From L'étre et l'événement to Lettre et significant

A psychoanalytic critique of Badiou's reading of set theory
By R. T. Groome

PART I-

1- Preliminary Argument

Since Lacan, psychoanalysts have become interested in set theory, topology, and knot theory as a
new and rigorous way of constructing a practice and theory. In reconstituting the field of the
clinic and its didactic in this way, analysts are discovering numerous intersections with fields of
rationality that had previously been viewed as mere problems of technique or philosophy.

One such intersection began in France quite some time ago, when the French philosopher, Alain
Badiou, began an ambitious project of reworking classical questions of philosophy — Why is there
something rather than nothing at all? — in the fields of set theory and logic. One could show that
Badiou's project in the field of philosophy is not a chance encounter with the psychoanalytic
project elaborated by Lacan: both men have proposed that the future of any possible progress in
psychoanalysis and philosophy lies in an effective (Wirklichkeit) and material reworking through
mathematics and logic.

My aim here is not to justify this intersection of fields, nor to describe summarily their
procedures, but instead to underline by what odd turn of events such an intersection opens up
foundational problems, rather than constituting a new or a radical departure in the domain of
psychoanalysis or philosophy. Assuming it resolved that philosophy and psychoanalysis have
different discourses and points of application, the question remains of how a work in set theory
and logic differs once constructed according to the suppositions of their respective fields. Yet, if
one follows the current publications on psychoanalysis and philosophy there is the tendency to
amalgamate Lacan and Badiou, while relegating this 'odd turn of events' to the fashionable non-
sense of 'French philosophy.

Thus, before introducing our set theoretical constructions in Part II, we must take a few
precautions in Part I to disentangle the amalgamations and journalistic trends. My main
preoccupation is not, however, one of making distinctions between oeuvres or disciplines, such a
reading would remain infinite in its detail, rather my fundamental question is centered on what
authorizes us today, in the field of psychoanalysis, to consider as essential a work in topology, set
theory, and logic?

Rather than respond directly, perhaps it would be better, given the time and limits of this article,
to use the current amalgamation and read Lacan and Badiou together, in order to crack one nut,
with two stones.

To begin to respond, it will suffice to begin with Badiou's celebrated Being And Event (L'étre et
L'événement; LEE) [1]. Our first goal will be to determine with precision the reference to 'set' and
'matheme' theory in the general economy of LEE. To Badiou claims, we are reading a
philosophical treatise on the one and multiple on whose basis it is possible to make the assertion
that "ontology=mathematics". What is perhaps different in the way I will approach his text, is that
outside of these preliminary comments, I will not be interested in either the philosophical or
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political goals he sets for his method, only what is constructible from the material provided from
the text itself. This narrows down the field quite a bit and, no doubt, some may charge that the
author has modified his methodology and themes since the publication of Logiques du Mondes.
But this is precisely what I am seeking to avoid: a continual deferral of construction where it is
possible to keep claiming one is "introducing" something or has changed their position with
regard to a future text. My reading of the set theoretical propositions in LEE can not be
exhaustive, but my economization of focus on the effective dimensions of LEE will not be
hindered by such deferrals. For the claims that are being made in LEE are explicit and important
enough to warrant more than a cursory look at their literal and set theoretical methods.
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