
J.D. Taylor, Thinking the Negative: Nihilism, logos, and error

Following on from my forthcoming monograph Negative Capitalism: Cynicism in the Neoliberal  

Era (Zero Books), this thesis investigates the process of 'negativity' in philosophy, beginning in 

dialectic, and intends to establish a theoretical framework that offers a number of potential 

contributions to critical theory. Dialectic has concerned the Western tradition since Plato's Socratic 

dialogues, whereby Socrates sought to determine truth through reasoned dialogue, using language 

and rational reflection to overcome error by establishing first principles of knowledge. Thought 

itself has occupied the place of the negative, most familiarly as doubt, mystery and inquiry. 

Dialectic thought, according to Hegel, is the negating of the negative, overcoming error by 

establishing a positive science, in truth-systems built on first principles. But with the singular notion 

of 'truth' increasingly untenable in the multiplicity of contemporary thought, critical theory, as a 

theory of critique, encourages new ways of thinking the negative, the other side of dialectic, in 

order to face nothingness, death, error, and their revolutionary possibilities and limitations. 

The thesis will explore negativity in the following direction: the first chapter seeks to analyse the 

development of dialectic thinking after Socrates and Plato. In the Western Judeo-Christian logos, 

the world begins with naming: 'In the beginning was the Word', or as Agamben has recently argued, 

the 'commandment'. The world is ordered into a thinkable object of human knowledge by the 

commandment of naming, a power transferred to Man by God. Aristotle subsumes the negativity of 

empty matter into a rationally ordered system of scientific classifications, covering the entire 

breadth of human knowledge. Against this tradition, Plotinus thinks of the world as one singular 

Substance, the One. Both the empirical and speculative approaches lead to an inexorable Dualism of 

Mind/soul against Body/matter, wherein the latter is relegated to a suspect and base status of the 

negative. The first chapter will end by considering how Spinoza's Ethics disrupts this tradition by 

posing an immanent metaphysics, that reduces all phenomena to a rational truth-system from first 

principles, that equates God and Nature as One. 

The second chapter explores the impact of Spinoza's immanent metaphysics in Kant and post-

Kantian philosophy. Kant's response to Spinoza's rupturing of metaphysics is a careful re-operation 

of dialectic, restoring morality and the dualist binary through the 'noumenal'. Kant empowers the 

possibility of the subject to acquire knowledge positively, thereby empowering the bourgeois 

subject as a bastion of knowledge against the negativity of non-identity and the non-conceptual. 

Hegel theorised negativity as the beginning point of philosophy, negativity as thought (and is hence 

the first modern philosopher to think the negative), but then imposed its overcoming through 



aufheben, or synthesis. His dialectical philosophy revisits dualist ideas and attempts to put an 

abstracted truth as 'Spirit' at the centre, restoring the hegemony of the bourgeois Western state as a 

universal. But Hegel's ontological system is defined by its negative, death, sovereignty and nihilism, 

which ultimately escape and disrupt the system. Equally self-conscious of the 'effects' and usage of 

philosophical reason, Schopenhauer's notion of the 'will', in contrast to representation, proposed a 

fundamental force of negativity ('nihil negativum') of the world that exists not for man who names. 

The 'nihil negativum' indicates an object emptied of conceptuality, unknowable to philosophical 

reason. Having grounded negativity more clearly in early modern philosophy, the second chapter 

intends to close in on an analysis of Schopenhauer's 'negativist' legacy, particularly his direction for 

a new application of philosophy that can face death and negativity. Just as for Nietzsche later, 

Spinoza's account of conatus remains profoundly influential for these philosophies of will and 

power, which profoundly problematise in different ways the abilities of the modern subject to speak 

or 'know' authoritatively. 

This dialectical idealism introduces negativity into contemporary problems, which the third chapter 

of the thesis will focus on. Dialectical reason attempted to overcome error through language, but the 

danger is the idealisation of linguistic concepts alone. This leads to totalising metaphysical systems 

that repress the negative, and anything too that is banished as the 'negative', be it madness, the 

unconscious, femininity, queerness, the Other. The third chapter first introduces analytical 

philosophy in Wittgenstein and Phenomenology in Husserl, which variously contend with the role 

and limits of language in dialectic. The problem of negativity and language are then analysed in 

Freud (and later Lacan), which problematised the western tradition by analysing what of thought 

remained outside language: desire and death, negated in the Oedipus complex and the symbolic. 

Whilst the Marxist tradition of historical materialism conceives a progressive historical realisation 

of the proletariat negating their own condition and capitalism through revolutionary acts, Bataille 

thought the negative as 'base matter', a matter that escapes language through its atavistic 

autonomous energy as darkness, or evil, a keystone concept for this thesis. Adorno finally lays 

down the gauntlet for philosophy to think the negative by overcoming the concept through the 

concept, a bold thinking of the negative negating positivity, a negative dialectic, with which the this 

chapter seeks to finally analyse. 

The fourth and final chapter engages with contemporary critical theory, with specific problems of 

speculatively thinking 'Man', world, or the place of the humanities in an increasingly nihilistic and 

unthinkable world. To introduce these problems, the chapter engages with a number of 

contemporary engagements with aspects of the negative: first Brassier and Meillassoux's 



engagements with the pre- and post-human, as well as Thacker's turn to vitalism and thinking of 

'Life' and the world-as-unthinkable. The chapter then engages Laruelle's 'non-philosophy', a 

problematic term which, the thesis will argue, unknowingly repeats much of Spinoza's immanent 

metaphysics. The chapter then seeks to respond to Noys' analysis of an 'affirmationist doxa' in 

Derrida, Latour, Deleuze, Negri, and Badiou, all being variously compelled by political imperatives 

to return to positive, idealised concepts of freedom and political revolution. This kind of dialectic, 

in refusing to think the negative, in turn represses one of the more vital and compelling 

opportunities for contemporary critical theory.

Whilst many contemporary accounts focus on formulating 'positive' philosophical means of 

thinking 'the Real', the human, or an anti-capitalist or post-capitalist political subject, the 

importance of this proposed thesis is its identification and engagement with another strand of 

critical theory,  the negative, non-identity, and nihilism, without recourse to pragmatism or idealism. 

The final import of this research is not to suggest a transcendent 'overcoming' of negativity, but 

rather to pose working round or thinking through of the negative itself. This thesis intends to offer a 

unique contribution to critical theory in thinking a tradition of 'negativity' engrained into dialectic 

philosophy. 


