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David Blencowe 

Vardoulakis’s book is a tour de force. Growing out of a PhD thesis that he 

completed at Monash University’s Centre for Comparative Literature and 

Cultural Studies, his study of the figure of the doppelgänger is ambitiously 

conceived, and involves an interrogation of material that cuts across litera-

ture, criticism and philosophy. These generate discussions that are fre-

quently original, sometimes startlingly so. 

It is Vardoulakis’s contention that the doppelgänger provides a new 

way to think the subject and subjectivity. It is a reconfiguration of these 

terms, in that the doppelgänger does not entail their outright rejection or 

overcoming (3). Instead there is a movement away from the what of the 

subject and subjectivity, to the how of their relationality. Vardoulakis’s 

sketch of metaphysical self-reflection is instructive. In order to attain the na-

ture of the particular, phenomenal subject, its relationship to subjectivity, 

that is, the subject as abstract universal, must first be posited and ascer-

tained. This only works if the two concepts are kept stable and distinct from 

one another, in other words, they rest upon essentialisations. The effect of 

the doppelgänger is to blur these careful distinctions and so problematise 

attempts at self-reflection. In doing so Vardoulakis insists that the doppel-
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gänger makes possible an ontology of the subject (1). However, Vardou-

lakis must be careful that this ontology itself is not an essentialising or total-

ising one. Consequently he avoids any attempt to define the content of the 

doppelgänger, but is only concerned with its effects. Furthermore, he is 

unwilling to suggest that the doppelgänger operates ubiquitously.   

The target of such a critique is the notion of autonomous subjectivity, 

which was the project of German Idealism. Indeed, the word doppelgänger 

was first coined by the German romantic Jean Paul as a way to problema-

tise the philosopher Fichte’s positing of the transcendental self. It is fitting, 

then, that Vardoulakis’s first chapter explicates the philosophical implica-

tions of Jean Paul’s doppelgänger, which, significantly, are presented not in 

works of philosophy proper but in his novels. Vardoulakis provides context 

by tracing the contemporary debate surrounding Fichte’s absolute ego. He 

begins with the publication of an open letter to Fichte by the theologian 

Jacobi that postulates what he thought was the central dilemma, namely 

whether the absolute ego had usurped God and ushered in nihilism be-

cause independent reality had to be denied in order to ground the ego ab-

solutely, or whether God remained but only to be intimated through an irra-

tional faith irreconcilable with Fichtean science. Jacobi saw no third alterna-

tive. Jean Paul came to Fichte through Jacobi and he perceives a third way 

around the dilemma, which is that of the doppelgänger. 

Vardoulakis’s compressed explanation of this third way (34–36) is not 

especially clear, at least to this reader. Nevertheless it is key, because 

many of the major claims of his thesis are demonstrated here. It revolves 

around the undecidability of what is meant by the last words uttered by the 

doppelgänger character Schoppe in the novel Titan: “Ich auch, Ich gleich 

Ich.” The undecidability is between particularity and universality, between 

the subject and subjectivity, between the specific individual and the neuter, 

inexperiential transcendental self that is the ground of Fichtean philosophy. 

Vardoulakis’s thesis is that this impossibility of deciding gives rise to a new 

possibility of subjectivity. Autonomous subjectivity of Fichte’s kind could 

only be achieved by imprisoning the subject within the infinitude of “the 

kingdom of reason,” which comes at the cost of being wholly insensible 

both to an external world and to particular, empirical selves. The subject is 

doomed to loneliness in a no-where place, it is a “last man.” Vardoulakis 
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perceives in Jean Paul’s presentation of the doppelgänger’s final words the 

undoing of any and all claims for autonomy. This new possibility of subjec-

tivity is not found within a philosophical text, but is located within art, spe-

cifically literature. It is a movement away from the confines of respresenta-

tional philosophy and its unproblematic understanding of language. The 

manoeuvre that Jean Paul initiates is made with the aid of language, and it 

occurs through his conviction of the undecidability between image and sign 

(35). 

Vardoulakis avers that Jean Paul’s critique of Fichte is immanent, 

drawing the conclusion that Fichte had arrived at the doppelgänger concep-

tion of subjectivity in spite of himself. This is the logic of the doppelgänger 

par excellence, and it is the logic of the “trick.” Fichte becomes a trickster. 

Fichte’s attempt to establish the independence of philosophy surreptitiously 

entails the use of literature and thus denies that independence (64). Phi-

losophy and literature are certainly not coterminous as a result, and they 

are not points that share the same continuum, rather they “cannot be 

wrested apart – and yet each holds its own part, its own narrative. The trick 

in Fichte’s philosophy has been to install literature where there was sup-

posedly only philosophy” (64). It is here that Vardoulakis can launch his 

own project, in the interstices between philosophy, literature, and criticism, 

which is where the subject as doppelgänger persists. 

The ensuing four chapters contain a series of studies that invoke the 

operation of the doppelgänger. They include a treatment of modernist 

Greek author George Papdiamantes’s novel The Murderess, which is the 

occasion for an examination of the subject of modernity; a comparison of 

Jean Paul and Maurice Blanchot that frames the two as “collocutors”; and 

the final two chapters involve lengthy discussions of the work of Walter 

Benjamin, with Alasdair Gray’s novel Poor Things and Benjamin’s remarks 

on Kafka serving as focal points. Throughout Vardoulakis illustrates the po-

litical dimension of the subject as doppelgänger. As is to be expected, this 

is not in the pursuit of a particular politics, but enables the interruption of 

the politics of self-interest that he insists are the necessary corollary of any 

attempts at self-reflection. The doppelgänger is the reminder that “there is 

no subject without subjection, and whoever seeks to deny that is merely 

seeking to subject another” (246–47).  
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Vardoulakis implies that the doppelgänger is not operative every-

where, for if such a claim were made it would be a regrettable instance of 

essentialising logic. Nevertheless, it is difficult to reconcile this qualification 

with the foregoing. It appears that the detection of the doppelgänger at 

work is the result of a particular critical practice, one which is amply dem-

onstrated by Vardoulakis’s book. If I have understood Vardoulakis correctly, 

the critic must launch the project of the doppelgänger. It will then become 

apparent that the doppelgänger was at work within the text all the time, es-

pecially when its effective presence is seemingly denied by any appeal to 

essence. 

The book is highly recommended.  
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