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terry eagleton

CAPITALISM AND FORM

Many a ruling class has sought to erase from historical 
memory the blood and squalor in which it was born. As 
Blaise Pascal admonishes with arresting candour in his 
Pensées, ‘The truth about the [original] usurpation must 

not be made apparent; it came about originally without reason and 
has become reasonable. We must see that it is regarded as authentic 
and eternal, and its origins must be hidden if we do not want it soon 
to end.’1 Kant, too, was wary of speculation on the origins of political 
power, which he thought a menace to the state.2 It is not just that these 
are bloody and arbitrary; it is also the sheer scandal of an origin as 
such, for what was born can also die. It is certain, Hume writes in 
his Treatise of Human Nature, that at the origin of every nation we will 
find rebellion and usurpation; it is time alone which ‘reconciles men 
to an authority, and makes it seem just and reasonable’.3 Political legiti-
macy, in short, is founded on fading memory and blunted sensibility, 
as crimes come to grow on us like old cronies. So it is that in Britain, 
France, Ireland and elsewhere, historiographical revisionism in the late 
bourgeois epoch comes to rewrite the heroics of revolution as the prag-
matics of power, in a ceremony of self-oblivion which is not without its 
neurotic symptomatology.

The great apologist in England for this doctrine of political hegemony as 
merciful amnesia is Edmund Burke, who counters the radicals’ demand 
for rational foundations and legitimate first principles with the doctrine 
that whatever has grown is right. The primal scene of the sources 
of power does not bear looking into, and Burke sees the attempt to 
unveil them as a kind of sexual indecency. As an Irishman, he was famil-
iar enough with custom, tradition, moral economy, tribal allegiances 
and taken-for-granted rights to proffer these values to the British state 
as a bulwark against the impious hunt for legitimate origins by the 
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revolutionary metaphysicians. In the person of this dazzling parliamen-
tary rhetorician from a hedge school in County Cork, an Ireland which 
had long been an object of British violence could draw upon aspects of its 
own pre-modern heritage to offer its imperial masters a more complex, 
persuasive rationale for their depredations than they might otherwise 
have been able to muster. What was habit with Hume becomes hege-
mony with his fellow Gael.

Origins, for Burke as for Freud and the later Dickens, are always crimi-
nal. He is as eager to place them under erasure as the most devoted 
deconstructionist. Yet this raises a problem for the bourgeois ideology 
of progress, since to measure such progress involves a backward glance, 
which might in turn involve gazing upon the source from which one is 
evolving onwards and upwards. The ideal condition, then, is to have been 
always-already progressing, a state of eternal motion without source or 
telos. But this is to avoid one danger only to court another, since such 
eternal motion is uncomfortably close to the distinctive temporality of 
modernity, for which the traditionalist Burke has scant affection. It is 
that perpetual hunger for the new which Franco Moretti detects in the 
narrative mode of Balzac, with its ‘need for sheer narration—without 
beginning or end . . .’4 The vital difference is that progress for Burke 
brings the restraining burden of the past along with it, rather than shak-
ing it brusquely off. The sheer passage of time is a kind of foundation or 
argument for legitimacy in itself, which will then shape the present and 
future. But what founds that past can be nothing more than a previous 
past, so that history is in fact as devoid of authority as it is for modernists 
like Thomas Paine. Paine returns to origins—to the rational principles 
that should govern the political community—in order to challenge the 
state, whereas Burke refuses to return to them in order to preserve it.

Bourgeois stability and capitalist disorder

The question of revolutionary origins is especially embarrassing for the 
bourgeoisie. For is not the middle class of all social classes a pacific, 
meekly domesticated one, devoted by virtue of its very material interests 

1 Blaise Pascal, Pensées, Harmondsworth 1966, pp. 46–7.
2 Hans Reiss, ed., Kant: Political Writings, Cambridge 1970, p. 143. 
3 David Hume, Treatise of Human Nature, Oxford 1960, p. 556. 
4 Franco Moretti, The Way of the World, London 1987, p. 146.
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to the stable, predictable and enduring, more ready to be upbraided as 
placid and bovine than as predatory and promiscuous? How then can 
it square these ideals with its actual bloodstained emergence on to the 
historical scene? And how can it reconcile its drive for stability with the 
fact that its revolution, uniquely, never actually ends—that the capitalist 
class, as Marx reminds us, is an inherently transgressive force, perpetu-
ally agitating, unmasking, disrupting, dissolving? What mind-shaking 
paradox is evoked by the image of a permanently revolutionary ruling 
class? What are we to make of an order that is perpetual transgression, 
a normativity defined by the arbitrary and aberrant, an authentic self 
which is always divided or out ahead of itself, a present which represents 
an erasure of the past already hollowed by the future, a stability that is 
no more than a ceaselessly renegotiated disorder? What, indeed, is one 
to make of a form of life in which transgression is not only permissible 
but obligatory—an obligation which, among other things, threatens to 
empty such trespassing of its jouissance or forbidden fun, and helps to 
generate the Freudian insight that it is the Law which craftily enjoins us 
to kick over the traces in the first place?

It is surely not accidental that this profoundly disenchanted discovery of 
the collusion between law and desire should be the intellectual achieve-
ment of a form of civilization in which unbridled appetite is the very 
order of the day. In a mutual thwarting, the anarchic operations of capi-
talism threaten to undercut the established political, ethical and juridical 
regime on which they depend; but conversely, capitalism’s creative 
powers are shackled by that same dispensation. Whichever way round 
we view the deadlock, we must come to terms with the fact—unac-
ceptable alike to naive liberationism and vulgar post-structuralism—that 
fantasy, desire and disruption are in some sense actually part of the 
given order. And if this order is structurally self-undoing and plunged in 
perpetual tumult, how does this affect the idea of rebellion against it? So 
it is that, over the past couple of decades of cultural theory, a post-struc-
turalism which still clings wistfully to the subversiveness of desire, while 
sceptically acknowledging its ultimately compromised, complicit nature, 
has yielded ground to a postmodernism for which fantasy is indeed inte-
gral to current social reality, but for which this renders that reality all the 
more appealing.

In such a condition, aesthetics has an obvious appeal. Indeed, since the 
curious prominence of the aesthetic in modern European philosophy 



122     nlr 14

cannot be explained by any dewy-eyed devotion to art on the part of the 
bourgeoisie, it might be explained instead as a way of rephrasing cer-
tain pressing ideological problems, among them the notion of autonomy 
and the relation between form and content. As far as the latter goes, the 
problem is that form can no longer be seen as immanent in an anarchic 
social order; but if it is not so—if political, ethical and legal forms are too 
obviously ‘formalist’, external to their turbulent socio-economic subject-
matter—then they will quickly lose all credibility. If form is no longer 
metaphysically immanent in social relations, and if it cannot simply be 
foisted upon them in some self-ironizing modernist gesture, then one 
can either dismiss form as an intrinsic falsification (a doctrine common 
to the otherwise opposed camps of puritans and libertarians), or dream 
alternatively of an order in which form is simply the complex mutual 
articulations of the object’s constitutive parts. The microcosm of this 
order is the work of art. This satisfies the organicist nostalgia of the 
metaphysicans while resolutely secularizing it, removing it from some 
neo-Platonic realm to the sublunary sphere. But it also allows form to 
arise logically from the dynamism of its content, which is hardly the 
case in the divided world of middle-class society. The work of art, or 
perhaps simply the symbol, gathers flux into stillness while preserving 
its vitality, thus resolving the conflict between capitalist dynamism and 
bourgeois stability. A factual contradiction is converted to a spiritual 
value. A rational humanism sets its face at once against vacuous formal-
ism and shapeless libertarianism. 

Aesthetic discourse is all about healing a fissure between form and 
content which is endemic to the bourgeois order as such, one which 
manifests itself among other places in the gap between the stasis of 
its moral and cultural sphere and the kinesis of its material world. It 
is always possible to reconcile the two by seeing form or limit as the 
essential condition of a potentially infinite dynamism. William Blake, for 
example, sees clearly etched form as enhancing as well as emasculating 
the flow of eternal energy, while Fichte regards objects as a kind of pass-
ing resistance against which the subject recoils, and in doing so knows 
its own inexhaustible powers. For Nietzsche and Foucault, power throws 
up a counter-force on which it can flex its muscles, like one whose man-
hood is in doubt desperately in search of an arm-wrestling partner. If 
form is internal to force, as the bridling which spurs it into action, a 
number of difficulties can be resolved.



eagleton:  Capitalism and Form     123

Even so, it is not easy for the mind to digest the idea of a form of life 
that seems, in practice, to deconstruct the distinction between order 
and subversion that it is so eager to maintain in theory, and which is 
thus bound to discern in the struggles of its political antagonists a grot-
esquely parodic version of itself. It cannot avoid teaching certain lessons 
to those antagonists, the most obvious being that, if the ruling order can 
make its revolution, then so can they. More exactly, a bourgeois governing 
order keeps steadily in the minds of its underlings the inherent plasticity 
of the world, which is not quite its intention. But the rather less obvious 
message is that anti-capitalist revolution, if the system it opposes is so 
perpetually restive, must be in the name of a quiet life as well as an excit-
ing one. The middle-aged, as well as the young, thus have their insights 
to contribute to revolutionary theory. An authentic materialism soberly 
recalls humanity to its creaturely limitations, its frail, vulnerable species-
being, as well as imagining developed powers far beyond the present. It 
must combat the fearful hubris of capitalism along with its chafing con-
straints, which is no doubt what Walter Benjamin had in mind when he 
compared socialist revolution not to a runaway train but to the applica-
tion of the emergency brake. Brecht expressed much the same thought 
when he observed that it is capitalism that is radical, not communism. 
After capitalism, the intuitive connexion between dynamism and revolu-
tion must be examined afresh.

Epics of commercial life

So, indeed, must the equally plausible distinction between the routine 
and the remarkable. In fact the dismantling of this opposition, known 
as the novel, represents one of the middle class’s most astonishing cul-
tural achievements. In championing the new genre of the historical 
novel, Walter Scott hoped to combine romance with realism, the flam-
boyant military, religious and political drama of the sectarian Scottish 
past with the less eye-catching equipoise of the Williamite era. In the 
politics of literary genre, romance is Jacobite while quotidian narrative 
is Hanoverian. Romance trades in the marvellous, and the novel in the 
commonplace; so that by weaving these two narrative forms into one, 
Scott can forge a literary genre true to both the revolutionary tumult 
and everyday ambience of the early bourgeois age. The interlacing, how-
ever, is not complete. With Scott, it is a question not of two synchronous 
layers of history—of the staid and turbulent dimensions of middle-class 
modernity—but of a decisive chronological shift from the one to the 
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other. It is the contrast between them, not the collusion, that is in 
question. We move from the primitivist, pre-modern sublimity of the 
Highlands, at once noble and barbarous, to the ambiguously admirable 
and insipid dawning of civility, normality and moderation symbolized 
by Lowlands enlightenment and the Williamite settlement. A somewhat 
similar chronology is to be found in the Bildungsroman, from Tom Jones 
to Wilhelm Meister, as we move from an original settlement to a period 
of conflict and dislocation, and from there to a final stability.

What is true of Scott is to some degree true also of Stendhal, for whose 
high-minded protagonists what matters is the conflict between the rev-
olutionary idealism of the Napoleonic past and the degraded power 
politics of the present. The key difference is that for Scott the loss of 
the past is largely to be welcomed, while for Stendhal’s disillusioned 
fiction it is unequivocally tragic. Even so, Stendhal marks one of the 
last points at which politics, with its courtly intrigues and military 
valour, can still furnish the stuff of romance. By the time of Flaubert’s 
Sentimental Education, political revolution and everyday life intersect 
only con tingently, in a way which devalues them both. It is only with 
Balzac, whose Comédie humaine deals less with the political idealism of 
the middle class than with their post-revolutionary social and economic 
conditions, that the epic and the everyday can fully combine. For what 
Balzac has seen is just how laced with heroism, melodrama and mon-
strosity the workaday existence of the bourgeoisie really is—how the 
most sordid, frivolous of motives can still at this nascent point in its 
career generate enthralling epic dramas of energy and ambition. 

It is not just that these bankers, big lawyers and high-class courtesans 
have to filch their glamorous heroic costumes from antiquity, as Marx 
will argue of their progeny in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. 
On the contrary, for all that the bathos of a heroic bourgeois is there 
in Balzac to be registered—and by the time of Gustave Flaubert it will 
be more or less all that is registered—these bottomlessly rapacious crea-
tures, with their grotesquely gargantuan appetites, protean personalities 
and death-dealing, life-enhancing powers, really are the stuff of epic. 
It is just that no classical epic ever imagined that you could wring 
from commerce the kind of prodigious vitality, tragic destructiveness, 
titanic characters and panoramic vision that could be derived from mar-
tial, mythological and political matters. The Romantics were mistaken 
to believe that the power and the glory had faded with the onset of 



eagleton:  Capitalism and Form     125

modernity. They had simply been re-located in civil society, and with 
modernism would be driven in turn from that domain to set up home in 
the interior of the human subject. With Ulysses, bourgeois epic becomes 
mock-epic, even if Joyce’s fastidious reverence for the commonplace 
(he had, he remarked of himself, a mind like a grocer) still preserves a 
fond memory of the real thing. Before then, however, Zola’s Au Bonheur 
des dames will manage to pluck a final piece of heroic mythology out 
of late nineteenth-century capitalism—not, to be sure, from the dull 
compulsion of production, but from the emerging world of large-scale 
consumerism, with its eroticized, palatial department stores and carni-
val of sensual delights.

Disguise and representation

Balzac apart, however, the project of heroizing a stubbornly mundane 
commercial class is not without its difficulty. There are, to be sure, such 
notable exceptions as Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks; but in general it 
would seem that you can elevate the entrepreneur only by showing him 
as something else—as desert-island castaway (Robinson Crusoe), phi-
losopher-mage (Goethe’s Faust), military officer or captain of industry 
(Carlyle), dashing aristocrat (Disraeli), Amazonian heroine (Charlotte 
Brontë’s Shirley), self-tormenting demon (Melville’s Ahab), stage villain 
(Dickens’s Dombey or Bounderby) or as a quasi-intellectual whom we 
never really see at work, like Charles Gould of Conrad’s Nostromo, Gerald 
Crich of Lawrence’s Women in Love and Arnheim of Robert Musil’s The 
Man Without Qualities. To represent this character, one seems forced 
to draw on figurative modes alien to its own time and place, raiding 
pastoral, mythology, antiquity, feudalism, aristocratism and the like. 
There is indeed something epic about capitalism, but something ignoble 
about it too, so that literary culture on this topic veers uneasily between 
bathos and hyperbole. To highlight capitalism’s heroic struggle with 
Nature, for example, you can translate the entrepreneur from his office 
or factory to some starker, more elemental domain, an ocean as with 
Melville or a jungle as with Conrad; but this then threatens to undercut 
the whole project.

There are other problems of representation. For one thing, capitalist 
society is characterized above all by the presence on the historical scene 
of a new form of protagonist, the masses, of whom Zola is a leading 
literary champion. But an individualist culture is not accustomed to 
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portraying collective characters, and the realist novel finds it hard to 
depict this formidable new agent (already invisibly present, so Benjamin 
has shown us, as a constant hum and buzz in the background of 
Baudelaire) without falling back on older reach-me-down imagery of the 
insensate mob, storm-tossed ocean or volcanic eruption. The masses are 
curiously hard not to naturalize. For another thing, the founding princi-
ple of bourgeois society—freedom—is by definition indeterminate, and 
so slips through the net of representation. The bourgeoisie are icono-
clasts by nature, since to offer a determinate image of freedom would be 
to strike it dead in that very act. For all the literary cult of character, there 
is no adequate way to figure the ineffable uniqueness of the individual, 
which must remain as elusive as Kant’s noumenal realm. In Dickens, 
this uniqueness comes through as eccentricity; but since it belongs to 
such eccentricity to compulsively repeat itself, the very idiosyncrasies 
of human life end up providing an orderly enough taxonomy of charac-
ter. Modernism is the point at which indeterminacy begins to infiltrate 
form as well as content: the only way to image freedom is by a form 
which, being scarcely determinate itself, risks evaporating altogether, 
rather as Henry James’s cobwebby syntax seems constantly about to col-
lapse beneath the weight of the materials it has to negotiate.

The bourgeois order is stable because securely founded; but the principle 
of liberty in which it is anchored is a kind of pure negation or sublime 
indeterminacy, which is to say that the order is not really founded at all. 
In this sense, too, middle-class solidity proves to be at odds with capital-
ist enterprise. The members of this society are called upon to be both 
devout foundationalists and gratuitous self-inventors, metaphysicians in 
theory and pragmatists in practice. The self in Stendhal is a performa-
tive one, whose very artifice and opportunism put in question the rooted, 
contented existence for which the middle classes nonetheless continue 
wistfully to search. In Dickens, both forms of subjectivity—performative 
and essentialist—exist cheek by jowl, distributed by and large between 
the populace and the virtuous middle class. Even when the world of late 
modernity is at its most pervasively reified and regulated, we are still 
meant to believe that the determinate is a negation of the very essence of 
middle-class humanity. But the late bourgeois novel suggests otherwise. 
If it can no longer be heroic, it is not because there is any shortage of 
wars and revolutions, but either because these are no longer fit meat for 
fiction, or because the individual can no longer shape its own destiny. If 
Ulysses is an epic, it is one without agents.
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To claim that the bourgeois order is all along secretly revolutionary is to 
suggest that it is both cop and criminal, Holmes and Moriarty—rather 
as Milton’s Satan, at the very birth of the bourgeois epoch in England, 
is both pompous princeling and fiery rebel. And this means that the 
timeless values cultivated in the ethical, juridical, domestic and cultural 
domains are at odds with the protean, diffuse, provisional forms of life 
bred by the marketplace. A fatal doubleness underlies this Jekyll-and-
Hyde order, one which dismantles the metaphysical antithesis between 
good and evil in reality, rather than just in theory. (One can contrast 
this dismantling with, say, Dante’s purgatory, which is not some ambig-
uous zone between good and evil but a world with its own precise 
boundaries, protocols and rules of admission.) In the modern era, the 
more naive strains of Romanticism simply rewrite the good/evil cou-
plet as dynamism/stasis; but in a social order where dynamism is not 
only often destructive but largely on the side of stasis—which is to say, 
where the forces of production must be developed in ways which main-
tain the given framework of social relations—this is plainly insufficient. 
(Dickens, for example, is both alarmed and enthralled by the dynamic, 
as the celebrated railways passage in Dombey and Son would suggest.)

A pact with crime

The true situation is more complex. At one level, in a strategy of splitting 
and disavowal, the bourgeoisie project their own ‘demonic’, transgres-
sive qualities on to some monstrous other, thus landing themselves with 
the most blandly monotonous sorts of virtue, along with a major cultural 
problem. How can the good life be imaginatively seductive when the 
middle class has defined virtue not in traditional Aristotelian or Thomist 
terms, as energy, vital capacity, fullness of life, but as prudence, abstin-
ence, thrift, frugality, chastity and self-discipline? How can the devil not 
have all the best tunes? If this is a cultural as well as a moral problem, 
it is partly because there seems to be something inherently transgres-
sive about art itself. The whole point of the imagination is to range 
beyond the given, so that there is something strangely self-undoing 
about novels like Clarissa or Mansfield Park, which affirm the more deco-
rous, quiescent virtues. If Samuel Richardson were really at one with 
the saintly Clarissa, he could not have imagined the libertine Lovelace 
and so could not have written the novel. Yet unless evil is made com-
pellingly real, the virtue which resists it remains unreal too. The very 
production of art thus runs counter to the claims of the product. The 
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honest bourgeois may reject the artist as a dangerous transgressor, but 
the virulence with which he does so, rather like the puritan denouncing 
pornography, betrays the fact that part of what he is rejecting here is an 
intolerable image of himself.

At a certain point in early modern society, then, crime and villainy 
become glamorous, as the picaresque rogue comes to mirror not only 
the citizen’s suppressed desire, but a fair slice of his actual activity. A 
static, censorious ethics breeds its own lawless opposite as surely as 
Oliver Twist breeds Fagin, or Little Nell the malignant Quilp. But at 
another level this antithesis simply writes large your own most guilty 
secret, namely that from Macheath and Moll Flanders to John Gabriel 
Borkman, the true anarchist is the businessman. Vautrin, Balzac’s 
banker to the criminal underworld, is one of the more extravagant 
examples of this identity; Dickens’s Merdle is another. Between burgher 
and bohemian, citizen and criminal, law and transgression, there is 
covert complicity as well as genuine antagonism; and this is no doubt 
one reason why modern European literature is strewn with a series 
of ambiguous encounters between these principles. Othello and Iago, 
the God and Satan of Paradise Lost, Richardson’s Clarissa and Lovelace, 
Blake’s Urizen and Orc, Goethe’s Faust and Mephistopheles, Oliver and 
Fagin, Catherine and Heathcliff, Ahab and Moby-Dick, Alyosha and 
Ivan Karamazov, Leopold Bloom and Stephen Dedalus, Zeitblom and 
Leverkühn of Mann’s Doktor Faustus: all of these confrontations, to be 
sure, are shaped by their varying historical circumstances. Yet common 
to all these couplets is the fact that, as Franco Moretti comments of 
Goethe’s Faust and Mephistopheles, it is impossible to decide whether 
the partners are allies or adversaries.5

Or if not impossible in every case, then at least intriguingly ambiguous. 
In each instance, a virtuous, heroic or supposedly positive principle 
confronts a destructive force with which it betrays some secret affinity. 
Milton’s Satan is a fallen angel, Iago is perversely fascinated by 
Othello, Clarissa and her seducer Lovelace are perhaps even in love; 
Catherine and Heathcliff may be siblings, the kinetic Dedalus glimpses 
a surrogate father in the spiritually static Bloom, while the stolidly bour-
geois Zeitblom enjoys the kind of horrified intimacy with the Satanic 
Leverkühn that liberal capitalism has with fascism. Evil’s attraction to 

5 Franco Moretti, Modern Epic, London 1996, p. 25.
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good is a venerable theme, but good’s covert pact with evil, the sublimi-
nal bond between them, is rather less so. A similar ambiguity marks 
some of Henry James’s later protagonists, who may be read as either 
angelic or demonic, saints or schemers. Indeed, with James the dis-
tinction has finally become undecipherable. To put the point another 
way: in James’s fiction, fineness of moral perception is now so depend-
ent on civilized living, and that in turn on economic exploitation, that 
the deconstruction of moral superstructure and economic base is more 
or less complete—but this, ironically, at a point when moral values, 
confronted with brutal material interests, must all the more insistently 
affirm their ‘beautiful’ transcendence of the material world.

Disavowal and recuperation

Yet the affinities should not distract us from the antagonism. Demonic 
vitality and moral order may be interwoven; but capitalist society also 
needs certain mechanisms of splitting and denial, so that disruptive 
energies may be cast out and the realm of value accordingly insulated 
from the domain of desire. Like the Freudian ego, or (in Freud’s later 
thought) like Eros’s fraught relation to Thanatos, this civilization draws 
for its self-ordering upon a dynamism which it simultaneously denies. 
Or—to put the matter in a different philosophical register—Kant’s nou-
menal and phenomenal realms which, in the form of ultimate moral 
values and practical material existence, inevitably interact in the very 
texture of the novel, must ideologically speaking be kept rigidly apart. 
Joseph Conrad can affirm the absolute moral code of the ship’s crew, but 
only by suppressing the fact of the cargo that lies a few feet beneath the 
deck on which his sailors stand so loyal and steadfast, and along with 
that cargo the whole exploitative economic enterprise on which the crew 
is bound. Franco Moretti has pointed out how Mephistopheles, in Part 
Two of Goethe’s Faust, is there to do some of the hero’s economic dirty 
work for him, shifting the guilt of this from Faust himself so that he may 
finally be the more effectively redeemed.6 Ahab, too, who projects his 
own darkness on to Moby-Dick, has been seen as a kind of displacing 
device in himself, as his status as tragic hero deflects critical attention 
away from the whaling industry in which he is a key player.7

6 Modern Epic, chapter 1.
7 P. Royster, ‘Melville’s Economy of Language’, in Sacvan Bercovitch and Myra 
Jehlen, eds, Ideology and Classic American Literature, Cambridge 1986, pp. 313–14.
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The problem can be solved after a fashion, then, by projection and dis-
avowal. But it can also be resolved by the alternative Freudian strategy 
of idealization; and this is part of Goethe’s great achievement in Faust. 
With Faust, transgression becomes transcendence—a perpetual spiritual 
striving which refuses to rest in the present, and so an angelic version of 
demonic desire. Indeed, Faust will be damned only for ceasing to strive, 
and his spiritual quest is as much a defiance of Mephistopheles as the 
fruit of a pact with him. In a masterly equation, desire is salvation, and 
so is stripped for the most part of its disruptive, hubristic qualities. The 
infinity of desire is a secular equivalent of the eternity of heaven; and 
when Faust is assumed into paradise, the one turns into the other. 

It is no longer, then, a question of the conflict between a static morality 
and a kinetic material world. On the contrary, to live well is to live 
dynamically, a doctrine which Nietzsche will later repromulgate in his 
own style. But the price of this would seem to be to abandon stability; 
and it is perhaps only in a backward society at an early point in the evo-
lution of capitalism, before the havoc wreaked by that system’s fearful 
energy is fully apparent, that it can appear plausible. Even so, the bour-
geoisie can now seek to secure for themselves the best of both worlds, 
exchanging the ‘bad’, static otherworldliness of religious morality for the 
affirmative ‘otherworldliness’ of desire, which refuses to settle for the 
actual. Faust’s heroism, in Lacanian idiom, is not to give way on his 
desire—which is to say, to accept its lack (always a foretaste of death) 
rather than, as Mephistopheles would urge him, to cram it with the bric-
a-brac of a trivial hedonism, or to fixate it on a single object. At the same 
time, the infinity of desire need not be for Faust a ‘bad’ one, in Hegel’s 
sense. For if desire is otherworldly, it is also thoroughly of this world, a 
matter of solid achievements such as Faust’s mighty drainage schemes. 
The infinite simply means what you have yet to achieve, which relativ-
izes your given achievements in a traditional ‘spiritual’ fashion, but only 
in light of what you still might unspiritually attain.

Like the commodity form, desire is indifferent to the specificity of its 
object, refusing to nestle in its sensuous embrace. This is one reason 
why it is so destabilizing, as it eviscerates the present in the name of 
some equally hollow future. It is the equivalent of Balzac’s narrational 
mode, a kind of pure narrativity without substantive content. If, how-
ever, you can hope like Faust to engage with the existential moment, 
savour your achievement and then pass on, you can combine some solid 
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anchorage in the world with ceaseless self-transformation. And this, 
indeed, would be nothing short of bourgeois utopia. For the problem 
with bourgeois society is that its freedom is at odds with its need for 
an impregnable foundation in the world; and that foundation is not just 
desirable in itself, but essential for one’s freedom to be realized. How 
can you be at once autonomous and at home? Faust, in its majestic 
sweepings through time and space, intimates a sort of answer, which 
involves redefining your sense of home. If the whole globe is your dwell-
ing-place, then freedom and belonging need not be at odds. The trek 
from Goethe to globalization is not as tortuous as it may seem. But 
even if your own at-homeness need not infringe your freedom, someone 
else’s always might. In Faust, this obstacle is represented by the elderly 
peasant couple Philemon and Glaucis, whose modest hut stands in the 
way of Faust’s grandiose land-reclaiming schemes, and who will be bru-
tally disposed of by his lackeys. Some of the Philemons and Glaucises of 
our own time are proving rather more intransigent.


