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ABSTRACT

According to Giorgio Agamben, in order to become a subject, and consequently to give itself
a history, the individual must first say itself, and by saying itself it 1s destined to inhabit its most
authentic ethical dwelling in an ever-partial and situated way. Such ethical dwelling 1s identified
as the impotent and totipotent infancy which, translating itself perpetually into act, is
maccessible m its breadth and in its complete availability to pure use. The present issue of
«Ktica&Politica/Ethics&Politics» aims at probing Agamben’s ontology of the subject in critical
terms, drawing its premises from previous or external studies to the Homo sacer series, and
mvestigating its political repercussions in Homo sacer.

KEYWORDS
Agamben, politics, ontology, ontology, politics

With the launch of the Homo sacer series, Gilorgio Agamben became a
reference point for the international philosophy. Thanks to translations mn many
languages and the diffusion of his thought in many countries, Agamben has been
known, studied and criticized more abroad than m Italy. His contribution to the
development of political philosophy towards a new and promising way, as well as
his mtroduction of new concepts in the field, are widely acknowledged. His
thinking does not simply shed light on the rules of the political game. At the
same time, he does not merely denounce the exclusion of a large mass of
individuals from that game. The subjects that Agamben observes with greater
mterest are placed on a hybrid margin between the mside and the outside: they
are not protagonists, yet they are not even completely extraneous to the political
discourse which 1s actually established on their marginalization.

Agamben’s political philosophy 1s, first of all, an observation of structural
movements and internal logics assumed by the historical forms of politics. The
programmatic line exposed at the beginning of the Homo sacer project 1s to
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complete and correct some of Michel Foucault’s intuitions about biopolitics,
understood as the geometry of modern power. The modern era 1s the moment
i which the relation between power and life becomes more evident. Yet, on a
closer mspection, power captures life since ancient times, declining this relation
I various ways but always tracing a zone of suspension on which the decision
between an inside and an outside can be taken.

While Foucault observed the infra-juridical plots that fill the wider meshes of
the law, Agamben looks at the outer edge - which is never completely external -,
describing a zone of indistinction from which a sovereign decision defines hife. As
a matter of fact, he reflects on the interweaving of sovereign and biopolitical logic
in order to identify a relationship between power and life which, before
becoming normative, i1s primarily ontological.

Therefore, the topic extends beyond a strictly political 1ssue. In 2002, m
L’Aperto, Agamben returns on a variety of issues already touched in his previous
studies and shows how the same logic of exception 1s not only at the basis of the
birth of law and politics, but also of the human being itself: the definition 1s a
space to be constantly conquered through the set of distinctions and articulations
that have always marked the boundary around the concept of man, both as a
natural datum and a political task.

The human being, conceived as a borderline concept which 1s never reducible
to an elementary dimension, is rather to be understood as a process of
humanisation or animalisation, in which life oscillates between its natural data
and the attempt to give itself a history - until the contemporary moment when
the historical task has ended up coinciding with the natural datum. In the effort
to give oneself a history, life becomes human, and the human being rediscovers
itself as a subject, that 1s, an individual aware of its own location as well as of the
affirmation of its concrete form of life.

According to Agamben, the bond that politics establish with the living being
and with human hife primarily shows the way the West gives shape to its own
categories and objects. Agamben polarizes political thinkers: some define him as
heretical or impolitical, whereas some others consider him a sort of prophet. In
order to understand his political philosophy, it 1s necessary to embed it mn a
much wider and more complex ontological framework, which the success of the
Homo sacer series has obscured for a certain period, but mn which Agamben
calibrated the logical tools of his criticism of politics and, most of all, of
metaphysics, language, and history.

Agamben’s political philosophy 1s an ontology, because 1t consists m a critical
look aimed at exploring the way man thinks and speaks, thereby giving itself a
history. In other words, politics 1s first and foremost an ontology because 1t deals
with the ways m which the human being defines, finds and prepares a well-
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defined dwelling for itself. In Agamben’s thought, the conception of the human
being goes beyond the status of an “animal endowed with language”: the human
1s such by receiving a language that 1s not its own, and with which 1t imitiates the
history of the forms of life.

Rejecting the mmage of a subject that has always been self-adherent to 1itself,
Agamben 1dentifies the language as the transcendental dimension in which the
process of subjectification mitiates. Only in the immediate self-presence of the
enunciation - a process of appropriation of the symbolic and linguistic apparatus
- the human being determines itself as a subject. Such process of subjectification,
however, 1s indissolubly linked to a process of desubjectification, since the
subject, in recognizing itself as such only by saying “I”, and therefore placing itself
in the enunciative mnstance, recognizes itself only as an infra-linguistic and self-
referential function. As a consequence, the human being as a subject constantly
finds itself confined in a form of life that makes its existence possible, thereby
destining 1t to historical determination.

In order to become a subject, a human life, and consequently to give itself a
history, the mdividual must first say itself, and by saying itself it 1s destined to
mhabit its most authentic ethical dwelling in an ever-partial and situated way.
Such ethical dwelling 1s 1dentified as the impotent and totipotent infancy which,
translating itself perpetually into act, 1s maccessible n its breadth and mn its
complete availability to pure use.

The present 1ssue of «Etica&Politica/Ethics&Politics» aims at  probing
Agamben’s ontology of the subject i critical terms, drawing its premises from
previous or external studies to the Homo sacer series, and investigating its
political repercussions in Homo sacer:. the paradox of sovereignty, the figures of
mert resistance, the destituent gesture through which Agamben mmagines a very
problematic overcoming of the metaphysical-nihilism bound and, with 1t, of the
subject-object dichotomy.

Is 1t possible to think of a political Iife free from any figure of a relationship,
which 1s both lived “together” and beyond any kind of relationship? With what
ontological categories 1s 1t possible to think such a hfe? What does 1t mean to
overcome the subject-object dichotomy? How can we access such a form-of-life,
if every decision to access 1t 1s already a cut into the totipotential dimension? In
what way the deactivation of Western ontology allows a way of emancipation, and
how can such emancipation be lived by a subject who 1s no longer a subject but a
simple contemplation of power?
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A MATHEMATISED ARCHAEOLOGY

OF ONTOLOGY

AGAMBEN’S MODAL ONTOLOGY MAPPED ONTO
BADIOU’S MATHEMATISED ONTOLOGY
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ABSTRACT

This paper looks at the central portion of The Use of Bodies called An Archaeology of Ontology.
Specifically, it concerns itself with Agamben’s historiographic approach to ontology as regards
the construction of ontology via the concepts of presupposition, relation and mode. Placing these
comments within the frame of the whole book, the study of use of bodies in part I and form-of-
life in part I11, the paper suggests that, contrary to Agamben’s own assertions, it is possible for an
ontology to escape the historical destiny mapped out for it by First philosophy and foreclosed by
Kant. This possibility makes itself known if one accepts that Agamben’s definition of the ontology
to come as a modality of the use of bodies as a habitual form-of-life, 1s indeed another way of
stating that said ontology is directly mappable onto Badiou’s work on existence as categorical
functional relations between objects in Logics of Worlds. For use of bodies read functions be-
tween objects, and Agamben’s modal and Badiou’s mathematised ontologies suddenly fall into a
powerful if restless alignment.

KEYWORDS
Agamben, Badiou, ontology, category theory, philosophical archacology

There 1s no doubt in my mind that, as the years pass, 7he Use of Bodies will be
seen as one of Giorgio Agamben’s masterpieces. The signs are already auspicious,
it 1s, after all, the concluding volume of the immense, epoch-defining Homo Sacer
sequence that ends with probably the clearest statement yet of what Agamben con-
cewves of as the politics and philosophy to come, after the successful indifferential
suspension of the major signatures of the metaphysical tradition. Yet there are also
more obscure augurs encoded in the book, specifically about Agamben’s relation-
ship to his great rival and friend, Alain Badiou. For those well-versed in the full
body of work by both men, the very title 7he Use of Bodies 1s surely meant as an
oblique, yet unmistakeable, comment by Agamben on Badiou’s mathematised
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ontology and his categorical theory of worlds. As I have argued mn one of the two
sister pieces to this article, for use of bodies read functions of objects and you have,
basically, the summary of Badiou’s Logics of Worlds. In the same piece I also show
that the analogical method Agamben adopts from Enzo Melandri 1s better mapped
onto the analogical conception of relationality in Badiou’s reading of categories,
namely the mapping of a function from source to domain (Watkin forthcoming). If
one goes even deeper, then one can also say that Agamben’s choice of the term
‘bodies’ 1s a direct challenge to Badiou’s influential theory of the event. In Logics of
Worldsbodies are the clusters of objects that gather around the nonrelational object
of a world, the event, forming a radical nonrelational world within a world. The
reason I dwell on this 1s that the whole point of 7he Use of Bodies and 1n a sense
the entire sequence of books comprising Hormo Saceris, as m Badiou, a revolution
in being, existence and politics. That the Agambenian sense of bodies 1s radically at
odds with Badiou’s, suggests that while both men appreciate that any theory of ex-
1istence of any value in this third millennium of philosophy, must be based on a
modal or functional logic, and a liberation of subjects from being ‘subjects of..."” to
‘bodies that...”, Agamben 1is clearly sending a message to Badiou, albeit as we shall
see, a truculently encrypted one. Yes, he argues, ontology must become modal,
category theory 1s a form of modal logic, and subjects must also become bodies, but
if the politics to come 1s one of habitual use, as he argues across the book, then
Badiou’s theory of the event as imtermittently disruptive of, and nonrelational to,
functional world relations, 1s just another version of the philosophy of difference
that Agamben has spent his career since Language and Death in 1982, undermin-
g, rejecting, and part-replacing.

The purpose of my returning to Agamben’s 7he Use of Bodies tor a third and
final time, 1s to ask for my own part, whether an accommodation can be found
between Agamben and Badiou, around the concept of indifferential thought. I can-
not answer that question here: 1t 1s a topic for my future work. Instead, across the
two accompanying essays, Agamben’s Impotentiality and The Use of Bodies and
Inoperativity as Category: Mathematising the Analogous, Habitual, Useful Life m
Agamben’s The Kingdom and the Glory, The Signature of All Things and The Use
of Bodies 1 show how first Agamben’s indifferential method 1s problematized by
some of the most basic axioms of sets, such that the logical paradoxes he delights in
debunking may not be mconsistent at all. And then, more constructively, how
Agamben’s work 1s mappable on to category theory due to his commitment to ana-
logical thought. Categories are analogical modes of relation between two objects.
What all these papers are proposing 1s, first, that 7he Use of Bodies 1s a sustained
engagement with Badiou’s work, even if Badiou’s name 1s never mentioned. The
model Agamben has adopted here echoes that used i What is an Apparatus?
which basically appropnates the terms of Badiou’s work, as a mode of critique,



A Mathematised Archacology of Ontology. Agamben’s Modal Ontology ...

without ever speaking directly to, or about, Badiou'. And second, that Agamben’s
entire project, and his futural politics of habitual use based on his formulation of a
modal ontology, lives or dies on how he responds to the revolution in the language
of thought that occurs with George Boole’s invention of extensional reasoning and
Georg Cantor’s application of this to the ontology of sets (Bar-Am 2008).

The question 1s a simple one: does the archaeological method of indifferential
suspension of the articulation of common and proper such that the ruling signatures
of metaphysics are rendered inoperative work, after the rationality of metaphysics
alters in the mid-19" century such that the logical paradox of common and proper
that Agamben sees as intrinsic to all signatures, 1s no longer paradoxical? Is the new
language of being, extensional logic, another version of metaphysics, or the resolu-
tion of its problems? In the central portion of 7he Use of Bodies Agamben seems
to pursue this problem both directly and obliquely by taking the terms of Badiou’s
ontology and his objective phenomenology, and then trying to implicate them n
First philosophy. In what follows I will try to trace this odd conversation, and i a
sense speak up for Badiou and my own commitment to extensional reasoning as
and when appropriate. This 1s not to suggest that Agamben 1s wrong, there are many
elements of Agamben’s project that I would favour over Badiou’s, but my aim here
1s simply to give voice to the 1ssues at hand missing from Agamben’s writing. The
complexity of this project 1s perhaps beyond the already generous word count here
so I have to assume the reader understands the basics of sets and categories. If they
do not, then I refer them to the following resources in reverse order of direct rele-
vancy (Badiou 2005; Badiou 2009; Badiou 20145 Watkin 2017; Watkin 2021). In
miniature, sets reduce beings to ranked indifferent multiples. Upon which are
founded categorical worlds composed of commutative triangles of objects defined
entirely by their functional relations. These worlds have a halting point, the mimni-
mum, effectively Agamben’s arché. They have a transcendental functor or name of
the world, Agamben’s signature (Agamben 2009: 33-80). Within which any two re-
lated objects can be both exemplary or subordinate due to the enveloping functions,
Agamben’s paradoxical paradigms (Agamben 2009: 9-32). I will return to the spe-
cifics of categories later when we discuss how the commutative triangle maps onto
Agamben’s conception of communicability.

In what follows we will be considering the central portion of 7The Use of Bodies
called An Archaeology of Ontology. Specifically, Agamben’s historiographic ap-
proach to ontology as regards the construction of ontology via the concepts of pre-
supposition, relation and mode. Placing these comments within the frame of the
whole book, the study of ‘use of bodies’ in Part I and ‘form-of-hife’ in Part I1I, 1
suggest that, contrary to Agamben’s own assertions, it 1s possible for an ontology to
escape the historical destiny mapped out for it by First philosophy (and foreclosed
by Kant). This possibility makes itself known if one accepts that Agamben’s

"I have traced an earlier example of this technique of Agamben’s in Watkin 2016: 85-99.
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defimition of the ontology to come as a modality of the use of bodies (as a habitual
form-of-life), 1s indeed another way of stating that said ontology is directly mappable
onto Badiou’s work on existence as categorical functional relations between objects
m Logics of Worlds For ‘use of bodies’ read functions between objects, and Agam-
ben’s modal and Badiou’s mathematised ontologies suddenly fall into a powertul,
if restless, alignment. I suppose the central question 1s why, if Agamben 1s aware of
this, does he not directly address 1t, accept elements of Badiou he can accept and
challenge those he questions? If, for example, one 1s able to accept some of
Badiou’s work on modal categories extensively expressed in Logics of Worldsthen,
as my accompanying work suggests, the lack of detail Agamben provides as to how
habitual use as form-of-life would actually function, 1s suddenly flooded with new
and potentially world-altering complexity. I commence with sketching out this po-
tentially rich complexity in my essay Inoperativity as Category, (Watkin forthcom-
ing) but to get there, we need to cross the troubled swamps of the Western ontolog-
ical tradition. So come with me, 1if you are willing, into Agamben’s archaeology of
ontology qua articulation and mode, analogically mapped onto Badiou’s mathema-
tised ontology thanks to sets, and his objective phenomenology of existence thanks
to categories.

1. AN ARCHAEOLOGY OF ONTOLOGY

Agamben opens the central section of the three-part study of bodies and their
uses with an attack on the presuppositions of First philosophy, rejecting its primacy
based on its ‘conceptual formulations’ by arguing mnstead 1t 1s always nscribed in
‘doctrine’. Although he does not say this directly, one cannot but assume however
that this 1s as much a rejection of Badiou’s ontological position, he 1s often presented
as doctrinal’, as it is of Aristotle’s. For example, when Agamben goes on to describe
ontology as “the originary place of the historical articulation between language and
world, which preserves itself in the memory of anthropogenesis, of the moment
when that articulation was produced” (Agamben 2016: 111), he 1s drawing clear
water between his conception of ontology and Badiou’s widely-known commitment
to ontology. Agamben’s historicised reading of ontology 1s such that when ontology
changes, then the ‘destiny’ of ontology does not. What 1s transformed rather 1s “the
complex of possibilities that the articulation between language and history has dis-
closed as ‘history’ to the living beings of the species Homo Saprens” (Agamben
2016: 111). Thus, the revolution in ontology inaugurated by the Cantor event ac-
cording to Badiou 1s, for Agamben, simply a new articulation between language (ex-
tensional logic) and the world such that extensional logic, in replacing syllogistic

* Francois Laruelle’s complaint re: the infection of Maosim across Badiou’s oeuvre (Laruelle

2013).
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logic, merely mnstalls Cantor and later Badiou 1n the doctrinal position of the new
Aristotle. As 1f to rub salt into the wounds of this subtle assault, on this reading
Agamben’s sustained fascination with anthropogenesis, explamed here as the “be-
coming human of the human being” 1s defined as “the event that never stops hap-
pening”, appropriating Badiou’s most famous term and undermining its fundamen-
tal qualities of rarity and mstantaneity. Which naturally entails that reading First phi-
losophy, qua ontology, means that as a philosopher one “watches over the historical
a priori of Homo Sapiens, and it 1s to this historical a priori that archaeological
research always seeks to reach back” (Agamben 2016: 111). In a few short sen-
tences, therefore, Agamben appears to dispense with Badiou without ever naming
him as such.

From this opening position we can ascertain that ontology, for Agamben, 1s ac-
cessible only as a result of his archaeological method outlined in 7he Signature of
All Things. That the centrality of ontology to the West 1s the articulation of Auman
being. The event in question 1s both singular, the event of anthropogenesis, and yet
also recurrent, never stops happening. And that any new destiny for ontology will
constitute a reconfiguration of the paradigms and economy of the overall signature
[Being]”. A signature which he will go on to say is the original, foundational signature
of the West. Finally, one 1s able to deduce that the role of the philosopher 1s to map
the origins of ontology in First philosophy, onto the latest manifestations of the phi-
losophy of being, for example ontology 1s mathematics or later the onto-logical in
Badiou. Not only 1s this a breathtakingly economic expression of Agamben’s ma-
ture position on ontology, but perhaps because of this, each of these statements 1s a
contradiction of Badiou’s thesis that ontology 1s mathematics or at least a contradic-
tion of Badiou’s claims re: the event due to this ‘doctrinal’ statement. Let’s consider
the evidence thus far and see if our thesis that this 1s an attack on Badiou holds
water.

First, Badiou msists that ontology 1s mathematics which contravenes Agamben’s
proposal that ontology 1s a reconstitution of the terms of First philosophy. Although
first philosophy concerns a substance of Being that underlies all other beings, the
fact 1s that the nise of set theory - after Boole and Cantor - rejects firmly the theory
of classes as the basis of existence (Potter 2004; Tiles 1989). Extensional logic is
able to establish a foundation without recourse to 1ssues of essence, or named prop-
erties. In this way 1t 1s, I contend, the first fully consistent refutation of First philos-
ophy as bequeathed to us by Aristotle, consistent in that set theory remains a central
pillar of mathematics used by thousands of mathematicians every day covering mil-
lions of calculations. Thus, Badiou seems justified in arguing that ontology 1s

* To systematise Agamben’s use of the term and I suppose to insist the Agamben community
accept the systematic nature of his archaeological method, when I am speaking of a term specifically
in terms of its signatory function I capitalise it. From this paper on I believe it i1s also necessary to
place it in square brackets to indicate that we take signatures to be set-compositional functions.
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mathematics, not the study of substances. Yet, Agamben’s argument 1s a critique of
the structural form of First philosophy and not just its terms. In this sense, his 1s,
mterestingly, an extensional mode of reasoning. Agamben 1s reaching for the ab-
stract structural recurrence of the articulation that originates in Aristotle. Part of this
articulation 1s the assumption in our ontology of a fundamental co-relation between
language and world. It 1s true, however, that Badiou cannot be readily captured by
this formulation because set theoretical ontology rejects the Iinguistic turn. For
Badiou multiples are ‘real’, or at least their being 1s, and their consistency 1s not a
trick of language, but a discovered truth. Sets are not a mode of language about the
world, but a means of counting multiples. Accepting these provisos to be the case,
at the same time one must admit that sets are articulated, and they do combine a
materiality, multiples are real, and a language of sorts, after all maths is a mode of
discourse as Badiou himself avers (Badiou 2005: 8). In addition, the foundationalist
claims that Agamben will go on to attack as presupposition, exist in some order in
Badiou who advocates, for example, the controversial axiom of foundation n set
theory.

Agamben, then, 1s presenting his archaeology as an extensional model for all
subsequent claims to ontology and arguing that ontology 1s the prevalence of this
articulated model, into which each manifestation in history 1s a mode of intension-
ality. His point, resembling the strategy of early Derrida, 1s that any claim for ontol-
ogy 1s by necessity a return back to the First philosophy co-relational model and
cannot be otherwise even 1f it claims otherwise, perhaps especially if. And that for
all the revelations of the mathematising of ontology, extensionally speaking, all on-
tological claims when rendered content neutral, if they are to be classed as part of
the doctrial historicisation of ontology since the Greeks, will manifest the 1dentical
architecture of articulation between language and world. Badiou 1s unapologetic in
Logics of Worlds of defining his entire project as onto-logical, or, in other words,
an articulation between set theory and worlds. Thus, by implication according to
Agamben Badiou 1s simply the new Aristotle and his ontology just another chapter
mn the historicising of ontology.

Resuming, with these thoughts i hand, Agamben’s overall critical program we
can see I each case a definite implhied negation of Badiou.

- Ontology, for Agamben, 1s accessible only as a result of the archaeological
method. Ontology, for Badiou, 1s accessible only 1f it 1s mathematised.

- The centrality of ontology to the West 1s the articulation of Auman being.
Whereas for Badiou the centrality of ontology 1s the statement being 1s-
not and the manner by which maths makes this consistent as a permanent
defimtion of being.

- The event in question 1s both sigular, the event of anthropogenesis, and
yet also recurrent, never stops happening. In contrast, the event in
Badiou 1s singular and non-repeatable. In Badiou’s work the functional
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repetition of the event, inquiry in Being and Event for example, 1s a pro-
cess of mapping the evental effects in a world, in real time, progressively,
without recursion'. In addition, for Badiou being is not a question of hu-
manism, he refutes this aggressively in the Preface to Logics of Worlds,
thus there 1s no human event. Events are truths, inhuman truths.

- Any new destiny for ontology will constitute a reconfiguration of the par-
adigms and economy of the overall signature [Being], such that the math-
ematising of ontology will just be another repetition of this, not, as we
have just argued, the end of the influence of Aristotelianism in the devel-
opment in the 19" century of extensional logic, actual infinity and sets.

- Finally, the role of the philosopher 1s to map the origins of ontology in
First philosophy, onto the latest manifestations of the philosophy of be-
ing. In contrast, the role of Badiou’s work 1s to outline the consistency of
the set theorised being as a basis for the process of demonstrating that
events exist, impact on a world, in a manner that 1s true and generative of
subjects loyal to and mvestigative of this truth.

To summarise this set of counter-positions, for Badiou, extensional logic 1s the
end of Arnistotehan First philosophy because it replaces syllogism with extensional
modes of reasoning, negates classes mn favour of sets, has no need for essences,
replaces substance with the void and has a workable proof for actual ifinity. For
Agamben, any such claim 1s second-guessed by Arnistotle’s influence, his role as ef-
fectively a metaphysical signature, and so just another example of metaphysics qua
articulation. He has, 1t would appear, out-extended his great rival by mndifferentiating
the content of Badiou’s claims, rendering their content neutral so as to observe their
functional genericity qua articulation, and found them to be, structurally, just an-
other example of the historical narrative of ontology qua articulation, or the great
myth of the ontico-logical that Badiou 1s more than happy to sign up to.

2. HISTORICAL A PRIORI

As Agamben proceeds from this occluded, but to me unmistakable, rejection of
Badiou’s ontology qua mathematics, he takes up a term from Foucault, as he often
does, possibly originating in Husserl, the “historical a priors”, as a way of presenting
his own archaeological method as a means of expressing the central paradox of

‘ Recursion has, in Badiou, a clear functions. It is recurrence that allows on to deduce from any
number however large, back to the certainty that it is well-founded at its lowest level on the empty set
or in-divisible one. This mode of recurrence, basically indifferentiated, generic ranking function qua
multiple, exists for the event, but only if one ceases for a moment to test the event through subject-
based inquiry of the yes/no, and retroactively looks back to say that this string of ordered-pair multi-
ples has to be well-founded, even if we have no conception at this point how large this set of relations
1s going to be.
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communicability. Communicability presented in Agamben as the linguistic function
per se, or the sayability of saying, (Watkin 2015: 255-260), matched i Badiou by
the presentation of presentation as such or the presentative function (Watkin 2017:
36-40). Both are extensional reductions of language and mathematics respectively
to their functional, operationality. Agamben here calls the paradox of communica-
bility, Agamben 1s little more than a philosophical debunker of metaphysical para-
dox: “A constitutive dishomogeneity: that between the ensemble of facts and docu-
ments on which it labors and a level we can define as archaeological, which though
not transcending 1t, remains irreducible to it and permits its comprehension”
(Agamben 2016: 112). The historical a prioriis another way of expressing the com-
municability of statements as expressed in Agamben’s work and my own as a devel-
opment of Foucault’s theory of mtelligibility (Watkin 2015: 3-28), or not what a
statement says but that it can be said. A position that could be summarised as con-
tent as sanction.

Later Agamben can be spotted ambling on past historical a prioris to dicate
how the question of First philosophy of being was finally shelved by Kant who
moved the debate from articulation of anthropogenesis through language and
world, to knowledge and the knowing subject. And how the 1ssue returned in the
nonphilosophy of Michel Foucault, Walter Benjamin and Emile Benveniste’s in-
vestigations of the transcendental through language “by not attending to the level of
meaningful propositions but by isolating each time a dimension that called nto
question the pure fact of language, the pure being given of the enunciated, before
or beyond their semantic content” (Agamben 2016: 113). In other words, Agam-
ben’s consideration of ontology qua anthropogenesis 1s concerned with an ontology
of communicability: the ‘pure fact’ of language or the pure presentation of presen-
tation as such. Not of what the speaking subject says, but how the speaking subject
1s constituted by the communicable function of the articulated relation between
their possession of language as a means of dialectical diaresis with the world at large.
Metaphysics qua communicability. In my recent work I have come to rename this
mode of communicability commutativity, which 1s the basic structural relation of all
categories in Badiou. I will explain this shift in term i the final part of the essay.
For now, all we need do 1s register that the importance of this shift 1s that categories
are not an 1ssue of language but of relationality, such that commutativity 1s not de-
fined by being mtelligible, Foucault’s intuition, but by being visible, defined i terms
of categories as universally exposed. This leads one to ask the question: 1s language
the real determinant of the articulation Agamben highlights? According to Agam-
ben it must be, because that 1s what 1s handed down by the tradition through the
repeated use of the signature [Language], subject of his indifferential suspension
The Sacrament of Language (Agamben 2010), but what is language in reality, a
mode of expression, communication or relation? In that he defines language him-
self as oath, 1t 1s clear even Agamben takes language to be a mode of action, not a
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form of communication, added to which an oath 1s a modality of relation not ex-
pression per se. This will become clearer as he considers ontology as demand later.
Is 1t not the case that communicability itself 1s a mode of relationality expressible
most effectively by categories? And that the moment of anthropogenesis can be
defined as zoon logon echon only 1f this conception of logon as language 1s accepted
to be a misdirection of attention away from the truth of what it 1s that actually pro-
duces anthropogenetic separation? After all, according to Badiou, the onto-logical
articulation 1s not determined by language but by multiples, not determined by ref-
erence but by relation.

In stark contrast to Badiou, communicability, for Agamben, 1s always historically
located (categorical commutativity 1s essentially atemporal). As he goes on to argue,
somewhat contentiously, the communicability function of language as determined
by a historicisation of the question of being qua language has been replaced by an
ahistorical presupposition of being: “It 1s now put forward as a neutral ahistorical or
post-historical effectuality” (Agamben 2016: 114). This can only be a refutation of
Badiou’s mathematisation of Being and beings. This being the case, Agamben feels
that the archaeology of being should be conducted by a “genealogy of the ontologi-
cal apparatus that has functioned for two millennia as a historical a priors of the
West” (Agamben 2016: 114). This 1s surely the conception of relational articulation
qua diaresis, dialectics, and hierarchy. Yet, at the same time the history of said com-
municability 1s retroactively constructed, so 1s not historically ‘true’ in the sense that
most might take that word to mean. Yet again, because the reconstruction of the
arché m each case 1s effectively, structurally the same (extensional), and because
Agamben suggests here any innovation i ontology repeats this articulaion no mat-
ter what, as the meaning of [Ontology|’ is articulation per se, there is a stable and
consistent ‘truth’ to ontology. In this sense one could argue that ontology 1s real in
its structural mevitability or at the very least, to apply Gottlob Frege here, 1t 1s a truth
object. And further, that ontology 1s mathematics if one defines mathematics as the
most fundamental form of articulation, represented by the abstract, extensional po-
tential of the equation. Although for many that might be taking things too far.

With these comments in hand, the signature [Ontology| can be said to extend
over objects m a world not as a form of reference, but as a mode of structuration.
Ontology 1s not the result of an articulation between, say, human and being, but 1s
said articulation, a point he first made i 7he Open and which he will go on to
confirm later m this middle section. If the repetiion of ontology as articulation 1s
no surprise to the careful scholar, the conclusion he draws here has more shock
value: “One can define philosophical archaeology as the attempt to bring to light

* Agamben’s favoured way of showing he is talking about a signature, not just the ordinary language
sense of a term, 1s to capitalise it but this 1s not always systematic and doesn’t capture for me the idea
of the signature as the transcendental name of a set. Therefore when I am speaking of a term as a
signature I use square brackets which 1s a common way to designate sets.
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the various historical a prioris that condition the history of humanty and define its
epochs. It 1s possible, in a sense, to construct a hierarchy of the various historical a
prioris, which ascends i time toward more and more general forms. Ontology or
first philosophy has constituted for centuries the fundamental a priorr of Western
thought” (Agamben 2016: 112). Thus 1s the first statement in Agamben’s extensive
body of work that clearly outlines a history and hierarchy of signatures, something
my own work has studiously rejected because 1n theory it delegitimizes the whole
method by accepting there 1s a signatory origin (Watkin 2015: 107-136), opening
Agamben up to the predictable, yet valid, criticisms of the Derriddean community.
There 1s, it appears, for Agamben at least, one signature that precedes all others
and 1n this sense founds them, and that signature 1s [Ontology|. [Ontology| defined
as an articulation between language and the world as the mode of the anthropogen-
esis of the human being, or the living being that has language. On this reading [On-
tology] 1s the halting point of philosophical archaeology, meaning that it 1s effectively
analogical to the empty set of Badiou’s ontology. ‘Empty’ because the content of
the signature 1s nrelevant and historically contingent. It 1s the structural form of ar-
ticulation that 1s important, not because of what it allows one to say of being, but
because of what it tells us about why we can say being in the first place. Basically,
Badiou’s point in his maxim being is-not. ‘Set’ because its job 1s to collect together
statements as archetypes of a particular signatory position. In fact, each of the works
i Homo Sacer 1s essentially a signatory set, poverty, office, life, body, excavated
archaeologically to unearth its arché, then populated with all its paradigms across
time and space, with the aim of indifferentially suspending the signature by the end
of the book. One can go further and state that as Badiou shows that the entirety of
being 1s composed from the oscillation between the void set as included and then
as belonging, then it is true that, as Agamben says, [Ontology] as such is articulation,
written in Badiou as: @ [@]. But wrong to say that there 1s a historical origin of artic-
ulation. And wrong to say the articulation 1s between language and world, when 1n
fact 1t 1s between two ways of counting a multiple. This point 1s encapsulated mn the
first of the trilogy of pieces I have written on 7The Use of Bodies where 1 demon-
strate that the axiom of separation 1s able to prove that the assumed paradox Agam-
ben 1dentifies between potential and actual, the basis of his conception of impoten-
tial in the concluded section of The Use of Bodies, 1s, as regards the extensional
logic of sets, simply not paradoxical and so absolutely resistant to indifferential sus-
pension’. All of which comes down to what I think of a most important question in
continental philosophy as metaphysical critique at the present time. Is extensional
logic an event that continental thinkers simply disregarded for a century, Badiou’s

¢ Similarly Agamben can say the [Ontology] 1s the first signature if he accepts first in terms of the
halting point of the empty set, which refutes any Derrida-inflected attacks on Agamben’s commitment
to origins.
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position and my own, or just another example of metaphysics as articulation, Agam-
ben’s position and possibly your own?’

Forced against my will to accept that there 1s a meta- or founding signature of
signatures, consoled by the fact I can still justify this if T apply the axiom of separation
to Agamben’s work, then I am also coerced mto assuming that language 1s no longer
a mode of expression or communication, but the functional basis of the emergence
of the human. Language does not say, 1t does. Language makes humans. It does so
by the articulation between being, the world, and the expression of said being, lan-
guage. On my reading this historical primacy 1s impossible qua content. It cannot
be the case that First philosophy is first in a historical sense, and that everything is
traceable to Aristotle, because this 1s not what the arché means for Agamben. Each
time we reach back to First philosophy, it 1s first for the first ime, or it 1s a new event
of primacy. As such, primacy qua foundation is reconstructed for our current needs.
And yet, admittedly, the arché as foundation and firstness 1s one of the central com-
ponents of the archaeological method. The communicability of a signature for us 1s
necessarily dependant on a first moment or an origin it would seem. This firstness
cannot be actual primacy, so one 1s forced to deduce that it 1s a functional position:
the foundational moment qua function. In both of Badiou’s definitions of ‘primacy’,
the empty set for set theory and the minimum for categories, these foundational
moments are functional results of counting and relating that come after the systems
they found as consistent. For example, the empty set 1s something you count back
to from wherever you are until you get to a set which does not succeed from another.
This retroactive founding of a set of proper elements on a commonality that how-
ever does not exist until the proper elements call it into being, 1s the archetype of
the Agambenian, indifferential, suspensive method.

Left like this, Badiou’s work would be easy to suspend, and 1n a sense dispense
with. Yet to do so would open Agamben up to a kind of philosophical check-mate
as 1f the arché 1s to be foundational, and he msists on that, it can only be ‘first’,
according Badiou’s extensional ontology, if it 1s emptied of content and rendered
an extensionally indifferent, foundational element due to the axiom of separation
and the definition of sets as collection not fusion (extensional not intensional). Yet
if you empty the arché of content, it ceases to have the function of arché as named
archetypal moment. People, to put it crudely, are only happy to accept an origin if
it 1s a content-rich, temporally specific moment. But then again, in accepting as
Agamben does, that the signature 1s content neutral, its naming does not refer to
objects but 1s rather the generic naming function qua gathering of archetypes mto a
signatory set, if the content-neutral signature 1s founded by the arche, then by defi-
nition the arché must be devoid of specific content also.

This back and forth we are experiencing due to the problematics of the founda-
tional moment - 1t only functions if it 1s specific, it only functions if 1t 1s indifferent
- 1s the essence of Agamben’s indifferential suspensive method, as I have detailed
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elsewhere mn Agamben and Indifference. But it 1s also what Agamben will go on to
call it in the first chapter of this middle section of his study: the otological apparatus
of presupposition. And there 1s much that 1s yet to be said on this topic. Before we
turn to that let’s sum up where we have got to thus far. What Agamben 1s reaching
for m the final book of the series 1s a historically populated theory of consistent,
functional worlds. The role of archacology 1s to excavate the historical a priors that
render communicable and specific the manifestation of the ontological articulation.
As such, articulation qua being shares functional parallels with Badiou. For Agam-
ben, the articulation of being constitutes what we call being. As I have detailed else-
where, being 1s a content neutral modality of functional relation that requires a spe-
cific means of co-relational hierarchy, the economy of paradigms, a specific tran-
scendental function, the signature, and a foundational base, the arche’. In this way,
as being 1s-not 1s to the counting of being, so being as arché 1s to the historicising of
being. Meaning that Agamben’s archaeological method 1s a historical manifestation
of the mathematics of being, not so much n terms of set theoretical ontology but,
as I have argued already elsewhere, in terms of logics of worlds. So that while there
are many points of divergence between Agamben and Badiou, the parity between
their work, if you dig deep enough, outlines for the wider community where ontol-
ogy 1s travelling to in the new century. Think of the two men as bickering, but con-
stant companions, sojourning along parallel, functionally analogical paths.

3. THE. ONTOLOGICAL APPARATUS OF PRESUPPOSITION

Remarkably, we have only come to terms with the brief introduction to the mid-
dle section of the book, a section divided into three chapters through which we will
now proceed systematically with different levels of emphasis. The first chapter 1s a
consideration of the archaeological elements of ontology since the Greek arche,
primarily the 1dea of presupposition which 1s another way of demonising Badiou’s
presupposition of the real of the void thanks to such axioms as separation and foun-
dation. The second chapter 1s a consideration of relation which we will skip, not
least because we have considered relation and nonrelation in the book elsewhere”.
The final, the proposition that our post-indifferentially suspended ontology has to
be a modal ontology. It 1s this 1dea of a modal ontology that must concerns us the
most going forward with Agamben mto the future, he assures us. For the record,
these three areas pertain directly to Badiou’s extensive ontological project. The pre-
suppositive impulse 1s the search for the First, the foundational, the consistent that
has come to define being, and its relative invisibility until Heidegger, as apodictic,
tautological, self-evident. In Badiou a central part of his entire ontology 1s the halting

"This analogical mapping of signatures onto categories is explained in full in Watkin forthcoming.
* Watkin forthcoming.
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point or empty set and its participation in the validity of a constructive definition of
being determined by 1s-not-ness that 1s not negative. Defined by the combination of
axioms of separation and foundation. While the second, relation, and the third,
modal, are more determined by Badiou’s later work on categories m that category
theory 1s a modal logic and 1n Badiou’s work 1ts main function 1s to formalise rela-
tions between objects 1 worlds.

Returning to the Ontological Apparatus, Agamben begins by tracing the arché of
being as articulation between that which 1s said of being, and that which 1s not said
of being but lies under being as the hAypokermenon or sub-jecturn. The three mech-
anisms for access to the foundation are singularity, proper names and deixis, all
mechanisms used by analytical philosophy of the last century, in particular the
Frege—Carnap—Quine extensional axis, to capture being as logical, relational exten-
sion. The secondary level 1s the genera: this certain man belongs to the species man.
Thanks to Badiou we are able to assert that what Agamben 1s outlining here 1s not,
n fact, the role of language as he purports, but the role of sets, as the above example
of genera clearly shows, allowing us to state emphatically that the originary relational
articulation of being does not concern language as communication, expression, con-
tent, reference or signification, but instead language as a modality of collection. This
will be our main bone of contention between the two theories of modal ontology.
Agamben concludes here that being, like life, 1s “always interrogated beginning with
the division that traverses 1t” (Agamben 2016: 115); or being 1s not articulated mto
an onto-logical pairing but rather being 1s articulation qua articulation. The major
development of the modern age therefore 1s surely the realisation of the possibility
of being as not traversed by a division between essence and class that was the basis
of the development of extensional reasoning by Boole, Cantor and Frege. The spec-
thicity of the object 1s not determined by its being a multiple 1n a particular location
m a set, ranked 3 m a set of 6 say. In ranking, the multiple 1s singular, no other
multiple can be third because being third 1s the being of said multiple. It 1s a proper
name, it 1s 7he Third. And 1t 1s defined by derxis: its role 1s indicative and denota-
tive. What The Third points to in reality 1s the position of third-ness, a space entirely
filled by an indifferent multiple that 1s located as that which succeeds from second-
ness. On this reading, Aristotehian class 1s replaced by Cantor’s set, and the central
function that 1s 1dentified here 1s that of collecting. Thus, the truth, I would argue,
of the archaeology of ontology 1s that its definition as diaresis 1s a mode of relation
between ousia and gramime, as Jacques Derrida defines it, that 1s then replaced 1in
set theory with an entirely new mode of relationality, that between two mdifferent
multiples. The significance being that the relation between two indifferent multiples
does not succumb to diaresis, at least not as Agamben conceives of it. This will
become the intractable problem of the entire book i fact.

Agamben’s consideration of Aristotle’s Categories which follows then perhaps
misses the point that classes have been replaced by sets through a radicalisation of
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nonrelational relationality, non-relation, and finally un-relation. One could argue
that i truth the narrative in question 1s no longer that of being as articulation recon-
stituted 1 the same modality of communicability, but the end of a historical epoch
of communicability, and the assumption of a new mode of communicability. As 1
argue 1n Badiou and Communicable Worlds, a shift from communicability as com-
munication, to communicability as commutativity. Nonrelational relationality, a for-
mulation that occupies much of the Eprlogue of the book, 1s the means by which
two beings can be related when they are content neutral and essence functional.
Essence functional means they operate as if they possess ‘essence’, in the same sense
that the transcendental functor of the maximal category in Badiou operates func-
tionally as transcendental, but 1s anything of the sort. This 1s facilitated by the non-
relational function of being as foundation and actual infinity as transcendental. All
of which 1s founded on a more fundamental 1ssue which 1s that rank 1s simply a
metaphor or mode of thought that makes being both exposed and useful to mathe-
maticians, outlined by Badiou in the explosive second appendix to Being and Event,
but that “fourth” 1s 1n fact just an ontological essence-function: there 1s in the world
fourthness. Which 1s further reducible to a pre-founding indifferentiated, generic
proposition represented by the formula, @ [@] or the empty set first as included and
then as belonging, from which all of nature, all multiples, can be deduced.

Ignoring this avenue of enquiry,Agamben mstead doggedly commences his study
of the presupposition as language qua communicability, a topic on his mind since
his very early and, to my mind, methodologically flawed Infancy and History. Lan-
guage, for Agamben, through reading Aristotle, 1s the presuppositional basis of the
hypokeimenon meaning that language 1s effectively the subject in our history. The
subject becomes human through the presupposition of language. Agamben’s mno-
vation here 1s to redefine ousza away from the critique of ousia posed by extensional
reasoning, namely that essence simply does not exist. As he says: “7The primary
ousia 1s what 1s said nerther on the presupposition of a subject nor in a subject,
because 1t 1s 1tsell the subject that is pre-sup-posed—as purely existent—as what lies
under every predication” (Agamben 2016: 118). What he 1s suggesting, surely, is
that essence 1s not some Greek superstition, but 1s rather the very foundation of
communicability. The essence of a thing 1s the presupposition of its communicabil-
ity, for only humans possess communicability, if you take it to be just a lingustic
function’. The essence of a thing is that it can be exposed by communicability. In
this way, essence returns to sets, but entirely reconfigured as the pure communica-
bility function per se. Essence 1s the ability of a being to appear i a category due to
language.

* A central diaresis between Agamben and Badiou over communicability is that the commutative
communicability that I develop in reading of Badiou is based on an objective phenomenology mean-
g that commutative communicability as facilitating universal exposition is in-human and thus a-his-
torical.
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Agamben decides to call this essence-functional modality of appearing, remem-
ber Badiou names his objectal phenomenology logics of appearing, the ‘pre-sup-
posing’ relation:

As soon as there 1s language, the thing named is presupposed as the non-linguistic
or non-relational with which language has established its relation. This presupposi-
tional power 1s so strong that we 1imagine the non-linguistic as something unsayable
and non-relational that we seek i some way to grasp as such, without noticing that
what we seek to grasp in this way 1s only the shadow of language. The non-linguistic,
the unsayable 1s...a genuinely linguistic category: it 1s in fact the ‘category’ par excel-
lence—the accusation, the summons worked by human language, which no non-speak-
g living being could ever conceive. That 1s to say, the onto-logical relation runs be-
tween the beings presupposed by language and their being in language. What is non-
relational 1s, as such, above all the linguistic relation itself (Agamben 2016: 119).

It 1s all here basically, which 1s why I have cited it at length. The mnitial conception
of non-relation 1s that of the non-relationality of the unsayable that language then
tries to express. This 1s the basis of Agamben’s ground-breaking critique of the phi-
losophy of difference qua the unsayable and meffable in Language and Death. This
non-relation 1s the basis, or rather excuse, for the metaphysics of relation that then
defines the entire history of Western thought. Language presupposes something
‘before’ language and this means that the conception of something as exceeding
language 1s n fact a fundamental category of language. Not only a category, it 1s the
defining category because 1t stipulates that there 1s a division between a being and
the world that cannot be expressed 1n language but which exists because of 1t. How-
ever, the fundamental non-relation 1s not this constructed mode of relationality due
to the assumed non-relation, because said non-relation 1s in fact totally within the
signature of relationality. The second non-relationality of language then 1s the com-
municable function of language. The communicable relation 1s non-relational first
because 1t 1s indifferent. It 1s the abstract and generic pure communicability as such,
or the utterance as generic. Second, according to Badiou at least, it 1s non-relational
because it depends on the pure presentation of presentation as such qua being,
which is in-different”. Yet it seems here that Agamben is criticising Badiou on at
least three points. The first 1s that he clearly appropnates Badiou’s term onto-logical
in the negative vein, rather than Heidegger’s onto-ontological or ontico-ontological".
The second 1s that he blatantly uses the word category; it 1s in his work on categories
where Badiou develops this idea. As both of these pieces of proof have the quality

* In my work non-relation differs significantly from nonrelation in the same way as in Badiou in-
difference 1s not the same as indifference.

" More work by scholars perhaps needs to be done on this term onto-logy which thus far I have
traced back to Aristotle via Section 29 part b of Heidegger’s Plato’s Sophist. It may be that Agamben
1s citing Badiou, but if he is unaware of this and is citing Aristotle via Heidegger, it may of course be
that Badiou’s choice of onto-logy 1s doing the same. This is an interesting avenue of archaeological
enquiry, but not central to our overall argument here.
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of demability as one could say he 1s just engaging with Anistotle, third, perhaps most
telling, example 1s that he attacks the very presuppositional tool of set theory that
allows Badiou to argue that multiples are real. I will explain.

Badiou argues that the language of mathematics 1s such that for many mathema-
ticians 1t does not presuppose a real world. Such constructivist mathematicians, Go-
del 1s one, require only an mternal consistency of the system and a communicable
transmissibility with the community. In contrast, Badiou contends, the axiom of
separation plus the issue of notation (language) proves that there i1s something real.
The axiom of separation in set theory states that every set has at least one subset so
that we can always speak of every multiple as both a container and as something
contained, or belonging and included. The importance for philosophy of the axiom
of separation 1s that,

the theory of the multiple, as general form of presentation, cannot presume that it 1s
on the basis of its pure formal rule alone—well-constructed properties—that the exist-
ence of a multiple (a presentation) is inferred. Being must be already-there; some pure
multiple, as multiple of multiples, must be presented in order for the rule to then
separate some consistent multiplicity, itself presented subsequently by the gesture of
the mitial presentation (Badiou 2005: 47-8).

Separation therefore 1s able to demonstrate set theory in terms of realism rather
than mere construction. Logic alone, the abstract notation A(a), 1s not enough to
present presentation, because the formula already admits to separation between the
two terms. Rather, logic 1s what comes after a multiple 1s presented so that all forms
of separation, sets of sets, subsets of subsets and so on, presume the existence of
the multiple in the first instance, even 1f that multiple as such 1s presented retroac-
tively after the consistency of a situation of multiples as a set that has been con-
structed. This 1s clearly the basis for the retroactive logic of the final phrase, which
describes the process of presentation of presentation, Badiou’s early version of
communicability significantly modified by the later emphasis on commutativity.
‘What this implies 1s that for sets to be constructible using abstract formal language
they first have to exist, as the axiom of separation shows that in order to describe a
set as the elements which are included in that set, A(ct), the elements as such must
already be presentable i said presentation.

‘What we can draw from this 1s that for Badiou, confirming Agamben’s critique,
separation 1s a fundamental presupposition of being. That said, his conception of
presupposition does not match that presented by Agamben, at least not perfectly.
For example, the separation of language in mathematics does not concern language
as a mode of reference to the external world. In constructivist maths the words of
the language do not refer to things ‘out there’ but values, positions, variables and
functions 1n here, 1n the ‘language’. Second, the separative nonrelationality of set
theory represented by the axiom of separation refutes the dialecticisation of diaresis,
even though Badiou himself calls it a dialectic between belonging and inclusion
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(meaning dialectic and diaresis are not synonymous). It 1s true that foundational
belonging arrives at the empty set, and that the empty set 1s the basis of ontology,
but it 1s not the case that the empty set conforms to any of the issues of Aristotelian
classes, quite the opposite as we have consistently stated. Is it possible that Agamben
has not fully come to terms with the dramatic implication of the mdifference of the
multiple? That he has pursued a structural 1ssue, dialectical nonrelational relation-
ality, and thus ignored what I call relational nonrelationality in my analysis of the
Lpilogue, or to put it otherwise, the way i which two beings can come mto relation
outside of the diaresis of the metaphysical tradition? (Watkin forthcoming). Either
way, Badiou 1s stating, and this cannot be denied, that at the basis of every multiple
1s a language, mathematical notation, but said multiples only exist in language be-
cause they are extensional and so do not express in language real things, but con-
struct in language ‘real’ truths.

Truth objects, according to Frege at least, exist in language because of language,
this is the infamous linguistic turn. The point being that from the mid-19" century
on, Western thought was able to extricate itself from the double-bind of the meta-
physical tradition by entering entirely mnto language qua language. This allows ex-
tensional set theory, for example, to first occupy the communicative function, sec-
ond, use 1t to solve the problems of being, and third to hollow it out from the nside
thus making communicability into sets, not simply the non-linguistic element of the
linguwistic. In early Badiou, the communicability of sets 1s the pure presentation of
their presentation, or their reality due to being as non-relational. In this way it 1s not
quite accurate to call this the inguistic relation itself, rather 1t 1s the mathematical
mode of writing pure relationality as such qua ranking succession: A(a) or @ [@]. If
the real or void comes ‘before’ sets, it 1s generated due to set theory retroactively,
by placing the void mto a symbol,
@, so as to be able to separate it into a set [@], and so is, in a sense, a ‘derived’
result of set theory. The reality of the multiple 1s not the foundation of set theory
but a result of sets. Set theory does not need it to function, in fact many set theore-
ticians prefer Godel’s constructivist model, but due to set theory the axiom of foun-
dation allows one to state that, due to separation, multiples can be said to exist be-
fore their notational capture, expression, communicable intelligibility. Or, the pre-
supposition of sets for Badiou thanks to the axiom of foundation 1s that multiples
are real, before they can be captured by notational language, in agreement with the
neo-Platonic mtuitions of Frege.

Returning to the Agamben text, the final point obviously pertains to the category.
Here, Agamben and Badiou are on the same page. It 1s almost as if Agamben 1s
using his problems with sets to negate categories, while at the same time uncon-
sciously expressing category theory, in terms of modal ontology and elsewhere in
the book 1n terms of analogy. For he is right, according to my own conclusions, that
the category itself par excellence 1s the nonrelationality of the pure function of
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communicability. But again 1s wrong to say that the communicable function 1s based

on language. In fact, as he himself makes clear in later work like 7he Sacrament of
Language and his various early considerations of the tablet, (see Watkin 2015: 122-

124, 160-1, 245-270), the truth 1s that communicability does not communicate. Cat-

egory theory can be expressed algebraically, in a language, but its real power 1s to be

located 1n its topology. Unless one 1s to argue that commutative triangles are a form

of language which I believe to be impossible and retain at least Agamben’s sense of
the signature [Language], then one has to conclude that communicability as the per-

formance of non-relation through categories 1s only expressible if you accept that

the pure Iinguistic function, the communicability of communicability as such, 1s not

actually hinguistic in essence, which 1s the conclusion of my most recent work in the

field (Watkin 2021). Language qua relation 1s simply one ‘language’ that can be

expressed by category theory, which was developed to provide a meta-structural way

of speaking of all mathematical languages i the same language. And while it may

be the case that, historically, Agamben’s anthropogenesis 1s the emergent separation

between a being and its world due to language, the third age of life he himself advo-

cates at the end of the book, must be something quite different. If Auman being 1s

articulation due to separation, as Agamben argues, what 1s being qua habitual use of
bodies, placed on the timeline of anthropogenesis as the cancellation of this re-

peated emergence, to be called?

4. ANTHROPOPHANY AND ANTHROPOGENESIS

We are now, thanks to sets as foundation of categories due to indifference and
bodies as habitual, nonrelational use, able to emerge out of the two and a half ml-
lennia long enslavement of being by language, zoon logon echon, into a new poten-
tial that Agamben himself 1s advocating. Pure communicability of this order must
be ranked as the third age of relation. The first 1s the radical non-relationality of the
animal. The animal knows of no separation between itself and the world, thus there
1s no relation as there 1s no separation. Animal 1s world, and their actions totally
determined by their genes which 1s not the genes of a being but the total interpene-
tration of the amimal by the world. The world 1s constituted for the animal by its
genes, In that the genes themselves are determined entirely by the conditions of the
world. The second age 1s of course the age of human being or of anthropogenesis.
This came to a close over a period of the past 150 years. Its closure really began
with Boole and Cantor, but in our tradition we usually commence with Friedrich
Nietzsche, ending of course with Agamben. The third age of relation, our nascent
age, will surely be remembered years from now as the golden age of relation. From
relation as total immersion m - or non-relation, through relation as strictly cur-
tailed by dialectic, our new mode of relationality 1s again a total interpenetration of
subject and world, only this ime not non-relationally, as it was with the animal, but
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due to relation, free relation, the choice to relate not dictated by genes or metaphys-
1cs. This 1s 1 essence the exhilarating conclusion of 7he Use of Bodies, a form-of-
life determined by a use of bodies facilitated by the human capacity for impotenti-
ality that redefines the metaphysical, sovereign subject away from a being at work,
towards a body of use. This golden age we are meluctably emerging into 1s one I
propose we call the age of anthropophany, or the appearance of the human as non-
curtailed by information (genes), or language (metaphysics), and functionally facili-
tated by communicability defined as sets and their categories. It 1s another way of
stating beings are determined by free-relationality within an actual infinity of a ge-
neric, rather than categorical mode. By this I mean, after my work on generic indif-
ference (Watkin 2017: 189-220), in a world a being takes up a relation with another
in a non-hierarchical manner, operating locally as if there 1s a transcendental func-
tor, for Agamben the signature, for Badiou the category, but without our ability to
define what that functor will be. This 1s a kind of liberated category theory or generic
category theory that Badiou believes impossible (Badiou 2014: 15-16), but which
Agamben’s work may in fact prove to be workable, desirable, and truly radical.

Grounding this a little in the actual text to hand, Agamben concludes this section
by stating that the structure of presupposition leads to the “interweaving of being
and language, ontology and logic that constitutes Western metaphysics” (Agamben
2016: 119), surely a direct attack on Badiou? For language read logic. Agamben
then maps out the process of division into existence (ousia) and predicate (what 1s
said of being) concluding: “The task of thought will then be that of reassembling
mto a unity what thought—language—has presupposed and divided...Being 1s that
which 1s a presupposition to the language that manifests it, than on presupposition
of which what 1s said 1s said. (It 1s this presuppositional structure of language that
Hegel [...] will seek at the same time to capture and to liquidate by means of the
dialectic)” (Agamben 2016: 119)”. The clear negation of dialectics at this point is
the final assault on Badiou who, after Hegel, using an openly admitted dialectical
structure, tries to use mathematical language (logic) to both capture being and also
the hquidate the dependence of being on a language.

Agamben now turns to Aristotelian classes and the difference between to predi-
cate and to mdicate. Essence 1s that which coming before language can only be
pomted at: tode f1, a certain this. Derxisis taken by the tradition as the limit point of
subjectivation, a primary essence which the subject cannot capture by the defining
feature of its being, language. This 1s traced over several pages that we will skip be-
cause 1n this analysis at least it 1s hopefully obvious that the paradoxes and limita-
tions of this archaeology of ontology have been superseded by extensional sets re-
placing Aristotelian classes. He next moves to the problem of singular being, again
one removed by indifferent multiples. Finally, he considers the temporality of being

* Qusia is not usually translated as existence but is how Agamben takes the term to mean here at
least.



32

WILLIAM WATKIN

i Heidegger which again we will discount due to the replacement of temporality
with retroactive reasoning, and regressive successive deduction. Instead what holds
our attention 1s what these sections set up, namely the return to the conception of
anthropogenesis:

The articulation between language and world that anthropogenesis has disclosed as
‘history’ to the living beings of the species Homo Sapiens. Severing the pure existent
(the that 1t 1s) from the essence (the what it 1s), and inserting time and movement
between them, the ontological apparatus reactualizes and repeats the anthropogenetic
event, opens and defines each time the horizon of acting as well as knowing, by con-
ditioning, 1n the sense that has been seen as a historical a prror;, what human beings
can do and what they can know or say (Agamben 2016: 128-9).

The second age of control of the human as anthropogenesis them can be defined
here according to a number of mechanisms:

- Articulation of language and world.
- Histoncisation of being as arrival at articulation through evolved acquisi-
tion of language.

- Dividing ontology from existence or that it 1s (sets) from what 1t 1s (cate-
gories).

- Inserting ime and movement, arché and otkonomia.

- Ontology itself as the repeated reactualisation of the signature [Being]
over time.

- Always locating acting and knowing within the communicable traditions
of metaphysics.

In contrast to this, what I am proposing, after Agamben thanks to Badiou, as
anthropophany, 1s not an articulation of language and world, although the very title
Logics of Worlds admittedly suggests such. Instead, categories present a graphic,
tabular, topological triangulation of the functional relationality of objects. Categori-
cal worlds are not historical entities and categories are not a historically derved
metaphysics of existence. Badiou 1s guilty of dividing ontology from existence
pursuit of the event, this 1s true. In addition, he 1s too concerned with defining sets
as ontology, again 1n pursuit of the event. In our case, rather, sets define imdiffer-
ence, ontology 1s a mere derivation of indifferentialism, and categories result in a
consistent theory of communicability stabilised thanks to sets and possible due to
indifference. For Badiou, the onto-logical 1s a method for defining the event, for my
own work sets and categories are part of the wider rationalism of indifferent com-
municability. Badiou refutes ime and movement m his work, putting to one side
the event, which 1s a temporal category, sets and categories are atemporal”, and he

“There is a sequence to both sets and categories which takes time to work through, but this is not
the same as temporality qua historiality.
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purposefully avoids the description of either as modes of intensity of becoming be-
cause of Gilles Deleuze. Indeed, the real benefit of msistence on the event 1s not a
viable theory of revolutionary singularity, but a credibly atemporal and noneconom-
ical philosophy. The great discovery of mathematised being 1s that change 1s a sta-
bility.

It 1s clear that Agamben sees Badiou’s ontology as just another way of reactualis-
g the division of being and its re-articulation. Our position 1s that this fails to take
into account the radical shift in the 19" century from classes to extensional sets. It is
not the case that Badiou easily falls into a metaphysics of scission in that sets radi-
cally negate classes. Any extensional theory after Boole and Cantor may still use
scission and dialectic, but it seems hasty of Agamben to assume that this, by defini-
tion, means they are metaphysics mn the old sense as originating from First philoso-
phy. Metaphysics, after all, 1s a specific conception of scission and relation due to
classes. Sets are not separative in this way, nor relational after that fashion.

The final point, however, retains some validity. Badiou 1s unrepentant in his the-
ory of the four conditions, such that the conditions of worlds are seemingly impos-
sible to disrupt, however sustaimed our fidelity to an event. That said, our reading
of communicability as commutativity 1s a radical new direction in the theory of com-
municability, again demonstrating that, due to sets, collecting and relating are totally
reconceived away from the metaphysical tradition. That Badiou uses them to save
ontology so as to propose singularity does not however alter the fact that indifferen-
tial suspension 1s simply the opening of the gate of indifferential reasoning. Such
that anthropophany 1s a highly complex and detailled mode of reasoning, not simply
the historical continuation of the dialectics of scission. Agamben 1s wrong to con-
centrate on language as anthropogenesis, when the truth 1s that language here 1s
actually a term for a certain ontology of relation and being. In contrast, the logics of
worlds does not constitute the relationality of subjectivity due to language about
worlds as the ‘language’ of categories and the ‘language’ of sets does not reproduce
the bifurcated conception of language Agamben’s critique of the philosophy of lan-
guage as difference will not let go of. Language 1s not a word about a thing. The
language of sets does not use ‘words’, but 1s about collecting ‘numbers’, and 1s non-
referential and 1n this sense non-linguistic. While in categories it 1s arguable that the
‘logic’ 1s not Iinguistic at all. The objects in question are not pointed to or used to
refer, but are used functionally in a topologically tabular, graphic model of appear-
g not referring.

Having established this basic framework Agamben details precisely how it func-
tions. Due to limits of space and patience I will again summarise.

- Every arché i1s transformed 1nto a presupposition by the presuppositional
structure of language.

- Anthropogenesis: the event of language pre-supposes as not (yet) linguis-
tic and not (yet) human that which precedes it.
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- “Apparatus must capture in the form subjectivation the living being, pre-
supposing it as that on the basis of which one says, was what language, in
happening, presupposes and renders its ground” (Agamben 2016: 129).

- In Anstotle’s ontology hypokermenon or pure that it 1s, names this pre-
supposition.

- “[Tlhe singular and impredicable existence must be at once excluded and
captured in the apparatus” (Agamben 2016: 129).

- In this way 1t 1s more ancient than any past tense, referring to an “originary
structure of the event of language” (Agamben 2016: 129).

- The name, especially the proper name, 1s “always already presupposed
by language to language” (Agamben 2016: 129).

- Precedence m question 1s not chronological “but 1s an effect of linguistic
presupposition”.

From this impressive list Agamben concludes:

Hence, the ambiguity of the status of the subject-hypokeimenon: on the one hand,
it 1s excluded insofar as it cannot be said but only named and indicated; on the other
hand, it 1s the foundation on the basis of which everything 1s said. And this 1s the sense
of the scission between “that it 1s” and “what it 1s,” quod est and quid est. the ti en
einar 1s the attempt to overcome the scission, by including it in order to overcome it

(Agamben 2016: 129).

Although I believe this entire chapter 1s an implied attack on Badiou, two ele-
ments disallow this as an effective criique of Badiou’s ontology. The first 1s that
Agamben’s sense of impredicative 1s derived from metaphysics, while mn set theory
multiples are able to participate in an impredicative status that 1s immanent to the
situation. An indifferent multiple 1s impredicative in the ‘what it 1s’, in that the fourth
multiple 1s fourth, without this being a predicate of its being or existence. The sec-
ond pertains to this ‘what it 18’ structure. The specificity of a multiple in a set 1s not
a ‘what 1t 1s”. The fourth multiple does not possess ‘being fourth’ or ‘being four’ as
a what, quality or predicate. Precisely because indifferent multiples are quality indif-
ferent. Ironically, Agamben’s critique fails because he has not fully applied his own
term, indifference, and has not excavated further the actual history of metaphysics,
the negation of classes by extensional logic in the mid-19" century, even though the
entire multi-volume sequence Homo Saceris concerned with the archacology of
metaphysics due to 1ts signatures.

Agamben concludes by asking: “Is there really such an articulation of being -at
once divided and unitary? Or 1s there not rather i the being so conceived an un-
bridgeable hiatus? |...]| Existence 1s identified with essence by means of time. That
1s to say, the identity of being and existence 1s a historical-political task. And at the
same time 1t 1s an archaeological task” (Agamben 2016: 132). For me he 1s directly
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attacking the atemporality of Badiou by ignoring Badiou’s contention that events
happen i time, even if their truths are universal and atemporal. He 1s accusing, it
would seem, Badiou of political conservatism in pursuit of political radicalism, a
justified accusation perhaps. But at the same time again this 1s ignorant of the truth
of any historicised ontology, meaning it can be suspended, the unbridgeable hiatus,
but it can also change. The hiatus in question is real, between 19" century exten-
stonal logic and 20" century continental philosophy, but it is not unbridgeable.

The chapter closes as Agamben recounts this history of division between Being
and beings: “The bare life of the homo saceris the nreducible hypostasis that ap-
pears between them to testify to the impossibility of their identity as much as their
distinction” (Agamben 2016: 133). Both life and time here are negated as possibili-
ties of defining being according to Aristotle,

time—at once chronological and operative—is no longer graspable as the medium of
the historical task... The Aristotelian ontological apparatus, which has for almost two
millennia guaranteed the life and politics of the West, can no longer function as a
historical a priori, to the extent to which anthropogenesis, which it sought to fix in
terms of an articulation between language and being, 1s no longer reflected n it (Agam-

ben 2016: 133).

Communicability-as-metaphysics has come to a close, and communicability-as-
mdifference now takes over. Anthropophany replaces anthropogenesis, for better
or worse, as the third, and possibly final, chapter i the history of being as coerced:
by genes, by metaphysics, by mathematics.

5. CATEGORY THEORY AS MODAL ONTOLOGY: FROM COMMUNI-
CABILITY TO COMMUTATIVITY

The thesis that closes out the Homo Sacer project 1s that we need to move to-
wards a modal ontology. That Badiou’s use of category theory as a means of struc-
turing existence n worlds 1s a modal ontology 1s therefore significant. What catego-
ries allow Badiou to speak of 1s the possibilities of being, due to the necessities of
set theory ontology. Categories, 1n effect, present a means by which diverse worlds
of multiple beings existing in their infinite possibilities, can be rendered shockingly
consistent by a simple requirement. This 1s that of universal exposition: if they exist
they appear in a world determined by functional relations with at least one other
object that also appears as visible 1n this world.

The position of universal exposition, this 1s an anarchist appearing along with a
communist 1n the world of the demo to use one of Badiou’s examples, 1s defined
formally m category theory by the commutative triangle. Here 1s the basic diagram
of the commutative triangle that defines practically all categorical worlds.
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We have here our objects, A, Band C, and the arrows that travel between them:
A - B,B — (C,and A — C. These are commonly called morphisms. We also have
a composite arrow. The arrow from A to C 1s functionally the same as the combined
arrows from A to Band Bto C'making the arrow combination A to Bto C'a com-
posite or composable. It 1s composed of more than one function, here written fand
2 and this composition of functions 1s, functionally, the same as the function directly
from A to C, called g » f. In category theory notation you read from right to left.
Thus, we can say the line between A and C1s composed of the two functions that
exist between A and B and B and C, so that the two directional choices are func-
tionally the same. This 1s called a commutative diagram. Commutative means you
can swap the two sides of an equation and get the same result. For example, A = C
=A > B > C,orhere C e Be A = (C ¢ A. What this formalises 1s that you can find
an analogy between A and C directly, or you can travel via B such that you might
say this 1s a demonstrator on a demo, A to C, or this 1s an anarchist which 1s on a
demo, A to B to C, such that when you also say, this 1s a communist on a demo,
although anarchist and communist are ontologically distinct, in terms of the triangle
of their relations, they are the same. They are both [something-ists, on the same
demo]. Thus, their difference 1s rendered 1dentical: they both possess B-ness de-
fined here as [something-ist on a demo].

What commutativity states 1s that all objects and their relations are visible from a
superior position, here A, which 1s able to say, these two demonstrators are ‘the
same’ when 1t comes to being demonstrators, even if they appear different when 1t
comes to their local differentiation or their being in favour of collectivisation or not.
Commutativity 1s, basically, the topology of communicability as sanction, except the
sanction 1s largely im-potent in Badiou. A 1s in the position of universal exposition
simply because 1t 1s the category m question, not because it 1s, for example, the
government or the police. Spoken of modally, two women on a demo with different
political allegiances, anarchist and communist, necessarily have to be taken as two
demonstrators 1f the world 1n question 1s said to be a demo. But within said world
these two mdividuals, who normally hate each other meaning their separation 1s
absolutely necessary, find it possible to be taken as the same objects, because they
share in common a functional, analogical relation. Let’s say they both object to the
new restrictions on labour relations in the public sector in France.
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Modally speaking, the being qua multiple of each of the demonstrators 1s neces-
sary as sets are not modal but strictly classical". The appearance of a being in the
world 1s also necessary: multiples have to exist in some sense in some world 1f you
wish to treat them as mtensional objects rather than extensional, generic, indifferent
abstractions. Yet how they appear 1s modal, possible, infinitely varied, depending
on the way a world ‘sees’ them analogically as regards their functional relations with
other appearing objects 1n that world. If, however, two varied multiples appear as
functionally analogical in a world say due to the position of universal exposition, I
see these two women as members of the same demo world, then their modal pos-
sibilities are rendered necessary, in order to appear in this world they must possess
these functional relations in common meaning their necessary ontological differ-
ence becomes a necessary existential identity.

What 1s essential here 1s to realise that what 1s taken by Agamben to be a primar-
ily inguistic function, communicability as sayability as he will go on to explain below,
1s 1n fact not hinguistic but topological. Ontologically at least, communicability 1s re-
ally commutativity. It 1s not that such and such a thing can be said of being, as Fou-
cault mtuits, but that such and such a being can be seen to appear in said world due
to possessing an analogical functional relation with at least one other being. Modally
speaking, the possibility of a being 1s the mfinite ways 1t can appear in infinite worlds.
The necessity of an existential being 1s that in order to appear it must be visible,
meaning it must be susceptible to universal exposition due to commutativity. The
significance of this 1s that, contrary to the tradition, the modal relation of Being and
beings that Agamben goes on to analyse, 1s captured perfectly by category theory
without the aporas, logical impasses and so on that Agamben, mevitably, will iden-
tity from the tradition of modality outside of categorisation. Or, Badiou’s onto-logy
1s not the same as Aristotle’s.

The two stipulations Agamben commences with, that Being depends on beings
and vice versa but in an asymmetrical fashion, happen to be true of categories. Ob-
jects can only appear in the world as aspects of existing multiples. Plus while multi-
ples can appear in infinite possibilities in worlds, at no point can any of these ver-
sions of a being alter the ‘essence’ of the being qua multiple. This 1s an important
piece of mformation first, because 1t allows Agamben to mimplicate Badiou mn the
faillures of metaphysics as articulation, here between Being and beings. And yet sec-
ond, m that category theory 1s mathematically irrefutably stable, categories are eve-
rywhere and indeed determine our world to a large degree because of their impact
on software, Agamben’s contention that modal articulation needs idifferential sus-
pension, like his contention that impotentiality needs the same, 1s incorrect. Like
the application of separation to impotentiality, the application of commutativity to

" Being 1s necessary. Fourthness is necessarily fourthness on the global-local determination. There
are no degrees of fourthness. In addition, two beings occupying fourthness are the same being not
two different examples of fourthness.
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modes of being obviates the need for indifferential suspension because the point of
said suspension 1s logical impossibility masked by oikononua. And both sets and
categories are, in contrast, logically absolutely consistent. Neither sets or categories
have anything to hide, indeed they have everything to expose.

6. TOWARD A MODAL ONTOLOGY

Category theory 1s truly transmissible, exceptionally consistent a modal logic of
functional relations based on the value of universal exposition called commutativity
which, i the hands of Badiou, becomes a very extensive modal ontology. It 1s with
this context in mind therefore that we now turn to the final round 1n this centralised
skirmish with the history of ontology as articulation so as to juxtapose the two meth-
odologies here, Badiou’s mathematisation of modal ontology vs Agamben’s archae-
ology of modal ontology. The archaeological excavation begins, aptly enough, with
the paradox of classes as expressed by Leibniz re: monads possessive of essence
and quality and yet remaining monads before we move on to the development of
mode, the central term for Agamben’s final sense of ontology. “The 1dea of mode
was mvented to render thinkable the relation between essence and existence. They
are distinct and at the same time absolutely inseparable. Their relation 1s, however,
asymmetrical”. The asymmetry of their relation 1s because, according to his source
Suarez, “the separation of one element from the other is not reciprocal, which
means one extreme can remain without the other, but not vice versa” (Agamben
2016: 155). What this determines for the tradition 1s that modal being cannot exist
by itself or be separated from that which 1t 1s the mode of. Thus, mode reverses
Arnistotelian Aypokeimenon i favour of essence, Agamben argues, but in such a
way that makes the movement into individuation impossible. EFither individuation
1s an essence, or individuation adds nothing to essence, the logical impossibility of
being conceived of in terms of class dispensed with i fact by extensional sets, alt-
hough Agamben doesn’t state this. This problem then becomes resolved by taking
existence not as an entity but a mode of being, a solution developed from the debate
between Leibniz and Des Bosses leading to the conclusion: “Existence 1s not a
mode of essence or a difference of reason alone: it is a demand” (Agamben 2016:
159). These comments encourage the movement on to consider Spinoza’s failure
“to resolve the ambiguity between ontological and logical that the Aristotelian appa-
ratus had left as a legacy to Western thought” (Agamben 2016: 161). Agamben then
concludes on this tradition:

The undecidability of logic and ontology 1s, in this sense, consubstantial with the
concept of mode and must be brought back to the constitutive undecidability of Aris-
totelian onto-logy, inasmuch as the latter thinks being insofar as it 1s said. This means
that the ambiguity of the concept of mode cannot be simply eliminated but must ra-
ther be thought as such. It is possible that the dispute between philosophy
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mappropriately defined as continental and analytic philosophy has its root in this am-
biguity and can therefore be resolved only on the terrain of a rethinking of the theory
of modes and of the categories of modality (Agamben 2016: 161).

One can only applaud this final sentiment for indeed our own work, with 1ts
concentration on mathematics, 1s effectively an attempt to resolve the self-same dis-
pute through a rethinking of the categories of modality, which in our case means
category theory as a modal logic of relational appearance qua existence. However,
not unexpectedly perhaps, there remain several 1ssues to contend with, secretly em-
bedded in Agamben’s extended olive branch. First, it seems probable that the ter-
minology of onto-logy 1s referring to onto-logical element of Logics of Worlds even
though he never says as this, indeed the whole paragraph seems to be a commentary
on Badiou’s work. Second, the problem with Aristotle 1s clear, to think means to
be said. This however 1s not an 1ssue for Badiou’s extensional ontology, nor a prob-
lem 1f you understand that saying as command 1s saying as doing, and that the em-
phasis of being 1s doing, of which saying 1s only one element. For example, catego-
ries are the mathematics of ‘doing’, in that functions are modes of doing things, not
saying them. On this reading, anything can be possessive of being outside of a sub-
jective orientation of ontology. Mode then 1s resolvable because it 1s not actually
proscribed by the Aristotelian ambiguity of classes, eliminated by set theory. Finally,
his point of the resolution of the two traditions 1s to do with a modality of thought,
best represented by the mathematisation of existence through categories, not a re-
purposing of modal logic in terms of necessary and possible or Kripke’s logic, but
as regards the modality of categories.

It 1s mewvitable that such discussions will come up against Heidegger at some
point, here in terms of the assumption that being is never without beings and beings
never without being. This paradox is resolved by set theory, of which no mention
here, so we will move on from that conceptual quagmire. It 1s, as far as we are con-
cerned, a pseudo-problem. Leaving Heidegger to one side we find Agamben stating,
seemingly after Badiou: “Between being and modes the relationship is neither of
1dentity nor of difference, because the mode 1s at once 1dentical and different—or
rather, 1t entails the coincidence, which 1s to say the falling together, of the two
terms” (Agamben 2016: 164). This positioning appears impossible from mside the
tradition he 1s excavating, until you accept that multiples are indifferent, in which
case this contention 1s, contrary to the 2500 years of cogitation from the tradition,
surprisingly easy to resolve. Speaking of Spinoza i this regard, again rather than
Badiou, he comments on “the neutralization and disappearance of identity as much
as difference” with the demand to stop thinking in the substantial “while mode has
a constitutively adverbial nature, 1t expresses not ‘what’ but ‘how’ being 1s” (Agam-
ben 2016: 164). All of these are correct but rudimentary intimations of two facts:
beings are indifferent multiples which exist modally as relational objects in categor-
1cal worlds due to commutative exposition.
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Doggedly with Spinoza, rather than Cantor or categories, Agamben ignores the
above implication and instead turns his thought to the immanent cause: “an action
i which agent and patient coincide, which 1s to say, fall together”. Modes, on this
reading, constitute themselves as existing for example 1n the ancient verb paesarse:
walking-yourself into existence. This, as ever, moves Agamben to refer to an ontol-
ogy of the middle voice “in which the agent (God, or substance) in effectuating the
modes of reality affects and modifies only itself. Modal ontology can only be under-
stood as a medial ontology” (Agamben 2016: 165)... In the first part of this book,
we have called ‘use’ a medial process of this kind. In a modal ontology, being uses-
itself, that 1s to say, it constitutes, expresses and loves itself in the affection it receives
from its own modifications” (Agamben 2016: 165). Use then, as we have shown in
the sister paper, Inoperativity as Category, 1s another name for function, bodies 1s
another name for objects. Or, put aside Leibniz, Suarez, Des Bosses and Spinoza,
and you can see that a modal logic of mediality 1s in fact another way of saying
category theory. Just as one can say, again as I have detailed in the accompanying
work Agamben’s Impotentiality, that the mediality he makes so much of here, that
1s then defined 1n terms of impotentiality across the entire volume, picking up his
life-long mterest in Aristotle and the aporia of potentiality, 1s dispensed with when
you apply the axiom of separation to being. Indeed, the axiom of separation proves
that a being can be both Being and existential being depending on whether it 1s
counted as belonging (set) or included (subset), in a manner that is not asymmetrical
(a multiple 1s a set a set 1s a multiple) aporetic, metaphysical (in the sense of being
as articulation), or paradoxical. In fact, famously, it 1s because of this oscillation that
being 1s proven to be consistent for, we contend, the first ttime m 1its history. That
Agamben knows this 1s obvious, that he chooses mstead to linger among the failed,
grandiose projects of the history of the problem, seems almost perverse this late on
in the game, albeit totally in keeping with his archaeological rather than rationally
deductive method.

Agamben now returns to the earlier Aristotelian consideration of the proper
name and # en einarin this case as regards the name Emma”. He explains:

Essence cannot be without the relative nor being without the entity, because the
modal relaion—granted that one can speak here of a relation—passes between the
entity and its identity with itself, between the singularity that has the name Emma and
her being-called Emma. Modal ontology has its place in the primordial fact...that be-
ing 1s always already said...Emma is not the particular individuation of a universal
human essence, but insofar as she 1s a mode, she 1s that being for whom it is a matter,
i her existence, of her having a name, of her being in language (Agamben 2016: 167).

The difference here between the historical conception of modality and the math-
ematics of categories 1s this presupposition about ‘language’ as anthropogenesis.

I am unable to find a clear reference to where this example re the name Emma originates, from
Aristotle or from a later work Agamben perhaps assumes the reader is familiar with.
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Instead of assuming communicability qua language, as I hope 1s clear, my most re-
cent work rather defines communicability to be a function of exposition, just as
Badiou 1s transparent that mathematised being 1s a result or product of counting not
of language. To be n language, as regards the modal logic of existence that 1s cate-
gory theory, does not mean to be communicated, as the tradition has had 1t to be
for centuries, but simply to be 1n a position of exposition. What 1s odd and perhaps
exasperating 1s that this section on modal ontology basically summarises Badiou’s
method 1f one dramatically alters the terms 1n play so that the named singularity 1s
now not a named singularity but a ranked multiplicity that exists not due to the name
being a manifestation of the being, but the relation being a mode of the multiple.
Agamben continues to ignore this fact when he goes on to state: “Our goal here 1s
not the interpretation of Spinoza or Leibniz’s thought but the elaboration of cate-
gories that escape from the aporias of the ontological apparatus” (Agamben 2016:
168). This 1s precisely our point but turns out to be a promise which he then reso-
lutely fails to uphold in the rest of the chapter. The interpretation of categories out-
side of a metaphysics of being as articulation of being between language and world
exists, 1t 1s called category theory and 1s extensively analysed i Badiou’s Logrcs of
Worlds. Fither Agamben thinks this text does not escape the ontological apparatus,
a valid possibility in that categories, in Badiou, are founded on sets, and sets, for
Agamben, could be guilty of a kind of ontology as articulation, although, as I have
shown, this 1s not entirely true. Or he 1s studiously ignoring it to such a degree that,
a rather like Foucault’s famous comment on the Victorians and sex, the more he
chooses not to write about Badiou’s ontology, the more he ends up doing precisely
that.

7. DEMAND

We return at this potential break-through moment to the demand and Leibniz’s
conception of potential being as a demand to be. Here we begin to diverge from
Badiou again because the functional demand of categories 1s not: “Being, come mnto
existence!” Rather, function takes over from demand, or demand 1s now thought of
as one of several functions. The reason why something exists rather than does not
1s not due to a worldly demand of existence, but rather the 1ssue 1s: can said thing
be seen to exist in this world? One clear differentiation here 1s that Leibniz does
not see demand as a logical category. To demand, for him, 1s not to entail. Agamben
goes on to define the demand ontologically as “it 1s not of the order of essence (it 1s
not a logical implication contained 1n the essence), but neither does it comncide with
actual reality. In the onto-logical, it consists of the threshold—the hyphen—that unites
and at the same time separates the ontic and the logical, existence and essence”
(Agamben 2016: 169). The demand, on this reading, 1s the command of the tradi-
tion that being should be divided and articulated, that a multiple 1s not, on its own,
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enough, that worlds must be populated, that relationality must be developed. Agam-
ben ruminates:

Thus, demand 1s the most adequate category to think the ambiguity of logic and
ontology that the Aristotelian apparatus has left as an inheritance to Western philos-
ophy. It corresponds neither to language nor to the world, neither to thought nor to
the real, but to their articulation. If ontology thinks being imnsofar as it 1s said, demand

corresponds to the insofar that at once separates and unites the two terms (Agamben
2016: 169).

Demand 1s tantamount to our reading of communicability, combined with the
Nietzschean purpose of ntelligibility one finds i Foucault, which 1s of course ex-
position of power. The demand of exposition defines the fundamental nature of
power, not just that something can be exposed but that it must be exposed. It 1s the
ontological demand of the history of our concepts that requires that being be ex-
posed as existing. In a sense, 1t 1s this demand that forced Badiou to write Logics of
Worlds because of the wider demand of an existential complexity of relation. It 1s
also m accord with the importance of demand 1n relation to his conception of the
event. I find n it echoes of Deleuze’s comment that language 1s nothing more than
command, itself an assertion that effectively adds considerations of power to speech
act theory. It 1s the violent requirement of the tradition to negate indifference
favour of relation that my work battles against. But sadly, 1t 1s not an accurate sum-
mation of modal categories. Worlds are not categorical due to demand, they are
categorical due to ontology. And ontology 1s not consistent due to a demand, rather
worlds are rendered unstable thanks to the demands of the event.

Agamben goes on to part confirm this intimation when he defines demand as
follows: “If language and world stand opposite one another without any articulation,
what happens between them 1s a pure demand—namely, a pure sayability. Being is
a pure demand held in a tension between language and world. The thing demands
its own sayability, and this sayability 1s the meaning of the word. But, in reality, there
1s only the sayability: the word and the thing are only its two fragments” (Agamben
2016: 170). The 1ssue of sayability obviously takes this back to the communicable
function qua language. Where my work mnovates, if I may be so bold, 1s that saya-
bility 1s only one example of the larger categorical function called commutativity.
When commutativity takes over from communicability then we are able to define
a praxiological overview of language, not in terms of what language says, but what it
does. The meaning communicated by language 1s not therefore, primarily, the
meaning held in the words. The content of speech 1s always a shibboleth, a code
word, between members of a community, that defines the ‘same page’ mentality
necessary for communication. The meaning of the speech 1s precisely this process
of exposition, coupled with the conception of power, sanction. Language as com-
municability as sanction: this 1s the demand as modal ontology.
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Agamben, due to his sources, obviously goes in an opposite direction by thinking
of demand 1n relation to potential. Demand 1s here not possibility, this bemg could
be, but potential. All the same his obliqueness 1s finally lifted as we realise that his
mterest in the modal 1s 1n truth an interest m the history of the possible as parsed
through the necessary. The possible then 1s another way of saying potential, the
necessary 1s the articulation that being must be sayable. Leading to the usual meta-
physical circumlocutions: “If existence becomes a demand for possibility, then pos-
sibility becomes a demand for existence” (Agamben 2016: 170). Adding in, accord-
ing to Leibniz, that the possible doesn’t demand to exist, but the real “demands its
own possibility [...] Being itself, declined in the middle voice, 1s a demand which
neutralizes and renders moperative both essence and existence, both potential and
act. These latter are only the figures that demand assumes 1f considered from the
point of view of traditional ontology” (Agamben 2016: 170).

Being as demand 1s the same as saying being as object of relations i the world.
Communicability, therefore, emerges out of the articulation of being, the means by
which it founders through Agambeman indifference, and then the potential that 1s
opened up by Badiou’s conception of ontology by mathematising beings mto mul-
tiples, the lack of detail as regards relationality for the wider community, and the
development of categorical communicability. When Agamben says being “is noth-
g other than its modifications” this 1s basically Badiou’s entire project summa-
rised” (Agamben 2016: 170). Leading Agamben to accept that “demand and not
substance 1s the central concept of ontology” (Agamben 2016: 170), if one takes
demand not as logical entailment nor moral imperative. One might almost think he
1s trying to negate Badiou here, only to accidently condone him, after all Badiou’s
msistence that being 1s real 1s surely framed as an appeal to substance.

We find ourselves dragged back one last time to Spinoza and conatus, specifically
defining being as a kind of self-manifestation: because of its demand 1t constitutes
itself. By this reading multiples demand to exist, are constituted only by existing.
This 1s not, however, what Badiou contends. The ontological world 1s complete
without existence. In fact, existence 1s only needed, according to him, to allow for
the event which cannot exist as a pure multiple alone. All the same the next section
on conatus concerns a forgotten idea of ductus, a classic Agamben gambit, a tension
preserved 1 a certain figure, which 1s revealing. What 1s fascinating in particular 1s
how 1t describes a dynamic and ever-altering relation between ontology and category
that 1s missing from the monolithic Badiou: “human nature crosses over mto exist-
ence n a continuous way and precisely this incessant emergence constitutes its ex-
pressivity... singular existence—the mode—is neither a substance nor a precise fact
but an infinite series of modal oscillation, by means of which substance always con-
stitutes and expresses itself” (Agamben 2016: 172). Here we can draw the differ-
ences between the two thinkers in favour of Agamben. Badiou, for example, lacks
a purposiveness as regards categories determined in time (signatures). His
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conception of commutativity also lacks the demand 1impetus of power: categories
want to expose you. Again, while Badiou 1s able to speak of a mode of a being in a
world, his system 1s flat-footed 1n terms of concerning the modalities of a being
through a world in time and across worlds in the timeline of said being. This 1s,
presumably, because he wishes to avold the Deleuzian, Bergsoman idea of contin-
uous becoming, a valid position, but 1t also means that he has no mechanism for
explaming the prevalence of certain worlds, only any world whatsoever, an approach
that throws all its impetus mnto one political outcome, the event, but which means it
then fails politically on at least one other count, the critique of power due to the
signature of life in biopolitics say. Leaving the extended chess match perhaps in a
perpetual endgame that will inevitably result in a draw, if either part were willing to
concede this, which appears, on the face of it, at the present juncture, an impossible
result. And so the game drags on...

8. CONCLUSIONS

Agamben’s intention in the middle portion of The Use of Bodies 1s clearly ex-
pressed 1n the final part of the final sentence. He 1s questing for a conception of life
where the life that one lives, being, and the life through which one lives, modal
beings, 1s capable of coincidence rather than articulation, such that: “What appears
mn this comcidence 1s no longer a presupposed life but something that, in life, cease-
lessly surpasses and overtakes it: a form-of-life” (Agamben 2016: 191). It 1s a well-
constructed and exciting sentiment that the final part Form-of-Life comes close to
fulfilling, but after many volumes and decades of promises, for many I would imag-
me close 1s just not enough. The overall problem, I think, across the magisteral
The Use of Bodies s what to make of Agamben’s critique of the metaphysics of
diaresis, after the innovations of extensional reasoning and their eventual impact on
continental thought in the work of Badiou, a historical trajectory of belatedness
Agamben 1s more than aware of. If, as I believe, extensional reasoning has obviated
the need for a justification of his method of indifferential suspension, at the same
time 1t has strengthened his claims for the tri-partite archaeological method. Said
method 1s a mode of historicised set theory after all, signatures are the names of sets
of archetypes with a temporal halting point or arche, as much as 1t analogically maps
onto category theory as well. The clear power of Agamben’s philosophy 1s surely a
kind of historical necessity underlining the apparent contingency of terms when out-
lined historically rather than rationally. But, this being said, what 1s the justification
for his 1ignoring the great historical developments in extensional logic when they
directly impact on the entirety of his work? If modal ontology 1s the definition of
Agamben’s ambition, why does Agamben only historicise modal logic, neglecting to
formalise 1t through reading Kripke or, more pointedly, Badiou’s Logrcs of Worlds
and category theory?
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As for his relationship with Badiou, I recall that letter between Russell and Frege.
Russell’s famous letter of 1902 stopped Frege in his tracks, sent him into despair,
but ultimately spurred him on to his greatest work, and of course left us Russell’s
paradox, one of the most important conceptual formulations of the last hundred
years. Why 1s 1t that Agamben, seeing the innovations in modal thought in Badiou’s
work, 1s unable to accede to Badiou’s insights and modify his work accordingly?
Maybe 1t 1s because Agamben 1s right in his implied critique of Badiou’s ontology.
A most unnerving moment for my own work in reading and rereading 7he Use of
Bodies 1s the lingering doubt that Agamben 1s correct and Badiou’s ontology 1s
simply articulation, coupled to the desperate hope that it however escapes ontology
as articulation due to the peculiarity of sets. If the ability to dislodge you from en-
trenched positions 1s the definition of great work, then Agamben’s conclusion to
Homo Saceris unquestionably great. Yet, it would be greater if 1t admitted to the
fact that the three main aspects of the work all require a sustained engagement with
his peers, rather than the ghosts of thinkers long gone. His consideration of separa-
tion, after all, explodes under the pressure of the mathematised axiom of separation
and the non-relationality of multiples. His insistence on looking at analogy through
the rather obscure Melandri seems perverse when categories are a workaday, glob-
ally-accepted form of advanced analogical thought. Finally, fascinating though his
history of modal ontology 1s, it seems outflanked entirely by contemporary work by
Badiou and the analyses I put forward on categorical modal ontology.

In contrast, the 1dea of a historical a priorr as an alternative to mathematised
reasoning 1s revelatory and salutary. At no point has it been clearer that what 1s
missing from Badiou’s objective phenomenology 1s a reason why certain worlds
persist over time and space, and the role of power rather than rational consistency
over the relative stability of the signatures of our commonly-held worlds. Category
theory 1s a brilliant way of looking at the stability of some of all of our worlds, but
falls short of speaking to the persistence of that set of worlds we simply cannot ap-
pear to divest ourselves of, generation after generation, century after century. And
it 1s true that I was as disappointed as any with the predictable onto-logy structure
Badiou eventually sides with, as there 1s no denying it, such a project, necessary for
Badiou because of his obsession with the event, 1s just another entry into the annals
of both metaphysical articulation of language and world, and the blind adherence
to a valorisation of singularity i the philosophy of difference since Hegel.

Read 1 these terms it 1s absolutely necessary that we concede that Badiou’s rev-
elatory maxim being is-not 1s to the counting of being, analogically as being-as-arché
1s to the historicising of being. Meaning that Agamben’s archaeological method 1s a
historical manifestation of the mathematics of being, not so much in terms of set
theoretical ontology but, as I have argued already elsewhere, in terms of logics of
worlds. If we accept that Badiou’s articulation 1s a-linguistic, represented by the al-
teration of Agamben’s communicability to the topological sense of commutativity,
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then we are able, perhaps, to mstigate a brief truce by accepting Badiou’s ontology
1s articulation, but just as there are various types of relation, difference and indiffer-
ence, so too there are, if you will, bad forms of articulation and good. Agamben
scholars have to concede that mathematised ontology requires a significant recon-
sideration of indifferential suspension, the three-part method and the calls to think
modally and analogically. Badiou’s followers need to admut that Logics of Worlds
lacks a theory of historical consistency of certain worlds, and surprisingly, a worka-
ble theory of power. The truth 1s, the two great thinkers are not so far apart. They
both utilise a theory of sets. They both accept that ontology must be modal. They
both agree that all future thinking concerns the use or function of bodies or objects.
They each, in their way, advocate a theory of communicability (commutativity). And
finally, neither man would be able to even begin down their parallel, analogically,
perhaps destinally equivalent paths to being, if it were not for their commitment to
the rationality of indifferential reasoning.

Is a mathematised archaeology of ontology possible? I hope to have shown that
the answer 1s yes. The issue 1s rather, considering our tendency i continental phi-
losophy to draw stark oppositions and then construct critical articulations between
different positions such that our reasoning depends on the promulgation of said
oppositions, can the wider community read Agamben through Badiou and Badiou
through Agamben simultaneously, and without prejudice? In the end, mspired by
another thinker from the analytical tradition of extensional thought, we need to ac-
cept that archaeological ontology and mathematised ontology are two equally con-
sistent languages apposite for differing approaches to the same worlds we all exist
m. If we are able, therefore, to apply Carnap’s principle of tolerance, then a math-
ematised archaeology of being, and a historicised mathematics of beings 1s surely
within our collective grasp.
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The aim of this article 1s that of bringing the inextricably ontological and politi-
cal enyeu of Agamben’s work into light, through the mvestigation of the beginning
of the Homo Sacer series and of the shift that such a beginning produces within
the author’s philosophical project. More precisely, through a comparison of the
first two texts of the series, Homo Sacer. Sovereign Power and Bare Life, Homo
Sacer] (1998) [1995], and State of Exception, Homo Sacer1l, 1 (2005) [2003], we
will show how, in many respects, the philosophical question raised by Agamben in
the first volume proves to be problematic, although it finds its most precise formu-
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lation m the period of time which spans from the first volume to the second. Our
hypothesis 1s that the punctual recovery of the main inquiries of Homo Sacer 1
within State of Exception and, in particular, the recovery of the strategic interpreta-
tion of the debate between Carl Schmitt and Walter Benjamin, coincides with a
crucial in-depth analysis that allows Agamben to introduce the paradigms of mnop-
erativity and use  the specific meaning that these terms have in the subsequent
developments of the series, 1.e., as key notions through which Agamben elaborates
his philosophical rethinking of the nexus between ontology and politics. Un-
doubtedly, Homo Sacer I represents one of the most important philosophical es-
says of the twentieth century. Since its publication, the text has had an as wide-
spread as controversial reception. If we think about the messianic tone of Agam-
ben’s antecedent books, such as The Coming Community or Means Without
Lnds, Homo Sacer I constitutes a détour in the philosopher’s path, not so much
in the sense of a halt, but rather in the sense of a shift towards a further level of
complexity. And the key to such a shift 1s the reflection on ndiscernibility (indis-
cernibilitd) which configures itself as the real philosophical protagonist of Homo
Sacer I. The topos of mdiscernibility emerges as a recovery and further develop-
ment of the criique made by Benjamin against the apparatus of the ‘state of ex-
ception’, and specifically against its key theorsation by Carl Schmitt. According to
Homo Sacer I, the ‘state of exception” unveils the arcane functioning of the appa-
ratuses of Western powers, and constitutes the key to the comprehension both of
the totalitarian dnft of contemporary democracies and of the impasse that politics
and thought manifest in dealing with it. The apparatus of emergence coimncides
with a state in which the law 1s 1n force by means of its very suspension, illegal pro-
visions take on a juridical appearance, therefore the state of exception becomes
impossible to comprehend - nor be revoked - through recourse to the binary cat-
egories upon which our political tradition 1s based (not only hat/illicit, pri-
vate/public, but also: inside/outside, identity/difference). Agamben goes back to
Benmjamin’s strategy, which consists in showing how the apparatus of the exception
presupposes at its core a threshold of mdiscernibility between its polarities - no-
mos and anomuie, sovereignty and life, to use Agamben’s terms - a threshold
which mvalidates any attempt to mscribe 1t i a juridical context, thus marking a
pomt of no return with respect to any tradiional pohtical form. Although this
philosophical strategy 1s evident i the book, we will show how Homo Sacer 1
does not get to coherently distinguish the apparatus of the exceptio from the topos
of indiscernibility - to use Benjamin’s words 1n the eighth thesis On the Concept
ol History (Benjamin 1991; Benjamin 2006): the merely virtual Ausnhamezustand
from the “real state of exception” - and we will identify in this lack of distinction
the cause of the criticisms that have been made as to an indirect apology for the
Schmittian doctrine.
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In this study, we will try to demonstrate how at the basis of this zmpasse lies an
undeveloped conception of man’s praxis as a threshold of idiscermubility, or as
an unsubstantial medium, between the polarities of the power apparatuses, which,
although 1t 1s present i a crucial passage of Homo Sacer I, 1t 1s not, however, fully
developed there. We will also show how, m the next volume of Homo Sacer,
State of Exception, this problematic 1ssue takes Agamben back to the debate be-
tween Schmitt and Benjamin, and induces him to center this debate around the
figure of the praxis as a ‘pure medium’ as formulated by Benjamin in Critique of
Violence. Through this new interpretation, Agamben comes to indicate man’s
praxis as a threshold which 1s situated at the centre of the apparatus of the excep-
tion, and which allows its functioning - 1.e. the separation and simultaneous articu-
lation of nomos and anomy, law and life - a threshold which, nevertheless, the
apparatus tries to hide and dissimulate 1n its operation, because it reveals its polari-
ties as indiscernible. In the conclusion, we will show how, in State of Exception,
the development of the Benjaminian conception of acting as a ‘pure medium’
leads Agamben to confront the impasse of Homo Sacer I, by indicating man’s
praxis as an ‘inoperative use’, 1.e. as a threshold in which potentiality and act, law
and life, become indistinguishable, and we will consider how this conception con-
stitutes the basis for the reformulation of the nexus between ontology and politics
that Agamben will develop more thoroughly 1n the last section of the Homo Sacer
series'.

" It may be appropriate to note at this point a brief methodological premise concerning the
manner of a ‘gencalogical’ approach to Agamben’s work. In 2013, I had the fortune of being invited
by Agamben himself to transcribe and edit, with the help of two other Italian researchers, his philo-
sophical diaries, an incredibly imposing work, considering that they consist of almost thirty note-
books of 120 pages each, dating from 1968 to today, and which are characterized, for the most part,
by a labyrinth of “citations without quotation marks” that need to be collocated and translated. At
the time, the publication had been entrusted to a publishing house which then gave up on the pro-
ject, and which 1s now been reconsidered by another publishing house. For more than a year, I
worked on the notebooks from the 2010s, that were also coeval to the texts that I was focusing my
research on at the time. What immediately caught my attention was how, right from the beginning
of that very decade, a different number of notations and reflections were already hinting at what
Agamben would have thematised ten years later in essays like 7The Highest Poverty and The Use of
Bodies, and on which he was probably already working for a while. In this sense, to attribute the in-
troduction of a concept to a specific text of Agamben’s might seem reductive. However, I believe
that in philosophical works it 1s impossible to separate the analysis of a concept from the process
through which such a concept reaches its formulation, since the peculiar trait of any genuine philo-
sophical notion 1s, to use Feuerbach’s definition which Agamben often recalls, its capacity to be de-
veloped (Entwicklungstihigkerd within an itinerary in which it never reaches a final definition and
never ceases to transform itself. This is valid also for those key notions like the state of exception
and the topos of indiscernibility, whose conception still continues to develop throughout the years.
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“T'he tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the ‘state of exception” in which
we live 1s the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history which corresponds to
this fact. Then we will have the production of the real state of exception before us
as a task; and this will improve our position 1n the struggle against Fascism” (quot-
ed and translated in Agamben 2017b: 48; Italian original edition Agamben 2019:
60°). Walter Benjamin’s eighth thesis On the Concept of History, with its annota-
tions on the mdiscernibility of law and life in the contemporary ‘state of excep-
tion’, constitutes the starting point of Homo Sacer I, m that it represents the lens
through which Agamben reads Michel Foucault’s inquiry into biopolitics. And 1t 1s
in the way of a cross-reading of these two authors that the research entailed in the
first volume of the series takes shape:

Only a reflection that, taking up Foucault’s and Benjamin’s suggestion, thematically
mterrogates the link between bare life and politics, a link that secretly governs the
modern ideologies seemingly most distant from one another, will be able to bring
the political out of its concealment and, at the same time, return thought to its prac-
tical calling (Agamben 2017b: 7-8; Agamben 2019: 20).

The research hypothesis, formulated 1n the first few pages of the book, 1s that
the mutual reference between ‘sovereign power’ and ‘bare hife’ constitutes some-
thing like the unthought assumption of Western tradition, an assumption which
makes all the theories that try to play one term against the other complicit. ‘Bare
life” 1s the translation of the Bemjaminian syntagm ‘blofSes Leber?, and it functions
as a key term in Homo Sacer I'1in reference to Foucault’s inquiries into the pro-
cess through which, within modernity, the biologic life of the individuals becomes
the stake of politics, which then turns to biopolitics. “For millennia”, we read in
The Will To Knowledge, “man remained what he was for Aristotle: a living ani-
mal with the additional capacity for political existence; modern man 1s an animal
whose politics calls his existence as a living being into question” (Foucault 1976:
172)". However, according to Agamben, it is not sufficient to think this progress of
the Western tradition as a discontinuity, or as an overturning, like a “threshold of
biological modernity”’, to use Foucault’s words, which separates antiquity from
modernity. Through a Benjaminian lens, what appears to be decisive to Agamben
1s the fact that in the Western tradition law and life emerge as at once divided and
articulated, as the two poles of an ‘apparatus’, in which both mtertwine to the pont
that they become undecidable. Foucault himself, in particular in his late 1970’s
lectures, shows how, with the “resulting increase in importance of the nation’s

* The very last sentence is not quoted by Agamben, see W. Benjamin 1991: 697; W. Benjamin
2006: 392.

" Quoted in Agamben 2017b: 6; Agamben 2019: 18.

' See Agamben 2017b: 6; Agamben 2019: 18.
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health and biological life as a problem of sovereign power” this latter gets into a
process of emptying, or of rarefaction, to the point that the figure of sovereignty
gradually changes into a “government of men”, mto a mere “administration of the
bodies” (Agamben 2017b: 6; Agamben 2019: 18).

While Foucault does not confront himself with the measure of the ‘state of
emergency’, which characterises the birth of the twentieth century totalitarian re-
gimes to then become a governmental paradigm 1 contemporary democracies,
according to Homo Sacer I it 1s this apparatus, which forms the core of Benja-
min’s reflection, that allows us to think the process described in Foucault’s lec-
tures. The text shows how the ‘state of exception’ - the Ausnhamezustand of Carl
Schmitt’s theory - coincides with a suspension of the juridical order, within which
the law remains in force; and argues how, through such a suspension of the law,
the political dimension of the mdividuals comes to coincide with their biological
existence, with their ‘bare life’. Therefore, the state of exception appears to be a
threshold concept, which 1s neither ascribable to the sphere of the nomos, nor to
the sphere of the physis, m which law and life reveal themselves as undistinguisha-
ble. Starting from this concise reconstruction of the central argument of the text,
we can already formulate the question which will direct our mnquiry: does the n-
discernibility of law and hife describe the functioning of the state of exception, or 1s
it a threshold contained within 1t, that hints at its possible deactivation? A question
which, i terms of the first two volumes of Homo Sacer (whose arguments we will
here try to reconstruct) can be provisionally formulated in the following manner:
how can we possibly comprehend the Benjaminian admonishment to the produc-
tion of the ‘real state of exception (wirchlick Ausnhamezustand)’, as opposed to
the merely ‘virtual’ one theorised by Schmitt? As hinted above, our hypothesis 1s
that, despite Agamben’s attempt to play the Benjaminian ‘real state of exception’
against the Schmittian ‘virtual one’, in Homo Sacer I'the topos of indiscernibility 1s
used to describe the position of both authors without an evident philosophical
strategy, and that such an ambiguity mvalidates the book’s central argument.

In Homo Sacer I the research on contemporary biopolitics leads, m the first
place, to the development of another Foucaultian assumption, that 1s to investigate
- to use Foucault’s words - the “shadow that the present casts onto the past™. If,
in the state of exception, the norm 1s i force as suspended, and the bare life of

’ Agamben often mentions Foucault’s definition of his own archaeological inquire as a “shadow
cast onto the past by the present” although never reporting the source of this quotation. The defini-
tion 1s probably derived from Foucault 1969: 234, and then loosely reformulated. I would like to
thank Andrea Cavalletti for helping me to find this passage.
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the citizens becomes the place of politics, how should we retrospectively think
about the nexus between law and life in the Western tradition?

Through a well-known and provoking reading of Aristotle’s Politics, Homo
Sacer I shows how 1 classical Greece ‘life’ 1s split into two distinct poles: zoé, the
natural life, and bios, the pohtically qualified hife, which nevertheless define them-
selves through their very contrast. When Aristotle indicated: “The end of the per-
fect community [...] he did so precisely by opposing the simple fact of living (0
zen) to politically qualified hife” (Agamben 2017b: 6; Agamben 2019: 18), and 1n
such a way as to also reveal how, only through such an exclusion of life, can the
boundaries of the hios be defined. The separation, the contrast, between bros and
206, attests itself as an rmplication, hidden but still constitutive, of the natural life
mto the polis. In as far as the sphere of the bros defines itself by way of the exclu-
sion of the zoé, the separation of natural life proves to be something like an inter-
nal lmit which prevents the bios from realizing itself, and which underpins the dif-
ferent polarization of the terms during modern times, when bare life emerges as
the constitutive dimension of contemporary politics”. If, in the polis, the bounda-
ries of the bios are defined through the exclusion of the zoé, in the state of emer-
gency it 1s the suspension of the law which discloses the domain of bare life as the
sphere of politics. The bare life, as Agamben concludes, “remains included mn pol-
itics i the form of the exception, that 1s, as something that 1s mcluded solely
through an exclusion” (Agamben 2017b: 12; Agamben 2019: 25). Homo Sacer I
defines the exception (the Latin term exceptio literally means the ‘capture of the
outside’) as the nexus of the mclusive exclusion between Iife and law i our tradi-
tion, a tradition within which the two poles reveal themselves as always being at
once divided and articulated. The coming into light of this relationship allows
Agamben to highlight how the crucial role of the natural life i modermty does
not mark a discontinuity with respect to the ancient times. The “shadow which the
mquiry to the present casts onto the past” 1s situated beyond the biopolitical
boundaries traced by Foucault, and it reveals “the production of a biopolitical
body” as “the original activity of sovereign power” i the Western tradition
(Agamben 2017b: 9; Agamben 2019: 21).

The relevance of Schmitt’s thought for Homo Sacer I's researches can be bet-
ter appreciated mn the hight of these mquiries. As it 1s known, in Political Theology
the rank of the sovereign derives from his capacity to “decide on the exception”,
that 1s, to suspend the juridical order, in so far as such a suspension does not call
mto question the validity of the law, but rather defines the domain upon which it
finds its very application, by delimiting the sphere of life: “Here the decision 1s not

*In his essay Agamben and the Question of Political Ontology, M. Abbott defines ‘bare life” as
the “unthought ground of the metaphysics underpinning our political system, a presupposition that,
after the failed attempt to exclude it in the classical world, has returned to haunt us in modernity”.

See Abbott 2014: 20.
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the expression of the will of a subject hierarchically superior to all others, but ra-
ther represents the inscription within the body of the nomos of the exteriornity that
animates 1t and gives 1t meaning. The sovereign decides not the licit and illicit but
the originary mclusion of the living in the sphere of law or, in the words of
Schmitt, ‘the normal structuring of life relations’ which the law needs” (Agamben
2017b: 25; Agamben 2019: 37). While the theories of the state of exception gen-
erally try to frame it within the fact/law opposition, thus indicating it, on the one
hand, a juridical provision, or, on the other hand, simply a concrete exception, the
relevance of the Schmittian doctrine cannot but reside, for Agamben, 1n its way of
presenting the state of exception as a threshold concept that founds the very struc-
ture of the juridical reference, 1.e. the relationship of the sphere of law to the
sphere of fact: “The exception does not subtract itself from the rule; rather, the
rule, suspending itself, gives rise to the exception and, maintaining itself in relation
to the exception, first constitutes itself as a rule [...]| To refer to something, a rule
must both presuppose and yet still establish a relation with what 1s outside relation
(the nonrelational). The relation of exception thus simply expresses the originary
formal structure of the juridical relation” (Agamben 2017b: 19-20; Agamben
2019: 32-33). It 1s only through the suspension of order that the sovereign can
trace a new boundary between anomy and nomos, separate, exclude life from the
law, and, at the same time, include life mnto its domain, as the sphere upon which
law places its application. Thus, the specific manner of the Schmittian theory 1s
that of “mscrib[ing] anomie within the very body of the nomos” (Agamben 2005:
54, now m Agamben, 2017b: 213; Agamben, 2019: 220), so as to make the sus-
pension of the order, the demarcation of the juridically empty sphere of life, the
very foundation of law and its application. Therefore, 1f this 1s the complexity of
the functioning of law, 1if that which 1s separated from the nomos - anomy, life - 1s
already mcluded i 1t through its exclusion, in what way 1s 1t possible to call into
question such a relationship, to neutralise the device of the exceptio?

Homo Sacer I's criique of contemporary philosophy can be better understood
in light of this analysis of the Schmittian doctrine. In Homo Sacer I, Agamben
discusses the attempt developed by the twentieth century French philosophy to
deactivate the law apparatus through the figure of difference. If law’s nature does
not consist so much of a distinction between what 1s licit and what 1s illicit, but ra-
ther, and ultimately, in the presupposition of a nexus of an inclusive exclusion be-
tween law and life, 1t will not be sufficient to appeal to an ‘otherness’, to an ‘other’
in respect to the law, in order to deactivate it. Homo Sacer I mentions a passage
from Entretien infini, in which Blanchot defines the process of the ‘grand enfer-
mement described by Foucault in the Historre de la folie, as an attempt by power
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to “confine the outside”, to “interiorise what exceeds 1t”, a process by virtue of
which “the system designates itself as exterior to itself” (Blanchot 1969: 292)". To
Agamben, such a description of power appears to be ephemeral. As he writes, 1f
“exteriority [...] 1s truly the innermost centre of the political system, and the politi-
cal system lives off it in the same way that the rule, according to Schmutt, lives off
the exception” (Agamben 2017b: 33; Agamben 2019: 45), then, any opposition
between an mside and an outside of the system will fall within the mechanism of
the exceptio.

However, the question which the apparatus of the exception poses to contem-
porary thought 1s, according to Agamben, even more radical. Agamben recon-
structs the debate between Gershom Scholem and Benjamin around the status of
the law in Kafka’s 7he Trnial The situation described therein, whereby the “law 1s
all the more pervasive for its total lack of content” (Agamben 2017b: 47; Agamben
2019: 59), 1s interpreted by Scholem as a “being in force without significance (Gel-
tung ohne Bedeutung)” as proper to the law. According to Agamben, such an in-
dication of the anomic foundation of the nomos connotes both the post-
heideggerian reflection on the ontological structure as abandonment (the refer-
ence here 1s 1n particular to Jean-LLuc Nancy) and deconstructionism, which reads
the “entire text of tradition as being in force without significance” and conceives it
as “absolutely impassable” (Agamben 2017b: 47; Agamben 2019: 60). However,
Agamben states, these theories describe exactly the status of the law i the con-
temporary state of exception:

The task that our ime 1mposes on thinking cannot simply consist in recognizing
the extreme and insuperable form of law as being in force without significance. Eve-
ry thought that Limits itself to this does nothing other than repeat the ontological
structure that we have defined as the paradox of sovereignty (or sovereign ban) [...]
A pure form of law 1s only the empty form of relation. Yet the empty form of rela-
tion 1s no longer a law but a zone of indistinguishability between law and life (Agam-
ben 2017b: 51-52; Agamben 2019: 64).

Therefore, provided that the functioning of power consists in the mclusive-
exclusion of law and life (in which the law 1s in force as suspended) how does the
topos of indiscernibility allow us to pursue the deactivation of the power appa-

ratus, and to formulate a “completely new politics - that 1s, a politics no longer
founded on the exceptio of bare life”? (Agamben 2017b: 13; Agamben 2019: 25).

The place in which Homo Sacer I deals with such a question 1s the reconstruc-
tion of the debate between Schmitt and Benjamin on the state of exception, in re-

" Quoted in Agamben 2017b: 19; Agamben 2019: 81.
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spect to which the comparison between Scholem and Benjamin serves as an -
troduction. In response to the conception of Geltung ohne Bedeutung, intended
as ‘spectral figure of the law’, that “Scholem, not at all suspecting that he shares
this thesis with Schmitt, believes 1s still law”, and “which 1s 1n force but 1s not ap-
plied or 1s applied without being in force” (Agamben 2017b: 220; Agamben 2019:
225), Benjamin objects that a law which 1s 1n force without signifying 1s not a law
anymore as 1t becomes indiscernible from life. In the Kafkian village, Agamben
glosses, “the existence and the very body of Joseph K. ultimately coincide with the
Trial; they become the Trial” (Agamben 2017b: 47; Agamben 2019: 59). This n-
discermbility of law and life 1s indicated as the key to the figure of the ‘real state of
exception” which Benjamin, m his eighth thesis On the Concept of History, op-
poses agamst Schmitt’s ‘state of exception’” which 1s 1dentified as a merely ‘virtual’
one.

Benjamin’s thesis obviously refers to the Nazi Reich’s state of exception, pro-
claimed 1n 1933 with Hitler’s seizure of power. According to Schmitt’s perspec-
tive, the suspension of Weimar’s constitution should have led to the foundation of
a new order, coinciding with a new subordmation of life to law, of anomy to no-
mos. But in fact, as the state of exception was never revoked, it therefore became,
as shown 1n the eighth thesis also, ‘the rule’. To Benjamin’s eyes, the suspension
of the law brings mto hght a threshold of undecidability between nomos and ano-
my, law and hife, which neutralises any attempt to newly separate and subordinate
them 1n a juridical relationship, thus marking a point of no return in respect to all
traditional political forms. But in what way does the indiscernmbility between law
and life, which characterises the ‘real state of exception’, distinguish itself from
their inclusive exclusion, which 1dentifies the merely virtual Ausnhamezustand?
Agamben recapitulates the two different interpretations of the state of exception as
follows:

We have seen the sense in which law begins to coincide with life once it has be-
come the pure form of law, law’s mere being in force without significance. But inso-
far as law 1s maintained as pure form in a state of virtual exception, it lets bare life
(K.’s life, or the life lived in the village at the foot of the castle) subsist before it. In a
real state of exception, law that becomes indistinguishable from life 1s confronted by
life that, in a symmetrical but inverse gesture, is entirely transformed into law [...]
Only at this point do the two terms distinguished and kept united by the relation of
ban (bare life and the form of law) abolish each other and enter into a new dimen-
sion (Agamben 2017b: 48, translation modified; Agamben 2019: 60-61).

Nonetheless, at this stage of the analysis, such a conclusive statement of the ar-
gumentation reveals itself as highly emigmatic, because it seems to provoke a shift
m Agamben’s discussion. If, in the previous pages, the mdiscernibility of law and
life characterised Benjamin’s position, a position that unmasked the artifice of the
state of exception n such a way as to reveal 1t as a pretence of deciding on an un-
decidable - 1n the later Iines of this very same paragraph the indeterminacy of law
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and life seems to characterise Schmitt’s theory. Confronted with the jurist’s posi-
tion, ‘the real state of exception’ 1s described by Agamben as “a life entirely trans-
formed mto law” but also as a “mutual aboliion” of the two terms. This ambiguity
of the text allows us to render a problematic aspect of Homo Sacer I into light,
and one which, 1n our view, lies at the basis of many criticisms that have been
drawn around this key text and the ensuing misunderstandings. This problematic
1ssue concerns the distinction of the apparatus of the exception - the mclusive-
exclusion - from the topos of the threshold of indiscernibility. We can start by
considering how the lexicon of indiscernbility (notably, indifference, undecidabil-
ity, indistinction, etc. all terms that Agamben uses In a co-extensive manner) 1s
used . Homo Sacer I both to describe Schmitt’s doctrine and to indicate Benja-
min’s position. At times the idiscernibility 1s thought as the functioning of the
state of exception, coimnciding with the mechanism of the inclusive-exclusion of law
and life, at other times as a threshold between them, which does not reduce itself
to the exception, and which points at its possible neutralization. “The sovereign
decision”, as we saw, for mstance, i the first part of the text, “traces and from time
to time renews this threshold of indistinction between outside and 1nside, exclu-
sion and inclusion, nomos and physis, in which life 1s originarily excepted in law”
(Agamben 2017b: 26; Agamben 2019: 38), and, while examining the figures of the
exceptio - sovereignty, bare lfe, the concentraion camp, the Muselmann -
Agamben describes them 1n terms of a “threshold of indifference between nature
and culture, between violence and law” (Agamben 2017b: 33, translation modi-
fied; Agamben 2019: 45). In the hight of these considerations, the topos of indis-
cernibility seems to coincide with the mechanism of the exceptio and, in so far as
this 1s the place in which law and life acquire their meaning through their inclusive
exclusion, its possible deactivation can only configure itself as a “mutual abolition
of the terms”, that 1s, as a perfectly empty destitution of the apparatus, at the risk
of attesting 1t as a formal and metaphysical dimension. However, i other passag-
es, the indiscernibility, in as much as 1t 1s an “unlocalhizable zone of indistinction”
between law and life, manifests an intrinsic ambiguity of the Schmittian apparatus
which cannot be reduced to it and “that, in the last analysis, necessarily acts against
it” (Agamben 2017b: 20; Agamben 2019: 32). And in such a direction point also
Benjamin’s considerations around the ‘real’ state of exception, considered as the
coming into light of a threshold of indiscernibility between law and wviolence,
which unmasks any attempt to go back to a separation or subordination of the
terms 1 a juridical context.

Does the topos of indiscernibility therefore describe the ambiguity which char-
acterises the relationship between law and life in the inclusive-exclusion’, or does it

" In his 2014 essay entitled Agamben and Indifference, William Watkin states that the question
of the relation between the apparatus of inclusive-exclusion and the figure of indifference has never
been investigated in the Anglophone critical literature on Agamben: “A question that I believe no
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stand for a threshold which gives us a ghimpse of a possible neutralization of this
apparatus?

5.

A step n the direction of the dissolution of this difficulty 1s taken in the section
entitled 7hreshold, which connects the first and the second parts of the book,
through a reading of Bemjamin’s essay Critique of Violence which Agamben de-
fines as a “necessary and, even today, indispensable premise of every inquiry into
sovereignty” (Agamben 2017b: 54; Agamben 2019: 67). Even if Agamben does
not reach a conventional conclusion, this brief chapter forms the basis for the new
mterpretation of the debate between Schmitt and Benjamin which, as we shall also
see, he develops n the subsequent volume of Homo Sacer: State of Exception. In
his Critique, Benjamin shows how every position of a new law, inasmuch as it pre-
supposes the position of a boundary between anomy and nomos, contains an in-
trinsic anomic, violent act, which the nomos tries to dissimulate, but which comes
mto light m its reference, ambiguous but nonetheless constitutive, to a violence
which preserves the law,

Hence the necessity of a third figure to break the circular dialectic of these two
forms of violence [...] The definition of this third figure, which Benjamin calls ‘di-
vine violence’, constitutes the central problem of every mterpretation of the essay.
Benjamin in fact offers no positive criterion for its identification and even denies the
possibility of recognizing it in the concrete case. What is certain is only that it nei-
ther posits nor preserves law, but rather ‘de-poses (entsetz)’ it (Agamben 2017b: 55;
Agamben 2019: 67).

If the dialectical oscillation between life and law, violence and law, describes the
functioning of the state of exception, the divine violence, as a ‘third’ term among
them, will not be a substantial term that would act as a dialectical opposite to law.
However, 1t will not even indicate the ambiguous oscillaton between the two
terms, mn fact, the very same sovereign violence, as Agamben immediately recog-
nises, 1s neither identiiable with the violence that poses the law, nor with that
which preserves it, i as far as 1t constitutes itself through their inclusive exclusion:

one has yet raised” (Watkin 2014: 190). It is peculiar how, in his text, which stll has the merit of
putting the topos of indiscernibility in Agamben’s work into sheer focus, Watkin describes the im-
plication of such a conception as an (empty) suspension of all the oppositional categories of our tra-
dition, in which “the very same indifference becomes indifferent” (Watkin 2014: 191, passim). If, as
we have shown, these are Agamben’s conclusions in some of the Homo sacer I remarks, especially
in those passages where the apparatus of inclusive-exclusion and the topos of indiscernibility seem
to coincide, then the implications of this notion can only be grasped in relation to the notion of a
threshold which, as we shall also see, Agamben connotes as ‘use’.
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The violence exercised in the state of exception clearly neither preserves nor simp-
ly posits law, but rather conserves it in suspending it and posits it in excepting itself
from it. In this sense, sovereign violence, like divine violence, cannot be wholly re-
duced to either one of the two forms of violence whose dialectic the essay under-
took to define (Agamben 2017b: 55; Agamben 2019: 68).

Therefore, the mterpretation of Benjamin’s essay deals with the crucial prob-
lem of Homo Sacer I, the distinction between the mclusive-exclusion of violence
and law, which characterises ‘sovereign violence’, and the topos of indiscernibility,
which connotes ‘divine violence’ as key to its possible deactivation. The paragraph
continues as follows and it 1s worth quoting it n full:

This does not mean that sovereign violence can be confused with divine violence
[...] Sovereign violence opens a zone of indistinction between law and nature, out-
side and inside, violence and law. And yet the sovereign is precisely the one who
maintains the possibility of deciding on the two to the very degree that he renders
them indistinguishable from each other. As long as the state of exception is distin-
guished from the normal case, the dialectic between the violence that posits law and
the violence that preserves it is not truly broken [...]. The violence that Benjamin de-
fines as divine 1s instead situated in a zone in which it 1s no longer possible to distin-
guish between exception and rule. It stands in the same relation to sovereign vio-
lence as the state of actual exception, in the eighth thesis, does to the state of virtual
exception. This 1s why (that 1s, insofar as divine violence 1s not one kind of violence
among others but only the dissolution of the link between violence and law) Benja-
min can say that divine violence neither posits nor conserves violence, but deposes it

(Agamben 2017b: 55; Agamben 2019: 68).

The Schmittian sovereign, by suspending the constitution, reveals a ‘zone of n-
distinction’ between violence and law. Even though he mstalls himself in this
threshold, where anomy and nomos are at once divided and articulated, he still
has the pretence of dissimulating such an idistinction, 1.e. the pretence of decid-
ing upon 1it, by way of the separation of the two terms and of their subsequent
subordination within the creation of a new law. Nevertheless, despite this attempt
to dissimulate 1t through the device of mnclusive-exclusion, it 1s only through the
presupposition of a threshold of indiscernibility between violence and nomos that
the law can ar once disinguish and articulate the two terms. This means that no
less essential to the functioning of the nomos - the separation of law and life into
two distinct spheres, and their subsequent juridical subordmation through the
mechanism of exceptio - 1s the act of presupposing and dissimulating the thresh-
old of indiscernibility of the two terms. If therefore, positing the law equates to n-
stalling oneself m a threshold of indistinction of law and life, but at the same time
hiding such an indistinction, and dissimulating 1t through the device of the excep-
tion, deposing the law should equate to exposing this threshold of indistinction, to
bringing it into hght.

Bemjamin’s attempt to think divine violence, or pure violence, as a third term,
as a medium which 1s irreducible to the dialectic oscillaion between violence and
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law, should therefore comcide with such an exposition. However, Benjamin’s -
quiry does not take this direction. Agamben argues how, in his Criaque, “with a
seemingly abrupt development”, mstead of defining the divine violence he “con-
centrates on the bearer of the link between violence and law, which he calls ‘bare
life (BloS Leben)’ (Agamben 2017b: 55-56; Agamben 2019: 69). We can consid-
er then how Agamben takes up Benjamin’s strategy, by formulating the task of the
deactivation of the law apparatus through the unfolding of the mystery of ‘bare
life’, indicated in the paradigm of the ‘homo sacer. However just like the homo
sacerrepresents the “originary form of the inclusion of bare life in the juridical or-
der” and thus “names something like the origimary ‘political’ relation, which 1s to
say, bare life insofar as it operates in an inclusive exclusion as the referent of the
sovereign decision” (Agamben 2017b: 72; Agamben 2019: 84), in the same way all
the figures through which the text tries to think the mdiscernibility of anomy and
nomos, law and life, are an expression of the dialectical oscillation of the two poles
in the mclusive-exclusion - and therefore not an expression of a threshold be-
tween them, in which they reveal themselves as indiscernible, thus entering into a
‘new dimension’. The ‘homo sacer’, the ‘muselmann’, the ‘concentration camp’,
are all figures through which sovereign power and bare hfe include each other
while excluding themselves, without ever touching each other, but only in the
menace of death. Thus, these figures result from the imclusive-exclusion apparatus,
but do not allow us to think about a ‘third term’ in which the two poles would
show themselves mn a new configuration. In such a manner, the Benjaminman ref-
erence to this third term, to a medium that would exhibit the mdiscernibility be-
tween violence and law by neutralizing their dialectical oscillation, 1s a theme that
remains undeveloped in the text’.

6.

If we read the subsequent volume of the Homo Sacer series, State of Excep-
ton, in the light of this 1ssue we can consider how Agamben confronts precisely
this question. We can notice how in this book, Agamben never defines the state of

* This issue is at the root of some of the critiques that have been raised against Homo Sacer and
of the many misunderstandings of the book. Some earlier commentators, in particular in the An-
glophone world, understand the apparatus of mclusive-exclusion as the logic which governs the en-
tire Western tradition as by a hidden and unsurmountable necessity. Despite the problematic as-
pects that we are highlighting in Homo Sacer I, these critiques, exemplified by Catherine Mill’s po-
sition in 7The Philosophy of Agamben (2008), simplify the philosophical issue opened by the book
and, as we will show, become unable to capture the soteriological intent of Agamben’s research,
such as it developed in the subsequent volumes of Homo Sacer project. In the same direction as
Mill’s, we could place many of the essays contained in M. Calarco, S. DeCaroli (eds.), Grorgio
Agamben. Sovereignty and Life (Calarco and DeCaroli 2007), and in A. Norris (ed.), Politics, Met-
aphysics and Death: Essays on Giorgio Agamben’s Homo Sacer (Norris 2005).
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exception, from Schmitt’s doctrine pomt of view, as a zone of mdiscermbility of
law and life, but always as a ‘dialectical oscillation’ between the two poles, which
describes the functioning of the apparatus of inclusive-exclusion. “Schmitt’s theory
of the state of exception”, we read at the beginning of the chapter dedicated to the
German jurist, “proceeds by establishing within the body of the law a series of cae-
surae and divisions whose ends do not quite meet, but which, by means of their
articulation and opposition, allow the machine of law to function” (Agamben
2017b: 196; Agamben 2019: 203). In the light of the argument that we have re-
constructed so far, the core sense of such an analysis emerges in the book’s fourth
chapter where Agamben returns to the debate between Schmitt and Benjamin on
the state of exception. The analysis of the Schmittian doctrine of the state of ex-
ception that 1s developed in this chapter 1s much more detailed than the one we
found m Homo Sacer I, and it culminates i a new interpretation of the debate
between the two authors. According to a widespread view, the origin of such a de-
bate coincides with Benjamin’s reading of Political Theology (1922) to which he
reacts by mtroducing the figure of the ‘sovereign indecision’ in 7he Origin of
German Tragic Drama (1926; Benjamin 1974; Benjamin 1998). Although,
Agamben shows how Schmitt’s book from 1922 can already be considered as a
response to Benjamin, and, more precisely, as a response to the essay that had
come out one year earlier: the Critique of Violence (1921). This article was pub-
lished by Benjamin in the Archiv fiir Sozialwissenschafter und Sozialpolitik, a
journal of which Schmitt was a collaborator and which he had regularly cited in his
works from 1915 onward. If “Benjamin’s interest in Schmitt’s theory of sovereign-
ty has always been judged as scandalous”, Agamben writes, implicitly answering
some of the critiques raised against Homo Sacer I - “turning the scandal around
we will try to read Schmitt’s theory as a response to Benjamin’s critique of vio-
lence” (Agamben 2017b: 212; Agamben 2019: 219).

This reconstruction of the debate between the two authors assumes a strong
philosophical value n the text. As we have seen, the aim of Benjamin’s essay 1s

to ensure the possibility of a violence [...] that lies absolutely ‘outside (auferhalb)’
and ‘beyond (jenseits)’ the law and that, as such, could shatter the dialectic between
law-making violence and law-preserving violence [...] Benjamin calls this other figure
of violence ‘pure’ (reine Gewald) or ‘divine,” and, in the human sphere, ‘revolution-
ary’ [...] The proper characteristic of this violence is that it neither makes nor pre-
serves law, but deposes it (Entsetzung des Rechtes) and thus inaugurates a new his-
torical epoch (Agamben 2017b: 212; Agamben 2019: 219).

In the first part of his inquiry, Agamben shows how, in the essay that had come
out the year prior to the publication of Political Theology with the ttle The Dicta-
torship (1921), Schmitt had thought the state of exception through the figure of
the ‘sovereign dictatorship’, which suspends the constitution m force i order to
create a new law. In this book, the dictatorship’s relationship with the juridical or-
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der comcided with the nexus between constituting and constituted power. This
hendiadys, as Agamben notices, corresponded exactly to the one criticised by
Benjamin in his essay Critique of Violence, and more precisely with the relation-
ship between the ‘law-positing violence’” and the ‘law-preserving violence’. The text
paraphrases the Benjaminian argumentation: “Violence that 1s a means for making
law” - 1e., 1n the specific terms of the argument we are reconstructing, the suspen-
sion of nomos, the separation between anomy and nomos as foundation of consti-
tuting power - “never deposes its own relation with law and thus mstates law as
power (Machi), which remains ‘necessarily and intimately bound to 1™ (Agamben
2017b: 220; Agamben 2019: 227). That 1s to say, it institutes constituted power as
a power which must guarantee the application of law resorting to violence, 1.e.
through an articulation between anomy and nomos. The aim of Benjamin’s essay
1s to show how the dialectical oscillation between ‘law-positing violence” and ‘law-
preserving violence’ presupposes at its core the mutual reference between violence
and law as a nexus which 1s not reducible to one of the two poles, neither to their
separation nor to their articulation, a nexus i which violence and law show them-
selves as at once divided and articulated, in such a way as to attest themselves as
undecidable. As Agamben reminds us, Benjamin has a relational, not substantial,
conception of purity, so that the criterion for the purity of violence lies in its rela-
tionship to the law: violence 1s pure 1n as much as it 1s not separable from, nor can
it be subordinated to law - as in the Schmittian apparatus - but rather manifests 1t-
self as co-originary, or, more precisely, as indiscernible from law".

One year later, in Political Theology, Schmitt does not define anymore sover-
eignty through the hendiadys of constituted-constituting power, rather, he devel-
ops the figure of the decision upon the exception: according to the well-known
defimition: “The sovereign stands outside (auberhalb) of the normally vahd juridi-
cal order, and yet belongs (gehdrd to it, for it 1s he who 1s responsible for deciding
whether the constitution can be suspended i toto” (Schmitt 1990: 13)". Agamben
argues how this shift in the jurist’s theory, its elaboration of sovereignty as a /limit
figure of the law, which stands neither outside nor inside the law, 1s in the end an
attempt to provide an answer to the Benjaminian critique of the oscillation be-
tween ‘law-positing violence’ and ‘law-preserving violence’; and precisely an at-
tempt to capture pure violence within the nomos as a threshold that exceeds both
types of violence, both constituent and constituted power. As Agamben writes:

It 1s in order to neutralize this new figure of a pure violence removed from the dia-
lectic between constituent power and constituted power that Schmitt develops his
theory of sovereignty. The sovereign violence in Political Theology responds to the
pure violence of Benjamin’s essay with the figure of a power that neither makes nor

" See Agamben 2017b: 218-210 and Agamben 2019: 225-2926.
"I quote the translation of State of Exception, in Agamben 2017b: 195; Agamben 2019: 202.
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preserves law, but suspends it [...] That this place 1s neither external nor internal to
the law - that sovereignty is, in this sense, a Grenzbegrift [limit concept] - is the
necessary consequence of Schmitt’s attempt to neutralize pure violence and ensure
the relation between anomie and the juridical context (Agamben 2017b: 213;
Agamben 2019: 220).

The Schmittian doctrine of the state of exception derives from an attempt to
capture the dimension of pure violence as a medium, a threshold m which law
and life are ar once divided and articulated, an attempt to include it into the
sphere of law by the way of its dissimulation. This dissimulation consists mn the
separation of law and violence nto two distinct spheres by way of the suspension
of the law and i their juridical subordination in the position of a new law. If it 1s
only the pure violence, in which law and life are at once divided and articulated,
that allows the functioning of the apparatus of inclusive exclusion, no less essential
for such apparatus will be the dissimulation of the threshold of pure violence, in
so far as this reveals the two terms as indiscermible.

Nonetheless, Benjamin shows how such an attempt to dissimulate, to ‘capture’
pure violence, 1s ephemeral: the suspension of the law of the state of exception
does not lead to constitute a new order, but rather, as he will also argue 1n his the-
sis On the Concept of History, it ‘becomes the rule’, proves to be inseparable by
the normal order. In this way, the state of exception reveals a presupposition of a
threshold of indiscermbility between law and life at its very core, that undermines
every possible juridical configuration of the two terms, thus marking a point of no
return with respect to any traditional political form. In the Critique of Violence we
can already find a conclusion akin to the position of the eighth thesis, in the dis-
cussion of the figure of the ‘police’, which Agamben, however, does comment on.
According to Benjamin, the state of exception 1s essentially a ‘police state’ n
which: “The separation of law-making and law-preserving violence 1s suspended”
(Benjamin 1977: 189; Benjamin 2002: 240). He defines police as a “kind of spec-
tral mixture” of the two types of violence: “It 1s law-making, because its characteris-
tic function 1s not the promulgation of laws but the assertion of legal claims for any
decree, and law-preserving, because it 1s at the disposal of these ends” (Benjamin
1977: 189; Benjamin 2002: 239-240). The police mstitution, as well as the “deci-
sion upon the exception”, represents an attempt made by power to suspend the
difference between law and life and to seize the threshold of pure violence - a
threshold 1n which the two poles are at once divided and articulated (the only key
that makes its functioning possible) but, at the same time, an attempt to hide it, to
dissimulate this threshold through the inclusive exclusion of law and hife, because
1t reveals them as indiscernible. In this sense, we can understand how in the 7rau-
erspielbuch, by referring to the Schmittian defimtion of the sovereign as “the one
who decides upon the state of exception”, Benjamin surreptitiously alters the con-
tent of the defimition by writing that the most important function of the sovereign
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1s, In reality, that of excluding the state of exception”. Indeed, through the suspen-
sion of the juridical order, the sovereign allows the ‘real state of exception’ to
emerge, 1n so far as he reveals a threshold of mdistinction between life and law,
but, at the same time, he tries to ‘exclude’ it, to dissimulate 1t through the exceptio
of law and life.

7.

But, in what way does Benjamin think pure violence, this threshold of indis-
cernibility of law and life i which their inclusive-exclusion appears to be neutral-
1sed? As we have considered, if the positing of law consists in a dissimulation of
such a threshold, the deposition of law will come to coincide with its exposition.
Agamben, then, paraphrases the Critique:

While violence that 1s a means for making law never deposes its own relation with
law and thus instates law as power (Machf), which remains ‘necessarily and intimate-
ly bound to 1t’, pure violence exposes and severs the nexus between law and vio-
lence and can thus appear in the end not as violence that governs or executes (die
schaltende) but as violence that purely acts and manifests (die waltende) (Agamben
2017b: 220; Agamben 2019: 226).

The mstrumental conception of violence, as a ‘means’ for the positing of law,
consists, according to Benjamin, in the very attempt to hide, to dissimulate its
‘medial’ character. ‘Pure means’ will therefore be the violence which does not dis-
simulate 1itself in the aim - its aim being the positing or conservation of law - but
rather the violence which exposes itself in its ‘mediality’, 1.e., as a violence that 1s
neither separated from law nor subordinated to it, in other words, as a violence
indiscernible from law". It is interesting to notice how in his essay Benjamin por-
trays such a manifestation of violence as essentially non-violent. If the conventional
meaning of violence 1s tied to its dissimulation in the end of law, if violence and
law historically gain their sense through their inclusive exclusion, then, in the ex-
position of the medial nature of violence, both violence and law change to a new
dimension. Agamben expands this 1dea by going back to the debate between
Scholem and Benjamin around Kafka’s interpretation,

Kafka’s most proper gesture - the text argues - consists not (as Scholem believes)
in having maintained a law that no longer has any meaning, but in having shown that

¥ See Agamben 2017b: 218-214; Agamben 2019: 221.

" “Here appears the topic”, Agamben writes “which flashes up in the text only for an instant, but
1s nevertheless sufficient to illuminate the entire piece—of violence as ‘pure medium,’ that 1s, as the
figure of a paradoxical ‘mediality without ends’ - a means that, though remaining such, is consid-
ered independently of the ends that it pursues [...] pure violence is that which does not stand in a re-

lation of means toward an end, but holds itself in relation to its own mediality” (Agamben 2017b:

219; Agamben 2019: 226-227).
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1t ceases to be law and blurs at all points with life. In the Kafka essay, the enigmatic
mmage of a law that 1s studied but no longer practiced corresponds, as a sort of rem-
nant, to the unmasking of mythico-juridical violence effected by pure violence [...].
The decisive point here 1s that the law—no longer practiced, but studied—is not jus-
tice, but only the gate that leads to it (Agamben 2017b: 220; Agamben 2019: 227-
228).

The apparatus of inclusive exclusion, which 1s at the root of the application of
law, consists, as we have shown, in the dissimulation of the medial character of vio-
lence, or of potentiality as we could also say mn reference to other places of Agam-
ben’s work. Benjamin counterposes to juridical violence a “no longer practiced,
but studied” law, that 1s, a law whose potentiality remains inseparable from its ap-
plication and which, in as far as it exposes the indiscernbility of the two dimen-
sions, does not unvell any idea of justice, but rather limits itself to exhibiting “the
gate that leads to 1t”; 1.e., it reveals justice as a threshold, as the purely medial na-
ture of the relationship between violence and law, potentiality and act. The con-
clusion 1n the following passage has a crucial role in the Homo Sacer project, in as
much as this comcides with the introduction of the notions of moperativity (inop-
erosita) and of wuse (uso), ntended 1n the medial meaning that they have i the
subsequent volumes of the series:

‘What opens a passage toward justice 1s not the erasure of law, but its deactivation
and inoperativity [inoperosita] — that is, another use of the law. This is precisely
what the force-of-law (which keeps the law working [i1 operal beyond its formal sus-
pension) seeks to prevent (Agamben 2017b: 221; Agamben 2019: 228).

Agamben can therefore affirm that the specific performance of the state of ex-
ception consists In an attempt to “prevent another use” of law, 1.e. an “mmoperative
use” of law, m so far as he has come to show the apparatus of the suspension of
law - the inclusive exclusion - as the ‘capture’ of an inner threshold of indiscerni-
bility of law and hife. Homo Sacer I did not manage to show such a threshold, at
the risk of attesting the inclusive exclusion as a formal, Insurmountable dimension,
1.e., as a metaphysical device. State of Exception can now show how the dialectical
oscillation of law and life derives from the capture of man’s praxis as inoperative
use, pure mediality - and from the attempt to dissimulate it, insofar as it reveals
violence and law as indiscernible. In the passage quoted above we can thus 1denti-
ty the arché of the notion of use formulated in the subsequent volumes of Homo
Sacer project and, with 1t, that of the very same archaeological method used by
Agamben, even if the word archacology has not appeared in the book yet. The at-
testation of ‘use’ as the threshold of indiscernibility which gets caught in the heart
of the apparatuses of power, allows us to define the sense of Homo Sacer’s histor-
ical and philosophical inquiry, an inquiry which neither describes a metaphysical
mechanism which cannot be bypassed, nor can it be resolved in the hypostatiza-
tion of an originary praxis which precedes law:
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And just as the victory - the text argues - of one player in a sporting match 1s not
something like an originary state of the game that must be restored, but only the
stake of the game (which does not preexist it, but rather results from it), so pure vio-
lence (which is the name Benjamin gives to human action that neither makes nor
preserves law) 1s not an originary figure of human action that at a certain point 1s
captured and inscribed within the juridical order (just as there is not, for speaking
man, a prelinguistic reality that at a certain point falls into language). It is, rather, on-
ly the stake in the conflict over the state of exception, what results from it and, in this
way only, 1s supposed prior to the law (Agamben 2017b: 218; Agamben 2019: 225).

Throughout these considerations we can perceive the echo of another Benja-
minian assumption contained i 7he Orngin of German Tragic Drama, which de-
scribes the origin as that which does not precede the historical becoming, but aris-
es from it. In so far as the archaeological inquiry takes us back to ‘use’ as to a
threshold of indiscernibility that gets caught in the heart of the apparatuses of
power, 1t attests ‘use’ as an unexpressed possibility, a latent potentiality, therefore
an arché not n the sense of a past experience, but rather in the sense of a chance
of change that occurs 1n the present:

‘What is found after the law 1s not a more proper and original use value that pre-
cedes the law, but a new use that 1s born only after it. And use, which has been con-
taminated by law, must also be freed from its own value. This liberation is the task
of study, or of play. And this studious play 1s the passage that allows us to arrive at
that justice that one of Benjamin’s posthumous fragments defines as a state of the
world in which the world appears as a good that absolutely cannot be appropriated
or made juridical (Agamben 2017b: 221; Agamben 2019: 228).

In contemporary politics, the law comncides with the state of exception which
has “become the rule”. In so far as this reveals at its core a threshold of indiscern-
ibility of violence and law - man’s praxis as pure medium, or use - it discloses the
task of the “production of the real state of exception”. This coincides with a di-
mension which 1s situated beyond the law, but not in the sense of a reference to an
outside of the law, but rather in the sense of a ‘liberation’ of the use caught at its
centre. Such a liberation consists in a medial praxis defined as a ‘study’ or ‘game’,
i which every opposition between means and end, potentiality and act 1s neutral-
1sed, and the dimension of justice reveals itself as non-juridifiable. It 1s 1n this lib-
eration that the profound sense of the archaeological method which Agamben will
reformulate 1n the subsequent volumes of the project lies. To go back to the arché
of a phenomenon, or of an apparatus, means to return to a latent threshold of in-
discernibility at its core, and thus to disclose a new possible use of it

" Agamben returns to the analysis of State of Exception in his more recent work titled Karman.
Here, he identifies, in the Benjaminian formulation of the “mediality without end”, a polemic
against Kant’s definition of the beautiful as “purposiveness without purpose (or end)”: “But while
purposiveness without purpose 1s, so to speak, passive, because it maintains the void form of the
end without being able to exhibit any determinate goal, on the contrary, mediality without end 1s in
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ABSTRACT

Potential or potentiality is the central idea of Agamben’s philosophy and informed from the very
beginning his work, though implicitly at first. If the term entered Agamben’s vocabulary only in
the mid 1980s, it constitutes nevertheless already the logical structure of the experience of in-
tancy, which 1s in fact not the actuality but the potentiality of speech. And it already marked, in
Heideggerian fashion, human exceptionality: if only human beings have infancy, it 1s because
only humans have the potentiality not to speak, that is, to remain in in-fancy. This 1s, for Agam-
ben, the very structure of potentiality - not only the potentiality of something, but that not to do
or be something -, and it 1s what gives humans a freedom denied to nonhuman animals. The
article analyses the concept of potential in Agamben’s philosophy, highlighting its fundamental
anthropocentrism and logocentrism. However, with the ‘biopolitical turn’ of the 1990s and the
publication of The Open in 2002, Agamben progressively seeks a way to overcome this still
metaphysical structure, and will find it in the concept of ‘outside of being” which precisely con-
cludes The Open.
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1. AGAMBEN’S POTENTIAL AND ANTHROPOCENTRISM

It has been noted early on, especially in his reception in English, that Agamben’s
central 1dea - that which 1s truly ‘his own’ and that all his works seek to express - 1s
that of ‘potential”. He says so himself very clearly, when he declares in the opening

' The Italian term Agamben uses is potenza, which is the common translation of the Aristotelian
SVvaus (dunamis). In Agamben scholarship in English, a sort of ‘norm’ has been established by
Daniel Heller-Roazen’s early translations to render potenza as ‘potentiality’; in Agamben’s use, how-
ever, at times the connotation of the term approaches that of ‘potency’ and ‘power’, in a productive
ambiguity often lost in the English translation. In his more recent translations, Adam Kotsko often
recurs to the term ‘potential’, which 1s how dunamis is counterposed to ‘act’ (like ‘potentiality’ to
‘actuality’). Here I will alternatively use all these terms according to the existing translations and the
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of On Potentiality: “Following Wittgenstein’s suggestion, according to which philo-
sophical problems become clearer if they are formulated as questions concerning
the meaning of words, I could state the subject of my work as an attempt to under-
stand the meaning of the verb ‘can’ [potere]. What do I mean when I say: ‘I can, I
cannot’?” (Agamben 1999: 177). This point, as Leland de la Durantaye notes (2000:
4), 1s extended into a general definition of philosophy as such in Bartleby, or On
Contingency, where Agamben writes: “In its deepest intention, philosophy 1s a firm
assertion of potentiality, the construction of an experience of the possible as such”
(Agamben 1999: 249). At a first glance, this declaration seems to collide with an-
other famous Agambenian statement, appeared between the two quotations above,
two years after On Potentialitywas delivered as a conference paper (Agamben 1987)
and four years before the original publication of Bartlehy (Agamben 1993): in Ex-
penimentum Linguae, the 1989 preface to the French edition of Infancy and His-
tory, Agamben 1n fact writes:

If for every author there exists a question which defines the motivam of his thought,
then the precise scope of these questions coincides with the terrain towards which all
my work is orientated. In both my written and unwritten books, I have stubbornly
pursued only one train of thought: what is the meaning of ‘there is language’; what 1s
the meaning of ‘I speak’® (Agamben 1993a: 5).

This apparent conflict has led to different emphases in the mterpretations of
Agamben’s philosophy, whereby de la Durantaye, for example, singles out potenti-
ality as his central 1dea (De la Durantaye 2009: 44f.) whereas Alex Murray, among
others, opts for language (Murray 2010: 11).

This conflict, however, as 1t has also been noted early on, 1s only apparent. In
fact, as Daniel Heller-Roazen remarked, the origmality of Agamben’s project con-
sists precisely in “concervfivingf the existence of language as the existence of poten-
tality”, and the reflection on language must therefore be a reflection on the mode
of existence of potentiality (in Agamben 1999: 13; emphasis in the original). Or, as
de la Durantaye puts 1t, the two declarations quoted above are, in their deepest
mtuition, the same, they are “different facets of a single question”, and the “experi-
mentum linguae [is in fact] an experience of pure potentiality” (De la Durantaye
2000: 5). Agamben clearly explains this point precisely in Experimentum Linguae:

The double articulation of language and speech seems, therefore, to constitute the
specific structure of human language. Only from this can be derived the true meaning
of that opposition of dynamis and energeia, of potency and act, which Aristotle's
thought has bequeathed to philosophy and Western science. Potency - or knowledge
- 1s the specifically human faculty of connectedness as lack; and language, in its split

convenience of the context, though the productive polysemy of the Italian potenza must always be
kept in mind.
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between language and speech, structurally contains this connectedness, 1s nothing
other than this connectedness (Agamben 1993a: 7).

The ontological split between dynamis and energeia, between potential and act,
rests thus on the specific structure of human language and its double articulation in
langue and parole, n a potential /angue that, in each single instance, can (or can
decide not to) actualize itself in a concrete and specific parole. Therefore, Agamben
concludes, “the only possible answer” to the question of potentiality, to the question
about “the grammar of the verb ‘to be able’ [... ,] 1s an experience of language”
(Agamben 1993a: 7; cf. Colebrook and Maxwell 2016: 37-41). This point will mark
Agamben’s philosophy mn all its phases, and i 7he Sacrament of Language - the
volume of the Homo Sacer series specifically devoted to language - it takes the
following form: “Man 1s not hmited to acquiring language as one capacity among
others that he 1s given but has made of 1t his specific potentiality; he has, that is to
say, put his very nature at stake in language” (Agamben 2011: 68, emphasis in the
original). This structure qualifies Agamben’s reflection on potentiality as intrinsically
logocentric.

As 1t 1s well known, the cornerstone of Agamben’s ontology of potential 1s his
reading of the Book Theta of Anistotle’s Metaphysics, to which he returns ime and
again, from On Potentiality up to What 1s Real? (Agamben 2018) and beyond, in a
double movement of referral to and distancing from Anistotle. In turn, Agamben’s
mterpretation owes much to Heidegger’s 1931 lecture course on Aristotle’s Book
Theta (Heidegger 1995a): like Heidegger and against Aristotle, Agamben empha-
sizes the ontological precedence of potentiality over actuality, but, unlike Heidegger,
who based his interpretation on the notion of “ownmost potentiality-for-being” [es-
gensten Seinkonnen], Agamben’s many readings all dwell on the ‘potentiality not
to’ or ‘impotentiality’ as its essential and mtrinsic pecuharity. This point has been
well explained and iterpreted in Agamben scholarship and there 1s no need to
linger on 1t here. What I want to emphasize here 1s instead that, together with the
centrality of the question of potential for Western ontology, Aristotle and Heidegger
have also bequeathed to Agamben a logocentric and anthropocentric vantage that
mmprisons the origmality of his project within the worn-out frame of human excep-
tionalism.

As 1in Anstotle, Heidegger and the whole Western tradition, also in Agamben
human potential 1s always counterpoised to - or rather defined against - animal
unfreedom through customary constructs such as “uniquely among living beings,
man...” (Agamben 2011: 68). The basic formulation is already presented in On
Potentiality:

Other living beings are capable only of their specific potentiality; they can only do
this or that. But human beings are the animals who are capable of their own impoten-
tiality. The greatness of human potentiality 1s measured by the abyss of human impo-
tentiality (Agamben 1999: 182, emphasis in the original).
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Human potenza (in the sense of potential/potentiality, but also in that of potency
and power) 1s what ultimately marks human freedom compared to non-human un-
freedom, as shown by the lines following immediately after:

the root of freedom 1s to be found mn the abyss of potentiality. To be free 1s not
simply to have the power to do this or that thing, nor is it simply to have the power to
refuse to do this or that thing. To be free is [...] fo be capable on one’s own impoten-
tiality, to be in relation to one’s own privation. This 1s why freedom is freedom for

both good and evil (Agamben 1999: 182-183).

And this 1s why freedom 1s an exclusively human precinct. In line with the ex-
ceptionalist tradition stretching from Aristotle to Heidegger and beyond, Agam-
ben’s potential 1s marked by /ogos/language and freedom, which are precisely what
separates, according to this tradition, human from nonhuman animals.

This anthropocentric logocentrism marks already the Italian title of the 1987
conference paper that the English translation On Potentiality does not retan: the
original title 1s in fact La potenza del pensiero, that 1s, the potential of thought, of a
very and exclusively human /ogos. And this hnk between potentiality and /ogos,
whereby potentiality 1s inherently the ‘potentiality of thought’, had already been es-
tablished in the 7hreshold opening Idea of Prose, where Damascius, the last schol-
arch of the School or Athens, finds in the wax writing tablet the perfect paradigm of
‘absolute’ and ‘pure’ potentality - precisely that of thought (Agamben 1995: 34)°.
This link also marks the various figures of Agamben’s soteriology (all identified,
along the lines of Heidegger’s Dasein, by potentiality), from the ‘whatever singular-
ity of The Cormung Community, construed upon the experrmentumn lnguae and
‘condemned’ to be their own (im)potentiality (Agamben 1993b: 44, 82-83), to the
‘form-of-life’ of the Homo Sacer project, intrinsically bound to ‘thought” as the “ex-
perimentum that has as its object the potential character of life and of human intel-
ligence” (Agamben 2000: 9). As intrinsically bound to /ogos, moreover, the poten-
tial of both whatever singularity and form-of-life 1s pitched against what Agamben
calls ‘biological destiny’ or ‘biological vocation’ (Agamben 1993b: 43; 2000: 4): bi-
ology, as for the whole Western tradition, 1s here reduced to necessity (instead of
being seen as condition of possibility), to a prison from which only /ogos can grant
an escape and that thus mevitably incarcerates nonhuman animals as the Aristote-
lian aloga zoa'.

Biology, in this tradition, 1s not a neutral science but rather a powerful disposiaf,
an apparatus aimed at marking division lines by reducing nonhuman animals to
their ‘animality’, by hiterally ‘animalizing’ them, i order for the freedom of humans

*The image of the writing tablet with nothing actually written on it to symbolize
the potentiality of the intellect comes of course from Aristotle’ s De Anima
(3.4, 430al).

’In these formulations, biology reminds of the notion of ‘fate’ as deployed by Benjamin in the
early 1920s. Cf. Benjamin 1996.



75

Outside of Being: Agamben’s Potential Beyond Anthropocentrism

to emerge. Therefore, as Agamben writes in Form-of-Life, “human beings - as be-
ings of power [potenzal who can do or not do, succeed or fail, lose themselves or
find themselves - are the only beings for whom happiness 1s always at stake n their
living, the only beings whose life 1s irremediably and painfully assigned to happi-
ness” (Agamben 2000: 4, emphases added). Humans are the only beings, as the
later essay 7he Work of Man argues, who have no pre-established (in the sense of
biologically determined) “work”, no necessary energera as “a proper nature and es-
sence”, and are thus open and “free” for happiness and politics (Agamben 2007: 1-
10). This (all-too traditional) demonization of biology as unfreedom finds its clearest
expression in the chapter 7The Idea of Infancy of Idea of Prose, where Agamben
writes:

Animals are not concerned with possibilities of their soma that are not inscribed in
the germen: contrary to what might be thought, they pay no attention whatsoever to
that which is mortal (the soma 1s, in each individual, that which in any case 1s doomed
to die), and they develop only the infinitely repeatable possibilities fixed in the genetic
code. They attend only to the Law - only to what is written (Agamben 1995: 95).

Only human beings are “in the condition of being able [poter] to pay attention
precisely to what has not been written, to somatic possibilities that are arbitrary and
uncodified”, truly free from “any genetic prescription” (Agamben 1995: 95). Only
human beings, as the only truly potential beings, are truly free.

2. THE APPARATUS OF INFANCY

The Idea of Infancy can be taken as paradigmatic for the anthropocentric bias
of Agamben’s potential not only because it more explicitly and more clearly exposes
the workings of the dichotomy between biology/necessity/unfreedom and /ogos/po-
tentiality/freedom, but also because it constitutes in a sense a sort of turning point
mn the evolution of the concept of potential In Agamben’s philosophy. As, among
others, de la Durantaye has pointed out (2000: 22-23), during the 1980s the concept
and the terminology of infancy progressively fade out and are replaced by the vo-
cabulary of potentiality; ‘infancy’, therefore, would be a sort of forebear of potenti-
ality, and The Idea of Infancy (originally published in 1985) stages precisely the
passage from one concept to the other.

In the early phase of Agamben’s reflection, infancy had taken central stage as the
transcendental experience through which the human animal becomes ‘Man”. The
eponymous first essay of Infancy and History identifies in infancy (where

"That Agamben uses the neutral universal ‘man’ (zomo) instead of (the politically correct) ‘human
being’ (essere umano) is not only due to a still very common and widespread practice in Italian aca-
demia and society at large, which marks a certain ‘gender blindness’ characteristic of Agamben’s writ-
ings; it also signals the specific normative notion of patriarchal humanity that is here counterpoised
to amimality.



76

CARLO SALZANI

etymologically the prefix in- negates the Latin verb farz, to speak) not a subjective
and psychological state chronologically preceding language and that ceases to exist
once the in-fant acquires language, but rather the transcendental gap separating
langue and parole - 1n the later vocabulary: the potentiality of speech and its actu-
alization - that forces the human amimal into speech as subjectivation and always
persists beside language as its (im)possibility. Again, this argument 1s construed
upon the disavowal of animality:

It 1s not language in general that marks out the human from other living beings -
according to the Western metaphysical tradition that sees man as a zoon logon echon
(an animal endowed with speech) - but the split between language and speech, be-
tween semiotic and semantic [...], between sign system and discourse. Animals are not
in fact denied language; on the contrary, they are always and totally language. In them
la voix sacrée de la terre mgénue (the sacred voice of the unknowing earth) - which
Mallarmé, hearing the chirp of a cricket, sets against the human voice as une and non-
decomposée (one and indivisible) - knows no breaks or interruptions. Animals do
not enter language, they are already inside it. Man, istead, by having an infancy, by
preceding speech, splits this single language and, in order to speak, has to constitute
himself as the subject of language - he has to say 1 (Agamben 1993a: 51-52)

It 1s important for Agamben to point out that this infancy 1s not the human de-
velopmental stage - the child - and in On Potentiality (written only two years after
the publication of Idea of Prose) he will connote, with Aristotle, the potentiality of
the child as ‘generic potentiality’, that which necessitates an alteration and a becom-
g to develop mto actuality (e.g., the child learning to read and write); ‘true’ poten-
tiality 1s mstead the ‘existing potentiality’, that of the poet who can already read and
write and has thus the potential to write poems (Agamben 1999: 179; cf. Faulkner
2010)°. However, the first connotation keeps creeping up into the various uses of
the concept, together with a number of suggestions from a sentimentalized view of
childhood, marking thus infancy with a fundamental ambiguity (Faulkner 2010) that
probably led m the end to its abandonment. This 1s precisely what happens in 7he
Idea of Infancywhere, on the one hand, infancy denotes ‘pure potentiality’, but, on
the other, also clearly refers to a physical and psychological phase, precisely and
chronologically tied to language learning.

The ambiguous paradigm of infancy in 7he Idea of Infancy s the axolotl, a ne-
otenic salamander native of Mexico that 1s used as a key to interpret the process of
anthropogenesis. Like the axolotl, who retains larval (or infantile) traits in

“In Bartleby (1999: 246-247) Agamben uses Avicenna’s metaphor of writing to illustrate the vari-
ous levels of potentiality: “There 1s a potentiality (which he calls material) that resembles the condition
of a child who may certainly one day learn to write but does not yet know anything about writing.
Then there is a potentiality (which he calls possible) that belongs to the child who has begun to write
with pen and ink and knows how to form the first letters. And there is, finally, a complete or perfect
potentiality that belongs to the scribe who is in full possession of the art of writing in the moment in
which he does not write (potential scriptoris perfecti in arte sua, cum non scripserit)”.
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adulthood, perhaps “man did not evolve from individual adults but from the young

of a primate which, like the axolotl, had prematurely acquired the capacity for re-

production” (Agamben 1995: 96). This ‘eternal infancy’ of man would explain hu-

man potentiality: the human being 1s “so completely abandoned to its own state of
mfancy, and so little specialized and so totipotent that 1t rejects any specific destiny

and any determined environment in order to hold onto its immaturity and helpless-

ness” (Agamben 1995: 96). Here Agamben makes use of the theory of neoteny as

a key feature in human evolution first proposed in the 1920s and still discussed

today i evolutionary debates. The term ‘neoteny’ (extended youth) was coined in

1884 by the German zoologist Julius Kollmann (1834-1918) precisely to describe

the axolotl, but 1t was applied to human evolution and popularized by the Dutch

anatomist Louis (Lodewyk) Bolk in the 1920s in a series of papers which culmi-

nated 1n the 1926 pamphlet Das Problem der Menschwerdung (The Problem of
Homuinization). It 1s n this text that one finds Bolk’s famous definition that also

Agamben quotes (without quotation marks): “Man, in his bodily development, 1s a

primate fetus that has become sexually mature” (Bolk 1926: 8).

The evolutionary advantages of neoteny rest on the fact that, by slowing down
growth and extending the childhood phase, the organism indefinitely prolongs the
phase of learning that guarantees heightened receptiveness, mental flexibility and
plasticity of behavior (i.e., its potentiality), and it 1s obvious why this hypothesis was
and 1s able to exert so much fascination, especially on philosophers like Agamben.
It 1s paradoxical, however, as Sergel Prozorov points out (2014: 73), that the exam-
ple Agamben chooses to illustrate the exclusively human phenomenon of mfancy
belongs to the animal realm. In fact, the phenomenon of retarded development 1s
common 1n nature (Gould 1996: 148), and the risk that the proponents of this hy-
pothesis run, including Agamben, 1s to build upon it a teleological construct that
sees neoteny as the peak of a pyramid culmmating in the human species (Mazzeo
2014: 120).

As contemporary supporters of the neoteny hypothesis remark, humans also
present peramorphic (i.e., non-pedomorphic, non-neotenic) traits, such as large
noses and long legs, so only some juvenile traits are retained while others are relin-
quished; neoteny 1s thus not an all-or-nothing hypothesis and does not explain hom-
mization as such (Gould 1977: 364-65). More disturbingly, these supporters, such
as American biologist and zoologist Stephen Jay Gould, must distance themselves
from the 1deological distortions that Bolk impressed on the neoteny hypothesis: in
line with some racial theories of the 1920s, Bolk used neoteny to ‘rank’ human
races from the least neotenic (black Africans) to the most neotenic (white Western
Furopeans), whereby the degree of neoteny also expressed a racial hierarchy (black
Africans as inferior - more apish, ‘less human’ - and white Europeans as superior)
(Bolk 1926: 38; Bolk 1929: 25-27). Gould underlines Bolk’s racist intellectual dis-
honesty in ranking white Europeans at the top, since, from a purely anatomical
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pomt of view, Asians and not Western Europeans are the most neotenic, and
women are more neotenic than men (Gould 1977: 358-59; Gould 1996: 149-50).
The neoteny hypothesis as a racist apparatus, moreover, was not an epiphenome-
non of the ‘racist’ 1920s, but 1s still present and actual: for example, in the 1970s,
precisely when Agamben was developing his theory of infancy, the German-born
British psychologist Hans Jiirgen Eysenck (1971: 1973) proposed again a neotenic
argument to justify the inferiority of black people (cf. Gould 1996: 150).

Finally, neoteny in animals 1s also one of the major factors in domestication,
which is the biopolitical apparatus par excellence’: juvenile behaviors and characters
are selected 1n order to domesticate more easily the species, since young animals
are less aggressive and more easily manageable. Neoteny - and infancy with it - 1s
therefore just another apparatus in what Agamben will later call the ‘anthropological
machine’, just another stick to draw divisions and separations along racist, sexist and
speciesist lines. The later notion of potentiality will divest itself of many of the am-
biguities of infancy, but it will retain nonetheless a logocentric and anthropocentric
bias which strongly limits its efficacy in biopolitical discourses. Though Agamben
from the very beginning freely (albeit cursorily) acknowledges the intrinsic violence
of human potenza (as potential, potency and power) - as at the end of Language
and Death, where he blames for the violence of human action its lack of (biological)
foundation (Agamben 1991: 105-106)", or in Experimentum linguae, where he
blames the original split in language (Agamben 1993a: 7)" - he will have to take a

*The complex of techniques and knowledge (or power-knowledge) deployed to achieve the sub-
Jugation of bodies and the control of populations that characterizes biopower is what defines, first and
foremost (both chronologically and conceptually), the human domestication of animals, which can
therefore be considered the ur-form of biopower. This is already evident in the Foucauldian paradigm
of ‘pastoral power’: the image of the good shepherd caring for its flock and tending to all its needs
from birth to death not only unveils the essence of biopower (where ‘care’ 1s a function of domina-
tion), but also clearly spells out the material and historical origins of this form of power. That tradi-
tional biopolitical thinkers from Foucault to Agamben and beyond did not focus on these origins 1s
due again to the anthropocentric bias of this tradition. On this point see, among many others, Wadi-
wel 2015.

"“Violence 1s not something like an originary biological fact that man is forced to assume and
regulate i his own praxis through sacrificial institution; rather it is the very ungroundedness of human
action (which the sacrificial mythologeme hopes to cure) that constitutes the violent character (that 1s,
contra naturam, according to the Latin meaning of the word) of sacrifice. All human action, iInasmuch
as 1t 1s not naturally grounded but must construct its own foundation, is, according to the sacrificial
mythologeme, violent. And it 1s this sacred violence that sacrifice presupposes in order to repeat it
and regulate 1t within its own structure. The unnaturalness of human violence - without common
measure with respect to natural violence - 1s a historical product of man, and as such it is implicit in
the very conception of the relation between nature and culture, between living being and logos, where
man grounds his own humanity. 7he foundation of violence is the violence of the foundation”.

*“The double articulation of language and speech seems, therefore, to constitute the specific struc-
ture of human language. Only from this can be derived the true meaning of that opposition of dynamis
and energeia, of potency and act, which Aristotle's thought has bequeathed to philosophy and West-
ern science. Potency - or knowledge - 1s the specifically human faculty of connectedness as lack; and
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much more radical step to evade the Scylla and Charybdis of logocentrism and an-
thropocentrism that keep threatening to engulf his soteriological proposal.

3. OUTSIDE OF BEING

Agamben’s ‘biopolitical turn’ of the early 1990s forced him to reconsider his
anthropocentric bias and to distance himself (at least partially) from his previous
logocentrism, since in biopolitics political life becomes increasingly indistinguisha-
ble from the (anmimal) life of the body and (human) animality takes thus a radically
new political role. In biopolitics, the clear and neat Heideggerian ‘abyss’ separating
human and nonhuman animals - precisely via the concept of potentiality - becomes
more and more blurred and murky, and this also meant for Agamben a rethinking
or refashioning of the concept of potential.

This rethinking begins at least with the chapter Potentiality and Law of Homo
Sacer, where the Aristotehian analysis of potentiality 1s said to provide nothing less
than the ‘paradigm of sovereignty’ to Western philosophy:

For the sovereign ban, which applies to the exception in no longer applying, corre-
sponds to the structure of potentiality, which maintains itself in relation to actuality
precisely through its ability not to be. Potentiality (in its double appearance as poten-
tiality to and as potentiality not to) 1s that through which Being founds itself sover-
ergnly, which is to say, without anything preceding or determining it (superiorem non
recognoscens) other than its own ability not to be. And an act is sovereign when it
realizes itself by simply taking away its own potentiality not to be, letting itself be, giving
itself to itself (Agamben 1998: 46, emphasis in the original).

In this sense, “potentiality and actuality are simply the two faces of the sovereign
self-grounding of Being” (Agamben 1998: 47), they build up the ontological struc-
ture that characterizes Western metaphysics. Heidegger (1995a) had already
claimed that the Aristotelian subjection of potentiality to actuality had marked the
entire history of metaphysics by determining its fundamental ontology; but Agam-
ben takes here a step further: it 1s not the subjection of one to the other, but rather
the very split of Being into potentiality and actuality that constitutes the structure of
metaphysics. When he calls here for a radical rethinking of the relation between
potentiality and actuality and for a new ontology of potentiality, therefore, Agamben
points precisely “beyond this relation” (Agamben 1998: 44):

one must think the existence of potentiality without any relation to Being in the form
of actuality - not even in the extreme form of the ban and the potentiality not to be,

language, in its split between language and speech, structurally contains this connectedness, is nothing
other than this connectedness. Man does not merely know nor merely speak; he 1s neither Homo
sapiens nor Homo loquens, but Homo sapiens loquendi, and this entwinement constitutes the way
i which the West has understood itself and laid the foundation for both its knowledge and its skills.
The unprecedented violence of human power has its deepest roots in this structure of language”.
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and of actuality as the fulfillment and manifestation of potentiality - and think the
existence of potentiality even without any relation to being in the form of the gift of
the self and of letting be. This, however, implies nothing less than thinking ontology
and politics beyond every figure of relation, beyond even the limit relation that is the
sovereign ban (Agamben 1998: 47).

Since, as we have seen, the opposition of potential and act originates from the
double articulation of language mto /fangue and parole, language itself 1s caught 1n
the same soverergn logic:

Language as the pure potentiality to signify, withdrawing itself from every concrete
instance of speech, divides the linguistic from the nonlinguistic and allows for the
opening of areas of meaningful speech in which certain terms correspond to certain
denotations. Language is the sovereign who, in a permanent state of exception, de-
clares that there 1s nothing outside language and that language is always beyond itself.
The particular structure of law has its foundation in this presuppositional structure of
human language. It expresses the bond of inclusive exclusion to which a thing is sub-
ject because of the fact of being in language, of being named. To speak [dire] is, in
this sense, always to “speak the law,” 1us dicere (Agamben 1998: 21).

This anthropocentric logocentrism of human potential comes increasingly under
fire In Agamben’s biopolitical critique precisely because 1t ulimately constitutes the
ontological frame of Western metaphysics from which his soteriology seeks a mes-
sianic way out. So, just like the criique of operativity points to a new ontology of
potentiality beyond the sovereign split/relation between potentiality and actuality,
also the critique of language points to a new ‘use’ beyond its communicative and
signifying - that 1s, sovereign - structure (cf. Salzanm 2015). The end of the parable
begun in Infancy and History and especially Language and Death with the analysis
of human language m contraposition to animal ‘voice’, where it was argued that
there 1s no ‘human voice’ “as the chirp 1s the voice of the cricket or the bray 1s the
voice of the donkey” (Agamben 1993a: 3), 1s the conclusion of The Sacrament of
Language, where Agamben writes:

It 1s perhaps time to call into question the prestige that language has enjoyed and
continues to enjoy in our culture, as a tool of incomparable potency, efficacy, and
beauty. And vet, considered in itself, it 1s no more beautiful than birdsong, no more
efficacious than the signals insects exchange, no more powerful than the roar with
which the lion asserts his dominion (Agamben 2011: 71).

What William Watkin calls “Agamben’s turn against language” (2014: 249) 1s
his later emphasis on the fact that language as well 1s but a historical contingency
emanating from a now-exhausted metaphysical tradition, that language as well 1s ul-
timately a ‘signature’ (Watking 2014: 249) of Western metaphysical anthropocen-
trism (and humanism’).

‘On the ‘human’ itself as signature, cf. Salzani 2019.
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It can be and has been argued (especially Castano 2018; also e.g. Prozorov 2014
and Colebrook and Maxwell 2016) that the overcoming of the metaphysical split
between dynamis and energeia and between /langue and parole (as also between
voice and /ogos and all the other dichotomies generated by this split), which endows
Western ontology with its deadly negativity, has always been Agamben’s agenda and
the goal of his messianic philosophy. Therefore, a substantial continuity should be
seen beneath the superficial ‘turn’ that biopolitics impressed upon his thought, and
the apparent discontinuity between his anthropocentric/logocentric and non- (or
less) anthropocentric/logocentric phases should be toned down. However, it 1s only
in 7he Open that an explicit ‘way out’ from the negative deadlock of anthropocen-
tric metaphysics 1s concretely named: if “potentiality and actuality are simply the two
faces of the sovereign self-grounding of Being” (Agamben 1998: 47), then Being 1s
the name itself of Western metaphysics, and the only way out 1s ‘Outside of Being’.
This 1s of course the title of the last chapter of 7he Open, and it 1s here that a proper
anti-metaphysical and post-anthropocentric strategy should be sought.

The core of The Openis devoted to a reading of Heidegger’s take on ammmality
which basically rehearses Agamben’s own anthropocentric theory of potentiality. As
it 1s well known, in 7he Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics (1995b) Heidegger
adopted Jakob von Uexkiill’s notion of Umwelt as the species-specific, spatio-tem-
poral, subjective reference frame of animal life, which ultimately cages animality
within a limited set of possibilities, determined by what Uexkiill called “carriers of
significance” and Heidegger re-named “disinhibitors”. Heidegger called “captiva-
tion” (Benommenher) the animal’s limited and deterministic relation with 1its disin-
hibitors, and it 1s the impossibility to escape the limits of its captivation that consti-
tutes the amimal’s ‘poverty in world”. The Dasern, to the contrary, experiences in
profound boredom “the disconcealing of the originary possibilitization (that 1s, pure
potentiality) in the suspension and withholding of all concrete and specific possibil-
ities” (Agamben 2004: 67). For Heidegger,

[wlhat appears for the first time as such in the deactivation [...] of possibility, then,
1s the very origin of potentiality - and with it, of Dasein, that 1s, the being which exists
i the form of potentiality-for-being [ poter-essere]. But precisely for this reason, this
potentiality or originary possibilitization constitutively has the form of a potential-not-
to [ potenza-di-non], of an impotentiality, insofar as it is able to [ puo] only in beginning

from a being able not to [ poter non), that is, from a deactivation of single, specific,
factical possibilities (Agamben 2004: 67).

This 1s basically the form that Agamben’s own theory of potentiality had taken
until then, but in 7he Open it 1s presented as the culmination of the metaphysical
tradition: excluding animal life from potentialities and freedom represents the core
workings of the anthropological machine. Agamben’s trademark call for a dé-
soeuvrement of metaphysical machines and apparatuses implies here a deposition
of his own anthropocentric philosophy of potentiality.
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Instead of listening, with Heidegger, to Being’s self-disclosure in language, Agam-
ben evokes thus an exit from Being itself based on the very deposition of language
and/as logos. The chapter Outside of Being opens 1n fact with an epigraph taken
from Furio Jest’s Esoterismo e linguaggio mitologico (Esotericism and Mythological
Language, 1976): “Esotericism means: the articulation of modalities of non-
knowledge”. What interests Agamben here, as it clearly emerges from an essay on
Jesi onginally published m 1999, 1s the self-expropriation and self-abolition Jesi
identified in Rilke’s esotericism as “modalities of non-knowledge” (Agamben 2019).
Outside of Beingrevolves i fact around a definitive “farewell to the /ogos and to its
own history” (Agamben 2004: 90) that Agamben calls ignoscenza, a neologism he
comns from the Latin verb zgnoscere, which 1s at the root of “ignorance” (Italian:
1gnoranza), but that in Latin means instead “to forgive”. The English translator
choses to render 1t as ‘a-knowledge’, pointing out, however, that it should best be
understood as a sort of ‘forgetful forgiveness’ (Agamben 2004: 99n3). The dé-
soeuvrement of the anthropological machine as farewell to /ogos and a-knowledge,
Agamben writes, “means in this sense not simply to let something be, but to leave
something outside of being, to render it unsavable” (Agamben 2004: 91). “[O]nly
with man can there be something like [Bleing, and beings become accessible and
manifest” (Agamben 2004: 91), so bidding farewell to the /ogos and its permanent
state of exception means to take leave of Being and knowledge:

The zone of nonknowledge - or of a-knowledge - that 1s at issue here, Agamben
writes, 1s beyond both knowing and not knowing, beyond both disconcealing and con-
cealing, beyond both being and the nothing. But what is thus left to be outside of
being is not thereby negated or taken away; it 1s not, for this reason, inexistent. It 1s an
existing, real thing that has gone beyond the difference between being and beings

(Agamben 2004: 91-92).

It 1s admuttedly not very clear what this exit from Being would concretely involve
- hence the cnticisms, like those of Krzysztof Ziarek (2008) or Matthew Chrulew
(2012), that the power relations between humans and animals in Agamben’s
scheme would ultimately remain unchanged. The jamming of the anthropological
machine and the deposition of the human-animal divide would not destroy the
terms of the dichotomy - this 1s precisely the point of Agamben’s notion of dé-
soeuvrement - but would de-activate their functions and thereby open them to a
new ‘use’, which cannot however be foreseen and foreordained. So one cannot tell
m advance what a new ‘use’ of humanity and animality would or could look like.
The mmportant point, however, 1s that the old use - the discourse of Being and/as
anthropocentrism - would be deposed: the animal, Agamben writes, msofar as
“knows neither beings nor nonbeings, neither open nor closed, it 1s outside of being;
it 1s outside 1n an exteriority more external than any open, and inside in an intimacy
more internal than any closedness. To let the animal be would then mean: to let it
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be outside of being” (Agamben 2004: 91). Likewise, to le ‘Man’ be outside of Being
would mean the deposition of anthropocentrism itself.

What this all means for a philosophy of potentiality 1s sketched out or hinted at
mn the epilogue to The Use of Bodies, the final volume of the project Homo Sacer,
titled 7Toward a Theory of Destituent Potential. The concept of destituent potential
(potenza destituente) 1s the attempt to fulfill the task Agamben had set for himself
twenty years before in the chapter Potentiality and Law of Homo Sacer (which 1s in
fact extensively quoted: 2016: 267-68): that of thinking potential beyond any relation
to act and actuality. To this end, in 7he Use of Bodies Agamben recurs to the
notion of ‘contact’ as developed by Giorgio Colli: the ‘metaphysical mterstice” or
the moment in which two entities are separated only by a void of representation.
“In contact,” Colli wrote, “two points are in contact in the limited sense that between
them there 1s nothing: contact 1s the indication of a representative nothing, which
nevertheless 1s a certain nothing, because what it 1s not (its representative outline)
gives 1t a spatio-temporal arrangement” (Colli gtd. m Agamben 2016: 237). So, for
Agamben, destituent potential 1s a potential

that 1s capable of always deposing ontological-political relations in order to cause a
contact [...] to appear between their elements. Contact 1s not a point of tangency nor
a quid or a substance in which two elements communicate: it i1s defined only by an
absence of representation, only by a caesura. Where a relation 1s rendered destitute
and interrupted, its elements are n this sense in contact, because the absence of every
relation is exhibited between them (Agamben 2016: 272).

A life no longer divided from 1itself and finally appearing mn its free and intact
form (Agamben 2016: 272-273) would be, as Claire Colebrook and Jason Maxwell
propose (2016: 103), ‘mere hife” as “a life that 1s perfect potentiality because it need
not act in order to be what it 1s - as the zone of a new ethics beyond humanism and
recognition””. Whether this is enough for a philosophy of potential to genuinely
overcome anthropocentrism remains an open question.

Ultimately, the frame of Agamben’s thought remained consistent throughout his
long and rich career, and all successive recalibrations never removed the human
from the center of his work (cf. Colebrook and Maxwell 2016: 167). That 1s to say
that he did not really follow up on the clear anthropodecentrism of Qutside of Be-
mgand soon ‘relapsed’ into his more traditional (and more anthropocentric) vocab-
ulary and categories. By ‘abandoning’ his work for other to continue it (Agamben
2016: xu1), however, Agamben has assigned a clear task to the coming philosophy,

“Prozorov (2014: 152-153) notes that the distinction between zoé and bros makes sense only for
human life, and the same holds for the notion of ‘bare life’, which 1s precisely the product of the
inclusionary exclusion of zoé from bios and is thus ‘species-specific’ (Shukin 2009: 10). However, as,
among others, Cary Wolfe (2013: 46) remarks, in biopolitics the animal becomes “the site of the very
ur-form of [the biopolitical] dispositif and the face of its most unchecked, nightmarish effects”, and
thus, Anat Pick (2011: 15) adds, animals “constitute an exemplary ‘state of exception’ of species sov-
ereignty”, where relations of power operate with the fewest obstacles, in their exemplary purity.
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that of picking up his demand to bidding farewell to anthropocentrism and ferry
philosophy beyond the dire straits of metaphysics at its end: outside of Being.
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ABSTRACT

The article, born of a dialogue between two thinkers of negativity and the neuter, elaborates
Agamben’s philosophy of indifference through a series of (dis)connected scenes or thematic ep-
1sodes. These scenes do not so much describe as perform indifference, insofar as they pursue
the same themes through in-different variations. In seeking to critically articulate Agamben’s ‘ar-
cheaology of the subject’ by assessing the manner in which Agamben’s thought picks up and
differs from Foucault and Heidegger as well as the lesser known Salomo Friedlaender/Mynona,
the text evokes a range of avenues into deactivation, inoperativity, indifference, and the event.
The deliberately performative approach both addresses and seeks to embody the spirit of adven-
ture at work i Agamben’s thinking by exploring a plane and practice of thought “below” or
beyond surface assumptions of identity and position - where ways of being, forms of life, and
modes of thinking and writing attune, and are acquiesced to, as necessarily open and plural. The
essay seeks to show how Agamben’s attempts to render moperative the metaphysical determina-
tions of the human as subject are keyed to a specific form of address, an address that can be
understood as a response to Jean-Luc Nancy’s question “who comes after the subject”?
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Viens, viens, venez, vous ou tol auquel ne saurait convenir 'injonction,
la priere, lattente.

Maurice Blanchot, Le Pas au-dela (Blanchot 1973: 18))

1. PROLOGUE

Whether the ambages (torturous wanderings) that will have constituted this pre-
sent adventure culminate in tragedy or comedy, or in the elucidation of something
at the source of both, in between or beyond the two (Agamben 1999d: 20-21, 132),
will perhaps not become clear, 1if ever it does, until the tale has ended. But 1t began,
or so the story goes, with an encounter between two acquaintances connected at first
only by their professed mutual interest in the notion of ‘indifference’—already an
oxymoron of sorts, it would seem, msofar as the very word ‘Interest’ brings mto play
a making; 1.e. constituting of difference which the ‘indifferent” would appear to au-
tomatically neutralize. Into the scene of this strange predilection came a call: the
mvitation to contribute to a volume of texts in which an ensemble of addresses
would be brought together, responding i manifold ways to the digestion of the
‘subject’” of Giorgio Agamben’s philosophy. Our quest in what 1s truly an adventure
of sorts, since we do not where exactly we are headed, nor yet quite how to get there,
1s to explore our common interest in the notion of indifference, to contextualise it,
but also, to seek to apply it (for want of a better word), that 1s, to find a form best
suited to elucidating its resonance in both the contexts of our respective lives and
philosophical work. Although the present text is the result of a dialogue in progress,
and therefore not complete, we have chosen not to ‘perform’ it as a dialogue, but
rather to present a series of ‘scenes’. These scenes, or ‘thematic episodes’, are held
together perhaps less by the dramaturgical arch of reason and logical consequence
most habitually associated with academic narration (“firstly, secondly, in conclu-
sion”), but they communicate with each other as dis-connected (and only thereby
as relatable) vignettes, each describing a theoretical ‘region’ with its own 1diom, vo-
cabularic landscape and horizon of thought. Informed by a sensitivity for the rela-
tion between content and form, our text exposes itself willingly as but an exercise 1n
the practice of a language of indifference (one learns to speak by speaking) that
necessarily leans into the performative contradiction mherent in seeking to speak in
a common VoIce.

Setting out from a shared mterest in indifference, our conversation has revolved
around certamn scenes in Agamben’s work where the question of the subject be-
comes topical. We do not seek to give a comprehensive, synoptic or synthetic ac-
count of Agamben’s various problematizations of the subject. And we certainly do
not wish to offer a general introduction to the notion of indifference (already given
in the important study by Watkin 2015). Rather, we propose to revisit certain scenes
i Agamben’s work that we have found ourselves drawn to m the process of our
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unfolding conversation. Questions that have animmated our discussion have been:
what necessitates Agamben’s critique of the subject? Why does the 1dea of the hu-
man and of life—of human life—become so important i his attempt to think about
“who comes after the subject”, to use Jean-L.uc Nancy’s poignant phrase?’ How
does Agamben’s response to this thought that “comes towards us and calls us forth”
differ from those of his interlocutors, such as Foucault, Deleuze and Heidegger?
How can we conceive indifference as a form-of-life? And in what ways (or not) does
Agamben’s thinking relate to that of Salomo Friedlaender, arguably the only philos-
opher who prior to Agamben thought extensively about the relation between sub-
jectivity, life and indifference? Our hope 1s that the staging of scenes communicates
something of the rhythm of our dialogue, of the pulse and hopefully innovative
potential of collective, collaborative thinking and writing—and that this pulsating
rhythm of thought, with its flow and interruptions, gaps and repetitions, 1s respon-
sive to the task of understanding philosophy as a practice in which thinking, that 1s
to say living, 1s not separate from life. The scenes are indifferent to one another:
they suggest no logical progression or chronological succession. They occupy the
same empty space, pursue the same theme through m-different variations and can
therefore be read in any order. We thus engage i exegesis, reconstruction and
argumentation, but above all we seek to open up questions and avenues for future
thought narrations, recognitions and, retrouvailles of imdifferent truth.

2. THE ADVENTURE (A ‘PRIMAL’ SCENEP)

In 2015, Giorgio Agamben published a shim volume entitled 7he Adventure, a
charactenstically learned yet playful dérive through the history of philosophy, phi-
lology, literature and religion in the course of which he subtly introduces some of
the most urgent concerns of his work. Rather than presenting it as an amusing or
exciting episode, Agamben seeks to restore a different, perhaps more exigent mean-
ing to the adventure, to consider it as “a specific way of being” (2018: 42). To the
extent that 1t 1s a particular ‘way’ of being, distinct, that 1s, from any other way of
being, being on this or any adventure requires that the addressee be n the driving
seat: they have to have chosen or acquiesced to the adventure. And yet of course
their being open to the adventure means that they are also passive n the sense that
the adventure necessarily involves events that happen to them, challenges that befall
them, situations that call them to act i response. Agamben explains the active-

" The question “Who Comes after the Subject?” was initially posed by Jean-Luc Nancy on the
occasion of his invitation to edit an issue of the international review 7opoi. In the introduction, Nancy
writes: “Not only are we not relieved of thinking this some one [...] but it 1s precisely something like
this thought that henceforth comes toward us and calls us forth” (Nancy 1991: 5). For a questioning
of the ‘who’ implied in Nancy’s question, see Haines and Grattan (2017) biopolitical reframing, Life
Alfier the Subject.
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passive—or, perhaps, archi-passive—stance of the addressee by evoking the manner
m which each and every mdividual must come to know their own rapport to the
figures of demon, chance, love, necessity and hope—and how these interrelate with
one another.

The book’s fourth chapter 1s dedicated to the notion of “the event”, an important
concept in twentieth century philosophy but one that had played no dominant role
i Agamben’s work until this point. In this elaboration, however, it appears as the
philosophical key to thinking a way of being designated by the adventure. What 1s
in question here 1s how the event of the adventure finds its addressee, that 1s to say,
how one becomes mvolved in the adventure of the event, how one 1s called upon
by it: neither by freely choosing it, nor by merely submitting to a random incident.
The modality of the address must somehow move out of this active-passive dualism
to allow for a different kind of passivity, an attunement. To approach this modality,
Agamben rehearses, on a few dense pages, some central motifs of his thought and
glosses Gilles Deleuze’s and Martin Heidegger’s respective theories of the event.
Engaging in a subtle dialogue with these thinkers, Agamben here works towards
something that could be understood as a response to Nancy’s question about the
“some one” who comes after the subject. For the “specific way of being” that 1s at
stake n the adventure concerns precisely the being of its addressee, which n turns
1s deeply linked to the mode of the address.

Of course, the question “who comes after” can be framed or heard m a multitude
of ways - each evoking a different mode of address and pomting to a particular
register of difference or indifference. Much of the philosophical interest of the ques-
tion stems from its problematization of the constraints that grammar here seems to
enforce upon thought. As Derrida once put it in response to Nancy: “What we are
seeking with the question “Who?’ perhaps no longer stems from grammar, from a
relative or interrogative pronoun that always refers back to the grammatical function
of subject. How can we get away from this contract between the grammar of the
subject or substantive and the ontology of substance or subject?” (Derrida 1991:
101) Beyond the sequentiality of narrative, the purely chronological (“first this hap-
pened and then, as a consequence, that...”, “first this person arrived on the scene,
and then, by chance, there was an encounter...”); and beneath the surface level of
semantics that poses the question of the 1dentity of the agent who comes ‘after’ the

[13

other (Bernado’s “who’s there?”, “who—or what—is the being that does the coming
after?”), there 1s the question of intention and of what it means to actively, purpose-
fully pursue (come after) or indeed to be pursued. (“What is the 1ssue that clamors
for attention, what 1s 1t that haunts you, keeps you up, won’t let you rest or ignore
1it?”, and “What or who commands the urgency or grants the right to ignore all duty;
what 1s 1t that allows you to sleep soundly despite it all?”). Who follows whom, in

other words, and what difference does it make which way around 1t 1s? And what

*Hamlet I, 1.
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does any or all of it have to do with the calling—that apparently one either may or
may not have—to philosophize? (“...nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes
it s0™).

At first, Agamben recounts Carlo Diano’s distinction of form (Platonian erdos)
and event, where the latter 1s considered as a singular, concretely situated and em-
bodied experience. What interests Agamben about this understanding 1s that the
‘someone’ who 1s addressed by the event—or the adventure—does not pre-exist it as
a stable subject. Rather, Agamben suggests, the order 1s reversed, such that one
could say that “the adventure subjectivizes itself, because happening (/avvenire) to
someone In a given place 1s a constitutive part of 1it” (Agamben 2015: 68). The de-
cisive questions then become: what kind of being 1s called upon by the event? How
1s the truth or even mere facticity of the event discerned? Who 1s addressed by the
event and how? Agamben briefly flags his theory, inspired by Emile Benveniste,
that in order to be m the position of the “I” of an address, one must take up the
mstances of discourse designated by linguistic shifters. Of the address of the adven-
ture, Agamben therefore says: “The adventure, which has called him nto speech,
1s being told by the speech of the one it has called and does not exist before this
speech” (Agamben 2015: 70). For Agamben, the event is therefore essentially a lin-
guistic address; yet this address 1s no mere (contingent) proposition, but the event
of language as such, which solicits the speaking being.

To specity the nature of the address, Agamben then turns to Deleuze’s notion
of the event as sense. As subtly and indirectly as ever, Agamben 1s here not only
citing but also challenging Deleuze. Of course, Deleuze understands the event in
opposition to the subject, or even as a pure form of de-subjectivation; but he still
has recourse to the notion of the will to specify the address of the event. It 1s a
question, Deleuze asserts, “of attaining this will that the event creates in us” (Deleuze
1990: 148). To will the event means, for him, to be willing “to release 1its eternal
truth, like the fire on which 1t 1s fed”; and hence the addressee wills “not exactly
what occurs, but something in that which occurs, something yet to come which
would be consistent with what occurs [...]” (Deleuze 1990: 149). To become worthy
of the event, the addressee must will its release, must will its truth, which for the
early Deleuze 1s a decidedly tragic one: “It 1s n this sense that the Amor Fatiis one
with the struggle of free men” (Deleuze 1990: 149). After having cited Deleuze’s
claim that “the event is not what happens (the accident), rather it is, in what happens,
the pure expressible that signals and awaits us”, Agamben approvingly specifies that
the happening of the adventure 1s not “the subject’s free choice; it 1s not a matter of
freedom” (Agamben 2015: 72). And yet, Agamben insists that the Nietzschean doc-
trine of arnor fatr “is the opposite of an adventure” and one may suspect that this 1s
due to the fact that the will cannot serve as the concept that links the event and its
addressee (Agamben 2015: 72). Instead, Agamben writes: “Desiring the event

* Hamlet II, 2.
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simply means feeling it as one’s own, venturing nto it, that 1s, fully meeting its chal-
lenge, but without the need for something like a decision. It 1s only 1n this way that
the event, which as such does not depend on us, becomes an adventure; it becomes
ours, or, rather, we become its subjects” (Agamben 2015: 71-72). Not the will, but
desire individuates the event. Yet Agamben adds that this desire “is a form of 1m-
passivity that knows that events, perfect in themselves, are ultimately indifferent, and
that only the individual’s acceptance and use of them 1s important” (Agamben 2015:
74-75). An impassive desire for an indifferent, whatever, event: such 1s the strange
modality—defying the opposition of active and passive—that the address of the ad-
venture takes, according to Agamben'.

From this exceedingly indirect criticism of Deleuze, Agamben goes on to discuss
Heidegger’s understanding of the event. He briefly glosses the well-known semantic
ambiguity that Heidegger claims to be present in the German Erezgnis, insofar as
Heidegger relates this noun back to the verb er-eignen, to appropnate. For him, the
very name ‘event’ amounts to a crystallization of what he once called “the most
difficult thought of philosophy” (Heidegger 1991: 1:20): the thought of being as
time, or being without any foundation in any particular beings. But Agamben here
puts the notorious question of time to one side and focuses, again, on how
Heidegger understands the ‘addressee’ of the event, that 1s to say, on his comments
regarding the mutual appropriation of being and event. The event, Heidegger as-
serts, “appropriates man and Being to their essential togetherness” (Heidegger
1969: 38). Radically recasting Heidegger’s understanding of this reciprocity (which
mvolves a criticism we will pick up on later), Agamben argues that what 1s at stake
here 1s the becoming human of the human, the event of anthropogenesis: “The
living being becomes human—it becomes Dasein—at the moment when and to the
extent that Being happens to him; the event 1s, at the same time, anthropogenetic
and ontogenetic; 1t comncides with man’s becoming a speaker as well as with the
happening of Being to speech and of speech to Being” (Agamben 2015: 77-78).
How can, one may ask, ontology and anthropogenesis be so easily conflated? How
can ontology, as Agamben puts it in 7he Use of Bodies, be “the memory and rep-
etition” of anthropogenesis (2016: 111)? How can this be anything but a metaphys-
1cal reduction of ontology to anthropology? And yet, the preceding discussion indi-
cates that what 1s at stake 1s precisely the opposite, namely that one think the address
of an unknown addressee who has suspended the confines of the sub-rectum. Who,
then, 1s the addressee of this adventure? Who desires, impassively, the event of

"It would be necessary to compare and contrast this form impassive desire with Blanchot’s decon-
struction of the active-passive opposition in terms of patience: “Patience opens me entirely, all the
way to a passivity which is the pas (‘not’) in the utterly passive, and which has therefore abandoned
the level of life where passive would simply be the opposite of active. In this way we fall outside nertia;
the mert thing which submits without reacting, becomes as foreign as its corollary, vital spontaneity,
purely autonomous activity” (Blanchot 1982: 13-14).
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anthropogenesis? And why does Agamben—despite all the anti-, trans- and post-
humanisms at work in contemporary theory—hold on to the name of “the human”?

3. ARCHAEOLOGY OF THE SUBJECT

Giorgio Agamben’s first published book, 7he Man Without Content, develops
a critical analysis of the place of contemporary art through a sustained mnterrogation
of artistic subjectivity. Read from today’s vantage point, one can trace how Agamben
here approaches some of the questions that will become vital in his subsequent
work. For what appears as a ‘regional’ analysis of artistic subjectivity 1s, actually, a
problematization of the notion of the subject as such and the attempt to outline a
different understanding of human life and doing. The diagnosis from which Agam-
ben sets out 1s the fact that art has been predominantly understood mn terms of aes-
thetics, be 1t through the lens of art criticism or, philosophically, in relation to a
theory of aesthetic judgement. According to Agamben, this privileging of the spec-
tator 1s far from mnocent, asmuch as it 1s based on a radical split, which 1s experi-
enced by the artist as fatal: “To the increasing innocence of the spectator’s experi-
ence 1n front of the beautiful object corresponds the mcreasing danger inherent n
the artist’s experience, for whom art’s promesse de bonheur becomes the poison
that contaminates and destroys his existence” (Agamben 1991a: 5). While he does
not yet employ this terminology, Agamben thus analyzes aesthetics as something
that he will later refer to as an “apparatus”: a mechanism that becomes operative by
division and exclusion. This 1s because both positions—artist and spectator—can only
be articulated through a laceration of the cultural fabric of transmission: the specta-
tor judges the artwork mn a disinterested fashion, whereas the artist feels cut off from
the audience and rebels against this dire state as the fate of art. The artists Agamben
has in mind are those who expressed a radical negativity in relation to art, such as
Antonin Artaud, who called for a destruction of the disinterested experience of art.
Agamben’s exigent undertaking 1s to align himself with these artistic attacks on aes-
thetics, while trying, at the same time, to move beyond their purely destructive ges-
ture’.

Faced with the predicament of aesthetics, Agamben calls for a “destruction” of
aesthetics 1n the technical, Heideggerian sense of dismantling the historical catego-
ries that are constitutive of the aesthetic regime. For Heidegger, the destruction of
the history of ontology meant, first and foremost, calling the Cartesian subject into
question, which has been the “fundamentum mconcussum” of modern philoso-
phy—the very source of the mathematical projection of nature, of the dualism of
subjectivity and objectivity, of the privileging of self-presence and of the oblivion of

* Here we focus solely on how The Man Without Content sets up Agamben’s engagement with
the notion of subjectivity. The intricate structure of this much neglected book remains unexplored
here. For a more detailed analysis, see Rauch 2020.
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beimng-in-the-world (c.f. Heidegger 2001: 46). In a famihar yet very distinct way,
Agamben argues that the regime of aesthetics 1s premised on the understanding of
the artist as a subject. According to Agamben, one might say, aesthetics captures the
artist in the position of the subject and 1t 1s this capture that Agamben’s first book 1s
meant to undo. Once culture 1s torn apart, Agamben argues, the artist 1s bound to
take the position of the free, creative subject that elevates itself above transmitted
contents: “The artist then experiences a radical tearing or spht, by which the inert
world of contents in their indifferent, prosaic objectivity goes to one side, and to the
other the free subjectivity of the artistic principle, which soars above the contents as
over an immense repository of materials that it can evoke or reject at will” (Agam-
ben 1991a: 35). Here, artistic freedom appears as premised on a radical split from
the audience and all transmitted contents.

Historically, the trajectory Agamben refers to is the process by means of which
art becomes autonomous. Far from portraying this as a history of emancipation,
however, Agamben 1nsists that the emergence of the autonomous artist 1s, in truth,
tantamount to the emergence of an eminently destructive figure, mextricably tied to
the termination of Western metaphysics in nihilism. For, once the artist 1s defined
solely by her subjective freedom, this freedom becomes bare, worthless, purely for-
mal and hence purely negative. One may object to this genealogy on the grounds
that art 1s thus finally set free from religious and cultic constraints. But Agamben 1s
not contesting this and certainly does not advocate the ‘goodness’ or ‘innocence’ of
a pre-modern state of art. What he 1s suggesting, rather, 1s that this freedom takes a
strangely limited form, msofar as its sole content 1s the negation of what has been
culturally transmitted. Henceforth, the artist 1s a subject “without content”, since she
1s bound to mnvent ceaselessly and since the only path of such ceaseless mvention 1s
the negation of anything given, ultimately the negation of transmuissibility as such:
“Artistic subjectivity without content 1s now the pure force of negation that every-
where and at all tmes afhirms only itself as absolute freedom that mirrors itself in
pure self-consciousness” (Agamben 1991a: 56). Thus, according to Agamben, the
fate of art 1s deeply intertwined with the operative categories of modern subjectivity.
And much of Agamben’s early work 1s informed by the attempt to offer a different
account of artistic domng and a different ‘negative’ modality than the destruction of
transmissibility.

The key of Agamben’s archaeological argument 1s that “the crisis of art in our
time 1s, n reality, a crisis of poetry, of poresis”, which he understands in
Heideggerian terms as the “very name of man’s doing; of that pro-ductive action of
which artistic doing 1s only a privileged example” (Agamben 1991a: 59). Cast in this
perspective, the anti-aesthetic endeavours of artists such as Duchamp appear as
symptoms of a crisis in the regime of human making. Agamben tries to flesh this
out through the contrast between praxis, which 1s defined by the “the will that finds
its immediate expression i an act”, and poiesis, which 1s marked by the passive
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“experience of production mto presence, the fact that something passed from non-
being to being, from concealment mto the full light of the work” (Agamben 1991a:
69). In a few tightly argued pages, Agamben follows the relation of praxis, poiesis
and ergon from antiquity to modernity, arguing that the 1dea of human doing has
been increasingly understood m terms of praxis. Eventually, in modernity, Agam-
ben suggests, all human doing 1s understood as work and the human 1s understood
as “the hiving being (anzmal) that works (laborans) and, in work, produces himself
and ensures his dominion over the earth” (Agamben 1991a: 70-71). Hence Agam-
ben’s dire diagnosis: “The point of arrival of Western aesthetics 1s a metaphysics of
the will, that 1s, of life understood as energy and creative impulse” (Agamben 1991a:
72). What 1s eclipsed in modernity 1s, then, an 1dea of human life that allows for
poetic passivity, since all human doing 1s understood mn terms of the subject’s active
will. And yet, what arguably remains unanswered in this sketch 1s the role of philos-
ophy—which assigns the truth to art while its own place remains unsolicited—as well
as the addressee of Agamben’s analysis—who seems to stand uneasily between art
and philosophy. In short, what remains unanswered m Agamben’s earliest decon-
struction of the metaphysics of subjectivity 1s the actual ‘subject’ of this address:
“Who Comes after the Subject?”

Strikingly, in some of his most recent essays, Agamben returns to many of the
concerns he raised in his very first book. Tracing once more the rise of the aesthetic
regime, Agamben notes that: “[A]rt has withdrawn from the sphere of activities that
have their energeia outside themselves, in a work, and has been transposed nto the
circle of those activities that, like knowing or praxis, have their energeia, their being-
at-work, 1n themselves” (Agamben 2019: 7). Yet, if one compares these analyses
with 7he Man Without Content, it becomes clear that the decisive element that has
been added to the analysis 1s a notion that Agamben has framed variously as mop-
erativity, deactivation and mdifference. Arguing against the metaphysical signature
of art as “creation”—traces of which he finds even in Gilles Deleuze’s work—Agam-
ben notes that: “Politics and art are neither tasks nor simply ‘works’: they name,
rather, the dimension in which linguistic and bodily, material and immatenal, bio-
logical and social operations are deactivated and contemplated as such” (Agamben
2019: 27). In The Man Without Content, Agamben’s analysis remained haunted

by the shadow of an idea of “the original space of man™ that could be re-

* See especially the following passage, where art is essentially identified with an understanding of
the sacred that recalls Heidegger’s highly problematic locutions on the topic but also stands firmly in
the tradition of French thought reaching from Marcel Mauss to Georges Bataille—i.e., exactly that
tradition which Agamben will later criticize in the harshest terms: “[A]rt 1s the gift of the original space
of man, architectonics par excellence. Just as all other mythic-traditional systems celebrate rituals and
festivals to interrupt the homogeneity of profane time and, reactualizing the original mythic time, to
allow man to become again the contemporary of the gods and to reattain the primordial dimension
of creation, so 1n the work of art the continuum of linear time 1s broken, and man recovers, between
past and future, his present space” (Agamben 1991a: 101-102).
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appropriated, and 1t 1s precisely against these metaphysical residues that Agamben
develops his understanding of something we may call an ethics of moperativity. Ac-
cordingly, the section devoted to ethics in 7The Coming Community commences
almost with a reversal of the claim found 1n Agamben’s first book: “The fact that
must constitute the point of departure for any discourse on ethics 1s that there 1s no
essence, no historical or spiritual vocation, no biological destiny that humans must
enact or realize” (Agamben 2009: 43). Instead of an original space, the human ethos
here turns into a question of potentiality and inoperativity. What is “proper” to hu-
man life 1s the absence of anything proper, any essence or origin. Reiner Schiirmann
has aptly characterized such a severance of action from metaphysical categories as
“a life ‘without why’”, which means, essentially, “a life without a goal, without telos”
(Schiirmann 1987: 10)". Yet, while Agamben endorses the idea of a “without why”,
he has always remained critical of the various anti-foundational philosophies of dif-
ference and their elaboration of non-finality in terms of scatter, dissemination, or
an irreducible manifoldness.

4. ENCOUNTERS: FOUCAULT AND HEIDEGGER

In The Use of Bodies, the un-finished conclusion of the Homo Sacer senies,
Agamben weaves together several threads of his work. As in his previous analyses,
the subject appears as a central category in the originary fracture between being and
language that pervades the history of philosophy m its entirety: “Western ontology
1s from the very beginning articulated and run through by scissions and caesurae,
which divide and coordinate in being subject (hypokeimenon) and essence (ousia),
primary substances and secondary substances, essence and existence, potential and
act, and only a preliminary interrogation of these caesurae can allow for the com-
prehension of the problem that we call ‘subject’”” (Agamben 2016: 105). Through-
out his work, Agamben offers a range of archaeologies of subjectivity—or of pro-
cesses of subjectivation—and attempts to outline a non-exclusionary understanding
of human life in contradistinction to these. One can see the germs of this analysis
i Language and Death, where the human can only become a speaking being by
suppressing the animal voice: “Man 1s that living being who removes himself and
preserves himself at the same time—as unspeakable—in language; negativity 1s the
human means of having language” (Agamben 1991: 85). And one can of course
observe a familiar strategy in Remnants, where the subject 1s considered as “a field
of forces always already traversed by the incandescent and historically determined
currents of potentiality and impotentiality, of being able not to be and not being able
not to be” (Agamben 1999b: 147-148). In these differently inflected archaeologies

"The “without why” 1s borrowed from Heidegger, who, in turn, borrows the phrase from Meister
Fckhart via Angelus Silesius (Heidegger 1997: 57-58). Also see Schiirmann’s important gloss (Schiir-
mann 2001: 61-62).



97

Scenes of Indifference. The addressee of the adventure

of the subject, the human 1s always captured mn the position of a sub-iectum, which

n turn 1s always articulated on the basis of scissions. Given this persistent problem-

atization of the subject, 1t 1s no coincidence that the two Intermezzos in 7he Use of
Bodies are dedicated to Heidegger and Foucault’s responses to the question ‘who

comes after the subject’. In these strategically positioned excursions, Agamben takes

1ssue with the two key references for his project on the grounds that their attempts

remain entrapped in circles of metaphysical divisions and dualisms.

In relation to Foucault’s “aesthetics of existence”, Agamben sets out by challeng-
ing Pierre Hadot’s reading, since the latter “does not succeed in detaching himself
from a conception of the subject as transcendent with respect to its life and actions,
and for this reason, he conceives the Foucauldian paradigm of life as work of art
according to the common representation of a subject-author who shapes his work
as an object external to him” (Agamben 2016: 100). According to Agamben, how-
ever, the crucial gesture of Foucault’s late 1dea of “the care of the self” 1s that it
eliminates any such externalism; in fact, “this care 1s nothing but the process through
which the subject constitutes itself” (Agamben 2016: 104). Here, the subject has no
priority in the sense of a constitutive or foundational function; it 1s thought in purely
relational terms. Foucault speaks of the “etho-poetic” function of the various tech-
nologies through which mdividuals can attempt “to question their own conduct, to
watch over and give shape to 1it” (Foucault 1990: 13). Hence, insofar as the self co-
incides with this relational process, it “can never be posited as subject of the rela-
tionship nor be 1dentified with the subject that has been constituted n it. It can only
constitute itself as constituent but never i1dentify itself with what it has constituted”
(Agamben 2016: 105). In an essay dedicated to the late Foucault, Reiner Schiir-
mann coins the helpful concept of “anarchist subject” to describe this form of auto-
constitution that tries to skirt all essentialist foundations. The anarchist subject,
Schiirmann argues, “constitutes itself in micro-interventions aimed at resurgent pat-
terns of subjection and objectification” (Schiirmann 2019: 29). And vyet, although
the Foucauldian self thus seems to be deprived of its transcendental function, it
turns, Agamben argues, into a hypostasis once it 1s concewved as constituted within
the process. There 1s, therefore, a non-comcidence between constituted and consti-
tutive elements, between self and subject in Foucault’s work, which the msistence
on process and relationality cannot solve: “As constituent power and constituted
power, the relation with the self and the subject are simultaneously transcendent
and 1mmanent to one another” (Agamben 2016: 106). What Agamben seeks to
retain from Foucault 1s the 1dea of thinking the life of the self immanently, yet he
deems 1t necessary to skirt the aporia of auto-constitution that led Foucault into this
mpasse.

Agamben’s confrontation with Heidegger also turns on the question of coinci-
dence and co-belonging, but the focus of his analysis shifts. Returning to the mves-
tigations begun in Language and Death and worked out n 7he Open, Agamben
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challenges Heidegger’s attempt to propose a fundamental ontology of Dasein that
would have detached itself from the metaphysics of subjectivity. Essentially, Agam-
ben takes Heidegger to task for being unable to think “the relation between the
living human being and Da-sein” (Agamben 2016: 179). Pointing to Heidegger’s
frequent comments about the co-belonging yet non-coincidence of the human and
Dasein, Agamben argues that what remains unthought in Heidegger 1s the notion
of life, of the hiving human being, which Heidegger must presuppose and repress at
once. What Heidegger understands as the opening of the human to the clearance
of being appears, to Agamben, precisely as the exclusion of animality. This 1s an
argument that Agamben first advanced in relation to Heidegger’s suppression of the
animal voice in Language and Death and then extended into a general scrutiny of
Heidegger’s treatment of animal life in 7he Open. In these texts, Agamben’s re-
sistance towards Heidegger’s understanding of Dasein insists—from different an-
gels—on the fact that Heidegger’s conceptualization of disclosure 1s permeated by
the disavowal, silencing and suppression of animal Iife. And to the degree that the
‘opening’ of the human world 1s predicated on the annihilation of animality, “being
is traversed by the nothing™. Here, Heidegger’s strategy to elaborate an anti-foun-
dational notion of Dasein 1s essentially taken to be held captive by the exclusion of
life.

This long-standing engagement with Heidegger 1s at play when Agamben, in 7he
Use of Bodies, claims that: “The ‘there’ of Dasein takes place in the non-place of
the living human being” (Agamben 2016: 180-181). Agamben 1s obviously aware of
Heidegger’s insistence, throughout his work, that Dasein cannot be thought of as an
‘addition’ to amimal Iife, lest the exposition would fall back mnto a metaphysical un-
derstanding of the human as a biological substance. Yet, if Heidegger refuses, for
this very reason, to grant the status of Dasein to the fact of mere living, this cannot
hide the fact that such an understanding of mere living remains the unarticulated
and irreducible condition of his fundamental ontology: “[IJf the human being 1s
truly such only when, in becoming Dasein, it 1s opened to Being, if the human being
1s essentially such only when ‘it 1s the clearing of Being’, this means that there 1s
before or beneath it a non-human being that can or must be transformed nto
Dasein” (Agamben 2016: 181). To think the human as ‘the open’. Agamben

* “From the beginning, being is traversed by the nothing; the Lichtung is also originarily Nichtung,
because the world has become open for man only through the interruption and nihilation of the living
being’s relationship with its disinhibitor” (Agamben 2004: 69-70). This is strictly analogous to the
argument found in Language and Death: “And if metaphysics is not simply that thought that thinks
the experience of language on the basis of an (animal) voice, but rather, if it always already thinks this
experience on the basis of the negative dimension of a Voice, then Heidegger's attempt to think a
‘voice without sound’ beyond the horizon of metaphysics falls back inside this horizon. Negativity,
which takes place n this Voice, is not a more originary negativity, but it does indicate this, according
to the status of the supreme shifter that belongs to it within metaphysics, the taking place of language
and the disclosure of the dimension of Being. [...]. The thought of Being is the thought of the Voice”
(Agamben 1991: 61).
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suggests once again, Heidegger 1s bound to think the open as suppression and sus-
pension of animality. Formally similar to the aporia in which Foucault’s thought was
caught, Heidegger here remains unable to think the co-belonging of the two terms—
the human and Dasein—and ultimately succumbs to a dualism that elevates the hu-
man openness above ‘mere’ animal life. Challenging this conception, Agamben
claims that: “Only a conception of the human that not only does not add anything
to animality but does not supervene upon anything at all will be truly emancipated
from the metaphysical definition of the human being” (2016: 183).

Comparing the digressions into Foucault and Heidegger, it becomes evident that,
for Agamben, both authors fail because of similar problems in moving beyond an
essentialist understanding of the subject. Heidegger thinks Daseimn without any foun-
dation as the pure opening to being; but Dasein’s non-base 1s, in truth, the suppres-
sion of amimal life, which pervades in the guise of a metaphysics of nothingness.
Foucault, on the other hand, thinks ‘the care of the self’ as an immanent, purely
relational process; but his msistence on self-creation and positing ends up 1n a dual-
1sm between constituted and constitutive elements that fractures the supposed im-
manence of the process.

5. SALOMO FRIEDIAENDER/MYNONA

A concept of mdifference 1s the central motif in the prolific writings of a still
posthumously to be ‘constructed’ author’, namely Salomo Friedlaender (1871-
1946) ak.a. Mynona (the German word for anonymous in reverse). Fried-
laender/Mynona (F/M) was quite well known in his time, a century ago, albeit argu-
ably less so for his prolific philosophical writings than for his satirical grotesques,
which were printed in expressionist journals like Der Sturm and Die Aktion and
performed/read out in various avant-garde venues frequented by expressionist art-
1sts, writers and other intellectuals of the day. The central concept of ‘creative indif-
ference’. which he consistently sought to elaborate and refine over decades and
throughout numerous publications as well as in extensive works many of which have
only been published very recently”, served as a constant thematic compass even in
his less explicitly philosophical, more hterary texts. The general gist of this notion
can be briefly summarized as a philosophical position which urges the individual to
find a point of balance midway between what we generally think of as opposites—

*“F/M list] ein noch in Konstruktion befindlicher Autor® (Thiel 2012: 8).

 Salomo Friedlaender’s collected works (both philosophical, literary and including a vast corre-
spondence throughout his life with a wide range of cultural figures of his time) are still in the process
of being published in over thirty volumes thanks to the extraordinary effort and dedication of Hartmut
Geerken and Detlef Thiel. A first extensive anthology of his works translated in English 1s expected
to be published in 2021 in the performance philosophy book series at Rowman & Littlefield Int. (eds.
A. Lagaay & D. Thiel).
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what he terms polarnties—and to creatively engage with the world from this neutral
point of indifference. According to F/M, who grounds his thinking first in a close
reading of Nietzsche and later, after distancing himself from the later, in a radical
‘completion’ of Kantian principles (“This is electrified Kant’ Friedlaender/Mynona
2015: 31 - trans. A.L.), all outward expression, indeed all expression tout court, is
only possible, 1.e. only (o)utterable, within and thanks to a necessary (linguistic) par-
adigm of perpetually evermore distinct differentiation. This paradigm of differenti-
ation, he claims, 1s relatable 1n all mstances to the principle of polar oppositionality
and has 1ts logical counterpart in a theoretical point of idifference within (as op-
posed to outside) the subject. Conceptualising and moving towards this precise in-
ward point (not zone!) of indifference within themselves, the subject can be freed
from the burden, as it were, of ‘division” or ‘divuation” and become the centre of
the world—its most general, universal and absolute origin. Although itself devoid of
all characternistic and therefore impossible to express or articulate in words, this zero
point 1s what F/M 1n later texts refers to as ‘heliocentre’, ‘magical I’, or * Weltpersor?
(world persona). It 1s a theoretical (1.e. non-empirical) ‘person’ who or which by
virtue of having disconnected itself from any individual characteristic, rendered all
distinct functions, all adjectives, inoperative (so to speak), 1s necessarily general, uni-
versal and free. Of particular interest 1s the clear insistence with which F/M seeks to
dismiss any suggestion that this theory may be driven by, or associated with, a met-
aphysical, moral or even religious vein. To quote just one mstance i which F/M
declares this, in a letter to Traut Simon 1in 1939, he writes:

Bitte trauen Sie mir nicht die Geschmacklosigkeit zu, Thnen etwa gar Moral zu pre-
digen. Ich spreche weder von Moral noch von Religion noch auch nur von Philoso-
phie, sondern ganz niichtern von purer Lebenstechnik. Denn das Leben will so
erlernt und betrieben sein wie eine Prizisionstechnik. (Please do not presume I would
be so tasteless as to preach to you a moral. I speak neither of morality nor of religion
nor even of philosophy, but quite simply of a pure life technique. For life wants to be
learned and practiced like a precision technique (8th March 1939, Fried-

laender/Mynona 2020: GS Vol. 31: 210).

At the time of its publication n 1918, F/M’s philosophical monograph Schépfer-
1sche Indifferenz (Creative Indifference) clearly sent considerable ripples of positive
contagion and affect throughout the cultural scene of its time. There 1s, for instance,
evidence that it influenced Walter Benjamin, through whom a more or less direct
reverberation into Giorgio Agamben is conceivable". F/M’s book is also explicitly
credited by Fritz Perls as having been a major influence on his development of

" Detlef Thiel (2012) has assembled ample material demonstrating the affect F/M had on Benja-
min. He also provides a thorough analysis of the relationship between F/M and Schelling, Husserl
and Derrida respectively (Adorno, Bloch, Kubin, Scholem, Simmel, Unger are just a few of the other
contemporaries he explores in some detail). Agamben makes at least one explicit reference to F/M
i Agamben 2011: 71. But his description of the process of creative indifference as “dialectical” 1s

misleading. Cf. Thiel 2012: 143.
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Gestalt Therapy"”. The potential line of conduction that connects these very differ-
ent contexts of experience to or via the notion of ‘creative indifference’ 1s thought
provoking i itself insofar as it suggests a position in which the philosophical subject
and 1ts bio-political correlation not only comcide with each other, but also with the
experience of a psychological self as well as with the subject’s embodied, physical
and structural 1.e., In a certain sense, ‘objective’ being (Gestalt) - all the while being
potentially anonymous and general - once could say: moperative.

That there be a necessary connection between these various parallel dimensions
of subjectivity might seem mntuitively obvious, and yet, in the actual practice of the-
ory, especially in the context of academic discourse, more often than not, whilst the
philosophical and the political may increasingly be being discussed 1n terms of each
other, the subjective position from which the very question of their respective rela-
tivity or indeed equivalence (or not) to the registers of Aved empirical life, 1.e. to
practices and experiences of actual (human) being 1s posed, still verges on the ta-
boo—despite the efforts of multiple forms of feminism, queer studies and post- and
decolonial studies"”. It tends to be implied, for instance, that engaging in philosoph-
ical discourse, especially of the kind that mainly mvolves close reading or textual
exegesis, and especially if done so 1n a professional academic context, has little or
nothing to do with one’s own person (which includes aspects of character, gender,
class, race, situatedness, and calling). A scholar’s particular passage through a given
theory—their ‘adventure’ in discourse—need not be measured or brought to bear in
any way on their personal, biographical life, or only retrospectively so, that 1s to say,
posthumously, once they become historical ‘objects’—suddenly open to a new di-
mension of scholarly scrutiny. (One may think here of Agamben’s apt comparison
of the photos m Paul Ricoeur’s biography, which “depicted the philosopher solely
n the course of academic conferences”, and the 1mages of Debord in Panégyrique,
which attempt to put life—“the clandestine”—into the foreground, in however msuf-
ficient a way [Agamben 2016: xviil]"). To leave traces of personal inclination or
attitude m philosophy 1s generally only welcome 1 the form of the anecdotal—i.e.
with the clear function of backing up, illustrating or colouring in whatever abstract
topic, theory or position happens to be in discussion; but its affect must be

* “I recognise three gurus in my life. The first one was S. Friedlander (sic.) who called himself a
Neo-Kantian. I learned from him the meaning of balance, the zero-centre of opposites (...) His phil-
osophical word - creative indifference - had a tremendous impact on me. As a personality he was
the first man in whose presence I felt humble, bowing in veneration. There was no room for my
chronic arrogance” (Perls 1969 quoted in Frambach/Thiel 2015: 24.5).

“ Indeed, some of these elisions also affect Agamben’s work, as brought out, for instance, with
regard to the relation of biopolitics and black feminist race theory in Weheliye 2014 and with regard
to feminist critique in Deutscher 2008.

" In fact, one could also consider in this regard Agamben’s Autoritratto nello studio, where he
charts his own trajectory—not only in writing, but also by showing photographs of the places and stud-
1es he worked 1n, the people he lived and thought with, as well as the artworks and books that made
an impact on him. See Agamben 2017.
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understood as serving additional and incidental information only, not making an
essential difference. Beyond the mere anecdote, drawing on anything too distinctly
personal or individual would amount to a confusion of register—not only 1s it not
the “done thing” (cf. “That’s How We Do It”, Agamben 2016: 240-244), but stll
now, in philosophy, it would tend to fly in the face of what Derrida aptly diagnosed
as the “dream or the i1deal of philosophical discourse [...] to make tonal difference
maudible, and with it a whole desire, affect, or scene that works (over) the concept
i contraband [...] [tlhrough what 1s called neutrality of tone, philosophical dis-
course must also guarantee the neutrality or at least the imperturbable serenity that
should accompany the relation to the true and the universal” (Derrida 1992: 29).

Perhaps it 1s in this sense that F/M’s conception of an a-personal person, at the
very core of the m-dividual takes on a promising potential—in relation to Agamben.
For this ‘zero-point’ that is conceived as both mdifferent and as the source of crea-
tion seems to allow intuitively for something that is personal yet not private, intimate
(because mwardly oriented) yet by definiion communally shareable and indeed in-
tended to be so, that 1s, In a sense, always already shared. Agamben clarifies this
with the distinction he makes in 7he Coming Community between the notion of a
boundary as closure (a locked door with no key, an unclimbable wall), in contrast
to that of a threshold. “The outside,” he insists, “is not another space that resides
beyond a determinate space, but rather, 1t 1s the passage, the exterionity that gives it
access [...]. The threshold 1s not, in this sense, another thing with respect to the limit;
1t 1s, so to speak, the experience of the lmit itself, the experience of being-within an
outside” (Agamben 2009: 68). It 1s, in other words, the lived experience of one’s
vibrant mtellectual ability to in-differentiate oneself that gives rise to the differentia-
tion of the “world”. For F/M it 1s a dynamic process, an oscillation between mside
and outside, outside and 1n, that never completely settles either side of the bound-
ary, but that with deliberate practice can give way to a ghmpse of the infinite. Agam-
ben 1s no less hyperbolic: “This ek-stasis 1s the gift that singularity gathers from the
empty hands of humanity” (Agamben 2009: 68).

The test of how to compose philosophical discourse from the position of this
anonymous and therefore ‘collective’ voice that 1s mine but not mine alone would
be perhaps a form of writing that disturbs the assumption of objectivity, not neces-
sarily by divulging intimacies but by applying a method of collaboration and mdis-
tinction with regard to voice from the start. As such, the question we seek to ask
here, not just in theoretical terms but also 1n terms of the very practice of engaging,
as we do, m reading and writing philosophical discourse, really 1s who speaks in this
empty space” Who 1s the thinking, scholarly or other genre of author, who, devoid
of all particular characteristics, having suspended all difference, and turned them-
selves towards their Innermost zero point, having come, that is, as close as (only)
humanly possible to the pont of neutral indifference, having witnessed and become
charged by its creative potential, now speaks not just from the position of anvbody
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but for everyone, and yet 1s still capable of formulating the philosophy of that sub-
ject? Who, n other words, are we (that 1s not us)?

‘What if, moreover, that ‘voice of thinking’ (if not necessarily that of reason!) that
displays its thought here in the form of a monologue or thesis (as opposed, for in-
stance, to a dialogue between “two”), makes no effort to conceal the fact that it is
not the result of a singular voice (if such a thing were ever to be potentially audible
as such) but at least of, and likely more than, two?

6. INDIFFERENCE AS FORM-OF-LIFE

What most clearly distinguishes Agamben’s thinking from Heidegger’s Dasein
and Foucault’s care of the self—but also from Friedlaender’s Kantian notion of the
subject as well as from most contemporary philosophers in the post-Heideggerian
and post-structuralist traditions—is how stubbornly he holds on to the concept of the
human, while obviously refusing any essentialist determination of the concept. In
many ways, a non-metaphysical elaboration of human life 1s at the very center of
Agamben’s thought, and 1t 1s only on the basis of this elaboration that his thought
on ethics and politics becomes comprehensible.

Agamben’s elaboration relies on a set of closely related concepts, which imply or
even merge mto one another: impotentiality, inoperativity, deactivation, use, form-
of-hife, to name but a few. There 1s, however, something like a relay that holds these
concepts together, and this relay 1s the notion of indifference. In fact, Agamben
precisely tries to think human life as an indifferentiation of the scissions to which
preceding articulations succumbed, not as a substance to be determined in ontic
terms. Against Heidegger’s thinking of difference as difference, Agamben holds: “It
1s not a question of having an experience of difference as such by holding firm and
yet negating the opposition but of deactivating the opposites and rendering them
moperative” (Agamben 2016: 239). This 1s the general approach that orients Agam-
ben’s attempt to move past the subject. For mstance, m contradistinction to
Heidegger’s anti-biologist determination of Dasein, Agamben claims that it 1s not a
question of seeking “new—more effective or more authentic—articulations” of the
divide between the human and the animal. The point 1s, rather, to expose “the cen-
tral emptiness, the hiatus that—within man—separates man and animal, and to risk
ourselves mn this emptiness: the suspension of the suspension, Shabbat of both ani-
mal and man” (Agamben 2004: 92). What 1s crucial here 1s that the human 1s not
defined n biological or any other substantialist terms; but solely by what Agamben
calls here an “emptiness” and which he elsewhere refers to as “void”, “absence of
relation”, or “contact”. This 1s Agamben’s way of acknowledging the absence of any
human essence or identity. The ‘nature’ of the human, as he writes elsewhere, 1s
such that the human “appears as the iving being that has no work, that 1s, the living
being that has no specific nature and vocation” (Agamben 2007: 2). Yet Agamben
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refuses to think this void, as Heidegger does, for instance, in terms of nothingness.
The ‘privative’ aspect of this void 1s not difference or negation, but a suspension that
reveals human impotentiality; it 1s an indifference of all articulations that are based
on dualisms and scissions.

Here, we encounter something that 1s, perhaps, the most dithcult aspect for
Agamben’s thought. For what Agamben tries to think 1s a non-essentialist account
of the human—of human life and human doing—that does not introduce any divi-
sions for its articulation. It can, however, appear as if Agamben did exactly this, for
example when he claims that: “Other living beings are capable only of their specific
potentiality; they can only do this or that. But human beings are the animals who
are capable of their own impotentiality” (Agamben 1999¢: 82). Is “impotentiality”
here not simply mtroduced as the quality or capacity that distinguishes the human
from amimality? Impotentiality, however, 1s precisely not a given quality or capacity.
It is not a feature of the human that can be actualized as the human comes to its
own self-presence. Rather, it 1s a purely privative quality or capacity. Hence it 1s
absolutely common and absolutely immanent masmuch as, and this 1s the decisive
point, it 1s absolutely indeterminate. In his earhier writings, Agamben often drew on
the 1dea that the dispossession of all specific qualities or ‘works’ could allow for this
appropriation of the improper ‘as such’. Among the most provocative variations of
this line of argument 1s the claim that pornography and advertising, in their brutal
commodification of the living body, “are the unknowing midwives of this new body
of humanity” (Agamben 2009: 49). Or that the emergence of a planetary petty bour-
geoisie offers the possibility for “making of the proper being-thus not an 1dentity
and an mdividual property but a singularity without 1dentity, a common and abso-
lutely exposed singularity”, which would allow humanity to “enter mnto a community
without presuppositions and without subjects, into a communication without the
mcommunicable” (Agamben 2009: 65). In his more recent work, Agamben opts,
mstead, for an msistence of deactivation to vindicate idifference. The quick suc-
cession and linkage of Agamben’s key concepts bears witness to the dithculty in-
volved n holding the different elements of the argument together. “A living being,”
Agamben writes towards the end of The Use of Bodies, “can never be defined by
its work but only by its mnoperativity, which 1s to say, by the mode i which it main-
tains itself in relation with a pure potential in a work and constitutes-itself as form-
of-hife, m which zoé and bios, life and form, private and public enter into a threshold
of indifference [...]” (Agamben 2016: 247). That 1s to say: there is no essence or
ergon unifying the different modes of human life. It s striking to note that Agamben
comes back to the figure of the artist at this decisive juncture mn 7he Use of Bodies,
suggesting that it 1s possible that in the “artistic condition there comes to light a dif-
ficulty that concerns the very nature of what we call form-of-life” (Agamben 2016:
246). The gloss that Agamben supplies on the artist in relation to the notion of form-
of-life 1s revealing:
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And the painter, the poet, the thinker—and in general, anyone who practices a pore-
sts and an activity—are not the sovereign subjects of a creative operation and of a work.
Rather, they are anonymous living beings who, by always rendering inoperative the
works of language, of vision, of bodies, seek to have an experience of themselves and
to constitute their life as form-of-life (Agamben 2016: 247).

The only ‘determinacy’ that Agamben’s understanding of the human has 1s, thus,
an indeterminacy: the mdifferentiation of preceding articulations based on division
and scission. There 1s, as Agamben 1s always at pains to mnsist, no “immediate access
to something whose fracture and 1impossible unification are represented by these
apparatuses” (Agamben 2005: 87)". Hence, it is the suspension of the fractures at
the heart of metaphysical humanism that allows for a different understanding of the
human, not the return to some primordial human mnocence. And the artistic por-
esis 1s, from the beginning of Agamben’s work until its most recent manifestations,
framed as an exemplary case of this suspensive movement. If the language of the
speaking subject 1s premised on exclusion of the animal voice, and 1f this scission 1s
paradigmatic for the scissions running through the history of philosophy, then the
poet’s suspension of this understanding of language 1s paradigmatic for thinking the
possibility of a different use. In so doing, the poet offers a guiding thread for Agam-
ben’s project of a general suspension of all apparatuses that divide life. There argu-
ably 1s something quite classical in this gesture of investing art with the capacity of
‘healing’ the scissions that lacerate life. But in 7he Use of Bodies, Agamben seeks
to think the concept of “use”, first explored in 7The Highest Poverty, as a form of
human doing that would extend the paradigm of artistic suspension to all regions of
life, without, of course, implying any aesthetization of life. Rather, life, insofar as it
1s lived 1n the immanence of use, would constitute itself as form-of-life: “It defines a
life—human life—in which singular modes, acts, and processes of living are never
simply facts but always and above all possibilities of life, always and above all poten-
tial. And potential, insofar as it 1s nothing other than the essence or nature of each
being, can be suspended and contemplated but never absolutely divided from act”
(Agamben 2016: 207). Here, it becomes evident how indifference, form-of-life and
the 1dea of anthropogenesis are related. Since what 1s at stake m the immanence of
life designated by the terms “use” and “form-of-life” 1s, precisely, a modification of
human life such that it would no longer be premised on exclusion and division. And
what 1s at stake in a mode of being designated by the ontology of indifference 1s the
mode of life that has suspended and rendered indifferent all metaphysical articula-
tions of human life. The thought of indifference 1s the thought of a non-exclusionary
life.

" In this passage, Agamben continues: “There are not first life as a natural biological given and
anomie as the state of nature, and then their implication in law through the state of exception. On the
contrary, the very possibility of distinguishing life and law, anomie and nomos, coincides with their
articulation in the biopolitical machine” (Agamben 2005: 87). For Agamben, this structure holds true
for any metaphysical articulation of the human.
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7. EPILOGUE

The greatest danger in thinking indifference and moperativity 1s, perhaps, to con-
sider them as absolute or transcendent features that could be actualized once and
for all—pointing to a peaceful, if empty neutrality stripped of all differences, dual-
1sms and qualities. Often, these concepts seem to intervene i Agamben’s texts as a
resolution of sorts, as if they designated the defimitive neutralization of a metaphys-
1cal paradigm. And yet, Agamben notes that what we call a form-of-life 1s “a life 1n
which the event of anthropogenesis—the becoming human of the human being—is
still happening” (Agamben 2016: 208). Accordingly, the whole group of concepts
organized around the 1dea of indifference do not denote anything that can be fully
actualized or come to self-presence (F/M’s non-gendered “zero-point” of indiffer-
ence 1s 1n this sense truly a utopia). On the contrary, these concepts allow one to
think an abandonment of life to the pluralty of its modes, such that it can never
stabilize itself in any 1dentity or essence while comnciding with its lived experience.
That the ‘nature’ of the human 1s its impotentiality translates into the demand that
every mode of life must make room for an aberration of the actual. If philosophy 1s
“the memory and repetition” of anthropogenesis (Agamben 2016: 111), then this 1s
not because 1t knows the truth of the human essence, but because it 1s one of the
practices that answers to this aberrant demand. For Agamben, becoming-human
means, then, becoming otherwise than being, other than identity, other than self-
same: “The anthropogenetic event has no history of its own and 1s as such unintel-
ligible; and yet it throws humans into an adventure that still continues to happen
(avvenire)” (Agamben 2018: 83). The drama that continues to unfold 1s thus neither
tragic nor comic, and the characters embarked on its adventure not predestined to
one fate or another, but they are called to acquiesce to a journey. Joining voices in
discourse, that 1s to say, losing one’s voice, 1s an attempt not just to formulate but to
practice a form of indifference. Philosophy 1s one of the practices that tells of and
participates in this anonymous tale.
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ABSTRACT

In this article I situate Agamben’s theses on ‘inoperativity’ in dialogue with motifs drawn from
Nietzsche’s discussion of the death of God and his conception of the ‘work of art without artist.’
I argue that Agamben helps us to get beyond the Existentialist interpretation of the human subject
as creator of its own life (bios) by proposing an anarchic conception of giving artistic form to life
(zoe) that deconstructs the position of mastery over life assigned to modern subjectivity and de-
centres the idea of the human agency in the process of creation. However, 1 also suggest that
Agamben’s conception of the artistic life downplays or avoids other features of Nietzsche’s thin-
king on the death of God and creation that are tied to animality and the divinity of nature. In the
first section, “The Work of Art without Artist and the Deactivation of the Artistic Machine” 1
discuss Agamben’s archaeology of the work of art and his thesis that since the Renaissance, the
work of art has been produced through what he calls the ‘artisic machine.’ I examine his proposal
to deactivate this machine by thematizing the dimension of human life he calls ‘inoperativity,’
and what this means for his understanding of the process of creation as anthropogenesis. I also
raise the question of whether, by deactivating the artistic machine, Agamben may paradoxically
be re-activating what he has previously called the ‘anthropological machine.” The second section,
“The Death of God and the Death of Man,” compares and contrasts the difference between
Nietzsche’s and Agamben’s accounts of anthropogenesis and the relation between animality and
divinity. It argues that the death God as the death of the human being in Nietzsche leads to a
naturalistic conception of creativity inspired by Greek and Renaissance art that provides some
msights into how to deactivate the ‘work-artist-operation machine’ without falling into the ‘anthro-
pological machine.” This article concludes with a third section, “Contingency, Resistance and
Self-Overcoming” on the difference between Nietzsche’s and Agamben’s conceptions of contin-
gency and resistance in the generation of a form-of-life. For Nietzsche a form of life i1s generated
essentially in and through a process of continuous self-overcoming. In Agamben, a form of life
1s constituted through a dialectical tension between creation and resistance, the artist’s potential
(impersonal) and potential not-to (personal). Whereas in Agamben the contingency of creation
1s located within the action, in Nietzsche creation happens to the activity as an event external to
1t
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' Per una versione piu breve e in lingua inglese di questo articolo, cfr. Lemm 2020a. La presente
traduzione ¢ stata condotta da Carlo Crosato su richiesta dell’autrice.
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Le npercussioni dell'idea nietzscheana della morte di Dio non sono percepibili
solo nella sfera religiosa, ma anche nel modo in cui pensiamo 1l significato della
creazione, e n particolare 1l ruolo della creativita nella vita. La riflessione di Agam-
ben sulla creativita come “moperativita” ¢ 1l pia recente e rilevante contributo al
dibattito, verosimilmente avviato dall’Esistenzialismo, itorno a come la morte di
Dio si relazion alla vita intesa come materia prima per la creazione artistica (Agam-
ben 2017). In questo articolo, le test di Agamben sull“mmoperativita” saranno con-
frontate con motivi risalenti alla riflessione di Nietzsche sulla morte di Dio e alla
sua concezione dell“opera d’arte senza artista”. Agamben c1 aiutera a superare I'in-
terpretazione esistenzialista del soggetto creatore della propria vita (bros) mediante
un’idea anarchica di forma artistica di vita (zoe), in grado di decostruire la posizione
di dominio sulla vita attribuita al soggetto moderno e de-centrare I'azione umana
nel processo di creazione®. Si suggerira altresi che la concezione agambeniana di
vita artistica minimizza o elude altri aspetti del pensiero nietzscheano sulla morte di
Dio e sulla creazione legati all’animalita e alla divinita della natura.

Nelle mterpretazioni esistenzialiste, 1l tema della morte di Dio ¢ inteso come un
evento liberatorio che apre all’essere umano la possibilita di divenire I'unico autore
della propra vita (bros) e di assumere la piena responsabilita di darle un senso (cfr.
Sartre 1946): Iattuazione di tale hiberta € 1l segno distintivo della nostra umanita.
Esempio di una simile interpretazione esistenzialistica ¢ la lettura di Julian Young
(Young 2014: 111-25), secondo cui la morte di Dio non ¢ riducibile alla sola morte
del Dio della Cristianita, essendo piuttosto un concetto che si estende a «tutto 10
che attua la funzione di assegnare un significato alla vita umana che un tempo era
attribuita a un dio» (Young 2014: 111)°. Coerentemente con la tradizione dell’esi-
stenzialismo, Young parte dal presupposto che 1l significato non sia da considerarsi
come un dato o come qualche cosa che siamo chiamati a scoprire, bensi come
qualche cosa che produciamo e sceghamo secondo volonta. Al fine di superare 1l
nichilismo, ossia 'assenza di significato derivante dalla morte di Dio, I'individuo ¢
chiamato a creare 1l proprio percorso di vita e diventare cosi 1l creatore della propria
vita (Nehamas 1985: 90-91). L’eroica autocreazione della nostra vita (bios) si colloca
«al di la del bene e del male», e quindi c10 che rileva non ¢ se si silano compiute
scelte buone o cattive, ma se la nostra vita sia 'autentica espressione della nostra
creativita, di cui siamo responsabili.

In senso lato, 1l problema di questa lettura esistenzalista della morte di Dio ri-
siede nel fatto che 'essere umano i quanto autocreatore torna a occupare la posi-
zione lasciata vacante dal Dio cristiano, eleggendo se stesso alter deus'.

* Seguo qui la distinzione tra bios e zoe proposta da Agamben in Agamben 1995.

* Cfr. Vattimo 1998: 28, in cui 'autore sostiene che la morte di Dio rappresenta la dissoluzione
dei valori assoluti in una pluralitd di interpretazioni.

' Si veda anche la considerazione dell'umanitd come un alter deus in Habermas, il quale osserva
Schelling, Feuerbach e Marx sovvertire 1l tema biblico del Dio creatore dell’'uomo, trasformandolo
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Tradizionalmente s1 ¢ associato questo 1deale prometeico all'insegnamento di Nie-
tzsche intorno all’ Ubermensch, nuova figura di essere umano capace di superare
I'orizzonte del mondo cristiano in direzione di maggiori liberta e creativita. I pero
Nietzsche non ha mai concesso che lo Ubermensch potesse occupare la posizione
di Dio; piuttosto, come ha correttamente segnalato Lowith, «l superamento del cri-
stianesimo si identifica con il superamento dell’'uomo» (Lowith 1982: 286)°. La fi-
gura esistenzialista dell'individuo creatore della propria vita ¢ eccessivamente con-
centrata sull’assunzione “eroica” del dominio sulla formazione della vita, perdendo
cosi di vista c10 che si1 potrebbe chiamare 1l carattere an-archico della creazione,
mtesa come processo privo di fondamenti metafisici e aperto mvece al caos e alla
radicale contingenza. D’altra parte, I'appello nietzscheano a diventare «poeti della
nostra vita» (Nietzsche 1965: 174) non nvita a un lavoro di (auto)costituzione e di
attuazione delle proprie facolta di creare secondo volonta, quasi che chi siamo e 10
che diventeremo fossero dimensioni “padroneggiate” o “possedute” dall’'individuo:
per Nietzsche, come si dira i seguito, 1l processo di creazione non ¢ mai un pro-
cesso individuale (solipsistico) 1n senso stretto, ma dipende da una relazione “in-
tempestiva” con la propria condizione storica. Nietzsche menziona I’«azione» (Nie-
tzsche 1970a: 144) dell’artista tra virgolette suggerendo che 1n realtad non esiste qual-
che cosa come un “azione” e che la parola si riferisce al nostro fraintendimento del
processo di creazione, come se Iartista, con le parole di Agamben, «un bel giorno,
[...] decidelsse], come 1l Dio dei teologi, non si sa come e perché, di mettere in
opera [la sua potenza o la sua facolta di creare]» (Agamben 2017: 27)°. Il processo
di creazione in Nietzsche non si verifica secondo volonta e non riflette una scelta
esistenziale m cul volonta e scelta siano motori della creazione della forma di vita
mdividuale.

Dal punto di vista esistenzialista, la creazione ¢ espressione della facolta di creare
secondo volonta, piuttosto che - con le parole di Agamben - una complicata dia-
lettica tra resistenza e creazione, fra potenza-di e potenza-di-non, fra una dimen-
sione personale e una impersonale della vita. Come affermato da Heidegger, I'esi-
stenzialismo rimane all'interno della metafisica della soggettivita (Heidegger 2008).
Inoltre quella esistenzialista ¢ una concezione dis-incarnata dell’ (auto)creazione,
che finisce per rafforzare I'idea che la vita animale (zo€) sia accidentale, effimera,
forse persino dannosa per I'autorealizzazione artistica dell'individuo (bros). L’antro-
pocentrismo che orienta la prospettiva esistenzialista ignora le dimensioni non-

nel tema antropologico secondo cui la divinita ¢ creazione dell’essere umano cfr. Habermas 1978:
231-300.

’ Cfr. Heidegger 2006: 246-316, specialmente p. 301, in cui 'autore confuta la tesi per cui la morte
di Dio significherebbe che Nietzsche avrebbe rimpiazzato semplicemente Dio con I'essere umano.

* Cfr. Nietzsche 1970a: 72-73, in cui Nietzsche afferma di temere «che non ci sbarazzeremo di
Dio perché crediamo ancora nella grammatica...».
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umane della vita (zoe) e trascura come questa animalita incida sul nostro «imparare
dagli artisti» a diventare « poeti della nostra vita» (Nietzsche 1965: 88-89, 174)’.

E possibile apprezzare la complessitd (umana e non-umana / personale e imper-
sonale) della concezione agambeniana della vita e della creativita confrontandosi
con la risposta di Foucault alla nietzscheana morte di Dio, depositata nella sua «este-
tica dell’esistenza» (Foucault 1989: 259)" e nella nozione strettamente correlata di
«ontologia del presente» (Foucault 1998: 261), dal momento che Agamben colloca
nel solco foucaultiano la sua «archeologia dell’opera d’arte», «indagine sul passato
[che] non ¢ che 'ombra portata di un’interrogazione rivolta al presente» (Agamben
2017: 9). L’«estetica dell’esistenza» di Foucault ¢ agh antipodi rispetto all’etica esi-
stenzialista dell’autenticita di matrice sartriana e alla concezione associata di crea-
zione (cfr. Norris 2018): Foucault sostiene che «piuttosto che attribuire Pattivitd
creatrice al genere di relazione che un individuo ha con se stesso, dovremmo ricon-
durre ad un’attivita creatrice 1l genere di relazione che egli ha con se stesso» (Fou-
cault 1989: 265). Qui la creativita non ¢ un attributo del sé; ¢ piuttosto la vita (zoe)
dell'individuo a essere una funzione dell’attivita creatrice’. Foucault denuncia che

nella nostra societa larte sia diventata qualcosa che ¢ n relazione soltanto con gli
oggetti, e non con gl individui, o con la vita. E che I’arte sia un qualcosa di specializ-
zato, e che sia fatta da quegli esperti che sono gl artisti. Ma perché la vita di tutti gh
individui non potrebbe diventare un’opera d’arte? Perché una lampada o una casa
potrebbero essere un’opera d’arte, ma non la nostra vita? (Foucault 1989: 264-265).

Secondo Foucault, I'«arte grande e rara» di «“dare uno stile” al proprio carattere»
(Nietzsche 1965: 167-168) e 'arte di condurre una vita creativa.

Nella prima sezione, “I.’opera d’arte senza artista e la disattivazione della mac-
china artistica” s1 discuteranno I'archeologia dell’opera d’arte di Agamben e la sua
test secondo cur dal Rinascimento 'opera d’arte sarebbe stata prodotta attraverso
10 che lul chiama “macchina artistica”. S1 prendera in esame la sua proposta di
disattivare questa macchina attraverso la tematizzazione della dimensione della vita
umana che egh chiama “moperativita”, e s1 chiarira 1l significato di tale proposta
nella sua comprensione del processo di creazione come antropogenest. Verra al-
tresi sollevata la questione se, disativando la macchina artistica, Agamben non

" Cfr. anche Ansell-Pearson 2000: 177: «['umano ¢ dall’origine della sua formazione e della sua
deformazione coinvolto in un divenire oltreumano, e questo ¢ un divenire che dipende da forze vitali
non-umane, organiche e inorganiche».

* Foucault riconosce che I’espressione “estetica dell’esistenza” ¢ ispirata al progetto nietzscheano
di dare uno stile al proprio carattere (Foucault 1989: 265).

* Questo € un aspetto controverso fra gli studiosi di Foucault. Alcuni interpreti, come Esposito
2004 collocano la fonte della resistenza al potere nella dimensione della vita legata all’animalita (zoe),
mentre altri, come Revel 2008 1dentificano la fonte della resistenza nella storicizzazione radicale della
bios individuale. Secondo la mia interpretazione, sia Nietzsche che Foucault rinvengono una rela-
zione tra animalita e storicita piu solidale di quanto sostenuto da questi due punti di vista, come
chiariro di seguito.
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finisca paradossalmente per nattivare quella che ha precedentemente chiamato
“macchina antropologica” (cfr. Agamben 2002). La seconda sezione, “La morte di
Dio e la morte dell’'uomo”, mette a confronto le 1dee nietzscheana e agambeniana
di antropogenesi e di rapporto tra animalita e divinita. Si sosterra che la morte di
Dio e la morte dell’essere umano in Nietzsche conducono a una concezione natu-
ralistica della creativita 1spirata all’arte greca e all’arte rinascimentale, capace di for-
nire alcune mtuizioni su come disattivare la “macchina opera-artista-operazione”
senza ripiombare dentro la “macchina antropologica”. I’articolo si conclude con
una terza sezione, “Contingenza, resistenza e superamento di sé”, in cui si affrontera
la differenza tra le concezioni di Nietzsche e di Agamben di contingenza e resistenza
nella generazione di una forma-di-vita”. Per Nietzsche, una forma di vita s1 genera
essenzialmente 1n e attraverso un processo di continuo superamento di sé. In Agam-
ben, una forma di vita € costituita da una tensione dialettica tra creazione e resi-
stenza, la potenza-di (impersonale) e la potenza-di-non (personale) dell’artista. Men-
tre in Agamben la contingenza della creazione ¢ rinvenibile intrinsecamente rispetto
all’azione, nel concetto di creazione di Nietzsche la creazione avviene all’attivita
come evento esterno ad essa.

1. I’OPERA D’ARTE SENZA ARTISTA E LA DISATTIVAZIONE DELLA
MACCHINA ARTISTICA

Intervistato nel 2004 in merito alla sua 1dea di vita filosofica, Agamben risponde
menzionando «la nozione nietzscheana di opera d’arte senza artista» (Rauft 2004:
612-613; cfr. Lemm 2017). Si tratta di un riferimento che Agamben reperisce in un
frammento presente negli scritti postumi di Nietzsche: «[J’opera d’arte, dove appare
senza artista, per esemplio come corpo, come organismo... In che misura Iartista
non sia che un grande prelimimare. Il mondo come opera d’arte che partorisce se
stessa» (Agamben 1994: 140). Questo passo veicola un’intima relazione tra la vita
mcarnata e Parte, tra la creativita della natura e 'opera d’arte, e apre I'orizzonte di
un approccio post-umanista alla creazione. Il medesimo tenore ¢ eminente nel sag-
gio di Heidegger, La parola di Nietzsche «Dio é morto» (Heidegger 2006: 301), in
cul, com’e noto, viene affermato che la morte di Dio in Nietzsche annuncia la “fine”
della metafisica” e I'avvento del nichilismo”. E pero Heidegger sostiene anche che

“ Nella locuzione agambeniana “forma-di-vita”, “vita” si riferisce alla relazione e alla reciproca
esclusione tra zoe ¢ bios. Su Agamben ¢ forma-di-vita, cfr. Vatter 2016.

" Secondo Vattimo, «sia I'annuncio nietzschiano della morte di Dio sia 'annuncio heideggeriano
[...] della fine della metafisica poss[ono] essere trattati come modi generali di caratterizzare 'espe-
rienza della tarda modernita» (Vattimo 2002: 16).

* «Sfuggire al nichilismo, che sembra presente sia nell’affermazione dell’esistenza di Dio e nella
sottrazione a questo mondo di un significato ultimo, sia nella negazione di Dio e nella sottrazione a

ogni cosa di significato e valore: questo ¢ 1l problema piu grande e persistente di Nietzsche» (Kauf-

mann 1974: 101).
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Nietzsche € 'ulimo del metafisic, e che la sua concezione dell’opera d’arte niflette
ancora la metafisica della soggettivita”. Per quanto ne so, Agamben non offre
un’ampia esegesi del passaggl di Nietzsche m merito alla morte di Dio; eppure ¢
proprio sul rapporto tra Dio, la creazione e la soggettivita artistica presente nell’in-
terpretazione heideggeriana della morte di Dio i Nietzsche che si basano le rifles-
sion1 presenti in Creazione e anarchia. A differenza di Heidegger, Agamben cerca
d1 distinguere la creativita dalla soggettivita, per collegarla invece con quella che egh
chiama “inoperativita”, ossia 1l fatto che non vi sia un’“opera” intrinseca alle attivita
umane essenziali'. E proprio I'inoperativita a far segno verso apertura di un pro-
cesso di creazione oltre 1l nichilismo, in direzione dell’*I'opera d’arte senza artista”.

In Archeologia dell'opera d arte, Agamben ricostruisce la concezione dell’opera
d’arte dalla Metasifica e dalle Etiche di Aristotele, passando per la figura dell’artista
nel Rinascimento, fino all’arte contemporanea di Marcel Duchamp. Laddove «
greci privilegia[vano| 'opera rispetto all’artista (o all’artigiano)», essenzialmente per-
ché secondo loro «’energeia, attivita produttiva vera e propria», non risiede nell’ar-
tista bensi nell’opera (Agamben 2017: 16), nel Rinascimento

larte ¢ uscita dalla sfera delle attivita che hanno la loro energeia tuorn di esse, in
un’opera, e si ¢ spostata nell’ambito di quelle attivita che, come la conoscenza o la
prassi, hanno in se stesse la loro energeia, il loro essere-in-opera. Lartista [...] come
il teoreta, rivendica ora la padronanza e la titolarita della sua attivitd creativa (Agamben

2017: 18)."

Nella concezione rinascimentale «I’arte non risiede nell’opera, ma nella mente
dell’artista» (Agamben 2017: 19), in un accostamento fra Dio e la creazione artistica:
«E da questo paradigma che deriva la sciagurata trasposizione del vocabolario teo-
logico della creazione all’attivita dell’artista, che fin allora nessuno si era sognato di
definire creativa» (Agamben 2017: 19). Per analogia rispetto al Dio creatore, 'artista
rappresenta una natura umana definita dalla sua attivita creativa. La connessione,
stabilita fin dal Rinascimento, fra opera d’arte, artista, attivita creativa, da forma a
c10 che Agamben chiama “macchina artistica” (Agamben 2017: 20), un meccani-
smo che s1 mantiene in perfetta continuita con I'i'dea cristiana di creazione,

* «Creare possibilita della volonta, le uniche in base a cui la volonta di potenza si libera a se stessa,
¢ per Nietzsche Pessenza dell’arte» (Heidegger 2003: 284). Sull'idea che in Heidegger arte sia la
condizione fondamentale e precipua per il realizzarsi della volonta di potenza, cfr. Enders 2012: 109.
L’arte come volonta di potenza nel pensiero nietzscheano ¢ per Heidegger lo stadio finale della mo-
derna metafisica del soggetto. Heidegger sostiene anche che la figura dell’“artista-filosofo” si scontra
contro la negazione della vita da parte del nichilismo della metafisica cristiano-platonica creando
nuove forme e valori. Su questo, cfr. Sinnerbrink 2012: 420.

"* Agamben si chiede se esista «un’opera propria dell’'uomo, o se questi non sia per caso come tale
essenzialmente argos, senz’opera, inoperoso» (Agamben 1996: 109).

" Agamben sottolinea come 1 Greci contrapponessero le attivita che producono un’opera alle
attivitd intrinsecamente improduttive e in cui I’ energera &€ invece nello stesso soggetto, come 1l vedere
o 1l conoscere (Agamben 2017: 15).
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conservando nella modernita I'idea di un Dio creatore. Da tale punto di vista, I'idea
rinascimentale di opera d’arte secolarizza I'idea della creazione divina, eleva 'artista
allo status di nuovo Dio e cosi svaluta 'opera d’arte come semplicemente contin-
gente ed effimera (Agamben 2017: 19-20). Sin dal Rinascimento, I'artista diviene
I'operatore supremo di quella macchina artistica che “meccanicamente” sforna
opere d’arte.

Le basi teologiche della moderna “macchina artistica” sono evidenti nelle conce-
zioni “misteriche” della religione dei primi del Novecento, che accostano 'azione
sacra della liturgia e la prassi delle avanguardie artistiche (Agamben 2017: 19-22).
Liturgia e performance, per Agamben, possono essere intese come forme di prassi
«in cul I'azione stessa pretende di presentarsi come opera» (Agamben 2017: 25).
Una simile performance trova la sua piu estrema e forse ultima espressione net
readyv-made di Duchamp, che Agamben definisce «atti esistenziali (e non opere
d’arte)» (Agamben 2017: 25): «Direl che Duchamp aveva capito che cio che bloc-
cava l'arte era proprio quella che ho definito la macchina artistica, che aveva rag-
giunto nella liturgia delle avanguardie la sua massa critica». Duchamp disattiva la
«macchina opera-artista-operazione» mtroducendo nel museo I'oggetto ordinario,
forzandolo cosi a presentarsi come un’opera d’arte (Agamben 2017: 25-26). Ovvia-
mente 'opera non ¢ un’opera, 'operazione non ¢ un’operazione e 'artista non ¢
un artista: Duchamp «non agisce come artista, ma, semmai, come filosofo o critico
0, come amava dire Duchamp, come “uno che respira”, un semplice vivente»
(Agamben 2017: 26).

Nella lettura offerta da Agamben, Duchamp esemplifica I'idea nietzscheana di
“opera d’arte senza artista”: 1 ready-made di Duchamp disattiverebbero I'analogia
tra il Dio creatore e 'essere umano come creatore. E in questo senso che la morte
di Dio implica la morte dell’artista come altro dio: la morte di Dio significa che gh
esserl umani non sono piu « titolari trascendenti di una capacita di agire o di pro-
durre opere» (Agamben 2017: 27). Agamben suggerisce cosi che gl artistt andreb-
bero pensati come de1 «viventi che, nell’'uso e soltanto nell'uso delle loro membra
come del mondo che i circonda, fanno esperienza di sé e costituiscono sé come
forme di vita» (Agamben 2017: 27-28). 1l processo di creazione dopo la morte di
Dio si situa, per Agamben, oltre il paradigma di (auto)padronanza che sottende
I'idea moderna di soggettivita. I’arte diviene «l modo in cui 'anomimo che chia-
miamo artista, mantenendosi costantemente in relazione con una pratica, cerca di
costituire la sua vita come una forma di vitar. In tale processo, «come mn ogni forma-
di-vita, ¢ in questione nulla di meno che la sua felicita» (Agamben 2017: 28)". Ci

“ I ancora: Duchamp «sapeva perfettamente di non operare come artista. Sapeva anche che la
strada dell’arte era sbarrata da un ostacolo mmsormontabile, che era 'arte stessa, ormai sostituita
dall’estetica come una realta autonoma» (Agamben 2017: 2)5).

" La riflessione di Agamben intorno all’essere umano come artista o come autore ¢ esemplificata
dal suo approccio metodologico alla concezione deleuziana di atto di creazione: «Perché se si segue
fino 1n fondo questo principio metodologico, si arriva fatalmente a un punto in cui non & possibile
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troviamo qui In una posizione opposta rispetto a quella di Heidegger secondo cui
la morte di Dio conduce all’egemonia e al parossismo della soggettivita moderna.
C’¢ pero da comprendere cosa significhi per Agamben che Duchamp «non agisce
come artista» ma come «un semplice vivente». Forse Agamben a sta suggerendo
che nel ready-made di Duchamp ¢ il vivente (zoe) che da forma a se stesso? Qual
¢ la relazione fra vita e creazione esemplificata in Duchamp?

Dopo la morte di Dio, 1l processo di creazione non conduce piti a un’opera o a
un prodotto, come nella concezione rinascimentale dell’opera d’arte, e Partista non
persegue pit un ideale di bellezza o di verita come nell’analogia della creazione di
Dio. La macchina artistica s1 arresta, permettendo all’artista di “girare a vuoto”, e
apre cosi nuove possibilita di vita, o quelle che Agamben definisce anche nuove
possibilita d'uso (Agamben 2017: 51-52). La disattivazione o I'moperosita della
macchina artistica ¢ centrale nella comprensione agambeniana dell’atto della crea-
zione dopo la morte di Dio.

La niflessione sull'moperosita getta luce sulla tesi di Agamben sulla relazione -
terna tra creazione e anarchia. Sviluppando I'mtuizione di Deleuze che collega la
creativita alla resistenza, Agamben sostiene che I'atto della creazione non € una sem-
plice «<opposizione a una forza esterna» (Agamben 2017: 33), dal momento che «la
potenza che 'atto di creazione libera [deve] essere una potenza interna allo stesso
atto, come interno a questo deve essere anche latto di resistenza» (Agamben 2017:
34). Agamben 1dentifica un principio interno, una negativita 0 una resistenza,
all’opera nell’atto creativo. A sostegno della sua tesi, Agamben risale alla Metafisica
di Arnistotele, secondo cui «colui che possiede - o ha I'abito di - una potenza puo
tanto metterla in azione che non metterla in atto» (Agamben 2017: 35)". Sulla base
di questo assunto aristotelico, Agamben puo sostenere che «'uomo puo avere si-
gnoria sulla sua potenza e aver accesso a essa solo attraverso la sua impotenza; ma
- proprio per questo - non si da, in verita, signoria sulla potenza ed essere poeta
sigrufica: essere in balia della propria impotenza» (Agamben 2017: 38). Cruciale per
la test agambeniana ¢ che «l passaggio all’atto puo solo avvenire trasportando
nell’atto la propria potenza-di-non» (Agamben 2017: 38). Per Agamben, “potenza-
di-non” ¢ un altro nome per indicare la contingenza nscritta nell’atto di creazione:
«A 1mprimere sull’opera 1l sigillo della necessita ¢, dunque, proprio c10 che poteva
non essere o poteva essere altrimenti: la sua contingenza» (Agamben 2017: 40).

distinguere fra c10 che ¢ nostro e ci0 che spetta invece all’autore che stiamo leggendo. Raggiungere
questa zona impersonale di indifferenza, in cui ogni nome proprio, ogni diritto d’autore e ogni pretesa
di originalita vengono meno, mi riempie di giola» (Agamben 2017: 31). Qui la creazione o la produ-
zione ¢ simile a uno “sviluppo” in cui 'autore si perde, uno sviluppo che, una volta giunto a compi-
mento, non puo piu essere ricondotto all’origine, a un soggetto o a un autore. Secondo Agamben,
questo principio metodologico risale all'idea di Feuerbach di Entwicklungsfihigkert, per cui cfr.
Agamben 2008: 8, 85 ss.

" Questa interpretazione neo-aristotelica ¢ centrale nella filosofia agambeniana, per cui cfr. Agam-

ben 2005; de la Durantaye 2009.
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L1dea che nella creativita c1 sia 1l trasferimento nell’atto di una potenza-di-non
viene confrontata da Agamben con 'immagine offerta da Simondon della natura
dell’essere umano come

un essere a due fasi, che risulta dalla relazione fra una parte non individuata e 1m-
personale e una parte individuale e personale. Il preindividuale non ¢ un passato
cronologico che, a un certo punto, si realizza e risolve nell'individuo: esso coesiste

19

con questo e gli resta irriducibile (Agamben 2017: 41).

Per Agamben, nell’atto della creazione, 'impersonale «precede e scavalca 1l sog-
getto individuale» e I'elemento personale «ostinatamente gh resiste» (Agamben
2017: 41). In questa dialettica, 'elemento impersonale rappresenta «la potenza-di,
1l genio che spinge verso 'opera e I'espressione», mentre 1l personale rappresenta
la potenza-di-non che «resiste all’espressione e la segna con la sua impronta» (Agam-
ben 2017: 41). Da questo punto di vista, 'opera riflette sia I’elemento impersonale,
potenza creativa, sia 'elemento personale, che gl resiste, nella loro reciproca ten-
sione.

La nflessione agambeniana sull'moperosita puo essere mntesa come un com-
mento alla concezione di Nietzsche della morte di Dio e del diventare «poeti della
nostra vita». Agamben descrive la tensione tra potenza e impotenza analogamente
alla tensione tra stile ¢ maniera che prende forma nella vita creativa del poeta: «LLo
stile ¢ un’appropriazione disappropriante (una negligenza sublime, un dimenticarsi
nel proprio), la maniera una disappropriazione appropriarne (un presentirsi 0 un
ricordarsi nell'improprio) (Agamben 2017: 79-80). Il modello della vita del poeta
puo essere esteso a «ogni uomo parlante rispetto alla sua lingua e [a] ogni vivente
rispetto al suo corpo, [essendovi] sempre, nell’'uso, una maniera che prende le di-
stanze dallo stile, uno stile che s1 disappropria in maniera» (Agamben 2017: 80).
Questa tensione tra «da una parte appropriazione e abito, dall’altra perdita ed espro-
priazione» definisce c10 che Agamben definisce “uso” (Agamben 2017: 80), no-
zione alla base della comprensione dell'umano come essere vivente senza opera,
laddove « moderni sembrano mcapaci di concepire la contemplazione, I'imopero-
sita e la festa altrimenti che come riposo o negazione del lavoro» (Agamben 2017:
49).

Agamben conclude sostenendo che la contemplazione e I'inoperosita sono «gli
operatort metafisici dell’antropogenesi» (Agamben 2017: 50). «lla domanda

“ La concezione di Simondon dell’'umano come essere a due fasi ha forti affinita con I'idea nie-
tzscheana dell’'umano come creatura e creatore: «Nell'uomo creatura e creatore sono conglunti:
nell'uomo ¢’¢ materia, frammento, sovrabbondanza, creta, melma, assurdo, caos; ma nell’'uomo c’¢
anche 1l creatore, 1l plasmatore, la durezza del martello, la divinita di chi guarda e ¢’¢ anche un settimo
giorno - comprendete vol questa antitesi?» (Nietzsche 1972a: 134). Vale la pena ricordare che Ro-
berto Esposito ha associato 'impersonale all’animale e cosi offre una lettura di Simondon che po-
trebbe riconciliare 1 punti di disaccordo fra Agamben e Nietzsche a proposito di creativita e animale

(Esposito 2007).
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sullopera o sull’assenza di opera dell'uomo» ¢ di tale importanza perché da essa
dipende «la possibilita di assegnargli una natura e un’essenza propria» (Agamben
2017: 48). Connettendo creativita e moperativita, Agamben intende liberare «l vi-
vente uomo da ogni destino biologico o sociale e da ogni compito predeterminato»
e aprire cosi ’essere umano a «quella particolare assenza di opera che siamo abituati
a chiamare “politica” e “arte”» (Agamben 2017: 50-51).

Agamben da conto della creativita come moperosita sfruttando Iartista come
modello per 1l “costituirsi” di una “forma-di-vita”. Tuttavia, le considerazioni di
Agamben secondo cul la potenza-di-non ¢ mtrinseca all’essere umano, e la sua crea-
tivita ¢ una funzione della resistenza personale alla dimensione impersonale della
vita che gli umani condividono con la vita non umana, solleva la questione se I'mo-
perosita come operatore metafisico dell’antropogenesi non riattivi paradossalmente
la “macchina antropologica” che Agamben ha descritto ne L aperto. L. moperosita
ricostituisce I'uomo attraverso un meccanismo di esclusione mediante 1l quale 'ani-
male, la vita (zo¢), 1l corpo, gh 1stinti, ecc., sono esclusi in quanto “inumam”? Nella
prossima sezione, sl mostrera come la concezione nietzscheana di creazione e crea-
tivita fornisca alcuni suggerimenti su come disattivare la “macchina opera-artista-
operazione” senza ripiombare nella “macchina antropologica”.

2. LA MORTE DI DIO E LA MORTE DELI’'UOMO

L moperosita ¢ considerata da Agamben un operatore antropogenetico post-me-
tafisico. L’essere umano ¢ strutturalmente un essere moperoso, la cur profonda
umanita ¢ legata alla consapevolezza di esser privo di una propria “opera”. Per parte
sua, Nietzsche non mtende la creazione come un processo umanizzante: per Nie-
tzsche, la morte di Dio implica la morte dell’essere “umano”, e dunque mette
questione I'idea stessa di (antropo)genesi: «Non vedo perché 'organico in genere
debba una volta aver preso imnizio - |entstanden sein muss|» (Nietzsche 1975: 115).
Nell'imterpretazione offerta da Lowith, dopo la morte di Dio, 'essere umano non
ha piu fissa dimora fra 'animalita e il divino”. Come tale, 'evento della morte di
Dio non lascia vuoto solo 1l posto di Dio, ma anche quello dell’essere umano. In
un frammento postumo, Nietzsche annota: «I.'uomo non esiste: perché non ¢ esi-
stito un primo uomo - cosi ragionano gli animali» (Nietzsche 1986: 51). Contraria-
mente ad Agamben, per 1l quale la contemplazione ¢ uno degli operatort dell’an-
tropogenest, la vita filosofica non si salva dall’antitumanismo nietzscheano. Come ha

* «Se Dio ¢ morto, 'uomo perde la posizione che finora occupava quale creatura intermedia fra
esser-Dio ed esser-animale. Egli sta su se stesso come su un cavo teso sull’abisso del nulla e sospeso
nel vuoto» (Lowith 1985: 43-44). Ancora Lowith: «Tutto quanto il complesso dell'umanita tradizio-
nale non ¢ pit obbligatorio per la nuova determinazione dell'uomo in Nietzsche» (Lowith 1982: 477).
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correttamente segnalato Azzam Abed, dopo la morte di Dio «nel filosofo non r1-
mane altro che 'animale» (Abed 2015: 125-126)".

Alcuni commentator1 hanno sostenuto che 1l significato del naturalismo radicale
di Nietzsche ¢ che la specie umana produce cultura o arte come se le estrapolasse
da precise 1struzioni insite nel suo codice genetico, cosi come gli alber1 producono
mele (cfr. Leiter 2002: 10). L’arte realizzerebbe dunque il “destino biologico” della
specie umana. A ben vedere, pero, 1l naturalismo nietzscheano non puo essere de-
finito né ateistico né positivistico (cfr. Figl 2000; Schacht 1983); anzi, Nietzsche con-
sidera I'ateismo sintomatico di quel positivismo scientifico che egli rigetta (cfr. Nie-
tzsche 1965: 129-130)”. A differenza di Agamben, il quale, seguendo Arendt, se-
gnalera I'urgenza di liberare 'umano dal suo «destino biologico» prendendo le di-
stanze dalla natura (Agamben 2017: 50-51), Nietzsche invoca che 'uomo sia ritra-
dotto alla natura (Nietzsche 1972d: 139-142; cfr. Lemm 2020b): le nozioni d1 “co-
dice genetico” o “destino biologico” sono ombre di Dio che vanno superate, per
diventare davvero “fisic1” e, cosi, genuinamente creativi. «Dobbiamo diventare co-
loro che meglio apprendono e discoprono tutto quanto al mondo ¢ normativo e
necessario [...] mentre fino a oggi tutte le valutazioni e gl 1deali sono stati edificati
sull’ zgnoranza della fisica e i contraddizione con essa» (Nietzsche 1965: 193-196).
I fisic1 di Nietzsche liberano la natura dalla figura del Dio creatore, scoprendo cosi
che la natura stessa ¢ creativa e artistica. Si tratta della sdivimzzazione della natura
di cui Nietzsche segnala 'urgenza: «Quando sara che tutte queste ombre di Dio non
c1 offuscheranno pia? Quando avremo del tutto sdivinizzato la natura! Quando po-
tremo miziare a naturalizzare nol uomini, insieme alla pura natura, nuovamente
ritrovata, nuovamente redental» (Nietzsche 1965: 117-118). Per Nietzsche, questa
natura «<nuovamente redenta» puo disvelare cio che crea e da forma alla vita, ossia
Ianmmalita dell’essere umano, la naturalith «nuovamente ritrovata» dell’essere
umano. La critica mossa da Nietzsche alla concezione tradizionale della cultura (a
cul mi sono gia riferita in termini di “civilizzazione” (Lemm 2009)) scioglie 'animale
e libera cosi la possibilita di creare nuove forme di vita. La morte di Dio cosi come
morte dell’'umano consente di recuperare una nuova relazione tra natura e creati-
vita, e comprendere finalmente cosa significhi per I'animale umano essere “pit na-
turale” e creativo.

Ma se 'essere umano non ¢ altro che un anmmale, che cosa significa per questo
animale creare forme di vita? Da un punto di vista nietzscheano, 1l parallelo 1stituito
da Agamben tra la dimensione personale (individuale/umana) e impersonale (non
individuale/animale) della vita umana, da un lato, e, dall’altro, una produzione in
cul I'individuo lascia 11 proprio segno sulla tensione artistica all’espressione

* A riguardo, scrive Nietzsche: «Ogni animale, e quindi anche la béte philosophique, tende 1stin-
tivamente a un optmum di condizioni favorevoli, date le quali puo scatenare completamente la sua
forza attingendo 1l suo maximum nel sentimento di potenza» (Nietzsche 1972d: 309).

* A proposito di questi passaggi nietzscheani, si veda la brillante interpretazione di Gentili 2001:

241 ss.
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resistendole, rimane tutta interna a una comprensione molto tradizionale della crea-
zione come processo produttivo di forme culturali attraverso 1l contenimento delle
espressioni vitali dell’animalita, degh 1stinti e delle pulsioni. La rappresentazione
agambeniana dell’artista come qualcuno che «spinge verso 'opera e I'espressione»
e «precede e scavalca 1l soggetto individuale», fa eco allo stereotipo dell’artista come
animale la cu1 espressione disinibita e caotica di impulsi e passioni, ossia delle ener-
gie artistiche anarchiche, deve essere imbrighata, controllata e contenuta dall’'mdivi-
duo affinché tale resistenza lasci un segno e trasformi la vita (zoe) in una forma
culturale superiore (bios): «La resistenza agisce come una istanza critica che frena
I'impulso cieco e immediato della potenza verso latto e, in questo modo, impedisce
che essa si risolva e si esaurisca integralmente 1in questo» (Agamben 2017: 39).
Con I'immagine della morte di Dio, Nietzsche revoca in questione la tradizionale
comprensione della cultura come conferma della posizione di superiorita dell’es-
sere umano. Dopo la morte di Dio, la cultura non puo piu essere assunta come
discrimine tra uomo e animale: «Non deriviamo piu 'uomo dallo “spirito”, dalla
“divimita”, lo abbiamo ricollocato tra gli animali» (Nietzsche 1970b: 179-180). In
senso nietzscheano, 1l rapporto tra creazione e resistenza pensato da Agamben deve
essere mvertito: non ¢ 'umano (@l personale) a dover resistere all'imposizione
dell’animale ('mpersonale) al fine di creare, essendo piuttosto la creativita a venire
alla luce nella misura m cui Panimale resiste alle costrizioni della forma umana.
Stando alla critica nietzscheana al Cristtanesimo, c10 contro cui dobbiamo resistere
e che va defimitivamente superato ¢ ogni forma culturale di domimio sulla vita, quelli
che Nietzsche definisce «delitti contro la vita». Il problema della visione cristiana
del mondo non ¢ la sua vicinanza a Dio, ma 1l fatto che essa deturpi la vita: «Quel
che ¢ divide non sta nel fatto che non ritroviamo Dio né nella storia, né nella natura
e neppure dietro la natura - bensi nella circostanza che noi sentiamo quel che viene
venerato come Dio, non come “divino”, ma come miserabile, assurdo, dannoso,
non soltanto come errore, ma come delitto contro la vita» (Nietzsche 1970b: 229).
Nietzsche mtende dissipare 1l pregiudizio secondo cui la “cultura” sarebbe un carat-
tere distintivo e nobilitante della specie umana, e a tal fine mvita a sdivinizzare la
natura e per poi «origliare gli 1doli» che s1 nascondono nella storia, nella natura o
dietro essa (Nietzsche 1970a: 53-54). Ma c10 che davvero differenzia 1l naturalismo
di Nietzsche da un naturalismo positivistico moderno ¢ affermazione della vita e
della creativita della natura, 1l cur esempio ¢ offerto dai Greci e dal Rinascimento.
Le differenze tra Agamben e Nietzsche in merito al rapporto tra animalita e crea-
tivita ricadono proprio nelle loro visioni contrastanti in merito al Rinascimento. Se
Agamben contrappone la concezione della creazione come inoperativita all’esem-
pio rinascimentale della produttivita artistica, Nietzsche intende la creativita rinasci-
mentale come un modo di divenire pit naturale, pii animale, dell’essere umano
nel suo superamento dell’essere umano come creatore secondo 1l modello del Dio
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cristiano, in direzione dell’apertura di una molteplicita di nuovi dei”. Per Nietzsche,
il Rinascimento rappresenta un superamento del Dio cristiano, mentre Agamben
i Creativita e anarchia suggerisce di intenderlo come 11 momento in cui 1l Dio cr1-
stiano viene reintegrato nella forma della macchina artistica. Nietzsche celebra 1l
Rinascimento come I'epoca n cui si supera la visione cristiana del mondo e 'idea
associata di creazione divina, rtornando a un’idea greca della natura, intesa come
caos e creativita: «lIl carattere complessivo del mondo ¢ [...] caos per tutta 'eternita,
non nel senso di un difetto di necessita, ma di un difetto di ordine, articolazione,
forma, bellezza, sapienza e di tutto quanto sia espressione delle nostre estetiche
natura umane» (Nietzsche 1965: 117). Nietzsche dunque accoglie 1l Rinascimento
e analogamente sfrutta la fine del Cristianesimo come fondamento da cui superare
una menzogna millenaria mediante un ritorno all’origine della filosoha greca
(Lowith 1982: 285-286). Dal suo punto di vista, la figura dell’artista nel Rinasci-
mento celebra la divinizzazione della natura (umana) ed esemplifica una naturalezza
«piu naturale» dell’essere umano (Nietzsche 1972b: 352). Nel Rinascimento, 'arte
diventa natura e la natura arte”. Contrariamente all’antropogenesi descritta da
Agamben, con la morte di Dio Nietzsche indica la vita per un ritorno alla vita ani-
male (zoe), sorgente di creativita. Questa relazione immanente tra animalita e crea-
tivita in Nietzsche si riflette nel carattere an-archico dell’arte e della creazione: men-
tre Agamben colloca 1l carattere anarchico della creazione nella potenza-di-non
dell'individuo, Nietzsche la riscopre nell’animalita dell’essere umano.

3. CONTINGENZA, RESISTENZA E SUPERAMENTO DI SE

Le diverse concezioni di Nietzsche e Agamben del tenore an-archico della crea-
tivita hanno un niscontro nelle loro visioni divergenti della contingenza e della resi-
stenza m seno alla creazione di una forma-di-vita. Laddove Agamben inscrive la
contingenza nella potenza-di-non, Nietzsche concepisce la contingenza della

* Contro il naturalismo positivistico, Nietzsche sostiene che Dio e gli dei sono 1l risultato dell’an-
tropomorfosi: tutti gl dei sono prodotti dagli umani e percid sono mortali e finiti. Nietzsche prevede
la nascita di nuovi dei in un’epoca che egli descrive come empia e disumana: «Lo sappiamo, il mondo
In cul viviamo ¢ sdivinizzato, immorale, “Inumano”» (Nietzsche 1965: 258). E sostiene che divino ¢
1l fatto che c1 stano molti dei, ma non 'unico Dio cristiano cfr. Lowith 1985: 39. Di qui, Vattimo puo
sostenere che uno dei principali esiti filosofict della morte del Dio metafisico sia la rinnovata possibi-
lita dell’esperienza religiosa, la rinascita del sacro nelle sue molteplici forme cfr. Vattimo 2002: 15-
20, 26-27. La morte di Dio non ¢ la morte degli dei: in realtd, Nietzsche vede nella creazione di nuovi
de1 una delle piu alte espressioni della creativita. Su nuove divinita e una nuova religione in Nietzsche
cfr. Figl 2000; Lampert 2006.

* Nella sua prima opera, Agamben da nota del “pit alto compito” relativo alla figura nietzscheana
dello Ubermensch e all’eterno ritorno dell’uguale come «un diventar natura dell’arte che ¢, al tempo
stesso, un diventare arte della natura» (Agamben 2002: 139). Si tratta di una posizione piuttosto dif-
ferente rispetto a quella assunta in Creazione e anarchia. Sulla relazione tra recitare un ruolo come
artificio e 1l carattere come natura, si veda anche Nietzsche 1965: 224-226.
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creazione come una relazione con 1l fuor, con 'estertorita (cfr. Foucault 2004a;
2004b), secondo cui 'opera d’arte rappresenta una esternalizzazione dell’essere
umano che assume la forma dell’evento.

Collocandost nella prospettiva della morte di Dio nietzscheana, ¢ lecito porsi la
domanda se le categorie aristoteliche di “potenza di agire” e “potenza di non agire”,
che Agamben chiama in causa per spiegare 1l processo di creazione, non siano
esempi di «fatti interiori», quelle «cause spirituali» che Nietzsche inserisce tra 1 «quat-
tro grandi errori». Il processo di creazione, secondo Nietzsche, non puo essere spie-
gato come un movimento o uno stato mteriore all’artista o all'individuo, essendo la
creazione un evento piu che un’azione. La contingenza ¢ dunque sempre e neces-
sartamente I'accadere di un’esteriorita, I'incontro con un corpo. Essere un artista o
creare una forma di vita significa abbracciare la contingenza del mondo e amarla:
un arnor fat. 1l rapporto tra contingenza e necessita in Nietzsche culmina nella sua
visione dell’eterno ritorno dell’'uguale, entro cui, affermando la vita in tutte le sue
forme, imprimiamo «sull’opera 1l sigillo della necessita» (Agamben 2017: 40)”. La
creativita nel senso nietzscheano non ¢ 1n balia di «c10 che poteva non essere o
poteva essere altrimenti», come in Agamben (Agamben 2017: 40).

E per questo che Nietzsche osserva il processo di creazione come quella com-
plessa relazione tra artista e 1l suo tempo che puo essere detta 1l “genio”. Staglian-
dosi sul divenire storico, che Nietzsche concepisce come un alternarsi di perma-
nenza e dissoluzione, 1l genio emerge nella sua radicale contingenza, culmimando
in un’opera impossibile da attribuire a un artista. Egli descrive 'mattualita della crea-
zione come fine e punto di svolta, un’esplosione che irrompe nel corso della storia:

I grandi uomini sono, al pari delle grandi epoche, materie esplosive in cui ¢ accu-
mulata una forza enorme; il loro presupposto, storicamente e filosoficamente, ¢ sem-
pre lo stesso: che si sia lungamente raccolto, accumulato, risparmiato e conservato in
vista di loro - che per lungo tempo non si sia verificata alcuna esplosione. Se la ten-
sione nella massa si1 ¢ fatta troppo grande, basta lo stimolo pitu accidentale per chia-
mare al mondo 1l «genio», I'«azione», il grande destino (Nietzsche 1970a: 143-144).

Nietzsche intende le grandi “azioni” come eventi che non possono essere ricon-
dotti a un atto o una causa individuale, inseparabilmente intrecciati a una costella-
zione storica entro cui si originano ¢ prendono a esistere. In tale costellazione sto-
rica, 1l genio forse non ¢ altro che uno stimolo accidentale che annuncia ’'azione
nel mondo (Nietzsche 1965: 159-160). Lidea della creazione come evento rispec-
chia la dimensione storica della contingenza nella concezione della creativita di Nie-
tzsche, provenendo dal suo rifiuto della trascendenza come conseguenza diretta
della morte di Dio.

Esiste, pol, una seconda dimensione della contingenza implicata nell’idea nie-
tzscheana della creazione, che gia altrove ho definito “dimenticanza dell’animale”

¥ Sull'intimo legame tra la morte di Dio e I'eterno ritorno dell’'uguale in Nietzsche, cfr. Lowith

1985; Figl 2000.
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(Lemm 2009). Nel naturalismo di Nietzsche, 'oblio animale istituisce 1l legame tra
animalita e creativita (Lemm 2008); e tale oblio ¢ ritrovato da Nietzsche nelle nature
vigorose, piene, in cui ¢’¢ «una sovrabbondanza di forza plastica, imitatrice, risana-
trice e anche suscitatrice d’oblio» (Nietzsche 1972d: 238). L’oblio definisce la crea-
tivita del genio della cultura che «s1 consuma, non si risparmia» (Nietzsche 1970a:
145); esso ¢ anche la fonte del virtuoso, la cur «forza sta nel suo dimenticare se
stesso» (Nietzsche 1972c¢: 400-401); ed € propria del donatore amato da Zarathu-
stra, poiché la sua anima «trabocca [fino a] fargli dimenticare se stesso» (Nietzsche
1973: 10). Nietzsche descrive 1l processo di creazione come un movimento naturale
paragonabile a quello di un frume che sfonda gli argini. Lo straripamento del sé
nell’atto della creazione ¢ mvolontario e ineluttabile (cfr. Nietzsche 1970a: 143-145;
Nietzsche 1973: 3), e impossibile da attribuire a un soggetto intenzionale, a una
decisione consapevole o a un atto volontario. L’oblio (animale) non ¢, per Nie-
tzsche, né una capacitd, né una facolta, né una potenza; ¢ piuttosto una forza vitale
attiva nel processo creativo. Tale processo dipende da forze plasmatrici non umane,
che non possono essere possedute e che, tuttavia, c1 appartengono intrinsecamente.
Si puo dunque descrivere lartista come colul nel quale 'animalita e esistenza di
essere vivente sono tornate a essere creative e produttive.

In Nietzsche, 'oblio animale stringe una relazione agonistica con la memoria, in
cui 'oblio cancella le forme precostituite e apre la possibilita di creare nuove forme.
Questo movimento ¢ paragonabile alla tensione dinamica osservata da Agamben
tra stile, «una negligenza sublime, un dimenticarsi nel proprio», € maniera, «un pre-
sentirsi o un ricordarsi nell'improprio» (Agamben 2017: 79-80). Per Nietzsche la
creazione comporta perdite radicali (cfr. Bataille 1992): ¢ un movimento espro-
priante, con 1l quale 1l cosiddetto “eroe” subisce (Untergang), st abbandona, tra-
bocca e si consuma”. Lirruzione di tutta la potenza accumulata nell’azione del ge-
nio ¢ pensabile come un dono™:

Il genio - nell’opera e nell’azione - ¢ necessariamente un dissipatore: lo spendersi
¢ la sua grandezza... Listinto dell’autoconservazione ¢, per cosi dire, sospeso; la stra-
potente pressione delle forze erompenti gh nibisce ogni salvaguardia e ogni cautela
mn questo senso. Si chiama c10 «olocaustor; st esalta in 16 1l suo «eroismo», la sua
mdifferenza verso il proprio bene, la sua dedizione a una idea, a una grande causa, a
una patria: ma sono tutti fraintendimenti... (Nietzsche 1970a: 145).

* In merito alla «forza sovrabbondante, gravida d’avvenire», che urge nel creatore, cfr. Nietzsche
1965: 249. Si veda anche Nietzsche 1965: 90-92, in cui Nietzsche descrive 'eroe tragico come una
«specie di deviazione dalla natura»: «forse 1l cibo piti gradevole per la superbia dell'uomo: & per cagion
sua che egli ama in generale arte come espressione di una elevata ed eroica innaturalezza e conven-
zione». Nietzsche individua una relazione tra arte e religione: entrambe offrono una visione semplifi-
cata e trashigurata dell'individuo come un eroe, come qualcosa del passato e come un tutto (Nietzsche
1965: 88-89).

7 Cfr. Nietzsche 1973: 88-93. Secondo Deleuze, la vita come volonta di potenza «é essenzialmente
creatrice e donatrice» (Deleuze 1978: 130).
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E solo abbandonando noi stessi che la vita ¢1 da forma, ed ¢ distruggendo la
forma precostituita che c1 si ricrea come forma nuova. I tuttavia, mentre ad Agam-
ben la tensione tra stile («perdita ed espropriazione») e modo («appropriazione e
abito») si1 stabilisce in una forma d’“uso” e “costituisce” una forma-di-vita (Agamben
2017: 80), nel pensiero di Nietzsche questa tensione, questa lotta non si risolve in
una figura definitiva. La creazione ¢ an-archica perché, lungi dal perseverare in
un’identitd o in una forma, Nietzsche concepisce la (auto)creazione come un conti-
nuo (auto)superamento.

La nozione di superamento di sé¢ che Nietzsche associa all’ Ubermensch ¢ inti-
mamente correlata al suo pensiero sulla morte di Dio. L'umano non ¢ un nuovo
Dio; piuttosto, come gia affermato, «l superamento del Cristianesimo si 1dentifica
con il superamento dell’'uvomo» (Lowith 1982: 286)™; e, in altre parole, la morte di
Dio richiede un continuo superamento di sé dell’essere umano”. Per Nietzsche,
non ci puo essere un superamento defiitivo della figura di Dio:

Nella vecchia Europa, mi sembra che anche oggi sia pur sempre la maggioranza ad
aver necessita del Cristianesimo, percid esso continua sempre a trovare chi gli presta
fede. Cosi infath ¢ I'nvomo: anche se un articolo di fede potesse essere mille volte
confutato - posto che egli lo sentisse necessario -, continuerebbe sempre a tenerlo
per «ero» [...]. [E] quellistinto della debolezza, che 1n realta non crea religioni, me-
tafisiche, convincimenti di ogni specie, ma... li conserva (Nietzsche 1965: 211-212).

Dio resta (bletbd (Nietzsche 1965: 129-130) e allunga la sua «mmensa orribile
ombra» sull’Europa (Nietzsche 1965: 117)”. Questo ¢ il motivo per cui per Nie-
tzsche permane sempre 'urgenza di vincere Dio: la iberta creativa non ¢ scontata,
ma va costantemente riconquistata (Nietzsche 1970a: 139-141). Percid non pos-
stamo semplicemente abbandonare la macchina artistica al suo destino, come sug-
gerisce Agamben: prima che essa iz a “girare a vuoto”, come artista-filosofo spi-
rituale Agamben prevede, ¢’¢ ancora del lavoro da fare.

* Heidegger si premura di precisare che sarebbe scorretto assumere la morte di Dio nietzscheana
come la mera sostituzione di Dio con 'umano: «Il posto che, metafisicamente pensato, ¢ proprio di
Dio, ¢ 1l luogo della effettuazione causativa e della conservazione dell’essente in quanto essente creato.
Questo luogo di Dio puo restare vuoto [...]| L’oltreuomo non subentra né ora né mai al posto di Dio:
1l posto a cui accede 1l volere dell’oltreuomo ¢ un altro ambito di un’altra fondazione dell’essente in
un altro suo essere. Questo altro essere dell’essente ¢ frattanto divenuto - e cio segna 'imzio della
metafisica moderna - la soggettivita» (Heidegger 2006: 301).

* In una nota scritta durante la stesura de La gaza scienza, Nietzsche afferma: «Se dalla morte dr
Dio non ricaviamo una magnanima 772u1¢ia € una continua vittoria su dr noi, dobbiamo portarne la
perdita» (Nietzsche 1986: 422).

* In merito alle ombre di Dio in Nietzsche cfr. Campioni 2008; Frank 1998.
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This article addresses the critique of the modern notion of Subject that Foucault and Agamben
have led drawing from the contact with the language and its materiality. Starting from the disco-
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KEYWORDS
Subject, language, literature, poetry, esthetics, ethics, Foucault, Agamben.

1. AL DI LA DELI’ARCHIVIO FOUCAULTIANO

Nel capitolo conclusivo di Quel che resta di Auschwitz, Agamben 1stituisce un
collegamento tra 1l programma di superamento della linguistica saussuriana pro-
posto da Benveniste attraverso una metasemantica costruita sulla «semantica
dell’enunciazione» (Benveniste 1974: 65), e le intuizioni sistematizzate da Foucault
ne Larcheologia del sapere, dirette allo studio della funzione enunciativa di ogni
sequenza linguistica. I due autori, sostiene Agamben, sarebbero cosi accomunati
dall’attenzione alla matenalita del discorso m senso filosofico e non strettamente
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segnico, al suo aver luogo (Agamben 2001: 15-17), alla dimensione che funge da
condizione di esistenza, sempre presupposta da ogni evento linguistico. Primo
obiettivo delle pagine che seguono sara comprendere che cosa in Foucault e
Agamben significhi entrare in contratto con questo “aver luogo”: 1l filosofo france-
se, infatti, orlenta 'attenzione sulla materialita mediale del linguaggio, ma soprat-
tutto a partire dalla seconda meta degh anm Sessanta, € non senza ripensamenti e
rotture, questo accesso sara funzionale allo studio dell’evento, di positivita di cul
dar conto m quanto comvolte I geometrie storicamente determinate e determi-
nanti una precisa rarefazione di discorsi e funzion discorsive (Foucault 1997: 52-
53); per Agamben, mvece, ¢ urgente ricostruire I'orizzonte ontologico su cui si sta-
glia ogni atto linguistico, lo stesso aver luogo del linguaggio in sé considerato.

Sono differenze dovute all'intenzione di Agamben di riscoprire tutte le implica-
zioni delle novita cosi promettenti riscontrabili nella prospettiva foucaultiana. A
Foucault, afferma Agamben, va riconosciuto 1l merito di aver orientato lo sguardo
verso 1l inguaggio nella sua esistenza bruta (Agamben 1978: X-XI): non piu osser-
vato In quanto mero mezzo di comunicazione bensi nella sua evenemenzialita, 1l
linguaggio non ¢ piu avvicinato a partire da un soggetto - sia esso trascendente o
psicosomatico. Foucault, secondo Agamben, ha saputo criticare 1 cardini del pen-
siero moderno, i particolare la produzione del soggetto trascendentale astratto da
tutti gh attributi antropologici e psicologicl, e la sua riduzione al puro “10” che si
dice. E tale critica € stata avanzata conducendo a estreme conclusioni le premesse
dello stesso pensiero moderno, in particolare 1l dislocamento dell’esperienza lin-
guistica dal piano delle proposizioni a un piano a-semantico, a un puro dire, unico
oggetto certo dell’autocoscienza, ma nvero oggetto privo di contenuto se non 1l
proprio stesso essere evento enunciativo. Proprio nell’atto di autoelezione a so-
vrano della storia, nel punto in cul ancora la propria autocoscienza a una trascen-
dentalita depurata da condizioni psicologiche o storiche, 1l soggetto finisce per ri-
dursi a mera funzione derivata di quel dire che avrebbe dovuto confermare la sua
posizione.

Prendere sul serio 1l dirsi dellio moderno significa

considerare 1l discorso nel suo puro aver luogo e il soggetto come «/’inesistenza nel
cul vuoto s'insegue senza tregua ’effondersi indefinito del linguaggio».

La ctazione riportata da Agamben proviene da La pensée du dehors, articolo
foucaultiano del 1966, i cui 1l filosofo 1tallano individua 'occasione per mterroga-
re 'enunciazione come «/a sogla fra un dentro e un fuorr; una soglia in prossimi-
ta della quale

1l soggetto si scioglie da ogni implicazione sostanziale e diventa una pura funzione

o una pura posizione (Agamben 1998: 130-131. La citazione ¢ da Foucault 2001a:
547).
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Foucault declina questo progetto ponendo in primo piano le trame concrete
che producono e condizionano 1l soggetto proprio laddove la filosofia moderna ha
voluto depurarlo di ogni condizione antropologica o storica. Lo strumento messo
a punto da Foucault ¢ quello dell’archivio, «l sistema che governa 'apparizione
degli enunciati come avvenimenti singoli», regolando 1l passaggio tra tutto c16 che
1l linguaggio consente di dire e c10 che un’epoca ha effetivamente potuto dire
(Foucault 1997: 173). 1l soggetto vi emerge come un nodo di discorsi e relazioni,
in una prospettiva che lo stesso Foucault, soprattutto a partire dalla fine degh anni
Settanta ma non senza importanti avvisaglie negli anni precedenti, prendera a con-
siderare problematica per la difficolta che essa comporta nel delineamento di
pensierl e azioni capaci di emanciparsi dall’anonimo brusio di enunciati e relazio-
ni di potere: su questa soglia Foucault pare collocare la sua Iinea “fra un dentro e
un fuon”.

Il tenore ontologico della sua riflessione conduce invece Agamben a superare
I'archivio foucaultiano in direzione della lingua. Agamben si colloca «fra la langue
e 1l suo aver luogo, fra una pura possibilita di dire e la sua esistenza come tale», 1l-
luminando un dicibile che non ¢ piu c16 che le procedure storiche di formazione
discorsiva permettono di dire, bensi una «potenza n atto mn quanto potenza»
(Agamben 1998: 134-135). Pii che a questo o quell’atto discorsivo concreto,
Agamben sosta sulla stessa attualizzazione della potenza: qui ¢ collocata la sogha a
cul Agamben risale per prevedere una via di emancipazione dalla paradossale di-
namica che, mentre permette all'individuo di collocarsi e dotarsi di un’identita di-
cendo “10”, lo destina a essere una mera lacuna del discorso, una sua funzione.
Una via di emancipazione che, s1 vedra, percio risulta assai differente dall’etica
foucaultiana.

Prima di procedere a un confronto sulla questione etica, indaghiamo gl ambiti
di gestazione della critica foucaultiana al soggetto moderno, moltrandoci fin den-
tro gh scritti letterar che, paralleli alle indaginmi archeologiche degh anm Sessanta,
testtmoniano lo sforzo costante di aprire spazi di rimnovamento senza ricadere n
un’ipostatizzazione del soggetto. In seguito, s1 dara conto del modo m cui, a sua
volta 1n aperta critica ne1 confronti della fenomenologia husserliana e affrontando
la materia letteraria e poetica, Agamben sviluppa I'apertura ontologica utile a mnte-
grare e correggere la prospettiva foucaultiana.

2. IL DIFFICILE OLTREPASSAMENTO DELLA LINEA

2.1. Il riconoscimento di una sogha tra un dentro ¢ un fuori ¢ un problema che
Foucault incontra gia in Storia della follia e poi, in termin pia generali, in Le pa-
role e le cose. La storicizzazione del discorso sulla follia lo conduce alla compren-
sione della dinamica moderna mediante cui la ragione informa ogni discorso di
sapere, configurando strutture di controllo all'interno delle quali essa s1 rinserra
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per fissare 1l proprio dominio e classificare c16 che le ¢ altro, e che ¢ per questo
privato del diritto reciproco. Si tratta di configurazioni che negh ann Foucault 11-
definira episteme, formaziom discorsive, regimi di verita, con 'intenzione di sot-
trarle all’assolutezza e alla permanenza astorica delle strutture dello strutturalismo.
Foucault ne descrivera con impegno la pretesa consistenza mterna, e al contempo
sl trovera attratto verso 1l limite che tali configurazioni designano attorno a sé. Av-
vicinare tale linea, sostare su quella soglia, infatti, significa sia rappresentare queste
griglie 1n tutta la loro storicita e contingenza, sia aprire la possibilita di un loro su-
peramento. E grande lo scalpore che crea I'idea che anche la configurazione di
sapert 1n cui s1 trova definito 'uvomo abbia una data di nascita e una data di fine: a
quella che nel ’66 sembra una idea estemporanea, segue un profondo lavorio at-
torno alle «condizioni di possibilita della rottura possibile con cio che si é» (Revel
2003: 26), con 'uvomo e con la figura del soggetto moderno mediante cui 'uomo
s1 elegge sovrano della storia, per divenire non solo altri - e percio dialeticamente
ricompresi nel dominio del medesimo -, ma radicalmente diversi.

Griglie di intelhgibilita e regimi veritativi che, nella loro pluralita e nella loro
storicita, sembrano mantenere una geometria sovranitaria che rende la loro eva-
sione difficile da pensare. D1 tale geometria, sotto 1l segno dell’eccezione, Agam-
ben ha dato una definizione dal tenore ontologico, in grado di sfidare I'intera for-
ma del pensiero occidentale, e non solo la sua configurazione moderna. Cosi, se
Foucault fin dal 1966 indica la modernita come l'orizzonte storico e culturale in
cut s1 consuma la vicenda dell'uomo, con ampiezza ontologica Agamben, parlan-
do di origine trascendentale piu che cronologica, indaga 1 processi di umanizza-
zione e disumanizzazione mediante cur da sempre 'uomo cerca di definire la
propria coincidenza a sé (Salzam 2019). Che 'uomo sia luogo di transito di pro-
cesst di umanizzazione e disumanizzazione ¢ manifestato, per Agamben, dal fatto
che chiunque mtenda offrire una defimizione davvero esaustiva dell’'umano si tro-
verebbe a dar testmomanza di lati dell’esperienza cosi estremi da strappare la
stessa possibilita di parlare. Parimenti, essendo 1l soggetto situato nell'intreccio dei
vettor1 che catturano in terminm disposizional la vita, non solo parlare del soggetto
mmplica una qualche nevitabile oggettivazione, ma lo stesso parlar di sé del sogget-
to comporta, per Agamben, un processo al contempo soggettivante e desoggetti-
vante perfino piu profondo del mero assoggettamento che m Foucault accompa-
gna la soggettivazione.

Del paradosso di una soggettivazione sempre legata a processi di cattura della
soggettivita, di una soggettivazione cloe¢ sempre e inevitabilmente emergente come
positivita di discorsi e relazioni di potere Agamben presenta 1l caso piu estremo,
quello del Musulmano di Auschwitz. Un paradosso, afferma Agamben, sfiorato
una sola volta da Foucault, nel testo La vie des hommes infimes del 1977, prefa-
zione a un’antologia di documenti burocratici ner quali avviene un paradossale n-
contro tra 1l soggetto e le trame di saperi e poterl. Proprio nel momento in cui
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I'individuo ¢ bollato d’infamia, esso viene portato alla luce in quanto mconoscibile
mmpenetrabilita. St viene cosi  prolettat di  fronte  all'interrogativo
dell’oltrepassamento della linea, dell’'urgenza di «passare dall’altra parte, di ascol-
tare e far comprendere 1l hinguaggio che viene da altrove o dal basso», non nei
termini - gia condizionati dalle trami disposizional - di un soggetto che s1 confes-
sa, quanto 1n quelli di un’esperienza “selvaggia”, mriducibilmente mgovernabile,
che piega a sé 1l discorso del potere. «Il punto piu intenso delle vite, quello 1n cun
s1 concentra la loro energia ¢ proprio la dove si scontrano con 1l potere, si dibatto-
no con esso, tentano di utihzzare le sue forze o di sfuggire alle sue trappole», resi-
stenti loro malgrado e per una vocazionale incontenibilita, per una forma propria
e 1n assegnata (Foucault 2001b: 241).

2.2. Lo storzo di muovere i direzione di un’esteriorita rispetto a trame ete-
roimposte accompagna gia 1l fugace ma significativo avvicinamento del giovane
Foucault allo sforzo operato da Binswanger nello studio della dimensione onirica
al di la sia del positivismo psicologico sia di forme filosofiche a priori. Nel sogno
«la rete de1 significati sembra dissimularsi» (Foucault 2001a: 96), e vi s1 puo osser-
vare 'immaginazione del soggetto libero che si fa mondo. Rompendo I'«oggettivita
che affascina la coscienza vigile», la Daseinsanalyse interroga 1l soggetto non come
mero significato, ma come significante, non come mmmagine raffreddata e deside-
1o appagato, ma come immaginazione inesauribile (Foucault 2001a: 107 ¢ 143.
Cfr. Luce 2009: 28 ss). Un movimento che la Dasemnsanalyse illumina nel sogno,
ma che Foucault gia nel ’54 proietta sull’espressione poetica, come lavoro di con-
tinuo rifiuto, negazione del desiderio realizzato, grazie a cui si rivelano tutte le
forme possibili che un’esistenza puo assumere.

Lo slancio fenomenologico dell'mtroduzione a Sogno ed esistenza risulta gia
notevolmente attenuato nello studio dello stesso anno, Maladie mentale et perso-
nalité, in cul la domanda sul movimento originario dell’esistenza ¢ sostituita
dall’attenzione all’orizzonte epistemico in cui, mediante 'uso degl strumenti delle
scienze naturali, viene formulata la defimzione del patologico. Quelli della meta
degh anm Cinquanta sono passaggl cruciali: matura 'allontanamento dalla feno-
menologia, corrente che aveva offerto 1l primo movente per interrogarsi su
un’esperienza rriducibile al discorso scientifico, € avviene un sensibile avvicina-
mento allo strutturalismo, prospettiva concentrata sulla descrizione di condizioni
culturali e oggettive del reale.

Il confronto con lo strutturalismo conduce Foucault a prendere progressiva-
mente le distanze dalla pretesa fenomenologica di mettere tra parentesi 11 mondo
oggettivo al fine di affermare 1 privilegi di una presunta soggettivita non assoggetta-
ta, originaria e produttrice di senso: tale figura, sosterra Foucault con sempre mag-
glore forza, lungi dall’essere originaria, ¢ essa stessa 1l prodotto di una precisa con-
figurazione storica. In questa fase, 'urgenza di “oltrepassare la linea” assumera
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gradualmente 1l significato di liberarsi dalla nozione moderna di soggetto, sma-
scherando tale concetto come un evento che ha consolidato 'ordine epistemico
che ’ha prodotto e ha legitimato forme di sapere e di potere rispetto alle quali
Foucault mtende rinvenire possibilita di discontinuita'. Questa rottura, tuttavia,
non va intesa come un pacifico e completo affidamento al metodo strutturalista o
come un piu generico interesse esclusivo per le strutture oggettive parimenti asto-
riche e incapaci di accogliere la discontinuita (Revel 1996: 41). Se ¢ vero che lo
strutturalismo offre 11 movente sperimentale per assumere una posizione critica
nei confronti della soggettivita moderna e del soggetto della fenomenologia, ¢ pa-
riment vero che 1l continuo confronto con 1 testi letterari, fino alla rlettura di Nie-
tzsche che con tali testi ¢ legato da un reciproco rimando (De Cristofaro 2008: 31-
36), restituisce I'inquieta ambizione di Foucault di smarcarsi certo da un soggetto
astorico, senza tuttavia arenarsi nelle secche di una oggettivita wrrefutabile.
L’inquieto smarcamento prima dalla fenomenologia e in seguito dallo strutturali-
smo permette nsomma di comprendere come la giovanile urgenza di sostare sul
limite, di trasgredirne 'impermeabilita, non possa arrendersi alla riduzione del
soggetto a pura positivita strutturata, rimanendo piuttosto aperta alla ricerca di
un’autonomia sempre storicamente collocata rispetto alle forme del limite di cui s
fa esperienza (Domenicali 2018: 106-110), di una differenza irriducibile - com’e
mvece lalterita - al medesimo (Revel 1997).

2.3. Quella tra differenza e alterita non ¢ una distinzione di poco conto
nell’esercizio foucaultiano del limite, se si considera la binarieta dal vago sapore
hegeliano che ancora i Storia della follia funziona hizza Daltenta al discorso so-
vrano del medesimo. E non ¢ una distinzione secondaria perché proprio 1l recu-
pero critico della movenza dell'mclusione di qualcosa in quanto escluso ¢ c16 che
caratterizza I’osservazione agambeniana dell’ontologia occidentale.

L intera vicenda mtellettuale agambeniana ¢ volta a mettere 1 luce la negativita
mtrinseca alla metafisica occidentale, che impigha a sé anche 1 tentativi di aggirarne
gl esiti, come nel caso della comunita negativa di Bataille (Agamben 1988). Da
parte sua, anche Foucault non manca di rilevare 'manita di un oltrepassamento
che, trasgredendo 1l limite imposto dalle formaziom storiche di saperi e potert, n-
direttamente finisce per confermarlo. Nel 63, lo stesso Foucault s1 confronta con
Bataille, e in particolare con 1l suo concetto di trasgressione inteso come «un gesto
che concerne 1l limite» e che «supera e non cessa di riprendere a superare una li-
nea che, dietro a essa, subito si richiude [...] recedendo cosi di nuovo fino
all’orizzonte dell'imsuperabile» (Foucault 2001a: 264-265). Nella ricerca di occa-
sioni per produrre alterita e discontinuita, limite e trasgressione si implicano vi-
cendevolmente, e anzi «devono 'uno all’altra la densita del loro essere» (Foucault

" Temi centrali nel corso L’ermenecutica del soggetto, dell’81-82, come si tornera a vedere. Cir.

Luce 2015.
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2001a: 265). L’anomalia ¢ gia momento del medesimo, che la ricomprende come
mera alterita entro 1l proprio statuto privilegiato, ne ritraduce con il proprio lessico
e la propnia sintassi 1l linguaggio, la arruola per la legitimazione del lmite®.

E in prossimita di queste riflessioni che Foucault matura le proprie intuizioni in
merito al fatto stesso che « discorst esistono» (Foucault 2011: 34), alla materialita
de1 discorsi che Agamben intendera valorizzare e superare. Dalla frustrazione del
gesto trasgressivo entro una geografia capace di pacificarsi i senso dialettico, Fou-
cault prende a indagare ordini linguistici autonomi, eterogenet, sperando di mcon-
trarvi voci che lordine precostituito non riesce a riassorbire, che con la loro 1rri-
ducibile positivita, oltre la volonta di verita che le circonda (Catucci 2007), produ-
cono una zmpasse tra 1 saperi (s1 pensl a certe esperienze letterarie e alla loro
combinazione con la follia (Foucault 2001a: 440-448)") e tra 1 poteri (di qui la fa-
scinazione di Foucault nei confronti degli infami e di Riviere (Foucault 1973)).

2.4. 1l nferimento filosofico cui Foucault fa appello nel ’66, dopo aver breve-
mente esitato presso la trasgressione mn senso battailleano, ¢ 1l dehors di Blanchot,
mteso come esperienza di superamento della completa presenza a sé dell’ 10 penso
cartesiano, attraverso lo spazio vuoto aperto dall’zo parfo della parola letteraria. E
i questa occasione che Foucault matura le riflessionmi che Agamben cita in Quel
che resta di Auschwitz come punto di raccordo tra la sua nflessione e quella fou-
caultiana. Anche 1’70 parlo, come I'10 penso, appare capace di porsi come polo di
raccolta e organizzazione di tutto un hinguaggio; e tuttavia la lettura di Blanchot
consente a Foucault di immaginare un’inversione di tale movimento, grazie alla
quale «l vuoto in cui st manifesta 'esiguita senza contenuto dell’*10 parlo”» appaia
essere I'apertura assoluta, una breccia attraverso cui 1l linguaggio possa diffondersi
all'mfinito, proprio mentre 1l soggetto, lungi dal riscoprirsi responsabile del discor-
s0, sl ritrova disperso fino a scomparire i un definito recupero di sé da parte
del linguaggio'. L10 dell’zo pario illumina uno spazio di proliferazione del inguag-
gio di cul non ¢ sovrano. Sospesa I'lllusione di un soggetto-autore della cui interio-
rita essa sarebbe manifestazione, la letteratura puo rendere possibile «un passaggio
al “d1 fuor1”», m cui 1l linguaggio si libera dalla funzione rappresentativa e in cui «la

* Analogamente al potere con la voce dei folli, anche nel trattamento riservato sia dalla gramma-
tica di Port-Royal che dalla linguistica moderna alle parole, Foucault ritrova «la medesima volonta di
analizzare la grammatica, non come un insieme di precetti pitt 0 meno coerenti, bensi come un si-
stema 1n cui st dovrebbe poter trovare una ragione per tutti 1 fatti, perfino per quelli che sembrano 1
piu devianti». Di nuovo questa idea di un limite che, minacciato, si richiude attorno al gesto tra-
sgressivo per riportare ogni possibile anomalia a coerenza, rendendo completamente vana I'idea di
un’esperienza ingovernabile (Foucault 2001a).

* Curioso, a proposito, 'aneddoto ricordato da Eribon, secondo cui pare che, concludendo la
propria dissertazione orale di dottorato, Foucault abbia affermato 'urgenza di un talento poetico
per essere all’altezza del tema di ragione e follia, e che Canguilhem rispose «ma lei ce I’ha, signore»
(Ertbon 1990: 133). In generale, cfr. Righetti 2011: 6-20.

' Si veda anche Foucault 2001a: 278-2809.
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parola letteraria s1 sviluppa a partire da se stessa», aprendo spazi di dispersione
anziché di adesione a sé di segni e soggett, e tenendosi

sulla sogha di ogni positivita, non tanto per afferrarne il fondamento e la giustifica-
zione, ma per ritrovare lo spazio dove essa si dispiega, 1l vuoto che le serve da luogo,
la distanza nella quale essa si costituisce e dove sfuggono, non appena osservate, le
sue certezze immediate (Foucault 2001a: 549).

Foucault riformula la sua domanda inerente I'oltrepassamento della sogha co-
me 1stanza che s1 rifiuta di essere apologia della positivita, e che osserva 1l fuori
non come uno spazio avvicinato e gestito da un gesto sovrano - muovendo verso
1l quale s1 ricadrebbe nuovamente mn una dimensione autocelebrativa del dentro -,
bensi luogo di positivita differenti.

«[essere del linguaggio non appare di per sé che nella sparizione del soggetto»;
ma laddove Agamben concentrera la propria attenzione su questa apertura onto-
logica in quanto tale, Foucault s1 affaccia sull’apertura della potenza trascendente
del linguaggio come risorsa di discontinuita storica, oltre le linee d’ordine esisten-
te, prima fra tutte quella che 1l soggetto sovrano traccia attorno a sé e dalla quale s1
dipartono, come cerchi concentrici, le possibilita di dire la propria interiorita. A
questo proposito, Foucault immagina una conversion der moti di riflessione e fin-
zione, per piegarli altrove rispetto a dove rischierebbero sempre di precipitare’.
Lungi dal lavorare 1n senso centripeto come conferma dell'interiorita, 1l linguaggio
riflessivo deve rivolgersi «verso un’estremita nella quale deve continuamente con-
testarsi». Laddove negare i termini dialettici significa «fare entrare c16 che si nega
nell'mteriorita inquieta dello spiritor, la conversione della riflessione conduce a
una negazione del proprio discorso, un costante passaggio fuori di sé perché 1l lin-
guagglo sia «libero per un ricominciamento» impossibile da riconciliare. Anche la
finzione viene ribaltata in senso centrifugo, in modo che non sia pit IMpegnata
nella conservazione del brillamento della positivita, bensi dispieghi le proprie 1im-
magini, vivificandole mediante 'llluminazione della loro trasparenza: 'immagine
viene eviscerata, perché - e questa ¢ un’espressione su cul converra tornare a bre-
ve - s1 possa vedere «come sia mnvisibile 'mvisibilita del visibile» (Foucault 2001a:
551-552).

La richiesta che Foucault, con Blanchot, rivolge alla letteratura in questi anni,
nella sua ricerca di una via di accesso a una ben intesa esperienza selvaggia, ¢ per-
10 quella di un discorso «libero da qualsiasi centro, liberato da ogni luogo origina-
110 e che costituisce 1l suo proprio spazio come 1l di fuor verso 1l quale, fuori del
quale esso parla» (Foucault 2001a: 552-553). Non piu funzione di un soggetto che
s1 presume trascendentale, questo fuort parla di un’esperienza “selvaggia”, capace
di far segno verso una possibile fonte di nuovi ordini. Il soggetto non ¢ cancellato,
bensi liberato dal peso dell’autonarrazione moderna, perché esso sia dotato del

’ A tal proposito, Foucault 2001a: 821-824.
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coraggio di avanzare mcessantemente oltre 'ordine del gia detto, verso uno spazio
non ancora illuminato, in cui 1l linguaggio rimane estraneo e iconcepibile. Tale
esperienza, Foucault la descrive come I'urgenza di sporgere verso qualcosa che da
sempre ¢l accompagna come c1o con cul non abbiamo legami: 1l fuori ¢ cosi os-
servato come una domanda inevasa oltre un limite che ¢ 1l vero negativo su cui
sbatte 1l linguaggio del soggetto moderno. Un lmite oltre 1l quale Foucault sfiora la
potenza del linguaggio incaricandola pero sempre dell’onere di attuarsi altriment.

2.5. V1 sono alcune interessanti occasioni in cuit Foucault esplora la possibilita
di scaricare 1l linguaggio dell’onere dello strumento i mano a un soggetto sovra-
no. Sono esempi degni di nota, perché mostrano come egli, pur entrando mn con-
tatto con delle esperienze che 'avrebbero permesso, non spinga la sospensione
della comunicativita fino all’orizzonte ontologico entro cur Agamben illumina 1l
factumn loquendr in se stesso. Piu che gettare luce sull’orizzonte della potenza, il
tenore storico della ricerca foucaultiana ¢ attratto dall’operativita concreta di nuovi
ordini inguistic: 1n tali sperimentazioni, Foucault rinviene una sorta di esoterismo
strutturale, una vitalita interna al linguaggio capace di stravolgere gli equilibri, 1n
primo luogo quello della rappresentativita al servizio del soggetto.

Gia nell’estate del 1957°, durante le scrittura della tesi di dottorato, Foucault en-
tra in contatto con le opere di Raymond Roussel, autore di cui descrivera la capa-
cita di restituire I'esperienza di una «nascita sempre rinnovata di un infinito rap-
porto fra le parole e le cose» (Foucault 1978; le parole sono tratte da Foucault
2001a: 449-452. Ctr. Deleuze 2002), restituendo un tenore dionisiaco alla parola.
«Il disparato di Roussel non ¢ affatto bizzarria dell'immaginazione: ¢ 1l casuale del
linguaggio mstaurato nella sua onnipotenza all’'mterno di c16 che dice». Ruotando
attorno a metagrammi o scomponendo 1 suoni di frasi prese a caso per costruire
mmmagini differenti, 11 procedimento di Roussel fa muovere nello spessore visibile
del racconto una serie discorsiva mvisibile che organizza meticolosamente 1l suo
svolgimento (Roussel 1935). Quello che, a tutta prima, pare un casuale effluvio di
mmmagini erranti che si dipanano m un linguaggio piano e recepibile, o, c10 che ¢
pegglo, fantasia ispirata dall'imteriorita dell’autore, ¢ tale solo se osservato dalla
prospettiva del soggetto nella sua esplorazione di sé e del mondo: gh accostamenti
visibili nel racconto, n realta, obbediscono a un’economia discorsiva tutta nuova,
a una vera e propria necessita interna, che risponde alla stessa matenalita delle pa-
role libere dall’'urgenza rappresentativa e governate da una trama invisibile che ora
s1 rende visibile in quanto nvisibile; al fatto «che vi sia del linguaggio» (Foucault
1978: 47).

La figura di Roussel torna a essere evocata, oltre che nella Prefazione di Le pa-
role e le cose, anche 1 un articolo che Foucault scrive nel 1970 come mtroduzio-
ne a La Grammaire logique di J.P. Brisset, in cu1 compare anche la figura enigma-

* S1 veda Foucault 2001b: 1418-1427.
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tica di L. Wolfson (Foucault 2001a: 881-893; Deleuze 1970; Sabot 2019). Rous-
sel, nell’assunzione della «costrizione della casualita e dell’associazione», denuncia
I'uso strumentale del linguaggio e rivendica la capacita produttiva della matena fo-
nica. Brisset, da grammatico e schizofrenico, ruscira a spingersi anche oltre, ab-
bandonando I'intenzione di Roussel di estendere un testo narrativo e combinando
la capacita compositiva di omofonie, assonanze, metagrammi, ¢ quella della sua
psicost, ¢ finendo per trasgredire ogni norma compositiva della morfosintassi
francese n senso Intimamente e paradossalmente poetico (Breton 1973: 235) che
confonde mesorabilmente letteratura e linguistica, etimologia e mitologia, mven-
zione e logica. Ed ¢ proprio questo mtreccio, che scompagina gl stessi ordini del
sapere scientifico, che attira I'attenzione di Foucault.

Con lo spirito del grammatico, Brisset non solo sospende 'aspetto rappresenta-
tivo del linguaggio, ma si esercita nella ricerca di una paradossale lingua primitiva.
Anziché nsalire la catena delle differenziazioni storiche che le diverse lingue han-
no subito, al fine di recuperare pochi atomi elementari e origiari, Brisset molti-
plica fra di loro le sillabe del francese, intendendo la primitivita come quello «stato
fluido, mobile, indefinitamente penetrabile del hinguaggio, una possibilita di circo-
larvi I tutti 1 senst, 11 campo libero a tutte le trasformazioni, capovolgiment, tagl,
la moltiplicazione in ogni punto, i ogni sillaba o sonorita, dei potert di designa-
zione» (Foucault 2001a: 882-883). Brisset, insomma, non si colloca nello 1ato di-
screto tra parole cormispondenti di differenti lingue, ma al contrario riempie, nella
sua sola hingua, lo spazio tra una parola e Ialtra, ottenendo cosi un’emulsione da
cul sembrano rinascere, come 1n successivi lanci di dadi, nuove parole. Ogni paro-
la non rappresenterebbe cosi 'evoluzione storica di un determinato significato,
bensi la contrazione di inter1 discorsi, di catene di enunciati che ¢ possibile svolge-
re e ravvolgere senza himiti, ribaltando I'interiorita i un’esteriorita che si auto-
produce. Brisset approfondisce e colma lo spazio che separa ogni parola dalle al-
tre della medesima lingua, opponendosi alla ricerca etimologica di una corrispon-
denza tra le parole e le frasi delle differenti hingue storiche; di qui, 'assoluta intra-
ducibilita delle produzionm di Brisset, ma anche la fuoriuscita della parola dal
campo del sapere e 'emersione dentro a essa di una potenza produttiva autono-
ma, non riportabile a una legge generale stabile. E come se la parole - 'operativita
del discorso - avesse una propria soggettivita, di cur 1l soggetto tradizionale, con la
sua urgenza di significato rappresentativo, non pare poter prendere immediata-
mente controllo.

La terza figura considerata da Foucault ¢ quella di Wolfson, uno schizofrenico
1l cur turbamento net confronti della madre gli impedisce di sopportare la sua lin-
gua natia, e lo costringe a bombardare la propria quotidianita con una molteplicita
di lingue straniere mediante cul costruire una propria lingua. I’ordine interno ¢
rovesciato verso l'esterno, sbaraglando ogni famiharita e producendo una sorta di
apolidia diffusa. Tra le occasioni per aprire un varco entro 'ordine del discorso
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che Foucault indaga negh anm Sessanta - altre verranno depositate in L ordine del
discorso, quando Foucault miziera a pensare 1l problema dei discorsi in funzione
di quello del potere (Foucault 2004a: 26 ss) -, quella offerta da Wolfson ¢ certa-
mente la pii radicale, poiché declina in una Babele di dieci lingue 1l gioco gia pra-
ticato in francese da Brisset.

Si tratta di figure che permettono di sostare a contatto con la perpetua rinascita
della Iingua, con c16 che consideriamo massimamente familiare eppure si palesa
cosi inquietante nelle mani del grammatico che la restituisce alle sue stesse leggi.
La critica foucaultiana al soggetto cartesiano sfiora cosi occasioni le cui condizioni
appaiono promettenti ma assal onerose: alla dissoluzione del soggetto cartesiano
come origine autoeletta sovrana del linguaggio, seguono esempi in cui 1l soggetto ¢
privato della sua integrita, casi di perdita del soggetto fout court m una condizione
di disfacimento del singolo. Permanendo nel contesto ontologico dell’operativita
che ha prodotto 1l soggetto moderno, la ricerca di una differenza affermativa ¢ on-
tologicamente forte conserva residul della figura del soggetto, limitandosi a degra-
darne la consistenza. Dotare 1l hinguaggio di una tale vitalita propria rischia anz di
ribaltare gl esiti della sperimentazione m una forma di feticismo, ipostatizzando la
vitalita msita nei soggetti parlanti e trasformandola in una potenza a essi estranea,
con 1l risultato di precipitare nuovamente nella negativita di un soggetto resistente
suo malgrado e di un discorso che parla sempre un ordine altro.

Il passaggio attraverso la trasgressione e 1l rischio del suo rassorbimento m
termini dialettici, da un lato, e, dall’altro lato, un pensiero del fuori a tal punto ra-
dicale da dissolvere la stessa intenzionalita del singolo, costituisce 1l segno di una
domanda che, fin dai primi passi della ricerca foucaultiana, rimane aperta, gene-
rando sperimentazioni e ripensamenti costanti ¢ sempre nuovi. L'ideazione di
forme di resistenza a ordim discorsivi e di potere che In tanto assoggettano in
quanto concedono una identita soggettiva, sembra dover nevitabilmente passare
per 1l rischio di minare le stesse condizioni di esistenza dell'individuo e la sua stes-
sa capacita di resistenza.

3. IN PROSSIMITA DEL DICIBILE IN QUANTO TALE

3.1. Conservando l'attenzione sulle griglie che storicamente determinano lo
spessore det discorsi al di la della loro dimensione puramente proposizionale, ne-
gli anm Ottanta Foucault ricalibrera la propria indagine sul soggetto in direzione
delle forme di immanenza come pratiche di soggettivazione e come lavoro su di
sé «all'mterno del campo storico delle pratiche e dei processi entro cui [il soggetto]
non ha smesso di trasformarsi» (cosi in una bozza della conferenza Sexuality and
Solitude tenuta a New York nel 1981; questa bozza confluira in un dossier intitola-
to Gouvernement de sor et des autres, inedito, di cur abblamo testimonianza nella
nota firmata da Gros, in Foucault 2003: 472-473). E proprio nispetto all’attualita
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delle forme cur mira Foucault ¢ possibile misurare la distanza dell'imiziativa agam-
beniana, 1l cul tenore ontologico ¢ rivolto al trattenimento della potenza, intesa
come dimensione 1n cul ¢ in gloco la stessa categoria del soggetto. Una distanza
che s1 nflette su1 concetti di “materialita” del hinguaggio che 1 due autori coinvol-
gono. Una nozione che Foucault specifica non essere assimilabile a quella della
semiotica, tanto meno afferente alle «unmita descritte dalla grammatica o dalla logi-
ca» (Foucault 1997: 145), essendo piuttosto cio che storicamente governa
I'apparizione e la trasformazione, e in generale 1l funzionamento degh eventi di-
scorsivi. Come s1 comprendera, pur avvicinando tale concetto a partire dal con-
fronto con le intuizioni foucaultiane e dagli studi della inguistica, Agamben distin-
gue la sua 1dea di linguaggio sia dalla storicita delle prime sia dalle proprieta nor-
mative considerate dai secondi. D1 qui l'oltrepassamento in chiave filosofica della
linguistica, al fine di esporre 1l fatto stesso che i sia 1l linguaggio; scopo in funzio-
ne del quale la filosofia non s1 presenta come un metalinguaggio che tematizza la
lingua come sistema di segni e regole, e nemmeno puo fermarsi alla mera storicita
di 10 che viene detto, ma anzi risale all’orizzonte ontologico su cui segni, regole e
storia sono possibili, a c106 che sempre viene presupposto e che solo un dire di
frontiera fra filosofia e poesia sa illuminare davvero (Agamben 2016: 44-45;

Agamben 2005: 57-75; Agamben 1968: 113).

3.2 Alla discussione di questi argomenti e alla loro relazione con 1l soggetto
Agamben giunge mediante un confronto preliminare fra le nozioni antica ¢ mo-
derna di esperienza e conoscenza. Se 1l problema antico era la relazione tra 1l mol-
teplice e 'uno, tra la pluralita degh mdividui e 'mtelletto divino, con I'epoca mo-
derna 1l problema diviene quello del rapporto con I'oggetto da parte di un sogget-
to unico, punto archimedico astratto di coincidenza tra conoscenza ed esperienza:
I'ego cogito cartesiano 1l cul punto d’appiglio alla realta ¢ 'autocertezza conquista-
bile ogniqualvolta egl si concepisce dubitante di tutto (Agamben 1978: 11-13; De-
scartes 2007: II, 10-13). Ridotto ogni contenuto psichico eccetto 1l puro atto del
pensare, Cartesio giunge a un soggetto che, nella sua purezza originaria ¢, a ben
vedere, «un ente puramente hngustico-funzionale» sussistente giusto 1l tempo
dell’enunciazione “io penso, 10 sono”, e difficilmente raggiungibile al di fuor di
essa, denudato com’era di ogni suo predicato. Lungi dal rlevare questa funzionali-
ta puramente enunciativa del soggetto appena concepito - funzionalita rilevata da
Foucault 1in senso storico, anche con 'appoggio dello strutturalismo, e da Agam-
ben n senso ontologico, rifacendosi alla inguistica contemporanea -, Cartesio so-
stanzializza I'lo, fornendo le basi per un nuovo soggetto metafisico che possa sosti-
tuirst all’anima della psicologia cristana e al nous greco. Agamben ricostruisce
I'influenza che tale mossa avra sui pensatori successivi, descrivendo lo sforzo del
pensiero post-cartesiano per recuperare la realta, messa fra parentesi dal dubbio
iperbolico, e 'impegno del pensiero post-kantiano nel recupero di una qualche
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conoscibilita del soggetto: € su tale linea, oltrepassata ora in un senso ora nell’altro,
che Agamben vede la filosofia moderna mantenersi in equilibrio precario.

Nel Novecento, affrontando 1 problema dal lato dell'urgenza di restaurare
un’unita coerente e conoscibile nella corrente mafferrabile degh FErlebnisse, alla
ricerca di un dato origiario per l'esperienza di coscienza, Husserl meditera la
possibilita di recuperare un’esperienza trascendentale dell1o cartesiano. Sia per la
riflessione trascendentale che per quella puramente psicologica, secondo Husserl,
«'inizio ¢ dato dall’esperienza pura e per cosi dire ancora muta», precedente sia la
soggettivita sia una supposta realta psicologica, la cur manifestazione davvero pri-
ma ¢ pero da lui identificata con «I’ego cogito cartesiano» (Husserl 2009: 11, § 16),
ossia con 11l momento della sua espressione, «con 1l suo divenire da muta, parlan-
te» (Agamben 1978: 33). Sul crinale di una nflessione impegnata nella ricerca
dell’esperienza pura di un soggetto trascendentale che fosse, al contempo, rivolto
verso la realta oggettuale, Agamben incontra 'ipotesi husserliana di un’esperienza
pura, che non si sia ancora fatta presupposizione inconoscibile di una trascenden-
za e non sl sla fatta mncoerente rincorsa di oggetti: un’esperienza muta che, pero,
paradossalmente Husserl 1identifica con 1'ego cogito cartesiano, realta che ¢ gia
mediata da un’espressione logica di sé. D1 qui, 1l compito di interrogare in modo
compiuto questa urgenza del soggetto di esprimersi per aversi: compito che lo
stesso Foucault aveva avvicinato smascherando I'10 pario alle spalle dell’io penso,
e che la linguistica contemporanea avrebbe saputo sviluppare, aprendo la via alla
piena considerazione del discorso nel suo puro aver luogo e del soggetto come
«'inesistenza nel cul vuoto s’insegue senza tregua l'effondersi indefinito del hin-
guaggio» (citazione da Foucault riportata in Agamben 1998: 130-131).

Rieccoct dunque al punto di contatto fra Foucault e Agamben. A partire da es-
s0, 1l pensatore francese prende a elaborare la sua critica del soggetto come nodo
di trame disposizionali, prima in senso discorsivo e pol in senso analitico-politico,
e, successivamente, si impegna nel ripensamento delle vie emancipative verso
nuove forme di vita. Per parte sua, Agamben intraprende un’interrogazione onto-
logica che vede nel soggetto un effetto del farsi storico dell'uomo mediante 1l Iin-
guagglo; tale interrogazione lo condurra a retrocedere anche nspetto alle determi-
nazioni storiche, non per far segno verso un dire differente, bensi verso I'orizzonte
mn cui, non essendo ancora stato detto nulla, 1l soggetto viene a dirsi. Quella che la
disattivazione de1 dispositivi del pensiero occidentale recupera € un’intenzione pu-
ra, in cul la “linea” che la filosofia moderna ha superato in un senso o nell’altro, s1
dissolve lasciando posto a una dimensione estatica precedente la dicotomia sogget-
to-oggetto. «Qualcosa come una “contemplazione senza conoscenza” un pensiero
privo di carattere cognitivo» (Agamben 1997)", in una revisione ontologica in cui la

"Nel 2009, durante una lezione presso la European Graduate School, The Problem of Subjecti-
vity, 1l cul testo € inedito, Agamben racconta 'esperienza di Fernand Deligny, pedagogista, 1l quale,
avendo a che fare con bambini autistici, trascriveva 1 loro movimenti su fogli trasparenti che, so-
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verita sia definibile come la stessa intelligibilita, la stessa conoscibilita, la stessa di-
cibilita che spezzano 1l rapporto presunto diretto tra soggetto e oggetto’. Questa ¢
la dimora della medialita assoluta e, percio, dell’etica (Agamben 2001: 39-40), piu
adeguata all’'uomo. La via d’accesso a questa potenza trattenuta nell’atto ¢
I'esperienza di un linguaggio non presupponente che spezza la movenza struttu-
ralmente nichilistica della metafisica, e che permetta all'uomo di riscoprire 1l pro-
prio (infondato) statuto poetico’.

3.3. D1 tale dehors di pura potenzialita presupposta e mai davvero tematizzabi-
le, e del suo statuto eminentemente linguistico, dagli anni Ottanta Agamben non
ha mai smesso di occuparsi (Salzami 2015). In una conferenza del 1984,
I'occasione per affrontare lo statuto della presupposizione ¢ la lettura della Lettera
VII di Platone, in cui, con un’espressione variamente interpretata nei secol, 1l filo-
sofo greco mtroduce tra gl elementi necessari per I'instaurazione della conoscenza
“la cosa stessa”, connotandola come qualche cosa che, seppure conoscibile, risulta
mmpossibile da dire a causa di una debolezza intrinseca del linguaggio, che non le
s1 puo mai adeguare (Lettera VII 342a8 - 343a3).

Laddove la tradizione attribuisce alla “cosa stessa” una natura mistica, con cura
filologica Agamben propone di tradurre 1l passo platonico definendo la “cosa stes-
sa” come cl10 «attraverso cul clascuno degh enti ¢ conoscibile e vero» (Agamben
2005: 14). L'mterpretazione del dettato platonico restituisce la “cosa stessa” non
piu come «’ente nella sua oscurita, come oggetto presupposto al linguaggio e al
processo conoscitivo», bensi come «c10 per cur esso ¢ conoscibile, la sua stessa
conoscibilita e verita». Nella conoscenza di qualcosa, Agamben mvita cosi a collo-
carcl «nel medio stesso della sua conoscibilita, nella pura luce del suo rivelarsi e
annunciarsi alla conoscenza» (Agamben 2005: 14-15), di fronte al fatto che le cose
dicibili risiedono entro un’apertura mediale che, pur non risultando dicibile dal
linguaggio, le rende conoscibili e dicibili. La “cosa stessa” non sarebbe perciod una
cosa fra le altre, ma la stessa dicibilita, «la stessa apertura che ¢ mn questione nel
linguaggio, che ¢ 1l linguaggio», che ¢ presupposto indicibile di ogni discorso mn at-
to (Agamben 2005: 18). Forse, scrive Agamben, la “cosa stessa” «¢, nel suo inti-
mo, oblio e abbandono di sé», € puo essere trattenuta solo I quanto presupposta,

vrapposti, restituivano alcune costanze e ricorrenze: queste fignes d’erre, sostiene Agamben, sono 1
contorni di una forma-di-vita, condizione d’atto senza essere soggetto sovrano.

* Alcuni spunti per pensare I'esistenza di una pura potenza vengono dalle riflessioni di Averroe
sullintelletto materiale: «Il tentativo di pensare, a proposito dell'intelletto materiale, Iesistenza di
una pura potenza come un quarto genere d’essere [...] contiene [...] degli spunti per una concezione
alternativa del soggetto rispetto a quella che s1 & affermata a partire da Descartes. [...] Averroé pensa
1l subiecturn non come una sostanza autonoma, ma, per cosi dire, come una pura esigenza della po-
tenza. L’averroismo pensa, cio¢, 1l soggetto come soggetto di una potenza, € non soltanto di un atto»
(Agamben 2020: 32).

* Argomento gia toccato da Agamben 1970, e poi ripreso in merito alla medialita in Agamben
2018. In merito, si veda anche Spina 2019.
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secondo una movenza di “eccezione” che conserva e dissimula la linea tra il dentro e il
fuori nell’alternarsi di ordini positivi in atto (Zartaloudis 2010: 239-277; Prozorov 2014: 66
ss).

Della negativita cui ¢ destinata tale apertura perché ogni ordine e ogni proposi-
zione possano essere attuati, Agamben aveva gia largamente trattato due anni pri-
ma, nel seminario 1/ inguaggio e la morte, in cui essa € denominata “Voce”. Per 1l
suo particolare statuto, Agamben stabilisce di usare la V' maiuscola, essendo essa
non l'esperienza di un semplice stile vocale o un’emissione sonora - come nel ca-
so degli amimali -, pur permanendo al di qua della piai complessa enunciazione
comunicativa tra umant: essa ¢ 'esperienza piu elementare del linguaggio, consi-
stente 1n una pura intenzione di significare, un «puro voler-dire, in cui qualcosa si
da a comprendere senza che ancora s1 produca un evento determinato di significa-
to» (Agamben 1982a: 45). Non una proposizione di senso, bensi un puro evento
di linguaggio la cui esistenza, come Dio nella prova ontologica di Anselmo, ¢ pre-
supposta In ogni nominazione linguistica significante (Agamben 2005: 27).

Intimamente caratterizzata dall’oblio e dall’abbandono, la Voce ¢ la negativita
mtrinseca al non esser pii mero suono, € non essere ancora un significato; ma so-
prattutto ¢ la negativita consustanziale all’emersione del significato determinato, in
funzione del quale la dimensione dell’aver-luogo e della pura intenzione inespres-
sa retrocede, cosi come 1l puro essere rispetto all’ente (Agamben 2005: 20 ss). La
Voce «¢ fondamento, ma nel senso che essa ¢ c10 che va a fondo e scompare,
perché Iessere e 1l linguaggio abbiano luogo», si concretino nella storia.

La pura mtenzione scompare, ma rimane ancorata - in quanto esclusa -
all’aver-luogo concreto dell’essere e del linguaggio grazie a delle strutture hinguisti-
che, specialmente agl shifters, quegl elementi che, per se stessi, non veicolano al-
cun significato, ma che possono funzionare nel discorso n atto perché sospendo-
no la loro incapacita di significare e illuminare lo stesso evento di linguaggio (Cle-
mens 2008: 43-65). Consustanziale all’atto enunciativo, lo shifter, nullo e vuoto
fuor dall’enunciazione, s1 rivela essere 1l luogo in cui dal significare s1 passa
all'indicare. Ma a che cosa esso faccia segno ¢ rmasto un problema fino a quando
la inguistica moderna ha spiegato come I'indicazione avvenga sempre in direzione
di qualche cosa che, nell’enunciazione, ¢ immancabilmente presente: I'istanza di
discorso 1n quanto tale, m quella sua dicibilita che 1l significato ricaccia sempre
nell’oblio. Gli shifiers sono segni vuoti che acquisiscono senso non appena ven-
gono assunti in un’istanza di discorso. Per questo essi hanno la funzione non tanto
di operare l'articolazione dall'indicazione sensibile alla dimensione linguistica,
quanto mvece «di permettere 1l passaggio dalla /ingua alla parola», da un codice
linguistico a una parola n atto: eccoci ricollocati in quel passaggio che Foucault
mvece ha interrogato solo nel senso dell’archivio, e che Agamben invece conside-
ra per esaltare I'istanza stessa del discorso, 1l luogo m cui 1l linguaggio si fa evento
storico 1n atto.
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Nell’evento di parola, lasciandosi alle spalle la totipotenza di una Voce gia n-
tenzionata a significare pur non essendo significato attuale, 'nomo s1 definisce
perpetuamente come soggetto nella storta. Ogni fondazione costituente I'atto ri-
caccia la potenza i un oblio meffabile e quasi mistico, e su tale negativita poggia la
struttura - per questo, iIntimamente nichilistica - della metafisica occidentale, del
pensiero e della pratica anche politica, che Agamben propone di superare me-
diante «un’esperienza di parola che non supponga piu alcun fondamento negati-
vo» (Agamben 1982a: 67), e che esponga 1l factum loquendr nella sua pura esi-
stenza.

«Solo I'esperienza della pura esistenza del linguaggio dischiude al pensiero la
pura esistenza del mondo» (Agamben 2005: 65). La dimensione aperta che ¢
sempre stata chiamata “essere” dalla tradizione filosofica occidentale a ben vedere,
osserva Agamben, ha I'ampiezza «dell’aver-luogo del linguaggio ¢ metafisica ¢
quell’esperienza di linguaggio che, i ogni atto di parola, coglie 'aprirst di questa
dimensione». Gli shifters, percio, si rendono operator: anche di un distacco dal
mondo storico e ontico, permettendo uno sguardo verso I'apertura stessa dove
'uomo si trova a conoscere e dire. E per tornare a dimorare in questa apertura,
mtesa come dimensione di trattenimento 1 atto della potenza, che Agamben 1n-
terroga 1l linguaggio, sottraendolo dalle mani di un presunto soggetto sovrano, se-
dicente polo di conoscenza trascendentale. D’altronde, alla luce di queste consi-
derazioni, con le parole di Benveniste, qual ¢ la “realta” del pronome 10, se non
«unicamente una “realtd di discorso”™? E in questi termini che la linguistica con-
temporanea puo aiutare a ripensare la nozione di trascendenza, riconoscendo 1l
primato genealogico del inguaggio.

3.4. Con l'ontologia heideggeriana, la filosofia occidentale torna a pensare
I'Essere come la stessa apertura priva di fondamento in cui si ritrova a vivere
I'uvomo. Tale infondata apertura, che significa 'impossibilita di un rapporto de-
terminato con 1l mondo, ¢ dovuta all’assenza nell'uomo di una voce propria, che
gli permetta una codifica diretta di c10 che lo circonda. Una condizione di ango-
sciante sospensione nel linguaggio (Agamben 1982b), che Heidegger ha illuminato
senza tuttavia riuscire a sostare i quella pendenza in quanto tale. Un avvicina-
mento a questa apertura totipotenziale € ritenuto possibile da Agamben a partire
dalla capacita della linguistica di Benveniste di far segno verso 1l confine tra lingui-
stica e filosofia, tra lingua e 1l fatto del linguaggio: come Heidegger ha nflettuto
sull’Essere, cosi Benveniste avrebbe fatto segno verso la stessa dimensione di
evento del linguaggio entro cui sola ogni cosa puo esser detta. Le due aperture,
ontologica e lingustica, comcidono dal momento che 'uvomo ci si trova dentro
senza far di esse una proprieta; e coincidono al punto che Agamben puo scrivere
che «a trascendenza dell’essere e del mondo ¢ la trascendenza dell’evento di Iin-
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guagglo rispetto a c10 che, In questo evento, ¢ detto e significato» (Agamben
1982a: 69).

La hnguistica di Benveniste, secondo Agamben, ritorna sulla distinzione saus-
surlana tra /fangue e parole, superandola sovrapponendole la distinzione tra la sfe-
ra del semiotico e la sfera del semantico e affermando 'impossibilita del passaggio
dall’'una all’altra (Agamben 1978: 52-55), se non attraverso 'evento singolare (e
quindi non piu parte del semiotico) che logicamente precede cio che viene comu-
nicato (e quindi non ancora parte del semantico). All’altezza dell’enunciazione -
che c1 niporta di nuovo a contatto con quella dimensione intenzionale che Agam-
ben chiama Voce, e di cui gh shifiers sono indicatori -, Benveniste offre la possibi-
lita di considerare la natura inguistica dell’io, non essendo la soggettivita altro che
la capacita di ogni locutore di «porsi come un ego»; una capacita non riconducibi-
le a un presunto sentimento muto di autoadesione di ognuno con sé o a un espe-
rienza psichica neffabile dell’ego. La soggettivita, fondata sulla possibilita offerta
dal linguaggio a ogni locutore di dirsi ego, € percio «la trascendenza dell’io lingui-
stico rispetto a ogni possibile esperienza» (Agamben 1978: 43; McLoughlin 2013;
Attell 2019).

L'immediatezza della rappresentazione di sé cu Husserl subordinava
I'esperienza di formazione linguistica del soggetto, risulta percio inattingibile, non
essendovi un concetto “10” capace di comprendere tutti gh “10” che vengono
enunciati dai vari locutori. Cio che vale per tutti gli shuffers, cio¢ di non riferirsi ad
altro che a una realta di discorso, vale anche per 1l pronome della prima persona
singolare; ma nel caso di “10”, questo significa che

la configurazione della sfera trascendentale come una soggettivith, come un «o
penso», si fond[a] in realtd su uno scambio fra trascendentale e linguistico. I/ sogget-
to trascendentale non é altri che il «locutore», e 1l pensiero moderno si é costruito su
questa assunzione non dichiarata del soggetto del lnguaggio come fondamento
dell’esperienza e della conoscenza.

Lo studio del soggetto ¢ lo studio di un elemento del discorso, di un momento
dello stesso farsi storico del discorso. Il risultato della ricerca di una soggettivita
pura arriva sempre ¢ immancabilmente a una dimensione hnguistica, nella cu tra-
scendenza 1l soggetto s1 forma. Il soggetto ¢ sempre un locutore: Agamben nega la
possibilita di reperire nel soggetto una trascendentalita muta, perché ¢ proprio
mettendo fine al silenzio ed esprimendosi che 1l soggetto s1 appropria del linguag-
glo e s1 forma, ¢ nel linguaggio e attraverso di esso che I'essere umano s1 costitui-
sce come soggetto. “Io” non corrisponde a un individuo reale o a un concetto
meffabile ed esterno al linguaggio ma, con le parole di Agamben, ¢ «’ombra della
lingua», «l’affiorare nell’essere di una proprieta esclusivamente linguistica» (Agam-
ben 1998: 113). E tuttavia - e qui sta I'urgenza di oltrepassare la linea - 1l inguag-
gio ¢ un dispositivo (Agamben 2006: 22) che, mentre dona la possibilita di farsi
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soggettl, al contempo cattura e - scrive Agamben ben oltre 1l concetto foucaultiano
di “assoggettamento” - desoggettiva (Agamben 1998: 108-109).

L’uomo diviene soggetto 1dentificando se stesso nel linguaggio, nel momento in
cul la lingua prende luogo; 1l soggetto dice sé impossessandosi del linguaggio, ma
mvero accettando di divenire un essere parlante espropriato di sé. Un gesto non
storico, ma che, anzi, & «storicizzante» (Agamben 1978: 47), da 1l via alla stora,
permette all'uomo di farsi essere storico: € su questa sogha antropogenetica che
Agamben situa la linea da oltrepassare, per usare 'espressione foucaultiana, sco-
prendo la sovranita del linguaggio e la mossa mediante cui esso tiene 'uomo so-
speso 1n un bando mmevadibile (Agamben 1995: 25-26). 1l rapporto che Agamben
mtesse con la poesia porta a maturazione quello proposto da Foucault dal mo-
mento che non cerca un nuovo ordine del dire, ma anzi offre un’occasione per
sostare nella soglia - in cui la linguistica e la filologia lasciano 1l posto alla filosofia
(Agamben 1977: 181-189) - fra appropriazione ed espropriazione del linguaggio,
liberandosi dallillusione del soggetto sovrano che fa del inguaggio un mezzo di
comunicazione proprio nel momento in cui 1l inguaggio ¢ ragione della sua deso-
goettivazione.

3.5 E su tali basi che la ricerca di un’esperienza originaria conduce Agamben a
qualche cosa che precede 1l soggetto e 1l gesto di appropriazione del linguaggio.
Agamben definisce mnfanzia questa esperienza, descrivendola come l'origine tra-
scendentale di ogni atto enunciativo, sogha di ogni evento hinguistico i cui, impos-
sessandosi di volta in volta del linguaggio e collocandosi nel passaggio tra lingua e
parola, 11 soggetto s1 determina (Agamben 1978: 49). L’urgenza di superamento
della inguistica saussuriana, reso possibile da Benveniste, risale alla fine degli anm
Settanta, quando, con riferimento al Cours de hnguistique générale, Agamben
rimprovera a Saussure di aver attribuito un primato ontogenetico alla /angue me-
diante I'postatizzazione degli elementi di parole, laddove essa € pittosto «una co-
struzione della scienza a partire dalla parola» (Agamben 1980: 157). Cio che Saus-
sure non avrebbe colto ¢ percio la priorita ontologica dell’«stanza concreta di di-
scorso [...] immediatamente e concretamente esperibile». Queste considerazioni
risultano interessanti perché permettono di mettere in luce la proiezione di cate-
gorie ontologiche da parte di Agamben sulle intuizioni di Saussure, tutte tese mve-
ce a ricercare I'oggetto precipuo e funzionale della inguistica. A ben vedere, infat-
t1, gia per Saussure, la fangue non ¢ 1l primum ontologico dell’esperienza linguisti-
ca, bensi I'oggetto cui la scienza del linguaggio attribuisce maggior rilievo data la
sua stabilita e 1l suo carattere sociale (Saussure 1976: 37).

Chiarito 1l tenore ontologico che Agamben proietta sulle riflessioni di Saussure,
s1 comprende 1l senso di accordare alla distinzione tra semiotico e semantico di
Benveniste 1l merito di aver chiarito che fra 1l piano astratto e impersonale della
langue e quello concreto della parole non ¢ possibile alcun passaggio (Agamben
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2016: 90; Agamben 1978 57; D’Alonzo 2018). E tuttavia Agamben sembra trascu-
rare che Benveniste gioca la propria distinzione tra semiotico e semantico tutto in-
ternamente alla dimensione della /angue, ampliandola di molto rispetto a quella
saussuriana: in essa confluiscono non solo 1 segni e le strutture e 1 sistemi che essi
compongono, ma anche le frasi, che sono pit che semplici somme di segni (Ben-
veniste 1966: 117-131). E entro il dominio della Jangue che Benveniste rileva
I'irmniducibilita de1 «mondi distinti» di segni e frase; ed ¢ ancora nella declinazione
semantica della /angue che si inserisce «|’attivita del locutore» come operatore del-
la combinazione tra 1 contesti infra- ed extralinguistico i cui le frasi sono impiega-
te (Benveniste 1974: 224-225). Questa ¢ la collocazione attribuita da Benveniste al
locutore e all’enunciazione, mtendendo quest’ulima come «’atto stesso di pro-
durre un enunciato» (Benveniste 1974: 80).

Langue e sémiotique percid non sono coestensivi, constando la prima anche
delle dimensioni enunciativa e discorsiva. Fra 1 due modi di significazione mterni
alla /angue, quello del segno e quello della frase che invece Saussure aveva escluso
dalle competenze della inguistica, Benveniste 1stituisce uno 1ato impossibile da r1-
cucire; ed ¢ su questo 1ato che opera 'enunciazione, lasciando alla dimensione
della parole 1l solo enunciato. Per Saussure, la parole s1 distingue per la liberta del-
le sue combinazioni, ¢ nulla impone che clascuna combinazione di segni - sin-
tagma - sia iberamente generata. Manca per Saussure un criterio netto per distin-
guere, entro 1l dominio dei1 sintagmi, «l fatto di Jangue, contrassegno di un uso col-
lettivo, e 1l fatto di parole, che dipende dalla hiberta individuale» (Saussure 1976:
173). Esattamente a questa altezza si nserisce Benveniste attribuendo alla ingui-
stica della /angue 11 compito di studiare la frase, e superando di fatto 'idea che es-
sa sla una mera sequenza segnica. D1 qui la distinzione tra semiotico e semantico,
per specificare I'irmiducibilita della frase alla somma de1 segni che la compongono;
e 1l contemporaneo passaggio i secondo piano della coppia langue-parole, con 1l
riconoscimento  dell’autonomia  del discorso  (D’Alonzo  2018:  150-151).
L’autonomia della frase e la sua dignita scientifica sono 1 punti di maggiore mno-
vazione che Benveniste ha apportato nel dialogo con Saussure. Punti per afferma-
re 1 quali ¢ necessario riconoscere la stretta inerenza dell’enunciazione al piano
semantico, c10 che Agamben manca di fare preferendo vedere nell’enunciazione
una funzione di «ponte su quello 1ato» aperto fra piani di significazione (Agamben
2008b: 63).

Tali difficolta interpretative si riflettono sul concetto di origine trascendentale
che ¢ I'mfanzia, che Agamben colloca nello 1ato tra langue e parole, come espe-
rienza dell’aver-luogo del linguaggio, della possibilita di prendere parola. Una pos-
sibilita che pero, proiettando sulla distinzione saussuriana delle pretese ontologi-
che e sovrapponendole le riflessioni di Benveniste, coincide anche con
I'impossibilita radicale dell’esperienza dello spazio aperto tra fangue e parole. Ha
dunque senso chiedersi con D’Alonzo come sia possibile superare lo 1ato aperto
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fra questi che Agamben considera a tutti gli effetti fenomeni eterogenei; in che co-
sa consista ’esperienza dell'infanzia e «come s1 fa a parlare se fra lingua e parola
c’¢ un abisso che sembra incolmabile?» (D’Alonzo 2018: 154). La conseguenza
che maggiormente tocca gli argomenti fin quu trattat, tuttavia, ¢ che se la distinzio-
ne fra semiotico e semantico ¢, rigorosamente intesa, tutta interna alla /Zangue, 1l
luogo di 1stituzione del soggetto e, per converso, di possibile esperienza
dell'infanzia non ¢ lo spazio fra langue e parole, bensi interno alla zangue. Questo
ricolloca 'esperienza dell’aver-luogo del linguaggio, che Agamben esplicitamente
afferma essere possibile solo nell’atto concreto di parola che dovrebbe corrispon-
dere al piano semantico, tra il semiotico e 1l semantico, in una posizione di tra-
scendenza non solo rispetto alla parole di Saussure ma anche rispetto
allenunciazione benvenistiana, privandoct cosi dellopportunita di  osservare
I'enunciazione e 1l locutore nella loro attualita storica ed empirica. Aspetto,
questultimo, coerente con I'miziativa di incaricare la filosofia del solo compito di
studiare 1l factum loquendi nella sua monologicita (D’Alonzo 2015: 50-53), ndu-
cendo 1l soggetto a mera concrezione linguistica mediata dai pronomi.

4. FRA COSTITUZIONE ESTETICA E DESTITUZIONE ESTATICA

4.1. La critica del soggetto nella definizione che la filosofia moderna, da Carte-
sio a Husserl, ne ha offerto, colloca Foucault fin dagh studi giovanili fra due fuo-
chi: da un lato, condizionm storiche del discorso e dell’azione impossibili da pa-
droneggiare per un soggetto sempre condizionato e prodotto; dall’altro, I'urgenza
di immaginare, oltre le secche dello strutturalismo o, piu genericamente, del de-
terminismo, la possibilita di un’esperienza emancipata dai vincoli in cui 1l soggetto
moderno si ¢ costretto. Importante snodo n queste riflession1 ¢ una conferenza
del 1969, dunque coeva a L archeologia del sapere: Qu'est-ce qu’un auteur?, 11 cul
movente ¢ rappresentato dalle critiche ricevute da Foucault per I'uso fatto in Le
parole e le cose del materiale bibliografico, delle «masse verbali» e «degl strati di-
scorsivi». Soprattutto 1l confronto con gli autor era stato criticato, e Foucault tenta
di giustificarlo mediante I'intento di scoprire «le condizioni del funzionamento di
pratiche discorsive specifiche», di scoprire, con spirito iIntimamente poetico, un
differente “ritmo”, al di [a delle unita tradizionali (Foucault 2001a: 819).

Il tema del linguaggio come sistema simbolico ¢ mezzo di comunicazione -
obiettivo critico gia ne Le parole e le cose e nella prefazione che Foucault scrive
per 'edizione americana dell’ Anta-Edipo di Deleuze e Guattar (Foucault 1983) -
nella conferenza del 1969 viene sviluppato non solo con riferimento alla funzione
dell’autore, paradigma del soggetto sovrano dei discorsi che produce, ma anche
con attenzione particolare alla figura del lettore, non mterprete passivo ma una fra
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le positivita direttamente coinvolte 1n un’ontologia plurale”. Sono mterrogativi che
anche Barthes m quegli anni s1 sta ponendo, aprendo 1l campo a intuizioni ineren-
t1 una «spersonalizzazione» che mina le basi della figura dell’autore, dando voce al
linguaggio (Barthes 1988: 52) e permettendo 1l riconoscimento delle condizioni
storiche che precedono 1l gesto di inscrizione dell'individuo nel linguaggio e che lo
stesso Foucault, nella sua lezione maugurale al Collége de France, confessera di
voler assecondare (Foucault 2004a: 3).

Barthes defiisce I’enunciazione «un procedimento vuoto» che puo funzionare
anche senza che tale “vuoto” sia colmato ricorrendo alle persone degli interlocu-
torl. Analogamente, nella conferenza del 69 Foucault parla di un vuoto che, se
non colmato dal feticcio di altre sintesi precostituite, rende accessibile la materiali-
ta der discorsi, le «modalita della loro esistenza: 1 modi di circolazione, di valoriz-
zazione, di attribuzione, di appropriazione dei discorsi», la sempre mutevole di-
mensione Irriducibile alle regole della grammatica e della logica, come alle leggi
dell’oggetto. Proprio riscoprendo nell’autore una delle specificazioni assunte dal
soggetto che presume di padroneggiare 1l linguaggio come strumento comunicati-
vo, egli afferma 'urgenza

di rivoltare 1l problema tradizionale. Non porre pit la domanda: come puo la li-
berta di un soggetto inserirsi nello spessore delle cose e dare loro un senso, come
puo animare, dall’interno, le regole di un linguaggio e chiarire cosi le finalita che le
sono proprie? Ma porre piuttosto queste domande: come, secondo quali condizioni
e sotto quali forme, qualcosa come un soggetto puo apparire nell’ordine de1 discor-
s1? Quale posto puod occupare in ogni tipo di discorso, quale funzione esercitare, e
obbedendo a quali regole? In breve, si tratta di toglere al soggetto (o al suo sostitu-
to) 1l suo ruolo di fondamento originario, e di analizzarlo come una funzione varia-
bile e complessa del discorso.

Solo capovolgendo m questo senso I'mterrogazione, non partendo piu da
un’origine soggettiva, ma anzi assumendo 1l soggetto nella sua funzionalita interna
al discorso, s1 puo accedere a quello spazio aperto di un linguaggio che c1 precede,
i cul avviene 1l passaggio dalla langue alla parole, interrogato da Foucault non
come condizione ontologica bensi come serie di condizioni storiche. E un aspetto
non secondario, se si intende comprendere, da un lato, 1l modo m cui Foucault, a
partire dalla sua proposta anarcheologica, pensa di riprendere 1l discorso mtorno
alla soggettivazione, e, dall’altro, 'msoddisfazione di Agamben nei confronti di tale
proposta, cui fa seguito un amphamento di respiro ontologico.

Una simile operazione ¢ interessante perché, con la dissoluzione della sovranita
dell’autore e con l'apertura di una dimensione plurale del testo, Foucault acquisi-

“Tema centrale del confronto fra Derrida e Foucault sulla postura ermeneutica da adottare nel-
lo studio di Cartesio. Cfr. Derrida 1990. Foucault rispondera nel 1971 con Mon corps, ce papier,
ce feu, posto in appendice nelle edizioni della Storia della follia a partire dall’edizione del °72; ma si
veda anche I'intervista Michel Foucaul Derrida e no kamno (2001a: 1149-1163). Piu in generale, cfr.
Perego 2018.
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sce elementi di analisi che confluiranno poi nella sua anahitica del potere. Ma, a
ben vedere, la morte dell’autore, ’evenementalizzazione del testo e di ogni discor-
sivita, e 1l coinvolgimento dello scrivente e del lettore 1in una sperimentazione atti-
va € non piu In una mera ricerca ermeneutica dell’origine, ha gia un valore nt-
mamente politico. Ricucendo le riflessioni inerenti alle intuizioni di Nietzsche, Ba-
taille, Blanchot, Klossowski - ma anche la drammatica esperienza di Roussel,
Brisset, Wolfson - con 1l lavoro sulla soggettivazione degli anmi Ottanta, n
un’intervista del 1980 Foucault afferma che 1l problema che ¢ urgente porsi «non
¢ quello della costruzione di sistemi, bensi quello di compiere esperienze dirette,
personali» (Trombadort 2005: 31); proprio quella messa in gloco, rischiosa per-
ché completa, che ¢ al centro del concetto di parrhesia, come lavoro di critica ra-
dicale e costituzione di sé. Una costituzione di sé che, nel proprio nucleo, ¢ ani-
mata da un’esperienza-hmite di dislocazione del soggetto da sé, dall'intreccio di
dispositivi che lo producono: primo fra essi, proprio 1l discorso strategico che lo
definisce come attore sovrano della storia, origine di senso, e che paradossalmente
gli impedisce di essere davvero originale (Trombadort 2005: 31); e in seguito 1 di-
spositivi che attribuiscono a clascuno un’identita definitoria.

4.2. Con la cntica della figura dell’autore, Foucault muove passi decisivi, attra-
verso la critica della filosofia del soggetto e I'inscindibile coppia soggettivazione-
assoggettamento, in direzione di uno sforzo autopoietico, volto a sostituire la pe-
dissequa mterpretazione di una funzione con delle pratiche autocostitutive. Un
percorso che, in primo luogo, conduce Foucault a riscoprire alle spalle della no-
zione tradizionale di soggetto la costruzione di un’mteriorita che viene mdotta a
manifestarsi, a esprimersi perché siano rimirabili le sue parole e controllabili le
sue azioni'; fino agli anm Ottanta, quando rispetto a questa interiorita, presunta
originaria e mvero minuziosamente governata, facendo tesoro delle sperimenta-
zion1 archeo-genealogiche Foucault preferira suggerire un’etica capace di dislocare
m senso critico I'mdividuo”. Oltrepassare la linea significhera ora ripensare 1l rap-
porto del soggetto con la verita non come completa adesione originaria di sé con
sé¢, ma come pratica di dislocamento sempre in atto, di smarcamento da sé.

E c10 avviene, anche negli anm Ottanta, rimanendo concentrati sulle condizioni
normative attuali rispetto a cui smarcarsi per poter dire la propna verita, che ¢
sempre una verita di sé storica (Cavallart 2016; Crosato in via di pubblicazione).
Sono illumimanti a questo punto le intuizioni di Foucault in merito a un ethos di
Ispirazione cinica, capace di relazionarsi in maniera concreta e problematica con 1l
proprio presente, di «distaccarsi» dalla congluntura epistemica e politica da cui

" In merito al ruolo dell’esame e della confessione, si possono vedere 1 corsi sul Potere psichia-
trico (1973-1974) e su Gl anormali (1974-1975).

* Come momento di apertura alle riflessioni degli anni Ottanta, si veda Foucault 2015b. Per un
sorvolo generale sulle questioni appena menzionate, cfr. Dean-Zamora 2019: 75-101.
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s1 trova preceduti e prodotti (Foucault 2001b: 1416). Questo non mmplica tanto
un’analisi ontologica delle modalita di produzione del soggetto come tale, quanto
mvece un posizionamento coraggioso del soggetto nei discorsi, lavorando sullo
spessore disposizionale che ne definisce la collocazione storica piu che sull’ordine
proposizionale. Quella che a partire dal 1980 Foucault chiama “anarcheologia”
consiste nello svincolarsi rispetto alle fratture che ogni ordine di senso cela, e che
gia archeologia e analitica del potere hanno reso evidenti come, al contempo, pun-
t1 d1 attacco e fronti di lotta (Foucault 2014: 86; Avelino 2018).

Guadagnata una prospettiva sulle condizioni pragmatiche e sugli ordini materia-
i che governano storicamente 1l dicibile, Foucault propone i1l modello della
parrhesia, pratica consistente nell’irruzione discorsiva atta a rivelare la storicita di
ogni assetto d’ordine (Foucault 2015a: 66-69)". Foucault la definisce mediante un
confronto con l'atto di discorso performativo, inerendo entrambi alla materialita
del discorso in modo tale da sospendere 1l valore denotativo del linguaggio e fa-
cendo coincidere dictum e factum (Agamben 2008a: 74 ss), ma agendo essi In
maniera speculare rispetto a tale materialita.

L atto hinguistico performativo ¢ assunto come paradigma della stretta parentela
tra soggettivazione e assoggettamento, dal momento che 1l suo spazio d’avvento ¢
tale da assegnare mere funzion discorsive e imporre coerenza rispetto agli enun-
ciati che lo precedono e lo rendono possibile, espropriando 1l soggetto della pro-
pria singolarita e dettando norma a una circostanzialita del tutto indifferente alla
singolarita etica del soggetto chiamato a garantire una performance (Lorenzin
2015: 266-267; Storzim 2019). L atto parresiastico ¢ presentato da Foucault come
un evento speculare, in cul «questa indifferenza non ¢ possibile» (Foucault 2015a:
69). Cio non significa né restituire sovranita a un soggetto trascendentale operante
da un fuor assoluto, né osservare 1l discorso parresiastico come espressione di
un’interiorita soggettiva: entrambe queste realta sono, anzi, prodotto dell’ordine di
pensiero oggetto di critica. Ribaltare le pretese performative avanzate dall’ordine
discorsivo significa in primo luogo agire sulla matenalita de1 discorsi a prescindere
dal loro contenuto semantico; significa clo¢ irrompere in maniera singolare, e le-
gars1 alla propria enunciazione e agh effetti di scompaginamento provocati dalla
propria mcoerenza nel senso di un rilevamento della contingenza delle relaziom
di potere esistenti e delle funzioni che esse ammettono.

La parrhesia ¢ al contempo un atto di desoggettivazione e di rriducibile sogget-
tivazione etico-politica proprio in quanto, mediante essa, c1 si sottrae dalla funzio-
ne soggettivante-assoggettante imposta dall’ordine esistente, e si mette i gioco la
propria stessa vita nella sua msostituibile concretezza, al di 1a de1 regimi di vendi-
zione accettati. Il soggetto fa della propria vita manifestazione della propria parola,
attraversando obliquamente 'ordine disposizionale vigente senza farsene cattura-

“In termini generali, cfr. Ferrando 2012. Per il dibattito sul problema del soggetto in Foucault:
Flynn 1985; Rovatti 1986; Dews 1989; Leclercq 2007; Galzigna 2008; Rovatti 2008.
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re, senza funzionalizzarsi a esso, ma anzi facendone emergere lo spessore, la con-
tingenza, la storicita della volonta di potenza che lo puntella, e percio la criticabili-
ta. Cosi, viene disattivato 1l dispositivo che produceva 1l soggetto come sovrano del
linguaggio proprio mentre lo riduceva a mera funzione anonima: attraverso un at-
to che non proviene da fuori e non conduce verso I’esterno, essendo piuttosto lo
sforzo di1 tendere la mirade di segmenti che compongono la trama entro cui cia-
scuno s1 trova prodotto e, proprio mediante questa tensione, dire la propria verita,
che ¢ sempre una verita storica.

4.3. Una volta rinunciato alla nozione di un soggetto puro di stampo cartesiano,
le possibilita di trasformazione emopoietica (Foucault 2016: 73) del soggetto non
possono che procedere da una mossa immanente al sistema di autorappresenta-
zioni che circondano 1l soggetto, e dall'irruzione di un discorso che forza le geo-
metrie date entro clascun regime di verita. Non potendo mai uscire in senso asso-
luto dalla matassa di poteri-saperi verso un illusorio recupero della purezza origi-
naria, la cura di sé che predispone alla soggettivazione corrisponde a una presa di
consapevolezza di c10 che s1 ¢, della propria collocazione entro giochi di forze e
delle possibilita di proporre per sé un posizionamento nuovo che, al contempo,
riassesti le geometrie circostanti (Marzocca 2016: 14-15). Non I'evasione - mai
possibile - dai imiti, ma un passaggio in prossimita dei molteplici imiti che detta-
no ordine alla realta, al fine di condizionare gh schemi regolativi interni e curvarne
le trame costitutive. «Un’attitudine limite», oltre I'«alternativa del fuori e del den-
tro» (Foucault 2001b: 1393), che prima di tutto renda osservabili 1 modi in cu
I'uomo ¢ reso soggetto e al contempo assoggettato a un ordine che lo funzionaliz-
z7a, e, In secondo luogo, apra la possibilita di inventare differenti pratiche e nuovi
tracciati di soggettivazione (Cesaroni 2013: 140). Il soggetto, in quanto punto di
emergenza di un intrico di dispositivi, ritrova attorno a sé non solo una disarmante
complicita di forze che lo trattengono, ma anche 1 punti di attacco per altrettanti
fuochi di resistenza. Cosi, lungi dal proporre uno sforzo volontaristico a partire da
un punto originario o finale, Foucault afferma non esserci punto di resistenza
esterno al rapporto di sé con sé.

Se consideriamo la questione del potere politico [...] come un campo strategico di
relazioni di potere, con tutto quello che di mobile, trasformabile, reversibile, esse
comportano, in questo caso ritengo che la riflessione su tale nozione debba necessa-
riamente allora passare, sia da un punto di vista teorico, sia da un punto di vista pra-
tico, attraverso I'elemento costituito da un soggetto che ¢ definito dal rapporto di sé
con sé (Foucault 2003: 221).

La posta in gioco ¢ chiaramente etica e politica. D’altra parte, 1l lavoro foucaul-
tlano degl ultimi anni, che nsale fino al problema antico del «modo in cui
I'mdividuo s1 costituisce soggetto morale delle proprie azioni» (Foucault 2004b:
30-37), ha come proprio movente 'urgenza di praticare 1l governo di sé. Ed ¢ solo
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m relazione al governo di sé e alla costituzione di sé come soggettt morali che
Foucault introduce 1l tema dell’estetica dell’esistenza: la costruzione della propria
vita come opera d’arte ha senso solo in funzione di una epimeleia heauton, da
non confondere, come nvece fara Hadot, con «una specie di dandismo» o con
«’affermazione e la sfida, a un tempo, di uno stadio estetico e imndividuale non su-
perabile», ossia con una estetizzazione dell’esistenza gelosamente avvinghiata all'io
(Foucault 2003: 14; Hadot 1989). Le pratiche del sé¢, mediante cui gli uomini
hanno cercato «di fare della loro vita un’opera che esprima certi valori estetici e ri-
sponda a determinati critert di stile» sono pratiche problematizzanti e gia imme-
diatamente eto-poietiche (Foucault 2014b: 15-17).

Leggendo 1 Greci, Foucault puo affermare che «la cura di sé ¢ etica in se stessa;
ma implica dei rapporti complessi con gli altri» (Foucault 2001b: 1583). E sempre
all'mterno di una complessa - e mevadibile - trama relazionale che Foucault pen-
sa le sue forme di emancipazione. Nell'intrico delle tecnologie del potere e delle
razionalita che le orientano, 1l soggetto non ¢ definibile come 1l punto di origine
che trascende assolutamente la storia e vi dimora in modo sovrano - come mvece
vorrebbe la nozione di soggetto dervante dalla tradizionale stera dell’ officium. Se
s1 mettono 1n sequenza le considerazion foucaultiane degl anmi Sessanta
sull’'urgenza di disfarsi del vincolo tra autore e opera e quelle degli anm Ottanta
contenenti I'mvito a vivere la vita come un’opera d’arte (Foucault 2001b: 1211), s1
mtende come 1l ripensamento dell’etica contempli una figura di soggetto rriduci-
bilmente costituente, ma che, non piu sovrano, ¢ sempre processo e relazione
problematica con 1l sé costituito. Anzi, 1l soggetto, desostanzializzato in favore di
una soggettivazione sempre mn fiers, ¢ defimito da una relazione di problematizza-
zione e autocostituzione. Rimangono tuttavia 1l sospetto di una 1postatizzazione
scivolata dal soggetto al sé, e 1l rischio di rendere al contempo stabile e mobile 1l
sé, soggetto e oggetto di distacco (Foucault 2014b: 14), producendo cosi un effetto
a Ia Barone di Minchhausen (Redaelli 2011: 79-91). D1 tale problematicita ri-
guardo all’attivita etica del soggetto avverte Agamben, in una serie di puntualizza-
zion1 depositate in L uso der corpi, e volte a un ripensamento, non piu in chiave
storica ma 1n chiave ontologica, della «stessa concezione dell’etica e del soggetto»
(Agamben 2014a: 138).

D1 contro alla concezione tradizionale di un potere definito costituente in quan-
to crea e separa da sé un potere costituito che fungera da legitimazione della sua
azione fondativa, lo sforzo foucaultiano di ripensare m termini di immanenza la
relazione costitutiva soddisfa la definizione agambeniana per cui «costituente ¢, in
verita, soltanto quel potere - quel soggetto - che ¢ capace di costituir sé come co-
stituente» (Agamben 2014a: 143). Agamben, tuttavia, approfondisce la discussione
di questo primo promettente passo nel rinnovamento della concezione di etica:
come l'essere spinoziano, che si autocostituisce e si autorappresenta rimanendo
sempre Immanente a sé In quanto costituentesl, e senza mai separarsi da sé in una



154  CARLO CROSATO

sostanza, cosl dovrebbe essere anche la relazione con sé che determina il modo 1n
cul I'individuo s1 costituisce come soggetto del proprio agire. La costante déprise
foucaultiana ¢ correttamente definita come un’attivita costantemente costituente; e
pero, rigorosamente intesa, proprio come tale essa non dovrebbe mai precipitare
mn una forma costituita. «lLa cura di sé - commenta Agamben - passa necessaria-
mente per un opus> (Agamben 2014b: 138). Facendo della sua estetica una costi-
tuzione del sé sempre mtrisa di rapporti di potere e, entro questi, sempre tesa ad
affermarsi come forma di vita determinata, Foucault ricadrebbe nella contraddi-
zione di una pratica che s1 vuole mesauribilmente costituente e, al contempo, si
concreta in una forma costituita.

Il meccanismo a cur nemmeno Foucault riesce a sottrarsi ¢ quello per cui
«qualcosa viene diviso, escluso e respito al fondo e, proprio attraverso questa
esclusione, viene incluso come arché e fondamento» (Agamben 2014a: 334). Un
meccanismo che, scrive Agamben chiudendo 1l proprio progetto Homo sacer, ¢
«costitutivamente connesso all’evento di  linguaggio che comncide con
I'antropogenesi». E ancora nel linguaggio avviene la soggettivazione come, al con-
tempo, avvento del soggetto e sua cattura nell’evento enunciativo (Heron 2011), in
maniera del tutto analoga a come 1l potere costituito confisca la carica potenziale
del potere costituente, sottraendole la forza destituente capace di abbattere tale fis-
sita.

E proprio in un gesto destituente che Agamben intravede la promessa di una
soluzione alle difficolta fra cur Foucault s1 ¢ trovato preso fino agh ultimi giorni
della sua vita. Difficolta che si renderebbero evidenti nel momento mn cui, dal pia-
no teorico, Foucault passa al plano pratico, in cul a occupare 1l campo sono sog-
getti che s1 vogliono liberi, che mtendono cio¢ soggettivarsi in una certa forma di
vita, ma che, per condurre se stessi come tali, non possono evitare di entrare mn re-
lazion1 di potere, assoggettando altr1 o essendo da altr1 assoggettati. La determina-
tezza della forma di vita in cun Foucault s1 ostina a vedere la messa i opera della
relazione con sé, la determinatezza quindi del soggetto in cui si completa la sem-
pre 1 fieri relazione di sé con sé, costringe all'ingresso n relazion di potere:

Come potere costituente e potere costituito, la relazione con sé e il soggetto sono
I'una per Tlaltro insieme trascendenti e immanenti. E, tuttavia, ¢ proprio
I'immanenza fra sé e soggetto in una forma di vita che Foucault ha cercato ostinata-
mente di pensare fino alla fine mostrandosi, certamente, capace di accogliere
I’esempio antico della cura e della costituzione di sé, ma al contempo ostinandosi a
tener ferma la coappartenenza - tipicamente cristiana - di tale costituzione di sé con
il soggetto (Agamben 2014a: 14.5).

Foucault, afferma Agamben, non riesce a liberarsi davvero della figura del sog-
getto perché, ponendo in primo piano 1l tema della cura di sé rispetto a quello
dell’'uso, non porta alle dovute conseguenze la movenza costituente i quanto tale.
Non ne osserva, cloe, la inesauribile potenzialita: s1 concentra piuttosto sul tema
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etico di una cura concretata in un gesto di comando su sé o suglh altri per farsi
forma di vita attuale, credendo di 1dentificare 1n tale “rapporto con sé in quanto
soggetto di uso di sé e del mondo” la vera e concreta hiberta dell'umano, e ponen-
do 1n secondo piano l'uso stesso, relazione di indeterminazione tra soggetto e og-
getto 1 cul ogni possibilita rimane aperta (Agamben 2014a: 56-64) e 1n cui le rela-
zioni di potere iIntimamente connesse alla violenza nichilistica della metafisica oc-
cidentale sono sospese.

Se le relazioni di potere rimandano necessariamente a un soggetto, [Foucault non
sembra vedere la possibilita] di una zona dell’etica del tutto sottratta ai rapporti stra-
tegici, di un Ingovernabile che si situa al di 1 tanto degl stati di dominio che delle
relazioni di potere (Agamben 2014a: 148).

4.4. La figura wittgenstemiana della mosca mconsapevole del bicchiere in cui ¢
mtrappolata ricorre in Foucault e in Agamben con due significati differenti. In
Foucault, la figura della mosca nel bicchiere o, secondo una suggestione infantile,
del pesce rosso nella boccia, ¢ utile a descrivere 16 che negl anni Sessanta veniva
chiamato epistemne, e che poi ¢ dissolto in formazioni discorsive meno monoliti-
che e, infine, in complessi disposizionali: ognuna di queste figure parla di una con-
figurazione storica di saperi e poteri che strutturano 'esperienza dell'individuo, 1l
quale stenta a rendersene conto e a predisporre metodi emancipativi (Veyne
2010: 157). La stessa paradossale espressione, ricorrente negli anni Ottanta, di
“ontologia dell’attualhita” piega I'attenzione ontologica mn senso storico.

Agamben nel ’84 usa la figura della mosca nel bicchiere non per rappresentare
una configurazione storica, bensi la stessa ontologia che struttura 1l pensiero e
I'azione occidentali secondo la geometria della presupposizione e dell’eccezione.
Questo attribuisce al suo “fuort” non 1l significato di una differenza, bensi quello
dell’orizzonte stesso in cul ogni differenza puo avvenire (Agamben 2019). Ilumi-
nare tale orizzonte ¢ compito comune di filosofia e teologia della nvelazione, an-
che se oggl, dopo la morte di Dio, pare piu accessibile alla prima, che sorveglia le
nostre parole, senza che di esse si possa fare 1l verbo divino. Cosi «l pensiero con-
temporaneo ha finito col riconoscere I'mevitabilita, per la mosca, del bicchiere in
cul ¢ prigioniera» (Agamben 2005: 33).

Nel 1990, in relazione al legame contemporaneo tra politica e linguaggio, poi,
rifacendosi alle intwizioni di Debord, vede nella societa dello spettacolo
un’occasione per 'emersione della comunicativita in quanto tale: la societa dello
spettacolo ¢ la separazione 1n una sfera autonoma di c10 che unisce gh uomini e
che, cosi separata, impedisce la loro comunicazione. Proprio nell’alienazione ope-
rata nello spettacolo, «¢ la nostra stessa natura linguistica che c1 viene incontro ro-
vesclata» (Agamben 2001: 64), non in vista di una nvelazione, ma manifestando
anzi 1l nulla di tutte le cose. Agamben ne parla come di uno svelamento nullifican-
te: la politica del nostro tempo s1 presenta come un «devastante experimentum
linguae, che disarticola e svuota su tutto 1l pianeta tradizion e credenze, ideologie
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e religiony, 1dentita e comunita» (Agamben 2001: 66; s1 veda anche Agamben
1996b: 60-73). E nella scoperta di tale dimora di mezzi senza fine e di potenza
trattenuta Agamben vede la definizione della politica che viene, priva della violen-
za sovrana, come lapertura dello spazio dell’erranza umana, dell’«essere-in-un-
mezzo come condizione irriducibile degli uomini» (Agamben 1996b: 92).

Tale esperienza oggl accessibile grazie all’alienazione spettacolare del linguaggio
conduce verso un superamento del concetti di appropriazione e di espropriazio-
ne, permettendo di pensare «la possibilita e le modalita di un uso fibero» (Agam-
ben 1996b: 93)". Ecco dunque la categona di “uso”, che Agamben aveva incontra-
to negl ultimi lavor foucaultiani, ma che i rimaneva in ombra rispetto a quella
piu “operativa” di “cura”.

La niscoperta di questo concetto avviene in Agamben mediante la sua ricondu-
zione al termine greco corrispondente, chrésis. E c10 avviene i primo luogo nel
2000, nell'interpretazione del messianismo paolino, in cui 1l verbo chidd permette
di apprendere la contrapposizione tra la proprieta, atteggiamento di messa in ope-
ra del mondo secondo gli ordini e le 1dentita attribuite dalla storia, e 'uso, condot-
ta di «depropriazione» che non conduce alla fondazione di nuove forme di vita -
alla ricostituzione, alla messa 1n opera, all’atto, alla cura, alla proprieta -, quanto
alla sospensione profanatoria della disposizionalita, ¢ dunque alla conservazione
di una potenza d’uso (Agamben 2000: 31-32 ¢ 91-93).

Nell’economia di questa depropriazione, come ogni altro dispositivo, ¢ comvol-
to anche 1l hinguaggio. Significativamente, anche Agamben, per spiegare tale disat-
tivazione, la descrive in maniera speculare rispetto all’autoreferenzialita dell’atto
performativo, che, revocando la dimensione costativa, non descrive 11 mondo ma
ne predispone uno, riordina la realta in riferimento a sé. Non ¢ pero 'ordine cosi
costituito a rappresentare I'oggetto della critica: Agamben ricerca una specularita
non rispetto all’ordine predisposto dall’atto performativo, bensi rispetto alla stessa
gestualita costituente di cui esso rappresenta un ottimo paradigma legale. «Come,
nello stato di eccezione, la legge sospende la propria applicazione solo per fonda-
re, In questo modo, la sua vigenza nel caso normale, cosi, nel performativo, 1l Iin-
guaggio sospende la sua denotazione proprio e soltanto per fondare 1l suo nesso
con le cose». La prospettiva soteriologica che Agamben afhanca al messianismo
paolino - e, a ben vedere, anche benjamimano (Agamben 2005: 36-56; Heller-
Roazen 2019) - ¢ invece orientata verso I'esperienza della «pura parola» capace di
aprire lo spazio della «gratuita dell’uso». Pt che 'esperienza di un nuovo ordine
discorsivo, s1 tratta di

un’esperienza della parola che - senza legarsi denotativamente alle cose né valere
essa stessa come una cosa, senza restare indefinitamente sospesa nella sua apertura

" Si veda gia Agamben 1977: 55-64. Per la disattivazione della catena mezzo-fine, si veda Agam-

ben 1996b: 45-53.



157 Costituzione estetica o destituzione estatica

né chiudersi nel dogma - si presenta come una pura e comune potenza di dire, ca-
pace di un uso libero e gratuito del tempo e del mondo (Agamben 2000: 126).

Gilocato ancora come una postura alternativa all’ontologia dell’effettualita, 'uso
viene ripreso nell’ultimo volume di Homo sacer. In quel luogo, a partire dalle pe-
culiarita grammaticali e dalla polisemia del verbo greco chrestar, Agamben spiega
che esso, né attivo né passivo, era per 1l greco antico una forma diatetica media, in
cul la distinzione - cosi netta per 1l pensiero moderno - tra soggetto e oggetto
sfuma: 1l soggetto, anzi, ¢ 1l luogo stesso In cul avviene 1l processo e, viceversa, il
soggetto ¢ interno al processo, non come autore che trascende la sfera degh oggetti
e governa la propria azione, ma come colui che compie qualcosa che si compie in
lui. Cosi che, proprio per 1l fatto di “usare”, 1l soggetto non agisce transitivamente
su un oggetto, ma «implica e affeziona innanzitutto se stesso nel processo»; pari-
menti, «il soggetto non sovrasta I'azione, ma ¢ egl stesso 1l luogo del suo accade-
re».

Si puo comprendere finalmente da cosa mtendesse prendere le distanze
Agamben quando osservava la cura foucaultiana finire in una certa forma di vita,
I un atto soggettivo e di rottura e ricostituzione dell’ordine storico. Ponendo
primo piano la relazione d’uso, Agamben ambisce a retrocedere rispetto
all’autonarrazione del soggetto sovrano, per sostare presso una dimensione origi-
naria in cui lo stesso soggetto risulta essere una delle possibilita aperte in uno sce-
nario Iin cui «soggetto e oggetto sono disattivati e resi inoperosi e, al loro posto, su-
bentra 'uso come nuova figura della prassi umana» (Agamben 2014a: 48-55).

Solo ora ¢ possibile osservare come I'esperienza poetica, apra la strada verso
un simile scenario soteriologico. D’altra parte, come s1 ¢ wvisto, la figura
dell'imdividuo che, creando un nuovo linguaggio, perde se stesso nella follia, n
qualche misura creava problema a Foucault, 11 quale non intendeva sacrificare la
figura del soggetto, ma offrirle una capacita ricostituente concreta e consapevole. E
mvece verso una destituzione della dicotomia soggetto-oggetto e verso la dimora
etica al contempo 1impotente e totipotente che Agamben spinge la propria idea di
uso del linguaggio: avvicinandola proprio grazie alla poesia, vera e propria «rela-
zione a un inappropriabile» (Agamben 2014a: 116) ed esposizione della pura me-
dialita in cui sola «la hingua riposa in se stessa», Inoperosa e puramente dicibile, in
cul proprio e altro, intimo ed estraneo, soggetto ¢ oggetto si indeterminano; luogo
n cul 1l soggetto ¢ sospeso sul punto di dire (Agamben 2009: 27)5).

4.5. La lingua, e 1n particolare la lingua materna, pare essere per ciascuno cio
che vi ¢ di pii iIntimo e proprio; eppure, a ben vedere, la lingua non ¢ questione
privata, ma ¢ per statuto uso comune. Soprattutto, essa giunge al parlante
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dall’esterno: viene trasmessa e perfino imposta all'infante”, che con essa deve fa-
miliarizzare. Che essa resti irriducibilmente estranea al parlante, sono testimo-
nianza «1 lapsus, 1 balbettamenti, le improvvise dimenticanze e le afasie», come per
1l corpo 1 trc tourettici (Agamben 2014a: 121).

E il poeta ad abitare questa zona di indistinguibilita tra cid che ¢ proprio e ¢io
che ¢ 1mpropro: egli, per far uso della lingua, s1 libera delle convenzione e degh
aspetti piu famihari della lingua, si rende «straniera la lingua che devle|] dominare,
mscrivendola in un sistema di regole arbitrarie quanto inesorabili», al punto che
essa pare giungere suggerita da un principio divino, una musa. Il gesto del poeta
viene descritto da Agamben come «un’appropriazione disappropriante (una negli-
genza sublime, un dimenticarsi nel proprio)» e al contempo come «una disappro-
priazione appropriante (un presentirsi o un ricordarsi nell'improprio)» (Agamben
2014a: 122-123). Una destituzione dell’ordine non per proporne uno nuovo, ma
per rimanere nella soglia in cui ogni ordine ¢ possibile, ogni denotazione ¢ sospe-
sa, ognl proprieta sovrana ¢ maccessibile - e proprio m questi termini si com-
prende I'occasione persa da Foucault, che pur aveva preso a iterrogare Roussel,
Brisset e Wolfson in una dimensione espropriante di c10 che € pii intimo.

Abitare la sogha tra la patria e 'esilio ¢ la vocazione del poeta, che avvicina 1 li-
miti del inguaggio non verso un “ancora non detto”, € nemmeno verso un nuovo
ordine del dire: 1l poeta abita la soglia i cur finiscono 1l discorso e I'enunciare lo-
gico attraverso cui 1l soggetto colloca se stesso (Agamben 1996a: 95); una soglia
presso la quale «comincia non I'indicibile, ma la materia della parola» (Agamben
2013: 15), c10 che, solitamente «consegnato all’oblio», immancabilmente avanza
un appello al poeta (Agamben 2013: 27; in generale, cfr. Dell’Aia 2019). Egh
rompe 1l dire logico e indica verso la «sobria, stremata dimora» (Agamben 2013:
34) m cui 1l hnguaggio avviene all'uomo, dunque: questo 1l primo e pit elementare
significato della hingua poetica, ossia la visitazione della verita come erranza che
salva rispetto a qualsiasi destinazione chiusa e definitiva; un salvataggio maccessibi-
le a ciascuna lingua storica, presa nella propra logica, nella propria grammatica,
nel proprio significare comunicativo, e accessibile, attraverso «le rovine del lin-
guaggio» (Agamben 2010: 25), solo nel recupero poetico «di cio che si perde»
(Agamben 2017).

La peculanta del hinguaggio poetico non risiede tanto nella quantita, nel ritmo,
nel numero delle sillabe, bensi nella possibilita di «opporre un limite metrico a un
limite sintattico». E la figura dell’emjambement ad attirare Pattenzione di Agam-
ben, essendovi 1n essa «una non-coincidenza e una sconnessione fra elemento me-
trico e elemento sintattico, fra ritmo sonoro e senso, quasi che [...] la poesia vives-
se soltanto del loro mtimo discordo». Il verso rompe 1l nesso sintattico del /ogos, e

" L’acquisizione della lingua & descrivibile come un paradossale processo di oblio: «I% come se
I'acquisizione del linguaggio fosse possibile solo attraverso un atto di oblio» (Heller-Roazen 2005:

11).
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con I'emjambement, accenna al discorso prosastico e al contempo lo spezza. In
questa cesura del verso, Agamben individua lo spazio di erranza e ricerca ango-
sciata che ¢ 1l pensiero, i cui solo avviene la Voce umana come articolazione -
tenzionata a significare.

Altrettanto mteressante ¢ lo statuto della ingua di cui 1 poeti fanno uso. Si tratta
di una lingua che, nfacendosi a una riflessione di Pascoli, Agamben definisce
“morta” o, meglio, I'«esperienza della morte della parola» (Agamben 1996a: 68)",
mtendendo con c16 la rottura della dimensione della comprensione logica, sosti-
tuita, grazie a una voce ignota - glossolalia, xenoglossia, onomatopea, ... -, da un
«desiderio di sapere» (Agamben 1996a: 69), di una pura tensione errante rispetto
a un suono che ¢ inteso essere non piu suono animale ma non ancora significato
compiuto. Il pensiero si apre a una «dimensione naudita» (Agamben 1996a: 70),
che sospende l'ordine logico non al fine di proporne di nuovi, ma di sostare nel
puro voler-dire, nella morte della parola che non simbolizza piti nulla ma indica
una mtenzione di significare. Una dimensione in cui ¢ 1l luogo dell’avvenire di
ogni vocazione, di ogni determinazione.

All’'oblio del factum loquendi, 11 dettato poetico sostituisce 'opportunita di far
morire la parola, la sua dimensione semantica e la sua logica discorsiva, per ripor-
tare a evidenza l'esperienza impotente e totipotente - e percio desoggettivizzata
(Agamben 1996a: 96)" - dell'mfanzia. Un’mversione consistente nella riconquista
di un terreno dimenticato e scisso; e di tale inversione si puo dar conto notando
che Agamben, che con Pascoli definisce la lingua del poeta una “lingua morta”,
quando s1 confronta con la poetica di Andrea Zanzotto parla della ingua del poeta
come di un /ogos erchomenos, una lingua veniente: la poesia ¢ dunque una lingua
che, morendo nella sua dimensione logica, si ripresenta rinnovata annunciando la
pura potenza inesauribile del linguaggio; in questo non ¢ davvero una lingua, bensi
segno verso la dimensione evenemenziale e senza destino m cui ogni storicita puo
avvenire (Agamben 2013: 29-31).

Una lingua che muore nella sua dimensione semantica per dar luce a una “lin-
gua” mriducibilmente veniente e, assieme a essa, a una comunita che viene: una
lingua morta - impotente - che vivifica 1l luogo dell’erranza totipotente e del pen-
dere senza voce, che ¢ 1l pensiero. I’espressione che Agamben prende da Zanzot-
to ha un forte tenore teologico: 1l sintagma /ogos erchomenos ¢ un riferimento alla
figura del Cristo, colu1 che viene. Tale sintagma nomina negh scritti del poeta tre-
viglano «un’esperienza particolare del linguaggio», quella della lingua dialettale,

“ Di una Voce cosi intesa, si trova una prima notizia in un passo agostiniano, in cui si riporta
I'esperienza di chi, udendo una parola desueta o “morta”, sia mosso dalla tensione amorosa di
comprenderne 1l significato, percependo in quella articolazione di sillabe qualche cosa come
un’intenzione di dire.

" Introducendo, nel 1980, il testo Monsicur Teste di Valéry, Agamben annotava che «La poesia
ha da sempre fatto dell’alienazione la condizione normale dell’atto di parola: essa € un discorso in
cui Zo non parla, ma riceve da altrove la sua parola» (Agamben 2005: 103).
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materna, nella sua mscindibile relazione con la ingua paterna, I'tahano”. S1 puo
cogliere la suggestione della fluidita del dialetto, che sgorga e raggiunge 'nvomo, af-
fiancandola alle osservazionm di tenore geografico, offerte, per esempio, da Gob-
ber, che, pur sottolineando 1l comune aspetto di «insiemi organizzati di elementi,
fatti per essere gestii da una comunita di parlanti», evidenzia come le lingue stori-
che, per la loro strutturazione, stiano fra loro 1n relazione di distacco, mentre 1 dia-
letti s1 susseguono sul territorio secondo un continuum (Gobber 2006: 29-34). La
reciproca tensione statutariamente presente tra la lingua dialettale e una lingua
grammaticalmente fissata - a culr Agamben da un valore ontologico estraneo, per
esempio, alle mtuizioni hinguistiche di Berruto su bilinguismo, diglossia, dilalia
(Berruto 1995) - ¢ paradigma del bilinguismo costitutivo di ogni autentica mnten-
zione poetica e, In termini pia ampi, di ogni uso libero del linguaggio.

L’interesse rivolto in anni recenti da Agamben alla poesia dialettale ¢ dovuto al
fatto che 1l dialetto, nella sua sorgivita mesauribile e impossibile da sistematizzare,
s1 presenta secondo 1l filosofo come una lingua che rimanda oltre a sé, e permette
di guardare nella direzione del luogo mconoscibile da cu 1l linguaggio viene
all'uomo e, prima ancora, nella direzione del non aver un linguaggio dell'uomo,
della sua urgenza di riceverlo donde esso provenga.

Tornando alle considerazioni da cul questo articolo ha preso le mosse, Agam-
ben cita Zanzotto e Pasolini (Pasolini 1995: 70), quando mdicano nel dialetto un
paradigma capace di collocarsi tra /langue e parole, non perd come l'ordine
dell’archivio foucaultiano, ma prima di esso e rivolgendo lo sguardo i direzione
opposta rispetto a quella della costituzione e ricostituzione degh ordini discorsivi:
non tanto verso la possibilita di dire in un certo modo o i un certo altro modo,
quanto sostando sulla possibilita stessa di dire, nella dimensione della potenza in
atto In quanto potenza; e, nella cesura che separa questa dall’archivio che regola
I'atto enunciativo, scoprire 1l soggetto non come funzione di un mtreccio di dispo-
sitivi o come agente di una forma di vita, bensi come sogha rriducibile di esistenza
o annichilimento della parola.

5. CONCLUSIONE

L’urgenza di liberare la propria ricerca dalle tradizionali filosofie del soggetto,
conduce Foucault in una mrrequieta riflessione che, fin dai primi passi giovanil,
tocca 1l problema del linguaggio. L'interesse che Foucault rivolge a precise speri-

* Le osservazioni di ordine filosofico di Agamben sembrano parallele a quelle storiografiche
proposte da De Mauro: «La lingua comune, insomma, non si offriva al singolo come una realta “na-
turali” immediatamente acquisibile vivendo la vita associata di ogni giorno, privata o pubblica. Fuori
della Toscana e fuorl di Roma, la lingua comune era un possesso da acquisire attraverso applicazio-
ne e studio scolastico, dunque un possesso riservato a coloro che avevano frequentato la scuola»

(De Mauro 1963: 34-35).
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mentazioni letterarie rappresenta la necessita di illuminare quella che s1 puo defi-
nire un’esperienza selvaggia, libera dal concetto di un soggetto sedicente trascen-
dentale e sovrano e, mvero, prodotto da una configurazione culturale storicamen-
te collocabile. Parallelamente allo sforzo in prossimita der dispositivi che defini-
scono 1 discorsi nella loro storicita, Foucault da seguito a tale urgenza avvicinando
figure capaci di frantumare 'ordine de1 discorsi, m primo luogo la funzione rap-
presentativa che 1l soggetto sovrano suppone essere al servizio della propria nte-
riorita. Si tratta di sperimentazioni che permettono a Foucault di gettare luce sulla
vitalita mtrinseca del linguaggio, sulla possibilita che essa conserva di disporre
nuovi ordini discorsivi.

E certo, tuttavia, che, permanendo all'interno di uno scenario di discontinuita
storiche e mterrogando 1l linguaggio nelle forme attuali che esso rende accessibili,
i questi anni Foucault s1 scontra con Pesosita delle esperienze letterarie che stu-
dia. Foucault permane entro I'orizzonte ontologico dell’operativita che ha prodot-
to 1l soggetto moderno, e cosi la ricerca di discontinuita affermative si hmita a de-
gradare la consistenza della figura del soggetto, anziché minarla alle sue radici.
Inoltre, avendo dotato 1l linguaggio di una simile vitalita creativa rischia di trasfor-
mare la sperimentazione letteraria in una forma di feticismo, che proietta nel lin-
guaggio la vitalita msita nei soggetti parlanti e la trasforma in una potenza a essi
estranea e incontrollabile.

L'impresa tentata da Agamben di sottrarsi rispetto a un’ontologia
dell’operativita, permette di tematizzare 1l linguaggio a partite dall’origine trascen-
dentale di ogmi atto discorsivo attuale, a partire cioe dall’aspetto non storico ma
storicizzante che accompagna ogni presa di parola. Nello 1ato che Foucault indaga
nel senso delle gnglie di attualizzazione del linguaggio, Agamben sosta interrogan-
do la dimensione che trascende ogni attualizzazione e ogni soggettivazione, n cui
risiedono al contempo 'impotenza e la totipotenza umane. Occasione per indaga-
re quello 1ato € la cntica della nozione saussuriana di fangue e la pretesa di so-
vrapporre alla distinzione /fangue-parole quella di Benveniste tra semiotico e se-
mantico. I’ontologizzazione della distinzione saussuriana e la sovrapposizione a
essa della distinzione benvenisteana compromettono la possibilita di indagare
I'aver-luogo del hinguaggio all'interno della concreta attivita linguistica slegando 1l
linguaggio dalla dimensione monologica a cui invece rischia di relegarlo Agamben,
e aprendo I'indagine anche delle condiziom sociali, fisiche, biologiche e pragmat-
che che fungono da condizione dell’esistenza reale del linguaggio. Il rischio ¢
dunque quello di retficare la facolta del linguaggio, separandola in maniera netta
dalla realta ndividuale e storica entro cui sola essa ha davvero senso.

Insistendo sull’aspetto irriducibilmente evenemenziale del discorso, nvece,
Foucault riesce a condurre la propna critica del soggetto rielaborandola nel senso
di una ontologia all’attualita. Negh anni Ottanta, Foucault propone una concezio-
ne di etica che non si disfa della capacita emancipativa del soggetto, ma la declina
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come una pratica immanente alla storia e relativa alle disposizioni prescrittive che
la animano, pur dovendosi muovere fra 'impoliticita del gesto trasformativo mdi-
viduale e 1l nischio di una politica tutta glocata sulla strategia comunicativa e dema-
gogica (Bazzicalupo 2018), in assenza di riferimenti normativi stabili.
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ABSTRACT

Desubjectivation is central to Agamben’s political thought. In the Homo Sacer project, Agamben
identifies two different forms of desubjectivation: the first is the stripping of identity by the state;
the second 1s an experience of letting go of the self which, he argues, provides resources for
resisting contemporary biopolitics. In Homo Sacer, Agamben 1s also profoundly critical of
Georges Bataille’s thought for reproducing the logic of the sovereign ban, which is the most ex-
treme mechanism that the state uses to deprive people of their identity. In this essay, however, 1
argue that Agamben’s first account of the emancipatory potentials of desubjectivation, his 1970
essay On the Limits of Violence, echoes themes that are central to Bataille’s thought. Agamben
argues that violence can only break with the history of domination through a non-instrumental
action that involves the negation of both self and other, and he formulates this 1dea by drawing
on the example of sacrifice, Marx and Engels’ analysis of proletarian revolution, and the existen-
tial problem of mortality and the limits of language. I show that while Agamben’s analysis of self-
negating violence draws on a range of sources, including Hannah Arendt and Walter Benjamin,
the key claims of the essay reflect the account of desubjectivation that Bataille develops through
his reflections on sacrifice, subjectivity, and the social.
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Agamben 1s perhaps best known for his analysis of the relationship between sov-
ereignty and biopolitics. In a 2004 Interview with Agamben, Vacarme asks him
about the “flip side” of this analysis—the “minor biopolitics” of movements, such as
those of undocumented 1immigrants, the unemployed, or those with AIDS, who
“already practice a politics with an awareness—and an experience—of the state of
exception” (Vacarme 2004: 115). In response, Agamben gives an account of con-
temporary politics as a dialectic between processes of subjectivation and desubjecti-
vation. The modern State 1s, he argues, an apparatus that strips people of their
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traditional 1dentities and forms of belonging. This 1s a reference not only to the
sovereign exception, which suspends the legal recognition of individuals and popu-
lations, but to spectacular capitalism, which undermines tradition and strips people
of their identities through the commodification of culture (Agamben 1993: 63-64,
83; Agamben 2000: 85). However, Agamben also points out that the regulation of
subjectivity and 1dentity 1s central to the functioning of modern power, as indicated
by the work of Michel Foucault. As such, alongside the destruction of tradition and
community, there 1s a process of resubjectivation that is managed by the State,
through which people take on an identity that allows them to be governed.

According to Agamben, the development of biopolitics complicates the problem
of 1dentifying a “revolutionary subject”, which many people continue to think “in
terms of class, of the proletariat” (Vacarme 2004: 116). While “these are not obso-
lete problems”, the categories of class and subjectivity have become an essential part
of the mechanisms of government, and the risk of using them 1s that one “reidentify
oneself, that one mvest this situation with a new 1dentity, that one produce a new
subject, 1f you like, but one subjected to the State” (Vacarme 2004: 116). Agamben’s
response to this dilemma 1s to argue that the potential for resisting contemporary
biopolitics does not lie In constituting a new revolutionary identity, but rather, in
practicing a form of desubjectivation that 1s distinct from the one produced by the
State: “Desubjectivation does not only have a dark side. It 1s not simply the destruc-
tion of all subjectivity. There 1s also this other pole, more fecund and poetic, where
the subject 1s only the subject of its own desubjectivation” (Vacarme 2004: 124).
And, according to Agamben, one finds just a moment of poetic desubjectivation 1n
Foucault’s late work on government, which not only analyses the care of the self,
but also “states the apparently opposite theme: the self must be let go of...‘the art of
living 1s to destroy 1dentity’” (Vacarme 2004: 117).

Agamben provides his clearest and most fully developed account of the ‘poetic’
experience of political desubjectivation 1n the final two volumes of the Homo Sacer
project, The Highest Povertyand The Use of Bodies'. According to Agamben, the
human 1s a bemng defined by moperativity or impotentiality, that 1s, our capacity to
suspend our ways of being and acting (Agamben 1999b: 182-183)—and, in these
works, he develops an account of the ‘coming politics’ as a praxis in which a “work
1s deactivated and rendered noperative, and 1n this way, restored to possibility,
opened to a new possible use” (Agamben 2015: 247). The account of the politics
of moperativity that Agamben develops in the concluding volumes of the Homo
Sacer project has, however, been ably discussed by others i the context of this
special edition, and elsewhere (DeCarol 2016; Bignall 2016; Vatter 2016; Bernstein
2017; Prozorov 2017; van der-Heiden 2020). While much remains to be said about
these works, the present essay does not focus on Agamben’s most recent account

" Part One of The Use of Bodies concludes with an extended analysis of Foucault’s late work on
the subject (Agamben 2015: 95-108).
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of the emancipatory potentials of desubjectivation, but upon the earliest—and my
argument 1s that this 1s to be found m an engagement with a seemingly unlikely
source, namely, the thought of Georges Bataille.

In an interview from 1980, Michel Foucault states that Bataille’s work provided
his own generation of thinkers with important conceptual resources with which to
challenge the phenomenology that was dominant at the time. Where phenomenol-
ogy cast the subject as a transcendental foundation for the meaning of everyday ex-
perience, Bataille pursued limit experiences that had “the function of wrenching the
subject from itself, of seeing that the subject 1s no longer itself, or that it 1s brought
to 1ts annihilation or its dissolution” (Foucault 1994: 241). Foucault argues that this
practice of desubjectivation was an attempt to open out new possibilities for living,
and he conceptualises his own philosophical practice in these Bataillean terms:
“However boring, however erudite my books may be, I've always conceived of them
as direct experiences aimed at pulling myself free of myself, at preventing me from
being the same” (Foucault 1994: 242). He also claims that while the turn to Bataille
(and, along with him, Nietzsche and Blanchot) was a break with Marxist orthodoxy,
it was a “path toward what we expected from communism” (Foucault 1994: 249).
This 1s because the young generation of philosophers, who confronted a society that
had permitted Nazism, and a global politics structured by American Capitalism and
Stalinist Communism, “wanted a world and a society that were not only different
but that would be an alternative version of ourselves; we wanted to be completely
other in a completely different world” (Foucault 1994: 247-8).

While Agamben obviously owes a great deal to Foucault, he 1s not known for
being influenced by Bataille. Indeed, whenever Bataille’s name appears in Agam-
ben’s work, it 1s as a target of criticism—and the most strident of these 1s the claim
that Bataille’s thought 1s “useless to us” because it offers only a “real or farcical rep-
etition” of the relationship between sovereignty and bare life that founds political
power (Agamben 2000: 7; see also Agamben 1989a: 54; Agamben 1998: 112-123;
Agamben 2004: 7-8). Commentators on the relationship between the two thinkers
have understandably tended to emphasise these attacks (Stronge 2017: 1; Hirsche
2014; Biles 2011). However, in her entry on Bataille in Agamben’s Philosophical
Lineage, Nadine Hartmann argues that the “persistent downplaying” of Bataille’s
thought “in Agamben’s mature project 1s itself symptomatic” (Hartmann 2017:
109), and suggests that Agamben might be more indebted to Bataille than his fre-
quent criticisms seem to suggest. In this essay, I develop Hartman’s suggestion that
Agamben’s relationship to Bataille 1s more complicated than it mitially appears to
be. However, instead of examining those texts in which Agamben mentions Bataille,
as does Hartmann, I turn to a very early text in which his name does not appear,
but which, I argue, 1s important for understanding the development of Agamben’s
thought, his critique of Bataille, and his later account of the politics of desubjectiva-
ton.
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Dawvid Kishik tells us that a young Giorgio Agamben travelled to Paris in May of
'68 “to take part in the final chain of events that turned the city on its head during
that restless spring” (Kishik 2012: 1)°. However, Agamben has also said that he was
“not completely at ease with 1968” due to the fact that he was reading the work of
Hannah Arendt, who his “friends on the left considered a reactionary author, of
which you absolutely could not talk” (Sofri 1985)°". The following year, Agamben
penned an essay entitled On the Limits of Violence, which draws heavily on Arendt
and Walter Benjamin to argue that revolutionary politics has been undermined by
an mstrumental theory of violence that is tied to a teleological understanding of his-
tory. In response, Agamben attempts to theorise a non-instrumental form of action
that would, as such, have the capacity to call a “messianic halt” to history and “open
anew chronology and a new experience of temporality” (Agamben 2009: 109). This
1, he argues, what 1s at stake in both the ancient practice of sacrifice, Marx and
Engels account of proletarian revolution, and the existential confrontation with
death—and, drawing on these examples, he argues that a truly revolutionary violence
“negates the self as 1t negates the other; it awakens a consciousness of the death of
the self, even as it visits death on the other” (Agamben 2009: 108). Agamben’s ac-
count of this revolutionary form of violence 1s brief and enigmatic, and he does not
provide citations for many of the 1deas that underpin it. Nonetheless, one can detect
echoes of some of Agamben’s early influences in the argument, including Benja-
min, Heidegger, and Arendt, who I will draw upon to help illuminate his analysis.
However, the key claim of Agamben’s essay 1s that the revolutionary suspension of
history can only occur through a process of self-negation, an argument that he de-
velops by drawing on the example of sacrifice. In this essay, I am going to show that
there are some remarkable similarities between Agamben’s account of self-negating
violence and Georges Bataille’s thinking on sacrifice, sovereignty, and subjectivity'.

* Kishik does not, however, specify the sense in which he ‘took part’ in these events.

" Agamben does not elaborate on the particular reason for his friends’ hostility to Arendt. She
had, however, published a number of books critical of the continental revolutionary tradition and of
Marxism in particular by the time Agamben travelled to Paris. The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951)
equated the Soviet Union with Nazi Germany and helped to popularise a term which went on to play
a major 1deological role in the Cold War. The Human Condition (1958) expresses the utmost admi-
ration for Marx, before going on to critique his definition of the human as a labouring being. On
Revolution (1963) 1s very critical of the French Revolution, which it compares very unfavourably with
the American revolutionary experience.

" There are also some remarkable similarities between Agamben’s analysis of revolutionary vio-
lence and some of the central theses of Furio Jest’s Spartakus: Syimbology of a Revolt. Jest and Agam-
ben were both young scholars living in Rome in the late 1960s and Agamben has since drawn upon
and written about his work (Agamben 2004: 26, 89; Agamben 1996). Like On the Limits of Violence,
Spartakus was written in 1969, and it draws on the example of sacrifice to theorise revolt as an expe-
rience that suspends historical time (2014: 46). Jesi develops this argument, in part, by drawing on the
work of Mircea Eliade, whose Cosmos and History argues that sacrifice regenerated time through a
return to origin, which 1s the same account of sacrifice that we find in Agamben’s essay (1954: 35-6).
Citing Eliade, Jesi also argues, like Agamben, that these sacrificial rituals involved the destruction of
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This suggests that Agamben first articulates his account of the emancipatory poten-
tials of political desubjectivation through an engagement with the very thinker whose
work he later declares to be ‘useless’.

1. BATAILLE ON SACRIFICE AND SELF-NEGATION

The ““enigma of sacrifice’ was a lifelong obsession” for Bataille (Biles 2011: 129).
Throughout his work, Bataille opposed the practice of sacrifice to the productivism
and mstrumental rationality that dominates the modern world. However, the theo-
retical details of this analysis shift over ime depending upon the circumstances to
which Bataille was responding and the theoretical resources upon which he drew.
A great deal could thus be said about the role that sacrifice plays in Bataille’s
thought, and we do not have space here for an extensive treatment of the 1ssue. In
what follows, I am simply going to highlight two different aspects of Bataille’s think-
g on sacrifice that are particularly relevant to Agamben’s account of revolutionary
desubjectivation: first, I illustrate the relationship between sacrifice and revolution-
ary politics that Bataille articulates in his 1933 essay 7he Notion of Expenditure,
second, I examine the relationship between sacrifice and subjectivity in Bataille’s
thought by turning to his 1953 magnum opus, 7he Accursed Share, and the post-
humously published 7heory of Religion.

The Notion of Expenditure argues that utility 1s the supreme value of the modern
world, which esteems individual activity only where 1t contributes to the production
and conservation of material goods. However, drawing on Marcel Mauss’ research
amongst the Northwestern American Indians, Bataille argues that the earliest forms
of economic exchange did not take the rational and utilitarian form of a barter, as
classical economics presumed, but rather, mvolved a practice of giftgiving that
squandered wealth (Bataille 1985: 121). Generalising Mauss’ insight, Bataille points
out that humanity has long engaged mn a wide variety of activities that involve ex-
penditure going beyond the need to preserve life and reproduce labour power: the
wearing of jewellery; artistic production; competitive games; cultic practices that re-
quire “a bloody wasting of men and anmimals i sacrifice” (Bataille 1985: 119) and
“luxury, mourning, war, cults, the construction of sumptuary monuments, games,
spectacles, arts, perverse sexual activity (i.e. deflected from genital finality)” (Bataille
1985: 118). According to Bataille, these forms of unproductive expenditure, which
he argues had no end beyond themselves, played a central role in the social and

the subject through the confrontation with death (Jes1 2014: 157). However, I focus on Agamben’s
relationship to Bataille, rather than Jesi, for two reasons. First, Bataille’s work 1s the earliest articula-
tion, and hence the likely conceptual source, of the relationship between sacrifice, death and desub-
Jjectivation, which then appears in the work of both younger theorists. Second, establishing a connec-
tion between Bataille’s concerns and the account of revolutionary desubjectivation that Agamben de-
velops in this early essay casts a different light on his later critique of Bataille.
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economic organisation of the pre-modern world. The capitalist economy, by con-
trast, 18 predicated upon acquisition, accumulation, and rational calculation, and so,
i modernity, “everything that was generous, orgiastic, and excessive has disap-
peared” (Bataille 1985: 124). While the bourgeoisie still consume, they refuse the
obligation to engage 1n social expenditure, and instead display their wealth behind
closed doors: as a result, “the people’s consciousness 1s reduced to maintaining pro-
foundly the principle of expenditure by representing bourgeois existence as the
shame of man and as a sinister cancellation” (Bataille 1985: 125).

Bataille not only draws on Mauss’ anthropology of the gift economy to critique
contemporary society, but to identify forms of resistance to it. In the early 1930s,
Bataille joined the ultra-left Democratic Communist Circle (CCD), and in 1934 he
participated 1n a massive general strike that gave rise to the Popular Front between
the Communist and Socialist Parties. 7he Notion of Expenditure appeared in the
CCD journal, Critique Sociale, and mn 1it, Bataille 1dentifies class struggle as the
“grandest form” of unproductive social expenditure, arguing that workers have de-
veloped the principle “on such a scale that it threatens the very existence of the
Masters” (Bataille 1985: 126). However, the vision of revolutionary praxis that Ba-
taille develops by drawing analogies with “festivals, spectacles, and games” 1s an 1di-
osyncratic one that does not emphasise the role of the party, or the democratic
practice of workers councils, but rather, the mtoxicating experience of revolt—and
this 1s due, 1n part, to the fact that he reads the Marxian concern with class struggle
through the lens of Durkheim’s sociology. In The Elementary Forms of Religious
Life, Durkheim argues that religious rituals are able to bind a community around a
common set of religious symbols due to the capacity of a collective assembly to
generate strong emotions: “Once the mdividuals are gathered together, a sort of
electricity 1s generated by their closeness and launches them to an extraordinary
height of exaltation” (Durkheim 1995: 217). Bataille drew his analysis of the sacred
from the French School of Sociology via the work of Mauss and, as Michel Richman
notes, he shared its belief that “the social whole 1s greater than the sum of its parts,
the collectivity induces transformations within 1its participants, and that such trans-
formation 1s accessible and sustainable only within a mouvement d’ensemble’
(Richman 2002: 5). However, the political ends to which Bataille set his analysis of
the sacred differed substantially from his sociological sources. Durkheim was pri-
marily concerned with the capacity of collective assemblies to generate social cohe-
sion: they are, he argues, “the act by which society makes itself, and remakes itself,
periodically” (Durkheim 1995: 425). Bataille, by contrast, was interested in the ways
that the emotions produced by collective assemblies could be mobilised to subvert
a modern society to which he was fundamentally opposed (Richman 2002: 14).
Thus, in 7he Notion of Expenditure, he argues that the only way for the poor to
reclaim social power 1s through “the revolutionary destruction of the ruling class in
other words, through a bloodied and in no way lmited social expenditure” (Bataille
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1985: 121). Smmilarly, in The Popular Front in the Streets, Bataille criticises the
bureaucratic processes of parties, and argues that the masses are driven to mnsurrec-
tion by “the contagious emotion that, from house to house, from suburb to suburb,
suddenly turns a hesitating man mnto a frenzied being” (Bataille 1985: 162).

As we will see in the next section of this essay, Agamben’s account of revolution-
ary praxis in On the Limits of Violence echoes this phase of Bataille work msofar
as 1t highlights the parallels between class struggle, revolt, and sacrificial violence.
However, the way Agamben analyses sacrifice and revolution also contains echoes
of Bataille’s later work, which casts sacrifice as an example of the experience of
desubjectivation that occurs at the mits of language and knowledge. While Ba-
taille’s association with the CCD was decisive for works such as 7he Notion of Ex-
penditure, his alliance with the organised left was to prove short-lived. By the mid-
1930s, Bataille had become disillusioned with the capacity of the left to resist the
rising tide of fascism, in part, because he believed that the rationalism of socialist
thought Iimited 1ts ability to harness the libidinal energies that fascism was tapping
mto at the time (Galetti 2018: 24; Surya 2002: 220-221). Bataille’s critique of the
left played an important role in his founding the infamous secret society Acéphale
i 1936, along with the journal of the same name, which developed a “ferociously
religious” (Bataille 2018: 124) thought heavily indebted to Sade and the Nietzschean
themes of the death of God, tragedy, and the Dionysian’. One year later, he estab-
lished 7he College of Sociologywith his friend Roger Caillois, which hosted a series
of lectures analysing “all manifestations of social existence in which the active pres-
ence of the sacred 1s clear” (Hollier 1998: 5). At the beginning of the War, however,
Bataille abandoned these projects, retreated to the countryside, and his work began
to emphasise “inner experience” and the question of subjectivity. By the time of his
major post-War works, then, Bataille’s analysis of sacrifice had undergone a trans-
formation, and he had come to theorise social institutions of useless expenditure as
an experience of the “sovereign freedom” that inheres in the subject’.

Bataille describes sovereignty as an “aspect of existence” that 1s “opposed to the
servile and subordinate” (Bataille 1989a: 197). Sovereignty thus means, first and
foremost, the freedom from work, which 1s only ever performed under the com-
pulsion of the body’s need to survive, or at the will of another, and 1s always per-
formed for some useful end. Because sovereignty 1s the antithesis of work, it 1s ex-
emplified 1n acts of useless consumption: “The sovereign individual consumes and
doesn’t labour, whereas at the antipode of sovereignty the slave and the man without

* In the first volume of Acéphale, Bataille went as far as to criticise political action as such, because
it necessarily imposed an end upon existence, and were therefore alien to the practice of useless
expenditure that was so important to his thought (Bataille 2018: 123; Galetti 2018: 24).

* Bataille’s first treatment of the relationship between sacrifice and the structure of subjectivity is
Sacrifices, which he wrote only months after The Notion of Expenditure (see Bataille 1985: 130-136).
However, it 1s only in his post-War work that Bataille works through this relationship at length, and
so it 1s upon this phase of his thought that I draw.
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means labor and reduce their consumption to the necessities” (Bataille 1989a:
198)". Bataille’s later work repeats his earlier argument that modernity has elimi-
nated the mstitutions and practices of useless expenditure (or what he now calls
sovereignty) that characterised the pre-modern world. However, he now also takes
aim at Soviet communism, which he describes as a “world of demed sovereignty”
(Bataille 1989a: 291). While the atheism of communism freed humankind from
subordination to God, and its msistence on equality freed people from the sover-
eignty of the ruling class, Bataille claims that this was on condition of ‘man’ “having
renounced for himself everything that is truly sovereign” (Bataille 1976: 352-353;
quoted 1n Nancy 1991: 16). On his account, communism was the most extreme
outcome of the development of the modern economy, as it sought to perfect pro-
duction by “revolutionary means” (Bataille 1989: 93) and subordinate the “irreduc-
ible desire that man 1s” to “those needs that can be brought into harmony with a life
entirely devoted to producing” (Bataille 1976: 352-353; quoted in Nancy 1991: 16).

While the modern world has destroyed the institutional forms that sovereignty
once took, Bataille claims that the possibility of sovereign experience persists be-
cause 1t Is a constitutive feature of subjectivity. According to Bataille, the subject 1s
not a substance that underpins and guarantees our knowledge of the world, but a
negativity that 1s constituted through the relation to the object. On his account, ani-
mals do not experience a distinction between themselves and their environment
(Bataille 1989b: 19); and it 1s the use of tools that first interrupts the “immanence”
i which the human animal 1s originally immersed. Tools are things that we create
and are therefore distinct from the naturally given world and from ourselves (Ba-
taille 1989b: 29); as such, they provide the “nascent form of the non-I” that allows
us to understand ourselves as a subject opposed to a world of objects. Bataille argues
that the use of tools also introduces the means-ends schema into our relationship
with the world, as we always employ them to achieve a purpose (we use the hammer
to drive a nail into wood, which we use to build a house, which we use to keep
ourselves dry and warm, and so on). The effect of this instrumental activity deprives
things of therr immediate nature, as “the purpose of a plow 1s alien to the reality that
constitutes 1t; and, with greater reason, the same 1s true of a grain of wheat or a calf”
(Bataille 1989b: 41). Our work upon the world also gives rise to the temporality of
duration and denies us access to the present moment, as we begin to repress our
desire for immediate pleasure 1n favor of a satisfaction that arrives when we com-
plete the project. According to Bataille, then, work makes us human, but at the
price of alienation from immanence: we are no longer “in the world like water,” as

" This account of sovereignty 1s indebted to Kojeve, who places the dialectic between Master and
Slave at the centre of his reading of Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit. Bataille attended Kojeve’s
lectures and his thought was deeply marked by this encounter. Agamben has frequently commented
on the relationship between Bataille and Kojeve and their treatment of negativity and the end of
history (see Agamben 1991: 49-53; Agamben 2004: 5-12).
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1s the anmimal (Bataille 1989b: 19); mstead, we are subjects in a world of objects,
which we can only know masmuch as they are external to us, and to the extent we
attribute them meaning by imcorporating them into our projects.

What Bataille calls “sovereign experience” mvolves the dissolution of the struc-
tures of mstrumentality, temporality, and knowledge, that arise from the use of tools.
If work employs a means to achieve an end, sovereignty mvolves the “enjoyment of
possibilities that utility doesn’t justify” (Bataille 1989a: 198). This non-instrumental
enjoyment necessarily transforms the experience of temporality: whereas the
worker delays the gratification of their desires to attain the end towards which they
are working, sovereignty involves the full enjoyment of the present without view to
anything other than the moment. Sovereignty thus involves a miraculous mterrup-
tion of the normal temporal order and the projects that structure it, and mn this sov-
ereign moment, the anticipation and futurity that mark the human experience of
time dissolve into nothing. Finally, the experience of sovereignty undermines the
relation to the object that makes possible knowledge of the world. Bataille writes
that knowledge 1s always the result of “an operation useful to some end...to know 1s
always to strive, to work; 1s always a servile operation, indefinitely resumed, indefi-
nitely repeated” (Bataille 1989a: 202). The intense consciousness of the moment
that occurs 1n the sovereign experience dissolves one’s rational understanding of the
world as a collection of objects that can be known, and instead generates a relation
of un-knowing that neutralises “every operation of knowledge within ourselves” (Ba-
taille 1989a: 203). For Bataille, then, the subject 1s only constituted through its rela-
tion to the object, and 1s thus the non-non-I. The nothingness of this subject 1s re-
vealed as such 1n sovereign experiences of useless consumption that dissolve the
relation to the object that constitutes the subject and thereby demonstrate that “at
bottom, I am this subjective and contentless existence” (Bataille 1989a: 378).

Bataille locates this kind of anti-utilitarian moment in a host of subjective experi-
ences and cultural forms, including “laughter, tears, poetry, tragedy and com-
edy...play, anger, intoxification, ecstasy, dance, music, combat, the funereal horror,
the magic of childhood, the sacred...the divine and the diabolical, erot-
cism...beauty...crime, cruelty, fear, disgust” (Bataille 1989a: 230). However, he sees
sacrifice as the most important of the historical institutions through which societies
made 1t possible for individuals to undergo the dissolution of the relation between
subject and object. The practice of sacrifice removes something from the profane
realm and gives it over to the sacred in a ritual that usually involves the killing or
consumption of the victim. From the perspective of the religious believers, this gives
them access to a spiritual realm that stands over against the human world of utility.
For Bataille, however, the ineffable realm that believers think 1s the world of spirit
15, In fact, the immanent relation to the world that we lost as a result of becoming
human. What 1s important about the act of sacrifice, on his account, 1s that it de-
stroys the utility of the object: “The thing - only the thing - 1s what sacrifice means
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to destroy in its vicim” (Bataille 1989b: 43)". As an act of useless consumption,
sacrifice 1s concerned only with the present moment, and 1s therefore “the antithesis
of production, which is accomplished with a view to the future (Bataille 1989b: 49).
In returning an object of utility to the immanence from which it comes, the individ-
ual who sacrifices also asserts that they are not reducible to the profane realm things
and projects, as they also belong also to the “sovereign world of Gods and myths,
to the world of violent and uncalculated generosity” (Bataille 1989b: 44). Finally,
Bataille argues that sacrifice has the capacity to mterrupt the imndividual’s capture by
the utilitarian order by forcing those who participate into an existential confrontation
with death:

Death is the great affirmer, the wonder-struck cry of life. The real order does not
so much reject the negation of life that is death as it rejects the affirmation of inti-
mate life, whose measureless violence is a danger to the stability of things, an affir-
mation that is fully revealed only in death...that intimate life, which had lost the
ability to fully reach me, which I regard primarily as a thing, is fully restored to my
sensibility through its absence. Death reveals life in its plenitude and dissolves the
real order (Bataille 1989b: 46-7).

Sacrifice thus not only played a crucial economic and social role in pre-modern
societies: 1t also produced profound subjective effects in those who took part in the
ritual. In sacrifice, “the individual 1dentifies with the victim in the sudden movement
that restores it to immanence” (Bataille 1989b: 51) and they are, as such, forced to
confront the mevitability of their own destruction; as a result, the one who sacrifices
escapes the structures of reason, and brushes up against the immanent world that 1s
lost when we become human.

However, Bataille also points to the limits of historical institutions, such as sacri-
fice, through which sovereignty was experienced. He describes the monopolisation
of sovereignty by the aristocracy as the “perversion” of the sovereign freedom that
belongs to all human beings, who “possess and have never entirely lost the value
that 1s attributed to gods and human beings” (Bataille 1989a: 197). Bataille also ar-
gues that the objective order of sovereignty tended to obscure the subjective experi-
ence of freedom, and that when this inner experience was thematised historically, it
was treated as a mystical experience, rather than as a product of human subjectivity
and a manifestation of its imits. Moreover, the religious framework that sacrifice
provided for understanding the experience of sovereignty means that the form of
subjectivity that accompanies it was consumed by anguished as a result of its being
overawed by the sacred realm (Bataille 1989b: 95). While the modern world has
destroyed the mstitutions of sovereignty, Bataille suggests that, along with the devel-
opment of the “clear consciousness” of modern science, this offers the possibility

* Bataille argues that killing is not necessary - it is just the most extreme form of negation of the

“real order” and therefore discloses the “deep meaning” of the practice of useless expenditure (Ba-

taille 1989b: 47-9).
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of a more conscious and egalitarian experience of the sovereign freedom that 1s
mherent to human beings: “Sovereignty designates the movement of free and mter-
nally wrenching violence that animates the whole, dissolves the whole, and reveals
the impossible n laughter, ecstasy, or tears. But the impossible thus revealed 1s not
an equivocle position; it 1s the sovereign self-consciousness that, precisely, no longer
turns away from itself” (Bataille 1989b: 110-111). Indeed, in Bataille’s later work, it
1s not sacrifice that 1s the contemporary exemplar of sovereign experience, but the
“sovereign thought” of Friedrich Nietzsche, whose transvaluation of all values re-
fuses the servile world, and gives to humamty a “gift that nothing limuts; it 1s the
sovereign gift, the gift of subjectivity” (Bataille 1989a: 371).

Bataille’s work draws upon the history of sacrifice to both cntique the productiv-
1sm and instrumental rationality of modernity and 1dentify forms of praxis that might
break with it. However, the way that he understands useless expenditure, and the
possibility for such practices in the contemporary world, shifts over time. In his
earhiest analysis of the sacred, he draws on Durkheimian sociology to identify class
struggle as the contemporary form of unproductive expenditure, and casts msurrec-
tion as a collective assembly that transforms and binds together its participants and
which, as such, has the capacity to put an end to the reign of the bourgeoisie. By the
time of his later, more theoretically developed work, Bataille has abandoned his
concern with class struggle, and he casts the sacrificial confrontation with death as
the exemplary historical mstance of sovereign experience. For the later Bataille,
then, sacrifice reveals something about the nature of subjectivity, which 1s a nothing-
ness that comes to light as such through acts of useless consumption. This allows
him to 1dentify forms of resistance to the mstrumentalism of modernity in a range
of lmit experiences in which the subject undergoes its own desubjectivation, from
laughter and poetry, to the thought and life of Friedrich Nietzsche. The earlier Ba-
taille thus draws upon the history of sacrifice to argue that the revolutionary subject
emerges through the intoxicating experience of insurrecionary class struggle. For
the later Bataille, we might say that 1t 1s the subject as such that 1s ‘revolutionary,” or
at least a site for breaking free from the mstrumental order of things—but only inso-
far as that subject 1s understood to be a negativity that 1s revealed as such through
experiences of desubjectivation.

2. ON THE LIMITS OF REVOLUTIONARY VIOLENCE

In February of 1970 a young Giorgio Agamben wrote to Hannah Arendt thank-
g her for the “decisive experience” her work had given him—and to this letter, he
appended a copy of On the Linuts of Violence (Agamben 2009: 111). The essay
opens by drawing on Arendt’s 7he Human Condition to analyse the origins of the
political tradition, and to argue that this tradition 1s experiencing a crisis that under-
mines its fundamental presuppositions. It concludes by making the rather enigmatic
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argument that revolutionary violence 1s the “unsayable that perpetually overwhelms
the possibility of language and eludes all justification” (Agamben 2009: 109). Now
that I have laid out some of the key aspects of Bataille’s thinking on sacrifice, class
struggle, and subjectivity, I am going to argue that Agamben’s essay reads Arendt’s
account of revolutionary new beginnings through a theory of sacrificial violence that
echoes themes central to Bataille’s thought. In the process, Agamben articulates
some of the fundamental themes that he will wrestle with over the ensuing decades,
and which become central to his political thought some twenty years later.

Agamben notes that Greek thought opposed politics to violence: “To be political
(to live n the polis) was to accept the principle that everything should be decided
by the word and by persuasion, rather than by force or by violence” (Agamben
2009: 104). This political opposition was, in turn, dependent upon a distinction
between corporeality, on the one hand, and truth, language and the soul on the
other. The political life was predicated on the belief that “truth, in and of itself,
could exert persuasive power on the human mind” (Agamben 2009: 104). The
body, by contrast, was associated with violence, which “denies the liberty of its vic-
tim” and “cannot reveal inner creative spontaneity, only bare corporeality” (Agam-
ben 2009: 105). However, Agamben argues that modernity has radically under-
mined the classical distinction between violence and politics. Rational persuasion 1s
of little use against the catastrophic forms of violence mmvented by modern technol-
ogy. Propaganda 1s now used to overpower the will and “reduce humans to nature”
mn an exercise of “linguistic violence” (Agamben 2009: 105). And, most importantly,
revolutionary politics seeks to use political violence to usher in the new: as Marx
puts 1it, “violence 1s the midwife of every old society which 1s pregnant with the new
one” Marx 1976: 916)".

Agamben takes Marx’s belief in the creative capacities of violence as the starting
point for his critique of the revolutionary tradition. While revolutionary politics has
tried to use violence to put an end to exploitation and domination, it has often re-
produced the very problems it sought to cure. Agamben claims that these failures
are due to the “historical Darwinism” of revolutionary thought, which casts society
as being subject to the “linear progression of necessary laws, similar to the laws gov-
erning the natural world” (Agamben 2009: 106). Within this schema, revolutionary
violence 1s justified because 1t hastens the development of the economic laws that
govern human history. Yet this vision of history establishes a “reign of mechanistic
necessity that contains no space for free and conscious human action” (Agamben
2009: 106) and thereby eliminates the capacity to bring something new into the
world that Marx associated with revolutionary praxis. This was to have a profoundly

" While Agamben does not cite Arendt on these matters, his analysis of propaganda reflects Ar-
endt’s concern with its corrosive effect on politics, as articulated in 7he Ornigins of Totalitarianism
and Lying in Politics. As we will see later in this essay, his argument that revolutionary politics seeks
to bring about the new through violence echoes a key claim of On Revolution.
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damaging effect on the course of twentieth century politics, as it was “the model
adopted by totalitarian movements” whose “self-proclaimed exclusive right to revo-
lutionary violence fostered mvolutional processes within authentic revolutionary
movements” (Agamben 2009: 106).

Agamben develops his response to the crisis of the Western political tradition
and the failures of revolutionary politics by turning to Walter Bemjamin’s Critique
ol Violence. Benjamin’s essay describes political history as a “dialectical rising and
falling” of the law-making violence that founds a legal order and the law-preserving
violence that sustains it (Benjamin 1978: 300). Both natural law and positivist legal
theory assume that such violent means can be used to achieve justified ends (Ben-
Jamin 1978: 278). On Benjamin’s account, however, law 1s not built upon the justice
of the ends it sanctions, but rather, upon the need to establish order and assert
power, a task that 1s pursued through violence. The irreducible gap between law
and justice leads Benjamin to the conclusion that the historical function of the law
1s “pernicious” and its destruction “obligatory” (Benjamin 1978: 297), an obligation
to which he responds by attempting to theorise a violence that does not have an
mstrumental relation to a legal end. According to Benjamin, a violence that does
not found or preserve a law, but seeks to suspend or depose it, has the capacity to
abolish State power and found a “new historical epoch” (Benjamin 1978: 300)—
and, while he provides a number of examples such a violence that deposes the law,
the most important of them 1s the proletarian general strike.

Benjamin’s analysis of the general strike draws heavily upon Georges Sorel’s Re-
Hections on Violence, a work that was influenced by the 1deas of Emile Proudhon
and the politics of revolutionary syndicalism. According to Sorel, the proletarian
general strike 1s a political myth in which “the revolution appears as a revolt, pure
and simple” (Sorel 1999: 129) and “the passage from capitalism to socialism 1s con-
cewved as a catastrophe whose development defies description” (Sorel 1999: 110).
This proletarian mythology, which developed out of the strike practices of revolu-
tionary unions (syndicats), tends to intensify class struggle by dividing society into
the two hostile camps described n the first chapter of 7he Communist Manifesto,
it radicalises the working class by casting minor and every day incidents as part of
the drama of a wider social war; and it 1s utterly hostile to any compromise with the
existing order. According to Sorel, the politics of the syndicats generated the possi-
bility of a revolutionary praxis that would be qualitatively different from the bour-
geois revolutions, which had used State authority to “impose a certain social order
in which the minority governs” (Sorel 1999: 166). This 1s because the proletarian
general strike seeks to smash the authority of the State, rather than trying to take it
over n order to wield its power—and, in so doing, the proletariat rejects the division
between ruler and ruled that the State form necessitates, in favour of self-organisa-
tion. This conception of the general strike was taken up and advocated by the ‘new
school” of Marxist thinkers, amongst whom Sorel included himself, who had begun
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to study the syndicalist movement and discovered that they had a great deal to learn
from the working class. It was anathema, however, to those socialist politictans who
spoke of the self-emancipation of the working class and the withering away of the
State, while acting i ways that reinforced their own power and strengthened the
machinery of government. Amongst these would be representatives of the working
class, then, there developed a contrary vision of a political general strike, in which
the syndicats would be placed under the control of political commuttees, and the
aim of msurrection was to pass power “from one group of politicians to another -
the people still remaining the passive beast that bears the yoke” (Sorel 1999: 149).
Benjamin reads Sorel’s analysis of the general strike through the lens of his cri-
tique of legal violence. What he calls the partial strike seeks to extract concessions
from the existing state and it 1s, as such, a manifestation of law preserving violence.
The political general strike tries to overturn the existing order by seizing the State
and 1s thus an example of law creating violence. However, this form of strike does
nothing to escape the problem of domination, as the “mass of producers” simply
“change their masters” (Benjamin 1978: 291). These instrumental forms of violence
thus lack the capacity to fundamentally transform the political and economic situa-
tion. In the proletarian general strike, by contrast, the proletariat withdraws n toto
from the system of capitalist exploitation backed by State violence, and 1s deter-
mined “to resume only a wholly transformed work, no longer enforced by the State”
(Bemjamin 1978: 292). The proletarian general strike 1s thus an ‘anarchistic’ and
non-instrumental form of violence that has the capacity to break with the history of
domination because 1t does not seek material gain through the State, but rather,
“sets 1tself the sole task of destroying state power” (Benjamin 1978: 291).
Benjamin’s analysis of the deposition of the law 1s fundamental for Agamben’s
political thinking, and he returns to it repeatedly throughout his work as he attempts
to theorise the ‘coming politics’ (Agamben 1998: 63-65; Agamben 2005a: 60-64;
Agamben 2015: 269). However, 1n his first treatment of the Critigue, Agamben
claims that while Benjamin and Sorel pose the essential problem for revolutionary
politics, the action they propose remains teleological because 1t 1s determined by
the end of ousting the existing State. What Agamben 1s looking for, by contrast, 1s a
violence “that contains its own principle and justification” (Agamben 2009: 107)—
and to theorise such an action, he turns to the sacred violence found in the religious
rtuals of the ancient world. Agamben writes that sacred violence “reveals itself
where humans intuit the essential proximity of life and death, violence and creation”
(Agamben 2009: 108). When the community was under threat, or “the cosmos
seemed empty and vacant”, ancient communities would perform sacred rites that,
through the “extreme act” of spilling their own blood, produced “an rruption of
the sacred and an interruption of profane time” (Agamben 2009: 107). This vio-
lence gave the ancients the capacity to regenerate ime and begin history anew be-
cause 1t resurrected the “primordial chaos” that gave birth to society, making
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“humans contemporaries of the gods”, and granting them “access to the ornginal
dimension of creation” (Agamben 2009: 107). Agamben then draws an analogy be-
tween sacrifice and Marx and Engels’ claim that “the revolution 1s necessary, not
only because the ruling class cannot be overthrown i any other way, but also be-
cause the class overthrowing it can only 1n a revolution succeed n ridding itself of
all the muck of ages and become fitted to found a new society” (Marx and Engels
1974: 95). What Marx and Engels indicate, according to Agamben, 1s that revolu-
tionary violence can only break with the history of domination when the revolution-
ary class negates itself in the process of negating the ruling class. According to Agam-
ben, then, sacrifice and proletarian revolution are both actions that call history to a
“messianic halt” through a violence that does not simply aim at the negation of the
existing order but which, rather, “negates the self as 1t negates the other; it awakens
a consciousness of the death of the self, even as it visits death on the other” (Agam-
ben 2009: 108).

Having drawn the problem of self-negation out of Marx and Engels and the ex-
ample of sacrifice, Agamben concludes his essay by arguing that revolutionary vio-
lence should be understood in relation to death, which 1s the ultimate form of ne-
gation. This also means that revolutionary violence should also be understood 1n its
relation to the lmuts of language, which 1s “the power we wield against death” (Agam-
ben 2009: 109). Language and culture cannot give us access to the originary sphere
in which creation and destruction coincide because they are an attempt to ‘make
peace’ with death (the Greeks separated the word from violence precisely because
the latter can threaten death). “Only by going beyond language”, Agamben writes,
“by negating the self and powers of speech humanity gains access to the original
sphere where the knowledge of mystery and culture breaks apart, allowing words
and deeds to generate a new beginning” (Agamben 2009: 109). “Revolutionary vio-
lence alone” can cross the threshold of language, through the “stunning realisation
of the indissoluble unity of life and death, creation and negation” (Agamben 2009:
109).

Agamben’s analysis of revolutionary violence throws up a number of major n-
terpretative 1ssues. On the face of it, his embrace of the emancipatory possibilities
of sacred violence seems to be rather problematic: one of the few commentators on
the essay, David Kishik, 1s clearly troubled by this aspect of Agamben’s argument,
as he describes the justification of the “physical killing of a sacrificial vicim” as a
“hypocritical convenience”, and calls the 1dea of the negation of the other as self-
negation “dubious” (Kishik 2012: 93). The stakes of Agamben’s argument are also
somewhat obscure, particularly in the final sections of the essay, which theorise rev-
olutionary violence in relation to mortality and the limits of language. As such, the
essay could all too easily be criticised for retreating from concrete political analysis

to metaphysical abstraction, in much the same way as Agamben’s later account of
the ‘coming politics’ (Smnerbrink 2005: 259; Power 2010; Behrman 2013).
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Agamben’s account of revolutionary self-negation 1s difficult to unpack, however, in
part because he does not provide citations for key ideas that he employs. One can,
nonetheless, detect echoes of some of Agamben’s influences in the argument which
can help to cast hight on his claims and his conceptual concerns—and the most 1m-
portant of these influences, I argue, are Hannah Arendt and Georges Bataille.

Arendt analyses revolutionary violence, and indeed politics as such, as an expres-
sion of the human capacity to bring about the new. Arendt writes: “Beginning, be-
fore 1t becomes a historical event, 1s the supreme capacity of man; politically, it 1s
identical with man’s freedom” (Arendt 1968: 479). This “supreme capacity” 1s not
only key to the political experience of freedom, but the essence of politics as such:
what makes “man a political being”, she writes, “is his faculty for action; it enables
him to get together with his peers, to act in concert...to embark on something new”
(Arendt 1972: 179; see also 1958: 178). Arendt’s thought also ties the faculty for
beginning anew that 1s at stake mn political action to two fundamental conditions of
human existence, namely, natality and speech. According to Arendt, the capacity to
act politically 1s predicated on the fact of birth, which 1s the first beginning that makes
all others possible by bringing something unique into the world, namely, a human
being that has the capacity to act and create the new (Arendt 1958: 9). She also
argues that the political importance of speech lies not in the fact that it conveys
information, but rather, that it allows us to be recognised by others as a singular
being: “Speech corresponds to the fact of distinctness and 1s the actualisation of the
human condition of plurality, that 1s, as a distinct and unique being amongst
equals...n acting and speaking, men show who they are, reveal actively their unique
personal 1identities and make their appearance m the human world” (Arendt 1958:
178-9).

Arendt’s concern for new beginnings underpins the account of revolutionary pol-
itics that she develops i her 1963 study, On Revolution. In this context, Arendt
argues that the French and American revolutions brought something new into the
world by connecting the exercise of violence to political freedom and to historical
novelty. Arendt distinguishes freedom, which involves self-government through par-
ticipation 1n political life, from hiberation, which means to be freed from restraint
and oppression. While liberation from oppressive circumstances 1s a precondition
for the exercise of political freedom, what made the French and American Revolu-
tions unique 1s that they combined the desire a liberty by the broad masses of the
poor with an attempt to create a new form of republican government that mstitu-
tionalised freedom. The act of founding a new constitution demonstrated that the
social and political order was contingent, leading to a sense that “the course of his-
tory” was beginning again and “that an entirely new story, a story never known or
told before, 1s about to unfold” (Arendt 1963: 21). However, Arendt also argues
that the revolutionary experience of freedom with respect to history was quickly
undermined, in the case of the French Revolution, by an equally powerful



18

9

r

Sacrifice and Desulyjectivation

experience of necessity, with those taking part feeling that had been swept up mn an
uresistible torrent of violence that led from the bourgeois republicanism of 1789,
through Jacobinism and the Terror, to Thermidor and the Napoleonic Wars. Ac-
cording to Arendt, this provided the model for Hegel’s account of history as a dia-
lectical process that 1s driven by necessity, but which leads, i the end, to a realm of
freedom—an account of history that would, she argues, have a considerable mflu-
ence on the revolutionary tradition, not least due to the work of Marx, who was “the
greatest pupil Hegel ever had” (Arendt 1963: 47)".

In On the Limits of Violence, Agamben defends Marx against Arendt’s argu-
ment that he 1s a thinker of historical necessity, arguing that he “constantly criticised”
the Hegelian attempt to reconcile necessity and freedom (Agamben 2009: 106).
Nonetheless, like Arendt, he msists that revolutionary thought and politics institutes
a connection between violence and historical novelty, and that this political experi-
ence has been occluded by a teleological theory of history that understands revolu-
tionary praxis as an expression of necessity. Agamben’s debt to Arendt helps to
explain the intermingling of ontological and political themes in his essay, which also
attempts to rethink revolutionary violence mn light of the ontological capacity of the
human being to create the new, and the relationship between this faculty and lan-
guage. However, Agamben also feeds these Arendtian concern through concepts
that reflect his debt to Benjamin. First, he casts revolutionary violence as a messianic
suspension of history, which 1s an obvious reference to Benjamin. Second, he de-
scribes this as an event in which creation and negation comcide, which 1s also an
1dea that 1s most likely drawn from Benjamin, given that it 1s central to Agamben’s
later reading of Theses on the Philosophy of History (1999b: 148-159). In the pro-
cess, he opens out a substantial difference between his account of the human capac-
ity to begin anew and that of Arendt, who argues that the connection between new
beginnings and political action makes natality the central category of political
thought, whereas for metaphysics the fundamental problem is mortality (Arendt
1958: 9). Agamben, by contrast, mnsists that the new comes about through the coin-
cidence of creation and negation—and in On the Limits of Violence, he interprets
this to mean that the messianic suspension of history occurs through a confrontation
with death. The claim that mortality 1s the existential condition of possibility for the
emergence of the new generates a further difference from Arendt who, as we have
seen, argues that action also needs to be understood 1n relation to speech. Agam-
ben, by contrast, asserts that beginning anew requires that we negate ourselves, and

“ While Arendt does not make the point explicitly, this critique of Marx as a theorist of historical

necessity, and the malign influence that this idea had on the course of revolutionary politics, echoes
her earlier argument that Stalinism justified the total domination of human beings, and the absolute
erasure of their freedom, on the basis of the laws of history that Marx had ostensibly discovered

(Arendt 1968: 461-464).
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this requires an experience of the unsayable, because language attempts to reconcile
us to death.

Agamben’s focus on mortality and the experience of being deprived of language
both reflect the concerns of his former teacher, Martin Heidegger. Agamben at-
tended Heidegger’s seminars at L.e Thor in Provence in 1966 and 1968 (Agamben
2009: 103) and has said that it was through his encounter with Heidegger’s thought
that philosophy first became possible for him (Agamben 1999a: 11). In Bemng and
1ime, Heidegger famously argues that Dasemn 1s characterised by its being-towards-
death (Heidegger 1962: 279-311). It 1s our mortality that makes it possible for
Dasern to gather itself from its fallenness in everydayness and to grasp itself as a
whole through an authentic decision (Heidegger 1962: 341-348)". According to
Heidegger, this decision becomes possible through an experience of the mood of
anxiety, which discloses our thrownness in the world (Agamben 1962: 341-348) and,
in so doing, deprives us of speech (Heidegger 1977: 101; see also Agamben 1991:
57). It 1s haghly likely, then, that Agamben’s concern with mortality and the experi-
ence of the unsayable are influenced by his recent and decisive encounter with
Heidegger.

Nonetheless, I claim that the particular way Agamben’s imterprets these 1ssues i
On the Limits of Violence also suggests the mfluence of Bataille upon his thought.
The first and most obvious connection between the two thinkers 1s that they each
theorise the confrontation with death through the historical example of sacrificial
violence. Now, there are certainly differences in the way that each thinker iterprets
the sacrifice, with Bataille casting it as a form of useless expenditure, and Agamben
arguing that it produces a suspension of time"”. Yet there are also a number of re-
markable similarities between the two. In the first place, Agamben deploys the anal-
ysis of sacrificial violence 1n a way that echoes Bataille’s philosophical strategy, that
1s, by attempting to theorise a non-instrumental form of action that can break with
the bourgeois order and respond to the limits of the dominant forms of revolution-
ary politics. Second, both thinkers interpret sacrifice as an act that forces those who
participate into an existential confrontation with their own death through the act of
killing another; and both cast this experience as a loss of the self that occurs at the

"' Agamben later engages in a major critical confrontation with this aspect of Heidegger’s thought.
In Language and Death, he argues that the “call of conscience” that allows Dasein to gather itself and
decide authentically is a manifestation of the negative ground that defines metaphysics (Agamben
1991: 54-62).

“1It is not clear where Agamben takes his analysis of sacrifice from. As noted earlier, his account
of sacrifice as an mterruption and regeneration of time echoes that of Mircea Eliade in Cosmos and
History, who Furio Jesi draws upon at around the same time that Agamben writes his essay. However,
these aspects of sacrifice were not unknown to Bataille and the circle around him: in a Lecture deliv-
ered at the College of Sociology in May 1939, Roger Callois, put forward a 7heory of the Festival that
highlights many of the same features of festival that Agamben highlights in On the Limits of Violence:
the restoration of possibility through the re-enactment of primordial chaos; the comncidence of death
and rebirth; and the suspension of calendar time (Hollier 1989: 281-303)
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limits of language and which thereby transforms the experience of temporality.
Third, Agamben formulates the experience of sacrificial self-negation by reference
to the Nietzschean theme of the Dionysian, which 1s central to Bataille’s thought:
“Violence, when 1t becomes self-negation, belongs neither to its agent nor its victim;
it becomes elation and disposession of self - as the Greeks understood m their
figure of the mad god” (Agamben 2009: 109). Indeed, On the Limits of Violence
concludes by comparing this Dionysian experience to the Hegehan image of the
absolute as a “Bacchanalian revel in which no member 1s not drunk” (Agamben
2009: 109)—a hink that 1s also made in Walter Otto’s Dionysius, which 1s extracted
extensively in Acéphale Volume 3/4 (Bataille 2018: 192). As Rebecca Comay ar-
gues, while there are some similarities between Heidegger and Bataille, given their
common critique of instrumental rationality, and their insistence on the groundless-
ness of existence, there 1s a profound difference between Heidegger’s thinking of
death in Being and Time, which emphasises authenticity and self-possession, and
Bataille’s account of sacrifice as an ecstatic experience of abandonment and the
dissolution of the self (Comay 1990: 72-77). Agamben’s emphasis on the loss of the
self, and his invocation of the theme of Dionysian ecstasy to describe this experi-
ence, are thus particularly strong pieces of evidence that his mterpretation of sacri-
ficial self-negation 1s influenced by Bataille.

My claim, then, 1s that Agamben first formulates the 1dea that desubjectivation
has an emancipatory potential in this early account of the revolutionary subject; that
while his account of revolutionary violence draws on Arendt’s concern with new
beginnings and Benjamin’s messianism, the key moment of this argument 1s his
account of sacrificial violence as an existential confrontation with death; and that the
way that Agamben formulates this 1dea suggests the influence of Bataille upon his
thinking. What remains unclear, however, 1s exactly what Agamben means when he
argues that a revolutionary new beginning requires the negation of the self through
the negation of the other. What would 1t mean to practice such a sacrificial politics
i the context of a revolutionary process? Is Agamben advocating, for example, a
revolutionary terror that puts the class enemy to death? If so, his account of revolu-
tionary violence would certainly stand n stark contrast to that of Arendt, for whom
the “lost treasure” of revolutionary politics 1s its attempt to found new spaces for the
exercise of freedom through political action (Arendt 1963: 217-285). Indeed, at
much same time that Agamben wrote his critique of revolutionary violence by draw-
g on Arendt’s work, she penned On Violence, which applauded the student
movements for their appetite for democratic political action, while roundly criticis-
g their rhetorical and conceptual embrace of violence (Arendt 1972: 114-123).

To unpack the political implications of Agamben’s argument, it 1s mstructive to
compare his analysis of revolution and desubjectivation to that of Bataille. We have
seen that Bataille uses the example of sacrificial violence 1n different ways in differ-
ent phases of his work. At the time that he was mvolved in the CCD, he drew quite
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direct parallels between the violence of sacrificial festivals and that of insurrectionary
class struggle. In his later work, however, the violence of sacrifice becomes a way
for Bataille to theorise the “movement of free and mternally wrenching violence”
(Bataille 1989b: 110) associated with sovereign experience, which he identifies in a
range of different practices, from poetry, to drunkenness, and laughter. Agamben’s
account of revolutionary violence contains echoes of both these approaches to the-
orising sacrificial self-negation. Like the early Bataille, he exphcitly inks sacrifice
and revolutionary praxis, emphasises class struggle and revolt through the example
of the proletarian general strike, speaks of revolutionary violence involving the kill-
ing of another, and compares the unsayable experience of revolutionary violence to
a Dionysian and drunken revel. However, like the later Bataille, Agamben casts
sacrifice and revolutionary violence as examples of a constitutive feature of human
existence, namely, the dissolution of the subject that occurs at the limits of language.
If, then, we take Bataille’s later work as a model for the way that Agamben 1s theo-
rising revolutionary violence, and cast the experience of desubjectivation as an ‘as-
pect of existence’ that appears in a variety of experiences and social phenomena,
then the negation of self and other that enables the emergence of the new could
occur through means other than physical killing, but which, like this act, brings hu-
man beings up against the lmits of language and subjectivity.

This 1s precisely what 1s at stake in Agamben’s other major example of revolu-
tionary desubjectivation, namely, Marx and Engels’s claim that the proletariat must
“rid 1tself of the muck of ages” in order to “found society anew” (Marx and Engels
1974: 95). The passage that Agamben cites from 7he German Ideology appears at
the end of an extended analysis of the relationship between the proletarat and the
possibility of a communist revolution. According to Marx and Engels, previous rev-
olutions had seen the oppressed challenge their exploitation by the dominant class,
while “the mode of activity... remained unscathed and 1t was only a question of a
different distribution of this activity, a new distribution of labour to other persons”
(Marx and Engels 1974: 94). A communist revolution, by contrast, puts an end to
class society by doing away with the exploitative labour that has provided its basis
(Marx and Engels 1974: 94). According to Marx and Engels, this requires the ex-
propriation of the means of production by the proletariat; however, this can only
occur through revolutionary struggle, the motivation for which comes from the de-
velopment of a “communist consciousness” that 1s familiar with the exploitation and
immuiseration of the proletariat, and 1s thereby convinced of the “necessity of a fun-
damental revolution” (Marx and Engels 1974: 94). Since a successful revolution
requires that the proletarian majority mobilise against the bourgeoisie, a large scale
and radical change 1n the views of those that make up bourgeois society 1s needed;
and this process of political education 1s, in turn, most effectively produced through
mvolvement in a collective revolutionary process: “For the success of the cause 1t-
self, the alteration of men on a mass scale 1s necessary, an alteration which can only
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take place 1n a practical movement, a revolution” (Marx and Engels 1974: 94). For
Marx and Engels, then, a communist revolution abolishes class by eliminating the
economic, legal and political conditions that constitute it, and this requires the wide-
spread dissemination of a communist consciousness and the destruction of those
beliefs constituted within a class divided society, all of which 1s to occur through the
revolutionary process.

To put Marx and Engels’ argument in the terms of Agamben’s essay, previous
revolutions have only asserted the class of the oppressed in the act of negating their
oppressors; a revolution that i1s genuinely capable of rupturing history by putting an
end to exploitation and domination must negate the revolutionary subject in the
very act of negating the other”. This, in turn, requires a mass of individuals who
undergo the “death of the self” through the revolutionary process of negating their
class enemy. What Agamben’s reference to The German Ideology suggests 1s that,
while the example of sacrifice, and the existential confrontation with death that it
mvolves, are central to his account of revolutionary violence, the negation of the self
through the death of the other does not necessitate actual violence and the physical
killing of another (although mn a revolutionary process it may well). Instead, the ex-
ample of sacrifice helps him to formulate the 1dea of self-negation or desubjectiva-
tion that he sees as the fundamental ontological condition of new beginnings, and
which 1s necessary for revolutionary violence to bring about the new. This, in turn,
allows Agamben to 1dentify what he sees as the truly revolutionary content of Marx’s
analysis of revolution, namely the dissolution of the proletariat through the elimina-
tion of class; and, by implication, to criticise those versions of socialism and com-
munism that valorise the 1dentity of the working class, a theoretical tendency that he
would warn against many years later in his interview with Vacarme".

" Agamben returns to and complicates his reading of Marx and Engels’ account of proletarian self-
negation in his reading of Paul’s Letter to the Romans in The Time That Remains. In this context,
he highlights the way that Marx and Engels criticise Max Stirner, who emphasises the revolt of the
individual, and instead try to theorise a form of praxis in which this coincides with collective political
action aimed at institutional transformation. However, Agamben also criticises the role that the party
plays in Marx and Engels’ thought, arguing that it would not be necessary if individual revolt and the
political revolution were genuinely indistinguishable. He then juxtaposes Marx and Engels account of
to the anarchist-nihilism of Benjamin. See Agamben 2005b: 29-33.

" Agamben’s emphasis on self-negation is an important antidote to the misunderstanding of Marx’s
account of proletarian revolution that, according to the social theorist GM Tamas, has characterised
much of the left. Tamas argues that most socialists and communists has have defined the proletariat
in cultural terms, as the working class, rather than in terms of their structural function within the
capitalist mode of production. This has been accompanied by a celebration of the superior moral
virtues of the working class in comparison to their bourgeois oppressors, and a politics that seeks the
elimination of the ruling class and flourishing of the working class, rather than, as in Marx, the attempt
to eliminate the structural conditions that constitute class as such. On Tamas’ account, this theory has
its origins in Rousseau, rather than Marx. See (Tamas 2006). Jessica Whyte was the first to draw on
Tamas to analyse Agamben’s work, and I am indebted to her for introducing me to his work (Whyte
2014). It 1s also worth noting that the importance that Agamben assigns to the dissolution of the
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3. CONCLUSION

The crux of Agamben’s early analysis of revolutionary violence 1s the argument
that the new emerges through the negation of self and other. While Agamben’s
argument draws upon a range of influences, I have shown that he develops this key
claim through an analysis of sacrificial violence that mirrors themes central to Ba-
taille’s thinking. I have also suggested that, while the essay does mvolve a rhetorical
embrace of violence that echoes the early Bataille, the central argument 1s that vio-
lence can only usher in the new when the revolutionary subject embraces its own
dissolution or desubjectivation. Now, as we saw n the introduction to this essay, the
theme of desubjectivation 1s central to Agamben’s critique of contemporary politics
i the Homo Sacerproject. By the ime of Homo Sacer, he 1s also deeply critical of
Bataille’s thought for reproducing the structure of the sovereign ban, which 1s the
most extreme mechanism through which the State deprives individuals and popu-
lations of their identity".

If my argument 1s correct, the criticism of Bataille that Agamben develops from
Stanzas through Language and Death, Homo Sacer, and The Open appears to be
a gradual attempt to distance his thinking from a theorist to whom he had mitially
drawn close. However, the claim that the experience of desubjectivation contains
an emancipatory potential remains crucial for Agamben’s later political thought,
which develops the 1dea of inoperativity as an antidote to the biopolitical manage-
ment of life.

The argument that I have put forward in this essay raises the prospect that Agam-
ben’s politics of moperativity may, i fact, be more mfluenced by Bataille than his
criticisms would seem to indicate. Indeed, it 1s notable that some of Agamben’s
examples of the coming politics are practices that Bataille theorises in terms of sov-
ereignty: in his interview with Vacarme, for example, Agamben states that one
brushes up against a zone of desubjectivation mn the “everyday mysticism of nti-
macy” (Agamben 2004: 117); elsewhere, he claims that ancient festivals such as
Charivari “point toward a zone in which lhife’s maximum subjection to law 1s reversed
mto freedom and license...in other words, they point towards the real state of

proletariat in this early essay puts him at odds with Arendt’s position on this same 1ssue. At much the
same time that Agamben wrote his critique of revolutionary violence, Arendt gave an interview in
which she argued that capitalism had deprived the working class of property, and that the Soviet
Union had then abolished the proletariat as such by destroying the legal rights and institutions, such
as labour unions and the ability to strike, that had defined the class (Arendt 1972: 215). On her
account, the only viable response to the fate of the masses in both capitalist and communist countries
1s to restore property to those that have been deprived of it (Arendt 1972: 214-5).

“Itis also possible that Bataille is an implicit target of 7he Kingdom and the Glory. Bataille argues
that glorious display is an example of sovereignty that, as a form of useless consumption, is antithetical
to the productivism of bourgeois modernity (Bataille 1989a: 200, 295). According to Agamben, how-
ever, the ‘governmental machine’ of contemporary capitalism relies on practices of glorification whose
genealogy he traces back to the ancient and medieval worlds (Agamben 2011).
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exception as the threshold of indifference between anomie and law” (Agamben
2005: 72-3). However, the work of thinking through the proximity and distance be-
tween Bataille, and Agamben’s later account of the emancipatory politics of desub-
jectivation, remains to be done".
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Thus history, with all its concrete force, remains forever a figure, cloaked and
needful of interpretation. In this light the history of no epoch ever has the practical
self-sufficiency which, from the standpoint both of primitive man and of modern sci-
ence, resides in the accomplished fact; all history, rather, remains open and ques-
tionable, points to something still concealed.

(Exrich Auerbach, Figura)

One cannot not be struck by Giorgio Agamben’s erudition, his eye for previously
overlooked or under-interpreted details in the philosophical, political, artistic and
legal archives, not to mention his commitment to rethinking those received tradi-
tions according to new means. Yet what 1s also very striking — and, to my mind,
decisive — 1s Agamben’s unceasing attention to the apparition and reconstruction of
what I will term figures of power. At the beginning of Means Without End,
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Agamben asks himself “Is today a /ife of power available?” (Agamben 2000: 9) If
Agamben’s word here 1s ‘hife’, 1t 1s just as critical to understand that such a term 1s
not to be taken m 1its biological acceptation; on the contrary. I will make a number
of suggestions as to why the word ‘figure’ has some pertinence in this context, and
why 1t leads, on the one hand, to an analysis of non-classical operations of negation,
and, on the other, to a kind of non- or extra-ontological act.

These “figures of power” are of an extraordinary variety. Some are fictional,
some are historically attested; some bear proper names and are or were once ‘living’
‘bodies’; others have no proper name, have had no ‘real’ body or even no possible
real body, and are neither living nor dead; some are creatures of law, others appear
in different guises altogether. Moreover, despite the moniker that I give them here,
they by no means participate i ‘power’ in the usual senses of the word, as great,
forceful, glorious, celebrated, or so on. Certainly, some are household names — but
it 1s not for that that they are of interest. Rather Agamben’s commitment to such
figures dernves precisely from their exceedingly equivocal status, whether i terms
of their lack- or minimum- of being, or their frustrated or failed actions. They are
perhaps better nominated along the Iines proposed by the title of Quentin Tar-
antino’s 2009 World War II film Inglourious Basterds. both inglourious, in the
sense of having botched the job in a humiliating fashion, and basterds, from a covert
and broken hineage — just as the title itself 1s both botched m its spelling and mnher-
itance’. In a word, these figures never manage to have, to be, or to do with any
success, at least according to received criteria; they are in some sense farled experi-
ments that, in their very failure, expose something essential about the operations of
politics, as they do indeed sketch the ineaments of other more utopian forms-of-
life.

Amongst these figures, we could immediately, if not exhaustively, name: the mel-
ancholic, the fetishist, Beau Brummell, Herman Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener,
Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Prince Mishkin, Franz Kafka’s “man from the country”, as
well as the Ks of 7The Trialand The Castle, Robert Walser’s assistants, Arnaut Dan-
1el’s Ayna, John Keats, St. Paul, St Francis, porn stars, Guy Debord, and many oth-
ers. If it 1s also importantly the case that Agamben has changed his position over the
course of his writing on the relative ‘mernits’ — a quite dissatisfactory word n this
context — of some of these figures, it 1s still necessary to emphasize that they are not
mere abstract concepts but bear upon the vicissitudes of a kind of incarnation, even
as these essential vicissitudes preclude them from assuming any stable or substantial
identity, not even the minimal identity of a body. After all, Agamben concludes
Homo Sacer by remarking (in a rigorously anti-Foucauldian fashion) that: “The
‘body’ 1s always already a biopolitical body and bare life, and nothing in 1t or the

" One of the reasons often adduced for the notorious misspellings in Tarantino’s title 1s to distin-
guish the film from the 1978 Italian war film directed by Enzo Castellari, Quel maledetto treno
Dilindato, which appeared in English as, precisely, The Inglorious Bastards.
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economy of 1ts pleasure seems to allow us to find solid ground on which to oppose
the demands of sovereign power” (Agamben 1998: 187). That said, there 1s always
also an essay at a restitution of ‘some body’ in Agamben, if, as I have noted, the
ontological status of such a body 1s not, properly speaking, reparable.

Agamben’s attempt to present new kinds of negation as coeval with the peculiar
unaccomplishments of such figures must also be underlined. As Jessica Whyte re-
marks, “Agamben’s concern [is] with a redemption that would also be a self-nega-
tion” (Whyte 2017: 264). For Whyte, it 1s the central category of ‘mnoperativity’ that
serves to indicate in Agamben an enigmatic detachment both from work’s mstru-
mental function and from its compulsion, from the division of labour and from “the
assignment of mdividuals to fixed vocations” (Whyte 2017: 269; see also Abbott
2014)°. Although in complete agreement with this claim, I will seek to examine
some of the particular figures in which Agamben discerns such a paradoxical “rev-
ocation of all vocation” in more detail, in order to bring out further pecuharities in
the singular negations he pinpoints.

Yet commentary has not always fully acknowledged the centrality of such figures
to Agamben’s work — they are often simply considered part of the conceptual fur-
niture — and when they are discussed, their nature and implications are just as often
misrecognised. Common misunderstandings present Agamben’s figures as either
too local to bear the weight of conceptual import that they are allegedly meant to,
or, to the contrary, as too ahistorical to effectively capture the specificity of their
historical site. My examination here seeks to provide a minimal formula for Agam-
ben’s use of figures that, to my knowledge, has not elsewhere been so precisely
dehneated. Let me begin by taking a recent example of such misunderstandings as
an entrée to the arcana of Agamben’s figural developments.

In the course of a discussion of the status of the proletariat in his extraordinary
commentary on Representing Capital, Fredric Jameson cannot help himself from
providing a catty little footnote about the work of Giorgio Agamben (and, inci-
dentally, Michel Foucault). Jameson’s footnote 81 reads:

Agamben’s pseudo-biological concept in Homo Sacer proves in reality, like those of
Foucault, to draw on categories of domination (as it would have been difficult for it to
do otherwise, given his example of the concentration camps). This is why the destitu-
tion of unemployment [Jameson’s focus in his exegesis of Capitall is the more funda-
mental and concrete form, from which such later conceptualizations derive: what 1s
concrete 1s the social, the mode of production, the humanly produced and historical;
metaphysical conceptions such as those involving nature or death are ideological der-
wations of that more basic reality (Jameson 2011: 12)5).

* Although Abbott’s work presents the very word ‘figure’ in its title, it is directed more to the
question of ‘this world’, than it s to the figure itself. See also Colebrook and Maxwell 2016: although
they do not thematize ‘figure’ directly (nor is the term indexed), it occurs relatively frequently in their
text, and they have interesting suggestions to make as to its import.
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Jameson’s project 1s an examination of capitalism’s genius in creating simultane-
ous overwork and unemployment for its minions, in and for which the figure of the
unemployed worker appears as a tormenting symptom: a product of capital’s system
of alienation, exploitation and expropriation that cannot be reabsorbed mto the sys-
tem itself, ndeed must itself be considered an anomaly within that system. A worker
has nothing to sell but their labour-power, an alienation which they must undertake
m order to live; yet, in unemployment, they are precisely unable to alienate them-
selves 1n the form of extorted labour, and, thereby suspended between ‘hfe’ and
‘death’, barely subsist in a necessarily transient form of alienation-from-alienation
which cannot either be understood as a return to mere natural life, nor sublimated
at a higher level. In this appalling dialectical suspension, ‘natural life’ coincides di-
rectly with the ‘unproductive life’, as well as with a kind of ‘waste life’. Yet, qua
symptom, this phenomenon in fact proves to be an essential aspect of a particular
mode of production; accordingly, it is reified whenever it 1s understood as exceeding
such a chronotopic order, as, for example, a paradigm of transhistorical routines of
m-human domination.

In making this point, Jameson targets what he considers to be Agamben’s dele-
terious metaphysical (‘quasi-biological’) 1dealisation of the categories of lhife and
death, moreover conceiving this putative idealisation as taking an effect for a cause.
In properly dialectical fashion (as Jameson himself likes to say), it 1s not simply the
case that Agamben and Foucault are ‘wrong’. It 1s istead that their captivation by
technologies of domiation — whether sexuality, madness, servitude or incarcera-
tion — effaces what 1s, i the last instance, the concrete operations of politico-eco-
nomic systems (‘the mode of production’). In doing so, they produce analyses that,
no matter how strong and persuasive, nonetheless miss their true object. The ‘con-
centration camp victim’ in this optic 1s itself — at least for the commutted theoretical
understanding that Jameson proposes — a dissimulating avatar or dervative of the
actuality of the fundamentally historical situation of the unemployed worker, just as
the antinomian animus of Agamben and Foucault (however different these thinkers
might otherwise be) mistakenly takes the situated forms of sovereignty or biopolitics
as the addressees of its assaults.

For Jameson, then, to attend to ‘domination’ first and foremost 1s to 1 some
sense take established powers at face value, the law, police, pumishment and so
forth, as 1f their existence could be understood outside their location 1n the mode
of production, and, a fortior, as if they were not ultimately expressions of such a
mode”. Whatever ‘relative autonomy’ (a /2 Althusser) one might want to grant to the
various mstitutions of a complex mode, the ‘absent cause’ that such a mode 1s, 18
further tied to ‘History or Necessity’ — the double-name that constitutes Jameson’s

 As Jameson puts it in a different but related context, “The value of the molecular in Deleuze, for
mstance, depends structurally on the preexisting molar or unifying impulse against which its truth is

read” (Jameson 2002: 38).
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own version of Spinoza’s Deus sive Natura— which 1s the “ground and untranscend-
able horizon” of such modes’ taking-place at all, as 1t 1s figured 1n their relations, the
residues of more ancient modes, and the multiplicities of the forms that simultane-
ously express and misprision it.

Yet from Agamben’s standpoint (and, we would also agree, from Foucault’s, if in
a very different sense), such concepts as ‘the economic’, ‘the mode of production’,
and ‘History’ are themselves necessarily abstractions and outcomes of processes
that are at once smaller and larger than such categories can allow. For instance, it 1s
rather an archaeology of the concept of the economy itself — and its realization —
that 1s lacking or repressed i most discussions of the ‘economy’, political or other-
wise. And, to the extent that such an archacology 1s lacking, we paradoxically find,
for example, that the ‘dismal science’ of economics that purports to explicate and
mntervene into the operations of the economy madvertently sponsors versions of
empiricism that presuppose the very stakes of what 1s in question, or, alternately,
propose new kinds of mystification.

From such a perspective, Jameson would himself be guilty of both sins at once.
Here 1s Jameson expatiating on the absolute priority of history or necessity as the
proper ground for his project:

One does not have to argue the reality of history: necessity, like Dr. Johnson’s stone,
does that for us. That history — Althusser’s ‘absent cause,” Lacan’s ‘Real’ — is not a
text, for it 1s fundamentally non-narrative and nonrepresentational; what can be
added, however, is the proviso that history is inaccessible to us except in textual form,
or, in other words, that it can be approached only by way of prior (re)textualization.
Thus, to nsist on either of the two inseparable yet incommensurable dimensions of
the symbolic act without the other... 1s surely to produce sheer ideology (Jameson

2002: 67).

For Jameson, then, the work of interpretation holds itself expressly in a division
that cannot be either reduced to the priority of matter or text, one over and against
the other, nor resolved by asserting their complete non-relation. Yet it 1s then in
such a context that Jameson’s project throws up telling symptoms of its own, such
as when he holds that Agamben assigns a ‘quasi-biological’ basis to the ‘concept’ of
homo sacer. Jameson’s biologizing misreading — famihar as such are in their genre
— has serious consequences.

First of all, Agamben 1s not subscribing to a metaphysical or ‘quasi-biological’
concept of life per se, but m ‘life-in-relation-to-law’; such a phenomenon self-evi-
dently cannot be merely an abstract, scientifically-established or socially-independ-
ent ‘Life’, precisely because it emerges from real practices of law-making'. Yet this

"In a personal communication Daniel McLoughlin has claimed that, for Marx, “Class is an abso-
lutely historical category, one that functions differently in different modes of production, but also one
that functions in a specific way under the capitalist mode of production”. This too holds for Agam-
ben’s figure of homo sacerto some extent, but which is, as I attempt to show below, rather a kind of
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does not mean that Agamben 1s simply tracing sets of historical and procedural mu-
tations n law-making and law-enforcing as they bear on political action. Rather, as
I will show in more detail below, Agamben 1s attempting to practice an archaeology
of a ‘category’ topologically adjacent to but not fully treated by the analyses of dom-
mation undertaken by republican, anarchist and Marxist traditions: the key here 1s
that this ‘category’ 1s integrally tied to figures that are constitutively unable to be
subsumed entirely mto categorical thought, whether philosophical, political or legal.
Furthermore, m accordance with Walter Benjamin’s dictum to think “dialectics at
a standstill” — that 1s, the attempt to catch the machinery of being in an intervallic
moment — this figure-category doublet that Agamben pursues has an a-dialectical
structuring while nevertheless remaining fully ‘historical’. Even if one accepts that
this category 1s today global, even globalised by the world-system of capitalism, inte-
grated and reconfigured within it, that does not entail that its workings are reducible
to or express capitalism.

The crucial consideration 1s that Agamben’s category 1s on the other side of how
domination 1s usually understood. For Agamben, domination is not simply a ques-
tion of the bodies directly seized and nominated by the law — whether ‘slave’ or
‘aitizen’, for instance — but those bodies from which the law has expressly with-
drawn, thereby exposing them to the absolutely hazardous nature of ‘bare life’. For
Agamben, such an exposure 1s first attested and formalized m the marginal figure
of Roman law that 1s homo sacer, but 1s thereafter extended and transformed, reach-
g its absolute limit in the death camps of Nazism. Moreover, it implicates another
‘category’ that 1s certainly not easily reducible to any particular mode of production:
that category 1s language as such. We will see below how Agamben focuses his at-
tentions on figures that are simultaneously at the limits of ‘bodies and languages’, to
the point of their non-relation where they are forcibly separated nto silence and
paradox. Moreover, the real historical development of such phenomena 1s tied 1n-
tegrally to the production of lmit figures that simultaneously, 1f enigmatically, ex-
pose their Iimits; 1f one refuses to recognise that these categories are literally un-
thinkable without such figures, one has already illicitly abstracted from the matter at
stake.

In a word, Jameson’s critique of Agamben at once mischaracterizes the latter’s
project, at the very moment that it mimes the latter’s argumentation. Agamben 1s
not only not proposing nor relying upon any quasi-biological conception of life, but
nor 1s he taking up any received analyses of domination. Even more determining in
the present context, I do not believe that Jameson could even make his own self-
professed ‘scandalous assertion’ — that Capital “is not a book about politics, and not
even a book about labour: it 1s a book about unemployment” (Jameson 2011: 2) —
without drawing from the heterodox Hegehan tradition that mcludes Alexandre

cyst not-quite-reducible to any mode of production. I would like to thank Daniel and Jessica Whyte
for their extensive feedback in the writing of this paper.



201

Not Not. A Note on the Figures of Power in Giorgio Agamben

Kojeve, Raymond Queneau, Maurice Blanchot, Jean-Luc Nancy, and Agamben
himself. For 1s ‘inoperativity’ or ‘unworking’ not one of the most determined motifs
of this tradition, and certainly for Agamben himself? (See Salzani 2011: 106-7 for a
brief but illuminating summary).

Indeed — and perhaps this 1s the moment to state my thesis here as explicitly as
possible — the ‘higures of power’ in Agamben’s work are at least double, as befits
the notorious doubleness of the genitive 1tself, at once objective and subjective. On
the one hand, there are the figures of ‘objective’ power: homo sacer, the Musel-
mann, abject and terrifying creatures produced at the hmits of earthly might. On the
other, there are the figures of ‘subjective’ power: Ayna, Bartleby, Mishkin. Put an-
other way: there are hmut creatures, and there are threshold creatures, to abuse
Agamben’s own vocabulary a little. But the difference between them 1s highly vola-
tile and obscure and, indeed, they cannot often be told apart — not least by Agam-
ben himself. Take the list that concludes the first volume of Homo Sacer, in which
Agamben mvokes the Flamen Diale, the homo sacer, the bandit, the exile, the Fiih-
rer, the Muselmann, Wilson the biochemuist, all of whom tend towards a status
summed up by Friedrich Holderlin’s extraordinary proposition that “at the extreme
limit of pain, nothing remains but the conditions of time and space” (Agamben
1998: 185). I am not so sure, however, that even “the conditions of time and space”
remain absolute in the end for those unstable figures of the transfiguring threshold
that Agamben subsequently mvestigates. But this means that, for Agamben, ‘ontol-
ogy’— In my opinion, ultimately a moniker for ‘Arnistotle’ — 1s also put into question
by figures of power (see Agamben 2015 for his most extended and incisive assault
on Aristotelian metaphysics-politics).

Why are these figures mrreducibly double and confused? Why even name them
figures? Because of the nature of sovereignty itself. Take the very defimtion upon
which Agamben draws for his analysis, from Pompeius Festus’ On the Significance
of Words: 1t asserts that the homo saceris “one whom the people have judged on
account of a crime. It 1s not permitted to sacrifice this man, yet he who kills him will
not be condemned for homicide” (Agamben 1998: 71). Yet why must this figure
emerge as a figure at all and not be characterized as a simple legal principle or cat-
egory, ‘slave’, for example, which, as a category, 1s indeed also a kind of figure, but
one immediately and clearly subsumed under the generalities of principle and con-
ceptual defimtion? One of the most determining aspects of Homo Sacer1s that it
points precisely to a figure which cannot simply be a concept, because such a figure
1s at the Zimut of all legal categories.

Let’s take one example, from an eminent contemporary theorist of Republican-
1sm. Quentin Skinner almost invariably begins by citing:

the rubric De statu hominis from the opening of the Digest of Roman law, perhaps
the most influential of all the classical discussions of the concept of civil liberty. There
we read that ‘the fundamental division within the law of persons is that all men and
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women are either free or are slaves.” After this we are offered a formal definition of
the concept of slavery. ‘Slavery is an institution of the sus gentium by which someone
1s, contrary to nature, subjected to the dominion of someone else.” This in turn 1s said
to yield a defimition of individual liberty (Skinner 2002: 9).

Note the order and consistency with which the Digestmoves from principle (“the
fundamental division”) to conceptual defimtion (“Slavery is...”) to individual conse-
quences. Note, moreover, how Skinner himself follows the Digest’s own logic in his
own exegesis: he 1s a believer in the latter’s efficacy. But this 1s not at all the case for
homo sacer, which, because it exposes the very limits of the biopolitical machine as
such, cannot receive such a treatment: its very definition presents as a contradiction
on the verge of the unrecognisable. As a figure, homo saceris at once a ‘real’, ‘at-
testable’ body and a walking exception to law-as-imposition, at once human and no-
longer-human. It therefore no longer conforms to the logic of “the fundamental
division”, and its analysis hence cannot proceed by categorical deduction or empir-
1cal description. In Agamben’s own terms, the homo saceris a remnant of Roman
law, a lingering, marginal enigma at the very edges of perceptibility’.

Let us moreover add that, if across his writings, he naturally discusses the emer-
gence, constitution and transformation of philosophical, political, legal and eco-
nomic categories over time, Agamben also never fails to point to the figures that
they produce as (mostly) unnoticed, nugatory waste. If this can be done at almost
every point in Agamben’s work, we will take the urgent ‘example’ of the Muselmann
here, for reasons that should quickly become evident. If the Nazis perpetrated mass
mdustrial genocide m the deathcamps, another kind of personage emerged as an
unintended, unexpected, msistent-yet-obscure by-product: what was new about the
Nazi camps was not simply that they were established and run as a highly-organised
system of mass extermination, but a machine which nadvertently produced humans
who-were-no-longer-human. Almost all the obscene procedures now famihar from
the vast historical literature — racialised 1dentification and exclusion, genocide, slave-

° Although this is not the place for such a demonstration, it is nevertheless worth marking in a
footnote: Agamben’s true ‘prime precursor’ (as Harold Bloom might have said) 1s not, as most com-
mentators claim, Martin Heidegger, Walter Benjamin or Michel Foucault, but Jacques Lacan (and,
indeed, psychoanalysis more generally). First, the emphasis on figures of the subject (in classical psy-
choanalysis, ‘Dora’, “The Rat Man’, “The Wolf Man’, etc.) that are at once utterly singular and none-
theless generic (‘hysteria’, ‘obsessional neurosis’, etc.); second, that this emphasis illuminates the idi-
ocy of discussing ‘ideas’ that leaves out or subordinates the vagaries of the bodies that birth, bear, and
transmit them; third, in the attentiveness to the extraordinary details of ‘the remains of the day’; fourth,
to the paradoxical topology of what Lacan called ‘extimacy’ or what Agamben denominates as the
mvolutions of sovereignty; fifth, that ‘influence’ itself is an ‘anxiety’, that 1s, ‘not without object’, while
being the only affect that does not lie. Part of the difficulty in recognising this mnheritance 1s due to
our constitutional misrecognition of proper names and citations as if they provided unmediated evi-
dence of the real forces with which we must contend. Nor is this to say that Agamben’s work 1s ‘merely’
psychoanalytic; rather, that he further radicalizes one of the erratic lines of truth that analysis first
broached. See, for instance, Brower 2017, Restuccia 2017 and Clemens 2013.
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labour, fodder for murderous scientific-experiments, bureaucratic doublespeak —
had 1n fact had recent precedents elsewhere, and did not in themselves constitute a
radical biopolitical novelty, although they certainly composed an expansion and n-
tensification’. With the Muselmann, however, we are confronted by a new phenom-
enon, a human-being-stripped-of-its-essence.

For the figure of the Muselmann falsifies what philosophy (Aristotle, again!) had
always maintained was the essence of the human: its speaking being. The Musel-
mann had been de facto separated from language. Though surviving as a ‘quasi-
biological’ organism, the Muselménner could no longer be recognised as human —
as Agamben underlines, pointing carefully to critical passages in the camp testimo-
nies themselves — not only by the Nazis, but by fellow camp mmates. What the
extermination camps thereby also revealed 1s that ‘man’ (the mortal speaking being)
can really be separated from his ‘essence’ (speech) and consigned by the most ex-
treme expression of power to be what even the most radical genres of popular cul-
ture can hardly image or imagine — except perhaps in the dissimulating and archa-
1zing form of the zombie.

It 1s at such a pomt that even the most icisive commentaries on Agamben tend
to swerve away from the horror that he 1s attempting to describe. To advert to Jame-
son’s claims above, for example, one might well say ‘I am an unemployed worker’,
and such a statement could indeed be variously true or false, constative or performa-
tive, veridical or fictional, depending on the circumstances. Yet under no circum-
stances can one say “I am a Muselmann ”and that statement be constative, precisely
because one of the distinguishing marks of the Muselménneris that they are defined
by the separation of language(s) from therr body. The Muselmannis not an identity;
one cannot ‘affirm’ it from any position nor under any description; it 1s an unsur-
passable limit between the human and inhuman, that, once revealed, cannot be
wished away: “The final biopolitical substance to be 1solated 1n the biological con-
tinuum” (Agamben 1999: 85), a survivance without qualities.

So Agamben’s attention 1s not simply to the concentration camp victims per se
—not to the murdered nor survivors — but to a limit figure that was realized amongst
them. Yet, again, such a figure 1s nonetheless not alone, and Agamben delineates
its figural neighbourhood in a number of moments. One of these 1s the personage
known only as Hurbinek: an infant who had perhaps been born in the camp, was
paralysed from the waist-down, who had like the others a number tattooed on his
tiny wrist, and somehow survived for some years, just until iberation — yet had never
been taught to speak. Hurbinek whistles and articulates strange sounds, which no-
one mn the camp can quite understand — rnass-klo, matisklo — but which become

* See however Milner 2004, who points to another singular characteristic of the camps: that a new
technical device, the gas chamber, was developed to obliterate Jews en masse, the only known people
m world history for which a new technology of extermination was specifically invented. Agamben
himself cites Primo Levi’s claim that the unprecedented organisation of the Sonderkommando was
“National Socialism’s most demonic crime”.
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an object of speculation amongst the prisoners. Thus it 1s amongst these latter that
an extraordinary figure of the witness 1s born: the survivor who testifies to and for
those who could not testify.

The paradoxes are extreme: the Muselmann cannot bear witness, 1t 1s IMpossi-
ble; yet he 1s the absolute witness of what took place; thus the withess who survives
cannot be a full witness, precisely through his survival; yet he must bear witness to
what he did not truly witness. As Agamben writes:

testimony 1is the disjunction between two impossibilities of bearing witness; it means
that language, in order to bear witness, must give way to a non-language in order to
show the impossibility of bearing witness. The language of testimony 1s a language that
no longer signifies and that, in not signifying, advances into what is without language,
to the point of taking on a different insignificance — that of the complete witness, that
of he who by definition cannot bear witness (Agamben 1999a: 39).

This means that all such tesimonies as Levi’s necessarily have a ‘ficional’ aspect
to them 1n order that they remain truthful — yet they themselves thereby prove
something about the ‘empirical’ or ‘real’ that an attention to the empirical as such
must necessarily miss. And it also means that Agamben’s own act of witnessing 1s to
bear witness to this situation, to “the devastating experience in which the impossible
1s forced 1nto the real” (Agamben 1999a: 148). Auschwitz was a laboratory in which
mmpossibility was mn fact actualized; yet, submerged in such impossibility, a handful
of witnesses contingently, impossibly, mscribed several fragments of unheard-of 1m-
possibilities.

This returns us to Agamben’s central abiding ontological theme: that of rethink-
ing potentiality, beyond Arnistotle and his categorical closures. The potential 1s not
actual, but 1t must be able to be actualized, to actuahze itself, or it would not be
potential; yet, in becoming actual, such potential must be exhausted and, therefore,
potentiality destroys itself i its fulfilment; 1f some potential remained after actual-
1zation, 1f it were not indeed exhausted in its act, then it would not really be potential
since 1t would never in fact be actualizable. Otherwise put, a subject would only exist
as the potential for (their own) destruction; which would not, strictly speaking, be a
subject at all. It 1s therefore to the vanied figures of impotentiality that Agamben
turns, to something that remains in the actual that 1s not potential, but rather what-
1s-not-but-is-not-not, the traces of mexhaustible moperativity that remain in ex-
hausted potential.

So we are now 1n a position to enumerate a number of different modalities of
the figural in Agamben. In his early work, we find that the figural tends to be of an
emblematic nature, for mnstance Diirer’s melancholy angel at the close of The Man

Without Content, or the melancholic and fetishist of Stanzas (Agamben 1999b;
Agamben 1993b). As emblematic, these figures tend to stand as ciphers for other-
wise unrepresentable phenomena of the fallen world, which, in the extreme tension
of their apparition, exhibit the putting-into-relation of the non-relational. The



205  Not Not. A Note on the Figures of Power i Giorgio Agamben

melancholic 1s one who, confronted with a lack, acts as 1f this lack were rather a loss
mn order then to be able to dream of its potential recapture; the fetishist, in a different
but consonant fashion, denies absence by multiplying a phantasmagoria of substi-
tute objects.

At the same time, Agamben places such figures in apposition to one another,
where, thereby constellated, they together — like the Southern Cross or the Great
Bear — come to serve as imaginary celestial orientations for effective earthly naviga-
tion. As this work develops, it moves towards a reconstruction of impossible figures
of ‘oneiric’ imagmation: the Ayna of Arnaut Daniel’s work, an inhuman body in
which the form of the poem touches on Paradise in the very non-communicability
of their rift. We also find singular figures such as Bartleby or the Ks, who create
paradoxical operations dedicated to stalling the machine of law; or the Iinguistic
mventions of the Gypsies, who seem to have been lying in different ways to everyone
they meet as to their own provenance and movements (see the essay on Bartleby in
Agamben 1999¢; ‘K’ in Clemens 2008; the essay on Languages and Peoples in
Agamben 2000)".

In the texts upon which we have been focusing here — the early Homo Sacer
volumes — a new figural note 1s introduced. For if, as I have noted, homo sacer
‘himself’ 1s certainly exemplary, he 1s now divided from, as he 1s essentially bound
to, the figure of the sovereign exception and, moreover, as a remnant. This new
mode of division-binding that afflicts the figure of hAomo saceris further developed
m Remnants of Auschwitz, where, as I have attempted to demonstrate, the caesura
1s further radicalized 1n the indissociable-yet-irreducible figures of the Muselmanir-
witness: impossibility having collapsed into necessity in the camps, something was
nevertheless (impossibly) subtracted from impossibility in this disjunctive double-
headed hgure.

Yet this means that such figures must never quite succeed for Agamben, ‘success’
here designating a triumph of actualization: indeed, they can neither be simply ‘can-
celled’ nor ‘affirmed’. As he puts 1t in a gloss on St Paul’s term Ads meé, ‘as not’:
“The messianic does not simply cancel out this figure, but 1t makes 1t pass, 1t pre-
pares its end. This 1s not another figure or another world: it 1s the passing of the
figure of this world” (Agamben 2005: 25). We will see the return of this doctrine
throughout Agamben, 1f often modulated mto terms appropriated from the figures
mn question themselves.

Take the essay titled 7The Inappropriable m which Agamben turns to the prob-
lematic of poverty amongst the Franciscans, whose ambitions were professed in the
catchphrases vivere sine proprio (to live without property) and secundum formam
sancti evangeli (to live according to the form of the Holy Gospels). Such an ambition

"Indeed, ‘K’ provides a perfect example of Agamben’s insistence on the figure over the category:
the essay opens precisely by amending Davide Stimilli’s suggestion that K stands for kalumnia (slan-
der) to kalumniator (the slanderer).
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meant that it was widely considered impossible to subject the Franciscans to the law:
in their renunciation of all ownership, of all nghts to property, the law had no pur-
chase. Evidently, such a position was a source of consternation amongst the jurists.
It Francis himself had wilily kept his formulas utterly indeterminate i regards to
the form of law — elsewhere Agamben speaks of how Aquinas speaks of “a para-
doxical mdividuation by indetermination” (Agamben 1993a: 56) — under the attacks
from a variety of authonties, including the Avignon Curia, the Franciscans defen-
sively started to reconceive their ideal of propertylessness by means of a distinction
between use and ownership. In doing so, however, their attempt to separate the two
negatively forged a link which enabled their enemies to subsequently bring back
mnto the fold of law proper (Agamben 2019). And yet, something remains of the
Franciscan attempt— a trace, a remnant, a figure — that can still be attested to today,
can be mvoked and put to new uses.
To sum up: the determining trajectory in Agamben’s ocuvre that I have been

tracing here typically proceeds as follows:

1. Agamben 1dentifies a moment of disclosure or upsurge of a ‘gesture’ at the

limit, whether that of the witness vis-a-vis the Muselmann, or that of the Fran-

ciscan assault on property with vivere sine proprio,

2. Agamben then traces the covering-over and mstitutionalization, the juridi-
fication, of such gestures in the attempt to extend or preserve them, e.g., In
the very defence of their practices against the Curia, the Franciscan theorists,
despite themselves, reintroduced the very form of law their gesture sought to
contravene or evade;

3. by means of this reconstruction, Agamben seeks not only to “blow the
mmage of the past out of the continuum of history”, to invoke the famous
phrase of Walter Benjamin, but, in doing so, to revivify such gestures in all
their contemporaneity and untimeliness (he himself acts as a kind of “witness
of the witness”, to transmit the intransmissible);

4. in doing so, he not only proffers new concepts of inoperativity (the map-
propriable, unworking, etc.) for the quashed ambitions of ancient anomia,
but simultaneously delineates an ‘inglorious’ body or figure that constitutes a
trace of resistance against sovereignty both then and now;

5. this act of witnessing on Agamben’s part 1s figural msofar as it 1s also ana-
chronic, aneconomic, asexual: as he notes in What 1s the Contemporary?, to
be contemporary 1s to entirely in one’s own time, but, in seeing the darkness

of that time, 1t 1s ‘stimultaneously’ not entirely subject to that time (Agamben
2009).

In other words, the figures of redemption to which Agamben attends are the
residues of a double subtraction. First, as emerging from limit-cases of law, whereby
the homo sacer, the wargus, the coma patient, the Muselmann are unassignable
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according to any positive category. Second, they are just as much the attempts to
exit from the logic of this first subtraction. So the Muselmannis unthinkable without
the witness’s testimony, or the legends that are told about the wolf-man, or the poetic
construction of an impossible body. Yet this double subtraction 1s never quite ac-
complished, either; it teeters on the abyss of its own disappearance. It to this double-
subtraction-in-torsion that Agamben seeks always to attend, and always to the singu-
larity of those operations that unleash a generic impotentiality.

That such ‘unleashing’ 1s near-nugatory from the point of the established powers
of the world 1s part of its difficulty; that it also cannot be simply integrated into a
concept without falsification 1s another. This 1s also surely why so much of the crit-
1ical commentary on Agamben — such as the case of Jameson with which I began —
consistently misreads his project as simply producing concepts and categories, and
as 1f the figures he investigates were only mstances of, or supports for, such con-
cepts®. So when Skinner targets the citizen/slave dichotomy as the central category
of Republican dismantling, or Jameson complains that unemployment 1s “the more
fundamental and concrete form” in comparison to the camp victim, the problem 1s
that they are both absolutely correct. But, being so, they miss the paradoxes thrown
up at the limits of such forms.

‘What Agamben 1s doing 1s quite different: the figures are primary, and the ‘con-
cepts’ that he subsequently constructs are ‘critical’ in the sense that they, again fol-
lowing Benjamin, are to be irrecuperable by fascism, not least because they cannot
be entirely captured by law (being constructed at a new threshold at the limit of law).
We could even present Agamben’s fundamental process diagrammatically:

{IC > (F]<F)—>X} « A

Where: C = the category in question; I = the it figure; . = the threshold higure
that responds to F; X = the enigma of a form-of-life to which Ft points; A = Agam-
ben himself; the brackets indicate the key couplings; the arrows singular forms of
mcapacity. In the case I have spent most time on here, C = Camp, F' = Muselmann,
F. = witness, X = the enigma of in-separation of bodies and languages.

Moreover, in each case C, the figures 1t produces at its limits are singular, not-
quite-equivalent, just as the figures of poems are not reducible to each other without
loss. Note that it 1s impossible for a category not to produce a figure it 1s incapable

* This failure is particularly frustrating in Jameson’s case, given that he himself asserts of Marx’s
use of figures in Capital “1 hazard the suggestion that figuration tends to emerge when the object of
conceptuality 1s somehow unrepresentable in its structural ambiguity” (Jameson 2011: 33-34). More-
over, such figuration for Jameson has two other aspects: 1) it expresses totality; 2) it renders “momen-
tarily visible” heterogenous levels of that totality. This 1s, on the one hand, extraordinarily proximate
to Agamben’s own position; while, on the other, it exposes Jameson’s unwavering commitment to
metaphysical categories.
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of mcluding®. A figure marks a category’s limits; there is no category without such a
figure; this figure 1s split between the categorical paradox it incarnates and an impo-
tential 1t indicates.

As Agamben writes in The End of the Poem, “What characterizes poetic athe-
ology as opposed to every negative theology 1s its singular coincidence of nihilism
and poetic practice, thanks to which poetry becomes the laboratory in which all
known figures are undone and new, parahuman or semidivine creatures emerge”
(Agamben 1999d: 91). Yet such an emergence 1s also a disappearance: it has the
structure of an event. Hence, 1n a note on the work of Robert Walser, Agamben
comments: “‘Figure’ — that 1s, precisely the term that expresses in Saint Paul’s epis-
tles what passes away 1n the face of the nature that does not die —1s the name Walser
gives to the life that 1s born m this gap” (Agamben 1993a: 60). Or, as he adds, in his
later return to Saint Paul, “this remnant 1s the figure, or the substantiality assumed
by a people in a decisive moment, and as such is the only real political subject”
(Agamben 2005: 57). Inglourious and basterd as they may be, these passing figures
are indeed true figures of a life of power.
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ABSTRACT

The figure of form-of-life 1s a life lived as a ‘how’ or a mode of living, beyond every relation.
Form-of-life is a form of impotent, destituent power that seeks to deactivate the biopolitics that
continuously divides and separates life itself. Agamben’s work 1s remarkably silent on the ques-
tion of reproductive rights. The pregnant woman’s life 1s regulated continuously by biopolitics,
yet Agamben does not discuss this regulation. The woman’s relationship with her foetus 1s diffi-
cult to reconcile with Agamben’s philosophy that seeks to think beyond every relation. In addi-
tion, the right to abortion 1s difficult to reconcile with form-of-life. It 1s not clear how a woman
seeking an abortion 1s not exercising a sovereign decision to create bare life. I use the UK’s
abortion laws as a way to interrogate Agamben’s figure of form-of-life, and to illustrate how, by
not accounting for reproductive rights, Agamben’s thought remains incomplete.

KEYWORDS
Destituent power; potentiality; form-of-life; abortion; reproductive rights.

1. INTRODUCTION*

The figure of form-of-life 1s a life lived as a ‘how’” or a mode of hiving. Form-of-
life 1s a form of destituent power that seeks to live inoperatively. This article first
sketches out the qualities and nature of form-of-life, showing how it lives as a monad,
mseparable from its context because it 1s not in relation to it but 1s in ‘contact’ with
it. Form-of-life struggles to account for liminal forms of life, such as the embryo or
foetus. Agamben’s work 1s remarkably silent on the question of reproductive rights.
The pregnant woman’s hife 1s regulated continuously by biopolitics, yet Agamben
does not discuss this regulation. The woman’s relationship with her foetus 1s difficult
to reconcile with Agamben’s form-of-life. Form-of-life as a modal existence presup-
poses an ability to live one’s life in a manner of contemplative use. However,

* I would like to thank Shaneez Mithani (University of Sussex) for her support and suggestions on
various drafts of this piece, as well as helping with conducting the research, and Carlo Crosato (Uni-
versitad Ca’ Foscari di Venezia) for his thoughtful and insightful comments on a previous draft of the
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contemplative use still necessitates some kinds of actions or behaviour which it 1s
not possible for the unborn given their stage of cognitive development. In addition,
the pro-choice right to abortion 1s difficult to reconcile with form-of-life. It 1s not
clear how a woman seeking an abortion 1s not exercising a sovereign decision to
create bare life. The implications of Agamben’s philosophy of life can be argued to
place him close to the doctrine of the Catholic Church and a pro-life position. I use
the UK’s abortion laws as a way to interrogate Agamben’s figure of form-of-life, and
to 1llustrate how, by not accounting for reproductive rights, Agamben’s thought re-
mains incomplete and difficult to separate from anti-feminist and pro-life politics.

2. FORM-OF-LIFE

Agamben, mn his thought, makes clear that today ‘life’ (which must include the
question of the status of the foetus or embryo) 1s no longer just a biological question:

[Tloday ... life and death are not properly scientific concepts but rather political
concepts, which as such acquire a political meaning precisely only through a decision
(Agamben 1998: 64).

As Agamben explains in 7he Open, the concept of ‘life’ never 1s defined as such.
There 1s no neutral ground with respect to the question of who counts as a full
person or human being i our political order. This 1s absolutely the case with re-
spect to abortion and the debates surrounding pro-life and pro-choice positions.
‘What this means 1s that:

[TThis thing that remains indeterminate gets articulated and divided time and again
through a series of caesurae and oppositions that invest it with a decisive strategic
function ... everything happens as if, in our culture, life were what cannot be defined,
vet, precisely for this reason, must be ceaselessly articulated and divided (Agamben

2004: 13).

Western ontology divides, separates, excludes and pushes vegetative life to the
bottom, where 1t functions as a foundation for sensitive hife and mtellectual hfe
(Agamben 2016: 264). In What is an Apparatus? Agamben explains that:

The event that has produced the human constitutes, for the living being, something
like a division ... This division separates the living being from itself and from its im-
mediate relationship with its environment (Agamben 2009: 16).

This ceaseless articulation and division 1s “the fundamental activity of sovereign
power” which produces bare life through a decision (Agamben 1998: 181). This
division 1s crucial for how life is treated in modernity. The division of life, which
operates on a number of levels - vegetal and relational, organic and animal, animal
and human (Aristotle 1984b; Agamben 2004: 13). These divisions pass as a “mobile
border” within living man, and operate as an apparatus through which the decision
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of what 1s human and what 1s not human 1is possible (Agamben 2004: 15). All living
beings are in a form of life, but not all are (or not all are always) a form-of-life (Agam-
ben 2004: 277).

Agamben’s task 1n his thought 1s clear - to investigate the very divisions and cae-
surae which have separated man from ‘non-man’, the human from the animal, over
and above taking positions on the so-called ‘great 1ssues’ of the day such as human
rights (Agamben 2004: 16). Man is essentially argos, inoperative, unable to be de-
fined through work or vocation, and without a nature or essence (Agamben 2017:
52). As life has no essence, setting an arbitrary starting point for the beginning of life
must be unacceptable under this thought. However, we will see that Agamben’s
thought still retains a certain tenderness for the unborn which cannot be captured
by his view of man as argos.

Inoperativity cannot be thought of as “idleness or inactivity but as a praxis or
potentiality of a special kind, which mamtains a constitutive relation with its own
moperativity” (Agamben 2017: 53). This moperativity consists of contemplating
one’s own potentiality to act:

[I]s a matter of ... an inoperativity internal to the operation itself, a sur generis praxis
that, in the work, first and foremost, exposes and contemplates potentiality, a poten-
tiality that does not precede the work, but accompanies it, makes it live, and opens it
to possibilities. The life that contemplates its own potentiality to act and not to act
becomes moperative in all its operations, lives only in its livableness (Agamben 2017:
54).

To be potential 1s to be capable of impotentiality (Agamben 1999b: 182). I am
quoting from the English translation of the Italian essay La potenza del pensiero
(Agamben 2005), published as On Potentiality. Despite this translation, the English
essay loses something of the original Italian. Agamben’s argument concerning po-
tentiality rests on a reading of Anstotle’s Metaphysics, and his use of dunamuis. In
Book Theta Aristotle states:

esti de dunaton touto hoi ean huparxéi hé energeia hou legetai ekhein tén dunamin,
outhen estai adunaton [A thing is capable of which it is said to have the potentiality]
(Aristotle 1984a, 1047a 24-26).

Dunamis 1s an ambiguous term n Aristotle. Attell argues that two senses of the
term are relevant for Agamben: possibility and capacity. The former indicates some-
thing like pure logical possibility. The second sense indicates that someone 1s able
to realise a potentiality or capability 1f external conditions do not prevent the exer-
cise of that potentiality (Attell 2009: 39-40). I can exercise a capacity if nothing pre-
vents me from doing so. While external conditions of possibility may determine
whether I can exercise certain capacities, they do not determine the existence of

these capacities. Agamben reading of Aristotle argues that potentialities persist even
when they are not in act (Attell 2009: 40).
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Dunamuis’s counterpart 1s adunamia. This 1s “potentiality not to” or “impotenti-
ality”. Without adunarmia, dunamis or potentiality would immediately lead to actu-
ality. The two form an indissoluble pair (Attell 2009: 41). Kevin Attell has translated
a long passage from La potenza del pensiero which explains Agamben’s defence of
potentiality, and which has not been translated into English:

[TThe impotentiality of which it is said that in the moment of the act will be nothing
cannot be anything but that adunamia which, according to Aristotle, belongs to every
dunamis: the potentiality not to (be or do). The correct translation would thus be
“What 1s potential 1s that for which, if the act of which it is said to have the potential
come about, nothing will be of the potential not to (be or do)” [...] But how are we
then to understand “nothing will be of the potential not to (be or do)”? How can
potentiality neutralise the impotentiality that co-belongs with it? A passage from De
mterpretation provides us with some precious indications. With regard to the nega-
tion of modal statements, Aristotle distinguishes and, at the same time, puts in relation
the problems of potentiality and modal enunciations. While the negation of a modal
statement must negate the mode and not the dictum (thus the negation of “it is possi-
ble for it to be” 1s “it 1s not possible for it to be” and the negation of “it 1s possible for
it not to be” 1s “it 1s not possible for it not to be”), on the plane of potentiality things
are different and negation and affirmation do not exclude one another. “Since that
which 1s potential 1s not always in act”, writes Aristotle, “even the negation belongs to
it: indeed, one who 1s capable of walking can also not walk, and one who can see can
not see” (21b 14-16). Thus, as we have seen, in book Theta and in De Anima, the
negation of potentiality (or better, its privation) always has the form: “can not” (and
never “cannot”). “For this reason it seems that the expressions ‘it 1s possible for it to
be’ follow each other, since the same thing can and can not be. Enunciations of this
type are therefore not contradictory. However, ‘it is possible for it to be’ and ‘it is not
possible for it to be’ never go together” (21b 35-22a2). If we call the status of the
negation of potentiality “privation”, how should we understand in a privative mode
the double negation contained in the phrase: “nothing will be of the potential not to
“be or do”? Insofar as it 1s not contradictory with respect to the potentiality to be, the
potentiality not to be must not simply be annulled, but, turning itself on itself, it must
assume the form of a potentiality not to not be. The privative negation of “potentiality
not to be” 1s therefore “potential not to not be” (and not “not potential not to be”).
‘What Aristotle then says is ... If a potentiality not to be originally belongs to every
potentiality, one 1s truly capable only if, at the moment of the passage to the act, one
neither simply annuls one’s own potentiality not to, nor leaves it behind with respect
to the act, but lets 1t pass wholly mto it as such, that 1s, 1s able not to not pass to the act
(Agamben 2005: 284-285; Attell 2009: 43-44).

Actuality must be seen as the precipitate of the self-suspension of impotentiality
(Attell 2009: 44). An existence as potentiality is not the potential to do something
but also the potential to not-do, the potential not to pass into actuality (Agamben
1999b: 180). This potential not to be 1s capable of being and not being. Being or
doing 1s founded on both the potentiality toward being or doing, and also on a mod-
ification of the potentiality not to be or do (Attell 2009: 42). Being-able is an essen-
tial ‘having’, Aexis, constitutive of the living being (Seshadri 2014: 475). To be
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human 1s to be consigned to a potential to not be or do (Seshadr1 2014: 478). Free-
dom is not a question of will or status, or a way of being (or form of life) but it is a
way of being in a relation to privation. Man 1s therefore capable of mastering his
potentiality and accessing it only through his impotentiality:

Only a potentiality that 1s capable of both potentiality and impotentiality is then a
supreme potentiality. If every potentiality is both potentiality to be and potentiality not
to be, the passage to the act can only take place by transferring one’s own potentiality-
not-to in the act (Agamben 2017: 41).

Agamben valorises a human dunamis that does not lead to act or work. He de-
fines the human as founded on a paradoxical 1dleness or resistance with respect to
act and work (Attell 2009: 48). This construction appears to presuppose that the
moperative being 1s a being with agency. An inoperativity that accompanies the work
and opens 1t to possibilities implies an ability to open work to possibilities. Inoper-
ativity seeks to found human actions on their impotentiality

Thus, inoperativity ... 1s the space ... that is opened when the apparatuses that link
human actions in the connection of means and ends ... are rendered inoperative. It
1s, in this sense, a politics of pure means (Agamben 2018: 85).

This inoperative life 1s ‘form-of-life’.

3. FORM-OF-LIFE AND DESTITUENT POWER

Form-of-life 1s not thinking a better or more authentic form of life (Agamben
2016: 277). Agamben’s community subtracts itself from every determinate aspect
of belonging and simply exists as neither this nor that (with no essence), but solely
‘thus’ or ‘whatever’ (Agamben 1993: 1-3, 17-21).

Form-of-life 1s “a being that 1s its own bare existence, [a] life that, being its own
form, remains inseparable from 1t” (Agamben 1998: 188). Thus life 1s not bared or
stripped n the sense of being separated from its form but rather 1s exposed 1n a
nudity that 1s nothing but the pure appearance of the mapparent, the complete ex-
posure of the opaque, the revelation of the absence of secrets (Agamben 2010: 91).
This form-of-life 1s encountered throughout Agamben’s works: the ‘glorious body’
that 1s nothing but the earthly body divested of its functions and open to a new use
(Agamben 2010: 91-108), objects of profanation and play (Agamben 2007: 73-91),
and Franciscan monasticism (Agamben 2013: 122).

All these hgures have in common 1s their subtraction from every particular pred-
icate and their exposure in the bare facticity of their existence or ‘being-thus’ (Pro-
zorov 2016: 180). They all equally have in common the fact that they are examples
of already existing life, rather than existing as hminal figures whose status as living 1s
under question. Being-thus 1s “neither this not that, neither thus nor thus, but #us,
as 1t 1s, with all its predicates (all its predicates 1s not a predicate)” (Agamben 1993:
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93). “Being-thus” means being “the thus” itself, rather than being what determines
the thus. Being-thus 1s not a conservation of what already 1s, the status quo. Form-
of-hife lives “the thus”, the exhibition of the being itself, rather than a determined
aspect. This determined aspect 1s central to forms of life, or ways to live.

A form-of-life 1s the most 1diosyncratic aspect of everyone; their tastes, which
safeguards its secret in the most impenetrable and insignificant way:

If every body i1s affected by its form-of-life as by a clinamen or a taste, the ethical
subject is that subject that constitutes-itself in relation to this clinamen, the subject who
bears witness to its tastes, takes responsibility for the mode in which it is affected by
its inclinations. Modal ontology, the ontology of the Aow, coincides with an ethics
(Agamben 2016: 231).

At the point where form-of-life 1s constituted, it renders destitute and inoperative
all singular forms of life. A form-of-life 1s that which ceaselessly deposes the social
conditions in which it finds itself to live, without negating them, but simply by using
them (Agamben 2016: 274). At the point at which the apparatuses which divide life
are deactivated, potential becomes a form-of-life 1s constitutively destituent (Agam-
ben 2016: 277).

The ethical subject must constitute itself - again indicating that form-of-life relates
to an already existing being with the capacity for living ethically. This reading of
form-of-life 1s consistent with Agamben’s description that form-of-life has a double
tension mside of it. It 1s a life inseparable from its form, and also separable from
every thing and every context. It must live its own mode of being, as a monad, 1n-
separable from its context because it 1s not in relation to it but 1s in contactwith 1t (it
1s a non-relational existence) (Agamben 2016: 232). It 1s worth quoting Agamben’s
definition of ‘contact’ n its entirety:

Just as thought at its greatest summit does not represent but “touches” the intelligible,
in the same way, in the life of thought as form-of-life, bios and zoé, form and life are
i contact, which 1s to say, the dwell in a non-relation. And 1t 1s 1n contact - that 1s, In
a void of representation - and not in a relation that forms-of-life communicate. The
“alone by oneself” that defines the structure of every singular form-of-life also defines
its community with others. And it is this thigein [thought], this contact that the juridical
order and politics seeks by all means to capture and represent in a relation. It will
therefore be necessary to think politics as an intimacy unmediated by any articulation
or representation: human beings, forms-of-life are in contact, but this is unrepresent-
able because it consists precisely in a representative void, that is, in the deactivation
and noperativity of every representation. To the ontology of non-relation and use
there must correspond a non-representative politics (Agamben 2016: 237).

It 1s this contact or thugein (which Agamben also terms fouching), when two enti-
ties are separated only by their void of representation, that the legal order and ‘rep-
resentative’ politics seek to capture and represent i the form of a relation which
will always already have a negative ground (Agamben 2016: 237). Form-of-life 1s
without relation. Drawing on Plotinus’s description of the happy life of the
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philosopher as one of ‘exile’, Agamben contends that such an exile 1s akin to being
“one alone with one alone”, an exile of intimacy (Agamben 2016: 235). Forms-of-
life are m contact but this consists in the moperativity of every representation; this
must be signified by a non-representable politics (Agamben 2016: 237). Form-of-
life 1s 1ts own mode of being which 1s continually generated by its manner of being
(Agamben 2016: 224).

To summarise, forms-of-life communicate by contact, in a void of representation
that 1s also a care for the mappropriable - a care for opacity. This contact partici-
pates in an ontology of nonrelation and use from which derives, in the final instance,
a politics of mtimacy in which life 1s inappropriable and mseparable from its form
- a life that actively preserves its sense of nonknowledge and the generative lmits of
its own mystery (Bordeleau 2017: 490). This intimacy and intimate relation is not
expounded upon by Agamben, but there 1s a clear connection which could be made
between the 1dea of an mtimate relation and the relation which exists between the
child (both born and unborn) and the mother. As we will see when considering the
UK’s abortion laws, the mtimate child/mother relationship poses questions for
form-of-life which it struggles to answer.

4. TOWARD A MODAL ONTOLOGY

Agamben’s ontology 1s a modal ontology. Modal verbs have developed a func-
tion in Western philosophy. Modal verbs (“I can”, “I want”, “I must”) are deprived
of meaning. Agamben argues that they are kena, or ‘void’, and acquire a meaning
only 1f they are followed by a verb in the mfimtive (for example, “I can walk”, “I
want to eat”) (Agamben 2018: 48-49).

Agamben makes clear that mode expresses not ‘what’ but ‘how’ being 1s (Agam-
ben 2016: 164). It1s important to specify here that I am not trying to represent form-
of-life as a form of life. Agamben 1s mterested in living the ‘how’ of being itself,
which 1s not the 1dentity or context of a form of life. Modal ontology can only be
understood as a ‘middle voice’, or a medial ontology. Singular existence - the mode
- 1s neither a substance nor a precise fact but an ifinite series of modal oscillations,
by means of which substance always constitutes and expresses itself (Agamben 2016:
172). Thinking the concept of mode involves conceiving it as a threshold of indif-
ference between ontology and ethics. Agamben sees ethics as not able to be trapped
by or through any determined form of life. Agamben explains:

Just as in ethics character (ethos) expresses the irreducible being-thus of an individ-
ual, so also in ontology, what is in question in mode is the “as” of being, the mode in
which substance 1s its modifications (Agamben 2016: 174).

The mode (being-thus) in which something 1s, 1s a category belonging irreducibly
to ontology and to ethics. The claim of modal ontology should be terminologically
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mtegrated: a modal ontology 1s no longer an ontology but an ethics; an ethics of
modes 1s no longer an ethics but an ontology (Agamben 2016: 174). Living a life as
a form 1s an ethical existence.

The ‘mode’ and ‘modal existence’ define the peculiar status of singular existence
(Agamben 2016: 152). Agamben sees initiating an ethical life as concerning how we
conceive of and experiment with the 2ow of a form-of-life. It involves ways of envis-
aging an absolutely immanent life on the threshold of its political and ethical mten-
sification (Agamben 1998: 5). Agamben desires “to bring the political out of its con-
cealment and, at the same time, return thought to its practical calling” (Agamben
2016: 232).

This form-of-life 1s a monad. The relationship between monad and monad 1s
complex. The more form-of-life becomes monadic, the more it 1solates itself from
other monads. However, each monad always already communicates with the oth-
ers, by representing them 1n itself, “as in a living mirror” (Agamben 2016: 232).
Every body 1s affected by its form-of-life as by a chimamen. The ethical subject 1s that
subject which constitutes-itself in contact (a void of representation) to this chnamen,
and focuses on howit lives its life (Agamben 2016: 231). In this sense, the commu-
nity to come will be akin to a life lived through its mode or manner of being (Agam-
ben 2016: 228).

This clinamen presupposes a capacity for being, and a capacity for realising this
‘how’. For Agamben this 1s where living and life coincide, but what are the limits of
this living? The ‘how’ presupposes a living. To live life as a form, as pure means,
mdicates that one must actively act to bring about this condition, it 1s not something
that can be passively accepted. Crucially, Agamben makes clear that form-of-life 1s
something “that does not yet exist in its fullness” and can only be attested to in places
that “necessarily appear unedifying”. Form-of-life articulates a zone of irresponsibil-
ity, in which the 1dentiies and imputations of the juridical order are suspended
(Agamben 2016: 248). What needs to be done 1s apply Walter Benjamin’s principle
according to which the elements of the final state are hidden n the present, not in
progressive tendencies but in msignificant and contemptible areas (Agamben 2016:

227).

5. FORM-OF-LIFE AND THE UNBORN

Agamben’s project 1s one of radical indifference, a radical passivity. This 1s a
taking fhight which does not imply evasion: rather a movement on the spot, in the
situation itself (Vacarme 2010: 121). This sense of passivity must be differentiated
from passivity in the sense that it 1s ordinarily understood. A foetus or a new-born
baby 1s ‘passive’ in the sense that they are not able to consciously or actively act but
this 1s not the sense of passivity referred to by Agamben. Rather, Agamben’s passiv-
ity engages with the ‘how’. Form-of-life as a modal existence presupposes an ability
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to live one’s life in a manner of contemplative use. This passive manner 1s very
different from a passivity which 1s an ‘acceptance of letting something happen to
oneself, without an active response or resistance’. However, contemplative use still
necessitates some kinds of actions or behaviour which it 1s not possible for the un-
born given their stage of cognitive development. Form-of-life, which renders the
sovereign decision mmoperative, can only be accessed through a decision, an active
stance.

It 1s in focusing on this ‘how’ that this article constructs an argument that form-
of-life would not be possible or achievable for liminal figures, precisely because they
are not fully able to live a life as a ‘how’. Form-of-life as a monad always communi-
cates with others. This monad represents other forms of Iife in itself, as a ‘living
mirror’. I wish to defend the claim that form-of-life does not encompass the figures
of the embryo and foetus, due to Agamben’s failure to engage with any form of
explicit reproductive politics.

Following Agamben’s construction of form-of-life, a pro-choice position would
make the foetus the object of a sovereign decision which determines whether 1t has
value or not. The decision can claim that this potential life has no essence which
requires protecting or saving. Contrarily, the pro-life position would oppose repro-
ductive choices which would terminate a pregnancy. However, this would (by any
measure) severely curtall women’s reproductive choice. Furthermore, pro-life posi-
tions project onto the unborn an 1mage of an essence and a life to be protected - a
sovereign decision has been made to assign a value to the potential life of the unborn
even before 1t can live its life as a how. Under Agamben’s schema, both pro-life and
pro-choice positions repeat the division of life which 1s the fundamental activity of
sovereign power. Pro-choice politics allow for the sovereign decision over the un-
born; pro-life politics have already decided that the unborn are lives that are worth
protecting.

Before expounding on this argument, I first turn to the exoteric references n
Agamben’s thought on the unborn. When Agamben does consider the thresholds
between human and inhuman, he tends to stress a consideration of a “new living
dead man, a new sacred man” (Agamben 1998: 131), and not the production of the
threshold “prelife” or “prior to human hife”. For example, in Remnants of Ausch-
witz, Agamben contended that:

The human being is thus always beyond and before the human, the central threshold
through which pass currents of the human and the inhuman, subjectification and de-
subjectification, the living being’s becoming speaking and the /ogos’ becoming living
(Agamben 2002, 135).

However, this formulation 1s problematic as it appears to presuppose the exist-
ence of a ‘human’ in order for the human/inhuman distinction to operate. This 1n
turn raises questions of how the human 1s defined. As Andrew Norris has said:
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‘What, for instance, are we to do when we are dealing with agents or things that have
not already been recognised as the bearers of rights? Here the reassertion of rights 1s
simply not an option. We must decide whether a neomort - a body whose only signs
of life are that it 1s ‘warm, pulsating and urinating’ - 1s in fact a human being at all, an
agent or a thing (Norris 2005: 14).

This 1s a decision which Agamben has not explicitly engaged with, or attempted
to answer directly.

This 1s not to say that Agamben’s thought does not obliquely reference questions
of birth, and unborn and the defimition of life. Reading Arnistotle’s De Anima, Agam-
ben notes that: “It 1s important to observe that Aristotle does not at all define what
life 1s”, but rather “merely divides it up n 1solating the nutritive function and then
orders 1t nto a series of distinct and correlated faculties (nutrition, sensation,
thought)” (Agamben 1999a: 231). In Aristotle, a generic term - life - 1s defined first
by its minimal substance (plant life, the faculty of nutrition) and progressively com-
plicated by the predication of a series of hierarchical faculties leading from the plant
to the animal to the human soul (Cooper 2009: 144). Agamben’s philosophy works
mn the reverse order to Aristotle’s. He wants to dwell upon the irreducible substance
that underlies all forms of life; the substance without which no organised form of
life would be possible. This 1s where Aristotle locates the absolutely mimimal, nutri-
tive or vegetative life of the plant. Agamben reminds us that this minimal vegetative
life must also be understood in temporal terms, as the first stage in the generation
of human life, foetal life being the human equivalent of the plant within a classifica-
tion of nature (Agamben 1999a: 231).

Despite relying on this underlying framework for his thought Agamben remains
mute on the figure of potential life, and does not develop the connection between
the foetus and vegetative life. This 1s curious at first glance, especially considering
that Michel Foucault, whose work Agamben 1s so influenced by, did not shy away
from discussing issues of reproductive rights and abortion (Deutscher 2008: 55-56;
Foucault 1980: 56; Foucault 1988: 114). Yet Melinda Cooper argues that this 1s an
entirely logical expression of his politics of witnessing. In Rernnants he makes clear
that the true witness can only ever be mute:

What cannot be stated, what cannot be archived 1s the language in which the author
succeeds in bearing witness to his incapacity to speak. In this language, a language that
survives the subjects who spoke it coincides with a speaker who remains beyond it

(Agamben 2002: 162).

The speaker “who remains beyond it” 1s the unborn. The true testimonial 1s one
that bears witness to the “silent voice” (Agamben 2002: 129), “the “infant” in the
etymological sense, a being who cannot speak” (Agamben 2002: 121), who remains
mn “a position even lower than that of children” (Agamben 2002: 113). To under-
stand what Agamben means here by an infant in a position even lower than that of
children, we need to explore the position of children in his writing.
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It 1s true that Agamben makes references to infancy and children who have died
without being baptised. On the former point, infancy 1s understood as a wordless,
mute condition that precedes speech; infancy coexists with language and 1s expro-
priated by it in the constitution of the subject, which would be the ethical subject
which lives its life as a ‘how’ (Mills 2008: 21). Catherine Mills explains it best -
infancy is the experience from which the human subject emerges (Mills 2008: 22).
Man constitutes himself as a speaking subject by falling away from the originary,
transcendental experience of infancy, a sort of experience prior to linguistic appro-
priation but related to language (Agamben 2006: 55). Crucially, infancy 1s a begin-
ning which constitutes the subject of experience and language, but this state does
not refer to a biologically or developmentally mnchined conception of subject for-
mation:

In-fancy 1s not a simple given whose chronological site might be isolated, nor 1s it
like an age or a psychosomatic state which a psychology or a paleoanthropology could
construct as a human fact independent of language (Agamben 2006: 4).

Human mfancy 1s linked to the human potentiality which 1s language (Agamben

2006: 54). Infancy, for Agamben:

[Cloexists 1n its origins with language - indeed, is itself constituted through the ap-
propriation of it by language in each instance to produce the individual as subject
(Agamben 2006: 55).

Yet if man must constitute himself as a speaking subject, how can this apply to
the neomort? Again, Agamben does not answer this point.

On the pomt of unbaptised children, Agamben makes the pomt that those chil-
dren would find their souls in Purgatory (Agamben 1995: 78). These souls would
be subject to God’s forgetfulness, but because they do not know God has forgotten
them, so nstead of being punished they are in a state of “natural felicity” (Agamben
1995: 78). Those souls in purgatory are not indicative of the unborn, but are a phil-
osophical argument from Agamben contending that we need to reach that self-same
state of grace, through the very ‘how’ of form-of-life. This could mmply that those
unbaptised children represent form-of-life, although agamn this 1s not a connection
which 1s made. Notwithstanding this, the mention of young children without men-
tioning reproductive rights 1s telling.

Flsewhere in writing about infancy, Agamben has held out the child as an exem-
plary figure, a ‘cipher’ for form-of-life (Agamben 1995: 95-98). This should not be
misunderstood, but nor should 1t be ignored. This claim does not mean that chil-
dren necessarily live their lives as a form. Nor could it apply to the figure of the
unborn (and it is not intended to apply to the unborn). Rather the idea of a child as
a ‘cipher’ 1s important. To live one’s life like a child 1s what Agamben sees as setting
the stage for the politics to come. It 1s as if Agamben 1s channelling the words of
Jesus in the Gospel of Matthew:
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Truly I tell you, unless you change and become like little children, you will never
enter the kingdom of heaven. Therefore, whoever takes the lowly position of this
child 1s the greatest in the kingdom of heaven. And whoever welcomes one such child
in my name welcomes me.'

And 1 turn, Agamben would seem to disagree with Paul’s approach:

When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a
child. When I became a man, I put the ways of childhood behind me.*

This 1s notable as Paul’s corpus of work has greatly influenced Agamben’s own
thought. To live a life as a child (which is left undefined in terms of age) 1s to live
one’s life as a form. This 1s a phrase which 1s full of implied meaning. Agamben
places great importance on the lives of children, without mentioning the politics of
reproduction which would have played a role in their being born. Agamben also
treats the event of birth as a threshold through which the child 1s not only separated
from the unborn, but through which both figures occupy different spaces mn his
philosophy.

Whereas the child appears as the cipher for form-of-life, Melinda Cooper has
cogently argued that there 1s a consistency across Agamben’s work: the ‘unborn’
appears unequivocally as the ‘tragic hero’ of an age in which onto-theology 1s as-
sumed to be rremediably in decline (Agamben 1991: 96). Cooper distinguishes
between the born and the unborn. The child 1s a cipher, the unborn an exemplar.
In Language and Death, the last volume where Agamben explicitly mentions the
unborn, he argues that:

Only ... not being born ... can overcome language and permit man to free himself
from the guilt that is built up in the link ... between life and language. But since this is
precisely impossible, since man 1s born (he has a birth and a nature), the best thing
for him is to return as soon as possible whence he came, to ascend beyond his birth
through the silent experience of death (Agamben 1991: 90).

For Cooper, Agamben’s work places him “irresistibly” on the terram of Roman
Catholic debates about the unborn’s status, although this 1s not admitted by Agam-
ben. Cooper argues that Agamben’s history and diagnosis of modern state violence
1s consistent with that of the Catholic Church. He adheres to the standard themes
of late twentieth-century Catholic doctrine - the evocation of Auschwitz and state
eugenics coupled with a denunciation of biomedicine, medical vegetative states, le-
gal brain death and euthanasia. Agamben only differs in his political and ethical
response to the presumed violence of the modern state, which consists mn a radical
refusal of all politics of rights, dignity or legal personhood, calling for “an ethics of

1 Matthew 18: 3-5.
21 Corinthians 13: 11.
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a form of life which begins where dignity ends” (Agamben 2002: 69). This would
be a non-relational form-of-life.

For Cooper, Agamben renders the language of pure potentiality into the Chris-
tian 1diom of the giff of life, asking what 1t would mean to conceive of life as the
potential not-to-actualise:

Contrary to the traditional idea of potentiality that 1s annulled in actuality, here we
are confronted with a potentiality that conserves itself and saves in actuality. Here
potentiality, so to speak, survives actuality and, in this way, gives itself to itself (Agam-
ben 1999b: 184)

His writings on ‘potentiality’ and ‘potential life’ are clearly applicable to abortion
debates, but Agamben has never acknowledged the potential connections between
his writings and those of the Roman Catholic Church. Agamben’s philosophy sets
itself the ‘impossible’ task of rendering into language the experience of the ‘silent
scream’:

Philosophy, in its search for another voice and another death, is presented, precisely,
as both a return to and surpassing of tragic knowledge; it seeks to grant a voice to the
silent experience of the tragic hero and to constitute this voice as a foundation for
man’s most proper dimension (Agamben 1991: 90).

The “silent experience of the tragic hero” is the silent experience of the foetus.
And for Cooper it 1s the ‘impossible’ task of rendering into language the voice of
the unborn that leads Agamben to his solution of a theology in suspended anima-
tion (Cooper 2009: 155-156). How can we explain Agamben’s silence on this ques-
tion of the unborn?

Despite Agamben’s statements and claims, the figure of form-of-life leaves open
for debate the questions of when life (or form-of-life) starts, and the mother’s rela-
tion to, and power over, the unborn child. The monad of form-of-life always com-
municates with others (Agamben 2016: 232). Forms-of-life are in contact but this
consists In the moperativity of every representation (Agamben 2016: 237). Despite
Cooper’s arguments, it 1s arguable as to whether form-of-life would apply to the
unborn (although it would, in contrast, apply to the unborn child’s mother). Cooper
may be read as suggesting that the unborn i Agamben 1s, like with the Catholic
Church, a being in need of protection. There are several arguments that indicate
the unborn could not hive 1its life as a form. Firstly, form-of-life 1s not able to recog-
nize 1tself or be recognized, as the contact between monads 1s situated beyond every
possible recognition and relation (Agamben 2016: 248). Agamben accepts that it 1s
not possible to think of existence and a community beyond all relation, but the
relationality that exists for form-of-life 1s of a different kind than that produced by
apparatuses such as the law. In Nudities he claims:

The desire to be recognised by others is inseparable from being human. Indeed,
such recognition 1s so essential that, according to Hegel, everyone 1s ready to put his
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or her own life in jeopardy in order to obtain it. This 1s not merely a question of
satisfaction or self-love; rather, it is only through recognition by others that man can
constitute himself as a person (Agamben 2010: 46).

By seeking to explain contact as ‘beyond’ all possible recognition, Agamben can
be read as proposing that forms of recognition are not enough to recognise form-
of-life. Recognmition (which as a cognitive ability 1s not something available to the
unborn) 1s not beyond form-of-life; rather, the opposite 1s true. Next, Agamben
mentions that a form-of-life 1s the most 1diosyncratic aspect of everyone; their tastes,
which safeguards 1its secret in the most impenetrable and mnsignificant way: “The
subject who bears witness to its tastes, takes responsibility for the mode m which it
1s affected by its inclinations” (Agamben 2016: 231). Tastes are elements of an in-
dividual’s personality, choices and being and therefore presuppose a certain level
of cognitive development and cognitive ability. An adult could have tastes; a foetus
does not.

In addition, the notion of ‘others’ remains indistinct. Who are these ‘others’?
Others are necessary for form-of-life to communicate with one another (Agamben
2016: 237). The ethical subject 1s the subject which constitutes itself in contact with
a clinamen, an inclining from one toward another, which focuses on how it lives its
life (Agamben 2016: 231). This contact presupposes an existing, thinking being.
Agamben clearly states that each form-of-life, or monad, always already communi-
cates with others (Agamben 2016: 232). This position implies that form-of-life must
have the ability to communicate with others. It does not preclude a form-of-life
which represents itself as a living mirror in a life which 1s not form-of-life - an ex-
ample here may be a parent who represents themselves m their newborn child.
However, if the ‘other’ 1s not able to represent itself as a living mirror in another, or
if it 1s not possible to live a life as a how, then that other cannot be said to live its life
as a form. The ethical subject must be one who has agency - the patient in a persis-
tent vegetative state, for example, was described by Agamben as an example of
homo sacer (Agamben 1998: 163-164). There remains an aporia in Agamben’s
thought on precisely these questions - forms of life which are not able to be forms-
of-life. Agamben’s silence on the question of reproductive rights and the position in
his schema of the unborn means that form-of-life has a problematic construction,
which can be illustrated through the lens of the UK’s abortion laws.

6. ABORTION AND THE WOMAN AS BARE LIFE

Agamben’s writings can lead to foetal life being considered (in anti-abortion con-
texts) as a form of politicised bare life exposed to sovereign violence (Deutscher
2008: 67). If foetal life 1s concewved as a form of homo sacer, then what has hap-
pened to the body of the woman? The woman’s relationship with her foetus, and
the right to abortion, 1s very difficult to reconcile with form-of-life. It 1s not
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mmmediately clear how a woman seeking an abortion 1s not exercising a sovereign
decision over bare life. This 1s the paradox of figuring the woman as a threatening
and competing sovereign power over the foetus that 1s falsely figured as homo sacer:
to do so 1s simultaneously to reduce the woman to a barer, reproductive life exposed
to the state’s hegemonic tervention as it overrides the woman erroneously figured
as a “competing sovereign” exposing life. As she 1s figured as that which exposes
another life, she 1s herself gripped, exposed, and reduced to barer life (Deutscher
2008: 67).

This 1s the consequence of what Catherine Mills has termed Agamben’s ‘gender-
blindness’ (Mills 2014: 114). This does not mean that there are no references to
women 1n Agamben’s work, but women are dealt with superficially, and questions
of gender remain absent. Agamben does mention “the woman” as one of many
social-uridical entities that supersede “the Marxian scission between man and citi-
zen”:

The Marxian scission between man and citizen is thus superseded by the division
between naked life [bare life] ... and the multifarious forms of life abstractly recodified
as socialjuridical entities (the voter, the worker, the journalist, the student, but also
the HIV-positive, the transvestite, the porno star, the elderly, the parent, the woman)
that all rest on naked life (Agamben 2000: 6-7).

This naked or bare life involves the separation of life and prevents it from coher-
mg into a form-of-life (Agamben 2000: 6).

Deutscher argues that it 1s “surely fair” to name the woman’s reproductive body
as that which Agamben would prefer not to mention in these considerations of life
(Deutscher 2008: 67). I suggest this 1s avoided precisely because such a figure would
have to also rest on naked life, and equally would ‘prevent’ a form-of-life from co-
hering. The woman appears as a roadblock to the coming politics and form-of-life,
rather than any kind of form-of-life in her own right. As a result Agamben’s project
overlooks sexual difference and questions relevant to a feminist reading (Ziarek
2008: 93), and 1s inhospitable to an interrogation of gender. In the words of Astrid
Deuber-Mankowsky:

As in all of Homo Sacer which turns centrally upon bare life, neither natality nor
gender, neither sexuality not the relations of the sexes, neither the heterosexual char-
acter of the symbolic order and of political culture nor the interest of women in the
reproduction of life is thematised. The entire sphere of the question of sexual differ-
ence ... 1s banned from Agamben’s horizon (Deuber-Mankowsky 2002: 103).

In Mills’s view, there 1s a long tradition of casting women as the privileged figures
of ephemerality, unable to gain access to the universal, yet nevertheless mstrumental
mn man’s access to it. This 1s a traditon Agamben seems to be a part of. He does
not offer an analysis of gender as part of his figurations of sexual fulfilment and
happiness (Cavarero 1992: 32-47). This 1s the case with Agamben’s reference to
pornography, which has the promise to show “the utopia of a classless society”
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(Agamben 1995: 73). The truth content of pornography i1s its claim to happiness
(Agamben 1995: 73-74). In explaining this ‘happiness’, Agamben mvokes the figure
of a woman, stating that 1t 1s only in representing the pleasure of the woman on her
face that pornography shows that the potential for happiness 1s present i every
moment of daily life (Agamben 1995: 74). The woman remains central to our un-
derstanding the happy life, but 1s not a part of 1t herself.

I argue that this gender blindness 1s the reason why foetal life 1s not developed
(as 1t logically should be) 1n relation to form-of-life. To engage with foetal life and
questions of when life begins (and the rights which that life may have), has to involve
engagement with the life of the mother. Quite apart from matters of philosophy, as
a factual and biological matter the existences of the mother and the unborn are
mtertwined. As Penelope Deutscher has explained, there 1s a “conjoined malleabil-
ity” in the status of pregnancy and of the woman attributed with decision-making.
By this Deutscher means that women may be deemed capable of impeding life or
revoking life or reversing its status (Deutscher 2017: 121). Women’s status in rela-
tion to reproductivity means that they have an additional capacity as political beings
which men lack. In Agamben’s analysis, modern political humans bear the capacity
to be reduced to bare life. But women can be exposed to a barer reproductive life,
as they can be figured as a competing sovereign power over the foetus, with the latter
acquiring the status of a pseudo homo sacer (Deutscher 2017: 127).

A paradigmatic example of this 1s shown through UK law, where the unborn
foetus 1s not a person in law’. Despite this, the House of Lords (which before being
replaced by the Supreme Court in 2009 was the highest court in the UK) has ruled
that the foetus 1s ‘neither a distinct person separate from its mother, nor merely an
adjunct of the mother, but was a unique organism to which existing principles could
not necessarily be applied”’. Neither lacking rights nor a full rights-bearing being,
the foetus 1s nevertheless a sur generis form of life, which explains why - in the UK
- there are a variety of legal and medical hurdles which need traversing before a
woman can exercise her right to choose.

My argument regarding the shortcomings of form-of-life 1s illustrated even
through those defences of Agamben’s silence on the matter. Deutscher attempts to
construct such an argument by arguing that those examples of bare life in Agam-
ben’s work are those which one could 1dentify as having been human and then being
stripped of that status - for example the PVS patient (Deutscher 2008: 57-58). Foe-
tal life, as 1t 1s not situated at the threshold of depoliticization of previously politi-
cised life, does not ‘fi” Agamben’s series of figures of bare life. Rather, Deutscher
hypothesises, the foetus could represent the “zone of contested and intensified po-
litical stakes” surrounding the threshold between ‘prelife’ and nascent, human,
rights-bearing life (Deutscher 2017: 58). Deutscher continues:

3 In re MB (Medical Treatment) [1997] 2 FLR 426, 444 (CA).
4 Attorney General’s Reference (No 8 of 1994) [1998] AC 245 (HL).
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Thus the ambiguous politicised life least separable from some women’s bodies hap-
pens to be a formation least appropriate for Agamben’s analysis. An emergent foetus
usually 1s not considered to have had a political, legal, or linguistic status subsequently
suspended (Deutscher 2017: 58).

Even if we were to accept this argument on its face, it still means Agamben 1s
silent as to the ‘zone of contested political stakes” surrounding prelife and rights-
bearing hife. The foetus attracts legal protection and attention. Abortion is the zone
of contested political stakes par excellence. UK abortion laws illustrate that zone,
and key to the legal regimes are the roles of the woman and her doctor.

7. ABORTION IN THE UK

The UK has three separate legal systems - England and Wales, Scotland and
Northern Ireland, with three separate legal regimes for regulating abortion. Abor-
tion remains a criminal offence in England and Wales by way of a Victonan statute,
the Offences Against the Person Act 1861 (OAPA)’. The abortion offences in the
OAPA are contained 1 sections 58 and 59. Section 58 makes 1t a criminal offence
to administer drugs or use mstruments to procure an abortion and section 59 makes
it a criminal offence to supply or procure drugs or any instrument for the purpose
of procuring an abortion. Both offences carry a maximum sentence of life impris-
onment, and both would cover actions by the woman and a doctor seeking to end
awoman’s abortion’. The 1861 provisions made no exception for therapeutic abor-
tion and make no distinction between abortions which occur early or late in preg-
nancy (Sheldon 2016a: 338-39). The OAPA does not apply in Scotland, where
abortion remains an offence at common law (Brown 2015: 30). Unlike the OAPA,
the Scots common law recognised the lawfulness of therapeutic terminations
(Brown 2015: 32, ciing Baird 197)5).

The OAPA 1s not the only statute covering abortion in the UK. The Infant Life
(Preservation) Act 1929 (ILPA), which applies in England and Wales, prohibits the
mtentional destruction of ‘the life of a child capable of being born alive ... before it
has an existence independent of its mother’, unless this 1s done “in good faith for
the purpose only of preserving the life of the mother”. There is equivalent legisla-
tion in Northern Ireland". Interpreting the 1929 Act, the Court of Appeal made
clear that a termimation would be permitted if 1t preserved the life of the mother;
and it would be lawful to prevent the woman becoming a mental or physical wreck’.
The 1929 Act does not apply in Scotland; it 1s unnecessary in Scotland as the High

5 See R (Smeaton) v Secretary of State for Health [2002] EWHC 610 (Admin) [332] (Munby J).
6 Offences Against the Person Act 1861, 24 & 25 Vict, s.58-59 (UK).

7 Infant Life (Preservation) Act 1929, 19 & 20 Geo.5 c.34, s.1(1).

8 Criminal Justice (Northern Ireland) Act 1945 ¢.15, 5.25(1) (Northern Ireland).

9 R v Bourne (1939) 1 KB 687, 694 (CA).
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Court of Justiciary has ‘inherent power to extend the scope of existing crimes to
cover unusual situations and, possibly, to create new crimes’ (Sheldon 2016a:
340n35; Norrie 198)5).

The Abortion Act 1967 created exceptions to the statutory abortion offences in
England and Wales, and the common law offences i Scotland. It was not extended
to Northern Ireland. There are four such exceptions. Each requires a decision, and
agreement between, the woman and her doctors. Section 1(1)(a) states that an abor-
tion can be carried out before the twenty-fourth week if the continuation of the
pregnancy would mvolve risk, greater than if the pregnancy were termiated, of in-
jury to the physical or mental health of the pregnant woman or any existing children
of her family. Section 1(1)(b) allows abortions where doing so would prevent ‘grave
permanent mjury’ to the physical or mental health of the patient. Section 1(1)(c)
allows abortions where the pregnancy mvolves risk to the life of the pregnant
woman. Section 1(1)(d) allows abortions where there 1s a ‘substantial risk’ that the
child would be born seriously handicapped, either physically or mentally”. The
1967 Act was never originally intended to allow for “abortion on request”'. How-
ever today the Act has de facto legalised abortion in Great Britain (Sheldon 2016a:
343).

The Abortion Act was crafted i such a way to place medical professionals, rather
than the woman, at the centre of the procedure. Two ‘medical practiioners’ must
be of the good faith opimion that an abortion should be carried out, after a woman
makes a request for an abortion. A good faith opinion means that the doctors have
not been dishonest or negligent in forming that opmion. The Act allows doctors to
take account of the pregnant woman’s actual or reasonably foreseeable environment
when making a decision about the impact of the continuance of a pregnancy on a
woman's health. This would include the woman’s social and financial circum-
stances.

The requirement for two medical professionals was mtended as a check on rogue
doctors (Sheldon 2016b: 289). In practice it means that doctors i Great Britain
must endorse and agree with a woman’s decision to terminate her pregnancy. The
Act deliberately creates a broad area of clinical discretion in this area (Sheldon
2016a: 343); doctors were argued to be n the best position to determine when a
termination was appropriate, or if necessary, to persuade and support a woman to
maintain a pregnancy . Such discretion in medical matters is not unusual - in

10 Abortion Act 1967, s.1(1), as amended by the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Act 1990
c.37,5.37(1).

11 David Steel MP, HC Deb, 22 July 1966, vol. 732, col. 1075.

12 David Steel MP, HC Deb, 22 July 1966, vol. 732, col. 1076; David Steel MP, HC Deb, 13 July
1967, vol. 750, col. 1348.
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previous cases English courts have awarded professionals such as doctors a wide
range of discretion to judge the competence of the actions of peers".

Northern Ireland was always the polity which had the strictest abortion laws n
the UK, being governed by the OAPA and the Criminal Justice (Northern Ireland)
Act 1945. In 2018, the UK Supreme Court ruled that the abortion laws in Northern
Ireland violated Article 8 of the European Convention on Human Rights, as they
did not allow abortion in cases of fatal foetal abnormality, rape and incest'". The UK
Parliament’s response was section 9(2) of the Northern Ireland (Executive For-
mation etc) Act 2019. This repealed the OAPA offences in Northern Ireland and
mandated that the UK Government implement the recommendations found i the
UN Committee on the Elimmation of Discrimimation against Women Report on
abortion in Northern Ireland, published in 2018 (UN CEDAW 2018). This Report
recommended that the UK adopt legislation to provide for abortion in Northern
Ireland n the cases of a threat to the pregnant woman’s physical or mental health,
rape and incest, and severe and fatal foetal abnormality. The UK Government did
not wish to include rape, incest or other sexual crimes as express criteria for abor-
tions to occur as it would require the victim of sexual crimes to provide evidence or
prove the connection between the sexual offence and the pregnancy. Such an ap-
proach would result in a legal framework which excludes some victims of sexual
crime who are unable to evidence that the pregnancy is a result of such a crime. By
March 2020, the UK Government will regulate for unconditional abortion in North-
ern Ireland m the first 12 or 14 weeks of pregnancy, with similar exceptions that
exist in the Abortion Act operating after that unconditional period.

Central to the exceptions in the Abortion Act and the new laws in Northern Ire-
land 1s a decision to terminate the pregnancy made by the woman. In Northern
Ireland this decision 1s unconditionally the woman’s 1n the first few months of preg-
nancy. In Great Britain this decision must be endorsed by her doctors. Agamben
clearly states that “sovereign 1s he who decides on the value or nonvalue of life as
such” (Agamben 1998: 142).

This statement must be read, in my view, alongside the claim that form-of-hife, as
a monad, always already communicates with others, msofar as it represents them n

13 See Bolam v Friern Health Management Commuittee [1957] 1 WLR 582 (QB); Bolitho v City
and Hackney Health Authority [1998] AC 232 (HL). Most recently in 2015 the Supreme Court mod-
ified the Bolam and Bolitho tests to contend that doctors need to disclose risks which “a reasonable
person in the patient’s position” would be likely to attach significance to the risk: Montgomery v
Lanarkshire Health Board [2015] UKSC 11 [87} (Lord Kerr and Lord Reed). Yet it is still a question
of medical judgment as to when a doctor judges a reasonable patient would attach significance to any
risk.

14 [n the matter of an application by the Northern Ireland Human Rights Commission for Judicial
Review (Northern Ireland); Reference by the Court of Appeal in Northern Ireland pursuant to Para-
graph 33 of Schedule 10 to the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (Abortion) [2018] UKSC 27 [1]-[3] (Lady
Hale); Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms (adopted 4 No-
vember 1950, entered into force 3 September 1953) ETS 5; 213 UNTS 221, art. 8.



230 TOM FROST

itself, as in a living mirror (Agamben 2016: 232). The monad 1s developed from
Leibniz’s work, where he referred to them as “perpetual living mirror(s) of the uni-
verse”. For Leibniz, all matter 1s connected together, so each body 1s affected by
bodies which are in contact with it, as well as bodies adjoining itself as well (Leibniz
1898: 251). Agamben’s monadology 1s left undeveloped in 7The Use of Bodies.
However elsewhere in Agamben we can piece together what this monadic existence
mvolves. We read that form-of-hife uses-itself by constituting and expressing itself
through an infinite series of modal oscillations (Agamben 2016: 165, 172). These
oscillations are generated by the conduct of the singular being itself, through its be-
ing in language (Agamben 2016: 167; Agamben 1993: 19).

Therefore forms-of-life as living mirrors will represent themselves in each other
through the very acts of being i language. This means that it would not just be a
foetus, or the unborn, that would be unable to represent themselves through being
in language. The individual lacking capacity or competence, the comatose patient,
the infant unable to speak, an individual with dementia, the PVS patient - all lack
the ability to represent themselves. This can be supported by Agamben’s injunction
that form-of-life itself that has sovereign power over its own constitution:

Potentiality (in its double appearance as potentiality to and as potentiality not to) 1s
that through which Being founds itself sovereignly, which is to say, without anything
preceding or determining it ... other than its own ability not to be (Agamben 1998:

46).

A being unable to act sovereignly would not be living its life as a form.

We can therefore distinguish between a sovereign decision which determines
whether life has value or not, and a sovereignty which founds Being through its own
potential to be and not to be. The former decides which life 1s worth living; the latter
1s a how, a way to live one’s life.

But here we encounter a paradox. A woman realises her form-of-life through
living her life as a how. Yet her reproductive decisions over whether to keep or
terminate a pregnancy, whether to use contraception, whether to have children or
not, appear (under Agamben’s schema) to be sovereign decisions over which po-
tential hives are to exist or not. And it should be recalled that Agamben pronounces
potentiality’s negation ‘evil’:

[The] only ethical experience (which, as such, cannot be a task or a subjective deci-
sion) 1s the experience of being (one’s own) potentiality, of being (one’s own) possi-
bility - exposing, that is, in every form one’s own amorphousness and in every act
one’s own inactuality. The only evil consists instead in the decision to remain in a
deficit of existence, to appropriate the power to not-be as a substance and a founda-
tion beyond existence or to regard potentiality itself, which is the most proper mode
of human existence, as a fault that must always be repressed (Agamben 1993: 44;
Prozorov 2014: 184-185).
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Regarding potentiality as a fault that must be repressed - does this not imply that
the most paradigmatic example of potential life - the unborn - should not be re-
pressed? Agamben never deals with this 1ssue directly, but 1t 1s hinted towards:

[TThere 1s in effect something that humans are and have to be, but this something is
not an essence or properly a thing: it is the simple fact of one’s own existence as
possibility or potentiality (Agamben 1993: 43).

If the chinamen and potential life of the unborn means that the woman cannot
terminate a pregnancy, then Agamben’s thought 1s, like Cooper has argued, defini-
tively pro-life. The woman has another life inside her. Her decisions will impact
another being whose organic life 1s not in question but whose rights are unclear and
variable.

It this position 1s accepted, then it must also be true that it is not possible for a
woman to live her life as a form. This 1s because, in a pro-life reading, a woman
would not be able to exercise any reproductive choices which would involve a deci-
sion over potential life. Excising reproductive choice from a woman’s form of life
would severely curtail a woman’s freedom. The woman 1s an ephemeral figure, rest-
g on naked life, unable to live her life as a how because she 1s unable to exercise
a decision over a fundamental part of being a woman - how and whether to repro-
duce. Her sovereign decision creates bare life. Agamben implies any abortion or
contraceptive decision other than one which protects the lhife of the unborn makes
the woman the arbiter of the creation of homo sacer. The woman becomes equiv-
alent to the concentration camp guard, an abstract figure of oppression.

However, the paradoxes surrounding abortion do not end there. In Great Brit-
ain, a woman’s decision to seek a termination must be agreed to by doctors. The
procedure 1s, in turn, regulated by the State through legislation. The woman 1s sub-
ject to the decisions of the State and the doctors who can pass judgment on whether
she has satishied the requirements to be allowed an abortion, and what value the life
of the foetus has. As Deutscher explamed, the State and the woman exercise com-
peting sovereign decisions over the value of life. The woman 1s both bare life and
sovereign. Form-of-life simply cannot account for this complex situation.

8. CONCLUSION

This article has attempted to mterrogate Agamben’s form-of-life with respect to
the limmal figure of the unborn. Form-of-life can provide a template for fully
formed beings to live their ives. However, it struggles to account for ‘liminal’ figures
- the unborn human is one of them. Living a life as a ‘how’, and as a form, 1s not
easy to apply to the unborn. A form-of-life has tastes, and constitutes itself in contact
with a clinamen, communicating with others, which focuses on how it lives its life.
This subject of form-of-life, given how Agamben describes it, must be one who has
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agency. The unborn is certainly a form of life, but I have argued it cannot be con-
sidered (based on Agamben’s own argument) a form-of-life.

‘What 1s more, under Agamben’s philosophy, the woman 1s difficult to separate
from the figure of the sovereign exercising a decision over the value of life as such.
For Agamben, all lives are potentially reducible to bare hife after a sovereign deci-
sion. Yet following Agamben’s thought, women (and not men) also are paradoxi-
cally a threatening and competing sovereign power. This 1s because a woman, n
exercising decision-making over her reproductivity, can decide on the value of the
life of the foetus as such. I should stress that this conclusion 1s the logical result of
Agamben’s overlooking of sexual differences and feminism in his work. The UK’s
abortion laws show how the pregnant woman, and her doctors, exercise control and
a decision over whether a pregnancy 1s or 1s not to continue.

Furthermore, Agamben’s focus on ‘potentiality’, language and witnessing place
him, as Melinda Cooper has argued, squarely with the Catholic Church in defend-
g life. Agamben adheres to the standard themes of contemporary Catholic doc-
trine, including the denunciation of biomedicine and euthanasia, and his writings
on potentiality are clearly applicable to abortion debates. The woman remains an
ephemeral figure i these writings on potentiality, and mn failing to engage with re-
productive rights on any level, Agamben’s form-of-life remains a cornerstone of a
pro-life philosophy, but a pro-life philosophy which 1s not admutted to by the author
himself.
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ABSTRACT

In the final volume of his Homo Sacer series Giorgio Agamben develops the concept of destitu-
ent power, a power that unworks itself in every constitution and renders itself inoperative in its
every operation. This concept helps elucidate Agamben’s more enigmatic notion of form-of-life.
Whereas the power of sovereign biopolitics 1s constitutive, 1.e. constituting a determinate actual
bios out of the indefinite potentialities of zoe, form-of-life exemplifies the power of rendering
actual and determinate forms inoperative or destitute. Rather than attempt to devise a ‘proper’
form of life, Agamben seeks to free life from the gravity of all tasks or vocations imposed on it
by privileged forms. What matters to Agamben is less the form itself but rather the manner, in
which it 1s lived. Whereas style designates a consistent model that defines a form of life in its
recognizable 1dentity, manner refers to a failure or refusal to fully appropriate or identify with
this style. The article traces the development of the 1dea of form-of-life In Agamben’s work, dis-
cusses the ontological implications of Agamben’s argument in The Use of Bodies and concludes
by discussing the American jam band Phish as the paradigm of Agamben’s form-of-life.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In 7he Use of Bodies, the final volume of his Homo Sacerseries, Glorgio Agam-
ben develops the concept of destituent power, a power that unworks itself in every
constitution and renders itself inoperative 1n its every operation. This concept helps
elucidate Agamben’s emigmatic 1dea of form-of-life, which he has developed since
the early 1990s. Understood in destituent terms, form-of-life 1s diametrically op-
posed to the constitutive power of sovereign biopolitics that negates the indefinite
possibilities of zoe1n constructing a determinate and actual form of bros. In contrast,
the power that defines form-of-life renders these actual and determinate forms -
operative or destitute, restoring to them their potentiality (see Kishik 2012; Prozo-
rov 2014).
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This understanding of form-of-life has important ethico-pohtical implications.
Rather than attempt to devise anything like a proper form of life, to be athirmed,
defended or implemented as a matter of a political project, Agamben seeks to free
life from the gravity of all tasks or vocations imposed on it by such proper and priv-
ileged forms: no life has to be 1n a certain form and no form must be actualized in
life. This entails an important shift in the ethico-political discourse from the more
substantive consideration of the forms of life in question towards the manner in
which they are hived. In this article we shall probe Agamben’s distinction between
style and manner in order to illuminate the destituent character than defines form-
of-life. Whereas style for Agamben refers to a more or less consistent, recognizable
and repeatable model or identity, manner pertains to the deviation from this model
or identity that precludes one’s full identification with it. It 1s this deviation, however
slight and 1imperceptible, that introduces an element of destitution nto the style,
opening it to new possibilities of use.

Our argument 1n this article will unfold in three steps. We shall first trace the
development of the notion of form-of-life in Agamben’s key works, culminating in
the analysis of destituent power in 7he Use of Bodies. We shall then address the
ontological implications of the move towards the destituent understanding of form-
of-life, tracing the way Agamben endows the apparently banal dimension of lifestyle,
habit, fashion, etc. with an ontological significance, as being ends up thoroughly dis-
persed 1n its manners. Thirdly, we discuss Agamben’s recent distinction between
style and manner and address the question of the specifically destituent manner that
defines a form-of-life. Following Agamben’s own methodological precepts (Agam-
ben 2009a), we seek to produce a paradigm of this destituent manner. Agamben’s
own paradigms are famously hyperbolic and extreme, which has led to the misun-
derstanding of many of his mnsights, e.g. the state of exception illustrated by the Ro-
man figure of homo sacer or the 1dea of potentiality illustrated by Melwville’s Bartleby
(see Prozorov 2014: 108-112; Whyte 2009; Passavant 2007). Yet, particularly given
Agamben’s shift of focus towards the rather more mundane realm of habits, fash-
1ons, Iifestyles in 7he Use of Bodies, more familiar and less eccentric paradigms
may be in order. Thus, in the final section of this article we shall offer the American
jam band Phish as the paradigm of Agamben’s form-of-life, in which ‘destitution
coincides without remainder with constitution, [and] position has no other con-
sistency than in deposition’ (Agamben 2016: 27)5).

2. FORM OF LIFE BETWEEN CONSTITUTION AND DESTITUTION

The concept of form-of-life remains one of the more elliptic and elusive concepts
in Agamben’s work. At the end of the first volume of the Homo Sacer senes, this
concept 1s mtroduced as a resolution of the problem of the inclusive exclusion of
bare life into the political order that defines the logic biopolitical sovereignty.
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Just as the biopolitical body of the West cannot be simply given back to its natural
life in the oikos, so it cannot be overcome in a passage to a new body - a technical
body or a wholly political or glorious body - in which a different economy of pleasures
and vital functions would once and for all resolve the interlacement of zoe and bios
that seems to define the political destiny of the West. This biopolitical body that 1s
bare life must itself instead be transformed into the site for the constitution and instal-
lation of a form of life that is wholly exhausted in bare life and a bios that is only its

own zoe (Agamben 1998: 188).

While biopolitical sovereignty operates by capturing and separating bare hife
from the positive forms of bios, Agamben makes the opposite move of articulating
zoe and bros mto a new figure, in which ‘it 1s never possible to 1solate something like
naked life’ (Agamben 2000: 9). While bare life was obtained by the negation of zoe
within bios, this articulation of zoe and bios produces a new unity, which Agamben
calls form-of-life, the hyphenation highlighting the ntegrity of this figure, in which
life and 1ts form are mseparable (Agamben 2000: 11).

In the Kingdom and the Glory, Agamben elaborates this notion of the form-of-
life through an engagement with the theological 1dea of ‘eternal life’ (zoe aionios).
In Pauline messianism ‘eternal hife” does not refer to a hypothetical extension of life
indefinitely, but rather designates a specific quality of life in the messianic time,
characterized by the becoming-inoperative of every determinate identity or voca-
tion, which now appear in the suspended form of the ‘as not’ (hos me) - the notion
Agamben addressed at length in 7he Time that Remains (2005). “Under the ‘as
not’, life cannot coincide with itself and 1s divided mnto a life that we live and a life
for which and in which we live. To live in the Messiah means precisely to revoke
and render moperative at each instant every aspect of the lhife that we live and to
make the life for which we live, which Paul calls ‘the life of Jesus’, appear within 1t”
(Agamben 2011: 248). In this reading, eternal life has nothing to do with the afterhfe
but 1s rather a way of hiving s life that renders moperative all its specific forms of
bios, 1ts functions, tasks and 1dentities.

Agamben then proceeds from the theological to the philosophical context to
elaborate this figure of eternal life 1n terms of the Spinozan idea of acquiescentia
(self-contentment), “the pleasure arising from man’s contemplation of himself and
his power of activity” (Spinoza cited in Agamben 2011: 250). In Agamben’s inter-
pretation, it 1s precisely this contemplation of one’s own power that articulates mop-
erativity and potentiality, opening one’s existence to a free use (see Chiesa and Ruda

2011).

[The] life, which contemplates its (own) power to act, renders itself inoperative in all
its operations, and lives only (its) livability. In this inoperativity the life that we live is
only the life through which we live: only our power of acting and living. Here the bios
coincides with the zoe without remainder. Properly human praxis i1s sabbatism that,
by rendering the specific functions of the living inoperative, opens them to possibility
(Agamben 2011: 251).
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Insofar as this ‘sabbatical’ hife renders all positive forms of bros moperative, it
coincides with zoe, yet mnsofar as zoe 1s no longer negated as a foundation of bros, it
does not take the degraded form of bare life. Rather than reduce political life to a
pseudo-natural life through acts of dehumanization, the ‘eternal life’ of contempla-
tion affirms the potentiality of the human being and thus functions as a “[metaphys-
ical] operator of anthropogenesis, liberating the living man from his biological or
social destiny, assigning him to that indefinable dimension that we are accustomed
to call ‘politics’. The political 1s neither a bros nor a zoe, but the dimension that the
moperativity of contemplation, by deactivating linguistic and corporeal, material and
immaterial praxes, ceaselessly opens and assigns to the hving” (Agamben 2011:
251). What is eternal about this ‘eternal hife” 1s then evidently not its span, but rather
the excess of potentiality over actuality that 1s freed when the actual positive forms
of life are rendered inoperative in the mode of contemplation.

In 7he Use of Bodies these themes of deactivation, moperativity and potentiality
are elaborated under the rubric of destituent power. Whereas the power of sover-
eign biopolitics 1s con-stitutive, 1.e. producing a determinate actual bios out of the
indefinite potentialities of zoe, form-of-life exemplifies the power of rendering ac-
tual and determinate forms de-stitute, restoring to them their potentiality (Agamben
2016: 207-213, 263-279). Instead of the biopolitical apparatus, in which life was
fractured into the unqualified zoe, presupposed and negated in the name of the
attainment of the political life of bios, we end up with a hife that generates its forms
mn its own living and which forms itself to enjoy its own living, a life that 1s inseparable
from the form it takes. “It 1s generated mn living and for that reason does not have
any priority, either substantial or transcendental, with respect to living. It 1s only a
manner of being and living, which does not in any way determine the living thing,
just as 1t 1s in no way determined by [the living thing] and 1s nonetheless inseparable
from 1t” (Agamben 2016: 224). Life forms itself in myriad modes and does not
comcide with any of its specific forms, since it 1s present mn all of them. Whatever
form life takes, it retains within 1t the potential to be otherwise and thereby brings
an element of destitution 1nto its every constitution and renders moperative its every
operation.

3. FROM BEING THROWN TO BEING CARRIED

Agamben’s development of the 1dea of form-of-life throughout the Homo Sacer
project may be further illumiated in the context of his continuous engagement with
Heidegger’s ontology. Indeed, the first formulation of form-of-life in Homo Sacer
began with a parallel between the opposition between bios and zoe and the
Heideggerian distinction between essence and existence: “Today bros lies in zoe
exactly as essence, in the Heideggerian defimition of Dasein, lies in existence”
(Agamben 1998: 188). If the essence of the human 1s unpresentable in terms of
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positive predicates (‘what one 15’) but consists 1n the sheer facticity of its existence
(‘that one 15’), then the form of bios proper to the human is indeed its own zoe,
whose sheer facticity 1s no longer the negated foundation of bios but rather its entire
content, there being no other form, essence, task or identity imposed on it. What
Agamben calls form-of-life is then “a being that 1s its own bare existence, [a] life that,
being its own form, remains inseparable from it” (Agamben 1998: 188).

While the discussion in Homo Sacer did not go beyond these remarks on this
parallel, in 7he Use of Bodies Agamben chooses to distance his 1dea of form-of-life
from Heideggeran ontology. He argues that despite Heidegger’s affirmation of pos-
sibility as the constitutive aspect of Dasein, his figure of Dasein nonetheless re-
mained stuck with or rniveted to its being-there, its thrownness which it had to assume
as a task. In contrast to this grave pathos of being-consigned, which Agamben him-
self relied on in 7The Remnants of Auschwitz to theorize shame as the structure of
subjectivity (Agamben 1999b: 87-134), Agamben’s own modal ontology rather re-
calls the para-existential ontology developed by Heidegger’s student, Oskar Becker.
Against the unwarranted privileging of being-thrown in Heidegger, Becker atfirmed
a hight and adventurous experience of “being-carnied” (Getragensein): thrown as
Dasein might be, it does not land irrevocably in some determinate ‘there’ but 1s
carried away 1n the very throw itself (Agamben 2016: 189-91).

Similarly, for Agamben life 1s never stuck in a form it must assume but 1s rather
carried by 1it, when we adopt or uphold a particular form, or carried away from it,
when we withdraw or recoil from a form we find oppressive or obscene. In his early
criique of Heidegger Emmanuel Levinas (1993) similarly problematized
Heidegger’s figure of being as the mescapable, something we are stuck with and
have to be. In his Reflections on the Philosophy of Hitlerism (1990) he also ad-
dressed the political implications of this ontological standpoint, which consist 1n
founding political community and praxis not on the possible but on the necessary,
the given and the mescapable. Levinas's own account of ethics as first philosophy 1s
rather marked by the exigency of escaping the mnescapable, which requires breaking
outside of ontology as the realm of the necessary (Levinas 1998: 3-20). In contrast,
Agamben seeks to redefine the ontological domain itself as that of movement rather
than substance. It 1s not a matter of escaping being but of being itself as escape, as
the movement from one form of life to the other, of being carried and carried away
at one and the same time.

This ontological shift explains Agamben’s renewed attention to the domain that
1s usually seen as unworthy of philosophical attention, 1.e. the realm of lifestyle,
habit, fashion and taste, in which life 1s carried from one form to another. Rather
than treat lifestyle in strictly aesthetic terms, Agamben proposes to reinscribe 1t in
terms of ontology and ethics that, moreover, are found to comcide m 1t. Just as
Agamben’s ‘modal ontology’ approaches being as nothing other than its
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modifications, so his ethics has its entire content in the manifold tastes, habits, man-
ners or styles that comprise the subject’s forms of life:

It 1s necessary to decisively subtract tastes from the aesthetic dimension and redis-
cover their ontological character, in order to find in them something like a new ethical
territory. It i1s not a matter of attributes or properties of a subject who judges, but of
the mode m which each person, in losing himself as subject, constitutes himself as
form-of-life. The secret of taste is what form of life must solve, has always already
solved and displayed. If every body 1s affected by its form-of-life as by a chnamen or
a taste, the ethical subject 1s that subject that constitutes itself in relation to this clina-
men, the subject who bears witness to its tastes, takes responsibility for the mode in
which it 1s affected by its inclinations. Modal ontology, the ontology of the how, coin-
cides with an ethics (Agamben 2016: 231).

This 1s not a new theme in Agamben’s work, as he dealt with the ontological
status of habits as early as Language and Death and discussed manner and taste as
key concepts of politics and ethics in 7he Coming Community (Agamben 1991:
91-98; Agamben 1993: 27-29, 63-65). What 1s novel 1s the centrality these questions
assume at the end of the Homo Sacer project. If the analysis of sovereignty and
biopolitics 1n the first volumes cnitically targeted the confluence of ontology and
politics, whereby e.g. the logic of sovereignty corresponded to the Aristotehian doc-
trine of potentiality, and the mnclusive exclusion of bare life n the state of exception
corresponded to the relationship between existence and essence in ontology (Agam-
ben 1998: 39-48, 182), the final volume is concluded by articulating ontology and
ethics 1n an afhirmative vision of form-of-life:

Just as m ethics character expresses the rreducible being-thus of an individual, so
also m ontology what 1s in question in mode 1s the ‘as’ of being, the mode mn which
substance 1s its modifications. The mode in which something is, the being-thus of an
entity is a category that belongs irreducibly to ontology and to ethics (which can also
be expressed by saying that in mode they coincide). In this sense, the claim of a modal
ontology should be terminologically integrated in the sense that, understood correctly,
a modal ontology is no longer an ontology but an ethics (on the condition that we add
that the ethics of modes is no longer an ethics but an ontology) (Agamben 2016: 174).

It 1s this articulation of ontology and ethics that inserts the hyphens into the syn-
tagm ‘form of Iife’, transforming something utterly trivial into a highly specific expe-
rience that nonetheless remains available to all: “All iving beings are in a form of
life, but not all are a form-of-life” (Agamben 2016: 277). Agamben repeatedly em-
phasizes that 1t 1s not a matter of offering some specific, new, hitherto unheard of
practice as an alternative to the existing or predominant forms: where would it come
from and what good would 1t do? “It 1s not a matter of thinking a better or more
authentic form of life, a superior principle, or an elsewhere that suddenly arrives at
forms of life and factical vocations to revoke them and render them noperative.
Inoperativity 1s not another work that suddenly arrives and works to deactivate and
depose them: 1t coincides completely and constitutively with their destitution, with
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living a life” (Agamben 2016: 277). Instead, 1t 1s a matter of adopting a different
perspective on something entirely familiar and banal - quite simply, our habits, hob-
bies, tastes, manners, quirks, etc. To constitute a form-of-life out of a form of hife
we must not abandon any of them for some great unknown, but rather live these
very familiar forms otherwise than we have tended to. In other words, what 1s af-
firmed 1s not any specific form but only the mannerin which any form whatsoever
could be lived.

In 7he Fire and The Tale Agamben contrasts manner and style in the following
way: “In any good writer, in any artist, there 1s always a manner that takes its distance
from the style, a style that disappropriates itself as manner” (Agamben 2017: 9).
Similarly, in 7he Use of Bodies style marks the “most proper trait” of a poetic ges-
ture and manner “registers an mverse demand for expropriation and non-belong-
ing” (Agamben 2016: 86-87). If style refers to a consistent model that defines a form
of life in 1its recognizable and repeatable 1dentity, manner consists in a deviation
from this model that introduces mto a style a modicum of deactivation or destitu-
tion. It s clear that the aspects that Agamben discusses under the rubric of form-
of-life cannot be found on the level of style but pertain only to the level of manner,
i which the style in question 1s carried along by a living being in 1diosyncratic and
unpredictable ways.

It 1s of course possible to argue that some styles lend themselves more easily to
be used in the manner of form-of-life, while others are more likely to resist such
use. We need only recall Agamben’s own tirade against mobile phones and their
users in What 1s an Apparatus?to see that he 1s no stranger to strong statements of
preference for some forms of life over others (Agamben 2009b: 16-17). Similarly,
m 7The Use of Bodies Agamben disdainfully discusses personal ads in a French
newspaper, in which those looking for a life companion vainly try to communicate
their form of life in terms of a list of 1dentity predicates and/or possessions: blond
hair, good sense of humour, fondness for opera, fly fishing or fox hunting (Agam-
ben 2016: 230). Nonetheless, even in this discussion Agamben explicitly recognizes
that the problem 1s not so much the form, style or apparatus itself but rather the
manner i which 1t 1s used, which can never be entirely defined by the form in
question. Just as in Profanations even pornography was shown to be amenable to a
profanation that ushers in a “new form of erotic communication” (Agamben 2007:
90), so in The Use of Bodies Agamben argues, with reference to Kafka, that “it is
not justice or beauty that moves us but the mode that each one has of being just or
beautiful, of being affected by her beauty or her justice. For this reason, even abjec-
tion can be mnocent, even ‘something slightly disgusting” can move us” (Agamben
2016: 232). The truth of a form of life 1s its form-of-life and for that reason it cannot
be contained within the form itself. Thus, the most minor, msignificant and even
‘shightly disgusting’ forms, from speed dating to food porn, may be practiced in the
manner of form-of-life, even though each of us will probably draw the lne at
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practicing some of them. In the final section we shall venture to develop a paradigm
of this destituent manner that would further elucidate Agamben’s argument.

4. FREEFORM LIFE

What 1s this manner that can make even shghtly disgusting behaviors and prac-
tices appealing? As we have seen in the first section, Agamben’s formal notion of
form-of-life 1s characterized by deactivation, inoperativity and destitution - all nega-
tive attributes that appear to have no other content than what they negate. Yet,
Agamben does not simply affirm destitution against constitution, potentiality against
actuality, manner against style, but ventures to define a way of living in which both
are present at once, 1.e. an act that retains and manifests its potentiality not to be, a
constitutive practice that brings destitution nto its every act, a style quahfied and
disappropriated by a manner.

We may call this manner of living that retains the potentiality for its own trans-
formation m every form it assumes a freeform life, by analogy with freeform 1m-
provisation in jazz and rock music. The analogy with musical improvisation 1s quite
helpful for grasping the specificity of this manner of living, especially in contrast with
the more familiar understanding of life as a series of freely chosen forms. In a par-
adigmatic improvisation, there 1s a theme (harmonic framework or chord progres-
sion), within which improwvisation begins to unfold and to which it might also return
(especially in jam-band improvisation in rock). While improvisation may begin as a
set of varlations on that theme, the theme need not be present at every time in the
mmprovised section, which may rather unfold in an entirely spontaneous manner,
veering mto all possible directions. Unlike some forms of free improvisation, in
which no main theme 1s discernible at all, in more familiar modes of improvisation
the theme nonetheless remains defined at least at the beginning as well as possibly
at the end. In the same way, a life that retains the potentiality for transformation in
whatever form it dwells in may be easily recognizable m its form yet perpetually
surprising in the specific manner m which 1t assumes this form, as the form in ques-
tion 1s stretched to its mits, brought in relation with its opposites, recontextualized
1 numerous ways, all the while carrying that undefinable air of famiharity. Freeform
life 1s therefore not a matter of a succession of forms that we freely take up and
uphold, as e.g. in the (neo)liberal politics of entrepreneurial self-fashioning, but ra-
ther a matter of a free relation to form as such, not just a freedom to form but a
freedom exercised within the process of formation itself, even if this formation ulti-
mately yields little else than the endless playing with the same theme.

This freedom-in 1s paradigmatic for the process of artistic creation more gener-
ally. For Agamben, the process of creation is never reducible to the faithful execu-
tion of a style that would simply actualize a given model but 1s always combined with
the opposed process of ‘decreation’ that resists this actualization, leaving a mark of
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mcompleteness, hesitation and, ultimately, the potentiality of being otherwise on
every work (Agamben 1999a: 270; Agamben 2019). Similarly, Jean-Luc Nancy
1dentified drawing as the paradigm of artistic creation, since its work 1s indissociable
from the activity, never taking on a defimitive form but retaining the dynamic mo-
ment of formation within itself. “Drawing 1s not a given, available, formed form. On
the contrary, 1t 1s the gift, nvention, uprising or birth of form. “T'hat a form comes’
1s drawing’s formula and this formula implies at the same time the desire for and
the anticipation of form, a way of being exposed to what comes, to an unexpected
occurrence, or to a surprise that no prior formality will have been able to precede
or preform” (Nancy 2013: 3).

The 1dea of freeform life 1s thus more than a fancy name for the freedom of the
subject n relation to the preconstituted forms of life or the equality of these forms
in relation to each other. A freeform life involves both the subject and the variety of
imncommensurable forms in a reciprocal transformation: the subject captivated by
the form gives it vitality and diffusion, making an otherwise lifeless form into a form
of life, while the same process transforms the subject in accordance with the form,
changing his or her life in a particular way, but always 1n a tentative fashion, retaiing
the possibility of deactivation mn every action it takes. Evidently, retaining this possi-
bility does not entail any injunction to actualize it in every setting. Such injunctions
make no sense because the potentiality in question 1s strictly infinite. We could in
principle change one’s lives every second, yet what would be the point in that? What
1s at stake n freeform improvisation 1s not the ceaseless production of novelty,
which quickly becomes tedious and oppressive, but rather the potentiality for the
new to emerge 1n the midst of the most familiar and repetitive, which thereby exhibit
their own transience and mutability. Just as in a jazz or rock improvisation, you
never know how long the performers will stay on any particular theme, so a freeform
life 1s as such compatible with a remarkable durability of forms of life: it 1s possible
to improvise relentlessly, while retaining a signature sound over decades.

This 1s perhaps the secret of the popularity of Phish, an American jam band
founded m 1983 that has enjoyed a strongly dedicated fanbase over decades. While
Phish released fifteen studio albums during their career that sold over eight million
copies, they are best known for their live shows that feature extensive improvisation.
In the summer of 2017 Phish performed thirteen sold out shows at Madison Square
Garden in New York City and completed the year with a similarly sold out four
night run ending on New Year’s FEve. Although the band has not produced any hit
singles and have rarely, if ever, been played on the radio, their concerts have gained
enormous popularity and, similarly to the live recordings of the Grateful Dead 1n
previous decades, became more popular than studio releases. The band has re-
leased dozens of ‘official’ live albums and, in addition to that, practically every show
has been recorded unofticially to be traded by the fans since the band’s early days.
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What is it about Phish that generates such excitement about their performances?
It would certainly be difficult to understand 1t by listening only to their studio al-
bums, which feature more or less conventional classic rock songs with jazz, funk
and country mfluences. Numerous critics of the band focus precisely on the quality
of the studio material, complaining about the absence of memorable songs. If one
remains focused on the songs themselves as the ultimate criterion for evaluation,
then it becomes almost mexplicable why these generally unremarkable songs would
generate a demand for concert tickets that the most popular maimstream pop and
rock acts would envy and struggle to match. Would not extended jam sessions based
on those songs be adding msult to mjury, making the audience sit through a tharty-
minute version of what was not even particularly likeable as a three-minute song?

The puzzle 1s resolved if we approach improvisation at Phish concerts i terms
of the destituent manner that defines a freeform life. Extended jamming does not
merely introduce additional variations to a pre-existing song, making the same song
merely last longer. Instead, improvisation only takes up the songs in question as
templates for improvised experimentation, which may mvolve chopping up and re-
arranging them, playing parts of different songs together or playing a song in reverse
order. Rather than play their songs with additional solos and variations, Phish play
with their own songs, using the established forms of the songs in unpredictable ways,
thereby ending up rendering the familiar unfamihar and introducing difference into
repetition. Just as in Agamben’s argument even something ‘shghtly disgusting’ can
still be moving or touching when practiced in the destituent manner of form-of-life,
even the less than memorable Phish compositions sound much better when cease-
lessly de- and re- composed 1n the manner that restores to these songs the potenti-
ality, transience and hesitation that characterize the process of artistic (de)creation
(see Agamben 2019). Similarly to Nancy’s pleasure m drawing, what 1s enjoyed
Phish performances 1s not the definitive form produced by the artists but the man-
ifestation of formation within every form, in which creation and decreation become
mdiscernible.

In the extended jams at every show Phish songs are de- and re-created all over
again and 1t 1s this free relation to the familiar songs that the audience looks forward
and rapturously responds to m these performances. While we usually expect the
concerts of our favorite bands to feature faithful renditions of familiar songs, at a
Phish concert fidelity to established forms 1s abandoned for a free relation to form
and this freedom mvolved 1n the process of formation 1s exposed on stage every
night. Rather than ceaselessly try to invent new forms, becoming other with every
album, Phish has performed the same act of free formation for over thirty years
with admirable dependability, which 1s why many fans are not content with seeing
only one show and mstead book tickets for the entire residency. They both know
exactly what they are going to hear (the freeform experimentation with the famihar
songs) and have not the slightest idea how this freeform jam 1s going to sound like
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on any given night. In this manner, repetiion and novelty, composition and improv-
1sation, creation and decreation become indiscernible, exposing i every form the
contingency of 1ts coming to presence. By the same token, a freeform life 1s not
defined by the novelty 1t produces in actuality but by the potentiality for being oth-
erwise that 1t exhibits 1n every activity 1t practices.

This 1s why we must rigorously distinguish our i1dea of a freeform life from the
valorization of mnovation and transformation that characterizes today’s neoliberal
governance. Neoliberalism prescribes constant change in one’s life as a matter of
the actualization of one’s potentialities, whereby one ends up being all that one can
be. The neoliberal subject must move from form to form without any respite of
decreation. The perception that everything 1s possible, that I can be or do both this
and that conceals one’s subjection to the apparatuses of government that feed on
that very potentiality i setting human beings to work in actuality:

The 1dea that anyone can do or be anything - the suspicion that not only could the
doctor who examines me today be a video artist tomorrow but that even the execu-
tioner who Kkills me, 1s actually, as in Kafka’s 77zal, also a singer - 1s nothing but the
reflection of the awareness that everyone is simply bending him- or her self according
to the flexibility that 1s today the primary quality that the market demands from each
person (Agamben 2010: 44-4J5).

Freeform life 1s free precisely from this imjunction to perpetual transformation,
which may be just as or even more oppressive than a mere prohibition. A four-hour
Phish concert does not attempt to actualize all the potential of the band members
by demonstrating their flexible skills in playing every possible genre of music. On
the contrary, the band’s freeform jamming has retained a signature sound for dec-
ades, which nonetheless contains within itself and exhibits the potentiality for being
otherwise. Freeform life does not involve a ceaseless procession of new forms but
rather the exposure mn every form of the contingent force of its formation. Just as
Phish play with their songs, suffusing their most familiar works with a sense of inde-
terminacy and hesitation, a freeform life plays with the forms it dwells in, bringing a
measure of formlessness into every form it takes up. It matters httle that the forms
might be unremarkable, as long as they retain this potentiality of their own decrea-
tion.
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ABSTRACT

The publication of Karman marks an unexpected expansion of Giorgio Agamben’s field of -
quiry, placing his work in dialogue with texts and concepts drawn from the Buddhist tradition.
At the center of Agamben’s investigation is the question of how it is possible for humans to
become blameworthy and according to the history he presents the notion of fault is joined to
the Sanskrit karman (“intentional action”) by way of an etymological link with the Latin
crimen, meaning “an action insofar as it is sanctioned”, which is to say, a crime. This shared
lineage of karman/crimen betrays, however, a striking difference in the manner in which the
two traditions address the problem of intentional action. Agamben recognizes this and locates
within Buddhism an alternative to the Western conception of intentional action that does not
imply a fixed subject for whom infinite responsibility and purposiveness can be irrevocably
attached. This essay extends Agamben’s inquiry by emphasizing the importance of habituation
in formulating an ethics without a subject and by highlighting the place of habituation in the
theory of karmic causation.
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The path i1s obscured by small completions.
The Zhuangzi

The publication of Karman marks an unexpected expansion of Giorgio Agam-
ben’s field of inquiry. Although the central themes of the text are familiar enough—
action, crime, gullt—and must be seen as a continuation of his previous mvestigations
mto Western political ontology, his decision to place these 1deas in conversation
with texts and concepts from the Buddhist tradition, specifically the Sanskrit con-
cept of karman/karma, 1s unexpected. Principally known for his scholarship con-
cerning the traditions of the Judeo-Christian West, this shift in Agamben’s focus not
only comes as a surprise to those famihar with his writings, but also offers a rare



248 STEVEN DECAROLI

opportunity to place his work in dialogue with the expansive philosophical heritage
of the Buddhist tradition.
But why turn to karman?!

1. CULPA

Of particular importance to the story Agamben tells in Karman 1s the fact that,
according to the nineteenth century linguist, Adolphe Pictet, who would introduce
the thirteen-year-old Ferdinand de Saussure to the analytic study of Indo-European
languages, the Latin crzmen, which forms the root of the word ‘crime’, “likely cor-
responds to the Sanskrit karman, [meaning] ‘work’ in general, good or evil” (Pictet
1877: 436). Although Pictet’s etymology 1s by no means verified, and Agamben
notes this, the linguistic intersection between crzmen and karman frames the mves-
tigation.

According to the sources Agamben cites, crimen refers to action msofar as 1t has
been sanctioned, which 1s to say, msofar as certain punitive consequences have been
attached to the action, rendering 1t imputable to a subject through the operation of
the trial. Although the meaning of karmanis quite different, it 1s nevertheless possi-
ble to align the two concepts insofar as karman similarly joins intentional action with
imputable consequences, ordering the world according to karmic laws whose mter-
nal principle unfolds according to the ascription of causal effects, rather than
through the attribution of fault. On this point Agamben cites the Italian Sanskritist,
Raniero Gnoli: “Every action, good or evil, when done consciously, produces an
effect or fruit that will inevitably mature . . . Karman belongs to the nature of things
(dharmata), which, as the Indian doctors say, 1s unquestionable, 1s a natural law,
independent m its development from our concepts of moral justice, recompense,
and punishment . . . The fruit, on its part, 1s so to speak an automatic, involuntary
consequence of conscious action, ethically indifferent” (Gnoli 2001-4: xxii-xxiii).

Although he begins by aligning crzmen and karman, Agamben’s underlying con-
cern 1s to demonstrate how differently the two traditions from which these concepts
emerge confront the problem generated by the principle of imputation common to
each. Within the Furopean context, which 1s Agamben’s principle focus, imputa-
tion will coincide with the emergence of a strong conception of individual will and
personal freedom around which attribution and juridical blame will coalesce. By
contrast, out of the Indian tradition, channeled through Buddhism, what will
emerge nstead 1s a profound denial of selthood and an understanding of agency
that does not presuppose the existence of an essential self or soul, while nevertheless

" Although it is more common to use the spelling karma, I have opted for the less common karman
because this 1s the rendering Agamben uses throughout the book.
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supporting a doctrine of successive births that receives the effects of previous karmic
deeds and extends them into the future.

Despite their different formulations, however, Agamben suggests the possibility
of discovering in crimern/karman the common source of something like an Indo-
European ethic, without which “both the Buddhist doctrine of a iberation of people
from the karmic sphere of ‘enchained doing’ [samsaral and the connection of guilt
and punishment, of virtuous action and its recompense, which stands at the foun-
dation of Western law and morality, would simply make no sense” (Agamben 2018:
29). Both traditions evolve i response to the problem of imputation, but because
they chart very different paths, each represents for the other a probing alternative.
In contrast to the Indian tradition, attempts by Western philosophers and theologi-
ans to comprehend right action and provide a foundation for moral sanction have
relied on presuppositions tethered to the 1dea of an autonomous will and to a sov-
ereign self to which the will 1s assigned. Despite occasional exceptions, European
thought has more or less continually sought to uphold this conceptual edifice, in the
shadow of which the bond between action and guilt has steadily developed. “Our
hypothesis”, Agamben writes, describing the trajectory of his investigation, “is in fact
that the concept of crzmen, of action that 1s sanctioned, which is to say, imputable
and productive of consequences, stands at the foundation not only of law, but also
of the ethics and religious morality of the West” (Agamben 2018: 29). To which he
adds, signaling both a caution and an opportunity, “If this concept [crzmen] should
fail for some reason, the entire edifice of morality would collapse irrevocably”
(Agamben 2018: 29).

The task of testing the solidity of the Western 1dea of sanctioned action, together
with the will and the collection of divisive concepts that encircle 1t—guilt, responsi-
bility, fault—is the principle undertaking of Agamben’s Karman, and the single ques-
tion that motivates the mvestigation, the same question Kafka assigns to Joseph K.
m the pages of The Trhal and which Agamben adopts as the book’s epigraph, 1s
simply this: “How can a human being be guilty?” It 1s the oddly self-evident quality
of the question that the pages of Karman seek to explain, because the ease with
which we ascribe guilt to subjects, implicating them 1n a discourse of culpability, has
everything to do with the particular manner in which we have come to understand
human action.

Essential to Agamben’s analysis 1s an account of the causal machinery at work
law, through which culpability (cuzipa) becomes possible. According to the etymol-
ogy Agamben sketches, the Latin causa denotes that which 1s at 1ssue 1n a trial, the
affair over which there 1s a dispute that gives rise to hitigation, and marks “the point
at which a certain act or fact enters into the sphere of the law” (Agamben 2018: ).
To speak of causa in this way 1s to specify a threshold across which a certain action
passes into the domain of law and becomes, as it were, a legal object, acquiring legal
standing. For certain actions a supplemental set of effects 1s generated that exceeds
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the natural effects brought about by the action itself and the trial 1s the mechanism
whereby those supplemental effects become real. Whereas every action naturally
produces effects, only certain actions, insofar as they are juridically relevant, trigger
legal effects which 1t 1s the function of the trial to impute to a subject capable of
bearing the consequences of legal judgment. The overall apparatus of the tral 1s
responsible, then, not only for making real certain legal effects, but also for assigning
these effects, in the form of penalty, to legal subjects who, brought into being by the
same juridical discourse, have acquired a general capacity to bear the consequences
of judgment, thereby being made culpable. Nothing illustrates more clearly the
power of the trial to ascribe culpability than the fact that culpability 1s not limited to
human beings.

At the end of the nineteenth century a number of historical surveys of animal
prosecution were published—Karl von Amira’s Animal Punishment and Animal
Trials (Thierstrafen und Thierprocesse) (1891), Carlo d’Addost’s Delinquent
Beasts (Bestie Delinquent) (1892), and Edward Evans’ The Criminal Prosecution
and Capital Punishment of Animals (1906)—all of which chronicle in detail animal
trials conducted not only i antiquity, but throughout medieval Europe and even
mto the early decades of the eighteenth century. Dogs, pigs, rats, moles, cows, even
msects were arraigned in court on a broad range of charges and trials were con-
ducted without abridgment: evidence was heard, witnesses were called, and i most
cases the accused animal benefitted from legal counsel. “In the writings of medieval
jurisprudents”, Edward Evans reports, “the right and fitness of inflicting judicial pun-
1shment upon animals appear to have been generally admitted. Thus Guy Pape, in
his Decisions of the Parliament of Grenoble, raises the query, whether a brute beast,
if it commit a crime, as pigs sometimes do in devouring children, ought to suffer
death, and answers the question unhesitatingly in the athrmative” (Evans 1906: 108).
Likewise, in the writings of Antonius Mornacius we learn that in 1610 a Franciscan
novice was torn to pieces by several mad dogs who were “by sentence and decree
of the court put to death” (Evans 1906: 176). It1s surely reasonable, Evans observes,
that mad dogs should be killed, but “the remarkable feature of the case [as in other
such cases] 1s that they should be formally tried and convicted as murderers by a
legal tribunal” (Evans 1906: 176).

Despite the scope of his study, however, Evans fails to investigate, or even to raise
as an 1ssue, the mechanism whereby culpability 1s assigned to animal life. How 1s 1t
possible that certain animal behaviors could be removed from the domain of natu-
ral activity, which 1s unimputable, and thereby become culpable? Undoubtedly it 1s
only because animal prosecutions are no longer commonplace that the culpability
of animals strikes us as curious, but the frequency of such cases nevertheless demon-
strates how variable the attribution of culpability can be. More surprising still 1s the
practice of extending culpability to hifeless objects, as we find in classical Greece.
Judicial proceedings of this kind, known collectively as apsyvchon dikar



2!

5

1

That Which Is Born Generates Its Own Use. Grorgio Agamben and Karma

(prosecutions of lifeless things), were conducted before a special court, the pryta-
neum, to which Plato himself attests. In the Laws, for instance, we read: “If a lifeless
thing rob a man of life—except it be lightning or some bolt from heaven—if 1t be
anything else than these which kills someone, either through his falling against it or
its falling upon him, then the relative shall set the nearest neighbor to pass judgment
on 1t, thus making atonement on behalf of himself and all his kindred, and the thing
convicted they shall cast beyond the borders, [exorizein, to ex-terminate in the literal
and original sense of the term, to take beyond the ferrmini as was stated i respect
of animals” (873e-874a) (Plato 1967: 267).

Despite their variety, it 1s important to keep in mind that what we encounter in
each of these cases 1s culpability rather than fault. This distinction 1s crucial and
helps to explain why humans and animals might face identical forms of prosecution.
If, for instance, a sanction prohibits the taking of a human life then, should an ani-
mal kill a person, its actions would be as culpable as those of a human who did the
same (“culpa refers to behavior that, without intending it, has caused some njury”
(Agamben 2018: 9)). To be culpable 1s not the same as to be at fault and by all
indication “in the formation of the most ancient laws, something like fault simply
does not appear” (Agamben 2018: 8). Law’s original function was to introduce pen-
alty in response to unwelcomed actions, not to ascribe guilt to agents. After all, an
manimate object cannot possibly be at fault, nor can 1t be found guilty in a moral
sense, but it 1s entirely possible for a doorpost, an ox cart, or a stone to be held
culpable. Even Evans acknowledges that, “[f]lrom the standpoint of ancient and me-
diaeval jurisprudents the overt act alone was assumed to constitute the crime; the
mental condition [1.e., motivation] of the criminal was never or a least very seldom
taken into consideration” (Evans 1906: 200). Thus, what we find n the earliest legal
codes—such as those from the Law of the Twelve Tables: “If a father sells his son
three times, the later shall be free from paternal authority” or “When a patron de-
frauds his chient, he shall be dedicated to the infernal gods”—is not criminal legisla-
tion 1n the modern sense, but regulation expressed as causation, and for this reason
should perhaps be understood descriptively rather than prescriptively, as a causal
scheme, not unlike rules of a game which constitute the game by defining the causal
environment that orders 1t, 1.e., 1f a certain action 1s done, then certain effects will
follow. Rules join certain actions to certamn consequences, but the entire procedure
(action, rule, judgment and penalty) transpires without necessitating the attribution
of fault. “By all eviddence, the law here Iimuts 1tself to sanctioning a connection be-
tween an action and a juridical consequence. What 1s assigned 1s not a fault so much
as a penalty in the broad sense” (Agamben 2018: 8).

When the ascription of fault finally arnives, it does so gradually through the ex-
pansion of the concept of culpability, first through Christian moral theology and
later with the appearance of the modern subject, thereby joining responsibility to an
increasingly autonomous individual. What we are dealing with here, Agamben
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suggests, 1s “a gradation of fault” (Agamben 2018: 9) according to which, to a greater
or lesser degree, the imputation of action 1s transformed over time according to the
degree to which agency 1s mvolved.

We are accustomed to consider this evolution, which culminates in the modern
principle according to which responsibility 1s founded n the last instance i the free
will of the subject, as a progressive one. In reality, we are dealing with a strengthening
of the bond that ties agents to their action, which is to say, an interiorization of guilt,
which has not necessarily expanded the real freedom of the subject in any way. The
connection between action and agent, which was originally defined in an exclusively
factual way, 1s now founded in a principle inherent in the subject, which constitutes
the subject as culpable. That means that fault has been displaced from the action to
the subject who, 1f he or she has acted sciente et volente, [knowingly and willingly],
bears the whole responsibility for it (Agamben 2018: 9).

Fault 1s attributed not to actions, but to the orientation of the will and therefore
can appear only after agency has been extended to the subject. Fault and agency
arise together, united by the juridical discourse that crzmen inaugurates. Over time,
and mitially under the influence of Roman jurisprudence, penalty 1s separated from
its role as the causal consequence of performing prohibited action and becomes
mstead the price payed for legal disobedience as such. Eventually, one 1s no longer
penalized for performing a prohibited act, but for having willfully chosen to disobey
a legal command and in so doing one commits, properly speaking and in the mod-
ern sense, a crime. “The sanction, which was mnitially nothing other than the imme-
diate and unmotivated consequence of a certain action, now becomes the apparatus
that . . . drnives the behaviors that transgress its command outside itself as faults and
crimes” (Agamben 2018: 19). All of this suggests that the nature of freedom in mod-
ern times has been largely misconstrued. Because fault 1s possible only to the extent
that one 1s free (i.e., possesses agency) the expansion of human freedom has had
the dubious effect of strengthening the connection between agents and their actions,
binding human beings more tightly to their culpability and to their gult.

Thus, then, returns us to the mnitial question that motivates Agamben’s investiga-
tion: “How can a human being be guilty?”. From what has been said thus far, it
should be clear that any answer to this question must include an account of free will
as it emerged during the early Christian era, especially since the ancient world seems
to have had little need for 1t. But 1t 1s also necessary to consider, as a part of this
undertaking, the longstanding antagonism between volition and habituation that ac-
companies the historical expansion of human agency. Although Agamben does not
address habituation in Karman, he does so in a number of other texts, most notably
i 7he Use of Bodies, and 1t seems to me that without a sufficient understanding of
habituation not only 1s it not possible to fully explain why Agamben turns to karrnan,
but it 1s not possible to understand the nature of karman as such.
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2. HEXITS

In the section of the Summa theologicaknown as ‘the treatise on habits’, Aquinas
follows Aristotle in maintaining that habits arise in proportion to the frequency of
their operation, for “by like acts like habits are formed” (ex similibus actibus similes
habitus causantur) (Ia Ilae q.50 a.1) (Aquinas 1920: 768). Regarding the relation-
ship of habit to the will, around which so much controversy has accumulated, we
read i Aquias that every power that 1s directed toward action “needs a habit
whereby 1t 1s well disposed to its act”, (Ia ITae q.50 a.5) (Aquinas: 1920: 771) and
since the will 1s a power directed toward action, we must therefore admit the pres-
ence of habit within the will. In support of this, Aquinas turns to a passage from
Averroes’s commentary on De Anima, which maintains that the Aristotehan under-
standing of habit (Aexzs) 1s principally related to the will inasmuch as “habit 1s that
which one uses when one wills” (habitus est quo quis utitur cum voluerit) (Ia Ilae
q.50 a.5) (Aquinas 1920: 771)—a dictum Aquinas cites repeatedly®. Problems arise,
however, the moment we try to clearly distinguish the habitual from the willful, par-
ticularly with regard to moral judgment and with respect to virtuous action more
generally. It 1s for this reason that anyone who wishes to understand the Aristotelian
theory of virtue presented in the Nicomachean Ethics must do so by first clarifying
what 1s meant by the concept of Aexis, because it 1s under the category of Aexis that
Aristotle situates virtue and frames its meaning. What must be grasped 1s the extent
to which virtue 1s a type of habit.

Although Aexis has typically been translated into English as habit, drawing from
habitus, which was its Latin equivalent and which Aquinas tells us serves as a suitable
substitute since both words have their root 1n the verb ‘to have’ (Ia Ilae .49 a.1)
(Aqumas 1920: 763), care must be taken not to associate the term too closely with
the notion of a simple reflex or routine. Such a misstep quickly leads to an apparent
mconsistency of which Aristotle’s practical philosophy has been mistakenly accused,
namely, that since actions performed out of habit are msufhciently voluntary to be
considered moral, moral skill cannot be said to arise from habituation. But even if
we are careful not to project contemporary connotations onto the classical usage of
the term, the precise relationship between habit and will remains ambiguous, espe-
cially when we read that the will operates by means of habit. How are we to account
for the autonomy of the will while at the same time maintain the habitual nature of
its operation? Any solution to this dilemma must not only contend with the seman-
tic difference that lies between Aexzs and our modern understanding of habit, but
must also confront discrepancies between ancient and modern conceptions of the

* For instance, (Ia ITae q.49 a.3), (Ia Ilae .52 a.3) and (Ia Ilae q.63 a.2). The quotation also
appears repeatedly in Aquinas’s earlier works. See for example, the Scriptum super libros Senten-
tiarum (Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard) (111, d.23, q.1 and III, d.34, q.3). See also,
the In decem libros Ethicorum expositio (Comumentary on the Ten Books of the Ethics) 111, 6: “A
habit 1s that quality by which a person acts when he wishes” (habitus est quo quis agit cum volueril).
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will, because the precise historical meaning of habituation 1s jomed to the fate of
what it means to exercise volition.

In the second volume of The Life of the Mind, which 1s devoted to reflections
on the faculty of the will and by extension to the problem of freedom, Hannah
Arendt opens with the peculiar difficulty presented by the fact that “[t|he faculty of
the Will was unknown to Greek antiquity and was discovered as a result of experi-
ences about which we hear next to nothing before the first century of the Christian
era” (Arendt 1971: 3)3. Although there is no complete consensus as to whether the
concept of the will was strictly lacking from the Greek philosophical context—there
are numerous Greek terms that designate degrees of volition (boulésis, thelema,
proairesis)—it 1s broadly accepted that the ancients did not employ the notion of the
will as the medieval world would come to understand it, particularly with respect to
the nature of freedom. And this opinion 1s not limited to current scholarship.
Hobbes claims, for instance, that although the ancients considered in great detail
the nature of causality, “the third way of bringing things to pass, distinct from neces-
sity and chance, namely freewill, 1s a thing that never was mentioned amongst them,
nor by the Christians in the beginning of Christianity”, and it was quite some time
before the doctors of the church “exempted from this dominion of God’s will the
will of man; and brought in a doctrine, that not only man, but also his will, 1s free”
(Hobbes 1841: 1). If this 1s 1n fact the case, then among the principle problems
confronting the Christian philosophers of subsequent centuries was the need to rec-
oncile this tertrum quid, together with the theological problems n relation to which
1t arose as a solution, with the philosophical systems of the classical world m which
the absence of the concept of the free will posed no fundamental difficulties.

It 1s within the space of this problem concerning the will and its relation to action
that Agamben’s Karrnan locates a significant part of its inquiry. According to Agam-
ben’s explanation, “the will acts as an apparatus whose goal 1s to render masterable—
and therefore imputable—what the human being can do” (Agamben 2018: 44) and
this process begins with one of the great achievements of Aristotle, which was to
conceive of human action i terms of potential and act. It 1s so common for us to
think in these terms, Agamben observes, that we often fail to recognize the prag-
matic nature of its creation, which was to secure a connection between actions and
subjects. “[I]t 1s precisely in the context of the Aristotelian theory of potential that
we see appear for the first time 1 classical Greek thought something that resembles
a concept of will in the modern sense” (Agamben 2018: 45). Because Aristotle must
explain how it 1s possible to move from potential to act, he 1s obliged to deploy a

* The Greeks, she tells us, do not even have a word for what we consider to be the free will.
“Thelein means ‘to be ready, to be prepared for something’, boulesthor is ‘to view something as
[more] desirable’, and Aristotle's own newly coined word, which comes closer than these to our notion
of some mental state that must precede action, 1s pro-airesis, the ‘choice’ between two possibilities,
or, rather, the preference that makes me choose one action instead of another” (Arendt 1971: 16).
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concept (proairests) to name the source of this possibility. Although in using
proairesis “Aristotle could not have i mind anything like the free will of the
moderns . . . it 1s significant that, to cure in some way the split he himself had intro-
duced mto potential, he had to introduce nto the latter a ‘sovereign principle’ that
decides between doing and not doing” (Agamben 2018: 46)—“from which the the-
ologians will elaborate the doctrine of the freedom of the responsibility of human
actions” (Agamben 2018: 4.).

This sovereign principle is extended as it passes through Christian theology
where the will 1s transformed into a solid foundation for human freedom. It was, “a
matter of transforming a being who can, which the ancient human being essentially
1s, Into a being who wills, which Christian subjects will be” (Agamben 2018: 44).
What Agamben 1s suggesting here 1s that “the passage from the ancient world to
modernity coincides with the passage from potential to will, from the predominance
of the modal verb ‘I can’ to the modal verb ‘I will’””, (Agamben 2018: 49) thereby
securing responsibility for human action. Neither in Hebrew nor in New Testament
Greek 1s there any precise terminology for the concept of the will and 1t 1s not until
the fourth century—first in debates over the doctrine of divine will and then in Au-
gustine’s reflections on the will (vo/untas) surrounding the circumstances of his own
conversion—that the concept receives its full articulation.

In her doctoral dissertation, which has as its theme the concept of love in Augus-
tinian thought, Arendt at one point turns her attention to the passages from the
Confessionsin which Augustine tells the story of his conversion. For Augustine, she
explains, “time and again, habit 1s what puts sin in control of life” (Arendt 1996: 82)
because habit 1s that which not only binds us to this world, obscuring our true na-
ture, but also conceals the future from us by orienting us toward the past. In each
case, habit serves not to fortify the will, but to disfigure 1t because the routines of
habituation stand in the way of volition, conforming it to cupititas and to sin. For
Augustine, the great danger i allowing the will to become habituated to earthly
concerns 1s, of course, that the soul’s capacity to embrace divine command 1s di-
minished. For although the soul 1s unitary, under the influence of habit voliion “is
wrenched 1 two and suffers great trial, because while truth teaches it to prefer one
course, habit prevents it from relinquishing the other” (Augustine 1961: 175). Thus,
the soul, divided by habit, turns away from divine law and from the guidance of
conscience through which the law 1s conveyed internally. Sincere commitment on
the level of the mtellect to live according to new moral principles, in addition to the
profound change of spiritual conviction brought on by conversion, encounters re-
sistance when extended to the mclinations of the body, and habit marks the earthly
remnant that stands opposed to everything the spirit now yearns for. “These two
wills within me, one old, one new, one servant of the flesh, the other of the spirit,
were 1n conflict and between them they tore my soul apart” (Augustine 1961: 164).
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‘What 1s essential to understand, however, 1s that the will has no natural orienta-
tion toward which its potential 1s directed and so remains susceptible to external
influence. Although our wills are free to choose to do those things that we want,
what we want 1s not genuinely up to us. Augustine comes to realize this. Although
the will 1s free, it 1s only free msofar as it 1s able to choose what it desires and habit-
uation tends to reorient those desires, directing them away from God’s law. The
challenge of obedience arises from this misalignment. In order for the will to choose
what 1s right it must first desire what 1s right, and according to Church doctrine,
refined by Augustine in his debate with Pelagius, the instrument of this guidance 1s
grace. According to De Correptione et Gratia (Treatise on Rebuke and Grace),
Augustine teaches that it 1s by divine intercession alone that humanity acquires the
power to resist sin, and this 1s not simply by being shown what 1s to be done, but by
being supplied the means of doing 1t—“For the grace of God [is] that by which alone
men are delivered from evil, and without which they do absolutely no good thing,
whether in thought, or will and affection, or in action; not only in order that they
may know, by the manifestation of that grace, what should be done, but moreover
in order that, by its enabling, they may do with love what they know” (3.11) (Augus-
tine 1872: 71-72). Or, as we find in Bernard of Clairvaux’s De gratia et libero arbit-
110, (On Grace and Free Wil a text which Aquinas will repeatedly quote: “It 1s in
virtue of free choice that we will, it 1s in virtue of grace that we will what 1s good”
(Bernard 1920: 28).

It 1s possible to see then, that, under the canopy of Christian eschatology, grace
comes to supplant habit as the preferred means through which the pure potentiality
of the will, which designates the radical nature of its freedom and the specific quality
of humankind’s moral nature, acquires the tendency toward specific action.
Whereas hexisis guided by means of exposure to practice, exercise, and examples,
grace springs from the direct influence of God, installed not to eliminate choice but
to guide action mn the face of habitual tendencies that run counter to divine com-
mand, resulting in the acquisition of what Bernard calls “moral habits” (habitus ac-
quisity) (Bernard 1920: 32, fn. 5). Grace, like habit, imparts not the act but the dis-
position to act.

A careful analysis shows that we are not dealing with two distinct terms—habit and
grace—but with the articulation of the same conceptual dilemma under the influence
of two divergent ontological environments. Indeed, the doctrine of the Church, fol-
lowing Aquinas, speaks of “habitual grace” (gratia habitualis) (Ia llae q.110 a.2)
(Aquinas 1920: 1084). And it 1s due to these differing frameworks that habit and
grace are destined to collide, leading to an antagonism that has never been satisfac-
torily reconciled. On the one hand, according to the ecclesiastic presentation, grace
1s said to accompany free will so that the tendencies of habit may be overcome, but
yet on the other, because grace expresses the direct influence of God, 1t 1s difficult
to see how such mfluence does not run contrary to the very notion of free will it
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professes to support. How, in other words, 1s 1t possible for freedom to persist under
conditions that are not only beyond one’s control, but which are made possible only
through the unearned generosity of God? The will’s freedom 1s once again placed
mto question, compromised by the bestowal of grace that moves it.

There is no clearer indication of the mability to reconcile free will and grace (and
along with 1t the reconciliation of free will and habit) than the ecclesiastical faction-
alism that materialized around the subject during the late sixteenth century. The
dilemma has never been definitively decided, either philosophically or canonically,
and resulted 1n the convening of the Congregatio de auxiliis divinee gratiae (1598-
1607) under Clement VIII, which concluded not only without a theological resolu-
tion to the controversy—articulated primarily by a protracted dispute between Do-
minicans and Jesuits concerning the nature of grace and free will=but with a détente
mmposed by papal decree which shut down the controversy by accepting the viability
of the three major positions (Augustinian, Thomistic, and Molnist), and by explic-
itly forbidding the opposing factions from condemning each other as heretical.

Grace merely reproduces in the domain of theology the antagonism between
habit and volition that we began with. Whenever freedom 1s advanced as an abso-
lute there will always appear the impossibility of satisfactorily answering the problem
of how the will remains free while nevertheless being affected by external influences,
whether empirical or transcendent. Even within the Christian context of its original
formulation, the concept of free will which the West has relied upon almost without
exception to ground its moral and political mstitutions remains undecided. This 1s
why, as Agamben claims quite directly, 1if this term were to fail, if the free will were
to let go of the burden 1t has carried, the ethico-pohitical scaffolding of the West
would have to change. Whenever free will 1s precluded, as it was across much of
the ancient world and as 1t 1s in Indo-Buddhist philosophy, human responsibility 1s
not expressed principally in terms of obedience to command but in dedication to
techniques, and what 1s perfected i the domamn of human action 1s the fluency of
skill, not the sincerity of obligation.

3. ALTERA NATURA

In the opening pages of a careful study dedicated to explaining the absence of
the will in classical antiquity, Albrecht Dihle cites a list of Greco-Roman authors,
each of whom speak of the limitations place on the gods by the laws of nature. “Not
even for God are all things possible” (ne deum quidem posse omnia), Pliny the
Elder writes in the Naturalis historiae, “he cannot cause twice ten not to be twenty
or do other things along similar lines, and these facts unquestionably demonstrate
the power of nature” (I1.5) (Pliny 1967: 187). And Seneca, after opening an inquiry
mnto the benevolence of the gods, refers us to constraints placed upon them by their
own nature: “And what reason have the gods for doing deeds of kindness?”, he
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asks, to which he answers simply, “it 1s their nature”. And therefore, “one who
thinks that they are unwilling to do harm, is wrong; they cannot do harm” (95.49)
(Seneca 1928: 89). When Greco-Roman thinkers speculated on theological prob-
lems what they almost always arrived at was a divine figure restricted by the ontolog-
1ical hmitations of the given world, thereby distinguishing it from Christian cosmol-
ogy where the will of the divine, rather than the order of nature, set humanity’s
moral bearing. “[W]hen Greeks found out about the Christian idea of creation”,
Agamben explains i an account of the schism between ancient and Christian cos-
mology, “what remained incomprehensible in it for them was precisely the 1dea that
it did not result from a necessity or a nature, but from a gratuitous act of will” (Agam-
ben 2018: 56). To act properly in such a world 1s to be motivated more by intellect
than by will, to decide according to reason rather than obedience, which Seneca
captures succinctly in the dictum, “I do not obey God, rather I agree with him”
96.2) (Seneca 1928: 105). These worlds were not the manifestations of a creator
who fashions reality ex nihilo but of a God who mstead, as Dihle puts 1t, “molds
what was without shape . . . animates what was without life . . . brings to reality what
was merely a potential” and, above all, “does not transcend the order which em-
braces himself as well as his creatures” (Dihle 1982: 4).

In the works of Epicureanism, where the gods are removed almost entirely from
the natural world and all things populate a single plane without hierarchy, this vision
of a thoroughly immanent cosmos 1s pushed even further. And nowhere 1s this ex-
pressed more completely than in Lucretius’s De rerum natura where the full auton-
omy of nature 1s affirmed. “Nature 1s her own mustress and 1s exempt from the
oppression of arrogant despots, accomplishing everything by herself spontaneously
and independently, free from the jurisdiction of the gods” (2.1090-1093) (Lucretius
2001: 62-63). Subtracting from his description of nature every teleological element,
Lucretius presents us with an mmage of a universe that 1s comprehensively un-de-
signed. “It was certamly not by design that the particles fell into order”, he writes,
“they did not work out what they were going to do, but because many of them by
many chances struck one another in the course of infinite time and encountered
every possible form and movement, they found at last the disposition |disposituras)
they have” (1.1022-1030) (Lucretius 2003: 41). Not only is it the case that the gods
have no hand m crafting the natural world, but nature too proceeds without a plan,
and thus, for Lucretius, every explanation of nature that privileges the language of
purpose 1s fundamentally misguided. No organ was created for the sake of being
used and 1n this sense, there 1s nothing that an organ 1s for. The eye was not created
for the sake of sight, nor the ear for hearing, nor the legs for walking. Instead, he
msists, 1 a passage the has lost none of its disruptive force, “I maintain that all the
parts were in being before there was any function for them to fulfill” (4.841-842)

(Lucretius 2001: 123).
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‘What we encounter here, in this sweeping reversal of the causal relationship be-
tween organ and function, 1s a complete undoing of the teleological character of
natural philosophy, together with the notions of purpose and will that it often 1m-
plies, and with it a reorientation of ontology around the notion of use. It 1s signifi-
cant, then, that Agamben cites these passages from De rerum natura not only i
Karman, but also in The Use of Bodies, between which they form a sort of bridge.
“It 1s 1n Lucretius”, he writes, “that use seems to be completely emancipated from
every relation to a predetermined end, in order to affirm itself as the simple relation
of the living thing with its own body, beyond every teleology” (Agamben 2016: 51).
What 1s being developed m these passages, and across both investigations, 1s an
ontology of use, wherein Agamben extends Lucretian naturalism so as to reimagine
human action—conceiving it as potential without act, means without ends*. Those
who are under the impression that actions follow from agents, or msist that organs
precede their functions, are participants i a misleading reversal of the order of
existence. “Such explanations, and all other such that men give”, Lucretius writes,
zeroing 1n on this point, “put effect for cause and are based on perverted reasoning;
since nothing 1s born mn us simply in order that we may use 1t, but that which 1s born
generates its own use [quod natum est 1d proceat usum|” (4.831-835) (Lucretius
1966: 307). It 1s precisely i this reversal that we begin to ghmpse an overlap with
karman, which, as Agamben observes, describes the domain of human action ac-
cording to an analogous understanding of causation.

Supporting this ontology of use 1s the legacy of habituation. Having abandoned
teleological explanation, which comprehends action only insofar as it 1s aligned with
a predetermined end, Lucretius must mstead rely on action alone, in the absence
of a purpose that defines it. And 1t 1s precisely here that habit makes its appearance,
replacing the paradigm of agency with that of use. “[Tlhe living being does not make
use of its body parts” Agamben explains, addressing this alternative ontology, “but
by entering into relation with them, it so to speak gropingly finds and mvents their
use. The body parts precede their use, and use precedes and creates their function”
(Agamben 2016: 51). Parts find their way in the world by exploring it, by encoun-
tering 1t again and again until a way of acting 1s generated that eventually becomes
so habitual that it seems to be the natural condition of the body part to operate in
the way 1t does. The legs, to take one of Lucretius’s examples, are not made for
walking but only become able to walk through repetitive exposure to specific behav-
1013, Just as the same legs, exposed to dancing, over time take on that quality. The
action constitutes the nature of the thing and does not extend beyond it. What 1s
brought into being, in other words, 1s the act itself. And the very same 1s true,

' Agamben describes this as a shift from action to use. Early in The Use of Bodies we read: “One
of the hypotheses of the current study 1s, by calling into question the centrality of action and making
for the political, that of attempting to think use as a fundamental political category” (Agamben 2016:
23, emphasis added).
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Agamben suggests a few pages later, with respect to the subject of action, the self.
“Thas self”, he writes, “1s therefore not something substantial or a preestablished
end but coincides entirely with the use that the living being makes of 1t” (Agamben
2016: 54). Consequently, and despite every impression to the contrary, the self, in-
cluding the sense of its own agency, 1s not the source of action, but 1s rather an effect.

[TThe self coincides each time with the relation itself and not with a predetermined
telos. And if use, in the sense that we have seen, means being affected, constituting-
oneself mnsofar as one 1s in relation with something, then use-of-oneself coincides with
orkelosis, insofar as this term names the very mode of being of the living being. The
living being uses-itself, in the sense that in its life and in its entering into relationship
with what is other than the self, it has to do each time with its very self, feels the self
and familiarizes itself with itself. 7he self i1s nothing other than use-of-oneself (Agam-
ben 2016: 55).

According to the ontological paradigm offered to us by Lucretius, but also i line
with what we have seen thus far of Agamben’s own philosophical understanding,
actions that comcide with use must be understood to operate i the absence of
agency. In The Use of Bodies, n a chapter entitled Habitual Use, Agamben ex-
plains that if habit 1s always already a use-of-oneself, “then there 1s no place here for
a proprietary subject of habit, which can decide to put it to work or not. The self,
which 1s constituted mn the relation of use, 1s not a subject, 1s nothing other than this
relation” (Agamben 2016: 60). Thus, habit, insofar as it corresponds with self-use,
1s, properly speaking, the name given to action without a subject. Joming subject-
less action directly to concepts that lie at the center of his onto-political project,
Agamben concludes: “ Use, as habit, is a form-of-life” (Agamben 2016: 62).

Before turning to karman, and to the manner i which it supplements Agam-
ben’s understanding of use, let us briefly turn to the passages from the Nicomachean
Lithics where Arnistotle presents the theory of habituation upon which he establishes
his theory of virtue. With respect to the general theory of virtues, Aexzs designates a
stable, durable trait constitutive of a person’s character, which originates neither
from natural temperament nor from convention, but from repeated experience and
exercise. It 1s for this reason that as far back as Roman antiquuty, Aexis has been
described as a second nature (altera natura). But what are we to make of this second
nature and how does it rank with respect to the first?

Virtue, then, being of two kinds, intellectual and moral, intellectual virtue in the main
owes both its birth and its growth to teaching (for which reason it requires experience
and time), while moral virtue comes about as a result of habit, whence also its name
1s one that 1s formed by a slight variation from the word for ‘habit’. From this it is also
plain that none of the moral virtues arises in us by nature; for nothing that exists by
nature can form a habit contrary to its nature. For instance the stone which by nature
moves downwards cannot be habituated to move upwards, not even if one tries to
train it by throwing it up ten thousand times; nor can fire be habituated to move down-
wards, nor can anything else that by nature behaves in one way be trained to behave
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m another. Neither by nature, then, nor contrary to nature do virtues arise in us; rather
we are adapted by nature to receive them, and are made perfect by habit (1103al4-
1103a25) (Aristotle 1991: 1742-1743).

The significance of Aexis being rooted in the verb ‘to have’ 1s made apparent
from this passage for, with respect to the general theory of virtues, Aristotle employs
hexis to designate a durable attribute of character that originates neither from natu-
ral temperament nor from convention, but from repeated exercise. The manner in
which Aexisindicates a type of having 1s therefore not at all the same as when we say
that someone ‘has’ an object in the form of possession. Indeed, 1n the case of ‘hav-
g’ a habit, 1t might be more appropriate to say that one 1s held by the habit. What
differentiates Asexis from mere possession, and the reason it stands i close proxim-
ity to character (ethos), is that hexis indicates a manner of having that is a kind of
holding—an active, ongoing state. For this reason, Aexisis contrasted with drithests,
which idicates a more temporary state. In the Categories we read that, “A hexis
differs from a drithesisin being more stable and lasting longer. . . It 1s what are easily
changed and quickly changing that we call drithesis, e.g. hotness and chill and sick-
ness and health and the like” (8b27-929) (Aristotle 1991: 14). Hexis designates an
enduring, rather than transient, quality but not an essential quality. It 1s a state of
character, a disposition, arising not from natural inclinations, but from the cultiva-
tion of stable behavioral preferences, a field of activity shaped by practice, becoming
“through length of time, part of a man’s nature and irremediable or exceedingly
hard to change” (8b26-8b29) (Aristotle 1991: 14). It follows from this, then, that the
task assigned to ethics, in the absence of every law and command, 1s nothing other
than to guide the effective acquisition of habit, to enable the positive attainment of
an altera natura.

In keeping with the passage quoted above, altera natura is distinguished from
prima natura principally with respect to its cause, for Aexeis of all types differ from
natural capacities (dundmeis)—such as the ability to see, to hear, or to walk—to the
extent that they are acquired through practice and repeated action. For this reason
hexis 1s presented as a distinctly human type of potentiality. Unlike natural poten-
tials which are lmited to specific ends and do not require habituation to pass mnto
action, virtues require habit because human potentiality remains open to many
ends. Whereas, according to Aristotle, the potential of a natural agent 1s bound to
a specific and necessary end and for this reason “natural things cannot become ac-
customed or unaccustomed”, human potentiality 1s “passive” with respect to action
and 1s therefore capable of receiving dispositions, which over ime and through re-
peated application become durable inchnations. As Aristotle explains, in a passage
reminiscent of Lucretius,

[O]f all the things that come to us by nature we first acquire the potentiality and later
exhibit the activity (this 1s plain in the case of the senses; for it was not by often seeing
or often hearing that we got these senses, but on the contrary we had them before we
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used them, and did not come to have them by using them); but virtues we get by first
exercising them, as also happens in the case of the arts as well. For the things we have
to learn before we can do, we learn by doing, e.g. men become builders by building
and lyre-players by playing the lyre; so too we become just by doing just acts, temper-
ate by doing temperate acts, brave by doing brave acts (1103a25-1103b2) (Aristotle
1991: 1743).

The comparison with Lucretius 1s striking, not only because Aristotle’s unreserv-
edly teleological description of natural capacities 1s so clearly at odds with that of
Lucretius (“it was not by often seeing or hearing that we got these senses”), but also
because there are points concerning the acquisition of virtues where the two philos-
ophers seem to be n agreement. In contrast to abilities that are acquired congeni-
tally, such as sight and hearing, those aptitudes associated with human virtues are
different insofar as they arise directly from use. One 1s not born brave, Aristotle tells
us, but becomes so by acting bravely, and more generally, “virtues we get by first
exercising them”. What separates Lucretius from Aristotle, thereby securing for De
rerum natura the radical quality of its ontological paradigm, 1s Lucretius’s msistence
that the natural and the habitual operate according to the same mechanism. It 1s not
only the human being that acquires its nature secondarily, as a disposition that fol-
lows from activity, as Aristotle suggests; it 1s all of nature that operates mn this fashion.
For Lucretius, the cosmos acts before it 1s. And for this reason, everything that exists
does so as altera natura. There 1s no primary nature.

The world Lucretius describes 1s a horizontal one, composed of aggregations of
material and behavioral patterns that form semi-stable arrangements (disposituras)
that do not answer to a transcendent model or plan; rather each corresponds only
to itself as 1t reaches out laterally to those other arrangements and patterns that con-
stitute the elements of its surroundings. Extending Lucretius’s vision, it 1s possible
to conclude that the world 1s, 1n effect, not a collection of objects, but rather a net-
work of arrangements/dispositions assembled over time through habituation, oper-
ating at a variety of scales. Whereas the commonsense way of understanding the
world assumes the real existence of objects, each with their own natures, together
with the belief that their causal interactions are somehow hinear—epitomized by the
distorted analogy of dominos falling—the model offered by habituation, by contrast,
1s of a causal field. Causation 1s topological, not sequential. Nothing arises from a
single cause. Whatever comes mto being does so immanently, as one of the possi-
bilities of nature, sustained by countless interactions within a field of conditions, for
which we find a precise Buddhist expression in the principle of dependent origina-
tion (prafityasamutpdda), one of the core tenants of Buddhist thought for which the
appropriate analogy 1s not a linear series but an mterconnected net (Indrajala).
“There 1s no real production”, the fifth century Buddhaghosa teaches, “there 1s only
mterdependence” (Conze 1983: 149).
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4. KARMAN

The final chapter of Karman begins with a declaration: “The politics and ethics
of the West will not be liberated from the aporias that have ended up rendering
them 1mpracticable 1f the primacy of the concept of action—and of will, which 1s
mseparably jointed to 1t—is not radically called mto question (Agamben 2018: 60).
This statement sets the stage for Agamben’s direct engagement with karman, be-
cause unlike the Judeo-Christian tradition of the West, which has sought at almost
every turn to anchor the subject in the freedom of the will, the Indo-Buddhust tra-
dition has sought refuge n the opposite direction, in the overcoming of the ego n
pursuit of a very different sort of freedom.

As we have seen, for Agamben, the legal apparatus finds its primary function
not 1n the regulation of action, nor even in the application of penalty, but in “the
creation of a subject for human action” (Agamben 2018: 77). The subject 1s the
shadow that the law casts 1n its wake, produced as the effect of an onto-juridical
philosophy that requires for its operation a center of imputation for voluntary ac-
tion. It 1s the removal of this subject, and the will by which it conceives of its own
operation, from our understanding of action, that 1s the task Agamben bestows to
Western philosophy, fully aware of the enormous edifice that threatens to be
brought down in the process. From this standpoint it becomes possible, at last, to
appreciate Agamben’s turn to karman and in doing so to grasp the full significance
of the Indo-Buddhist endeavor to separate action from the subject, karman from
atman. “Oh monks”, Agamben writes, quoting from the sutras, “I teach only one
thing, namely karman. The act exists, its fruit exists, but the agent, who passes from
one existence to the other to enjoy the fruit of the act, does not exist” (Agamben
2018: 78).

The challenge of reconciling the apparent inconsistency contained in karmic
teachings—between the principle that life 1s conditioned by actions across successive
rebirths and the principle that maintains the inexistence of a permanent self capable
of receiving the consequences of those actions—has preoccupied Indo-Buddhist
scholars for centuries and Agamben finds i their work a strategy that aligns closely
with his own. “If one translates [their work], not without a certain arbitrarity, into
the terms of our investigation”, he writes, “the Buddha’s strategy becomes perfectly
coherent: 1t 1s a matter of breaking the connection that links the action-will-imputa-
tion apparatus to a subject”, (Agamben 2018: 78) which Agamben’s historical study
has sought to reveal the possibility of within certain corners of the Western tradition.
“Action”, he continues, advancing the Buddhist position, “exists in the wheel of co-
production conditioned according to the purely factual principle ‘if this, then that’,
and for this reason, it seems to 1implicate m transmigration those who recognize
themselves 1n 1t; the subject as responsible actor 1s only an appearance due to igno-
rance or imagination (or, in terms of this mvestigation, this subject 1s a pretense
produced by the apparatuses of law and morality).Yet this means that the problem
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becomes that of thinking in a new way the relaton—or non-relation—between ac-
tions and their supposed subject” (Agamben 2018: 78, emphasis added). Should
Western scholars adopt this undertaking as their own, or even accept it as a problem
to be confronted, the expansive discourse on karman within the Buddhist canon
can be for them an mvaluable source of guidance.

There 1s no single meaning that can be ascribed to the concept of karman. Like
every fundamental philosophical principle, its significance for the tradition to which
it belongs 1s expressed through the gradual semantic adjustments that are the very
condition of its preservation. The term karma/ karman appears for the first time
the Rig Vedawhere it bears the imited meaning of action associated with the proper
performance of ritual practice. It 1s not until the time of the Upamnisads that its usage
expands to mclude the normative dimension of mtentional actions and the fruit
(phala) of those actions. In a celebrated passage from the Brhadaranyaka Uparusad
1t 1s stated that “According as one acts, according as one conducts himself, so does
he become. The doer of good becomes good. The doer of evil becomes evil. One
becomes virtuous by virtuous action, bad by bad action” (IV.4.5) (1931: 140). The
mmplication here, which 1s inherited by the Buddhist tradition, 1s that mtentional
action gives rise to character i the sense that repeated behavior, by becoming ha-
bitual, forms a tendency or disposition (samskdra) within the doer which conditions
future deeds. Karman is the principle that describes this process, articulating the
relation that obtains between one’s actions and one’s state of being.

The sequencing here 1s important and echoes the description of character found
m Aristotle. It 1s not character that determines behavior, but behavior that deter-
mines character. The act precedes the agent. The Buddhist tradiion will make
much of this causal reversal because, whereas the Brahmanical tradition retains the
belief that the self (@ #man) 1s enduring, separate and independent, thereby supplying
a tangible solution to the difficult problem of explaining the transference of karmic
consequences across lifetimes, Buddhism will chart a different path according to
which the self does not exist in any permanent sense. The pre-Buddhist notion of
a core self that travels across lifetimes was given up by Sakyamuni for the 1dea of the
transmission of dispositional patterns alone (samskaras) according to the karmic
process whereby the self 1s made and remade through actions, giving rise to the
pretense of agency and self-consciousness. But simply because the existence of an
enduring self 1s an 1llusion does not mean that the associated experience 1s false. An
illusion does not mean that something 1s not real, it simply means that something 1s
not what it appears to be, that we have somehow misattributed its cause.

This 1s true of all phenomenological reality. Our perceptions are, of course,
acutely different from the way things exist in the actual world. The green we see
when we look at spring leaves 1s present only in the perceptual model supplied by
our brain. Color 1s internally constructed, a mental model for navigating our envi-
ronment, and yet even though we know this to be the case 1t 1s terribly difficult not
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to assume that the things we perceive are mn fact real. The brain gives all perception
an ascribed character of reality and the same 1s true for our sense of self, which 1s
quite simply the perceptual model we have of our own existence, shaped by the
constraints of a profoundly social, intersubjective environment. World-modeling 1s
a feature of all organisms and 1s necessary for survival, but for organisms capable of
modeling social behavior this capacity 1s amplified, especially in the case of animals
capable of using language. It 1s within the linguistic domains inhabited by human
beings, where a sense of agency appears as a dominant part of the perceptual model,
epitomized by the grammatical use of the first-person pronoun, that properly inten-
tional actions arise. The unfolding of intentional action generates consequences for
the individual, but also for those who share a common semantic world, by propa-
gating the conceptual elements that populate that world, thereby altering what 1s
considered real within it. We hear echoes of this in the well-known opening verse
of the Dhammapada: “All experience 1s preceded by mind, led by mind, made by
mind” (2008: 3). These actions, and the enduring positive and negative effects they
propagate are, broadly speaking, karmic.

Indian Buddhism 1dentifies five modes of activity (zuyvama) which constrain the
arising and ceasing of conditioned phenomena and karman refers only to the mode
corresponding to action which arises from intention (cetand). The well-known def-
mition of karmanin the Nibbedhika Sutta states this precisely: “Intention, I tell you,
1s karmma. Intending, one does karmma by way of body, speech, and mtellect” (AN
6.63) (1997). What must be avoided here, however, 1s the mistake of associating the
mtentionality of karman too closely with moral fault. Although karmarn is properly
assoclated with the belief that virtuous action leads to desirable births, whereas ma-
licious action results i future births characterized by suffering, this does not occur
because the doer 1s being rewarded or punished for the deed. Although meritorious
action may result in a pleasurable rebirth, this temporary satisfaction nevertheless
remains within the bounds of samsara and does not lead to the cessation of karrman,
which 1s the condition for achieving an enlightened state (zzrvana), for despite its
positive nature, meritorious activity remains intentional. It 1s intentionality (cetana)
itself that 1s problematic and the generator of karman, not because these are actions
we can legiimately be blamed for, but because intention is the effect of a model of
the world that 1s false, generating conditions that then appear to us as the result of a
subjective agent. Although intending does not necessarily imvolve rational delibera-
tion, there 1s no intentionality without a sense of self that directs the mind towards
a particular end. Thus, anytime we act intentionally we unavoidably strengthen the
illusion of the self, attaching ourselves more firmly to it, and thereby extend its kar-
mic effects. We desire to see our existence in the world as the result of a plan behind
which stands an agent as its cause, but that experience, which includes the desire for
agency 1tself, 1s the effect of an illusory process, and this illusion 1s the principle
effect of karman.
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In a passage that not only distinguishes the intentional nature of karman from
moral responsibility, but also returns us to the theme of culpability, Karin Meyers
explamns:

Although the fact that karma has a pleasant or painful result according to whether
cetana is wholesome or unwholesome (in addition to other contributing factors)
makes it tempting to read cetand in terms of our own intuitions about moral respon-
sibility, there 1s an important conceptual distinction between facts pertaining to the
etiology of karma and those pertaining to moral responsibility, and we should not
assume there 1s a direct correlation between the two. Moral responsibility, specifically,
culpability 1s an important topic in commentaries on the monastic rule, for example,
but does not figure prominently in the etiological analyses of karma one finds in the
Abhidharma. This makes sense given that the former has to do with the conduct of
persons 1n a social context governed by a rule and the latter, primarily with the imper-
sonal operations of karma. While moral responsibility is perhaps always at 1ssue in a
theological context wherein God is understood to legislate moral law and judge indi-
vidual desert, it need not be so in the Buddhist context where action 1s understood to
have results according to an impersonal natural order (Meyers 2010: 164-165).

Significantly, Agamben draws our attention to this very issue, citing a passage
from the Aphorisms of Shiva (Sivastitra) of Vasugupta to illustrate how the morali-
zation of karman in terms of merit and demerit 1s not only a mistake, but 1s itself a
karmic effect. Shiva, who 1s described as exempt from karmic rebirth, 1s said to be
present in all sentient beings, thereby suggesting that for all creatures non-karmic
action 1s possible. Standing in the way of such action, however, 1s a flawed manner
of perceiving the world. Maya, the “power of obscuring”, distorts our understanding
and one of the elements that results from this distortion 1s the flawed assumption
that karman operates punitively, according to merit and demerit. “Those who are
mmprisoned 1n the ‘bond of Maya’ know and feel, but their discernment 1s limited
to the vision of bonds. For this reason, ‘in the bond of Maya moral merit and de-
merit are founded—namely, karmic responsibility for actions carried out’” (Agam-
ben 2018: 78). What the text communicates, Agamben suggests, anticipating the
historical development of karmic theory away from a simple punitive model, “is that
the relationship of the awakened self with its actions 1s no longer the karmic one of
merit and demerit, of means and end, but 1s instead similar to that of dancers with
their gestures” (Agamben 2018: 79)—this last point we will return to.

To rethink action in relation to the subject demands, therefore, a reversal of
sorts. Despite the way 1t seems, the self n all of its obviousness 1s not the cause of
karmic action, the responsible subject who 1s assessed according to proper conduct,
but 1s rather its principle effect, to which we are deeply and habitually attached. The
more we attempt to make sense of our experiences in terms of the ego, judging
them according to merit and demerit, the deeper we plant this illusion of the self.
This circle of mtentional action whereby the ego differentiates itself from the very
world 1t strives to makes sense of, 1s karrnan, 1.e., a form of cognitive causality
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together with the habits of behavior and awareness 1t creates and perpetuates. From
the Buddhist point of view, then, to say that there 1s no self 1s, in fact, not to say that
the self does not exist. Rather, it 1s to recognize that what we experience as the self
1s precisely this projected appearance of permanence, the future effects of which
unfold according to the laws of karman and are the source of suffering. As Bud-
dhaghosa teaches in the Visuddhimagga, In the ultimate sense, all the truths should
be understood as empty because of the absence of any experiencer, any doer, any-
one who 1s extinguished, and any goer. Hence this 1s said:

For there 1s suffering, but none who suffers;
Doing exists although, there 1s no doer.
Extinction 1s, but no extinguished person;
Although there is a path, there is no goer
(XVI.90) (Buddhaghosa 2010: 528-529)

Lucretius sought to comprehend the world on the basis of action alone, in the
absence of every relation to a predetermined end. The organs of the body were not
designed for the use they acquired (“you have no reason at all to believe that they
could have been made for the purpose of usefulness” (855-857) (Lucretius 1966:
309)), but instead the actions of the parts over time coalesced into organs that only
much later give the appearance of having preceded their activity. Buddhaghosa out-
lines a similar strategy, expressed mn the language of Buddhism, concerning the un-
folding of human action. There 1s no doer that stands before the deed, it 1s rather
the deeds that form over time patterns of activity that seem to implicate the existence
of an agent that governs them. In both cases, the ontology under consideration priv-
ileges actions not actors, and the causal mechanism that must be explained 1s the
pathway by which behaviors promote habitual tendencies in the absence of a subject
that precedes them. The conventional assumption that being 1s properly under-
stood either 1n terms of an origin from which 1t originates or an end toward which
it 1s drawn (that potentiality 1s predetermined by actuality) 1s dismissed as a mistake.
Nothing, in fact, moves from potentiality to actuality. Reality 1s constituted not by
actualities, but by actions, their repetiion, and the durable dispositions that flow
from them. Altered in this way, the entire problem space of Western ontology 1s
transformed and with 1t the meaning of ethics.

‘What does ethics look like against the background of an ontological commitment
that admits only actions without imputable subjects? Such a system would run coun-
ter to every religious and juridical mstinct of the modern world, deactivating from
the outset the responsible subject upon which its institutions are founded. From
what has been said thus far, however, 1t seems clear that any such ethics would need
to foreground the role of habituation and thereby, at least in this respect, follow the
model set down by Aristotle. And this 1s precisely what we find. In a study devoted
to the fourth century Indian philosopher, Vasubandhu, Meyers demonstrates that
it 1s precisely a concern with habituation, in the absence of moral agency, that
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characterizes his early approach to Buddhist ethics. “The cultivation (bAdvana) of
the path 1s not primarily an exercise of free or rational choice”, she writes, describing
a process whereby mtentionality gives way to the spontaneity of disposition, “but a
process of habituation by which the mind comes to gravitate towards virtuous ob-
jects or ends as a result of attending to these objects with appropriate views, desires
and moral sentiments. This traming requires effort, but the end result 1s the effort-
less virtue that results from a well-disciplined personality” (Meyers 2010: 177-178).
What we encounter here 1s not a demand to make a proper moral choice, but a call
to embody a certain attitude, to transform one’s disposition n response to a series
of encounters and practices so as to adopt, as it were, a second nature. According
to the Christian moral tradition, habit 1s a difficulty to be overcome, whereas for
Buddhism our capacity for habituation 1s a condition for the possibility of ethics.
Capturing precisely this tension, which also troubles the debate between Aristotle
and Augustine, Meyers concludes: “In short, the control that motivates
Vasubandhu’s theory of action 1s not the ability to resist habitual conditioning, but
the self-control born of habituation” (Meyers 2010: 254).

To yield to a change of disposition (samskadra, but also hexis), guided by practice,
1s not merely to undergo a transformation of personal attitude, it 1s also to change
the appearance of the world, and 1n this sense karman does important ontological
work within Buddhist philosophy. The self and the world arise together, and kar-
man describes the process whereby sentient beings constitute their world or realm
(loka) as environments mseparable from their own activity as subjects. The world
we 1nhabit 1s brought mnto being by the way in which we percerve 1t, and the way n
which we perceive the world retroactively constitutes our 1dentity. Over time, these
views become mutually reinforcing. We respond to the world in the way we perceive
it and because we percelve the world not only 1n terms of facts, but also 1 terms of
values, there are enormous ethical implications to perception—implications that are
missed when the primary focus 1s on adherence to moral duty. “From karma the
various worlds arise” (Vasubandhu, IV.1), writes Vasubandhu, and tradition de-
scribes five realms into which karmic rebirth 1s possible. As the Nibbedhika Sutta
describes 1t: “There 1s kamma to be experienced in hell, kamma to be experienced
in the realm of common animals, kamma to be experienced mn the realm of the
hungry ghosts [pretal, kamma to be experienced in the human world, kamma to be
experienced in the world of the devas. This 1s called the diversity in kamma” (AN
6.63) (1997). Or, as Vasubandhu himself explains, in a more visceral manner, alt-
hough the preta drink bile, blood and urine, this is not because the preta live on
some other world where all rnivers are polluted. It 1s due to karman that preta expe-
rience as feted what we taste as water. The point being, of course, that when one
experiences the world through anger, one enters the realm of hell. When one ex-
periences the world through greed, one lives an insatiable life in the realm of the
preta. One need not take these statements literally to grasp their meaning: samsaric
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existence, and the suffering that characterizes 1it, 1s dispositional, inseparable from
the habituated actions of mind and body.

This generative element of karman, capable of fabricating worlds, finds its most
delicate expression 1n a distinction that 1s absolutely fundamental to Buddhism,
namely, the non-duality that characterizes the relationship between mrvana and
samsara. Although many sources describe this subtle relationship, its definitive
presentation 1s found in the stanzas of the Miilamadhyamakakarika, written by the
second century monk, Nagarjuna—the only Buddhist philosopher cited by Agam-
ben prior to the publication of Karmarr. Nagarjuna writes,

Whatever is the limit of nrvidna

That 1s the limit of samsdra.

There 1s not even the slightest difference between them,
or even the subtlest thing

(25.20) (Nagarjuna 1995: 75)

In his commentary on these verses, Jay Garfield explains: “To be i samsara 1s
to see things as they appear to deluded consciousness and to interact with them
accordingly. To be m nirvana, then, 1s to see those things as they are—as merely
empty, dependent, impermanent, and nonsubstantial, but not to be somewhere
else, seeing something else”. To which he adds, a few lines later, “Nagarjuna 1s em-
phasizing that nirvana is not someplace else. It 1s a way of being here” (Garfield
1995: 332). In other words, mrvana entails a shift in the way one 1s; an ontological
transformation that somehow deactivates the demand of samsara by rendering that
demand moperative in the very location where it exists. Realizing an enlightened
state, then, 1s a manner of accomplishment that does not involve any kind of com-
pletion, recuperation or retrieval, but rather a new relationship to the given. “/NVir-
vana’, Agamben writes 1n the final pages of Karman, “is not another world that 1s
produced when the world of aggregates has been annulled, another thing that fol-
lows the end of all things. But neither 1s it a nothing. It 1s the not-born that appears
in every birth, the non-act (akra) that appears in every act (krta) in the instant . . .
m which 1maginations and errors conditioned by ignorance have been suspended
and deactivated”. (Agamben 2018: 85)%. Drawing these principles into the space of

’ For a discussion of Agamben’s engagement with Nagarjuna see DeCaroli, Steven 2012.

* It should be noted that Agamben’s use of the term ‘not-born’ (alongside ‘non-act’) is significant
and bears an important legacy in Buddhism. Bankei Yotaku’s (1622-1693) Zen teachings center al-
most entirely on the idea of the unborn (fuzsho zen). And in the Genjokoan Dogen (1200-1253) tells
us that, “according to an established teaching of the Buddha Dharma, one does not say that life be-
comes death. Thus we speak of the ‘unborn’ (fusho). And it is an established Buddha-turning of the
dharma wheel that death does not become life. Thus we speak of the ‘unperishing”” (Dogen 2009:
257). But what is it to say that something is unborn (fush0)? The Japanese fusho translates the Sanskrit
anutpdda: an- meaning ‘not’, utpdda meaning ‘coming forth, or birth’. Taken together anutpada
simply means ‘having no origin” and within the discourse of Buddhism the term is closely associated
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his ongoing political investigation and jomning them more broadly to themes that
characterize his philosophical project, he concludes, “Thus, moperativity 1s not an-
other action alongside and in addition to all other actions, not another work beyond
all works: It 1s the space . . . that 1s opened when the apparatuses that ink human
actions 1n the connection of means and ends, of imputation and fault, of merit and
dement, are rendered noperative. It 1s, mn this sense, a politics of pure means”
(Agamben 2018: 8)5).

The concept of inoperativity, which has played an enormous role in Agamben’s
reconceptualization of both ontology and political action, 1s here united with funda-
mental tenets of Buddhist practice, opening a space not only for their mtersection,
but for a deeper consideration of practice in the context of Agamben’s philosophy.
For our purposes, however, the importance of practice emerges from the fact that
it concerns action and from the standpoint of Buddhism this practice/action,
properly understood, 1s not on the way to an accomplishment, not exerted in the
mterest of an achievement, not a means to an end, but remains purely practice/ac-
tion as such—a commitment best exemplified n the Zen tradition, and perhaps es-
pecially in the words of Dogen, who never tired of teaching that the essence of Bud-
dhism 1s shzkantaza, Just sitting. Just acting.

Glimpses of a comparable understanding of practice can be found in Agamben’s
writings as well. Consider, for instance, his commentary in 7he Use of Bodies on
what he calls ‘contemplation’—action which, in the very act of acting, dissolves the
subject of action: “Contemplation 1s the paradigm of use”, he says, “Like use,

with Siinyatd, being empty of intrinsic nature. The unborn, or the not-born, does not refer to that
which does not yet exists, as if things wait in the wings lined up to be born into the world. The shifting
of natural elements over time create arrangements that never actually snap into existence as wholes.
There 1s just a slow transformation which never reaches a point of transition when it is possible to say,
now this 1s born, this has been fully actualized. But nevertheless, things are born. When Agamben
speaks of “the not-born that appears in every birth”, the existence of birth 1s affirmed. In what sense?
The born 1s that which comes into being conventionally, as a distinction made between this-and-that
which appears factual. But in each case, that which 1s born conventionally remains unborn in a more
fundamental sense—empty, impermanent and changing. In this way, the born and the unborn are
aspects of the same phenomenal entity.

The same can be said, of course, of death and the idea of extinction. The realization of Stinyad,
which is to say, the non-essentialist view of existence in which the notion of something like completion
has no place and really makes no sense. Once an essentialist ontology 1s replaced with an ontology of
action or use, the doctrine of karmic rebirth becomes far less puzzling. After all, the principle of death
as a concept 1s premised on the assumption that something comes to an end, but without a substantial
self this notion of an ending is incomprehensible, making it perfectly reasonable to speak of the con-
tinuation of action into the future, beyond anything we might temporarily identify as a self. Death is
not a loss—it is simply the rearrangement of parts. It 1s significant then, that Lucretius, who shares with
Buddhism an ontological view that privileges action, should devote many pages of De rerum natura
to a strenuous argument against the fear of death. To fear death, he argues, is to be taken in by the
false belief that you—your conscious self—will be present after your life ends so as to experience the
loss, which 1s no different, and no less implausible, as lamenting the non-existence of your life that
preceded your birth.



271

That Which Is Born Generates Its Own Use. Grorgio Agamben and Karma

contemplation does not have a subject, because 1n it the contemplator 1s completely
lost and dissolved” (Agamben 2016: 63). And in an interview from 2004, conducted
long before the publication of either 7he Use of Bodies or Karman, Agamben says
something quite similar i reflecting on the practice of the self.

One way the question could be posed is: what would a practice of self be that would
not be a process of subjectivation but, to the contrary, would end up only at a letting
g0, a practice of self that finds its identity only in a letting go of self? It is necessary to
‘stay,” as 1t were, In this double movement of desubjectivation and subjectivation, be-
tween 1dentity and nonidentity. This terrain would have to be identified, because this
would be the terrain of a new biopolitics (Agamben 2004: 117).

Elsewhere, Agamben ascribes the name ‘gesture’ to this special non-subjective
form of self-use, denoting a manner of action that 1s neither a means to an end, nor
an end 1n 1itself, thereby approximating non-karmic action. Gesture 1s activity that,
mn the very manner in which it 1s carried out, at the same time stops itself, exposes
itself, and holds itself at a distance. “This holds both for the operations of the body
and for those of the mind: gesture exposes and contemplates the sensation in sen-
sation, the thought i thought, the art in art, the speech i speech, the action in
action” (Agamben 2018: 84).

There 1s much more to be said regarding the place of practice In Agamben’s
philosophy, especially because his discussion of the topic 1s rather mited. But when
the topic does arise, not only do we find that it aligns with certain aspects of Buddhist
practice, but that alignment follows at a more basic level from a set of shared onto-
logical commitments which, as we have seen, offer a corrective to the ontological
assumptions of the West, the effects of which are visible n the mstitutions and pro-
cedures that surround the juridical subject. Agamben’s task in Karmarn has been to
show that the edifice of Western morality and law 1s trapped in something like a
karmic cycle, fixed within a samsaric state characterized by self-centered action
joined to culpability, through which continual attempts are made to fix the damage
done by the invention of the responsible subject by doubling down on the notion
of free will. Criminality (crzrmen) stands at the center of this cycle, its viability de-
pendent upon a profound ontological misunderstanding of the world, which ena-
bles culpability to be imputed to a subject that does not exist in the manner we think
it does. Caught 1n an ongoing intensification of the ego vis-a-vis a celebration of
political and economic freedom, the modern world does not recognize the trap it
has set for itself. From a Buddhist perspective, to the extent we exercise capacities
associated with free will and volition, we tend to reduce freedom precisely because,
i doing so, we fortify the principle source of suffering. The task of exposing this
dilemma stands at the center of Agamben’s onto-political project and, insofar as it
overlaps with the central tenets of Buddhism, suggests a path to a very different sort
of freedom, one which begins by showing how the onto-political ideals of the West,
and the msttutions that have emerged from them, have forged the bonds of
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samsara, exemplified by the figure of the free and responsible subject, as if these
were the very means of its iberation.
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ABSTRACT

The article analyzes Giorgio Agamben’s methodological tool of regression against the back-
ground of Jewish messianism. Although the term is obviously borrowed from Freudian psycho-
analysis, Agamben’s reading of regression has a distinct messianic spin: it means a movement
toward prelinguistic existence (infancy), prior to the ontological split within the subject generated
by language. This quasi-Edenic narrative might be called a ‘Heideggerian moment’ of Agamben’s
thought but I argue - with reference to Infancy and History and Signature of All Things - that it
1s actually deeply rooted in Jewish tradition. The aim of the article is to 1) demonstrate the crypto-
theological background of regression to infancy and 2) critically analyze Agamben’s 1dea of ‘re-
gressive’ subjectivity beyond the principle of signification.

KEYWORDS
Giorgio Agamben, subject, language, regression, infancy, Jewish messianism

‘We must dream backwards, toward the source, we must row back up the centuries,
beyond infancy, beyond the beginning, (...) toward the living center of origin
(Octavio Paz, The Broken Waterjar)

1. INTRODUCTION

In his widely discussed essay Progress or Return?, Leo Strauss contemplates two
fundamental political and religious concepts - progress and return - in the context
of Jewish tradiion. He famously argues that the modern 1deal of progress has back-
fired, leading us to “the brink of an abyss” (Strauss 1997: 87) and bringing about an
unprecedented crisis of Western civilization. Consequently, a contemporary man
needs to be ‘redeemed’ from progress and brought back to tradition. The applica-
tion of the messianic 1diom to the critique of progress might be surprising, but
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Strauss’s argument 1s that messianic 1dea in Judaism has been primarily associated
with restoration, not progress; progressive messianism 1s merely a secular, political
distortion of its original, restorative message.

To support his thesis, Strauss refers to the findings of Gershom Scholem, whose
work was mostly devoted to the analysis of the messianic idea in Jewish kabbalah.
“As I learn from Scholem” - says Strauss - “Kabbala prior to the sixteenth century
concentrated upon the beginning; it was only with Isaac Luria that Kabbala began
to concentrate upon the future - upon the end. Yet even here, the last age became
as important as the first. It did not become more important” (Strauss 1997: 88). He
then quotes Scholem’s Major Trends in_Jewish Mysticism where we read that “for
Luria «salvation means actually nothing but restitution, reintegration of the original
whole, or tzkkun, to use the Hebrew term. (...) The path to the end of all things 1s
also the path to the beginning»” (Strauss 1997: 88)". This leads Strauss to conclude
that Jewish messianism 1s n its essence concerned with teshuva, or return; the life
of the Jew might be “a life of anticipation, of hope, but the hope for redemption 1s
restoration - restitutio i mtegro” (Strauss 1997: 88).

‘What Strauss fails to add in his impressive apology of the origins 1s that the mes-
sianism of modern Jewish kabbalah is much more nuanced. Although single ex-
cerpts might indeed show Luria as a conservative spirit, Scholem repeatedly high-
lights “a strictly utopian impulse” (Scholem 1971: 13) of the Lurianic myth. His
fundamental essay 7Toward an Understanding of the Messianic Idea in Judaism ex-
plicates that when Luria and his disciples speak of re-establishing the original per-
fection, they do not mean the return to any actual origins but to the potentiality
which - due to fundamental cosmological ruptures’ - failed to actualize. In Scho-
lem’s own words, the Lunanic olam ha-ba “does not correspond to any condition
of things that has ever existed even in Paradise, but at most to a plan contained
the divine 1dea of Creation” (Scholem 1971: 13). Consequently, tzkkurn 1s “not so
much a restoration of Creation (...) as its first complete fulfillment” (Scholem 1969:
117).

The dispute between Strauss and Scholem - two of the most prominent Jewish
thinkers of the twentieth century - 1s a useful framework for the analysis of Giorgio
Agamben’s methodological tool of regression which I carry out in this article. Alt-
hough the term 1s obviously borrowed from Freudian psychoanalysis, Agamben’s
reading of regression has a distinct messianic spin: it means a movement toward
prelinguistic existence, prior to the ontological split within the subject generated by
language. This quasi-Iidenic narrative might be called a ‘Heideggerian moment’ of

' The original to be found in Scholem 1946: 256, 274.

* Lurianists invested in the mythical image of shevirat ha-kelim (“breaking of the vessels”) - a found-
ing catastrophe which results in a general deficiency and displacement of things in this world. In
Scholem’s words: “Nothing remains in its proper place. Everything 1s somewhere else, (...) in exile,
(...) in need of being redeemed” (Scholem 1969: 112-113). More on these cosmological ruptures to
be found in Fine 2003.
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Agamben’s thought, but I argue that it 1s actually deeply rooted n Jewish tradition.
To demonstrate this crypto-theological background, I refer both to Signatura rerum
[ 7he Signature of All Things| - the work m which Agamben’s theory of regression
1s elaborated - and Infanzia e storia | Infancy and History]l where the concept of
prelinguistic existence (infancy) 1s used to speculate about life inseparable from lan-
guage. I propose to think of regression as a dialogue with both the restorative mes-
stanism put forward by Strauss and 1ts dialectical variations to be found in Scholem,
but also argue that Agamben’s ‘regressive’ messianism - ingenious as 1t 1s — remains
hopelessly torn between the phantasm of original perfection and the utopia of a
return “to that which never was” (Agamben 1991: 97). Specifically, it 1s my conten-
tion that the theory of infancy contradicts the premises of regression which is sup-
posed to set the ground for its coming, and makes Agamben’s 1dea of regressive
subject highly problematic.

Surprisingly, although the concept of regression is of primary importance for
Agamben’s methodology and ontology, it has been a subject of hardly any system-
atic research. It 1s usually just briefly mentioned by scholars in the context of para-
digm and signature, whose theories indeed make up the core of 7The Signature of
Al Things McQullan 2010; Snoek 2010). The only elaborate analysis of regres-
sion as such 1s to be found in Colby Dickinson’s Agamben and Theology (2011),
where it 1s aptly related to the 1dea of infancy. However, as Dickinson’s book 1s
written from a Christian perspective, it fails to comment on the Jewish messianic
background of Agamben’s regression. My paper fills this serious gap and brings out
the camouflaged Jewish references to demonstrate the 1dea of regression as an 1im-
portant contribution to the debate on the actuality of messianism. At the same time,
it critically analyzes the relation of regression to infancy, and sheds some light on
their theoretical incongruity.

2. REGRESSION

The concept of regression appears in a chapter of 7he Signature of All Things
titled Philosophical Archaeology’, where Foucauldian terminology 1s applied to re-
define philosophical inquiry into the past. Agamben argues that arché, being the
proper object of any archaeological practice, 1s not a factitious origin that chrono-
logically precedes the present, nor a metaphysical principle from which all things
have developed. It 1s rather “the point from which the phenomenon takes its
source” (Agamben 2009a: 89), and the moment when dominant discourses have
been constituted. As such, the archaeology both Foucault and Agamben have in

*The notions of archaecology and genealogy, whose Agamben fails to differentiate, are important
for his later works and are to be found e.g. in the subtitles of The Kingdom and the Glory (Agamben
2011a) and 7he Sacrament of Language (Agamben 2011Db).
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mind needs history to “dispel the chimeras of the origin” (Agamben 2009a: 83)" and
recognize fundamental tensions inherent in each historical practice.

If we realize how much Agamben’s philosophy owes to Martin Heidegger, his
critique of sources and tradition cannot help but evoke Heidegger’s famous distine-
tion into “history” (Geschichte) and “historicity/historicality” (Geschichtlichkerr). As
we read in Being and Time, “historicity as a temporal mode of being (...) is prior to
what 1s called history (...); it 1s the ground for the fact that something like the disci-
pline of ‘world history’ 1s at all possible” (Heidegger 1996: 17). What any revisionist
spirit might find appealing 1s especially Heidegger’s project of revealing this ground
and returning to the ‘true’ origins of phenomena that so far have been concealed or
made 1naccessible by the dominant metaphysical tradiion. However, Agamben 1s
careful to make it clear that the archéhe thinks of 1s neither to be found n a distant
past, nor 1s it metahistorical in its nature. Rather than Heidegger, then, he follows
Friedrich Nietzsche in his abandonment of the term Ursprung (“origin”) in favour
of Entstehung (“emergence”), not in the sense of genesis, but the dynamic arising
of things (Agamben 2009a: 83)". He thereby demonstrates once again that philo-
sophical archaeology 1s not about the nature of the past but about the emergence of
the present, and, as such, it favours process of formation over an alleged essence of
things.

Quite surprisingly, but perhaps in accordance with his strategy of covering tracks,
Agamben fails to mention that this 1s precisely how origin was conceptualized by
Walter Benjamin, another of his philosophical masters. Instead of rejecting the
term, like Nietzsche and Foucault, Benjamin chooses its “strong misreading”
(Bloom 2003) and comes up with the idea of ongin as emergence. Although origin
- he argues n the preface to the work on German tragic drama - 1s a historical
category, it has nothing to do with the 1dea of genesis as the imnception of some phe-
nomena at a certain moment in time. To think of origin as the very first link n the
chronological chain of causes and effects would correspond to the conception of
“homogeneous and empty” time that Benjamin harshly criticized as “bourgeois”
(Benjamin 2006: 396)°. Rather, the origin is “an eddy in the stream of becoming”
(Benjamin 2003: 45), an operative force convulsing the body of history from the
mside, which makes 1t not metahistorical, but transhistorical. As Agamben himself
aptly puts 1t elsewhere, mn a clear polemic with the Straussian 1diom of restoration,
“the return to the ongin that 1s at 1ssue here thus in no way signifies the reconstruc-
tion of something as it once was, the reintegration of something into an origin un-
derstood as a real and eternal figure of its truth” (Agamben 1999c¢: 152).

"The original to be found in Foucault 1998: 373.

’ See also Foucault 1998.

*To make things a little more confusing, let us note that Benjamin rejects the notion of Enstehung
for precisely the same reasons why Nietzsche failed to invest in Ursprung: he associates it with descent,
not emergence.
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It 1s exactly this idea of the origin that Agamben’s messianism of regression seems
modelled on. In a crucial fragment of his essay, Agamben points to a structural
analogy between the philosophical archaeology he has just worked out and the psy-
choanalytic regression therapy’. In a classical Freudian approach, regression was
defined as a backward movement of the subject to an earlier stage of development
In response to some traumatic memories that could not be handled in a more adap-
tive way. The task of the analysis, sometimes called therapeutic regression, was to
identify the repressed, unconscious origin of trauma in order to help the patient
work through i1t and eventually neutralize its effect on consciousness (Heimann and
Isaacs 2002: 169). Agamben follows the psychoanalytic intuition not without making
a slight but meaningful adjustment to it. What he calls “archaeological regression”
(Agamben 2009a: 98) 1s a therapy that confronts the historical ‘repressed’ not by
exploring the unconscious but rather identifying and deconstructing the very source
of the split into conscious and unconscious. In other words, instead of seeking a
moment prior to binary divisions, Agamben chooses to work on the moment they
have been generated. Why 1s that? Picturing the ‘before’ as a state of prelapsarian
unity, he claims, means following the logic of the split: only in the world governed
by the principle of divisions 1s the mirage of original non-division possible as its
opposite. The alternative would be to think from beyond the split, where nothing
like a historical origin exists, there 1s just spontaneous emergence or arising. What
Agamben’s regression then leans toward 1s not “to restore a previous stage, but to
decompose, displace, and ultimately bypass it in order to go back not to its content
but to the modalities, circumstances, and moments in which the split, by means of
repression, constituted 1t as origin” (Agamben 2009a: 103).

We have already seen that for Agamben the 1dea of restoring a previous stage 1s
nothing but a phantasm. However, what we are regressing to i the archaeological
practice remains yet unclear: 1s it some other past or 1s 1t past at all? In other words,
what 1s the temporal structure of such regression? Further i the essay, Agamben
notes that, technically speaking, his project 1s more about the present than the past,
or, 1if we msist on this word, about the past that “somehow has remaimed present”
because it “has not been lived through” (Agamben 2009a: 102). One can easily cap-
ture here similarities to Scholem’s account of the Lurianic ‘return’ as the restitution
of potentiality, which Agamben must also have in mind when he speculates on com-
ing back to “a present where we have never been” (Agamben 2009b: 52)°. However,
as the liberation of history 1s always projected into what 1s going to come, the practice
of regression also points to the future, and, in Agamben’s view, it somehow com-
plements the angel of history whose powerful image has been drawn by Benjamin

" Agamben credits an Italian philosopher Enzo Melandri with first exposing the analogies between
Foucault’s and Freud’s methodology.

* That Agamben was well acquainted with the utopian-restorative idiom of the Jewish kabbalah is
to be seen in Agamben 1999b: 167-168.
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n his famous ninth thesis. If Benjamin’s angel 1s driven ito the future while “turned
toward the past” (Benjamin 2006: 392), the ‘angel’ of regression moves backward
with a gaze fixed on the future. When they catch a fleeting glimpse of each other,
claims Agamben, it becomes clear that the “invisible goal” (Agamben 2009a: 99) of
their procession in time 1s the present.

If the imphcit allusions to the Jewish kabbalah and explicit references to Benja-
min are not yet enough to speak of regression as a messianic enterprise, the ulimate
argument 1s offered by the author himself who terms regression - perhaps a little
self-ironically - an “almost soteriological” practice (Agamben 2009a: 98). The 1diom
of messianism 1s further applied in the final paragraphs of the essay when Agamben
recapitulates the relation of archaeology to history. Their interdependence, he ar-
gues, corresponds to the relation between redemption and creation in the three
monotheistic religions (Agamben 2009a: 107-108). While creation obviously pre-
cedes redemption 1n time, 1t 1s only the latter that makes creation mtelligible and
meaningful. As such, the work of redemption follows i chronology but precedes
i rank, which 1s precisely how archaeology relates to history. And if Agamben
might want to quote Scholem’s kabbalistic reflections, he could put the relationship
even more aptly: it 1s only redemption that for the first ime brings fulfillment to
creation.

3. INFANCY

Calling 1n the big theological guns implies that the stakes of regression are much
higher than just a reconceptualization of the origin. Indeed, Agamben’s methodo-
logical essay shall not be discussed alone, but rather as a chronological follower and
logical antecedent of Infancy and History. Only read against this early work on the
relation of time and language, archaeological regression fully reveals its significance.
Through the concept of infancy, Agamben tries to convince us that the fracture
underlying our vision of history constitutes all the condition of being-human. There
1s a formative split upon which our lives are founded; the split generating further
divisions that we, as mankind, are hopelessly involved . Its persistence stems from
the fact that the founding split 1s produced by the essential property of being-human:
the use of language, and can only be neutralized, Agamben contends, through an
mfantile experience of wordlessness. His archaeological project 1s thus about re-
gressing to an infancy in order to deactivate the divisions produced by our language
and think of humans as speaking beings beyond this negative grounding.

But first things first. From Humboldt and Hamann on, modern philosophy has
demonstrated how language and human subjectivity are intertwined. All post-tran-
scendental critiques of the subject accentuate that consciousness independent of
language 1s a phantasm, and human 1s only constituted as the individual through the
use of words. However, to argue it 1s the capacity of speaking which differentiates
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humans from other animals 1s highly anachronic - modern life sciences have proved
that a number of animals use advanced sound communication. What 1s really char-
acteristic of human animals, Agamben points out, 1s rather a constitutive gap be-
tween actual speech and the symbolic system of language. Unlike other animals,
who are born in language - “they are always and totally language” (Agamben 1993:
52) - humans receive it from the outside, and can only enter the kingdom of speech
once they have learned to use meaningful sounds’. For Agamben, this distance be-
tween the semiotic (language signs) and semantic (discourse) has some serious con-
sequences for the subject. First, we do not own our language but have to wrest it for
ourselves; as such, language 1s not a human property as the Anstotehian tradition of
200n logon echon has affirmed, but an external apparatus from which we are origi-
nally alienated. Second, as already mentioned, the foundational rupture into the
living self and the speaking self generates further separations, like the political op-
position of the individual and the common. It 1s therefore the separating nature of
language that Agamben makes responsible for the specious alternative of liberalism
and communitarianism that determines our political spectrum (Agamben 2007: 9).
Last but not least, if human discourse has to be mediated by the sign system, the
price we pay for sophisticated communication based on general and abstract terms
1s the loss of immediacy; animals are one with their language, we are not. The en-
trance mto language 1s also reductionist in the sense that the moment we actualize
our linguistic capacity and start to produce words, we lose the original potentiality
to say anything in any language. As Daniel Heller-Roazen puts 1it, “it 1s as 1if the
acquisition of language were possible only through an act of oblivion, a kind of Iin-
guistic infantile amnesia” (Heller-Roazen 2005: 11).

The infantile, pre-subjective experience of language 1s precisely what Agamben
wants to save in his messianic enterprise. Infancy”, he argues, is not just the psycho-
somatic stage of human development when an individual has not yet learned to
speak. It 1s rather the original form of language mn a Benjaminian sense of the word
- a fleeting experience of meffability that not only chronologically precedes but also
kairotically coexists with conventional language (Agamben 1993: 48). As such, in-
fancy 1s a gap n the structure of language, “a break with the continual opposition of
diachronic and synchronic, historical and structural” (Agamben 1993: 49-50), which
pushes beyond its boundaries toward the pure potentiality of speech.

There 1s also another phrase which grasps the elusive nature of infancy: the state
of exception. In Agamben’s widely discussed work on this political and legal phe-
nomenon we read that it introduces a “zone of indistinction” (Agamben 2005a: 26),
i which one can no longer tell the difference between norm and anomaly.

* This problem is elaborated in Language and Death (Agamben 1991) where Agamben explicates
this original distance through the idea of the Voice, being the negative metaphysical foundation of
human ‘being-in-language’.

* Or rather: in-fancy.
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Analogically, the experience of original wordlessness makes 1t impossible to distin-
guish the inside of language from its outside, and the crucial split into the living and
speaking being 1s - at least momentarily - deactivated. In other words, when mfancy
1s incorporated to our linguistic nature as a formative exception, a chance opens for
the human anmimal to coincide with his language while still being separated. And 1if
we remember that man 1s only subjectified by the discontinuity between discourse
and language, 1t 1s then perfectly right to call infancy “both remnant of the animal
and potential for the post-human” (Watkin 2010: 13)".

4. CONCLUSIONS

Read against infancy, regression 1s no longer a humble methodological tool, but
a fundamental metaphysical concept which challenges the divisions that have so far
determined Western ontology, the linguistic sphit within the subject being of su-
preme importance. However, at imes Agamben’s theories of regression and 1n-
fancy look antinomic rather than complementary, and these are precisely some dis-
crepancies that I would like to bring out now. The first one concerns the status of
origin vis-a-vis the unconscious. As already noted, Agamben conceives of infancy as
the unchronological origin to be sought i and not before language. At the same
time, the elusive nature of infancy reminds him of Freud’s concept of the uncon-
scious: whereas the latter “occupies the submerged part of psychic territory” (Agam-
ben 1993: 48), the former is latent on the margins of language. As if anticipating
objections, Agamben 1s quick to stipulate that the unconscious he means 1s not prec-
edent of consciousness but rather originally coexistent with it in the form of “interior
monologue” (Agamben 1993: 48). In other words, it 1s the unchronological origin
of consciousness just like infancy 1s the unchronological ongin of language. How-
ever, even 1f we take Agamben’s ‘kairotical’ theory of the unconscious at face value
and weave 1t nto his reading of the origin, 1t 1s still fundamentally inconsistent with
the premises of regression. As we remember, his main objection to psychoanalysis
formulated in Philosophical Archacology was that by investing in the unconscious,
it reinforces the psychic division into the Fgo and the Id mstead of trying to deacti-
vate it. Archaeological regression, on the contrary, shall not be about exploring the
unconscious but about questioning the dualistic nature of the self. How does this
relate, one could ask, to the discussion of infancy as the unconscious of language?
It looks like the reproduction of the psychological split (conscious/unconscious) 1s
the price Agamben has decided to pay for the deactivation of the linguistic one (lan-
guage/discourse). But if we recall there are no mental states beyond language and
human psyche 1s always ‘linguistic’, 1s there any split made moperative at all?

" More on infancy as a chance to deactivate the anthropological machine in Agamben 2004.
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Second, and more importantly, there 1s the problem of deactivation which mot-
vates both regression and infancy. According to Agamben’s major thesis, the sepa-
ration mtroduced to our creaturely lives by the apparatus of language 1s that into the
living being and the speaking being. Unlike other animals, whom Karl Marx de-
scribes as “immediately one with [their| life activity” (Marx 2010: 276), the human
animal has no direct relation to language, and 1t 1s thanks to this gap between life
and speech that the experience of infancy 1s possible. Without it, Agamben admiuts,
man would be fully united with his nature, there would be no “historicity of lan-
guage” (Agamben 1993: 52) and no history at all. However, it 1s crucial to notice a
significant paradox inscribed 1n infancy: while it seems to reassure the anthropolog-
ical difference between human and other animals, it 1s also tested by Agamben as a
means to deconstruct the difference by deactivating the mechanisms that separate
humans from the system of language. In other words - indeed a trademark of
Agamben’s messianism - what generates divisions 1s also supposed to make them
moperative. To do this, as we have seen, infancy establishes a zone of indistinction
in the likeness of the state of exception, which results in the original split being not
erased but neutralized, likewise the alienation of human subjects from their own
animality. It 1s precisely this parallel to the state of exception, I argue, that seems the
most problematic here. In a fragment of Homo Sacer devoted to the analysis of
exception, Agamben makes it clear that on the threshold of indistinction between
law and life the latter 1s absorbed by the former, much more powerful as governed
by the principle of sovereignty (Agamben 1998: 53). He also claims that law 1s not
the sole domain of sovereignty, whose attribute 1s the “unlimited power” (Schmutt
2005: 10) over hife; another one 1s language. The question must be asked, then, 1if
the mdistinction that infancy generates between man and language does not result
i the human subject being fully subjected to the hnguistic apparatus? Obviously,
Agamben specifies that 1t 1s only the sovereign state of exception where language
wholly “coincides with reality itself” (Agamben 2005b: 105)"; the messianic state of
exception produced by infancy would be that of “immediate mediation” (Agamben
1999a), where humans coincide with language while still being separated from it.
But are there any safety measures to secure the mmimmum of separation once it has
been blurred by Agamben’s expermmentum lhnguae? Is the "tiny displacement”
(Agamben 2007: 53) of sovereignty and messianism not just too tiny this time?

This problem returns i the mimportant essay 7he Idea of Language, where
Agamben meditates on the religious concept of revelation to conclude that it 1s not
so much the truth of being that 1s revealed i the word of God but the truth of
language. The truth, he argues, 1s that “humans can reveal beings through language
but cannot reveal language itself” (Agamben 1999a: 40). Why 1s that? As we learn

* Although this remark is on law and not language, Agamben famously argues that both these
apparatuses are structurally analogous and governed by the logic of sovereign exception (Agamben

1998: 20-21; Agamben 2005a: 36-37).
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from the Lurianic kabbalah, the power of words, being the original domain of di-
vinity, 1s too great for finite creatures to absorb; it 1s only through fractures and sep-
arations that this power might be diminished and words used to communicate. It
means that - as Scholem puts 1t - “only that which 1s fragmentary makes language
expressible” (Biale 1985: 87); any direct, unmediated access to language has been
barred and had it not, words would be “unmerciful” to human subjectivity (Scholem
2003: 216)". Although expressed in religious terms, these kabbalistic intuitions offer
a significant critique of language which fails to be convincingly confronted by Agam-
ben’s profane messianism. As a result, how to neutralize the lingustic spht within
the human subject without exposing him to the “unmerciful” power of language
remains unclear. What 1s clear, though, 1s another discrepancy between regression
and infancy: whereas the first was meant to redefine subjectivity by deactivating its
negative grounding, the latter risks reinforcing this negativity by empowering the
linguistic sovereign. It seems like at a crucial poimnt these two messianic concepts
hopelessly miss each other; they resemble the angels of history who just exchange
glances while moving in two different directions.

As we have seen throughout the discussion, the regression to mfancy 1s about
‘restoring’ the full potentiality of our linguistic origins. As such, it backs up Scho-
lem’s kairotical 1dea of return against Strauss’s longing for the actual beginnings.
Paradoxically, though, the 1diom of “immediate mediation” brings Agamben much
closer to the Straussian way of thinking, where separations and discontinuities are
considered obstruction rather than safeguard. While these inconsistencies of his
crypto-theological project might be considered a flaw, they are actually symptomatic
of all Jewish messianism, with the 1dea of return to the origins hopelessly stretched
between restoration and utopia. One could thus say that as long as Agamben’s think-
g lives on antitheses, 1t remains faithful to its crypto-theological background; but
would it not be itself a paradoxical conclusion to the philosophy which makes for
deactivation of opposites?

This research was funded by the National Science Centre grant number
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ABSTRACT

For about thirty years, between 1940 and 1970, a strange entity made a passing and hesitant appear-
ance on the radar of the West’s intellectual history. Homo schizoid found its decisive articulation in
the writings of Ronald Fairbairn and Harry Guntrip, two psychoanalysts who are barely known out-
side of professional circles. By now, this figure 1s all too often either forgotten or, even worse, con-
fused with its psychotic relative, the schizophrenic. Giorgio Agamben and his commentators have
made no serious effort to investigate the schizoid position in their attempt to imagine a politics that
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guided by three questions: What does the notion of homo sacer have to do with homo schizoid? Is
Agamben's approach to life as something that is never defined but only divided somehow connected
to the split or skhizein which gives the schizoid its name? Finally, will the schizoid persist as a per-
sonality disorder, or can it become the harbinger of a destituent power?
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We are together and very close, but between us there 1s not an articulation or a rela-
tion that unites us. We are united to one another in the form of our being alone.
Giorgio Agamben (2017: 1243)

For about thirty years, roughly between 1940 and 1970, a strange entity made a pass-
ing and hesitant appearance on the radar of the West’s intellectual history. After some
preliminary psychiatric groundwork laid down 1n the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury by Eugen Bleuler and Ernst Kretschmer, homo schizoid found its decisive articu-
lation 1 the writings of Ronald Fairbairn and Harry Guntrip, two psychoanalysts who
are barely known outside of professional circles. The figure of the schizoid also played
an important role in the thought of Melanie Klein and Donald Winnicott, as well as in
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R. D. Laing’s The Divided Self, which introduced this figure to a larger audience. By
now, however, homo schizoids all too often either forgotten or, even worse, confused
with his psychotic relative, the schizophrenic.

Agamben and his commentators have made no serious effort to investigate the schiz-
oid position as part of their attempt to imagine a politics that transcends the 1dea of
relation and an ethics freed from the need for recognition. Nor was there any sustained
use of object relations theory (on which the schizoid logic is based) to help navigate the
currents of subjectification and desubjectificaion on which Agamben’s thought likes to
sail. Which 1s not surprising, partly because his work 1s focused on the “essentially on-
tologico-political and not only psychological meaning of the division of the parts of the
soul” (Agamben 2017: 1210).

Be that as it may, what does Agamben’s notion of Aomo sacerhave to do with homo
schizord? s his approach to life as something that 1s never defined but only divided
somehow connected to the split or skhizemn which gives the schizoid its name? How
does Winnicott’s description of the infant’s sensation of nfinite falling relate to Agam-
ben’s notions of the ban, banishment, and abandonment? Can the feeling that Laing
defines as ontological insecurity help in making sense of the psycho-political nexus n
which we currently live? WIill the schizoid persist as a personality disorder, or will it
become the harbinger of what Agamben calls, in the epilogue to the entire Homo Sacer
book series, destituent power? What follows 1s only a sketch for a future portrait of a
twenty-first century schizoid man.

“Life, without feeling alive” 1s one evocative formulation of the schizoid condition in
Laing’s book (1990: 40). “This shut-up self, being 1solated, 1s unable to be enriched by
outer experience, and so the whole mner world comes to be more and more 1mpover-
1shed, until the individual may come to feel he 1s merely a vacaum” (Laing 1990: 75).
First, the schizoid distances himself from an external hife he deems mimpoverished, es-
pecially when compared to the rich life he cultivates within. But after a while, he “longs
to get inside hfe again, and get life mnside himself, so dreadful 1s his mner deadness”
(Lamg 1990: 75).

Introverted, self-sufhicient, withdrawn, unemotional, 1mpersonal, distant, lonely:
these are some of the more common descriptors associated with schizoid personalities.
Alternately, consider Franz Kafka’s 7he Burrow, a story about some paranoid-schizoid
animal (as Klein might diagnose it) who digs an increasingly complex maze of under-
ground tunnels 1 an attempt to fend off an unspecified external threat. The animal’s
long and belaboured monologue, which constitutes the entire story, gradually leads the
exhausted reader to realize that the structure’s protection 1s, in fact, an entrapment, that
the perceived sense of freedom 1s actually a prison, and that the burrow might even be
the burrower’s own grave.
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This reading echoes Agamben’s claim in Nudities that another one of Kafka’s pro-
tagonusts, K from 7The Tral, 1s persecuted not by external forces, but only by mternal
ones; that he actually accuses himself of a crime he did not commit. In other words, K
slanders himself. Instead of following Agamben’s rationalization for this suicidal move,
let us turn mnstead to Lionel Trilling, who points out that from the get-go K “is without
parents, home, wife, child, commitment, or appetite; he has no connection with power,
beauty, love, wit, courage, loyalty, or fame” (quoted 1in Laing 1990: 40). These are the
trial’s conditions of possibility, rather than its outcome, and this is the ground for
Kafka’s position as a schizoid paradigm in Laing’s influential analysis.

The schizoid tends to let go of many needs and desires, treating her emptiness as an
1deal of human existence, thus becoming detached, meeting everything and everyone
with a Bartleby-like silent resistance. She prefers not to actualize her potential. The self,
by itself, feels that it deserves nothing. The less one wishes, the safer one feels, the
further one retreats, the harder it gets for others to break through her shell. The more
the world disappoints, the more appealing the schizoid strategy becomes. But this split
or schiz between the mner self and the outer world 1s not simply the subject’s realistic
reaction to a particular threatening object. It inevitably becomes the schizoid’s relentless
mode of being once a patina of futility begins to descend on her entire surroundings.
Like mice, the schizoid strategy 1s to timidly venture out and then quickly retreat back
n to regroup. Like Arthur Schopenhauer’s porcupines, the schizoid dilemma 1s that
when they are close to each other they sting, but by keeping a distance they get cold.

How does one become the schizoid one 1s? When personal relationships frustrate
us, we often feel either anger or hunger. “When you cannot get what you want from
the person you need, instead of getting angry you may simply go on getting more and
more hungry” (Guntrip 1992: 24). This love made hungryis at the core of the schizoid
experience. Such social malnutriion makes it difficult to digest meaningful interper-
sonal connections, which can then be easily substituted by unemotional relations that
only give mstant gratification but little nourishment (for example, through casual sex).
Because love 1s to a schizoid what sugar 1s to a diabetic. While anger or aggression can
lead one to feel guilty, schizoid withdrawal leads one to feel nothing. It hate becomes
destructive, 1t 1s still possible to love someone else. But if love seems destructive, then
there 1s no exit strategy. True hell 1s the life of a person who cannot shake this convic-
tion that hell 1s other people.

The opposite of love 1s not hate. “Hate 1s love grown angry because of rejection. We
can only really hate a person if we want their love” (Guntrip 1994: 45). The true oppo-
site of both love and hate 1s indifference, which 1s the most common schizoid mood:
“Having no interest in a person, not wanting a relationship and so having no reason for
either loving or hating” (Guntrip 1994: 45. According to William Watkin, indifference



290 DAVID KISHIK

1s the cornerstone of Agamben’s philosophical edifice). While narcissists need to be
seen and to receive constant approval from others, schizoids would much prefer to
disappear, since they could not care less whether they get either positive or negative
feedback. To substitute their failed relations with people, they can construct and engage
with an elaborate world of internal objects (philosophical or mathematical, artistic or
fantastic). This inner experience encases the subject in a closed system that slowly dims
the light coming from the external world.

How can a psyche cope with the trauma of being forsaken? Fairbairn’s answer 1s
called the moral defense: imagine a father who broke his young daughter’s arm. The
abused child will usually convince herself (and anyone who asks, like a doctor) that all
of it happened because she was bad. Otherwise she will need to face a truth about her
father that 1s too hard to bear. Put otherwise, “it 1s better to be a sinner in a world ruled
by God than to live in a world ruled by the devil” (Fairbairn 1972: 67). This bind leads
to the first sphtting: God, like father, must be wholly good, while the child, like human-
ity (at least since St. Augustine), must take the full blame. For the adult schizoid, as for
Kafka’s K, life 1s but a life sentence, served daily in the ordinary world.

The terms of the split may vary—good and evil world, true and false self, inner sub-
ject and outer object, relational and vegetal life, mind and body, culture and nature,
subject and object—because homo schizoid1s essentially a machine that produces every
dualistic division under the sun. Hence for Fairbairn, “everybody without exception
must be regarded as schizoid”, since “the basic position in the psyche 1s invariably a
schizoid position” (Fairbairn 1972: 7). These grand claims ring true to the extent that
“the fundamental schizoid phenomenon 1s the presence of splits in the ego; and it
would take a bold man to claim that his ego has so perfectly integrated as to be incapa-
ble of revealing any evidence of splitting at the deepest levels” (Fairbairn 1972: 7). The
nature and severity of these fissions fluctuate, but their ability to trigger a person to
cancel external relations and live a detached and withdrawn life—where duahstic dis-
tinctions can only stay static—is their true existential threat.

With all the current talk about loneliness as a public health crisis, the deeper schiz-
oid 1ssue, of which loneliness 1s often merely a symptom, 1s rarely discussed, though its
mfantile origins are well known, thanks in part to Winnicott’s work on good-enough
mothering and John Bowlby’s attachment theory. Due to compromised parental care,
a person can grow up feeling “stranded mn an impersonal milieu, a world empty of any
capacity to relate to him and evoke his human potential. He can develop the worst of
all psychopathological states, the schizoid condition of withdrawn 1solation, fundamen-
tal loneliness, profoundly out of touch with his entire outer world; so that people seem
like ‘things’ and the material world around him seems like a flat unreal imitation” (Gun-
trip 1994: 277). In the beginning, an object betrayed a subject’s trust. Since then,
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everything slowly concentrated into a point without extension of a being that feels ut-
terly alone. To use today’s parlance, schizoid life 1s (self-inflicted) social death, or social
distancing, even under the confident disguise of a Stoic existence.

Haunted by his ontological insecurity, by doubting his very being, Laing describes a
schizoid patient’s startling method of defending his empty core: “Under the conviction
that he was nobody, that he was nothing, he was driven by a terrible sense of honesty
to be nothing...Being anonymous was one way of magically translating this conviction
into fact... He was going from anywhere to anywhere: he had no past, no future. He
had no possessions, no friends. Being nothing, knowing nobody, being known by none,
he was creating the conditions which made it more easy for him to believe that he was
nobody” (Laing 1990: 131-132). Under the rule of an Object Relations Ontology, such
object privation 1s a will to nothingness, which 1s at least still a will, as Friedrich Nie-
tzsche msists in his not-unrelated genealogy of the ascetic 1deal, though the subject who
1s doing the willing, according to the schizoid 1deal, seems to be missing in action.

The above case study bears striking resemblance to Ludwig Binswanger’s descrip-
tion of his schizophrenic patient Lola Voss, in her desperate attempt to hold on to
every straw due to her fear that with any step she takes, the metaphorical thin ice on
which she walks might break. Binswanger contrasts Voss’s state to that of a secure ex-
istence, with both feet firmly planted on the ground, confident of itself and of the world.
Voss lacks this “indisputable protection of existence from falling, sinking, breaking
through into an abyss”, resulting in a naked being that 1s not quite there in the world
(Binswanger 1963: 290). A bare life, perhaps, separated from its form. Hence Laing’s
pwvotal notion of ontological nsecurity (following Binswanger, following Martin
Heidegger). But 1s anyone’s existence truly secure? Don’t we all try to hold each other
lest we fall? So why do we constantly let relationships dissolve and keep to ourselves?

The schizoid 1s a general position. Schizophrenia 1s an acute manifestation of a
breakdown of the schizoid strategy. Or schizophrenia is the limit case of the schizoid
configuration. For our non-clinical purposes, we could add that a schizoid 1s a function-
g schizophrenic. Schizoids hold themselves together by employing a variety of de-
fense mechanisms—their symptoms—as they struggle to partake in everyday hfe and
maintain what they have, who they are, and most importantly, that they are, without
breaking apart to expose their fragile, fragmented, nihihistic, and catatonic self, which 1s
kept locked, as 1t were, 1n a safe. Does this description begin to explain why schizo-
phrenia got such disproportionate public attention over the years, while the schizoid
form of life remains largely unknown? But 1sn’t it a bit like trying to explain nuclear
power by focusing exclusively on meltdowns? Instead of exploding, schizoids implode.

Inspired by Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattart’s approach to schizophrema (2015:
70), we also see homo schizoid as a “conceptual persona who lives intensely within the
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thinker and forces him to think”, rather than as a “psychosocial type who represses the
living being and robs him of his thought”. Part of the task 1s to discover the cultural
manifestations of our deeply schizoid world. Another task 1s to imagine schizoism as a
line of flight, by turning apathy into pathos. The goal, in short, is not to block the
schizoid experience, but to put it into new use. This, however, 1s where the comparison
to Anti-Oedipus ends (for a compelling alternative account, see Louis Sass’s Madness
and Modernism). Fairbairn and Guntrip’s thought 1s an ante-Oedipal stance, focusing
on the mfantile condition that precedes the child’s later contention with the parents.
For Guntrip (1992: 278), “schizoid problems represent a flight from life, oedipal prob-
lems represent a struggle to live”. For Fairbairn, the schizoid structure, not Sigmund
Freud’s Oedipal complex, 1s humanity’s most fundamental and inescapable force.

Freud defines an object as the target of a drive, which 1s either libidinal or aggressive
in 1its nature. Drives are always mnate, basically uncontrollable, and often dangerous
forces. In order for them to be kept in check they require education, socialization, and
sometimes therapy (as well as the Church, according to Augustine). In Freud’s theory,
libido comes first, and then the subject who contains it latches on to this or that sexual
object to get some relief. Freudian psychoanalysis focuses on the individual as a discrete
entity, ultimately divorced from its interpersonal context. Society 1s then imposed on
already-complete persons for their own protection. The Freudian dogma cannot inte-
grate the Winnicottian realization that there 1s no such thing as a baby, that there 1s
always a baby and someone.

Fairbairn defines an object as whatever a subject relates to, though anyone who ever
ventured beyond the mere name of his ‘object relations’ theory knows that by object
he principally means another person with whom the human subject develops an emo-
tional and meanmingful relationship. Without relying on the concept of the drive—which
1s an unverifiable hypothetical construct—he postulates that at bottom “we seek persons,
not pleasures”, as Guntrip sums it up (1992: 21). Pleasure is just a means to the true
end: relating to others. Jay Greenberg and Stephen Mitchell, who wrote the defimitive
account of this psychoanalytic paradigm shift, elaborate: “The problem for Freud 1s the
mherent opposition among mstinctual aims and between instinctual aims and social
reality; the problem for Fairbairn 1s that the person cannot maintain the integrity and
wholeness of his experience of himself within his necessary relations with others and 1s
forced to fragment himself to maintain contact and devotion to the nrreconcilable fea-
tures of those relations” (1983: 167). Yet Fairbairn takes his priorities to be more fun-
damental than Freud’s: spliting over repressing, a schizoid position over a depressive
one, schizophrenia over melancholia.

We can now see how the moral defense 1s unwittingly employed by Freud (but also
by Thomas Hobbes and Nietzsche) in conceiving our civilization and its discontents.
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Guntrip wonders about the origin of “man’s age-old conviction that all his troubles
come from his possession of mighty if nearly uncivilizable mstincts of his animal na-
ture”, which “turns out to be our greatest rationalization and self-deception. We have
preferred to boost our egos by the belief that even if we are bad, we are at any rate
strong 1n the possession of ‘mighty instincts’. Men have resisted recognition of the truth
that we distort our mstincts into antisocial drives m our struggle to suppress the fact that
deep within our make-up we retain a weak, fear-ridden infantile ego that we never com-
pletely outgrow” (1992: 125). In short, we would rather pretend that we are bad than
admit that we are weak.

To be bad 1s not to control your mner beast and resist the process of socialization.
To acknowledge your fundamental schizoid weakness 1s not only to bring about a “shuft
in the center of gravity in psychodynamic theory”, but also to lead to what Guntrip
believes to be a “radical reassessment of all philosophical, moral, educational, and re-
ligious views of human nature” (1992: 126). In his final analysis, both sexual and ag-
gressive conflicts are “defenses against withdrawal, regression, and depersonalization”
(1992: 129). We use them because we do not want to face “the terrors of realizing how
radically small, weak and cut off, shut in and unreal” we ultimately are (1992: 129).
Human beings are violable long before (and long after) they are violent. Hence the
elementary psychopathological problem is this “schizoid problem of feeling a nobody,
of never having grown an adequate feeling of a real self” (1992: 129).

But 1sn’t this also a good description of our biopolitical problem? Doesn’t object
relations theory end up articulating our precarious life, as Judith Butler calls it? For
better or for worse, the coming politics as envisioned by Agamben and others (includ-
ing the antirelational or antisocial turn in queer, afropessimist, and decolonal thought)
1s schizoid politics. If we accept Agamben’s view of the human “as having been and still
being an mfant” (2007: 58), as what “is always the place—and, at the same time, the
result—of ceaseless divisions and caesurae” (2012: 16), as “the suspension of the imme-
diate relation of the animal with its environment” (2017: 1197), then the human must
be understood as homo schizoid, with all its ego-weakness and defiant destitution (for
a cinematic illustration of this set of problems, see Jordan Peele’s Us).

In Jean-L.uc Nancy’s Abandoned Being, which inspired Agamben’s notion of the
ban, we find this explanation of the crucified’s last words to his heavenly father: “What
the ‘God of love’ means 1s that love alone can abandon...and it 1s by the possibility of
abandonment that one knows the possibility, inverted or lost, of love” (Nancy 2009:
41). Is it a coincidence that both Moses and Oedipus were abandoned at birth, while
Jesus was also abandoned at death? And what about Abraham’s dreadful abandonment
of Isaac, not to mention Ishmael? Agamben, like Kafka, 1s not interested 1n the ways
that law applies to life, but in how the law (Abrahamic, Roman, paternal, or otherwise)
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constantly abandons a life. Nancy’s intervention would be to wonder about the exist-
ence of some primary or perverse love, which must precede this pervasive legal aban-
donment. Agamben, however, seems to want to throw the relationship baby out with
the abandonment bathwater. Like Cartesian doubt, the mere threat of exclusion means
for Agamben that he cannot trust any inclusive embrace whatsoever.

Since our political space 1s far from being a benevolent holding environment, as
Winnicott calls it, every relation 1s at least potentially an abandonment. For Agamben,
“the relation of abandonment 1s not a relation” (2017: 52), because 1t 1s an abandon-
ment of the very possibility of a relation. As an aside, notice the curious use of aban-
donment as a literary gesture throughout Agamben’s writings: his readers are often
asked to abandon a concept, 1dea, tradition, or institution. He even claims that Homo
Sacer as a whole 1s an mvestigation that “cannot be concluded but only abandoned”
(2017: 1019). And there 1s also the case of his book dedicated to the most colossal act
of abandonment i human history, Remnants of Auschwitz, which opens with an in
mermnoriam to no one other than his mother, plus this quote: “T'o be exposed to every-
thing 1s to be capable of everything” (2017: 765). And a life that begins and ends with
an experience of abandonment, of a failed relation, 1s a life that can never be separated
from 1its schizoid form.

One surprising source for Agamben’s radical attempt to dream up a schizoid poli-
tics “set free from every figure of relation” (2017: 1269) is Jacques Lacan, even though
the latter’s influence 1s mainly limited to the former’s Stanzas, from 1977. While re-
maining committed to Freud’s Oedipal complex and the concept of the drive, Lacan
also made an 1mportant contribution to object relations theory, to which Semimar IV
from 1956 1s dedicated. It revolves around his msistence that the true object to which
the subject wants to relate 1s, in some fundamental sense, always already lost, so all
attempts to find 1t again remain msufficient. Since he sees object lack as the origin of
desire, Lacan can later add that true jourssance and real sexual relations are virtually
mmpossible. What he calls obyet petit a1s not a real object, but something which we can
neither get a hold on nor let go of. If Fairbairn thinks that we don’t seek pleasures but
persons, then Lacan adds that we don’t seek persons but phantasms. Hence the La-
canian subject 1s also a schizoid of sorts, at least according to 1ts recent characterization
as “the-one-all-alone”, whose relations to others are nothing but a growing string of
frustrations (Miller 2005).

Agamben’s antipathy toward relations has one telling exception. In his most recent
engagement with Michel Foucault, he rejects the 1dea of a subject as a kind of author
or sovereign who acts and relates to an object. There 1s, 1n fact, no subject but only
subjectification, a process of transforming oneself by reflatingto oneself: ““Self’ for Fou-
cault 1s not a substance nor the objectifiable result of an operation (the relation with
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itself): 1t 1s the operation itself, the relation itself. That 1s to say, there 1s not a subject
betfore the relationship with itself and the use of the self: the subject 1s that relaionship
and not one of its terms” (Agamben 2017: 1118). Ethics is not a relation to a norm but
a relation of the self to itself, which, according to Foucault, 1s “not just a brief prepara-
tion for life; it 1s a form of life” (quoted in Agamben 2017: 1120).

As a way to conclude (or abandon) this paper, let us turn to one of the most poignant
manifestations of Agamben’s schizoid tendencies, to be found in an early allusion to
St. Francis, which 1s also an early formulation of his critique of mtersubjective recogni-
tion as the basic building block of ethics. In The Idea of Prose from 1985, we read:
“Every struggle among men 1s in fact a struggle for recognition and the peace that fol-
lows such a struggle 1s only a convention instituting the signs and conditions of mutual,
precarious recognition. Such a peace 1s only and always a peace amongst states and of
the law, a fiction of the recognition of an identity in language, which comes from war
and will end i war” (81-2). As an alternative model to the Hegelian dialectics of mutual
recognition, Agamben alludes to this beautiful Franciscan tale, quoted here m full:

One day blessed Francis, while at St. Mary’s, called friar Leo and said: “Friar Leo, write
this down.” And Leo responded: “Behold I am ready.” “Write down what perfect joy 1s,”
Francis said, “A messenger comes and says that all the masters of theology in Paris have
entered the Order: write, this is not true joy. Likewise all the prelates beyond the Alps,
archbishops and bishops; likewise the King of France and the King of England: write, this
1s not true joy. Or, that my friars went among the infidels and converted them all to the
Faith; likewise that I have from God enough grace that I can heal the infirm and work
many miracles: I say to you that in all these things there is not true joy.”

Then Francis said, “So what 1s true joy? I return from Perugia and in the dead of night
I come here and it is winter time, muddy and so frigid that icicles have congealed at the
edge of my tunic and they pierce my shins so they bleed. And covered with mud and in
the cold and ice, I come to the gate, and after I knock for a long time and call, there
comes a friar and he asks: “Who 1s it?’ I respond: ‘Friar Francis.” And he says: ‘Go away;
it 1s not a decent hour for traveling; you shall not enter.” I appeal to him again and he
responds to me msisting: ‘Go away; you are a simpleton and an idiot; you do not measure
up to us; we are so many and such men, that we are not in need of you!” And I stand again
at the gate and I say: ‘For the love of God take me in this night.” And he responds: ‘I will
not! Go away to the place of Crosiers [referring to the Hospital of Fontanelle, run by the
Order of Crosiers] and ask there.” I say to you, if I endure all this patiently and without
dismay therein lies perfect joy, true virtue and the salvation of the soul” (quoted in DeCar-
oli 2012: 132).

This story about the joy of non-recognition, reminiscent of Kafka’s Before the Law,
can be updated and restated as a rather disturbing prayer: “May I be denied entrance
to my own country, home, or office. May I be locked out of my phone, email, or social
media. May I be canceled”. For many, this 1s the stuff nightmares are made of. For
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schizoids, especially those who hold on to even a modicum of social privilege, it 1s a
secret blessing. They understand that, rather than to fight for the mclusion of others,
the truly radical and exemplary ethical position today 1s to exclude thyself.
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