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the subject of interest and the legal subject: (1) The irreducible
nature of interest in comparison with juridical will. (2) The
contrasting logics of the market and the contract. � Second

innovation with regard to the juridical model: the economic subject’s
relationship with political power. Condorcet. Adam Smith’s
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TODAY I WOULD LIKE to start from the things I have been explaining

over the last weeks and go back a bit toward what I took as my starting

point at the beginning of the year. Last week I tried to show how

American neo-liberals apply, or at any rate try to apply economic analysis

[ ]



to a series of objects, to domains of behavior or conduct which were not

market forms of behavior or conduct: they attempt to apply economic

analysis to marriage, the education of children, and criminality, for

example. This of course poses a problem of both theory and method, the

problem of the legitimacy of applying such an economic model, the

practical problem of the heuristic value of this model, etcetera. These

problems all revolve around a theme or a notion: homo œconomicus, eco-

nomic man. To what extent is it legitimate, and to what extent is it

fruitful, to apply the grid, the schema, and the model of homo œconomicus
to not only every economic actor, but to every social actor in general

inasmuch as he or she gets married, for example, or commits a crime, or

raises children, gives affection and spends time with the kids? So there

is a problem of the validity of the applicability of this grid of homo
œconomicus. Actually, this problem of the application of homo œconomicus
has become one of the classics of neo-liberal discussion in the United

States. The background* of this analysis, well, the first text, is the book

by von Mises, Human Action,1 and you will also find in the years

1960–1970, and especially in 1962,2 a series of articles in the Journal of
Political Economy: articles by Becker,3 Kirzner,4 and others.

This problem of homo œconomicus and its applicability seems to me to

be interesting because I think there are important stakes in the generaliza-

tion of the grid of homo œconomicus to domains that are not immediately

and directly economic. The most important stake is no doubt the prob-

lem of the identification of the object of economic analysis with any con-

duct whatsoever entailing an optimal allocation of scarce resources to

alternative ends, which is the most general definition of the object of

economic analysis as defined, roughly, by the neo-classical school.5 But

behind this identification of the object of economic analysis with con-

ducts involving an optimal allocation of scarce resources to alternative

ends we find the possibility of a generalization of the economic object to

any conduct which employs limited means to one end among others.

And we reach the point at which maybe the object of economic analysis

should be identified with any purposeful conduct which involves,
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broadly speaking, a strategic choice of means, ways, and instruments: in

short, the identification of the object of economic analysis with any

rational conduct. In the end, is not economics the analysis of forms of

rational conduct and does not all rational conduct, whatever it may be,

fall under something like economic analysis? Is not a rational conduct,

like that which consists in formal reasoning, an economic conduct in the

sense we have just defined, that is to say, the optimal allocation of scarce

resources to alternative ends, since formal reasoning consists in deploy-

ing certain scarce resources—a symbolic system, a set of axioms, rules of

construction, and not just any symbolic system or any rules of construc-

tion, but just some—to be used to optimal effect for a determinate and

alternative end, in this case a true rather than a false conclusion which

we try to reach by the best possible allocation of scarce resources? So, if

it comes to it, we do not see why we would not define any rational con-

duct or behavior whatsoever as the possible object of economic analysis.

In truth, this already extremely extensive definition is not even the

only one, and Becker, for example—the most radical of the American neo-

liberals, if you like—says that it is still not sufficient, that the object of eco-

nomic analysis can be extended even beyond rational conduct as defined

and understood in the way I have just described, and that economic laws

and economic analysis can perfectly well be applied to non-rational con-

duct, that is to say, to conduct which does not seek at all, or, at any rate,

not only to optimize the allocation of scarce resources to a determinate

end.6 Becker says: Basically, economic analysis can perfectly well find its

points of anchorage and effectiveness if an individual’s conduct answers to

the single clause that the conduct in question reacts to reality in a non-

random way. That is to say, any conduct which responds systematically to

modifications in the variables of the environment, in other words, any

conduct, as Becker says, which “accepts reality,” must be susceptible to

economic analysis.7 Homo œconomicus is someone who accepts reality.

Rational conduct is any conduct which is sensitive to modifications in the

variables of the environment and which responds to this in a non-random

way, in a systematic way, and economics can therefore be defined as the sci-

ence of the systematic nature of responses to environmental variables.

This is a colossal definition, which obviously economists are far from

endorsing, but it has a certain interest. It has a practical interest, if you
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like, inasmuch as if you define the object of economic analysis as the set

of systematic responses to the variables of the environment, then you

can see the possibility of integrating within economics a set of tech-

niques, those called behavioral techniques, which are currently in fash-

ion in the United States. You find these methods in their purest, most

rigorous, strictest or aberrant forms, as you wish, in Skinner,8 and pre-

cisely they do not consist in analyzing the meaning of different kinds of

conduct, but simply in seeing how, through mechanisms of reinforce-

ment, a given play of stimuli entail responses whose systematic nature

can be observed and on the basis of which other variables of behavior

can be introduced. In fact, all these behavioral techniques show how

psychology understood in these terms can enter the definition of eco-

nomics given by Becker. There is little literature on these behavioral

techniques in France. In Castel’s last book, The Psychiatric Society, there is

a chapter on behavioral techniques and you will see how this is precisely

the implementation, within a given situation—in this case, a hospital, a

psychiatric clinic—of methods which are both experimental and involve

a specifically economic analysis of behavior.9

Today though, I would like to emphasize a different aspect. This is

that Becker’s definition, which, again, although it is not recognized by

the average economist, or even by the majority of them, nonetheless,

despite its isolated character, enables us to highlight a paradox, because

homo œconomicus as he appears in the eighteenth century—I will come

back to this shortly—basically functions as what could be called an

intangible element with regard to the exercise of power. Homo œconomicus
is someone who pursues his own interest, and whose interest is such that

it converges spontaneously with the interest of others. From the point of

view of a theory of government, homo œconomicus is the person who must

be let alone. With regard to homo œconomicus, one must laisser-faire; he is

the subject or object of laissez -faire. And now, in Becker’s definition

which I have just given, homo œconomicus, that is to say, the person who

accepts reality or who responds systematically to modifications in the

variables of the environment, appears precisely as someone manageable,

someone who responds systematically to systematic modifications artifi-

cially introduced into the environment. Homo œconomicus is someone who

is eminently governable. From being the intangible partner of laissez -faire,
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homo œconomicus now becomes the correlate of a governmentality which

will act on the environment and systematically modify its variables.

I think this paradox enables us to pinpoint the problem I would like

to say something about, which is precisely this: since the eighteenth

century, has homo œconomicus involved setting up an essentially and

unconditionally irreducible element against any possible government?

Does the definition of homo œconomicus involve marking out the zone that

is definitively inaccessible to any government action? Is homo œconomicus
an atom of freedom in the face of all the conditions, undertakings, legis-

lation, and prohibitions of a possible government, or was he not already

a certain type of subject who precisely enabled an art of government to

be determined according to the principle of economy, both in the sense

of political economy and in the sense of the restriction, self-limitation,

and frugality of government? Obviously, the way in which I have formu-

lated this question gives the answer straightaway, but this is what I

would like to talk about, that is to say, homo œconomicus as the partner,

the vis-à-vis, and the basic element of the new governmental reason for-

mulated in the eighteenth century.

In actual fact, to tell the truth there is no theory of homo œconomicus,
or even a history of his notion.10 You practically have to wait for what

are called the neo-classical economists, Walras11 and Pareto,12 to see the

more or less clear emergence of what is understood by homo œconomicus.
But this notion was in fact employed even before Walras and Pareto,

although it was not conceptualized very rigorously. How can we consider

this problem of homo œconomicus and its appearance? To simplify things,

and somewhat arbitrarily, I will start, as from a given, with English

empiricism and the theory of the subject which is in fact put to work in

English empiricist philosophy, with the view that—once again, I am

making a somewhat arbitrary division—the theory of the subject in

English empiricism probably represents one of the most important

mutations, one of the most important theoretical transformations in

Western thought since the Middle Ages.

What English empiricism introduces—let’s say, roughly, with

Locke13—and doubtless for the first time in Western philosophy, is a sub-

ject who is not so much defined by his freedom, or by the opposition of

soul and body, or by the presence of a source or core of concupiscence
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marked to a greater or lesser degree by the Fall or sin, but who appears in

the form of a subject of individual choices which are both irreducible and

non-transferable. What do I mean by irreducible? I will take Hume’s

very simple and frequently cited passage,14 which says: What type of ques-

tion is it, and what irreducible element can you arrive at when you ana-

lyze an individual’s choices and ask why he did one thing rather than

another? Well, he says: “You ask someone, ‘Why do you exercise?’ He will

reply, ‘I exercise because I desire health.’ You go on to ask him, ‘Why do

you desire health?’ He will reply, ‘Because I prefer health to illness.’

Then you go on to ask him, ‘Why do you prefer health to illness?’ He will

reply, ‘Because illness is painful and so I don’t want to fall ill.’ And if you

ask him why is illness painful, then at that point he will have the right

not to answer, because the question has no meaning.” The painful or

non-painful nature of the thing is in itself a reason for the choice beyond

which you cannot go. The choice between painful and non-painful is a

sort of irreducible that does not refer to any judgment, reasoning, or cal-

culation. It is a sort of regressive end point in the analysis.

Second, this type of choice is non-transferable. I do not mean that it

is non-transferable in the sense that one choice could not be replaced by

another. You could perfectly well say that if you prefer health to illness,

you may also prefer illness to health, and then choose illness. It is also

clear that you may perfectly well say: I prefer to be ill and that someone

else is not. But, in any case, on what basis will this substitution of one

choice for another be made? It will be made on the basis of my own

preference and on the basis of the fact that I would find someone else

being ill more painful, for example, than being ill myself. In the end the

principle of my choice really will be my own feeling of painful or not-

painful, of pain and pleasure. There is Hume’s famous aphorism which

says: If I am given the choice between cutting my little finger and the

death of someone else, even if I am forced to cut my little finger, nothing

can force me to think that cutting my little finger is preferable to the

death of someone else.15

So, these are irreducible choices which are non-transferable in rela-

tion to the subject. This principle of an irreducible, non-transferable,

atomistic individual choice which is unconditionally referred to the

subject himself is what is called interest.
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What I think is fundamental in English empiricist philosophy—

which I am treating completely superficially—is that it reveals some-

thing which absolutely did not exist before. This is the idea of a subject

of interest, by which I mean a subject as the source of interest, the start-

ing point of an interest, or the site of a mechanism of interests. For sure,

there is a series of discussions on the mechanism of interest itself and

what may activate it: is it self-preservation, is it the body or the soul, or

is it sympathy? But this is not what is important. What is important is

the appearance of interest for the first time as a form of both immedi-

ately and absolutely subjective will.

I think the problem and that which gets the problematic of homo
œconomicus underway is whether this subject of interest or form of will

called interest can be considered as the same type of will as the juridical

will or as capable of being connected to the juridical will. At first sight,

we can say although interest and the juridical will cannot be completely

assimilated to each other, they may perfectly well be reconciled. And in

fact this is what we see from the end of the seventeenth century up to the

middle of the eighteenth century and a jurist like Blackstone:16 a kind of

mixture of juridical analysis and analysis in terms of interest. For exam-

ple, when Blackstone addresses the problem of the original contract, of

the social contract, he says: Why have individuals entered into the con-

tract? Well, they have entered the contract because they have an interest.

Every individual has his interests, but in the state of nature and before

the contract, these interests are threatened. So, to protect at least some

of their interests they are forced to sacrifice others. The immediate will

be sacrificed for what is more important and possibly deferred.17 In

short, interest appears here as an empirical source of the contract. And

the juridical will which is then formed, the legal subject who is consti-

tuted through the contract, is basically the subject of interest, but a

purified subject of interest who has become calculating, rationalized,

and so on. Now in relation to this, if you like, somewhat loose analysis,

in which juridical will and interest are mixed together and intertwined,

generating each other, Hume notes that it’s not like this and that things

are not so simple. Why, Hume says, do you enter the contract? Out of

interest. You enter the contract out of interest, because you realize that

if you were alone and had no ties with others your interests would be
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harmed. But once you have entered the contract, why do you respect it?

The jurists say, and Blackstone in particular said around this time: You

respect the contract because once individual subjects of interest have

recognized the interest in entering the contract, the obligation of the

contract constitutes a sort of transcendence in relation to which the sub-

ject finds himself, in a way, subjected and constrained, so that, having

become a subject of right, he will obey the contract. Hume replies to

this: But this won’t do at all, because in fact, if you obey a contract this

is not because it is a contract, because you are held by the obligation of

the contract, or, in other words, because you have suddenly become a

subject of right and ceased being a subject of interest. If you continue to

respect the contract it is simply because you hold to the following rea-

soning: “The commerce with our fellows from which we draw such great

advantages would have no security if we did not respect our engage-

ments.”18 This means that it is not because we have contracted that we

respect the contract, but because it is in our interest that there is a con-

tract. That is to say, the appearance and the emergence of the contract

have not replaced a subject of interest with a subject of right. In a calcu-

lation of interest, the subject of interest has constituted a form, an ele-

ment in which he will continue to have a certain interest right to the

end. And if, moreover, the contract no longer offers an interest, nothing

can oblige me to continue to comply with it.19 So, juridical will does not

take over from interest. The subject of right does not find a place for

itself in the subject of interest. The subject of interest remains, subsists,

and continues up to the time a juridical structure, a contract exists. For

as long as the law exists, the subject of interest also continues to exist.

The subject of interest constantly overflows the subject of right. He is

therefore irreducible to the subject of right. He is not absorbed by him.

He overflows him, surrounds him, and is the permanent condition of

him functioning. So, interest constitutes something irreducible in

relation to the juridical will. This is the first point.

Second, the subject of right and the subject of interest are not gov-

erned by the same logic. What characterizes the subject of right? Of

course, at the outset he has natural rights. But he becomes a subject of

right in a positive system only when he has agreed at least to the principle

of ceding these rights, of relinquishing them, when he has subscribed to
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their limitation and has accepted the principle of the transfer. That is to

say, the subject of right is, by definition, a subject who accepts negativ-

ity, who agrees to a self-renunciation and splits himself, as it were, to be,

at one level, the possessor of a number of natural and immediate rights,

and, at another level, someone who agrees to the principle of relinquish-

ing them and who is thereby constituted as a different subject of right

superimposed on the first. The dialectic or mechanism of the subject of

right is characterized by the division of the subject, the existence of a

transcendence of the second subject in relation to the first, and a rela-

tionship of negativity, renunciation, and limitation between them, and

it is in this movement that law and the prohibition emerge.

On the other hand—and this is where the economists’ analysis links

up with this theme of the subject of interest and gives it a sort of empir-

ical content—the subject of interest is not at all governed by the same

mechanism. What the analysis of the market shows, for example, what

the physiocrats in France, the English economists, and even theorists

like Mandeville20 reveal, is that fundamentally the subject of interest is

never called upon to relinquish his interest. Consider, for example, what

takes place with the grain market—you recall, we talked about this last

time21—when there is an abundant harvest in one country and dearth in

another. The legislation in most countries prohibited unlimited export

of wheat from the rich country to the country suffering from dearth so

as not to cause shortages in the country which had reserves. The econo-

mists’ [response] to this is: Absurdity! Let the mechanism of interests

operate, let the sellers rush their grain to the countries where there is

dearth, where grain is dear and sells easily, and you will see that the

more they pursue their own interests the better things will be and you

will have a general advantage which will be formed on the basis of the

maximization of the interest of each. Not only may each pursue their

own interest, they must pursue their own interest, and they must pur-

sue it through and through by pushing it to the utmost, and then, at

that point, you will find the elements on the basis of which not only will

the interest of others be preserved, but will thereby be increased. So,

with the subject of interest, as the economists make him function, there

is a mechanism which is completely different from the dialectic of the

subject of right, since it is an egoistic mechanism, a directly multiplying
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mechanism without any transcendence in which the will of each har-

monizes spontaneously and as it were involuntarily with the will and

interest of others. We could not be more distant from the dialectic

of renunciation, transcendence, and the voluntary bond of the juridical

theory of the contract. The market and the contract function in exactly

opposite ways and we have in fact two heterogeneous structures.

To summarize this, we could say that at first sight it seems that the

analysis of interest in the eighteenth century can be linked to the theory

of the contract without too much difficulty, but when it is examined

more closely it in fact gives rise to what I think is a completely new,

heterogeneous problematic in relation to the typical elements of the

doctrine of the contract and the subject of right.* At the point of inter-

section, as it were, of the empirical conception of the subject of interest

and the analyses of the economists, a subject can be defined who is a

subject of interest and whose action has a multiplying and beneficial

value through the intensification of interest, and it is this that charac-

terizes homo œconomicus. In the eighteenth century the figure of homo
œconomicus and the figure of what we could call homo juridicus or homo
legalis are absolutely heterogeneous and cannot be superimposed on each

other.

Given this heterogeneity, I think we need to go further and say first

of all that not only are the economic subject and the subject of right for-

mally heterogeneous for the reasons I have just given, but it seems to me

that, partly as a consequence of this, the economic subject and the sub-

ject of right have an essentially different relationship with political

power. Or, if you like, with regard to the question of the foundation and

exercise of power, the question posed by the problematic of economic

man is completely different from that which could be posed by the figure

and element of juridical man, the legal subject. To understand what is rad-

ically new in economic man from the point of view of the problem of power

and of the legitimate exercise of power, I would like to start by quoting a

text from Condorcet, which seems to me to be rather illuminating on this.
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It comes from Les Progrès de l’esprit humain, in the Ninth era. Condorcet

says: If we consider the interest of an individual apart from the general

system of a society—he does not mean an individual isolated from soci-

ety (that is to say, he does not consider an individual alone), he means:

take an individual in society, and consider his own, peculiar interest—

then this specifically individual interest of someone who finds himself

within the general system of not only one society, but of societies, has

two characteristics. The first is that it is an interest which is dependent

upon on an infinite number of things. The interest of the individual will

depend on accidents of nature about which he can do nothing and which

he cannot foresee. It depends on more or less distant political events. In

short, the individual’s enjoyment is linked to a course of the world that

outstrips him and eludes him in every respect. The second characteristic

is that, on the other hand, despite everything “in this apparent chaos,”

Condorcet says, “we see nonetheless, through a general law of the moral

world, the efforts each makes for himself serving the good of all.”22 This

means, on the one hand, that each is dependent on an uncontrollable,

unspecified whole of the flow of things and the world. In a way, the most

distant event taking place on the other side of the world may affect my

interest, and there is nothing I can do about it. The will of each, the

interest of each, and the way in which this interest is or is not realized

are bound up with a mass of elements which elude individuals. At the

same time, this individual’s interest, without him knowing it, wishing

it, or being able to control it, is linked to a series of positive effects

which mean that everything which is to his advantage will turn out to

be to the advantage of others. So that economic man is situated in what

we could call an indefinite field of immanence which, on the one hand,

links him, in the form of dependence, to a series of accidents, and, on the

other, links him, in the form of production, to the advantage of others,

or which links his advantage to the production of the advantage of oth-

ers. The convergence of interests thus doubles and covers the indefinite

diversity of accidents.

The situation of homo œconomicus could therefore be described as

doubly involuntary, with regard to the accidents which happen to him and

with regard to the benefit he unintentionally produces for others. It is

also doubly indefinite since, on the one hand, the accidents upon which
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his interest depends belong to a domain which cannot be covered or

totalized and, on the other, the benefit he produces for others by pro-

ducing his own benefit is also indefinite and cannot be totalized. His sit-

uation is therefore doubly involuntary, indefinite, and non-totalizable,

but all these involuntary, indefinite, uncontrollable, and non-totalizable

features of his situation do not disqualify his interest or the calculation

he may make to maximize it. On the contrary, all these indefinite fea-

tures of his situation found, as it were, the specifically individual calcu-

lation that he makes; they give it consistency, effect, insert it in reality,

and connect it in the best possible way to the rest of the world. So, we

have a system in which homo œconomicus owes the positive nature of his

calculation precisely to everything which eludes his calculation. We

arrive here, of course, at the unavoidable text, Adam Smith’s famous

words in the second chapter of Book IV, the only place, as you know, in

The Wealth of Nations, where he speaks of this famous thing, and where

he says: “By preferring the support of domestick to that of foreign

industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that indus-

try in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he

intends only his own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led

by an invisible hand to promote an end which was no part of his inten-

tion.”23 So we are at the heart of the problematic of the invisible hand,

which is the correlate of homo œconomicus if you like, or rather is that kind

of bizarre mechanism which makes homo œconomicus function as an

individual subject of interest within a totality which eludes him and

which nevertheless founds the rationality of his egoistic choices.

What is this invisible hand? Well, of course, it is usually said that the

invisible hand refers to a more or less well thought-out economic opti-

mism in Smith’s thought. It is also usually said that we should see the

invisible hand as the remains of a theological conception of the natural

order. Through the notion of the invisible hand, Smith would be some-

one who more or less implicitly fixed the empty, but nonetheless

secretly occupied place of a providential god who would occupy the eco-

nomic process a bit like Malebranche’s God occupies the entire world

down to the least gesture of every individual through the relay of an

intelligible extension of which He is the absolute master.24 Smith’s

invisible hand would be something like Malebranche’s God, whose
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intelligible extension would not be occupied by lines, surfaces, and

bodies, but by merchants, markets, ships, carriages, and roads. A conse-

quence of this would be the idea that there is an essential transparency

in this economic world and that if the totality of the process eludes each

economic man, there is however a point where the whole is completely

transparent to a sort of gaze of someone whose invisible hand, following

the logic of this gaze and what it sees, draws together the threads of all

these dispersed interests. Therefore, there is the requirement, if not a

postulate, of the total transparency of the economic world. Now if we

read the text a bit further on, what does Adam Smith say? He is speak-

ing of those people who, without really knowing why or how, pursue

their own interest and this ends up benefiting everyone. Each only

thinks of his own gain and, in the end, the whole of industry benefits.

People, he says, only think of their own gain and do not think about the

benefit of everyone. And he adds that it is not always the worse for soci-

ety that the end of benefiting all does not enter into merchants’ con-

cerns.25 “I have never known much good done by those who affected to

trade for the publick good. It is an affectation, indeed, not very common

among merchants.”26 We can say, roughly: Thank heaven people are only

concerned about their interests, thank heaven merchants are perfect ego-

ists and rarely concern themselves with the public good, because that’s

when things start to go wrong.

So, in other words, there are two, absolutely coupled elements. For

there to be certainty of collective benefit, for it to be certain that the

greatest good is attained for the greatest number of people, not only is it

possible, but it is absolutely necessary that each actor be blind with

regard to this totality. Everyone must be uncertain with regard to the

collective outcome if this positive collective outcome is really to be

expected. Being in the dark and the blindness of all the economic agents

are absolutely necessary.27 The collective good must not be an objective.

It must not be an objective because it cannot be calculated, at least, not

within an economic strategy. Here we are at the heart of a principle of

invisibility. In other words, what is usually stressed in Smith’s famous

theory of the invisible hand is, if you like, the “hand,” that is to say, the

existence of something like providence which would tie together all the

dispersed threads. But I think the other element, invisibility, is at least
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as important. Invisibility is not just a fact arising from the imperfect

nature of human intelligence which prevents people from realizing that

there is a hand behind them which arranges or connects everything that

each individual does on their own account. Invisibility is absolutely

indispensable. It is an invisibility which means that no economic agent

should or can pursue the collective good.

But we must no doubt go further than economic agents; not only no

economic agent, but also no political agent. In other words, the world of

the economy must be and can only be obscure to the sovereign, and it is

so in two ways. We are already familiar with one of these and there’s no

point in stressing it too much, which is that since the economic mecha-

nism involves each pursuing his own interest, then each must be left

alone to do so. Political power is not to interfere with this dynamic nat-

urally inscribed in the heart of man. The government is thus prohibited

from obstructing individual interests. This is what Adam Smith says

when he writes: the common interest requires that each knows how to

interpret his own interest and is able to pursue it without obstruction.28

In other words, power, government, must not obstruct the interplay of

individual interests. But it is necessary to go further. Not only must

government not obstruct the interests of each, but it is impossible for

the sovereign to have a point of view on the economic mechanism which

totalizes every element and enables them to be combined artificially or

voluntarily. The invisible hand which spontaneously combines interests

also prohibits any form of intervention and, even better, any form of

overarching gaze which would enable the economic process to be total-

ized. A text from Ferguson is very clear on this point. In his Essay on the
History of Civil Society,29 he says: “the more [the individual] gains for

himself, the more he augments the wealth of his country … When the

refined politician would lend an active hand, he only multiplies inter-

ruptions and grounds of complaint; when the merchant forgets his own

interest to lay plans for his country, the period of vision and chimera is

near.”30 Ferguson takes the example of French and English settlements

in America, and analyzing the French and English mode of colonization,

he says: The French arrived with projects, administration, and their def-

inition of what would be best for their American colonies. They con-

structed “great projects” that were only ever “in idea” and the French
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colonies in America collapsed. What did the English bring to colonize

America? Did they bring grand projects? Not at all. They arrived with

“limited views.” They had no other project than the immediate advan-

tage of each, or rather, each had in mind only the limited view of their

own project. As a result, industry was active and settlements flour-

ished.31 Consequently, the economy, understood as a practice but also as

a type of government intervention, as a form of action of the state or sov-

ereign, can only be short-sighted, and if there were a sovereign who

claimed to be long-sighted, to have a global and totalizing gaze, he

would only ever see chimeras. In the middle of the eighteenth century,

political economy denounces the paralogism of political totalization of

the economic process.

That the sovereign is, can, and must be ignorant is what Adam Smith

says in chapter 9 of Book IV of The Wealth of Nations, clarifying perfectly

what he means by the invisible hand and what is important in the

adjective “invisible.” Smith says: “Every man, as long as he does not vio-

late the laws of justice, must be able to pursue his interest and bring his

capital where he pleases.”32 So, the principle of laissez-faire: in any case,

every man must follow his own interest. And as a result, he says some-

what hypocritically—I am the one saying it is hypocritical—the sover-

eign can only find this to his advantage, since he “is completely

discharged of a duty, in the attempting to perform which he must always

be exposed to innumerable delusions … the duty of superintending the

industry of private people, and of directing it towards the employments

most suitable to the interest of the society.”33 I say this sentence is

“hypocritical” because it could also be taken to mean that if the

sovereign, one person surrounded by more or less loyal advisors, were to

undertake the infinite task of superintending the totality of the eco-

nomic process, there is no doubt that he would be deceived by disloyal

administrators and ministers. But Smith also means that it is not just

due to his ministers’ disloyalty or the complexity of an inevitably

uncontrollable administration that he would make mistakes. He would

make mistakes for an, as it were, essential and fundamental reason. He

could not fail to be mistaken, and what is more this is what the sentence

says when speaking of this task, this duty, of which the sovereign must

be relieved, that of superintending the totality of the economic process,
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“for the proper performance of which no human wisdom or knowledge

could ever by sufficient.”34

Economic rationality is not only surrounded by, but founded on the

unknowability of the totality of the process. Homo œconomicus is the one

island of rationality possible within an economic process whose uncon-

trollable nature does not challenge, but instead founds the rationality of

the atomistic behavior of homo œconomicus. Thus the economic world is

naturally opaque and naturally non-totalizable. It is originally and

definitively constituted from a multiplicity of points of view which is all

the more irreducible as this same multiplicity assures their ultimate and

spontaneous convergence. Economics is an atheistic discipline; econom-

ics is a discipline without God; economics is a discipline without total-

ity; economics is a discipline that begins to demonstrate not only the

pointlessness, but also the impossibility of a sovereign point of view over

the totality of the state that he has to govern. Economics steals away from

the juridical form of the sovereign exercising sovereignty within a state

precisely that which is emerging as the essential element of a society’s

life, namely economic processes. Liberalism acquired its modern shape

precisely with the formulation of this essential incompatibility between

the non-totalizable multiplicity of economic subjects of interest and the

totalizing unity of the juridical sovereign.

The problematic of the economy is by no means the logical comple-

tion of the great problematic of sovereignty through which eighteenth

century juridical-political thought strove to show how, by starting from

individual subjects of natural right, one could arrive at the constitution

of a political unity defined by the existence of an individual or collective

sovereign who is the holder of part of the totality of these individual

rights and at the same time the principle of their limitation. The eco-

nomic problematic, the problematic of economic interest, is governed by

a completely different configuration, by a completely different logic,

type of reasoning, and rationality. In fact, from the eighteenth century

the political-juridical world and the economic world appear as hetero-

geneous and incompatible worlds. The idea of an economic-juridical

science is strictly impossible and what is more it has never in fact been

constituted. Homo œconomicus is someone who can say to the juridical

sovereign, to the sovereign possessor of rights and founder of positive
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law on the basis of the natural right of individuals: You must not. But he

does not say: You must not, because I have rights and you must not

touch them. This is what the man of right, homo juridicus, says to the

sovereign: I have rights, I have entrusted some of them to you, the others

you must not touch, or: I have entrusted you with my rights for a par-

ticular end. Homo œconomicus does not say this. He also tells the sover-

eign: You must not. But why must he not? You must not because you

cannot. And you cannot in the sense that “you are powerless.” And why

are you powerless, why can’t you? You cannot because you do not know,

and you do not know because you cannot know.

I think this is an important moment when political economy is able

to present itself as a critique of governmental reason. I am using

“critique” here in the specific, philosophical sense of the term.35 Kant

too, a little later moreover, had to tell man that he cannot know the

totality of the world. Well, some decades earlier, political economy had

told the sovereign: Not even you can know the totality of the economic

process. There is no sovereign in economics. There is no economic sover-

eign. This is a very important point in the history of economic thought,

certainly, but also and above all in the history of governmental reason.

The absence or impossibility of an economic sovereign is a problem

which will ultimately be raised throughout Europe, and throughout the

modern world, by governmental practices, economic problems, social-

ism, planning, and welfare economics. All the returns and revivals of

nineteenth and twentieth century liberal and neo-liberal thought are

still a way of posing the problem of the impossibility of the existence of

an economic sovereign. And with the appearance of planning, the state-

controlled economy, socialism, and state socialism the problem will be

whether we may not overcome in some way this curse against the eco-

nomic sovereign which was formulated by political economy at its foun-

dation and which is also the very condition of existence of political

economy: In spite of everything, may there not be a point through which

we can define an economic sovereignty?

On a more limited scale, it seems to me that the basic function or role

of the theory of the invisible hand is to disqualify the political sovereign.

If we situate it in its immediate context, and not in the history of liberal-

ism over the last two centuries, it is very clear that this theory, understood
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as the disqualification of the very possibility of an economic sovereign,

amounts to a challenge to the police state I talked about last year.36 The

police state, or the state governed by raison d’État, with its mercantilist

policies, was, from the seventeenth century, the perfectly explicit effort

to constitute a sovereign who would no longer be a sovereign of right and

in terms of right, but who could also be an administrative sovereign, that

is to say, a sovereign who would, of course, be able to administer the sub-

jects over whom he exercises sovereignty, but also the possible economic

processes taking place between individuals, groups, and states. The

police state, the state which implements the both voluntarist and mer-

cantilist policy of sovereigns, or at any rate, of some seventeenth and

eighteenth century sovereigns, like the French sovereign, rests in fact on

the postulate that there must be an economic sovereign. Political econ-

omy is not just a refutation of mercantilist doctrines or practices. Adam

Smith’s political economy, economic liberalism, amounts to a disqualifi-

cation of this entire project and, even more radically, a disqualification

of a political reason indexed to the state and its sovereignty.

It is interesting to see even more precisely what the theory of the

invisible hand is opposed to. It is opposed, very precisely, to what the

physiocrats said almost at the same time or, at any rate, to what they

were saying some years earlier, because from this point of view the posi-

tion of the physiocrats is very interesting and very paradoxical. In

France, the physiocrats analyzed the market and market mechanisms in

precisely the terms I have talked about several times37 and proved that

the government, the state, or the sovereign must absolutely not interfere

with the mechanism of interest which ensures that commodities go

where they most easily find buyers and the best price. Physiocracy was

therefore a strict critique of all the administrative rules and regulations

through which the sovereign’s power was exercised on the economy. But

the physiocrats straightaway added this: Economic agents must be left

free, but, first, we must take account of the fact that the entire territory

of a country is basically the sovereign’s property, or at any rate that the

sovereign is co-owner of all the land of the country and so is therefore

co-producer. This enabled them to justify taxation. So, in the physio-

crat’s conception, the sovereign, as co-owner of a country’s lands and

co-producer of its products, will correspond perfectly, as it were, in
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principle and right as well as in fact, to all the production and all the

economic activity of a country.

Second, the physiocrats say that the existence of an Economic Table,

which enables the circuit of production and the formation of rent to be

followed very exactly, gives the sovereign the possibility of exact know-

ledge of everything taking place within his country, thus giving him the

power to control economic processes. That is to say, the Economic Table

will offer the sovereign a principle of analysis and a sort of principle of

transparency in relation to the whole of the economic process. So that if

the sovereign leaves economic agents free, it is because, thanks to the

Economic Table, he knows both what is taking place and how it should

be taking place. Thus, in the name of this total knowledge, he will be

able to accept freely and rationally, or rather, he will be forced by reason,

knowledge, and truth to accept the principle of the freedom of economic

agents. So that there will be a second perfect correspondence between

the sovereign’s knowledge and the freedom of individuals.

Finally, third, a good government—that is to say, the government of a

sovereign who, thanks to the Economic Table, knows exactly what is

taking place with regard to economic processes—will have to explain to

the different economic agents, to the different subjects, how and why

things are as they are and what they have to do to maximize their profit.

There will have to be an economic knowledge spread as widely and uni-

formly as possible among all these subjects, and this economic know-

ledge, whose principle is found in the Economic Table drawn up by the

physiocrats, will be common to economically well-educated subjects and

to the sovereign who will be able to recognize the fundamental laws of

the economy. So at the level of knowledge, at the level of the conscious-

ness of truth, there will be a third perfect correspondence between the

sovereign and the economic processes, or at least the economic agents.

You can see therefore that the principle of laissez-faire in the physiocrats,

the principle of the necessary freedom of economic agents can coincide

with the existence of a sovereign who is all the more despotic and unre-

strained by traditions, customs, rules, and fundamental laws as his only

law is that of évidence, of a well-formed, well-constructed knowledge

which he will share with the economic agents. It is here, and only here,

that we have in fact the idea of a mutual transparency of the economic
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and the political. It is here, and only here, that we can find the idea that

economic agents must be allowed their freedom and that a political sov-

ereignty will cover the totality of the economic process with a gaze in the

uniform light, as it were, of evidence.

Adam Smith’s invisible hand is the exact opposite of this. It is the

critique of this paradoxical idea of total economic freedom and absolute

despotism which the physiocrats tried to maintain in the theory of eco-

nomic evidence. The invisible hand posits instead, as a rule, that this is

not possible, that there cannot be a sovereign in the physiocratic sense,

and that there cannot be despotism in the physiocratic sense, because

there cannot be economic evidence. So you can see, from the start—if we

call Adam Smith’s theory and liberal theory the start of political

economy—economic science never claimed that it had to be the line of

conduct, the complete programming of what could be called governmen-

tal rationality. Political economy is indeed a science, a type of knowledge

(savoir), a mode of knowledge (connaissance) which those who govern

must take into account. But economic science cannot be the science of

government and economics cannot be the internal principle, law, rule of

conduct, or rationality of government. Economics is a science lateral to

the art of governing. One must govern with economics, one must govern

alongside economists, one must govern by listening to the economists,

but economics must not be and there is no question that it can be the

governmental rationality itself.

It seems to me that this is how we can comment on the theory of the

invisible hand in relation to the problem of governmental rationality or

of the art of governing. So, a problem arises: what will government be

concerned with if the economic process, and the whole of the economic

process, is not in principle its object? I think it is the theory of civil

society, which I will try to talk about next week.
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