in the philosophy depart-
ment at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, where she initiates students into the 
abstract charms of Alfred North Whitehead’s speculative philosophy on the one hand, 
and the political practices of neo-pagan witches borne from the anti-globalization 
movement on the other. Her prolific theoretical output is both open and original. 
One dimension of her thought has initiated a renewal of the relationship between 
the sciences and philosophy, particularly in The New Alliance (1979), written with 
Nobel Prize wining chemist Ilya Prygogine, and in The Invention of Modern Sci-
ence (1993), winner of the Prix Quinquennal de L’essai (1996). A second key aspect 
of Stengers’ philosophy has developed into a constructivist-inspired cosmopolitical 
reflection around the concept of an ecology of practices, as in Cosmopolitics I and 
II (1997/2003), Capitalist Sorcery (2005), and Au temps des catastrophes (2009). 
Between these two poles, there is one question that cuts across all of her work: “What 
has rendered us so vulnerable, so ready to justify the destruction committed in the 
name of progress?” This decisive problematic is animated by a vital exigency long ago 
articulated by William James and relayed by Gilles Deleuze: To believe in the world. 
It is with remarkable generosity that she agreed to this interview, which took place in 
July 2010, at her ULB office.

—Erik Bordeleau

The editors of Scapegoat would like to thank Erik Bordeleau for his own remark-
able generosity in sharing this interview, and for allowing its English publication 
to precede the original French. We would also like to thank Kelly Ladd for her 
translation. 

The Care of the Possible:
Isabelle Stengers interviewed 

by Erik Bordeleau
 

Translated from French by Kelly Ladd
The original version of this interview—“Le soin des possibles”— 

will be  published in Les nouveaux cahiers de socialisme 6 (Fall, 2011).

Practices & Academia

Erik Bordeleau: I am interested in the way you think 
about political intervention, which gives a unique 
inflection to your writing. I am thinking about, for 
example, Capitalist Sorcery or Au temps des catastro-
phes, books that are at once complex and neverthe-
less really accessible, which illustrate the concern you 
have about questions of heritage and transmission, a 
concern that is considerably out of place with academ-
ic modes of publishing. How do you situate yourself 
with respect to the academic world?

Isabelle Stengers: One way of articulating what I do is that 
my work is not addressed to my colleagues [laughs]. This is 
not about contempt, but about learning to situate oneself in 
relation to a future—a future in which I am uncertain as to 
what will have become of universities. They have already died 
once, in the Middle Ages, with the printing press. It seems 
to me that this is in the process of being reproduced—in the 
sense that they can only exist as diplomatic institutions, not 
as sites for the production of knowledge. Defending them 
against external attacks (rankings, objective evaluation in 
all domains, the economy of knowledge) is not particularly 
compelling because of the passivity with which academics 
give in. This shows that it’s over. Obviously, the interesting 
question is: who is going to take over [prendre le relais]? At 
the end of the era of the mediaeval university, it was not clear 
who would take over. I find this notion compelling.
 However, it’s not about holding on to the institution. I 
made the choice to hold on to practices because with prac-
tices, while they may be present at the university, the uni-
versity is certainly not suitable to them [laughs]. A bit better 
are those of scientists, because the universities as we know 
them are not based on Wilhelm von Humboldt’s model of 
the university, as we are often being told. They were invented 
in the concluding decades of the 19th century. What seems 
normal to us today—finishing one’s dissertation in four 
years—was a major innovation that stemmed from Giessen’s 
organic chemistry laboratory in Liebig. The idea that we learn 
to become a researcher, and not a “scholar,” comes from the 
laboratory sciences, but today this has redefined everything 
else. However, even for the experimental sciences, the cost 
has been steep and has created a vulnerability that is only 
now being brought to light. Therefore, I look to practices 
instead of to the university, and I am trying to write using 
that model.

EB: The way you hold yourself at a distance in relation 
to the academic world and, consequently, how you 
envisage the future, reminds me of Peter Sloterdijk, 
who has harsh words for the university.1

IS: Let’s say that Sloterdijk is more “prophetic” than I am! My 
idea is to try to discern in the present what perhaps will make 
the future. I do not feel that I think before my time. Maybe 
a quarter of a millimeter [laughs], but I owe that quarter 
millimeter to what my time is capable of. We always say that 
there is a rapport between philosophy and medicine, but I 
don’t really come from medicine, at least in the way that we 
can say that medicine always receives its force from its own 
time—it all depends on the figure of the physician. In any 
case, I don’t come from a medical tradition that benefits from 
a knowledge that allows it to intervene in and transcend its 
own time.

EB: What is striking in your work is the concern that 
you demonstrate for the singularity of practices. It 
matters to you to think of practices in terms of their 
divergence, which allows you to preserve their political 
potential. I see in this a pragmatic tenor that strongly 
contrasts with the obsession over an anesthetizing 
consensus that marks our time.

IS: Effectively, the encounter with pragmatism has been very 
important in the sense of, “So this is what I do!” [laughs] 
Here is what animates me! This pragmatism, which I take 
from William James, from his more speculative dimensions 
(meaning the concern for consequences, in terms of inven-
tion, of speculation on consequences), this is what pragma-
tism, in its common usage (which is an insult), passes over 
in silence. We don’t know how these things can matter. But 
we can learn to examine situations from the point of view of 
their possibilities, from that which they communicate with 
and that which they poison. Pragmatism is the care of the 
possible.

Spiritual pragmatism? No thanks!

EB: Your reading of pragmatism seems to be the 
exact opposite of the sort that has lead to the present 
domination of the liberal ethos and of “keeping the 
conversation going,” in the vein of Richard Rorty. But I 
would like to return to the care of the possible: while 
speaking of the “speculative,” you have made a very 
singular gesture; it seems to me a spiritual one, as if to 
open up the future. 

IS: I will never take up the label of “spiritualism” because 
that would oppose the spirit, the spiritual, to other things. 
Conversely, absolute silence (we can’t even say contempt) on 
what might represent a concern for the spiritual seems to me 
to come from a badly directed Marxism and scientism. In any 
case, I situate myself primarily as a postcolonial European. I 
consider this to be present in my analysis of modern scientific 
practices, that we must first learn to civilize these practices—
to separate them from words that are guaranteed to insult 
those that seek to cultivate, each in their own way, something 
that is a matter of concern. The philosopher can learn from 
the responsibility carried by the words she has forged, which 
are almost systematically insulting, and try some new ones. 
And so, I try to use words in a manner that takes into account 
and incorporates this fact as an active constraint: We think 
of ourselves, and almost no one can escape this—not even 
Marx—as the thinking heads of humanity, in relation to 
whom others are, in one way or another, still children. It is 
something that is in all of our words (Kant expressed this 

very well in What is Enlightenment?), and it is a lot of work 
to rework words, to acquire words that break with this state 
of affairs. What I like about the concept of practice, in the way 
that I am trying to think it, is that it creates an angle from 
which to approach our most “serious” holdings, including 
the sciences as “bizarre,” as bizarre practices that we have the 
tendency to classify as superstitious, etc.

EB: All of your work on hypnosis, therapy, ethnopsy-
chiatry…

IS: Yes, ethnopsychiatry has been extremely important for 
me, notably because it has taught me up to which point, 
precisely, in the eyes of others, we can be “bizarre.” Bizarre 
is important because I am refusing another one of our 
specialties— denouncing ourselves. We are masters at having 
goodwill as much as we are at feeling guilty [laughs]—from 
the moment that, as Westerners, we consider that we are 
exceptional. To think practices is an attempt to situate 
ourselves, starting from the way in which practices were 
destroyed, poisoned, enslaved in our own history. As a result, 
I refuse all positions that would have others act as the con-
veyers of our “greeting,” or as “our” victims, somewhat like 
Third Worldism did, with “us” always at the centre. This is 
again and always thinking in the place of others. I try not to 
think in the place of others because I look to a future where 
they will take their place.

EB: This is where I like Capitalist Sorcery a lot, in the 
great efficiency with which things are formulated in 
terms of capture and vulnerability, and conversely the 
question: How to get a reliable new hold so that diver-
gent practices emerge within the smooth and neutral-
ized spaces of capitalism?

IS: How to get a hold [comment faire prise]? This question 
proclaims that I resist what I call, pejoratively, the theatre of 
concepts. Whether it’s [Alain] Badiou, [Slavoj] Žižek, and so 
on, we have the impression that the one who discovers the 
right concept of capitalism or communism will have discov-
ered something extremely important. So, I “reclaim,” as the 
neo-pagan witches say, a pragmatist Marx. That is, a Marx 
about whom we can say when reading him, “Yes, at the time, 
effectively, his analysis was an excellent hold.” But also a Marx 
whose nightmare would have been thinking that more than 
a century later, we would continue to rely on this hold and 
to make of it concepts that are more and more disconnected 
from his question. His was a pragmatic question: understand-
ing in a “consequent” mode, that is, in contact with the pos-
sibility of transformation. So, “reclaim” Marx, recuperate him, 
but also (and this is a move that I learned from the witches) 
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rehabilitate him, reproduce him.2 And not for any concern 
for justice on his part, but from the perspective of asking his 
question once again. If we want to understand him in the 
sense of transformation, we have to re-ask ourselves to what 
capitalism could give hold today [il faut se re-demander à 
quoi le capitalisme pourrait donner prise aujourd’hui]. 

EB: In Out of this World, Peter Hallward, a philosopher 
close to Badiou, develops an acrimonious critique of 
Deleuze, which seems to me to correspond to what 
you reject in Badiou or Žižek. In his little theatre of 
political concepts (to take up your expression), De-
leuze is defined as a “spiritual thinker” and, as a result, 
largely ineffectual in the political scheme of things. He 
goes as far to treat him as a “radical creationist.” 

IS: And, Guattari spoke about axiological creationism…
There is bread on the cutting board of the censors! [mocking 
laughter] But if there is anyone who is a quasi-spiritualist, 
it’s Badiou! The event as a matter of fidelity, the four truths, 
etc. It is spiritualism in the sense that there is a genuine 
transcendence in relation to the state of things.

EB: Exactly. He does not ask the question about the 
modes of existence, and this transcendence justifies 
his “pure” politics… 

IS: And, as soon as we in “the pure,” in “the pure and the 
true”…The convergence between the true and the pure, that 
is the sin of spiritualism!

On Messianic Politics

EB: You have situated yourself in 
relation to Badiou. At the extreme 
of the philo-political spectrum 
that interests us, we find a certain 
kind of messianism. In particular, I 
am thinking of Giorgio Agamben, 
Tiqqun, the Invisible Commit-
tee, etc. I can’t help myself from 
seeing several points of contact 
with your work, in particular at the 
level of a reflection on the hold 
and the capture, an attempt to 
position our vulnerability to being 
captured by apparatuses [disposi-
tifs], with the difference that this 
thinking is dramatized in a mes-
sianic or apocalyptic manner. 

IS: Yes, but this difference is crucial, 
it is everywhere…For me, Agamben is 
the inheritor of a tradition from which 
I want to escape, from which one must 
escape. This tradition says: We are in 
a disaster that conjures up a truth. 
And, those that possess this truth find 
themselves in a neo-colonialist situa-
tion. They have nothing to learn from 
others. Their knowledge has value for 
Man (or Dasein, or the Subject, or Bare 
Life…). And so, once again, this means 
we don’t think from where we are, but 
instead for everyone in a delocalized 
manner.

This is the movement to reclaim, 
taking into account what has happened 
to us, that we are further away from 
being in a position to touch the Real. 
We are very sick. It is not an illness of 
truth and it is not an illness of Deleuz-
ian philosophy or of Nietzsche, who 
must pass through the grand illness. 
No, we are impurely sick [salement 
malades]. And so, simply recuperat-
ing a few points of joy, of resistance, 
of thought, etc. and understanding 
where this occurs from—the vulner-
ability to stupidity [bêtise], the feeling 
of being responsible for humanity, the 
communication between our histories 
and the vocation of Humanity—it 
would not be bad if our concepts could 
contribute to that. Deleuze said that 
if philosophy has a function, it is to 
resist stupidity. Not stupidity as an 
anthropological trait, like I have read 
in the work of certain Deleuzians, but 
as our stupidity. I am not far from this 
position, except that one must always 
be suspicious. Deleuze himself dates 
the question of stupidity. 

As such, this problem emerges in 
the 19th century, at the moment when 
science, the State, and capitalism forge 
an alliance. Africans do not suffer from 
stupidity—maybe that is what waits for 
them; they are not unharmed by this 
definition. But in any case, stupidity 
is nothing inherently anthropological. 

So, confusing what happens to us with 
something that not only would neces-
sarily happen to the rest of humanity 
but, additionally, would somehow 
contain a truth that would allow the 
philosopher to be the one who truly 
sees—no way! That’s what a hold is for 
me: it involves a body-to-body relation 
to the world, which has a relative truth. 
And, it’s also linked to a thinking of the 
relay [relais]. The consequences of this 
hold do not belong to the one who pro-
duces the hold, but to the way in which 
this hold can be taken up, to work as a 
relay [la manière dont cette prise peut 
être reprise, et faire relais].

And so, when considering Tiqqun, 
I have often conversed with inheritors 
or those close to Tiqqun in France and 
it seems to me that, for the moment, 
a discussion topic among them is the 
role of Agamben. There are tensions, 
there are those who have discovered 
that it is really not the kind of thinking 
that they need. Because I enjoy stir-
ring the pot, I told them that, when 
reading certain Agamben texts, I felt 
what Deleuze calls “shame”—at the 
reformulation of what happened at 
Auschwitz, the “musulmann” taken 
as an anthropological truth of our 
time: this is instrumentalization. A 
philosopher does not have the right 
to do that; he has to create his own 
concepts. He cannot take possession of 
Auschwitz to formulate a philosophical 
anthropology.3

EB: I have to say, I find myself in a 
very particular position, hopefully 
that of an intercessor, between 
a certain ‘Tiqqunian’ milieu and 
those that adhere to what I call, 
echoing your work, an idea of 
‘speculative presence.’ In fact, the 
people that I am going to see in 
Brussels after our interview belong 
to this Tiqqunian constellation.

IS: Ah! Here we call them “les Chavan-
nais” because, two years ago, they 

famously participated in the occupa-
tion of the Chavanne auditorium at 
ULB. Four years ago, they took me to 
be their number one enemy.

EB: Yes, they were repeating a 
logic that is reminiscent of the 
Situationist purifications…

IS: For two days we had a “frank” 
conversation, and since then it has not 
been love, but it seems to me that they 
have accepted that I can exist without 
being their enemy. In the same way, I 
recognize that faced with the world as 
it is, the urgency that they are taken 
with cannot be more justified.

EB: I feel like I am taking up the 
posture that you did when you 
wrote Beyond Conversation, half-
way between the theology of Pro-
cess and the French Deleuzians.4 
I feel that I occupy the same rela-
tion to the people in the Tiqqunian 
constellation, or to the Barcelona 
collective Espai en blanc, by way 
of my own trajectory. Canada 
appears to me as a place of very 
low political intensity, where the 
energies of belief in the world are 
made manifest mostly through a 
therapeutic bias. Moreover, this 
culture of the therapeutic is the 
site of a disastrous privatization 
of existence. It is in Europe that 
I found the collective presences 
necessary for understanding that 
the problem of affective misery 
and of general anesthesia under 
the regime of the Spectacle is not 
a psychological or even psycho-
social problem, but a political one. 
From there, I started to conceive 
of a strong idea of the political, 
guided by a certain intuition about 
anonymity. In effect, everything 
seems to me so excessively per-
sonalized in our time…

continued on pg. 16








