Kojeve’s letter to
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The philosophical ceuvre of Alexandre Kojeve is often
considered to consist of an eclectic and distorted
Marxist-Heideggerian interpretation of Hegel. More
recent biographical studies claim that his attempt to
write a book that would define his ‘system of knowl-
edge’ (interrupted by his sudden death in 1968) was an
impossible undertaking.! Arguing against such read-
ings, this article introduces the entirely unknown and
still uncharted architectonic of Kojéve’s philosophical
system. It focuses on the historical origins of the con-
cepts of legitimacy, legality and power in his political
philosophy, and concludes with some general remarks
on his theory of revolutionary action.

The lost manuscript thesis

Walter Benjamin came to Paris in 1933 when Lacan’s
master, a Russian émigré, started his lectures on
‘the religious philosophy of Hegel’ and on ‘the
philosophical dictionary of Pierre Bayle’? By 1937,
Kojéve was finally naturalized as a French citizen,
was interpreting Hegel’s thesis on the evolution of
the ‘Christian world’ until its final conclusion in
Napoleon’s first modern version of the universal and
homogenous state, and telling the congregation at
Bataille’s College of Sociology that they were ‘con-
jurers expecting their tricks to make them believe
in magic’? Soon after, Walter Benjamin, who was
one of the College’s new recruits, would discover
that his application for French citizenship had been
rejected.

On the eve of World War 11, Kojeve outlined the
comprehensive metaphysical structure of time and the
concept in relation to eternity. Since Hegel ‘had got
his century wrong, the man who marked the end of
history was not Napoleon, but Stalin’, and the logical
conclusions of Western philosophy were seen to have
been realized in Hegel-Marx-Heidegger.* Contem-
porary thought was thus tasked with ‘justifying’ the
totality of realized philosophical self-consciousness
in the unfolding of future manifestations of partially
revealed historical consciousness. In the last year of
the lectures, Jesuit fathers crossed paths with André

Stalin

Breton; as did one future casualty of the Nazi concen-
tration camps, Yvonne Picard; and one of the future
technocrats of Europe’s common market, Robert
Marjolin. In the course of that same academic year,
Walter Benjamin was among a crowd of sans-papiers
about to be incarcerated in prison camps for enemy
aliens.

Two months after Benjamin was found dead in
Portbou, Kojéve began work on his letter to Stalin.
The Vincennes Palace library of war, where he had
been appointed apprentice librarian, was shut down
earlier that year. He was drafted into the French
army’s last reserve of mobilized citizens, and occa-
sionally stationed at the Reuil barracks without
having to take part in combat operations. When
Hitler’s troops began their triumphant march on
Paris, he mysteriously failed to join his regiment.
By the first week of March 1941, he had completed
several versions of his letter to Stalin, one of which
he took in person to the Soviet vice consul, who
promised to send the letter with the next diplomatic
bag to Moscow. Less than three months later, the
embassy and its contents would be put to the torch
by Nazi troops.

The Komintern Archives show that the Kremlin
received regular information and diplomatic reports
from France between 1940 and 1943. There was, for
instance, a bulky dossier on de Gaulle and other key
figures of the Résistance. The Komintern’s diplomatic
bags were delivered by hand via a complex network
of couriers.® Is it possible that the letter from Lacan’s
master to Stalin never reached its destination? The
recent discovery of a Russian manuscript in the
French Library offers a tantalizing glimpse of the
mysterious letter’s content. As he was leaving Paris
for Marseilles, and entertaining the possibility of a
future passage to the United States, Kojéve consigned
an envelope that contained more than 9oo pages in
Russian to College of Sociology member Georges
Bataille, who locked it up in his office drawer, along-
side Benjamin’s papers, which had been entrusted
to him before Benjamin left Paris. (The envelopes
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containing Benjamin’s working notes remained in
Richelieu’s Palace until 1947, when Theodor Adorno
received some of their contents, and started editing
his friend’s posthumous ceuvre. Years later, Pierre
Klossowski would introduce Giorgio Agamben to
Bataille’s widow, allowing him to come into the pos-
session of other fragments of Benjamin’s unwilled
bequest.)

The story of this strange encounter of Kojéve and
Benjamin’s writings is as fascinating as the uncanny
synchronization of the former’s seminar on Hegel
with the latter’s exile in Paris. That Georges Bataille
is the third term in this dramatic narrative is another
detail worth pondering, which I shall come back to in
the conclusion of this article.

Stories of manuscripts or artistic masterpieces
that go missing in mysterious circumstances, even
those destroyed by their authors, are undoubtedly
both fascinating and tragic. Attempts to find the
Holy Grail or the Lost Atlantis of any given ceuvre
are, however, vacuous pursuits, often founded on
erroneous premisses. In the restricted economy of the
complete works, legatees of a literary estate, editors,
publishers, researchers, archivists and various other
players contribute to a collective project of accumula-
tion where quantity takes precedence over quality;
not to mention the common attitude of intellectual
sectarianism often associated with the authority
of guardians or early pioneers of a complete works
project.

The essence or the systematic elements of any
given ceuvre depend on what it says rather than on
how much of it we possess or see. One needs to deter-
mine at which point a set of writings, terminable or
interminable, starts to say something that anticipates
the totality of the ceuvre, including, in some cases,
its missing fragments. Stories of lost manuscripts
do make pleasurable reading, but they are in no way
conducive to the less enjoyable work of critique. What
is at stake is, therefore, the articulation of a precise
method in approaching a given body of works, and
the outline of a critical position that anticipates the
end of critique. The work of assemblage and interpre-
tation must stop, and a consensus around a definitive
reading must be reached. Only then can the more
pressing work of conversing with, responding to, and
looking beyond a line of thought begin. This is partly
the purpose of this article. Fragments and outlines
are interpreted as superposed probabilities on the
actual content of Kojéve’s lost letter to Stalin, in order
to reject the lost manuscript thesis used in misguided
readings of his work.

The tyrant’s desire: first interpretation

of the 1941 Russian manuscript

The belated short memoirs of photographer Eugene
Rubin (Evgenij Rejs) provide the most vivid and reli-
able account on the months during which Kojéeve
worked on what, at first, was believed to be a
Russian translation of the lectures.® Rubin reports
that at the end of one of their evening discussions,
in the flat they shared in Paris, Kojéve claimed that
‘this is exactly what 1 am trying to tell Stalin in
my letter” When asked to explain himself, he told
Rubin that he was ‘putting together a few notes,
some predictions and some advice to the father
of the nation.” What remains of Kojéve’s letter to
Stalin consists of an unfinished handwritten manu-
script and several drafts of content pages. Assum-
ing that the pagination of sequences listed in the
outlines of content is not just a set of imaginary
numbers whose real part is equal to zero, it is pos-
sible to reconstruct the content and purpose of the
lost letter from the original working plan dated 11
November 1940.

Kojeve’s letter to Stalin is a ‘dialectical introduc-
tion to philosophy’, drawing on the ‘structure of the
Phenomenology of Spirit’ as Kojéve himself reorganized
it ‘in light of Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism’” The
outlines that Kojéve used to structure this seemingly
ambitious project resemble the ones reproduced in
the third appendix of Raymond Queneau’s edition of
the Lectures.® Kojeéve designed a very peculiar method
of reading the Phenomenology of Spirit, and then trans-
lated it into practical philosophy to ‘justify’ Stalin’s
action. As he tried to explain to Vietnamese-French
phenomenologist Tran Duc Thao in October 1948,
Kojéve was never interested in what Hegel wanted
to say. His Lectures were ‘a work of propaganda des-
tined to strike people’s minds’.? Later in 1956, in the
introduction to his ontology, Kojéve confessed that
his philosophical reflections after Hegel were an on-
going philosophical struggle to provide a ‘discursive
“justification” to events which began to unfold in
Moscow in 1917.1°

‘The task of philosophy is to resolve the fundamen-
tal question regarding “human nature™;" that is to
say, to define anthropogenic discourse and action in
relation to the natural given. Kojéve explains to Stalin
that this is also the task of political action in relation
to the social given. The grounding premisses of his
philosophical anthropology are exactly the same as
the ones he uses to explain the foundations of his
‘political anthropology’. Philosophical anthropology
is not founded on the ‘monist error’ of ‘innate nature’.



The starting and end points of human existence are
not the natural given or identity, but rather negation
of the natural given. Animal existence in conformity
with its innate or given nature is neither good nor
evil; it can only be ‘healthy or sick; wild or trained’.
Kojeve, therefore, concludes that the logic of ‘classic
anthropology’ is a philosophy of nature, and can
only lead to ‘mass-training and eugenics’. Similarly,
‘modern anthropology can lead to moral anarchy
and tasteless “existentialism” only if it develops into
a system of ethics predicated on an immutable social
given determined by a mundane master or a trans-
cendent one."

The ‘cognitive-theoretical’ progress of philosophy
towards the universal and homogenous discourse
of wisdom follows a circular rather than a linear
trajectory from the negation of the natural given
to a world transformed by work. The equivalent of
this very same movement in the sphere of political
action is the historical progression of all ‘practical’
existential attitudes from the negation of the social
given to a world transformed by struggle. The paral-
lel progression of the cognitive and the practical,
of the philosophical and the political, is grounded
in negative ontologies of becoming to which they
both return as atheistic materialism. This double
movement reached its final cognitive and practical
development in Marxism-Leninism-Stalinism.

The practical implementation of atheistic mate-
rialism as post-revolutionary political anthropology
depends on the close collaboration of the ‘Hegelian’
philosopher with a successful ‘man of action’ or
a ‘master. In Kojeve’s political terminology, this
‘master’ is also called a ‘tyrant’, here understood
as the total integration of all possible and realized
existential attitudes of ‘consciousness’, which coin-
cide with the Hegelian concept of action. In other
words, if the Phenomenology is not just ‘literature’
but also a ‘scientific-political programme of action
that depends on the couple Hegel-Napoleon, then
the Russian manuscript is, philosophically speaking,
its exact replica; historically speaking, though, it is
a programme of action for the ‘eastern revolution-
ary’ consciousness Kojéve-Stalin. This thesis was
amply discussed in the 1936-37 lectures, all of which
were omitted from Allan Bloom’s English edition of
the text. The conclusions of those lectures are quite
striking. The duality of the ‘Réalisateur-Révélateur’,
as it manifested itself in the historical objective
reality Napoleon-Hegel, is ‘(universal) action and
(absolute) knowledge; Bewusstsein on one side, and
Selbstbewusstsein on the other’.?

Napoleon has his eyes on ‘the social and natural
world outside’. He understands the world because
‘his action in this world is successful’. Napoleon,
however, does not understand himself in the world,
that is to say, he is blind to the objective reality of
his revealed self-consciousness as it has been real-
ized in the empirical existence of his action. He is
consciousness without self-consciousness because ‘he
does not know that he is God’; that is to say, creator
of the world in which his action succeeds, a world
that comes into (historical) being as a set of success-
ful acts that negate the social and natural given (as
given in absolute spatiality, or in the identity of the
topos). To Kojeve’s mind, the historical interpretation
of Hegelian action is neither natural philosophy nor
ethics. Since negativity and the negation of the given
are anthropogenic rather than cosmic or biological,
they cannot be understood from a monist perspec-
tive, in the same way that they cannot be described
as moral or amoral, in a bourgeois-Christian sense.

Hegel, on the other hand, has his eyes on Napo-
leon and on the world Napoleon created and real-
ized. Understanding Napoleon allows Hegel to
understand ‘the total integration of history, which
is self-consciousness. Where others found ‘evil’ or
‘crime’ in Napoleon’s action, Hegel pronounced a
verdict of ‘forgiveness’ from the point of view of
universal history.* By ‘justifying’ the tyrant’s con-
sciousness, the philosopher actualizes and completes
his or her own self-consciousness. At the end of
(Western) history, Hegel is one single step away from
seeing himself ‘complete’ and fully satisfied in the
presence of his realized self-consciousness; and all he
has to do is conjoin the phenomenological conscious-
ness of the world with its logical self-consciousness
in-the-world. Hegel, Kojéve tells us, ‘does not like
dualism’ and all he wanted to do was to eliminate
the last dyad of his phenomenology. ‘Napoleon will
have to “recognize” Hegel, in the same way Hegel
“recognized” Napoleon. In 1806 he was expecting
Napoleon to summon him to Paris, and appoint him
philosopher of the universal and homogenous state.
His role would consist of ‘explaining (that is to say
justifying), and perhaps even managing Napoleon’s
business’, but Hegel’s wait was in vain.

Napoleon never ‘recognized’ him. Such were the
last words of Kojéve’s 1936-37 lectures on Hegel,
against the background of the dramatic spectacle
of the Moscow Trials. In all his subsequent writ-
ings, Kojéve never wavered in his pronouncement
on political crime as a neutral act that fails, and
that it is never one with an intrinsic ‘moral’ value.



A political ‘anti-Christ’ must either be recognized or
put to death. Kojeve’s Letter to Stalin is unequivocal
on Trotsky and the outcome of his political action.”
The political failure of the French Revolution has
nothing to do with the ‘crimes’ of its leaders. The
French Revolution failed to materialize in a universal
and homogenous state because neither its tyrant’s
consciousness nor its philosopher’s self-consciousness
were fully satisfied by recognizing each other. In
that sense, all vulgar interpretations of Kojeve’s end-
of-history thesis, from Fukuyama to Agamben, as
an event which concludes with the French Revolu-
tion have all, wittingly or unwittingly, written off
his recurrent references to the Russian Revolution
as an autonomous form of (partial) historical con-
sciousness. In his letter to Stalin, Kojéve describes a
new opportunity for revolutionary action that will
‘Sovietize’ (that is to say, unify) the realized con-
sciousness of ‘the man of action’ with the revealed
self-consciousness of ‘discursive wisdom'.

Since the mid-1930s and until his last public inter-
view in La Quinzaine Littéraire, Kojeve was saying
openly and unequivocally that he was ‘Stalin’s con-
sciousness’, but no one took him seriously.’ Con-
servative French historian and assiduous attendee
of the lectures, Raymond Aron, believed that his
master’s self-confessed Stalinism or his deep sadness
after Stalin’s death were insignificant tasteless jokes,
but he also harboured suspicions that there was
something there not quite right. In November 1999,
Le Monde published a report based on Mitrokhin’s
and the French counter-intelligence agency’s archives,
claiming that between 1938 and 1968 Kojéve may well
have been a KGB informer.” Such biographical and
anecdotal details are, however, speculations that only
detract from the strength of Kojeéve’s philosophical
argument. His letter to Stalin proves that he was
expecting an invitation to Moscow, and that was not
a joke, because the stakes were high. The success
of the Russian Revolution was taken to depend on
Stalin’s recognition of the philosopher Kojéve, who
was so keen on avoiding Hegel’s mistakes. In the
autumn of 1940, he went back to Hegel’s ‘letter to
Napoleon’ and tried to determine the reasons that
kept the tyrant’s consciousness alienated from the
philosopher’s self-consciousness. He concluded that
while Hegel’s argument in 1806 was accurate, the
structure or the order in which it was outlined nulli-
fied its impact on the tyrant’s consciousness.

Hegel’s Phenomenology was more literary than
‘scientific’ and failed to speak to the tyrant’s desire
for recognition. Hegel’s ‘Sophia’ as the an sich oder
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fiir uns is lost in his Preface, Introduction, various
conclusions to chapters, and in yet another final
chapter with further sub-introductions. Was the Phe-
nomenology edited by Raymond Queneau’s Bavarian
ancestor? The tyrant is a ‘man of action’ and he
(or she) has no time for literature. The philosopher
will communicate with the tyrant’s desire through a
different art of writing.!® The categories of (revealed)
self-consciousness must be identified in a separate
and independent ‘Introduction’, and only this method
can ‘give a “scientific” or philosophical character to
the phenomenological description (which otherwise
would be purely literary).”
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In the opening section of his letter, Kojéve offers
his correspondent a vantage point onto the homo-
genous and universal ground of ‘wisdom’. He then
outlines a comprehensive point-by-point theoreti-
cal argument on how the sphere of political power
presides over the objective reality of wisdom; that
is to say, over ‘revolutionary-socialist consciousness’
realized through ‘complete self-consciousness as
perfect or absolute knowledge’. The second part of
the ‘Introduction’ ends with a succinct description
of the role of philosophy and phenomenology in the
system of knowledge. Philosophy would be some sort



of storage device used to upload and download ele-
ments of the fiir es; that is to say, ‘existential attitudes
found everywhere and at all times’, as well as partial
‘existential attitudes characterizing an outstanding
historical epoch’. Phenomenology is ‘the dialectical
introduction to philosophy’ and its aim is to activate
the partial categories described in the ‘imperfect
knowledge’ of reflexion-philosophie and elucidate the
‘dialectic of being and the real” in the succession of
particular stages or universal moments.

The introduction on wisdom in Kojéve’s letter
to Stalin is, therefore, the common ground where
the philosopher’s self-consciousness and the tyrant’s
consciousness recognize each other, and where
they both agree on the purpose of philosophy and
phenomenology. The remaining part of the letter
outlines ‘the dialectical triadic articulations’ of
all partial ‘phenomena of historical human exist-
ence’ from their ‘pre-historical foundations’ (Part
One), to their historical manifestation in relation
to ‘revolutionary existence’ (Part Two). In each part
of the phenomenological analysis, Kojéve shows
‘the active-practical aspects’ of pre-historical and
revolutionary existence, first; and then describes
their corresponding ‘ideological reflections’ in ‘the
cognitive-theoretical aspect of existence’. Both the
active and the cognitive (ideological) categories of
existence - in ‘pre-historical phenomena’ as in the
course of ‘revolutionary time’ which marks the transi-
tion to ‘historical’ phenomena - anticipate the event
of the Russian Revolution. The concluding part of
the letter (Part Three) describes ‘post-historical exist-
ence’ as the integration of ‘Marxist communism and
Hegelian individualism’ in the universal and hom-
ogenous condition of wisdom which is, Kojéve says,
‘Lenin-Stalin (and my book).

The working notes of Kojéve’s 1941 Russian
manuscript seem to suggest that its final version
also contains, besides the opening address directly
aimed at ‘comrade Stalin’, numerous other manage-
rial memoranda to his civil servants. The outlines
indicate the existence of appendices for publication
in self-contained volumes on: dialectics, the Marxist
critique of ideology and Freud’s psychoanalysis,
death, crime and punishment, happiness and sat-
isfaction, war and pacifism, and finally holidays.
Kojeéve’s letter to Stalin was neither a ‘book’ in the
literary sense of the term, nor intended to become
one. It was a substantial piece of diplomatic cor-
respondence signed AV. Kozhevnikov. Its purpose
was to explain to the concrete practical conscious-
ness of power its ‘cognitive-theoretical’ reflections in

the ‘ideology of wisdom’; and then deduce from this
(practical-cognitive) ‘anthropological phenomenol-
ogy’ a biopolitical theory intended as managerial
advice on how to harness human resources by under-
standing how they are manifested in practical and
cognitive phenomena.

In his essay on ‘Laction politique des philosophes’
(1950), published at the height of anti-colonial strug-
gles,?* Kojéve equates the notion of tyranny with the
notion of authority. In other words, tyranny as used
in his political philosophy is distinguished from all
other forms of despotism, but it is also, as we shall
see later, different from the autonomous sphere of
authority. Authority can exist only when it is con-
sciously and freely recognized as such. When tyranny
is one and the same thing as authority, it does not use
force even though it may have initially seized power
through violent means. Both tyranny and authority,
therefore, have a ‘morally neutral sense’ of (political)
legitimacy. The aim of classic tyrannies was to main-
tain an already established social class in line with
personal or familial ambitions. Conversely, ‘modern’
tyranny is ‘exercised in the service of political, social
or economic ideas which are truly revolutionary, that
is to say in the service of objectives that are radically
different from all that already exists’.** That some
form of tyranny, as Kojéve understands it, emerges
at one point or another in the course of history, this,
in itself, needs no a priori philosophical justification.
However, when a philosopher is seen in the company
of the tyrant, and is finally ‘recognized’ as his or her
equal, this event will have to be justified philosophi-
cally, although it is perfectly acceptable historically
speaking.

Kojéve’s letter to Stalin does not just explain or
‘justify’ Stalin by understanding his desire; it also
explains and justifies Kojéve, who ‘knows what he
wants’ and not just ‘what he wants’.?> Philosophical
consciousness is driven by the desire for (universal)
recognition; like consciousness, it tends to expand
from sensation and subjective self-perception to
social understanding and social reason; and finally
reaches ‘satisfaction’ in wisdom at the end of phil-
osophy. The philosopher, therefore, knows that
tyranny is its most adequate concrete manifestation
in empirical existence. Unlike Plato, who appears as
much of a theologian as a philosopher, or Kant, who
was a bourgeois hypocrite terrified by the idea of
becoming contemptuous to himself,?* Kojéve did not
believe that philosophy is the enemy of power. Both
philosophy and tyranny share the same metaphysical
grounds and must therefore join forces rather than
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work against each other. Kojéve has no qualms what-
soever about sending his letter to Stalin. In 1941 there
was no other tyrant worthy of his recognition - that
is to say, worthy of his desire.

The philosopher and the tyrant who conform to
the model of the pagan attitude of mastery are, by
definition, oblivious to love, affection or happiness,
all of which ‘imply elements that have nothing to do
with politics’ or philosophy, understood in the sense
of ‘perfection’ and becoming.** A ‘loving’ (Platonic)
dialectic is pseudo-dialectic because that which is
loved is always loved for its being and never for what
it becomes or how it acts. Love does not expand, it
does not become (any different or any better), and
it may well lead to contentedness or well-being, but
it certainly is not a means to achieve Hegelian sat-
isfaction, that is to say self-consciousness. As for
Kantian-theist notions of ‘moral perfection’, they are
all asocial and apolitical since they are grounded in
duties to act that may carry on working but will never
struggle. In the ontological isotope of philosophy and
power, recognition and satisfaction are achievable
regardless of whether their subject or object is happy
or unhappy, loved or unloved. It is not necessary for
philosophers to be loved in order for them to be rec-
ognized, unless perhaps they are Plato or Kant, rather
than Hegel, Heidegger, Marx or Kojéve. Similarly, the
recognition of Stalin’s authority may make many of
its subjects happy or miserable, as it may incite their
hatred or love, but in the sphere of authority the
economy of affects is entirely inconsequential.

In addition to the philosophical justification of
the authority of the philosopher, there is, in Kojéve’s
mind, a historical one. In order to make an estab-
lished state of things endure without resorting to
‘structural reforms’ or a ‘revolution’, the unconscious
application of widely accepted prejudice and abstrac-
tions is not a major impediment on the exercise of
power or thought; and in such cases there is no need
for the council of philosophers. The intervention of
philosophers becomes important in situations where
‘structural reforms’ or ‘revolutionary action’ become
objectively possible, and therefore necessary. On the
other hand, political tyrants have always emerged as
a historical necessity whenever a political reality had
to be actively negated in its essence - that is to say,
in revolutionary times. Kojéve’s letter to Stalin was
written in that spirit of the philosopher’s intervention
in the sphere of tyranny that has emerged in revolu-
tionary time. It is, therefore, Hegel’s Phenomenology
transformed into practical philosophy, designed for
the political objective reality that has been revealed
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in empirical existence after the Russian Revolution.
This line of thought explicitly affiliates itself with the
intellectual genealogy Marxism-Leninism, and can
be described as Hegelianism-Kojéveanism: a project
proposal for the official managerial ideology of the
Stalinist universal and homogenous state.

Bourgeois comedy: second interpretation

of Kojéve’s letter to Stalin

After his retreat from Paris to the Zone libre, Kojeéve
kept a close watch on the unfolding events. He con-
templated the possibility that any of the belligerent
powers had equal chances to win. He was prepared
to settle in any new historical reality, not in the sense
of acceptance or submissive surrender, but to work
closely with(in) it, like ‘the worm in the fruit’® He
would soon find out that the tyrant of Moscow is
not the only game in town. Kojéve’s letter to Stalin
will, therefore, make sense only if read alongside
his three other (known) correspondences with other
‘tyrants’ in the course of the Phony War. All of the
documents listed below were made public long after
their author’s death.

Kojéve’s letter to Vichy (16 May 1942)

There is enough bibliographical evidence to docu-
ment Kojéve’s participation in the French Resistance
throughout the occupation years. He joined Jean Cas-
sou’s underground regiment as agent number 1231,
and later the group Combat in Marseille, distributing
documents and leaflets for both movements, while
infiltrating enemy lines using his language skills.?®
To Kojéve’'s mind, Vichy’s government was, never-
theless, a historical objective reality which needed to
be engaged and confronted on its own turf. At the
height of Vichy rule, he put together a short, but very
elaborate, text on the notion of authority. The style,
approach and method are very much similar to the
ones used in his letter to Stalin, but the content is
different. Kojéve’s memo to the tyrant of Vichy was
completed on 16 May 1942.

The Notion of Authority sets out to analyse (politi-
cal) authority as a quadruple phenomenological and
metaphysical system made of the authority of the
past (Father), present (Master), future (Leader) and
eternity (Judge). Kojéve explains the de-totalizing
element in the ‘total authority’ of Maréchal Pétain
to show its lack of authority, and then, ironically,
concludes his study with a few recommendations
on Petain’s révolution nationale. He points out that
this programme has a topos in empirical existence
but ‘lacks an idea’ that is objectively real. When a



national revolution has no idea one will need to
invent a simulacrum of a revolutionary idea. Pétain
and his government will have to ‘pretend’ that they
are leading a revolution. Such strange and prepos-
terous recommendations come to conclude Kojéve’s
letter to Vichy. On 9 July 1942 he received a cordial
reply from Henri Moysset recognizing receipt of his
manuscript on the notion of authority, and prais-
ing its insightful content. So, what is one to make
of this correspondence with Vichy? Does this mean
that Kojéve was a Machiavellian opportunist who
made a fatal error of judgement? The answer is

categorically no. It is very doubtful that the philoso-
pher of recognition, the Kojevenikoff of The Notion,
was addressing himself to someone unworthy of his
desire. Authority had been explained and justified by
the philosopher’s self-consciousness; its manifesta-
tion as Maréchal Pétain was however inadequate.
In the era of bourgeois domination, the quadruple
topology of authority explodes and splinters into
separate triangles. Bourgeois revolutionary impulse
operates in urban geography, and its first casualty
is the authority of the Father. It then proceeds to
the systematic division and separation of authorities
and the implementation of ‘class justice’ through
the absolute and eternal authority of Right, which is
often involved in a conflictual relationship with the
authority of the Leader and that of the Master. Both
Montesquieu’s constitutional theory on the division
of powers and Rousseau’s theory of the will of the
people must be understood as the direct outcome of
bourgeois authority.

Bereft of its paternal limb (past), social existence
is left prey to the oppressive hegemony of the three
remaining metaphysical forms of authority. History
is now regulated by the absolute present of the

Master’s authority, for whom pseudo-risks will have
to be invented, in the guise of perpetual wars. Under
the authority of the Leader, which is metaphysically
driven by the idea of the future, life is character-
ized by the proliferation of utopias; while under the
‘Eternal’ and unchecked authority of the Judge, an
oppressive notion of Right rules supreme. Life is
dehumanized and policed like raw data by an imper-
sonal Administration, and by the brute force of law.”
Where political authority is reduced to the authority
of the Judge, there is neither state nor ‘citizens’, but
a ‘society of private and isolated individuals with
rights and duties’. Margaret Thatcher was therefore
empirically justified in her claim that there is no
such thing as society. In the condition of a divided
authority, one that has realized the bourgeois theory
of constitutional power, there is neither a universal
nor a homogenous state to be found. Kojeéve described
a catastrophic condition of absolute political chaos,
where Stalin emerged as the only ‘revolutionary
leader with a universal project’, paralleled with the
culmination of bourgeois constitutional projects in
the leadership of Hitler. Kojeve’s portrait of Maréchal
Pétain can be read as a concrete phenomenological
manifestation of consciousness in the era of ‘bour-
geois domination’. Was Kojéve convinced at this point
that all future political authorities of the West are
offsprings of Pétain? He had no doubt that the fall of
the government of Vichy was imminent, but he also
believed that the spectre of its tyrant is the misrecog-
nized fourth term of all future postwar bourgeois
models of (political) authority.

Kojéve’s Letter to Henry Ford (1943)
By 1943, long after the failure of the Molotov-
Ribbentrop Pact, and at a turning point in the
fortune of Hitler’s campaign on the Eastern front,
Kojéve completed a voluminous study on the question
of right.”® In the same year, Sartre published Being
and Nothingness and Bataille Inner Experience. A com-
parative reading of these three texts can highlight the
consistency in Kojeéve’s approach to the conversation
of philosophy with tyranny. Kojéve never had much
esteem for Sartre’s celebrity. Similarly, he had always
distanced himself from Bataille’s first flirtations with
Contre-Attaque and Boris Souvarine’s anti-Stalinism.
To his mind, both Sartre’s republic of letters and
Souvarine’s revolutionary posturing were missing the
point, as was most of the literature of the Eurasian
circle in Paris.

As Kojéve waited in vain for Stalin to summon him
to Moscow, he must have realized that he may have to
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settle in the world affiliated with Napoleon’s political
success rather than relocate to the one transformed
by Stalin’s political crimes. This also meant he would
not be working with a tyrant who truly believes in the
‘pagan value of vanity’. The bourgeois tyrant and the
bourgeois philosopher have a different understanding
of authority from the one cultivated by the phil-
osopher and tyrant of the Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist
objective reality. Throughout the first half of the
1940s, Kojéve negotiated with one of his former stu-
dents, Robert Marjolin, the possibility of working for
France’s postwar government as adviser on foreign
trade and financial matters. 1f in the 1930s, he ‘always
inwardly read “Stalin” instead of “Napoleon™, he also
realized that the emerging postwar reality worked
according to a slightly different formula:

Stalin = the Alexander of our World = Industrialized
Napoleon = World = empire. [As for] Hitler, [he]
was only a new enlarged and improved edition of
Napoleon’s single and indivisible Republic. Napo-
leon wanted to sublate the state as such in favour
of society ... and [now] the Anglo-Saxons want the
same thing (certainly with more success). And Marx
also meant nothing other than this with his ‘Realm
of freedom’?

In this emerging new reality where all postwar
tyrants seem to ‘want’ the same thing, Kojéve’s
understanding of practical philosophy shifted from
a phenomenology of spirit to a phenomenology of
right. In the looming postwar objective reality there
is nothing left for the philosopher speaking from
the position of ‘absolute knowledge’, other than
‘producing’.®® The political in the sense of ‘tyranny’
or ‘authority’ is redefined in the guise of ‘administra-
tions’” and the ‘police’.

The phenomenology of right anticipates the disso-
lution of the dualism ‘East-West’. ‘Molotov’s cowboy
hat [becomes] a symbol of the future, and Henry
Ford emerges as ‘the only great authentic Marxist
of the 20th century’. All other pseudo-Marxists are
‘Romantics’ who tried to impose distorted Marxist
theories on economic systems which had no fully
developed capitalist relations. Ford’s programme
of ‘full employment’ allowed ‘the capitalists to do
exactly what they ought to have done according to
Marxist theory in order to make the “social revolu-
tion” impossible, that is to say, unnecessary’.’! Unlike
the Russian manuscript of 1941, which clearly equates
the (Marxist-Leninist-Stalinist) socialist idea with
the point of view of wisdom and absolute science, the
study on right, one can argue, is written from the per-
spective of the pseudo-revolutionary consciousness of
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the bourgeois ‘citizen’ (without a master) who has not
yet fought the final battle to become the Citizen of
the Universal and Homogenous State. The subjects
of right, as described by Kojéve, are either (pseudo)
masters without slaves or (pseudo) slaves without
masters. The subjects of right are ‘loyal’ pseudo-
citizens living in an alienating political reality and
social existence.

The condition of right described in Kojeve’s
1943 manuscript consists of a complex legal system
which combines aristocratic equality and bourgeois
equivalence within particular and heterogeneous
states. Already at this point in the context of his
philosophical ceuvre, Kojéve is no longer writing or
thinking from the position of ‘wisdom” and at the
end of history, as in his letter to Stalin. Contrary to
erroneous interpretations recently popularized by
the Straussian Republic of Letters, Kojéve’s Phenom-
enology of Right is neither about a post-historical
condition where right rules supreme, nor about a
‘hyper-liberal order’ of justice beyond tyranny and
empires.*

In the era of bourgeois domination, Kojéve pre-
dicted that the absolute despotism of right, detached
from its grounding metaphysical fourfold topology of
total authority, will be the type of (pseudo) authority
that neutralizes all possible forms of revolutionary
action. It will be an authority of ‘eternity’ (Judge) in
relation to present (Master) or future (Leader), but
one which is without a past (Father). Welcome to the
century of ‘infinite justice’ and ‘enduring freedom’.

Kojeve’s letter to de Gaulle (1945)

The most important aspect of the 1943 manuscript,
in the context of Kojeve’s political philosophy, is the
crucial distinction he makes between the autono-
mous sphere of right and the autonomous spheres
of both tyranny (or political power) and authority
or legitimacy. In 1945, he completed one of several
versions of his ‘project Kojevnikoff’ or LEmpire latin:
Esquisse d’'une doctrine de la politique frangaise.** How
much from the memo addressed to Jean Filippi was
later recycled in the Schumann Declaration is yet to
be determined. Be that as it may, the memo situates
France in the context of a new historical configura-
tion which presciently describes the world we live in
today. Kojeve predicted that Germany will ultimately
emerge as a major political and economic threat to
France. The leading role of France in Europe, and
its very survival, would depend on the exclusion of
Germany from all future geopolitical configurations
of the continent, which must be facing south towards



the Mediterranean, rather than north towards the
Anglo-American or Slavic-Soviet empires.

‘Project Kojevnikoft” was openly sceptical about
the idea of the nation-state, and advised France to
construct its Latin Empire as a distinct ideological
and economic entity against the two ‘erroneous ideol-
ogies’ of Stalin’s communist but anti-internationalist
empire, and the bourgeois liberalism of the Anglo-
(German)-American Empire. In The Notion of Author-
ity, Kojéve laments the lack of a ‘revolutionary idea’ in
the national consciousness of the French, and claims
that where this idea is lacking, one will have to invent
its ‘simulacrum’. In his second Esquisse, he names this
‘idea’ the Latin Empire. Here, once again, we are still
far removed from the Universal and Homogenous
State, and in the same twilight zone of indecision
and suspension described in The Notion of Authority.>*

Kojeve’s St Pauline administrative memoranda and
policy papers, including his letters to the Kremlin
and to Vichy, as well as his report on legal policy and
international diplomacy for the future post-Fordist
empires and their economic societies, are all written
from the point of view of the particular and hetero-
geneous condition of historical existence. Neither
of these texts describes a post-revolutionary or a
post-historical condition. Each tyrant is pointed in
the direction of the ideal of the homogenous and uni-
versal state as the goal of their total authority. This
may of course sound pleasing to any tyrant’s ears, but
in the context of Kojéve’s philosophical system there
is a catch to this. The universal and homogenous
state is also the end of the state, total tyranny is the
end of tyranny, in the same way ‘wisdom’ is the end
of philosophy and the Encyclopaedia was the end
of the Phenomenology. If this dialectical process is
already imbedded in the Communist idea, it remains
untenable to the spirit of capital.

Concluding remarks
In Kojéve’s political philosophy, legality pertains to
economic and familial spheres where a ‘disinterested
and impartial third’ intervenes in the social relation
of A to B. This is not a political relation because
the Schmittian friend-enemy political relations do
not count beyond two, and neither is it a relation of
legitimacy where A recognizes an authority B both
voluntarily and consciously without the coercive use
of force. In Kojéve’s mind, the political, legitimacy
and legality are radically autonomous spheres.
There is no such thing as a just or legal war, in the
same way as it would be a contradiction in terms to
talk about a legitimate or legal revolution.

That the spheres of legality, legitimacy and the
political are autonomous is one of the major findings
of Kojeve’s thought during the Second World War and
in conversation with various tyrants of the twentieth
century. The consequences of this formidable thesis
are yet to enter contemporary consciousness in the
sphere of revolutionary action because it is lagging
behind a more intelligent reception in the sphere of
managerial literature. This sorrowful state of affairs
may explain why Kojéve has found an almost imme-
diate following in the midst of bourgeois bureaucrats
and managers while his reception in left scholarship
has failed to grasp the revolutionary project outlined
in his work.

In each one of Kojeve’s ‘political writings’ in the
first half of the 1940s, history is seized as a ‘monad’
where, in Benjamin words, ‘thinking suddenly stops
in a configuration pregnant with tensions’ and ‘rec-
ognises in this structure ... a revolutionary chance’®
The tyrant addressed in the Russian manuscript is
the Stalinist state, which had best incorporated the
revolutionary idea (even in the guise of its simula-
crum) at the beginning of the 1940s. By the time
Kojéve got to his first and then second Esquisse, a
new objective and concrete historical reality started
taking shape. At that point already, the revolution-
ary idea has been completely diluted in the contra-
dictions of the bourgeois world of capital. It then
became clear to the philosopher of recognition that
he was dealing with another tyrant, one without
a face, who must be reawakened to its desire for
recognition and then pointed in the direction of the
universal and homogenous state - that is to say, their
‘end’. As Kojeéve’s political writings gradually shifted
from practical philosophy to managerial literature,
he must have also understood that he was now the
civil servant of modern historical consciousness as
revealed through absolute legality, inadequate legiti-
macy and the pseudo-political.

The pagan notion of recognition is unbearable to
bourgeois sensibility and to its slavish moral values.
In bourgeois modern tyrannies, the pleasures of rec-
ognition are replaced by a different discourse on the
pleasurable rewards of work, and the desire to succeed
in a given enterprise. Bourgeois tyrants cultivate
their authority like ‘conscientious’ and ‘enthusiastic’
workers who aspire to guarantee the most adequate
conditions for the success of their hard work. This
new practical consciousness as it materializes in
the sphere of (political) action corresponds to the
bourgeois variant of the philosopher who is devoted
to pure theory and verbal struggles. ‘The aristocratic

15



chatelaine’ who didn’t have to work and confined
himself to his recluse ‘garden’ is no longer available
to the bourgeois philosopher who has to work to earn
a living. The aristocratic garden is then replaced with
a more affordable and less glamorous option in the
guise of the Republic of Letters.”

A philosophical existence devoted to ‘theory’
and pure thought and dissociated from action is
philosophically untenable. The philosopher must,
therefore, run away from the society of the bour-
geois epicureans, and exchange their ‘garden’ and the
company of ‘trees’ with the street and the company
of the crowd, in the manner of a Socrates, or like
Queneau’s philosopher-voyou.*® Kojéve, however,
suspects that behind the petty struggles and unevent-
ful dramas of the reclusive Republic of Letters there
may well be a more sinister neurosis, which keeps the
bourgeois intellectual from any active participation
in politics and public life. The tragic (moral) conflict
of the philosopher faced with a tyrant is perhaps
the concrete expression of the tragic dilemma of the
intellectual faced with action or the necessity to act.
The philosopher who renounces political action can
contend her- or himself with discussion, and there
has always been discussion about and between phil-
osophy and politics. A purely verbal form of dialectic
does not solve problems and can only result in the
proliferation of books. A new philosophy can only
emerge from an encounter with a new historical or
political reality that is fully understood in the sphere
of action, as praxis rather than pure theory. Kojéve’s
relationship with the tyrant does not consist in
verbal discussion, or in theories formulated beneath
the trees, with fellow bourgeois Epicureans in the
Republic of Letters. To Kojevenikoff, a voyou among
the voyoucracy of historical dialectic, his conversation
with eastern and western tyrants was well justified
both historically and philosophically; and if that trig-
gers the hatred of some or the love of others, he has
nothing to say to them. Authority does not discuss,
nor persuade; it acts; and on a few occasions it listens
carefully to a philosopher ‘in a hurry’ and always
pressed for time.*

There is another document which can bring to
light a very important aspect of Kojeéve’s letter to
Stalin. On 14 October 1931, Kojéve completed a draft
of the opening section of his philosophical system.
The manuscript is in Russian, and its author was
extremely enthusiastic about his achievement. He
even recorded the exact time it took him to write
the last pages in ‘145 hours and a half, at the rate
of 0.84 pages per hour’. He also mentions in one of
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his footnotes that no section of the manuscript, no
matter how substantial it may be, must ever be pub-
lished until his ‘general philosophy’ or the ‘system’ is
completed.*® Kojeéve, however, never returned to what
he described as his ‘fantasy book’. Was he perhaps
distracted by numerous personal misfortunes?*!

In the context of his philosophy, there is a more
plausible explanation for the failure of Kojéve’s first
attempt at formulating his ‘system’ in a completed
piece of writing. He had a clear outline of the
project’s major articulations: (1) philosophy of the
inexistent, (2) philosophy of the existent, and (3) phil-
osophy of philosophy. As he began formulating his
ontological deductions from the ‘abstract existential
attitude of the theist-atheist intuition’ he reached
an impasse and failed to progress any further from
the philosophy of the inexistent to the philosophy
of the existent. In the first part of the system, his
final deductions were absolute freedom of men-in-
the-world who either kill themselves (suicide) or kill
each other. There was no plausible explanation of
the phenomenological plane of the system. There
is, however, a social dialectic, but it is not clear how
that happened. An answer would only become pos-
sible after Kojéve’s engagement with the findings of
modern physics, and his close reading of Hegelian
desire, which led to a coherent theory of work. But
none of these details explains exactly why or how the
(unfinished) 1931 Russian manuscript resonates with
the (lost) 1941 letter to Stalin. The two manuscripts
have exactly the same conclusion and were meant to
lead to a final chapter on silence. This is where we
need to make a final detour via Georges Bataille to
understand what this is about.

Kojéve and Bataille followed each other’s work for
more than thirty years. But while Bataille recognized
Kojéve as the most important thinker of his time,
the latter never reciprocated such accolades. Bataille
was left out of Kojéve’s inner circle and he rarely
responded to Bataille’s invitations. He steered clear of
his connections with Souvarine and the Surrealists,
and he expressed contempt in private reviews of his
books, and openly rejected his agnostic mysticism.
When Bataille wrote in Inner Experience a ‘comic little
summary’ of Hegel’s system as a coward’s choice of
‘satisfaction’ over ‘supplication’, leaving Hegel like a
useless ‘handle of a shovel’,** Kojeve replied: ‘Stalin is a
shovel done and completed’ and while you say ‘suppli-
cation’ Hegel and Stalin say ‘struggle’.** When Bataille
asked Kojéve to preface his Summa Atheologica, he
sent in May 1950 what, at first, looks like a contemptu-
ous summary of Bataille’s system of non-knowing:



the pages that will follow are situated beyond
circular Hegelian discourse. It remains to be seen
if they contain a Discourse (which would, in this
case, have the value of refutation) or if, there, one
finds contemplative Silence in a verbal form. Now,
if there is only one possible way to say the Truth,
there are innumerable ways it remains concealed
(in silence).

Although this seems like another way to reiterate
Kojeéve’s open rejection of the Bataillean brand of
sovereignty, and the same sarcastic comment on
his Inner Experience, the 1931 and then 1941 Russian
manuscripts prove otherwise. They both end with
Bataillean silence. Even more intriguing is the fact
that Kojeve’s letter to Stalin incorporates substan-
tial sections from Bataille’s alternative edition of
the Lectures.** As we know, Bataille hated Queneau’s
edition, and found it both disorderly and inaccurate.
Perhaps the ultimate irony of Kojéve’s letter to Stalin
is that it recognized Bataillean sovereignty without
Bataille ever knowing of this recognition. If only
Bataille had read Russian. If only he had known that
Kojeve agreed with him, he probably would have
died a happy man. That Bataille kept the Russian
manuscript in his office for the rest of his life (not
knowing its content) only goes to show that, in the
words of their mutual friend, a letter always arrives
at its destination.
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