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PREFACE

Bios between Thanatos and Techné

AT A RECENT CONFERENCE on politics and life, one of the foremost
American scholars of Foucault observed that the inflation surround-
ing the term biopolitics had reached truly pernicious proportions. There
was something so totalizing about the term, he argued, something so
unwieldy, that made it unfit as a paradigm for understanding the kinds
of resistances required of subjects today. Given the current context of
budget cuts and the elimination of humanities departments (fall 2010),
for this theorist (and he wasn't alone in thinking so), biopolitics fails to
offer enough ballast, or any ballast at all, in navigating the struggles that
are upon us.

Such a judgment may appear inopportune as an opening for a book
whose principal focus lies on the merits of biopolitical reflection, espe-
cially when the topic under consideration is the continuing intersection
of technology in all its forms with life. Yet the questions raised about the
value added of biopolitical reflection need to be taken seriously. Is there
something about the nature of biopolitical thought today that makes it
impossible to deploy affirmatively? Or more gravely, does biopolitical
thought do the dirty, intellectual work of neoliberalism, offering little
opposition to local threats, while focusing exclusively on matters of life
and death at the level of species? If the answer is a murky no (or, for that
matter, a murky yes), then our current understanding of biopolitics may,
in fact, be too indebted to death—that we have less a biopolitics at our
disposal than a thanatopolitics, one we employ at our own peril.

Doubting the potential resistance provided by biopolitical reflec-
tion offers, in fact, a starting point for the following study on the rela-
tion between bios and technology, between bios and techné.! One of the
arguments I will be making throughout these pages is that the reason
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contemporary biopolitics devolves into thanatopolitics so seamlessly
often has to do with an often unexplored relation between techné and
thanatos that appears across the work of a number of the most important
philosophers writing today in a biopolitical key. Indeed, my impression is
that death gains the upper hand in biopolitical reflection precisely at the
moment when questions of technology grow in importance, which raises
a question: what is it about techné that calls forth thanatos in a context of
life? Is there an aporia with regard to techné that repeatedly shifts discus-
sions about biopolitics toward a horizon of death, regardless of the con-
text? If so, then locating the aporia would be essential since it might sug-
gest ways of recovering different perspectives on techné. Said differently,
if one could find the point at which bios begins its drift to thanatos, one
could consider ways of reframing techné or, for that matter, bios as well.
Here I have been helped enormously by the readings that a num-
ber of Italian theorists of biopolitics have made of Martin Heidegger’s
thought, especially Giorgio Agamben and Roberto Esposito. For Agam-
ben and, more recently, Esposito, a crucial reframing occurs when both
translate Heidegger's eigentlich and uneigentlich not in the language of
(in)authenticity but in a different register of what is and is not consid-
ered (im)proper. Agamben did so early in Stanzas, when discussing the
improper features of metaphor (though clearly the distinction between
proper and improper also deeply informs many of his other works from
the 1990s, especially The Coming Community and Means without End).?
Esposito, too, draws on translations of proper and improper in his read-
ing of the role of community in Heidegger’s thought in Communitas.’
For my part, 1 began to wonder if the proper-improper operator could
also be extended to those pages I knew best from Heidegger, namely,
Parmenides, as well as to those texts in which Heidegger puts forward
his questions and answers about technology more generally as a way
of unearthing a relation between life and techné.* The reader will find
the results of that investigation in chapter 1, in which I read proper and
improper writing in a number of seminal works from Heidegger to show
how forms of writing quickly extend to or contaminate life. My conclu-
sion is that here in the improper and proper distinction, a productive way
can be found for locating the appearance of death in life, thanatos in bios,
thanatopolitics in biopolitics.
If, in chapter 1, I describe a biopolitical Heidegger avant la lettre,
chapter 2 reads more as a chronicle of death foretold in contempo-
rary Italian thought, especially in the more recent writings of Agamben
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and the recently translated works from Esposito. Without wanting to
rehearse too much my argument there, the principal problem underpin-
ning the chapter concerns the intensification of the thanatopolitical in
Agamben’s recent The Kingdom and the Glory, but equally in The Sacra-
ment of Language, and even more in the pamphlet What Is an Appara-
tus?® Indeed, much of the chapter turns on the term apparatus (disposi-
tif) and Agamben’s willful conflation of that term with a Heideggerian
notion of improper writing. In the second part of the chapter, I turn to
Esposito’s reading of the biopolitical in Third Person and his collection of
essays, Terms of the Political, as well as an important text, “The Disposi-
tif of the Person.”® On my read, Esposito attempts to think through an
impersonal possibility for life that would avoid the difficulties of follow-
ing Heidegger'’s line of inquiry too closely (though, as I point out, other
problems of a different nature ensue). The third chapter centers on the
work of that other philosopher who, along with Agamben and Esposito, is
today mining the veins of thanatos in life. The thought of Peter Sloterdijk
forms the subject of the chapter, in particular, the recent translations of
two texts.” Here, as was the case with Agamben and Esposito, the proper
and improper produce a deeply thanatopolitical reading of everything
from biotechnology to rage.

As important as these stops are in an itinerary of thanatopoliti-
cal thought today, the underlying objection of the conference scholar
remains unanswered. If the biopolitical is riven by technology’s inscrip-
tion in thanatos, then how useful can it actually be for writing “a critical
ontology of ourselves”?® In the final chapter, I turn to this question when
imagining a practice of bios, one that might be able to avoid techné’s
seemingly inevitable enmeshment in death. Beginning with Foucault’s
Security, Territory, Population, and then turning to his later Hermeneutics
of the Subject, | show how Foucault locates a possible genealogy of bio-
power in bios’s capture by the self through the test. Using that as a foun-
dation, I sketch a practice of bios through the categories of attention and
play as a way of responding to Foucault’s diagnosis of the self as deeply
responsible for biopower today. Drawing on Sigmund Freud’s writings
on the drives as well as negativity, along with the writings of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, D. W. Winnicott, and
Walter Benjamin, 1 argue that a practice of bios in terms of attention
and play would be better able to evade the problems of mastery that
characterize so many of the accounts of fechné under study here. I end
on a hopeful note by imagining a possibility for a practice of play that,

PREFACE . ix




following Nietzsche’s thinking of perspectivism, might have, as a conse-
quence, a “planetary movement”’—the flip side of a globalization thought
only or primarily in thanatopolitical terms.

Many friends contributed to the writing of this book. The first chapter
began as the basis for a weeklong series of seminars I gave at the Ital-
ian Institute for the Human Sciences in Naples in 2008. My thanks to
the students there, whose comments and suggestions they will find on
very nearly every page here. I tried out the second chapter as well as sec-
tions of the last chapter while I was a writer-in-residence at Birkbeck’s
Law School in summer 2010. My thanks to Peter Fitzpatrick and Patrick
Hanafin for the kind invitation as well as to the cadre of students and
faculty who joined me, in particular, Julia Chryssostalis, Nathan Moore,
and José Bellido. They, too, will see their many suggestions generously
spread across these pages. Closer to home, I presented parts of chapter
4 to the Society for the Humanities at Cornell University while a fellow
there in 2009-10. My thanks to my fellow fellows as well as to the soci-
ety’s director, Timothy Murray, for their attentive readings. I also want
to thank the following friends for their numerous kindnesses while 1
was writing: Roberto Esposito, Sergia Adamo, Ida Dominijanni, Cesare
Casarino, Franco Berardi, Adam Sitze, Gregg Lambert, Kevin Attell, Adri-
ana Cavarero, Rosi Braidotti, Catherine Malabou, Karen Pinkus, Mitchell
Greenberg, Bruno Bosteels, Laurent Dubreuil, Simone Pinet, Kate Blood-
good, Ruth Mas, Marie-Claire Vallois, Richard Klein, David Ferris, Fed-
erico Fridman, and Lorenzo Fabbri. I also want to thank Cary Wolfe and
Douglas Armato for what can only be described as their supreme “post-
human” patience while I was finishing the project.

Finally, this book is dedicated to Michela Baraldi, Alessandro Camp-
bell, and Nicolas Campbell: every day, you teach me how to play.

x - PREFACE

1 DIVISIONS OF THE PROPER
Heidegger, Technology, and the Biopolitical

TuaT THIS CHAPTER should open with the thought of Martin Hei-
degger in a context of the thanatopolitical is perhaps surprising. Yes,
it's certainly true that Heidegger’s thought continues to generate
enormous attention—one need only consider the titles that appear
every year dedicated to him'—but my impression is that few have
attempted to set out the profound connections that join his thought to
a larger drift of contemporary thought toward the thanatopolitical.2 In
the following pages, I want to sketch the path of that drift by examining
two terms that appear across Heidegger’s thought. The first is immedi-
ately recognizable, occupying, as it does, a central place in four texts—
in the series of lectures Heidegger gave in 1942-43 that are collected in
Parmenides, especially those sections dedicated to the (im)propriety of
the hand: Heidegger's reading of “Homecoming/To Kindred Ones” from
1942, published in Elucidations on Hélderlin's Poetry; 1954's “The Ques-
tion Concerning Technology”; and finally, his “Letter on Humanism”
from 1947. The term in question is techné and its derivative technology.?
The second term is nearly as familiar to contemporary readers, though
it is rarely, if ever, named in connection with Heidegger's thought. I'm
speaking of biopolitics, the seemingly never-ending inscription of biol-
ogy in politics as well as the reverse: of politics read in a biological key.? As
I consider the intersection of technology and biopolitics in Heidegger’s
later thought, one of my principal arguments will be precisely that to the
degree we speak about biopolitics today, lurking beneath is a conception
of technology deeply indebted to Heidegger's ontological elaboration of
it. Moreover, this intersection provides the ground for the marked thana-
topolitical inflection of biopolitics that characterizes so much of contem-
porary political philosophy. I will have much more to say about this in




chapter 2, when I discuss the thought of Giorgio Agamben, especially his
reflections on the function of dispositif in oikonomia. I also take it up in
a somewhat different fashion in my reading of Roberto Esposito’s under-
standing of dispositif and personhood, while in the third chapter, dedi-
cated to Peter Sloterdijk, the figure (or, depending on one’s point of view,
the phantasm) of Heidegger dramatically reappears in Sloterdijk’s immu-
nological walls, the technology of the household, and most forcefully, the
distinction between humanizing and bestializing media. As I argue there
as well, how Heidegger takes up the question of technology, in the dis-
tinction between proper and improper writing, allows an implicit than-
atopolitics to become available for contemporary political thought. In
these four texts, Heidegger elaborates a distinction between proper and
improper writing that has ontological effects such that a division in life is
constructed between one Art, or species of man, associated with proper
writing and another with improper writing.

One final observation on the theme of thanatopolitics, technology,
and contemporary Italian thought. It's true that the object of thanatopo-
litical reflection in Agamben’s work is chiefly Nazism. Indeed, Agamben
refers in most cases to the presumed biological need (and practice) of
making some live by killing others because the presence of these others
can no longer be tolerated. This is how he will read modernity as pop-
ulated entirely by homo sacer. Yet the ultimate premise for these read-
ings can be found in the relation of technology to Being in Heidegger's
thought, that is, in an ontological tear brought on by the distinction
between proper and improper forms of writing. That Agamben deploys
the state of exception as the mechanism by which biopolitics is always
already a thanatopolitics doesn't alter, however, the fundamental autho-
rization that Heidegger's thought provides Agamben because proper
and improper writing frequently appear to be the basis for his distinc-
tion between forms of life. Agamben himself suggests just such a reading
in his “Notes on Politics” from Means without End, in which he extends
proper and improper into a global critique of industrial democracy.® In
Agamben's positing of a relation between technology and sacrifice that
is embodied in the figure of the homo sacer, he implicitly gestures to a
Heideggerian ontology that would have technology determining what is
proper or not proper to man. Similarly, Roberto Esposito has made Hei-
degger’s thinking of technology the object of a reflection on the origin of
politics (and the impolitical) both in Communitas: The Origin and Des-
tiny of Community and Lorigine della politica: Simone Weil o Hannah

2 - DIVISIONS OF THE PROPER

Arendt?, both of which might appear to the reader to be on the way to
the thanatopolitical. Admittedly, this is much less the case with Blos and
Third Person, in which his more recent considerations on Nietzsche are
intended to provide a counterweight to the thanatopolitical valence that
the encounter with Heidegger seems inevitably to produce.® My own
reflections here are intended more as symptomology of the tragic possi-
bilities technology provides the thanatopolitical.” In other words, I don’t
want to circumscribe thanatopolitics simply to Nazism but rather to see

Tt as implicit whenever Being, language, or life is divided against itself
into proper or improper.

Technology and the Propriety of the Hand

In no text more so than Parmenides, Heidegger’s lecture from the win-
ter semester of 1942-43, does one find the parameters of life and tech-
nology so intimately bound together. Of particular importance are those
sections dedicated to the typewriter, in which Heidegger posits a fun-
damental ontological distinction between a proper writing, a Festschrift
or “handwriting,” and another thought against (and through) the exam-
ple of the typewriter. These pages are well known in the field of media
studies and informed much of late 1990s work originating in Germany
that attempted to develop a systems approach to media.? Clearly a closer
look at this text is necessary if we are to get at the lurking category of the
thanatopolitical.

Heidegger begins by asking what distinguishes the hand that writes
from the hand that types. His answer is that man acts “for the hand is,
together with the word, the essential distinction of man.”® Indeed, the
hand, for Heidegger, provides the essential difference between man and
animal: “No animal has a hand, and a hand never originates from a paw
oraclaw or talon.”"° This biotechnical distinction between hand and paw
cannot be thought apart from the word: the hand is coterminus with the
word as well because “the hand sprang forth only out of the word and
together with the word,” as he will go on to say."' This simultaneous move
of precedence and superimposition is typical of Heidegger's thought,
especially later in “The Question Concerning Technology,” in which he
posits the origin of politics in a form of technology that precedes and is
the cause of the political.'? In Parmenides, too, the question of technol-
ogy is joined to the hand that writes—handwriting—in another related
figure that cannot be thought apart from it: inscription. It is inscription
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that will form such an important part of the discourse of authenticity
that characterizes Heidegger’s thought (as well as Adorno’s well-known
critique of it)."?

Yet a contrasting figure quickly emerges in Heidegger's defense of
inscription. Heidegger, writing by hand, calls it dictation:

It is not accidental that modern man writes “with” the typewriter and “dic-
tates” (the same word as “poetize” (Dichten]) “into” a machine. This “his-
tory” of the kinds of writing is one of the main reasons for the increasing
destruction of the word. The latter no longer comes and goes by means of
the writing hand, the properly acting hand, but by means of the mechani-
cal forces it releases. The typewriter tears writing from the essential realm
of the hand, i.e. the realm of the word. The word itself turns into some-
thing “typed.” Where typewriting, on the contrary, is only a transcription
and serves to preserve the writing, or turns into print something already
written, there it has a proper, though limited significance. . .. Mechanical
writing deprives the hand of its rank in the realm of the written word and
degrades the word to a means of communication. In addition, mechani-
cal writing provides “this advantage,” that it conceals the handwriting and

thereby the character. The typewriter makes everyone look the same."

The passage is dense in its medialogical implications as well as in what
it portends for the relation of thanatopolitics and technology. I want to
consider, in particular, three questions Heidegger raises.

First, note that Heidegger distinguishes between the hand that writes
and the hand that types, and then sees the latter as having emerged out
of the hand through its mechanical imprinting. His objective, as he will
go on to argue, is to disclose a former, more originating relation of Being
to handwriting: “In handwriting the relation of Being [des Seins] to man,
namely the word, is inscribed [eingezeichnet] in beings themselves.”'®
Consider how Heidegger lines up the word with man—man doesn’t sim-
ply embody the word but is the word to the degree he writes with his
hand. This assumption allows Heidegger to argue that the hand modern
man has is no longer “the properly acting hand” when the hand types
and does not write. The effect of this transformation is violent: proper
writing is torn away from the hand by the very same forces released in
fact by the hand. This suggests that Heidegger wants to mark a proper
action for the hand and an improper one associated with the typewriter.
The proper one is precisely the one that inscribes Being in man, whereas
the improper relation between the hand and the typewriter concerns
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“something typed,” something “that is only a transcription and serves to
preserve writing.” This distinction between proper and improper writing
will soon be extended from handwriting-typewriting to the practice of
hermeneutics itself. It's with this in mind that Heidegger’s final directive
must be understood, namely, that his collected works not appear in a
critical edition but as writings aus letzter Hand, which is to say, “the vol-
umes in the series come ‘straight from his hand’ and contain a minimum
of scholarly apparatus.”!®

Next, consider that the context for Heidegger's entire discussion of
proper and improper writing is anchored to the appearance of typewrit-
ing as a form of technology and a mode of dictation in modernity. Indeed,
that the ultimate context of Heidegger’s reflections concerns modernity
is never in doubt. He refers to modern man as he who writes “with” the
typewriter, and he will say soon after that the object of his analysis is
“modern man.” If we consider other forms of technology contemporary
with the typewriter, the implicit connections with the improper writing
enacted by the typewriter will be confirmed as well. The gramophone, as
Friedrich Kittler observes (but also the telephone and, as I have argued
elsewhere, wireless telegraphy, with its headsets, writing hands, and
signed communiqués), also makes dramatic use of a writing liberated
from the ontological norms of handwriting.!” In other words, it is in the
modern period that improper writing becomes the norm, with all the
attendant normalizing consequences on Being.

These normalizing effects are decisive for elaborating a biopolitical
perspective on Heidegger’s thought. The profound affiliation he sees
between modern forms of technology and their capacity to occlude
handwriting, and with it, the character of the individual who writes by
hand, alters the relation of being to Being. This becomes clear in the
closing line of the preceding passage, when Heidegger inscribes proper
and improper writing within the political horizon in which all men are
made the same. Or better, the condition for communication in the mod-
ern period will be precisely this move from proper to improper, where
proper connotes not simply a hand that writes but what belongs to man
as properly his own. 8

Implicit, therefore, in the distinction Heidegger draws in Parmenides
between proper and improper forms of writing is a relation of man to
his writing mechanisms (and “not really machines,” as Heidegger notes
in the strict sense of machine technology). He is arguing that with these
changes, political consequences naturally follow in that all men are made
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the same when the typewriter dominates Being. It is this tension between
a proper relation with Being that man enjoys when he writes by hand
and another, degraded form of improper writing that moves Heidegger’s
discourse toward another question, toward what destabilizes that which
belongs most properly to man, namely, his relation to Being as expressed
in an action that is his own (the writing hand). In other words, Heidegger
places the identity of the properly acting hand in opposition to another
form that not only puts at risk identity as such but, more dramatically,
endangers a proper relation to Being.

The third question follows quickly on these and concerns the name
we will want to give this other form of improper writing. For Heidegger,
the term will be communication. Here, though, communication must be
read in conjunction with its etymological roots in community, the co-
munus or shared munus, a form of gift giving that, as Roberto Esposito
demonstrates, cannot be thought apart from the demands the co-munus
makes on individual identity itself.!® This is not the place to map all the
deep connections running between Heidegger's thinking of community
and technology; rather, I want to observe that in the stark difference Hei-
degger posits between a writing that preserves a relation of Being to man
and another that puts it at risk, we find ourselves witness to one of the
most important political and idolatrous figures of Heidegger’s thought of
technology. In this difference between writing in the modern period, we
find an implicit alliance between improper writing born of technology
and a political form in which the identity of the one who writes is put at
risk. The idolatrous nature of improper writing is that it awards a power
to the collective capable of persuading men and women that they more
properly belong to a collective.”

We can see this alliance more clearly in the discussion Heidegger
offers soon after his reading of the typewriter when he turns to Leninism
and its metaphysics:

The bourgeois world has not seen and in part still does not want to see
today that in “Leninism,” as Stalin calls this metaphysics, a metaphysi-
cal projection has been performed, on the basis of which in a certain way
the metaphysical passion of today’s Russians for technology first becomes

intelligible, and out of which the technical world is brought into power.”'

What goes unexplained in Heidegger’s account, however, is precisely
what accounts for this complete technical organization of the world
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in Bolshevism. Lurking beneath Heidegger’s analysis of this technical
world is an unspoken connection between Leninist metaphysics and the
improper act of writing. And although he doesn't explain why Bolshe-
vism more than other forms of metaphysics experiences technology so
“unconditionally and radically,” we may assume that the answer will be
found in the greater com-munal pressure that is exerted on individual
identity in Leninism—that the degradation of the relation of Being to
man is greater where all are made the same.?? Heidegger’s anticommu-
nism thus goes hand in hand with his wide-ranging critique of improper
writing, both founded on a perceived anxiety related to threats to man’s
proper relation to Being.

It's here that a tear in Being emerges, forcing Heidegger’s ontology
to drift toward the tragic and thanatopolitical. We see it if we focus on
the nature of the subject of technology, which is to say, on what kind of
human being is it who masters technology and, relatedly, what price he
pays for such mastery. In answer to the first, Heidegger writes,

Perhaps the much discussed question of whether technology makes man
its slave or whether man will be able to be the master of technology is
already a superficial question, because no one remembers to ask what kind
of man [welche Art Mensche] is alone capable of carrying out the “mastery”
of technology. The “philosophies” of technology pretend as if “technology”
and “man” were two “masses” [Gréssen] and things simply on hand.®

What kind of man masters technology?* The change in the species of
man that attempts to extend his domination over technology—and we
note that Heidegger rarely, if ever, employs the word use (Gebrauch) in
this context—is in fact what is most dangerous about technology. A dra-
matic change in the nature of humanity itself arises from this encounter
of man and technology, one that Donna Haraway, in a heroic moment of
postmodernism, will call the cyborg, or what Hal Foster, glossing Freud,
will call “prosthetic gods.”® Less present in these conscious postmod-
ern appropriations of Heidegger, though, is Heidegger’s full-blown anxi-
ety about the change in species that man undergoes in the attempt to
dominate technology. Furthermore, for Haraway and Foster, clearly there
is no ideological animus toward communism as there is in Heidegger,
where, in a context in which technology threatens to change humanity, it
is in Bolshevik Russia that a radical world of technology appears to have
emerged almost fully formed. The threat of technology, for Heidegger,
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apparently cannot be thought apart from its affiliation with attacks on
what distinguishes one man from another, which is to say that the ulti-
mate aim of Heidegger’s reading is to defend a certain Art of man from
the encounter with technology. This is the orientation that we ought to
give his bringing down to size the “masses” of mankind as literally a thing
that is hermetically sealed from the outside, that merely acts on (improp-
erly) objects with the aid of technology.

In the distinction between mankind as a mass and mankind as spe-
cies, it is technology that creates a tear in Being. Or differently, in man’s
attempt to master technology, it becomes possible to see on what basis
a certain view of mankind as a bounded and protected entity depends
on denying any sort of movement between the one who masters tech-
nology and the masses bounded on all sides from the untoward effects
of technology. It becomes possible to distinguish between kinds of men
and women, depending on the relation they enjoy with technology. On
one side are those who continue to maintain a proper relation to Being,
that is, to their own proper action when writing, and on the other, those
others who, in mastering technology, have been altered such that they
become a “kind of man” [welche Art Mensche).

Furthermore, in this distinction, an implicit value is already given
to one kind of man over another because of the context in which Hei-
degger elaborates it: on one side are those who are all made equal, and
on the other is the individual who, by writing properly, enjoys a rela-
tion to Being that the former do not. Much remains to be said about this
caesura that Heidegger posits. It is a moment that also figures promi-
nently in so many contemporary discussions of thanatopolitics, espe-
cially of the kind that Agamben offers in T he Open as well as his more
recent What Is an Apparatus? Yet it is also important to observe how Hei-
degger identifies the nature of the man who still may enjoy a relation to
Being through a proper writing. Attempting to determine the features of
technology, he writes, “Insight into the ‘metaphysical’ essence of tech-
nology is for us historically necessary if the essence of Western historical
man is to be saved [gerettet bleiben soll].”*® A number of points need to
be made straightaway. First, for Heidegger, the other kind of man, one
who exists in opposition to the standardized subject and object of tech-
nology, is Western, historical man. The descriptor Western here takes on
more weight when we note that its clear contrary in the “Third Direc-
tive” of Parmenides is the technologized Leninist metaphysician; again
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Heidegger's anticommunism bubbles along the surface of his reflections
Second, consider that Western man'’s relation to technology is one related'
to Western man’s essence. It recalls, of course, Heidegger’s later “Letter on
Hum'anism,” in which he asks, “But in what does the humanity of man
consist?,” which precedes a brief description of Marx’s views on man’s
humanity as “recognized and acknowledged in society.”?” Here, though
the essence in question is one limited to Western man. , o
Fiflally, Heidegger endangers the essence of this man who is in need
of being saved. Technology not only operates by creating a tear in Bein
and so in positing kinds of men, one who attempts to master and is madg
thej‘ same as everyone else and another (which is precisely why the type-
writer works so elegantly as a stand-in for all forms of improper writing)
In so doing, Heidegger places Western man, that is, the one who contii—.
ues to write properly, in danger. The danger to Western man is intensi-
ﬁeq, as well, by the other descriptor here used as a marker. namely, his-
torical. Indeed, in the same paragraph, Heidegger connot’es histo,r in
.metaphysical terms as presenting a danger: “He who has ears to h};ar
Le. to grasp the metaphysical foundations and abysses of history an(i
to take them seriously as metaphysical, could already hear two decades
agc? the word of Lenin: Bolshevism is Soviet power + electrification.”?
Heldegger’s Western man constantly teeters over the abysses of histo.r
given that “technology is entrenched in our history [Die Technik ist i}r,z'
unserer Geschichte].”* Implied is the threat of falling out of Being into a
rflerely “technical world” of the Leninist sort. It is only with the elabora-
tion of improper writing mechanisms that we recognize the monumen-
tal stakes involved in obtaining insight into “the metaphysical essence of
technology.”

Wh'ere do we see the drift toward thanatopolitics in Heidegger? We
siee it in his positing of Western man as requiring saving from the érni-
cious effects of technology on man's proper relation to Being. Said Eome-
what differently, Heidegger has essentially created a new gr01'1ping where
before only mankind or humanity existed, configuring two forms of life
wher.e before there was only one who acted (and wrote) properly; the
first is given over entirely to the social, technical world of metapf'l si-
cal passion, whereas the other, Western man, is he who must be sa\Zed
This will be a crucial reflection for contemporary philosophy since Hei:
degger’s distinction between proper and improper already puts Western
man at risk. To use technology means already to be dominated by it in
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such a way that one loses what is most proper to mankind, namely, a
relation to Being. The sense here is that when one is made the subject of
improper writing, then a life is created by division whose value is less-
ened given that it is made the equal of everyone else. A divide comes to
separate Western historical man, who sits astride the precipices of his-
tory—and therefore who must be saved, given the imminent danger—
and those others who, in attempting to master technology, become its
subject. Heidegger will use the term modern to name these subjects of
technology [der moderne Mensch] who can still be saved as well as those
completely mastered by technology. It is important to observe, however,
that depending on their relation to technology, the points where these
figures meet can in fact be moved, for instance, by political parties. Just
such a possibility is implicit in Heidegger’s reading of Bolshevism as “the
‘organic,’ i.e., organized, calculating (and as +) conclusion of the uncon-
ditional power of the party along with complete technicization.”® This
suggests that technology isn't simply immanent to itself but rather that
institutions, a political party, or even a state can promote it.

It is this moment of configuring Western man as an essence that
requires saving that will inform Giorgio Agamben’s own reading of homo
sacer and technology and about which I have much to say in the fol-
lowing chapter. At this point, I simply want to observe how Agamben’s
own reading of technology radicalizes the consequences of the moment
when “Being [das Sein] has withdrawn itself from man and modern man
has been plunged into an eminent oblivion of Being [eine ausgezeich-
nete Seinsvergessenheir]”; Agamben actualizes oblivion of Being in
his reading as the creation of a life that can be taken with impunity.*
Again, Heidegger authorizes this kind of reading to the degree that he
sees the question of technology as one involving Western man’s very
essence. So, too, does Agamben’s dehistoricization of homo sacer as
emerging out of an infinite state of exception parallel Heidegger’s view
that “technology understood as modern, i.e. as the technology of power
machines, is itself already a consequence and not the foundation of
a transformation of the relation of Being to man [des Bezugs des Seins
zum Menschen].” T'll leave these other resemblances between Hei-
degger and Agamben for the next chapter, but I do want to suggest that
one of the most important tributaries of contemporary political phi-
losophy, namely, the eruption of life within the political, may be traced
to these pages written in 1942-43. It is the eruption of death in saving
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life that comes to mark a form of life that has lost or has forgotten how
a relation to Being through proper writing can be acted (on). Thana-
tos and the willful sacrifice of those who no longer enjoy a proper rela-
tion to the hand, who indeed no longer have a hand but instead merely
manipulate (and in turn are manipulated)—are gestured to as well as
authorized by Heidegger’s discussion of the typewriter in Parmenides.
Note, as well, something else that Heidegger doesn't state explicitly,
namely, that the greater or lesser use of technology can in fact be used by
states or political parties to create a situation in which it becomes easier
to take the lives of those from whom Being has withdrawn. The question
to be posed at this juncture is precisely what forms of technology more
successfully put in play the withdrawal of Being, or in the words of Fried-
rich Kittler, what forms of technology help to short-circuit the defenses of
the human being from agreeing to be killed.* This impolitical question is
implicit again in Heidegger's reading of Bolshevism, in which electrifica-
tion and “Bolshevik power” account both for the completely technicized
world and, with it, the sheer numbers of those who can be killed.** Ulti-
mately, Heidegger’s reading of proper and improper writing provides us
with a paradigm with which to understand how improper writing dean-
chors Being, creating a form of life enthralled to technology to such a
degree that it loses its “individual” features. These become clearer in
those important pages dedicated to revelation and writing in “The Ques-
tion Concerning Technology.” It is to that text that I now want to turn.

Life and the Protocols of Writing

In “The Question Concerning Technology,” Heidegger returns to the
metaphysics of technology when he attempts to think techné again
through a relation to proper and improper writing. Here, too, technol-
ogy is profoundly inflected toward the thanatopolitical, especially toward
another life inscribed in the register of those from whom Being has with-
drawn. Yet, rather than choosing the typewriter as an example of impro-
priety, Heidegger instead moves toward a broader examination of tech-
nology, the general features of which have grown more intense in the
succeeding years. The reasons we know well enough: the destruction of
World War 1I as well as the birth of atomic terror. The most salient part
of Heidegger’s analysis concerns those sections in which he links the
notion of revelation to that of Stellen and, with it, “a challenging-forth.”
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What results is a superimposition of improper writing with a revealing
that moves through a series of challengings [Herausfordern]. Heidegger

writes,

The revealing that rules throughout modern technology has the character
of a setting-upon [Stellen], in the sense of a challenging-forth. That chal-
lenging happens in that the energy concealed in nature is unlocked, what
is unlocked is transformed, what is transformed is stored up, what is stored
up is, in turn, distributed, and what is distributed is switched about ever
anew. Unlocking, transforming, storing, distributing, and switching about
are ways of revealing. But the revealing never simply comes to an end. Nei-
ther does it run off into the indeterminate. The revealing reveals to itself its

own manifoldly interlocking paths, through regulating their course.*

Heidegger makes homologous the improper nature of technology with
that of revelation, choosing to focus on the series of steps that technology
employs for energy to be “challenged” into appearing. In a sense, Hei-
degger moves away from the question of the hand in Parmenides. He is
still concerned with impropriety, but in “The Question Concerning Tech-
nology,” it is improper writing that is shown to involve no simple mode
of disclosing but, in fact, a number of moments that appear to be suc-
cessive but are not. These steps—unlocking, transforming, storing, dis-
tributing, and switching—Heidegger explicitly calls ways of revealing.
Thus he alters the framework of his earlier “meditation on unconcealed-
ness” in the modern period to a more impolitical reflection on the means
by which revelation and modern technology work together. On the one
side, in Parmenides, we find a recapitulation of how modern technology
may be thought through its relation to the unconcealedness of Being. In
“The Question Concerning Technology,” a modern technological regime
emerges that is so powerful that no one-dimensional notion of revelation
can be localized; rather, we find modes of revelation that build on earlier
moments of disclosure.

Much has been made, of course, of these various moments of disclos-
ing. Indeed, an entire field of media studies based around the notion of
media as ecology is deeply indebted to the implicit reading of media as
homologous to modes of revealing.*® But I want to put forward another,
perhaps complementary reading of revealing in Heidegger that shifts the
register of these reflections toward the thanatopolitical. In this perspec-
tive, the unconcealment of technology, which enjoys its own particular
form of revealing, never fully arrives, which is to say that implicit in the
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difference between the unconcealedness of writing that is proper to man
and revelation that doesn't properly belong to him, we find the idea that
the modes by which revelation are enacted never come to an end. In “The
Question Concerning Technology,” so-called modern man is made over
into the subject of these modes of revealing, which is to say that modern
man becomes the subject of a infinite loop of disclosing. He becomes
so when placed in the position of a technological object; the telephone
operator, the wireless operator, the secretary who takes dictation, the
manager who dictates: each of them is a subject of modern technology
that puts them in the position of those who need to be saved. Given that
the human component is deeply involved at every level of revelation in
modern technology, the subject of never-ending revelation continually
appears.

In the preceding passage, Heidegger emphasizes modern technology
rather than simply modern man, as he does in Parmenides. The change
in focus does not mean, however, that modern man has simply been
replaced by the tremendous power of modern technology. Modern man
will be found if we look closely at those sections in which he introduces

another term to mark the modern mode of revealing, namely, Bestand or
“standing reserve”:

What kind of unconcealment is it, then, that is peculiar to that which
comes to stand forth through this setting-upon that challenges? Every-
where, everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately at hand, indeed
to stand there just so that it may be on call for further ordering [Bestellung).
Whatever is ordered about in this way has its own standing [Stand]. We call
it standing-reserve [Bestand). The word expresses here something more,
and something more essential, than mere “stock.” The name “standing-
reserve” assumes the rank of an inclusive rubric. It designates nothing less
than the way in which everything presences that is wrought upon by the
challenging revealing. Whatever stands by in the sense of standing-reserve
no longer stands over against us as object.%”

Heidegger doesn’t simply limit the question of technology to objects but
rather suggests that the question of technology is one intimately linked to
man. Furthermore, the possibility that everything everywhere is ordered
to stand by also includes modern man. Western man is placed in the
position of those who require saving, given the improper relation of the
hand to transcription. The process by which man is threatened, or better,
the process whereby Being is no longer inscribed, takes place through an
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unconcealment, a notion of revelation that repeats itself endlessly, not
just in the act of writing down but also in what improper writing allows
us to see for the first time: writing broken into five protocols—unlocking,
transforming, storing, distributing, and switching—that remain unre-
vealed in a proper writing of inscription.

The question of mankind, and of the kind of life he leads and lives, is
posed directly in this improper and impolitical act of writing that encom-
passes Being. The question is one of being at hand—a hand that waits in
the ready for a future ordering and a future revelation. Furthermore, it is
this being at hand that characterizes the metaphysical underpinning of
technology. Of course, Heidegger doesn't simply leave it there; instead,
he turns again to the relation he had already drawn between modern
man and technology in Parmenides. Standing reserve [Bestand] will now
name the mode by which everything is brought into relation with revela-
tion, and there can be no doubt that the reference also encompasses man
himself. In different words, Heidegger’s critique of technology in “The
Question of Technology” doubles back to his earlier critique of Western
man, now shorn of the descriptor Western, to offer a representation of
the subject of technology as homologous to a subject of revelation. To
be subject of this disclosing means to remain in place, to be at hand, in
a “challenging claim which gathers man thither to order the self-reveal-
ing as standing reserve: ‘Ge-stell’ [Enframing],” as Heidegger will go on
to say.®® The crucial point arrives soon after, when Heidegger once again
pushes up against another abyss—not of history but destining and the
danger it represents for man.

Note, too, how in the passage, man is placed in a certain position vis-
a-vis technology by technology itself. The effects are deleterious. Two
possibilities for revelation are allowed. The first is characterized by an
“ordering,” which Heidegger previously had associated with “standing
reserve” [Bestand]. The second possibility involves a more originary rela-
tion of revelation to man’s own proper essence. Between these two pos-
sibilities, Heidegger anticipates a danger for man as “he comes to the
very brink of a precipitous fall.”* In this condition, man “is endangered
from out of destining. The destining of revealing is as such, in every one
of its modes, and therefore, necessarily, danger.”* The problem concerns
rightly the nature of what is disclosed by technology as not concerning
man at all, not even as object, but rather—and this is the crucial point
for a genealogy of thanatopolitics and technology in contemporary phi-
losophy—as standing reserve. If that is the case, then “man in the midst
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of objectlessness is nothing but the orderer of the standing-reserve."*!

We can express this somewhat differently. Technology exposes us to
the danger that we are no longer the subject of our own proper uncon-
cealing (that we are a mere object or slave of technology, hence the
“objectlessness” of the position). Rather man is destined to wait as stand-
?ng reserve, as one “ordered” by technology. This Heidegger confirms
immediately after: “But Enframing does not simply endanger man in his
relationship to himself and to everything that is. As a destining, it ban-
ishes man into that kind of revealing which is an ordering.”*? This “order-
ing” places man in the position of being at hand, in a position vis-a-vis
technology, in which what is most proper to him, namely, “to enter into
a more original revealing”:*?

The essence of technology lies in Enframing. Its holding sway belongs
within destining. Since destining at any given time starts man on a way of
revealing, man, thus under way, is continually approaching the brink of the
possibility of pursuing and pushing forward nothing but what is revealed
in ordering, and of deriving all his standards on this basis. Through this the
other possibility is blocked, that man might be admitted more and sooner
and ever more primally to the essence of that which is unconcealed and
to its unconcealment, in order that he might experience as his essence his

needed (gebrauchte] belonging to revealing. Enframing belongs within the
destining of revealing.*

Much can be said about this moment when man is exposed to the danger
of revealing induced by technology. Consider, first, the importance of the
distinction between proper and improper, which, though less manifest
than in Parmenides, becomes the axis around which the danger of tech-
nology is to be understood in “The Question Concerning Technology.”
The revealing associated with technology is improper to the degree that
it puts man at risk in his essence. In Parmenides, the essence in question
belonged to Western, historical man, whereas here it is man in general,
reflecting a dramatic extension of modern technology’s capacity to hijack
Being.* Technology imposes itself on man but also positions him in rela-
tion to it so as to transform him into standing reserve, into an object of
revelation. Put in this position, man is enframed (gestellt) but also endan-

gered, for the same reasons that an improper writing endangered him

in Parmenides: what is proper, namely, the relation to a unconcealing of
truth, has now been made more distant. Distancing marks man as the

subject of improper revelation and is therefore what endangers him.
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What does this danger consist of? Heidegger never articulates the

threat outside the terms essence, ordering, and fostering the saving power,
the latter of which, of course, evokes the earlier figure of Western, histori-
cal man.*® There the threat was posed by the typewriter, which threat-
ened mankind with the loss of identity. Here the threat is more abstract,
filtered through the essential relation to a more originary relation to rev-
elation. Yet the key terms in both instances are saving as well as being
destined for (Ge-schick and schicksal). This is where so much of con-
temporary Continental philosophy will be found, which is to say that
technology places mankind in a position in which it is destined to be
“ordered” for the future needs of technology. What some will do, Agam-
ben principally, is to find in this moment of being a ceaseless command
to be on call for technology: life itself has somehow been diminished
such that it becomes easier to take the lives of those who have been
“ordered” by technology. The text presents a number of opportunities for
such a reading: from Heidegger’s repeated references to “human willing”
when speaking of freedom and, in conjunction with that, the suggested
inhumanity of a technological standing reserve [Bestand].*” We find as
well the sense of man as somehow banished from the realm of proper
writing and revelation into another in phrases such as “as a destining,
it banishes man into that kind of revealing which is an ordering.”*® This
suggests, in turn, that those who look like everyone else from the point
of view of standing reserve and improper revelation are the ones most
endangered by technological ordering. Agamben’s great insight among
many—and these others I'll turn to in the following chapter—is to have
seen in this endangering not simply the need, should we choose to call
it that, for saving those who are ordered but, more profoundly, the pos-
sibility for taking their lives on a scale that few had previously grasped.
In Heidegger’s breakup of revelation into “unlocking, transforming, stor-
ing, distributing, and switching,” the power of technology’s “ordering”
has been expanded to such a degree that man himself can be killed more
easily. It is both a small and monumental step from there to Agamben’s
reading, in which the object of technology’s “ordering” can be enrolled
among homines sacri.

At this juncture, Heidegger introduces another possibility near the
end of “The Question Concerning Technology” through the well-known
quote of Holderlin's: “Wo aber Gefahr ist, wichst | Das Rettende auch”
(“But where danger is, grows / The saving power also”). The possibility
of a saving power that grows with danger is one that Agamben will read
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impolitically as proof of the power of thanatopolitics in the contempo-
rary period. If we want, it is the Heidegger of Parmenides who, in a cer-
.tain sense, comes to dominate the Heidegger of “The Question Concern-
ing Technology.” The saving power that Heidegger posits in the latter
becomes, in Agamben’s notion of the remnant, an enormous multiplier
of the danger that modern technology represents for mankind given the
reciprocal inscription of being saved and being marked for death thanks
to the operation of the state of exception. I'll have much more to say
in the following chapter, but in the meantime, let me suggest as a way
‘of pivoting to another of Heidegger’s texts that figures so prominently
In contemporary theorizations of the thanatopolitical that this saving
Power is one that also informs Roberto Esposito’s own reflections on the
Impersonal; indeed, when Esposito speaks of reversing a Nazi thanato-
politics into a biopolitics of life through a philosophy of the impersonal
in Bios and Third Person, he, too, works out of a Heideggerian conception

of the thanatopolitical. Yet Esposito, for his part, does not radicalize this
saving power as negative; instead, he will note the idolatrous critique of
technology that is implicit throughout “The Question Concerning Tech-
nology.” In short, Esposito will read the saving power not as one over life
(as Agamben does) but as one of life that encompasses all forms of life.

Mystery, Technology, Proximity

Over the previous pages, I've surveyed some of the most important
.moments of drift in Heidegger’s thought toward the thanatopolitical,
instances that emerge out of Heidegger's deep association of improper
writing in Parmenides and a technologically rendered revelation that
places mankind at risk. In the following section, T want to turn to two
other texts that together provide more detail on the thanatopolitical
effects of technology while confirming the divisions the technology cre-
ates between those who enjoy a proper and improper relation to revela-
tion and writing. The first comes from Heidegger’s “Homecoming,” an
essay from 1941-42, collected in Elucidations of Hélderlin’s Poetry. Here
Heidegger writes at length both of the notion of homeland, a theme to
which he returns in “Letter on Humanism,” and the nature of poetic
speech. What interests me is how Heidegger thinks the poet’s vocation
to “homecoming” as a form of technology, not as an act of writing but
rather through the compression of distance, or better, as the oscillation
between distance and “nearness” that comes to characterize those who
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have a homeland. Heidegger lays out the details by noting how “near-
ness” to the homeland described in Hélderlin'’s poem “Heimkunft” oper-

ates through the maternal voice:

Suevien dwells near the origin. This nearness is mentioned twice. The
homeland itself dwells near. It is the place of nearness to the hearth and
to the origin. Suevien, the mother’s voice, points toward the essence of the
fatherland. It is in this nearness to the origin that the neighborhood to the
most joyful is grounded. What is most characteristic of the homeland, what

is best in it, consists solely in its being this nearness to the origin—and

nothing else besides it.”

We note again how the hand appears as the mode by Which the maternal
voice indicates what is most essential and innermost in the bomeland. In
pointing to this more essential fatherland, the maternal V01‘c'e su.spendsl;
man in “nearness” to the homeland. The poetic word, availing 1'tself ?

the maternal voice, becomes the means by which “a n(.earne‘ss Whl(ih still
holds something back in reserve” is constructed.® This notion of “near-
ness,” which has informed so much of media theory over the last twe%nty
years, gestures both to what brings the near nearer and at the sarr}e tlm.e
what makes it distant, since what is sought after cannot Pe near in He;
degger’s judgment.”! The result is an understanding of distance as bot

compression and extension:

The nearness that now prevails lets what is near be near, and yet at the
same time lets it remain what is sought, and thus not near. We Tlsually
understand nearness as the smallest possible measurement of the distance
between two places. Now, on the contrary, the essence of nearness appears

R . 52
to be that it brings that which is near, yet keeping it at a distance.

In other words, Heidegger broadens (or circumscribes, de?pfending on
one’s point of view) the definition of nearness t.o the degree it is seen not
simply as distance or nearness but as the continual mover:g:nt between
them. The result? “This nearness to the origin is a mystery. .
The introduction of mystery as an effect of the movemf?nt between dl?-
tance and nearness allows us to inscribe Heidegger’s re‘a.dm;g} of the poetic
word in a larger context of technology and thanatop9lltlcs. The E)oet, by
appropriating the maternal voice, inhabits what Heslsdegger .calls a near-
ness which still holds something back in reserve.” So domg, the p?et
draws listeners toward the homeland. Quoting Holderlin's “Helmkur?ft -
“Cares like these, whether he likes them or not, a singer / Must bear in his
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soul, and often, but the others not"—Heidegger distinguishes negatively
between those who hear and those who do not: “the others.”* These oth-
€rs are not yet enrolled as belonging to the homeland, though given the
nature of the mystery of the nearness, “which still holds something back
in reserve,” the possibility exists that these others, too, may be made to
draw closer.

The seemingly different terminology that Heidegger adapts here
doesn't prevent us from seeing the overlap between a kind of word that
Creates “nearness” and another term that he will later use to describe the
workings of technology, namely, unconcealedness. The word will appear
in the closing paragraphs of “The Question Concerning Technology,” in
which Heidegger again employs mystery in naming another oscillation
that structures so much of his thinking on technology. There he writes,

The irresistibility of ordering and the restraint of the saving power draw
past each other like the paths of two stars in the course of the heavens.
But precisely this, their passing by, is the hidden side [das Verborgene] of
their nearness. When we look into the ambiguous essence of technology,
we behold the constellation, the stellar course of the mystery.>’

When read together with the earlier passage, in which Heidegger thinks
of nearness as a mystery, we can see how Heidegger superimposes tech-
nology and the poetic word over nearness; whether the operator of that
nearness is the poetic word or technology as its improper form, they
both traffic in mystery. In other words, the mystery of the poetic word
in its “nearness which still holds something back in reserve” is superim-
posed over the mystery of technology to the degree that in the nearness
between “ordering” and “the restraint of the saving power,” there, too, its
mystery is charted.

In chapter 3, I argue that this superimposition of technology and the
mystery of the poetic word is the not-so-hidden center of Peter Sloter-
dijk’s essay “Rules for the Human Zoo: A Response to the Letter on
Humanism,” for there the poetic word becomes the source of “proper”
or humanizing nearness with technology as its spectral and improper
other.” But as long as we inscribe the poetic word and technology in the
horizon of media, as most media theoreticians and Sloterdijk do, we will
fail to appreciate the originality of much of recent Italian thought, which
poses the question of life through a reading of “The Question Concern-
ing Technology” and indirectly in Elucidations of Holderlin's Poetry. By
invoking the movement between “the restraint of the saving power” and
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“nearness which still holds something in reserve.” This saving p.(?[\'/vn .
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i of technology.
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Tghe consequences of such a reading are clear. The potential th;lnat;)lt
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i t, as one
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concerns the thought of the community in Heidegger. Esposito’s expo

tion of this moment merits our attention:

The community is therefore recognized according to. its originary esseIr;cetie-,
its originary “having been.” This is the terrible syllogism that ::aptur:rzlsm o
degger from within his own discourse . . . that transforms the %n—co mer
of everyone into a particular community intent orf conquermg'a pl S__
future through a rediscovery of the purest origin. Thls—?nd nothing z sthe
was Heidegger’s Nazism: the attempt to turn hims‘elf dlrect.ly tt(:warfﬁima_
proper, to separate it from the improper, to make it speak in the al

< )
tive, onginary voice.

p g 1-
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degge] 1S p] eClSely the dlStlnCtl()n betVVeen tlle In-common Of ever y()]le

i i i ifested
and the in-common of a particular community, which then is magl emarl
-, . .
across other areas of Heidegger’s thought, most decisively in the Ge
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community as opposed to the one that includes all of mankind, or for
that matter, Western historical man as opposed to another nonhistori-
cal, “Eastern” man. In other words, the biopolitics of Heidegger’s think-
ing doesn't reside merely in the arising of a saving power in conjunction
with technology’s ordering but rather will be found earlier, in a distinc-
tion between one’s own and what is not, whether it be a proper commu-
nity or not, or pace Agamben’s later, thanatopolitical reading of People as
a “whole and integral body politic” and people as a “fragmentary multi-
plicity of needy and excluded bodies.”"
Another consequence emerges from this genealogy of technology
and biopolitics, one that concerns more generally the superimposition
between the poetic word and technology. Where the poetic word offered
the possibility of transforming “the others” into proper listeners or read-
ers (and so enrolling them as those who “know” the essence of the home-
land), so, too, does technology draw them closer to the mystery. This
capacity to draw near entails a biopolitical component. My own work
in the history of wireless telegraphy and, later, voice transmission con-
firms as much. Indeed, one of the principal effects of radio will be to
dramatically increase the numbers of listeners who are drawn closer to
the “mystery” of the homeland. The point, of course, of this biopolitical
practice was to increase biopower by turning directly to what was consid-
ered to belong properly to the nation or state, namely, listeners. Thus the
Nazis literally addressed what they saw as the proper Being of Germany
to promote biopolitical effects. Radio not only intensified biopower to
the degree that the numbers of listeners grew but also helped bring about
a technologically inflected people, a people of listeners seduced by the
mystery of “nearness which still holds something back in reserve.” Given
this initiation into wireless hearing, a more intense biopolitical entity
was formed, a technologized Volk who could be addressed as one in an
instant—a more strident body politic to the degree that this body politic
was brought ever closer to the source of the mystery. Obviously, the effect
of this drawing closer, this impolitical knowledge of the homeland, is to
make their sacrifice all the easier.%?

Note that not only the Nazis and Italian fascists put this impolitical
knowledge, with its breaking apart, in the modern era of the protocols
of proper writing and their emerging biopolitical effects into practice.
Liberal democracies, who were intent on stopping them and protecting
themselves from aggression, also did. In the case of radio transmissions,
for instance, the classic image is, of course, Hitler speaking in front of a
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cluster of microphones and then a cut to a large number of people listen-
ing raptly to his words, only to break into thunderous applause soon after.
It is also true, however, that Franklin Roosevelt had his fireside chats, and
then, of course, the radio offered Winston Churchill a medium by which
those who listened to his words could be transformed into a form of life
that could be more easily sacrificed. Churchill’s repeated references, for
instance, in his speech of June 4, 1940, to “island” and “empire” signaled
fundamentally to his listeners what was properly British.®® In this case,
too, a technologically inflected people was constructed in a hurry to meet
the emergency at hand. In each case, however, the biopolitical effects of
technology are felt decisively in short-circuiting the proper defenses of
the individual vis-a-vis the larger body politic. Subjects are created who
are willing to die, in the first instance, to protect the German ghénos,
and in the second, to defend against aggression by deploying one of the
most powerful modes for increasing the biopower at the “liberal” state’s
disposal.

With that said, in no way do I want to level the political or, for that
matter, ethical differences between the Nazi use of the radio and British
or American use. With the Nazis (though it is equally true for Mussolini),
whenever the radio is spoken of, one finds obvious Nietzschean over-
tones—what Ernst Nolte in a not-so-different context refers to as a “meta-
physics of the glorification of life,” which is then translated into a meta-
physics of the technological voice or, better, a glorification of a certain
form of life that is valued “spiritually” to the degree that it speaks over the
radio.® In the case of the Nazis, only those forms of life that speak and
move accordingly are spiritualized; anyone else is banished into nonex-
istence: it is a small step from the spiritualization of those who speak
because they move to the spiritualization of race in Nazi biopolitics. The
role that radio played in furthering the spiritualization of these forms of
life ready to be sacrificed is one that deserves much more attention than
has been given to it up to now. In any case, a corollary spiritualization
of the British or American listener cannot be said to have taken place.

More work is needed on the thanatopolitical features of the radio-
phonic transmission, just as one would want to distinguish between
these forms of heightened biopower during the war and those associated
with liberal democracies after the war. Here the thanatopolitical effects
will be less marked not only because the war is over (and another, the
cold war, had just begun, which would require only intermittent biopo-
litical use of technology, given that the ultimate thanatopolitical moment
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resides in nuclear war) but also because technology will now be co-opted
for a (bio)politics of the individual, so as merely to meet, or so it would
'seem, his material needs. What doesn't change, however, is that in both
Instances, power is deployed on bodies in what we will want to describe,
along with Foucault, as a power over life, or what Heidegger might call the

.acceleration of the two stars passing each other in the heavens: “order-
ing” and “that which saves.”

“Letter on Humanism": Biopolitics

The biopolitics of the individual in liberal democracies: is it inevitably
thanatopolitical? That is one of the principal questions I want to ask in
the pages that remain by looking at one of Heidegger’s most important
statements on the subject: “Letter on Humanism.” The text is a familiar
one, and so there’s no need to linger over the specific details that gaverise
to it; rather, I want to focus on three moments—Iet’s call them threars—
thatappear in the letter.” The first occurs after Heidegger has unambigu-
ously inscribed his earlier discussions of technology within a larger ho-
rizon of philosophy such that philosophy emerges as a slipping out of
thinking into technology. The result is that “philosophy becomes a tech-
nique for explaining from highest causes.”®® This happens for the same
reason that proper writing breaks up into different modes of writing and
revealing: where Being has withdrawn from man in Parmenides, here,
too, Being withdraws, or to paraphrase Heidegger, comes less to preside
over thinking. It is this withdrawal of Being never directly recounted as

s'uch in the letter that provides the ground for Heidegger’s relentless cri-
tique of humanism. He writes,

In competition with one another, such occupations publicly offer them-
selves as “isms” and try to offer more than the others. The dominance of
such terms is not accidental. It rests above all in the modern age upon
the peculiar dictatorship of the public realm. However, so-called “private
.em?tence" is not really essential, that is to say free, human being. It simply
Insists on negating the public realm. It remains an offshoot that depends
upon the public and nourishes itself by mere withdrawal from it. Hence it
testifies, against its own will, to its subservience to the public realm. But
because it stems from the dominance of subjectivity the public realm itself
is the metaphysically conditioned establishment and authorization of the
openness of individual beings in their unconditional objectification.
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Distinguishing between private “existence” and “the peculiar dictator-
ship of the public realm,” Heidegger superimposes earlier historical West-
ern man over “private existence” and “the technical organization of the
world” of Bolshevism over “dictatorship of the public realm,” which will
include both the Soviet Union and Western liberal democracies (autho-
rized by the grouping of all -isms under the banner of philosophy and
its “occupations,” where the echo with the former “ordering” can still be
heard). Whereas before, Western historical man could still be saved from
the onslaught of another dictatorship of the public realm (Leninism),
here no distinction is made between Leninism and, let’s call it for the time
being, liberalism; instead, from Heidegger’s impolitical perspective, both
-isms are mere “occupations” that cover over a larger orientation “of the
modern age,” in which individual beings without distinction are forced
to open to their “objectification.” The threat that put Western, historical
man in the position of requiring saving has apparently reached such an
extreme that with the withdrawal of Being, a new being emerges, whose
“openness” is no longer conditioned by the respective -ism in question.

Obviously, the withdrawal of private existence and its homonym indi-

vidual being from the dictatorship of the public realm deserves scrutiny.
For instance, the distinction Heidegger draws between the “free, human
being” and the “individual being” gives pause because it would appear to
create two “beings,” one a spectral version of the other, given that mere
“private existence” has meaning only thanks to its withdrawal from the
public realm (whereas a “free, human being” would not in fact withdraw
because its relation to Being has in no way been transformed). It is, of
course, a classic moment of the exclusionary inclusion or the includ-
ing exclusion that we have come to know so well from Agamben. It also
accounts for one of the central understandings of the impolitical as well
as immunity, as put forward by Esposito, in which a certain form of life
attempts to immunize itself from a communal dominance of subjectiv-
ity.®® Yet what stands out most is the reference to openness, which the
reciprocal inscription of individual being in public dictatorship brings
about.

What does openness refer to then? Heidegger doesn't answer directly,
but perhaps the question is badly put. Openness for Heidegger isn't fol-
lowed by an objective phrase, as in “openness to,” but rather functions
genitively: “in their unconditional objectification.” To be open is to be
unconditionally objectified. Why we discover in the following sentences:
“Language thereby falls into the service of expediting communication
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alc.)ng routes where objectification—the uniform accessibility of every-
thing to everyone—branches out and disregards all limits. In this way
?anguage comes under the dictatorship of the public realm which decides
11.1 advance what is intelligible and what must be rejected as unintelli-
fglble."69 The point of being open is to create conditions for accessibil-
ity so that communication may be expedited. Once again, one will hear
echoes between “uniform accessibility” and the foregrounded anxiety
that Heidegger felt in Parmenides toward the uniformity that the type-
writer instituted, which is as it should be given the similar contexts
between communication here and improper writing there. The threat is
expressed similarly, as well, on the next page: “The widely and rapidly
spreading devastation of language not only undermines aesthetic and
moral responsibility in every use of language; it arises from a threat to
the essence of humanity.”?

The nature of the threat, not surprisingly, is both biological and politi-
c?l, which is to say that those individual beings who are open to commu-
nication become both the subjects and objects of a power over life at the
moxlnent when “language surrenders itself to our mere willing and traf-
ficking as an instrument of domination over beings. Beings themselves
appe:ar as actualities in the interaction of cause and effect.””" Unlike in
prt?v1ous texts, the threat to humanity arises at the same moment when
Pemgs can be dominated thanks to a transformation in language and
its relation to Being. The specific nature of the threat in Parmenides and
“The Question Concerning Technology” wasn't framed, though, in terms
of language but instead in terms of writing and revelation. In “,Letter on
Humanism,” Heidegger folds those concerns into a more global question
of language to come to terms with the monumental theme of humanism
In other words, communication goes hand in hand with the greater pos-.
sibility of domination over beings.

The second moment follows directly from these reflections and con-
cerns the division that will mark the remainder of Heidegger's discussion
Turning to the context of care for man, Heidegger sees a gap between.
m'fln ?nd humanity: “Where else does ‘care’ tend but in the direction of
bringing man back to his essence? What else does that in turn betoken
but that man (homo) becomes human (humanus)? Thus humanitas really
do.es remain the concern of such thinking. For this is humanism: medi-
tating and caring, that man be human and not inhumane, ‘inhuman,’
that is outside his essence.””2 Note the division between man and humar’1
here. By distinguishing between them, Heidegger essentially has made
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the human, man’s proper form, while man himself becomes essentia%lly
an improper form—improper in the sense that the mz.m who remal.ns
merely man remains distant from Being and from the litany of .assoc1.aA
tions that Being has for Heidegger, truth, in particular.”® Here in all its
glory, then, is the thanatopolitical division between homo and humanus.
Why thanatopolitical? Because Heidegger has created a fissure between
those who are properly human and those who are not. Once the tear }'1as
been made complete, man cannot be thought except within and outside
his own missing or supplemental humanity. ‘

Clearly, for Heidegger, the reason for such a division is to be able‘ to
institute the notion of care as a possible response to the “nearness which
still holds something back in reserve” that he spoke of in Elucidations f)f
Holderlin's Poetry.” This “nearness which still holds something back in
reserve,” as we recall, left man enthralled to an improper revelation that
never created increasing proximity to Being. Care, instead, will mark the
path that the properly human will set out for the merely man. Much of the
remainder of the “Letter on Humanism” turns precisely around the figure
of this in-human, or, perhaps better, un-human figure and how he? ma.y
draw near Being and so become humanus. But the questio.n'arise's, if this
figure isn't humanus, then how are we to go about describing him? For
Heidegger, this not yet fully human figure can only be thought through
the problematic metaphysical category of animalitas:

We can proceed in that way; we can in such fashion locate man within
Being as one being among others. We will thereby always be able to state
something correct about man. But we must be clear on this point, that
when we do this we abandon man to the essential realm of animalitas even
if we do not equate him with beasts but attribute a specific difference to
him. In principle we are still thinking of homo animalis—even when anim.a
[soul] is posited as animus sive mens [spirit or mind], and this in turn is
later posited as subject, person, or spirit [Geist]. Such positing is the man-
ner of metaphysics. But then the essence of man is too little heeded and n'ot
thought in its origin, the essential provenance that is always the essential
future for historical mankind. Metaphysics thinks of man on the basis of

. <75
animalitas and does not think in the direction of humanitas.”

Heidegger’s argument doubles back to an earlier moment Yvhen he Pos—
ited a difference between a free, human being and an individual bemg,,
made so by a devastation of language. Here, though, Heidegger doesn't
deny that man as an individual being is made to appear next to other

26 - DIVISIONS OF THE PROPER

beings without distinction. Such a consideration does have the advan-
tage of being correct, but in saying so, an abyss opens up underneath the
as yet not fully human figure. Heidegger appears to be arguing that in no
Wdy can one award animalitas to man without discounting any future
difference that one might want to find that will distinguish man from a
beast. Once an animal, always an animal, despite any later designations
that grow out of soul that would include person or subject. We note that
Heidegger, in observing this difference (that makes no difference), does
not disown his earlier reflections on man and humanity. What he has done
instead is to provide further ammunition in his salvo against a humanitas
that continues to be inscribed in a metaphysical horizon of animalitas,

The thanatopolitical emerges from the folds of these reflections when
Heidegger does not reject the basic distinction between animalitas and
humanitas. It is clear why he does not because his own discourse is
intent on working out from the inside of metaphysics to a firmer foun-
dation for deconstructing humanitas. But the point is that by agreeing
that man can continue to be distinguished from humanus, Heidegger
still assumes a metaphysical distinction as the basis for moving toward
an essential humanitas.” Despite these gyrations between animal and
human, there remains a stark division between the human and another,
potentially human, if provided with sufficient care. Inscribing “historical
mankind” in some “essential future” does not in any way save mankind
from the consequences of marking some or most as animals and others
as more properly human.

The essential distinction between animalitas and humanitas adds an
important element to our reflections, Implicitly raised is the possibility
that technology contributes to this underlying and essential distinction
between man as animalitas and man in some future as humanitas. To
the degree that technology functions to bring about “a nearness which
still holds something back in reserve” and not an essential nearness
to Being, it holds man in place vis-a-vis an essential future that never
arrives. So, too, do Heidegger's reflections on the improper writing of the
fypewriter as creating a uniformity allow us to see more deeply what it
is that characterizes the animalitas of “Letter on Humanism.” For Hei-
degger, a communication that makes everyone the same is to be thought
now through the optic of animalitas, which in turn suggests not only a
movement toward the essentially human but equally a movement toward
an essential animalitas. Indeed “The Question Concerning Technology”
as well as Parmenides may be read exactly in this way, as reflections on

DIVISIONS OF THE PROPER . 27




how humanus degrades into an improper form of the human tl?anks to
technology. In “Letter on Humanism,” Heidegger will then 'flttrl'bute to
this other form of man the label of animalitas, despite the vacillation that
characterizes so much of the middle section of the letter. %en taken
together, the previous texts under examination prov’1de us with .a foller
picture of how technology might be linked to man’s dehtllmamzatlon,
while in “Letter on Humanism,” Heidegger shows how this dehuman'-
ization is to be thought through the category of animalitas. Ar}d hfere it
bears repeating that for Heidegger, the full title of person or subject in no
way signals any true move in the direction of a future hufnanusj.

For Heidegger, man is endangered if he remains on either side of the
divide between humanitas and animalitas. It is true that Heidégger never
directly describes the nature of the danger—in these.z texts, it is alf/v?ys
spoken of in terms of essence, or the withdrawal of Being, or the obl.1v10n
of concealing. Nor does Heidegger explicitly pronounce that the inhu-
man man may be killed with impunity, nor, of course, that the pr.op-
erly human is premised on the death of these animal men,' as Nazism
assumes. Yet we can say that the Heideggerian ontology of Being presup-
poses the lesser form of the human, in a division that toda?l,‘thanks to
Agamben, we refer to as zoé and bios. If today the thanatopolitical seems
to dominate contemporary perspectives on biopolitics as well as 01fr
understanding of neoliberalism and globalization, it is because of. t.hlS
deep ambiguity concerning man and technology and the dehumamzn.lg
effects the latter has for man (whether we locate it, as Agamben d.oes, in
some transhistorical past or, as in Esposito’s case, as emerging with the
dawn of modern immunization in Hobbes).

The Nearness of Thanatos: Improper Writing Today

By way of conclusion, let me set out what I see, then, as sonlle of Fhe mos,t
important features of the drift toward the thanatopolitical in Heidegger’s
thought. The most important concern the effects of tef:hnolog.y on t'he
possibility of mankind achieving some sort of essential relation with
Being, which then leads to a fundamental distinction between those, o‘n
one side, who are mere subjects of communication; those who later will
be enrolled among the ranks of an animalitas; and others who, thanks to
a proper writing, are seen as free, individual human belng‘s, capable. (ff
“care,” and never as mere subjects or persons. What results is an implicit
discounting the former as less than human.
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Equalily, the distinction Heidegger draws on more than one occasion
between individual being and a free, human being becomes a paradigm
for a number of philosophers writing in a biopolitical key today. Agam-
ben will often substitute singularity for the human; Sloterdijk will argue
that power has shifted inextricably to individual as opposed to commu-
nal forms of life. For Sloterdijk, in fact, the care of which Heidegger speaks
in “Letter on Humanism” has given way to nothing less than securing the
individual through collective and noncommunal entities. This securing
is directly at odds with the kind of securing that Heidegger speaks of in
Parmenides, one that occurs thanks to the hand: “Where the essential is
secured in an essential way, we therefore say it is ‘in good hands,” even if
handles and manipulations are not exactly necessary.””” It also accounts
for the wide-ranging critique Sloterdijk will launch against “insurance” in
Sphdren and elsewhere. Then we find Esposito, who attempts to meet the
challenges of Heidegger’s thought, which is to say, to address the implicit
thanatopolitics of the individual being subjected to improper writing and
revelation, by proposinga possible alternative through the impersonal. All,
as I will have occasion to show, if not directly working out of Heidegger’s
own categories, do assume a sort of thanatopolitical tonality there.

I would add a final point as a way of bridging to the following chap-
ter, and that concerns another distinction which I perhaps haven't fore-
grounded enough here, one that concerns the proper and improper dis-
tance that results from the two forms of writing and revelation that Hei-
degger speaks of in Parmenides, but especially in Elucidations on Holder-
lin's Poetry. There we remember that Heidegger makes a distinction
between nearness to Being and another, the technologically inflected
“nearness which still holds something back in reserve.” In contemporary
readings of biopolitics, that “nearness which still holds something back
in reserve” will be declined frequently as the principal definition of com-
munication, that is, as enacting both a profound linguistic alienation of
man and, perhaps even more important, as installing via technology a
separation among men and women in which proper care cannot emerge.
In communication, as in Enframing, “man stands so decisively in atten-
dance on the challenging-forth of Enframing that he does not apprehend
Enframing as a claim, that he fails to see himself as the one spoken to.”8
What emerges, therefore, is the decisive role technology plays in creating
a scenario of danger and threat through separation—a tragic reading of
technology providing the material necessary for contemporary perspec-
tives on thanatopolitics to take form.
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And yet this separation of man from himself equally entails a separa-
tion of man from man, depending on the order of observation adopted.
What appears to be man’s separation from himself when shifted to
the perspective of his relation to others becomes “one final delusion:
It seems as though man everywhere and always encounters only him-
self. . .. In truth, however, precisely nowhere does man today any longer
encounter himself, i.e. his essence.”™ In other words, thanks to technology,
man remains separated from the possibility of meeting himself in others
(or another) because man cannot make out any figure other than himself
(which is precisely how technology works impolitically to block an open-
ing to man himself through others). This separation of man is enacted
through separation with others, a technological proximity that installs
separation with man’s own proper essence thought through the difficulty
of man distinguishing himself from others. Separation makes domina-
tion over Being and beings possible, when the proximity that separates is
associated with language.

This final reading of the notion of separation in Heidegger's thought
that makes domination over Being possible leads us to the notion of dis-
positif in Giorgio Agamben’s and Roberto Esposito’s thought. What this
chapter’s itinerary through Heidegger's critique of technology demon-
strates, however, is how the extension of improper writing tools makes
mankind resemble others (and the other). In the move toward equality
enacted through separation (and technology as primarily a mode for
separating and not a practice), care for oneself and others is made dif-
ficult such that mankind is endangered. Heidegger’s thanatopolitics will
be found here, in the knowledge that where technology is augmented,
(human) beings can be dominated. The conclusion can only be that sep-
aration is deeply connected to domination. Yet this raises almost more
questions than it answers. How, for instance, can care be strengthened in
a milieu of greater separation brought on by the expansion of improper
writing machines? What accounts for the greater thanatopolitical effects
of contemporary technology in Agamben’s reading? Some of the answers
will be found in the superimposition of Heidegger’s improper writing
machines over Foucault’s notion of dispositif. It's to that deeply thanato-

political move that I now turn.
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2 THE DISPOSITIFS OF THANATOPOLITICS
Improper Writing and Life

IN THE PRECEDING CHAPTER, I took up the question of the relation
between thanatopolitics and technology in the thought of Martin Hei-
degger by focusing on the distinction between proper and improper
wrl‘Flng. In this chapter, I want to turn to two of the most importfi)nt
Italian philosophers writing today in an ostensibly thanatopoliti-
cal key: Giorgio Agamben and Roberto Esposito. To say that/f am-
ben’s thought is deeply indebted to Heidegger is, of course, to itat
nothing new. From the 1977 Stanzas: Word and Phantasm ir; Wester:;
C.ulture to his most recent The Kingdom and the Glory as well as The
Signature of All Things: On Method and The Sacrament of Language:
f‘lrchaeology of the Oath, Agamben’s thinking of everythin frogm‘
infancy to the notion of paradigm grows out of a profound inowl-
f?dge and abiding synthesis of Heidegger’s work." This is made explicit
in z.al text like The Open even (or especially when) Agamben reads a I;inst
Heidegger in those pages dedicated to the animal, the human andgbore-
dOI’I.LZ The following discussion, however, is not motivated by, a possible
anxiety of influence of Heidegger operating in Agamben’s work because
tsuch a reading would limit the purview of Agamben’s thought and its
1mp9rtance today for political reflection, turning our discussion toward
the intertextual references with Heidegger that dot almost all the texts
under examination here, As intriguing as that project might be, it would
leave Agamben’s thought inscribed solely within Heidegger’s (;ntolo 3
Ro?erto Esposito, for his part, avoids many of the pitfalls of incorporatigr}l].
Heldegger’s critique of technology into his own reading of the immunizzf
t}on paradigm, though that, too, comes with a price to be paid in resigna-
tion to what Heidegger calls “everydayness.” ’

Therefore two questions will guide this chapter: first, what are the
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principal means by which Agamben and Esposi'to, f/vhen thinking tl;e
relation between biopolitics and technology, radlcallzfa and extenq t e
implicit Heideggerian division between proper and‘1¥npr0per wrltmdg
s0 as to configure their own vision of the thanatopolitical; and secon .
how is the notion of dispositif (apparatus), which plays such a PI’OHII—
nent role in some of Agamben’s more recent texts, to be th(?ught in rel.a-
tion to this implicit thanatopolitics that emerges ou.t of his approprla-f
tion and extension of Heidegger?* My impression is that. the form 0,
life that can be taken with impunity—zoe or homo sacer 1n. Agambenls
terminology—cannot be thought apart from a.conc‘ern with te?chno f
ogy, which is to say, cannot help but be inscribed in that horflzon' 0
improper writing and revelation that goes under the name of Enframing

(Gestellen).

The Lexicon of Life

Any discussion of Agamben and Heidegger surely must begir} 'with the
opening distinction that Agamben makes between bios and zoéin Means

without End. Ours will be no different:

The Greeks had no single term to express what we mean by the word “li.fe."
They used two terms that, although traceable to a common‘etymologlcal
root, are semantically and morphologically distinct: 208, which expressed
the simple fact of living common to all living (animals, men, .or g().ds) and
bios, which indicated the form or way of life proper to an individual or
In modern languages this opposition has gradually disappeared
. one term only—the opacity of which increases in pro-

group.
from the lexicon . . ‘
portion to the sacralization of its referent—designates that naked presup

posed element that it is always possible to isolate in each of the numerous

forms of life.

In this oft-quoted incipit, we find the basis for Agamben’s thanatopolit-
ical reading of technology. It will be premised, like so muc'h o'f A.garrllf—
ben’s understanding of contemporary politics, on a fissure 1n. life 1t§e )
one that is coterminus with the birth of metaphysics. Qn one side re.51d(13fs
bios, which Agamben reads as a form of living that is immanent .to itself,
on the other side, the well-known—perhaps t0o we11' known, glve.n the
inflation of late—form of life known as zoé. The descriptor p‘rop.er is one
that we ought to focus on, not only because it is one of the principal ways
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Heidegger thinks technology in Parmenides but also because it spells out
the difference between a proper form of revelation associated with Being
and another associated with technology. In the preceding passage, what
qualifies for Agamben as a living properly belonging to a group is what
distinguishes bios from zoé. Such a reading is confirmed in a later chap-
ter, “Notes on Politics.” There Agamben writes,

Praxis and political reflection are operating today exclusively within the
dialectic of proper and improper—a dialectic in which either the improper
extends its own rule everywhere, thanks to an unrestrainable will to fal-
sification and consumption (as it happens in industrialized democracies),
or the proper demands the exclusion of any impropriety (as it happens in
integralist and totalitarian states).®

The passage seems straightforward enough. In addition to inscribing bios
and zoé in the broader horizon of proper and improper, Agamben indi-
cates by zoé the improper form of living that characterizes “industrialized
democracies,” whereas bios is situated in those totalitarian or fundamen-
talist states whose task it is to exclude the improper from the mode of liv-
ing thatis proper to the State.” Agamben’s use of totalitarian here is clearly
intended to bring together Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union in a way
that recalls not so much Hannah Arendt but more those polemical pages
of Foucault's “Society Must Be Defended,” in which Foucault argues for a
biopolitics that would encompass both Socialism and Nazism through
the category of racism as a form of thanatopolitics.® The least we can say
about this passage from 1992 is that Agamben offers what will be a fun-

damental insight into contemporary political philosophy, not simply by
offering a Foucauldian angle on how politics captures life but rather by
discussing how the improper extends itself over proper political life in

industrial democracies, while the proper conducts a campaign against

the improper in totalitarianism. The subject of the improper as well as
the proper for Agamben, however, remains life divided against itself.

I've glossed this passage from Agamben quickly, and I realize that
the result may have been to allow an initial dissonance between Hei-
degger’s and Agamben’s notion of proper to pass unnoticed. Clearly
Agamben does not follow Heidegger in an important respect, namely,
Heidegger’s location of improper on the side of one form of totalitarian-
ism, namely, Leninism. Or better, Agamben draws out what was only sug-
gested in Heidegger’s analysis of Leninism in Parmenides, namely, that
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proper and improper are mutually inscribed in one another .such that
Western, historical man moves along an axis of a proper and improper
relation to Being. Where the Soviet Union for Heidegger ap.peared to
embody impropriety itself, Agamben adopts another perspective, or bet-
ter, a second order of observation on proper and improper, so Fhat what
emerges is the process whereby the improper is excluded (be {t the Jew
excluded from the proper bios of Germany or presumably the 1mpro.per
forms of collective life [petty bourgeois] in the West in what we might
want to call, following his analysis of the baroque in Stanzas, “profa.ne
life”%). Yet it is unmistakable that in the association of imprc?per with
consumption and falsehood, Agamben nods to the associations t%lat
Heidegger draws between improper writing and its effects on making
everyone the same.

Improper Means to a Coming Community

Another profound appropriation of the continuum between pro.pejr and
improper appears in another of Agamben’s texts. We.can S(?nse 1.t in the_
first passage cited earlier, in which Agamben immediately identifies ?oe
as an improper form of life and then introduces another feature of zoé as
encompassing its “sacralization.” Here we note the parallel movem(?nt
of zoé and the improper to extend their dominion as the latter begins
to assume within it all other forms of life. In the following pages,. Agam-
ben will make passing reference to Bataille with regard to this mal;
ing life improper, but those passages feel almost like an aftertkilough.t.
Instead, he rehearses that other move I noted previously when discussing
improper writing and revelation in Heidegger, when Wes.tern man, nor_z
endangered by the withdrawal of Being thanks .t(.) these'lmpropfzr :A;f;l
ing machines, is placed in the position of requiring saving—or in j e
Question Concerning Technology,” when Heidegger spe:ilk,s of the dan-
ger of “Enframing” and in the same breath utters Holderlin’s verse.about
saving power. Heidegger offers few details abogt t.he form tl.lat this sa:/-
ing might take, but there is implicit in his ass.omatlon o.f the %mpfroper (o}
saving an opening for introducing sacrifice mt(? the dlalectlc. o Propfr
and improper. This is one of Agamben’s most smg}llar f:c?ntrlbutl'ons. 0
contemporary philosophy: the drawing forth of an %mphc‘lt sacralization
from Heidegger’s ontology. That implicit sacralizatl.on wﬂl.also b.eco'me
the basis for Agamben’s thanatopolitical reading of industrial capitalism
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here and elsewhere as well as his unsettling reading of the camp as exist-
ing on both sides of the proper and improper divide. !!

Much has been written about the notion of sacrifice in Agamben as it
relates to the figure of homo sacer—a great deal of it turning on Agam-
ben’s further elaboration of the figure in Homo sacer and perhaps even
more decisively in Remnants of Auschwitz.'? The superimposition of
homo sacer with the Muselmann in the later text has meant that when
attempting to distill the features of Agamben’s biopolitics, emphasis has
naturally focused on the second half of the formulation I noted earlier:
the process of making proper bios ever more proper by excluding the
improper, thus zoé. Agamben’s own writin
have reinforced such an emphasis.'?

ben’s biopolitics as working primarily
is,

gs on the state of exception
The result has been to see Agam-
through a state of exception. This
of course, true as far as it goes. But if we are to grasp Agamben’s than-
atopolitical perspective on contemporary life, the one in which impro-
priety is extended to all forms of life in the West, we need to look less to
the state of exception and more to those texts in which technology takes
center stage. Some of these pages will be found in Homo Sacer and Rem-
nants of Auschwitz. Once done, I'll turn to Agamben’s stunning recent

work, in which the thanatopolitical features of his thou

ght emerge even
more clearly.

Before I do, a caveat: let’s admit that it is not always so, that Agam-
ben occasionally thinks technology in such a way that technology is not
immediately transformed into a catastrophic power over life. A note-
worthy example occurs in The Coming Community in the chapter titled
“Without Classes.” Here Agamben attempts to uncover the dialectic of
proper and improper on a global scale, after the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the emergence of what he calls “the planetary petty bourgeoisie.”!*
After noting that contemporary man still lives in the shadow of Nazism,
Agamben reintroduces once again the Heideggerian distinction between
proper and improper relation to Being in ways that directly recall the

Heidegger of Parmenides and his reading of “Heimkunft” in Elucidations
of Holderlin's Poetry:

The petty bourgeois nullify all that exists with the same gesture in which
they seem obstinately to adhere to it: They know only the improper and the
inauthentic and even refuse the idea of a discourse that could be proper

to them. That which constituted the truth and falsity of the peoples and
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generations that have followed one another on the earth—differences of
language, of dialect, of ways of life, of character, of custom, and even the
physical particularities of each person—has lost any meaning for them and

any capacity for expression and communication.'®

Weaving strands of Heidegger's critique of technology here, Agamben
replaces the Leninist metaphysician who inhabits a completely stan-
dardized technical world in which all are made the same with Western
man. This “planetary petty bourgeoisie“ has become so insensitive to
all kinds of individual difference, Agamben will add, that what appears
before the petty bourgeois seems all the same: difference has been flat-
tened. The effect is similar to the anxiety that Heidegger felt in front of
the typewriter but is now multiplied exponentially in Agamben’s analysis.
The result, again, is the domination of the improper over the proper, but
here made much more intense. The references to language, dialect, and
modes of living are to be expected, but what are not are “the physical par-
ticularities of each person,” which now are no longer observed. We find
ourselves deeply immersed in a terrifying world of technology, in which
communication has biopolitical consequences in the sense that when
communicating, individual difference is excluded, be it in speaking or,
indeed, in how one looks physically.

At this moment, Heidegger will see two stars cross in the sky, one of
ordering and the other of saving. Agamben, initially at least, differs little
here from Heidegger. Speaking of death, he notes how “the petty bour-
geois confront the ultimate expropriation, the ultimate frustration of indi-
viduality: life in all its nakedness, the pure incommunicable” and then
raises the Heideggerian banner of death—the petty bourgeois is “proba-
bly the form in which humanity is moving towards its own destruction.”'®
Thanks to communication, the petty bourgeois can now refuse any social
identity, which is to say, are distanced from the mystery of Being (or of
any homeland that could provide the coordinates for a return to Being).
Only when “life in all its nakedness” comes to the fore, when “bare life” is
utterly destined for destruction thanks to its improper relation to writing
(or, if we prefer, to its proper relation to improper communication), does
the saving power return. Now, however, it is thought not in terms of a cat-
astrophic end of humanity but in terms of a future community in which
one no longer speaks of an improper form of individuality. Rather one
finds “a singularity without identity, a common and absolutely exposed
singularity” or “singular exteriority.”'” It is no accident that Agamben's
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The Coming Community remains his most persuasive piece on the future

arrival of the common as it evades the thanatopolitics of so much more
of his recent work.

Saving Power in Homo sacer and Remnants of Auschwitz

As exceptional as this moment is for marking Agamben’s distance from
the implicit thanatopolitics of Heidegger’s ontology, Agamben more fre-
quently declines Heidegger's saving power negatively as a Foucauldian
power over life. We can see this most clearly in Remnants of Auschwirz
and the overlap that Agamben’s vision of thanatopolitics there has with
his earlier volume Homo sacer. In Remnants of Auschwitz, Agamben sets
this out in a series of readings of Primo Levi, Xavier Bichat, and Fou-
cault. The most important passages concern what practically amounts
to a minor genealogy of biotechnology thought through biopower and
what Agamben sees as “the absolute separation of the living being and
the speaking being, zoé and bios, the inhuman and the human.”'® Fou-

cault’s thinking of biopower and sovereign power launches Agamben’s
reflections:

As we have seen, Foucault defines the difference between modern bio-
power and sovereign power of the old territorial State through the crossing
of two symmetrical formulae. To make die and to let live summarizes the
procedure of old sovereign power, which exerts itself above all as the right
to kill; to make live and to let die is, instead, the insignia of biopower, which
has as its primary objective to transform the care of life and the biological
as such into the concern of State power. In the light of the preceding reflec-
tions, a third formula can be said to insinuate itself between the other two,
a formula that defines the most specific trait of twentieth-century biopoli-

tics: no longer either to make die or to make live, but to make survive.**

Leaving aside whether Agamben’s reading of Foucault registers all the
Yagar.ies of the notion of biopower—he unmistakably elides biopower’s
1r}scr1ption in the expansion of capitalism that occurred at the end of the
eighteenth century—Agamben stakes out a position in which technology
will be linked to the processes of subjectification and desubjectification
that lead inexorably to a life that merely survives. The resulting “subject”
is merely a shell that does not live in relation to others. Agamben gestures
to this superimposition of Heideggerian ontology in a number of places,
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particularly when he inscribes possibility, impossibility, contingency, and
necessity as “ontological operators,” as “the devastating weapons used
in the biopolitical struggle for Being, in which a decision is made each
time on the human and the inhuman, on ‘making live’ or ‘letting die.””*"
This devastation recalls that other devastation of which Heidegger spoke
in “Letter on Humanism”: of language that extends and consumes ethi-
cal and moral responsibility, one that originates from a threat emanat-
ing from language itself. According to Heidegger, this threat to language
also threatens existence and is based on its falling prey to “the service
of expediting communication along routes where objectification—the
uniform accessibility of everything to everyone—branches out and dis-
regards all limits. In this way language comes under the dictatorship of
the public realm which decides in advance what is intelligible and what
must be rejected as unintelligible.”*! Differently from The Coming Com-
munity, Agamben, in Remnants of Auschwitz, translates Heidegger’s pro-
found worry about the effects of communication on Being into a political
life (bios) transcended by what is proper to a group and zoé, immanent
to merely being alive.
The sheer importance of this distinction between bios and zoé has,
if anything, become more pronounced since September 11, 2001. As
details of the nature of imprisonment and torture at Guantdnamo and
Abu Ghraib became known, what emerged were precisely the features
of a biopolitical system whose intent clearly is to make a life that merely
survives. And if and when Guantdnamo is closed down permanently, it
will in no small measure be due to the thought of Giorgio Agamben.?
With that said, we risk losing the radicalism of Agamben’s analysis if we
simply slot it into a biopolitical critique of the war on terror. Said dif-
ferently, we lessen the measure and import of Agamben’s insight if we
simply limit it to the biopolitical life (or lives) of terrorists. When Agam-
ben speaks of a biopolitical struggle for Being, he evokes, consciously or
not, threats to human existence that appear thanks to a change in man’s
relation to Being given the increasing role of technology. That Agam-
ben moves through Foucauit and his respective judgments on the rela-
tion between enunciation and existence shouldn’t preclude us from not-
ing that where Agamben winds up (or what he is left with) by the end of
Remnants of Auschwitz is precisely the Heideggerian association of com-
munication with improper writing. Thus the gloss of Foucault in which
“enunciation is not a thing determined by real, definite properties; it is,
rather, pure existence, the fact that a certain being—language—takes
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place” has the effect of reading Foucault’s archaeology almost as if it were
a Heideggerian instant of improper writing:?* “Archaeology claims as its
.territory the pure taking place of these propositions and discourses, that
is, the outside of language, the brute fact of its existence.”?* When Aéam-
ben speaks of existence or links a certain being to language, he has reen-
acted the originary division between proper and improper that struc-
tures Heidegger’s ontology.

.Yet where Heidegger continually draws the line between one kind of
being who may be saved because Being has not sufficiently withdrawn to
warrant the moniker Bolshevik or animal, Agamben marks that division
within the subject herself; indeed, the modern subject who witnesses her
own desubjectification is in fact what results from the superimposition
of Western historical man with the Leninist metaphysician. Where enun-
ciation and language are inscribed in “a certain being” that exists, the
authQr merely looks on so as to recount the sheer breadth of her ,own
ruin.* At this juncture, let’s also note that when Agamben makes his final
pitch for this reading of Foucault—that archaeology serves to point out
.the condition of separation in the subject between the Muselmann, “a liv-
ing being,” and the witness, “a speaking being”—he ends up with ’a radi-
calization of Heidegger’s reading of proper and improper that now knows
little internal limit to its ability to divide and separate life.”® That Agam-
Pen will, at the end of Remnants of Auschwitz, rehearse Heidegger’s sav-
ing power through a reading of remnant in Paul’s “Letter to Romans” and
then, later, in his The Time That Remains does not alter the impression
that. the notion of remnant is itself unable to cope with the onslaught of
the improper against the proper, which language registers like some seis-
mograph of twentieth-century biopolitical devastation.?’

Agamben, of course, knows his debt to Heidegger's ontology based on
proper and improper. Indeed, in the chapter “The Muselmann,” Agam-
ben, like Heidegger, also cites Holderlin's principle “where ther;z is dan-
g(?r, there grows the saving power,” which he employs paradoxically in
his reading of the camp as a site in which “every distinction between
proper and improper, between possible and impossible, radically disap-
pears.”?® He continues, “For here the principle according to which the
S.OIG content of the proper is the improper is exactly verified by its inver-
sion, which has it that the sole content of the improper is the proper.”?
This elaboration of the improper sets apart the camps as well as Hitlér’s
Germany as the moment when “biopolitics coincides immediately with
thanatopolitics.”*” Agamben had earlier rehearsed the relation of proper
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and improper in Means without End when he discussed another set of
proper and improper operators felt in the biopolitical division between
people and population that consists “in transforming an essentially
political body into an essentially biological body, whose birth and death,
health and illness, must then be regulated.”®' The camp for Agamben will
name this space in which the transformation of people into populations
occurs and where populations are made over into Muselmann. Part of
the reason the power of thanatos takes on so much weight in Agamben’s
reading is precisely because he superimposes a saving power—what in
Means without End he associates with a Marxist society “without classes”
or a “messianic Kingdom” in Remnants of Auschwitz—not simply over
the camp itself but rather over all contemporary forms of life. We see this
most clearly in Means without End, in those sections in which Agamben
deconstructs the notion of people as a dialectical movement between two
poles: “on the one hand, the People as a whole and as an integral body
politic and, on the other hand, the people as a subset and as fragmentary
multiplicity of needed and excluded bodies.”** It is this fundamental divi-
sion between bare life and political life that Agamben sees as structuring
contemporary politics under the shadow of a modern thanatopolitics.*
Equally present, however, in this discussion of the camp extended to
contemporary forms of life is Heidegger’s notion of propriety and impro-
priety thought in relation to technology as the lever that, when pulled,
allows Agamben’s thanatopolitics to come into view. What Agamben
has done is to have translated Being and being, proper and improper,
handwriting and typewriting, into bios and zoé, Muselmann/witness,
and subjectification and desubjectification as the principal criteria for
marking modernity. What gets lost in Agamben’s translation of proper
and improper from Heidegger into his own thanatopolitical perspective
is, however, the role that technology plays in Being’s withdrawal from
man. In other words, in texts like Means without End and Remnants of
Auschwitz, where the question is precisely the thanatopolitical valence
of Nazism and, in particular, the camp, Agamben deanchors proper and
improper from their moorings thought through a proper and improper
form of writing. We see this in particular in Remnants of Auschwitz, in his
recuperation of the poetic word as remnant, as “the one that is always
situated in the position of remnant and that can, therefore, bear witness,”
which implies that Agamben has not only essentially affixed to the proper
the poetic word but has translated and updated it as bearing witness.*
The question that we will want to raise is this: what happens to
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Improper forms of writing when the proper has essentially been diluted
50 as to be able to include within it the possibility of testimony? Agamben
would surely argue that if the poetic word can still function a's agvehicle
.for aremnant, it is because it is still possible for a proper form of writ-
Ing to coordinate movement from man to Being; or rather, in a moment
when. the proper is put everywhere at risk by the improper, a proper form
o'f writing, the poetic word, can now only bear witness to the domina-
tion of the improper over the proper. The uncomfortable conclusion that
emerges from this reading of Agamben would be its deep indebtedness
to a Heideggerian ontology of proper and improper writing precisel
when the testimony concerns the camp itself. The effect is once a air};
to extend the biopolitical devastation across modernity so that the firm
of proper writing today, testimony, is only a specter of its earlier “self ” In
other words, testimony, in some sense, becomes the privileged mod.e of
anew genre to be called thanatopolitical writing.

%at has not changed with regard to Heidegger’s understanding of the
functlon of the poetic word, however, is the context of proximity, which
Is to say, not merely to bring the reader of testimony nearer the e;vent of
desubjectification but to allow the subject herself to take up the neces-
.sary distance before the Muselmann’s (or her own) elaboration of desub-
jectification. What is required for testimony will be the continual move
ment between nearness and distance that proximity names as a contin:
uum, a proximity offered by dead language: “If we now return to testi-
mony, we' may say that to bear witness is to place oneself in one’s own
lar.lg.uage in the position of those who have lost it, to establish oneself in
?1 living language as if it were dead, or in a dead language as if it were liv-
ing.”% Yet proximity for Agamben is little different from Heidegger in the
sense that “proximity to the source is mystery,” as Heidegger notes in his
e.ssay on Hélderlin. For Agamben, this proximity to the desubjectifica-
tion of the subject who bears testimony to it is also mysterious: it is the
mystfzry in which the speech of the author and the witness bear .“witness
to a time in which human beings did not yet speak; and so the testimon
of human beings attests to a time in which they were not yet human J}""
‘ That Agamben has recently backtracked from some of these claim;~
In making modernity coterminus with the production of the Musel-
r.nann and homo sacer, for instance—becomes apparent in a recent essa
titled “What Is a Paradigm?” collected in The Signature of All Things an(}i,
which, given its title, is surely intended as a bookend to his other fecent
essay What Is an Apparatus? Here Agamben attempts to elude his critics,
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especially those who find his reading of thanatopolitics, the camp, and
our modernity as too inclusive of death. Without lingering too long oyer
the text, I do want to note that Agamben’s defense of his work as evolving
through a series of paradigms not only draws on Heidegger for its auth‘o—
rization but indeed inscribes the very notion of paradigm in ontology: “If
one asks whether the paradigmatic character lies in things themselves
or in the mind of the inquirer, my response must be that the question
itself makes no sense. The intelligibility in question in the paradigm has
an ontological character. It refers not to the cognitive relation between a
subject and object but to being.”*” And indeed, a page before, Agamben
notes that “Homo sacer and the concentration camp, the Muselmann and
the state of exception . . . are not hypotheses through which 1 intenc‘ied t‘o
explain modernity by tracing it back to something like a cau§e or histori-
cal origin.”*® Still Agamben cannot have it both ways, which is to say that,
these statements to the contrary, as long as the reference to ontology and
being continues to signify how a paradigm makes sense, at the heart of
that ontology is the difference between proper and improper that, ‘when
not explaining modernity in the sense of cause and effect, does shift th.e
terms to some earlier transhistorical framework not so distant from Hei-

degger’s own critique of technology.

Homo sacer Across the Ages

To sum up, Agamben’s thanatopolitical reading of contemporary biopoli-
tics moves through an appropriation of Heidegger’s categories of p.roper
and improper writing. This occurs, on one hand, through the rea(%mg. of
testimony as a spectral form of proper writing in which the desubjectifi-
cation of the subject writes down the steps through which his being has
been devastated. Agamben has translated the deprivation of the hanq
enacted by mechanical writing onto the subject, but where, for Hei-
degger, the character of the subject of proper writing was concealed by
the typewriter, with oblivion of Being as its result, for Agamben, proper
writing in the biopolitical space of the camps is not undefstood as some
separate form of writing protected from the standardization of commu-
nication but rather as deeply embedded in the realm of the improper.
For that reason, proper writing principally testifies to its own impossibil-
ity or its own degraded “essence.” As a result, the poetic "/vord, that ear-
lier bastion of proper writing that Heidegger discussed, is seen as pro-
foundly fractured by a twentieth-century thanatopolitics. It becomes a
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mere remnant of itself. On the other hand, there is in Agamben’s perspec-
tive another vector that moves simultaneously through the body politic
of our own contemporaneity and that concerns the notion of standing
reserve (Bestand), a term Heidegger puts forward in “The Question Con-
cerning Technology,” as well as the mutual inscription of distance and
proximity that is at the heart of Heidegger's reading of Holderlin. This
second perspective on technology, proper writing, and proximity has
emerged more clearly of late in an essay of Agamben’s as well as in his
latest volume of Homo sacer, titled The Kingdom and the Glory.

Many have written on Agamben’s use of the term homo sacer, from
his appropriation of the term from ancient Rome and the laws governing
the Roman pater with respect to his sons to his overlaying of homo sacer
with contemporary man today.*® The question I want to ask concerns
more the outlines of thanatopolitics when Agamben’s object is contem-
porary Europe. To do so, I want to focus less on Agamben’s analysis of the
camp as “an event that marks in a decisive way the political space itself of
modernity,” which undoubtedly has the effect of collapsing the political
space between both totalitarianisms of the left and right (as well as lib-
eral democracies and totalitarianisms), and instead examine those more
avowedly thanatopolitical moments in which technology reemerges as
central.*® These moments of thanatopolitics in Agamben’s more recent
writings do not fall neatly into the extension of the space of the camp to
our own contemporaneity when, for instance, Agamben writes, again in
Means Without End, that “we can expect not only new camps but also
always new more delirious normative definitions of the inscription of life
in the city. The camp, which is now firmly settled inside it, is the new
biopolitical nomos of the planet,”*! or when Agamben himself seems to
authorize the kind of pressure of a term like homo sacer in Homo sacer,
when he extends it to all of us: “Sacredness is a line of flight still present
in contemporary politics, a line that is as such moving into zones increas-
ingly vast and dark, to the point of ultimately coinciding with the biologi-
cal life itself of citizens. If today there is no longer any one clear figure of
the sacred man, it is perhaps because we are all virtually homines sacri.”*?
Where “a life that as such is exposed to violence without precedent in the
most profane and banal ways”—the example Agamben ironically offers
is of weekend deaths in automobile accidents—then it would indeed
appear that all of us are living globally in a camp to the degree we can be
killed with impunity as homo sacer®

Many of Agamben’s critics have been troubled by this extension of
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homo sacer to contemporary man. To my mind, it is one of the princi-
pal reasons explaining why Agamben’s subtitle of the third part of I{omo
sacer, namely, “The Camp as Biopolitical Paradigm of the Modern, Fias
effectively limited Agamben’s critique of modernity to a forced superim-
position of the camp and the city, of contemporary man and homo sacer
and homo sacer and Muselmann. Therefore let’s also recall that Agamben
repeatedly reserves the term Muselmann only for the Nazi camps and
not for present-day homo sacer. Muselmann would thus appear to name
a subgenus of homo sacer. When seen against the extension of the camp,
a tension results with regard to the object of Agamben’s critique of homo
sacer. Or, formatted as a question, might there be lurking in the crushing
of distinctions between our contemporaneity and Nazism another per-
spective on the thanatopolitics of liberalism (and not Nazism.), say, that
would not or could not be immediately inscribed in the horizon of the
camp—that would move outside the biopolitical paradigm that Agam-
ben employs in Homo sacer, for instance?

Disposing of Life
Agamben adopts such a perspective in his most recent work, Th.e King-
dom and the Glory, as well as in a shorter text that appeared in con-
junction with it, titled What Is an Apparatus? I'd like to focus on the
latter text initially because it abbreviates the most important thanato-
political moments of Agamben’s recent thought in a form that resem-
bles both a manifesto (of methodology, we should be clear) and a sum-
ming up of Agamben’s own use of the term (especially when we recall
that it was Deleuze who, almost twenty years earlier, had written a tract
with the same title). I want to read this text with two questions in mind.
First, how is the notion of dispositif to be thought in relation to homo
sacer, or better, how are we to think what Agamben calls the theolog-
ical oikonomia with a government that is intent everywhere on aug-
menting the number of dispositifs at its disposal, not merely t9 gov-
ern man, or to save him from catastrophe, but rather to expedite the
catastrophe itself of contemporary man’s essentially profane nature?
Second, how are we to think this implicit thanatopolitical valence of
the dispositif through the terms of the first chapter, which is to as.k,
what role does Heidegger’s “tragic” ontology, as Negri calls it, play in
accounting for the thanatopolitics of contemporary liberal and 1.1eolib-
eral thought? The answer, obviously, is a great deal, which explains the
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sheer power of Agamben’s essay in laying bare the modes by which lib-
eralism, through a theologically inflected notion of economy, creates
and continues to create subjects subject to desubjectification, thanks
to the proliferation of dispositifs.

['noted earlier that Deleuze also wrote a small tract asking what is a
dispositif, and although Agamben’s perspective follows a different itiner-
ary than Deleuze’s, a brief comparison between them will help get things
under way. The initial framework for both Deleuze and Agamben con-
cerns the use that Foucault makes of dispositif and its relation to the pro-
duction of subjectivity. For both, the launching point are those pages
Foucault dedicates to it in Dis et écrits:

By the term “apparatus” I mean a kind of formation, so to speak, that at
a given historical moment has as its major function the response to an
urgency. The apparatus therefore has a dominant strategic function. ... 1
said that the nature of an apparatus is essentially strategic, which means
that we are speaking about a certain manipulation of relations of force, of
a rational and concrete intervention in the relation of forces, either so as
to develop them in a particular direction, or to block them, stabilize them,
and to utilize them. The apparatus is thus always inscribed into a play of
power, but it is also always linked to certain limits of knowledge that arise
from it and, to an equal degree, condition it. The apparatus is precisely this:
a set of strategies of the relations of forces supporting, and supported by,
certain types of knowledge.*

For Deleuze, the dispositif cannot be thought apart from lines of force
or flight that condition the process of subjectification. Thus “Foucault,
for his part, was concerned that the social apparatus [dispositifs] which
he was analyzing should not be circumscribed by an enveloping line,
unless other vectors could be seen as passing above or below it.”*® The
result of these lines of flight is a mobile notion of self that shifts as the
process of subjectification shifts:

This dimension of the Self is by no means a pre-existing determination
which one finds ready-made. Here again, a line of subjectification is a pro-
cess, a production of subjectivity in a social apparatus [dispositif]: it has to
be made, inasmuch as the apparatus allows it to come into being or makes
it possible. It is a line of escape.®

Deleuze’s understanding of dispositif will allow him to move outside
the fixed contours of a ready-made Self (and subject) and to focus on
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“a process of individuation which bears on groups and on people, and
is subtracted from the power relations which are established as consti-
tuting forms of knowledge.”*” I want to return to this Deleuzian reading
of dispositif and individuation shortly when discussing Roberto Esposi-
to’s use of the term, but for now, we can already note a major difference
between Deleuze’s and Agamben’s reading of dispositif. Nothing initially
in Deleuze’s account evokes implicitly the negative. The dispositif con-
ditions the production of subjectivity but also highlights the lines along
which the produced subjectification creates lines of flight that will in turn
come together in other dispositifs.

Whereas Deleuze suggests (though does not name) the possibility
of an affirmative biopolitics with individuation by focusing on those
moments in Foucault’s thought, principally Hermeneutics of the Sub-
Jject, in which the city becomes a dispositif for subjectification, Agamben
instead will draw on a different Foucault for his understanding of disposi-
tif, one based on a separation between subjects that makes government
possible. Here T have in mind an interview with Foucault from 1974 titled
“The Risks of Security.” Speaking of postindustrial societies and welfare,
Foucault notes, in terms that directly recall Agamben’s own, the impor-

tance of separation for security:

No doubt we can say that certain phenomena of marginalization are
linked to factors of separation between an “insured” population and an
“exposed” population. Moreover, this sort of cleavage was foreseen explic-
itly by a number of economists during the seventies, who thought that in
postindustrial societies the exposed sector would, on the whole, have to
grow considerably. . . . There are in certain forms of marginalization what I
would call another aspect of the phenomenon of dependency. Our systems
of social coverage impose a determined way of life that subjugates [assu-
jettit} individuals. As a result, all persons or groups, who for one reason or
another, cannot or do not want to accede to this way of life themselves are

marginalized by the very game of the institutions."®

The passage stands out for its echoes with zoé and bios, the marginalized
and exposed who “for one reason or another” remain outside a particu-
lar “way of life.” It seems, then, that Agamben has extended backward
the moment of social coverage that Foucault describes to some unknow-
able and unlocalizable point in the past such that governing always

involves separation. Foucault authorizes this interpretation with his use
of the term population, which, for Agamben, suggests the contemporary
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biopolitical specter of “people.” But more is at work here than that
Indeed, Agamben’s reading of dispositif ought to be thought of as a search'
for j‘factors of separation” across modernity, beginning (and endin ) with
political theology. In The Kingdom and the Glory and What Is angA a-
ratu.s?, Agamben will use this reciprocity between separation andes-
positif as the basis for his thanatopolitical reading of liberal, industrial
democracies.*® In these democracies, technology most profou,ndly alters
the very meaning of separation and the common, or to use Agamben’s
more current dialectic, technology is seen as integral to a governing that
utterly depends on a conception of the profane and sacred. For Aggam-

ben, the profane and the sacred
. powers govern through th i
the dispositif He writes, 1 fhe medum of

From this perspective, one can define religion as that which removes
things, places, animals, or people from common use and transports them
to a separate sphere. Not only is there no religion without separation
but every separation contains or conserves in itself a genuinely religiou;
.nucleus. The apparatus [dispositif] that activates and regulates separation
Is sacrifice. Through a series of minute rituals that vary from culture to cul-
ture (which Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss have patiently uncovered)

sacrifice always sanctions the passage of something from the profane t(;
the sacred, from the human sphere to the divine. But what has been ritu-
ally separated can also be restored to the profane sphere. Profanation is the

counter-apparatus that restores to common use what sacrifice had sepa-
rated and divided.5

Note the emphasis Agamben places on dispositif and separation, which
are presumed in the very nature of religion. Agamben assumes ’a form
of religion that is coterminus not with the sacred but with determinin
Poth the sacred and profane (because one cannot be decided withou%
implicitly naming another). Here, as Agamben notes, he is drawin on
the work of Marcel Mauss, as he did previously, and so it is not surprigsin
that when speaking of religion, it becomes the means for the withdraw %
of'places, animals, and persons from a “common use.” Indeed, in Meaiii
iwthout End, Agamben had even posed the question about the, nature o;
common use” in industrial democracies today—“How does one use a
common?”—and the answer in Whar Is an Apparatus? is that one uses it
only after it has been separated from the profane, which is now homol-
ogous with the common, or with “common use.”s! Paradoxically, then
where we might have expected to see community in league with re,ligion,’
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especially given the Paulist tradition that so interests Agamben, instead
Agamben sees religion on the side of separation; indeed, any form of
separation is inscribed in the horizon of religion.> Agamben will devote
much more space and detail to these reflections in The Kingdom and the
Glory, but meriting our attention is how he arms religion with dispositifs,
the chief of which is sacrifice deployed across rituals. It is in these rites
that the move from the profane to the sacred occurs—different words
for creating separation and proximity (the sacred and profane) by which
things, places, animals, and subjects are governed.

Agamben draws two inferences from this association of religion (and
dispositif) with separation. First, echoing again Deleuze’s reading of dis-
positif, Agamben will expand the limits of what he means by dispositif
well beyond the one limited to religion. Thus he posits that “every appa-
ratus implies a process of subjectification, without which it cannot func-
tion as an apparatus of governance, but is rather reduced to a mere exer-
cise of violence.” Soon after, he adds that “apparatus, then, is first of all
a machine that produces subjectifications, and only as such is it also a
machine of governance.” Note how Agamben sets up a relation between
subjectification and dispositif, as Foucault and Deleuze do, but inflects
it toward the sacred. Here subjectification is viewed as succeeding (or
better, as superimposed over) the separation and making sacred of the
religious dispositif. The process of subjectification and desubjectification
cannot be thought apart from the category of the dispositif, whose ori-
gins reside precisely in the difference religion posits between the profane
and the sacred. All this echoes much of Agamben’s previous thought on
homo sacer, while appearing to overlay the functioning of the dispositif
over the anthropogenetic machine that creates humans out of animals
and vice versa.

Yet consider as well how Agamben connects dispositif, its role in sub-
jectification, and its concomitant function as a machine of governing.
The appearance of the term government returns our attention once again
to Foucault, as Agamben himself notes in the opening to the pamphlet,
but with a twist. Whereas government for Foucault referred both to a gov-
erning of oneself in Hermeneutics of the Subject and of the state (hence
the art of governing that would cover both), Agamben links dispositif
and government to another moment not so easily localizable in Euro-
pean history (as Foucault does both for pastoral power, which charac-
terized the seventeenth and part of the eighteenth century, and for bio-
politics, which emerged at the end of the eighteenth century) S* Agamben
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suggests a religious, indeed, a sacred inflection to the notion of governin
to. the degree governing cannot be thought apart from the proliferation ogf
.cll.spositifs. He makes two moves, then: on one hand, an almost universal-
izing notion of dispositif that comes to us from the religious distinction
between profane and sacred, and on the other, an implicit marking of
con.te.mporary forms of governing as involving the multiplication of dis-
positifs that allow for the movement of a host of beings and things from
the sphere of the profane to the sphere of the sacred.

Liberal Thanatopolitics

B'efore turning to the thanatopolitical effects of this reading of disposi-
tif and governing, I want to complicate this reading in ways Agamben
does not by introducing another reading Foucault gives of governing in
The Birth of Biopolitics when the subject is liberalism. Writing about the
emergence of a liberal form of government, Foucault speaks of “a new
art of government” whose essential characteristic is “the organization of
numerous and complex internal mechanisms whose function . . . is not
so much to ensure the growth of the state’s forces, wealth, and strength, to
fensure its unlimited growth, as to limit the exercise of government pov;/er
internally.”> I don'’t see anything incompatible between Agamben’s per-
spective about governing and separation, or governing as separating the
sacred from the profane, from what Foucault argues earlier. I do want to
suggest, however, by way of comparison, that here, at least in Foucault's
most extensive statement on liberalism, we don't find the thanatopoliti-
cal inflection that one finds full-blown in Agamben—that, in fact, in The
Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault draws clear limits around any resemt,)lances
.between Nazism, for instance, and German liberalism after the war. This
is proof, I think, that for Agamben, unlike Foucault, governing impl.icitl
W.Ofk's through dispositifs, whose primary effect is to mark biopolitica};
divisions between fully formed subjects and their spectral de-subjects
jfhe dispositif for Agamben is a machine that produces subjects so that it.
ls'becoming increasingly difficult to locate where government ends and
dispositif begins. Thus the result at the end of What Is an Apparatus? is
precisely the “ungovernable.”%® .
What, then, characterizes the differences between dispositifs toda
and their long history of furthering the religious work of oikonomia? TZ
a.nswer this question allows us to see precisely where Agamben upde'ltes
(if that is the correct word) Foucault’s reading of governmentality and
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liberalism by emphasizing the dis
improper writing and revelation. H
tacularly when he argues that some
nature of the dispositif in the current p
no longer subjectivity but rather its opposite,

positif as an instrument of proper and
e does this repeatedly, but most spec-
thing has radically changed in the
hase of capitalism such that it is
desubjectiﬁcation, that is

produced. The process through which this occurs is one we do well to

dwell on:

What defines the apparatuses that we have to deal with in the current phase
as much through the production ofa
hat can be called desubijectification.
f subjecti-

of capitalism is that they no longer act
subject, as through the processes ofw
A desubijectifying moment is certainly implicit in every process O
fication. As we have seen, the penitential self is constituted only through its
ssing is that processes of subjec-

own negation. But what we are now witne
to become reciprocally

tification and processes of desubjectification seem
indifferent, and so they do not give rise to the recomposition of a new sub-
ject, except in larval or, as it were, spectral form.”’

al nature of the subject today emerges
t between subjectification and desub-
he proliferation of dispositifs that
h as the reader can judge for

Agamben believes that the spectr
out of the self-canceling movemen
jectification that is produced thanks tot
the current stage of capitalism creates (thoug
herself, much of Agamben’s critique here is not really capitalism per s€
but rather the multiplication of dispositifs in ways unheard of in a history
of providential government). The argument that subjectification carries
out desubjectification is one we have come to expect from Agamben. As
we saw, the implicit condition for the emergence of the two figures of
Muselmann and he who offers testimony was desubijectification; it was

also the basis for the sense of messianism that characterizes Agamben’s

amben’s point of reference is no longer

notion of remnant. But here Ag;
officially Nazism and its attempts to rid the body politic of the improper,
er at the

nor is it industrial democracy, which expands the improp
expense of the properly political, though there are clearly echoes of this

when Agamben writes that the primary effect of governing through dis-
Agamben will speak of capitalism

positifs today is the eclipse of politics.

and modernity as well as contemporary society, but lurking all the while
is a notion of oikonomia. What explains this change in the nature of the
dispositif is its explosive proliferation. Two effects result. First, the afore-
mentioned eclipse of the political 2 la Arendt that we know so well, but
prior or even contemporary with it, dispositifs which before produced
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jc.u:)}]lects now produce desubjects. What is beyond doubt for Agamben
; .
bsl ta; under the current regime of dispositifs that expand uncontrolla-
t y, the p.roperly negative (and not, we note, the improperly negative)
i;lr'ns (;n .1tse1f, thus leading to the emptying of the subject. Whether this
implicit in the notion of subject itself at i igi ‘
: at its originary mome
. H 1t subj nt of for-
prt(; ;;lro:ndf-or Agamb(;n, it is given the deconstruction that he offers of
improper, following Heidegger in Mea i
: ns without End—wh
matters is that under the explosi ] it .
! plosion of dispositifs, the subject i
inside out like a glove, the re i ' o
\ sult being the larval, s
de o . , spectral form of (de
subjectified subjects as well as a decisive move away from a healthy bod})/

p most d Clle and C I y C ()dy []l t ]la ever €
()ll[lC to tlle O owal dl sOcCla

Resisting the Dispositifs of the Thanatopolitical

I:a(:n]t ,:x;ensive. is this proliferation of dispositifs? We are far beyond Fou
anopticon, it would seem: “We co i -
ever.l a single instant in which the life of in:llil\(/lizi};ltshiztr;[((:td r?ot;eiriils o
tam.lr'lated, or controlled by some apparatus.”*® Thus, for Aga etf s
positif will literally name anything that has “in som,e wa gthm - d'ls—
to capture, orient, determine, intercept, model, control aynd :e(c:ilr): Ctll:y
igestures: behaviors., opinions or discourses of living beix;gs."GO We are ns
onge; sn.nply dealing with the naive intersubjectivity of contempora
(si(;f::l f:i:sfzgr? I:lat Tmph}?sizes recognition protocols that have coer
egel as the means by whi jectivity i
sense that in the slight shock that arrive); as \:\f: rzl;g]flci:/li:;ybl:irblosr I'}.l\‘l/ve
Ez]ei web d‘eallng with subjects 9r desubjectified subjects but rathgellr m?l:
. ng el'ngs who suffer the misfortune of having been captured. Agam-
; :nuzilowdes the“fexample of the primate, blissfully unaware of the con-
q c'e's, that “inadvertently let himself be captured, probably with
out realizing the consequences that he was about to faée »el Thuy f -
Agamben’s perspective, there are no subjects without c.iis j S bt
equally no desubjectified subjects without dispositifs postfy bt
. .Here we have an important resemblance betweer; Agamben’s bi
hslcal pe'rsp(.ective on the dispositif and Sloterdijk’s use of the term 1711(:32(1')6;
l(0 V(‘);I:lzsgﬁztltr;g a};lhd bestializiflg), which I will be discussing in the fol-
o :.): t 1rm e assumpt19n for't?oth is a stratum of life on which
Aspostlp ac properly and 'l'mpolmcally. Still, a significant difference
ound between Sloterdijk and Agamben here. Agamben does not
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argue, as Sloterdijk will in “Rules for the Human Zoo,” that the properly

human results only from domesticating media, or translated into the

terms of the dispositif, Agamben does not limit subject formation merely

to the encounter between dispositifs and living beings. He does find a

place for subjectivity to emerge, as well, from the relation between bod-

ies: “To recapitulate, we have then two great classes: living beings (or
substances) and apparatuses. And between these two, as a third class,

subjects. I call a subject that which results from the relation and, so to

speak, from the relentless fight between living beings and apparatuses.”®
Although Agamben does not offer any further details on the interaction
“from body to body” that, in conjunction with dispositifs, produces sub-

jects, on the next page, he elides the contact between bodies when he
poses the obvious question about the best form of resistance in a quo-
tidian corporeal battle with dispositifs. It would be helpful to hear more
about this implicit space and contact between living beings that precedes
and so escapes the introduction of the dispositif. My own questions turn
on the interval of separation and also contact between living beings and
how one might try to speak about this space, let alone fortify it. I'll have
more to say later in this chapter, when I turn to Roberto Esposito’s use of
dispositifand, what's more, the idolatrous critique he offers of Agamben’s
interpretation of dispositif.

It is true that Agamben will go on in the essay, and at much greater
length, in The Kingdom and the Glory as well as in Profanations, about
how best to resist the exponential multiplication of dispositifs today.
What is required is a counterapparatus that is capable of restoring “to
common use what sacrifice had separated and divided.”® This would
presumably work by breaking out of the division between proprium and
improprium—by distinguishing between what is properly one’s own (be
it ethnic group, state, or individual property owner) and what is not. For
Agamben, we recall that this becomes possible in Means without End,
however, only by refashioning our understanding of the common as “a
point of indifference between the proper and the improper—that is, as
something that can never be grasped in terms of either expropriation or
appropriation but that can be grasped, rather, only as use.”® As impor-
tant as these considerations are for thinking beyond ever increasing sep-
aration, let’s linger over those moments in which current dispositifs dom-
inate being through separation because it is there that we'll find Agam-
ben’s Heideggerian-induced perspective on the thanatopolitical.

The thanatopolitical arises in Agamben’s discussion at precisely the
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moment when the dispositif separates. This act of separation operates
qn two registers: in the domain of the theological and then in the separa-
tion within man between the human and the animal. In the first, the dis-
positif in its theological configuration creates a division between being
and praxis, “the nature or essence, on the one hand, and the operation
through which He administers and governs the created world, on the
o.ther."‘35 God himself, in this view, is only able to govern the world of the
living to the degree he contains within himself a division between being
and praxis. Being alone is not sufficient to allow God to administer or
govern because apparently one does not govern being but rather actions
alone. Thus, of God and being, Agamben writes, “Action (economic, but
also political) does not have any foundation in being; this is the schizo-

phrenia that the theological doctrine of oikonomia leaves as its inheri-

tance to Western culture.”® With the emphasis on action, we'll certainly
want to recall those pages in Parmenides 1 discussed earlier, in which Hei-

degger uncovers the hidden relation among hand, action, and activity.
The key moment concerned the features of action, Handlung in German:

This word |Handlung], however, does not mean human activity (actio) but
the unitary way that at any time things are on hand and at hand, i.e., are
related to the hand, and that man, in his comportment, i.e., in his acting by
means of the hand, is posited in relation to the things.”’

What Agamben has done is to have made homologous the workings of
the hand with the dispositif such that where the hand is what “secures
the reciprocal relation between ‘beings’ and man,” the dispositif does so
between living beings and subjects.

The second moment of separation occurs when Agamben rereads Hei-
degger’s concept of the open through the lens of oikonomia. Dispositifs,
Agamben will argue, are intimately linked to the process of “humaniza-
tion that made ‘humans’ out of the animals we classify under the rubric
Homo sapiens.”®® Here Agamben moves in an unexpected direction
finding the distinction between being and action that structured theo:
logical governance operating, as well, in the coming into being of man.
“The event that produced the human constitutes, for the living being
something like a division, which reproduces in some way the division,
that oikonomia introduced in God between being and action.”® Thus
the living being is now separated from the animal who acts to create a
world, in a process that Agamben describes at length in The Open. There
the human emerges from the animal by breaking the interaction with
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the disinhibitors that goes under the name of “boredom.” Here the serlles
oikonomia, governing, and dispositif is superimposed over the underly-
ing break in which the human is constructed and distinguished fI'OlTl a
mere living being, and it is seen as part of the same process underlying
theological forms of governance.

Dividing Life, Drifting to Death

Much more remains to be said about this process of separation and its
effects on the overall thanatopolitical tenor of Agamben’s tl?ought.. And
I'll want to compare it in due course to Peter Sloterdijk’s dl'scus.smn of
“Clearing” in “Rules for the Human Zoo” and to “Domestikation des
Seins,” for their mutual indebtedness to Heidegger is clear en?ugh. For
now, let’s consider the description Agamben offers of Yl?e working of the
dispositifin a context of governability and ung?vernablllw that resonates
deeply with what I see as a problematic drifting t(.)ward t‘he thanat'opo-
litical in Heidegger. Now Agamben, of course, readily admits the Heideg-
gerian inflection of his use of the term dispositif. In one of two extenlded
paragraphs dedicated to Heidegger, Agamben n'otes h(.)w the f.etymo ogy
of the term Gestell is “similar from an etymological point of view to dl:S‘-
positio, dis-ponere, just as the German stellen corresp(?ndf to tt.le Latin
ponere.”” He will hear it, too, in Bestellen, or the “ordermg. tha}t lnfOI‘IfIS.
so much of Heidegger’s reading of technology. The r.esult 15, ozkonorlma.
economy crossed with theology, Foucault, and Heidegger'’s Qestel ;n—
Bestellen that will encompass all those knowledges and practices that
govern the behavior and thoughts of man. Yet more is at ple'ly here t?lan
that. In the previous chapter, I noted how according to Heldegger,ffmt:
regime of modern technology, Being is withdrawn be.cause of thefe }(:c N
set in motion by improper writing, one of the most important (? w 1(}:1
is to turn man into “one ordered” by technology. So far, \.Ne remam_ llln tl e
realm of Gestellen, as Agamben himself notes. But Heu.iegge.rnvm al ilot
speak of another term related to Gestellen—Bestelle.r?, Wl'llc‘l"l V;ln acc;)t?on
for technology’s capacity to keep man in place. Writing in “The Que
Concerning Technology,” Heidegger reminds us that

the word stellen {to set upon] in the name of Ge-stell [Enframing] no.t onh;c

means challenging. At the same time it should preserve the suggestion o
. . X

another Stellen from which it stems, namely, that producing and presen

ing {Her- und Dar-stellen} which, in the sense of poiésis, lets what presences
i .
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come forth into unconcealment. This producing that brings forth—e.g., the

erecting of a new statue in the temple precinct—and the chall

enging order-
ing [

Bestellen]) now under consideration are indeed fundamentally differ-
ent, and yet they remain related in their essence. Both are wa

ys of revealing,
of alétheia. In Enframing,

that unconcealment comes to pass in conformity

with which the work of modern technology reveals the real as stan
reserve [Bestand).”

ding-
The overall scheme of Gestellen that separates man from Being,
ure that emerges of standing reserve, is held in place through a
of an improper revelation, an improper Herstellen and Darstellen. Gestel-
len contains both within it as the means by which man is held in place
or captured, as Agamben translates it. We recall that it was this being
on hold or at hand for technology (and so to become the subje
unending loop of improper revelations)

degger because it instituted new and improper relations everywhere
between man and an increasingly remo

te Being. Humanity is made to
be on call as a standing reserve, made t

0 wait for a series of revelations
whose only real consequence is to place man in the position of those
who are ordered.

the fig-
process

ct of an
that spelled trouble for Hei-

The drift toward the thanatopolitical that we saw taking place in Hei-
degger as a result of the effects of improper writing on Being is, not sur-
prisingly, therefore, to be found here in Agamben as well, and given the
explosion of dispositifs in his reading of contemporary society, we can
expect the catastrophe to be even more shattering than the one noted
but never directly recounted by Heidegger. And here Agamben does not
disappoint. The transformation of Heidegger's critique of technology
into the perspective of the dispositif now moves well beyond Foucault’s

interpretation of the dispositif to include almost every knowledge, prac-
tice, measure, and institution that makes useful “

the behaviors, gestures,
and thoughts of human beings.

"2 Agamben himself acknowledges the
catastrophe that awaits us in a regime of never-ending dispositifs and

the governmental machinery that can no longer control them: “Rather
than the proclaimed end of history, we are, in fact, witnessing the inces-
sant though aimless motion of this machine, which, in a sort of colossal
parody of theological oikonomia, has assumed the legacy of the provi-
dential governance of the world; yet instead of redeeming our world, this
machine . . . is leading us to catastrophe.”” The catastrophe is measured
not in the sheer numbers of homines sacri—in fact, the references to

THE DISPOSITIFS OF THANATOPOLITICS . 55




homo sacer are completely missing in the essay—but rathe.r il’.l the biopo-
litical effects on the body politic. Thus “contemporary societies . . . .pres.—
ent themselves as inert bodies through massive proc.esse’;of desubjecti-
fication without acknowledging any real subjectiﬁc‘atlon‘ The cata;tro-
phe for Agamben is the production of millions of inert bodl.es tha(t1 al\]/z
forgotten, in Heideggerian terms, the essence of proper action and w
thus are in need of saving but who are led instead by .the conte.mporary
form of oikonomia, that is, governmental machinery in the guise of the
i ial machine, “to catastrophe.””
pro”}/;iercletlltzstrophe is twofold. First, these desubjectified subjects may
be killed or abandoned in greater numbers than ev.er before. Secon(;i,
attempts by governmental machinery to admini.ster life tl.1at has alre;a y
been made docile, depoliticized, and desubjectified are, in a word,. e.s
tined to fail. It is as if the proliferation of dispositifs has shoved a stick in
the wheel of contemporary schemes of governing such that rathe‘r than
administering life, government essentially administers death to its f‘or-
mer citizens. Although Agamben does not offer any but the 'm(.)st passing
of details, his anxiety about biometric scans and ﬁngerprmtlflg evok(.es
the thanatopolitical specter of Nazism.” The catastrophe is that‘blln
attempts to administer life today, the dispositifs tha~t'ma‘xke th.at possz1 'e
have so thoroughly made lives docile that governability 1t§elf 1.s place' in
doubt. When that occurs, catastrophe is only a matter of time in the time
that remains to us as remnant.

A Catastrophe Foretold

With more time, we surely would want to juxtapose /'\gamben's catas-
trophe of dispositifs gone wild in a current conﬁg.urat.lon of the‘: t};\?na-i
topolitical that goes under the name of oikonomia with Antonio . egr

and Michael Hardt’s reading of empire and, concurrently, .th.e mult'ltu e.
Agamben implicitly poses the impolitical question of how 1.t is posmbl}ei tz
speak of a multitude that enjoys astounding reserves of blopowe‘r Wi E

the effect of the proliferation of dispositifs is to create prone bodies v; 0
merely obey and who will willingly allow themselves t(.) be scanned, .n-
gerprinted, and watched so as to make their own‘sacrlﬁce all the t?as1;elr.
I return to some of these questions in the following chapter, b'ut in t e
meantime, and as a way of bridging to the final part of m;i discussion
on the thanatopolitical and contemporary Italian thought in the work
of Roberto Esposito, I do want to add something else about the power
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of the thanatopolitical in Agamben’s more recent work. It is important
to observe in this regard that Heidegger, too, made technology a funda-
mental operator in his ontology, but in both Parmenides and “The Ques-
tion Concerning Technology,” he continues to privilege a certain form
of technology that goes under the name of improper writing and com-
munication. By extending technology to include all those dispositifs that
create docile bodies, Agamben risks being unable to distinguish the spe-
cific features of communication technologies that endanger man, in par-
ticular, the power of technology in the form of communication to make
individuals the same so as to be better able to slot them into points in a
communication network. What are the benefits of collapsing the cellular
phone, for instance, into a larger and undifferentiated category of the dis-
positif that includes contemporary gadgets as well as the accessories of
the first Homo sapiens? The effect in making it impossible to see where
the dispositifs of antiquity end and modern ones begin is to dehistoricize
to such a degree that the human is always already captured by the dis-
positif—that the human from its origin is already destined for salvation,
which, for Agamben, can only mean catastrophe. Recall those pages of
The Open in which Agamben speaks of the political tasks that still retain
some seriousness today. Faced with this eclipse, “the only task . . . is the
assumption of the burden—and the “total management”—of biological
life. Genome, global economy, and humanitarian ideology are the three
united faces of this process, in which post-historical humanity seems
to take on its own physiology as its last, impolitical mandate. . .. The
total humanization of the animal coincides with a total animalization
of man.”

In The Kingdom and the Glory and What Is an Apparatus?, the man-
agement of biological life will be translated as the modern equivalent of
oikonomia, but as I suggested earlier, one can easily extend this read-
ing of the current “total management of biological life” to that other
twentieth-century thanatopolitical management style that was Nazism.
Nazism, of course, attempted to harness the biopower of Germany, as
Foucault noted in “Society Must Be Defended,” in ways that built on nine-

teenth-century attempts by power to take life under its care. It did so by
crossing biopower with sovereign power:

The two mechanisms—the classic, archaic mechanism that gave the

State the right of life and death over its citizens, and the new mechanism

organized around discipline and regulation, or in other words, the new
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his: The

—coincide exactly. We can therefore say t
protects, guarantees, and cul-

ve with the sovereign right to

mechanism of biopowe
Nazi State makes the field of life it manages,

al terms absolutely coextensi

tivates in biologic
but its own people.”

kill anyone, meaning not only other people,

r Nazism was possible not only because

of the new mechanism of biopower. What transformed biopower into
the practices of thanatopolitics was the reeruption of
deployed over the field of life. Furthermore,

f life could only take place when not just
under

death (which is everywhere implicit in the terms of biopower) fell
the Nazi State’s purview but when one’s own people could be murdered,
which is to say, when those considered as a people proper could now
be killed. In other words, the biopolitics of treating one’s own people
improperly (as a population and not as bios) did not provide the State
with the means to manage the field of life as extensively as it wanted.
Only the sovereign right to kill provided the means to practice a thanato-

politics over the proper.
How do Agamben’s reflections take up the
thanatopolitical? For Agamben, for a total management of biological life
to be possible, biopolitics is not enough. What is required is the deploy-
ment of sovereignty over life and death. One cannot manage life with-
out managing death—this is for Agamben Foucault’s principal lesson—

and managing death does not require simply care for life and reproduc-

ut also employing death. And as Agamben himself notes, no power

intaining the proper, to 2 proper body
If there is a catastrophe foretold, it

concerns the possibility that sovereignty today will somehow endan-
ger those inert and docile bodies created by dispositifs who no longer
wish or are no longer able to resist. Agamben confirms this reading in
What Is an Apparatus? when he never actually makes the proliferation

ke relations between persons more

of dispositifs—whose effect is to ma
hich the catastrophe will take place. For that

abstract—the means by w!
hing Agamben’s argument where it seems

to happen—and here I'm pus
to me implicitly to be heading—a sovereign power to take life is always

ready to be unleashed at the precise moment when the extension of inert

bodies has reached such numbers that sovereignty can do nothing other
he boundaries of life by means of death.

Total management of life unde

thanatopower and
sovereignty, of both being

for Foucault, management 0

se considerations of the

tionb
was more intimately linked to ma

politic or people, than sovereignty.

than reappear to reestablish t
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This is A ’s implicit poi
b ga%r(il.bens implicit point about the total humanization of the ani
inciding with a total animalizati -
ation of man. When h i
e comelc ' . When humanity has
peen ot imalized and the animal humanized, which is to say practically
en a zone of indistinction is ¢
reated between hu i
such that one can no lon istingui R
ger distinguish man as hu
e : ong . man or man as ani-
menes ::uon may arise in which sovereignty reestablishes the borders
S, Is:na?d the falnlmal, which is to say, returns to establish what a
orm of life looks like or how such
prop ! m of lo such a form acts. Agamben’s
- mov;r biometric dispositifs, ones deeply embedded, as he notes in the
On . . . . !
degenera‘i- zdltorlgl, ;ln nineteenth-century practices intended to block
ion (and where there is de, i i
generation, there is alw, i
as we know), lie precisely i ibi may in fac
, y in the possibility that such i
oy st such norms may in fact
eign power (or here a governm i
tal mach
that of the Euro i en ot
pean Community, the s
' A pecter of all of Agamben’
reflections) to reestablish e ooen and
. some sort of order i
o n the ranks of proper and
The - , .
L i;lianatopolmcal drift of Heidegger’s reading of technology, in
proper writing brings on a i ,
: catastrophe in Bei b
manifest. It does so whe amcopolitica
n Agamben awards an implici i
value to Foucault’s noti . ] D ente sesomaly
on of dispositif by having i
. g it operate essentiall
a meta i . The
Ao physi(lrclal operator on Being, as technology did for Heidegger ?he
W . . )
Weakeneg beow V\’fell. First, Heidegger’s saving power is diminished or
, becoming instead a power over lifi i
rembon oo : ife. As I pointed out earlier
y drawing on Gestell (and with '
R with Bestellen and Darstel-
Crit)i uea cfategory th'at captures man, while simultaneously eliding the
o q . o} Con;munlcatlon that Heidegger reserves for improper writ
in Parmenides. Second, b i ] :
: , by extending dispositif in thi i
technology and much -
more, Agamben essentiall iti
e . y creates conditions in
which :igpi; f2f1nd improper are no longer discernable when our gaze
e differences between human i
and animal. Alth
does not lay this o ici . o
ut explicitly, as I'm attempti
. : , ting to do here, th
o, . licit P ¢, the problem
m tzlildlng the dispositif in extended Heideggerian terms as technol
ls 3 a“ ” 3 )
t Ezhum at 1':1 Tﬁake;s care,” which, for Heidegger, is decisive in making
an, difficult when not im i
: . possible to muster. R
cited earlier from “Letter on Humanism”: el ihosepeges?

Where else “care” i
does “care” tend but in the direction of bringing man back to his

essence? i
e? What else does that in turn betoken but that man (homo) become
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human (humanus)? Thus humanitas really does remain the concern of
. - . e

such thinking. For this is humanism: meditating and caring, that man b

human and not inhumane, “inhuman,” that is, outside his essence. But in

. L 79
what does the humanity of man consist? It lies in his essence.

The thanatopolitical for Nazism will be found in its ability to inflect c:llret
as a biological operator, to have substituted biol.ogy foF ontology. T ;‘
is the danger at which Agamben is hinting in his readerg of 'F.ouc;lu ;
a Heideggerian care has, thanks to the emergence of dispositifs, fee;n
transformed into “total management of life,” one that cannot do with-
out the most important means for managing life, namely, death'. Thef
result is a truly staggering extension of death through the production o

docile bodies.

Thanatopolitics and Ruined Oaths

Agamben takes up the relation of thanatos t? an utterly improper WO;E;
ing of dispositif from a different perspective in the recent The Sacrcirl?: "
of Language. In what Agamben subtitles an archaeology of thf: oe;l , e
attempts to locate oath in relation to an anthropogenes.ls, thatis, the o
gin of humanity as indelibly linked to oath as “an experience of langu;ge
in which man was constituted as a speaking being,” a.nd S0 offers fl‘xr.t 2{,
insight into the depth of his thanatopolitical inflection of blopoitlcs. _
The argument, which is as rich as one would r.1o‘w expect fror:ll hgfrvrvle
ben, begins with the assumption of a performativity of tbe? word t atlj ,
know so well from Derrida’s own reading of performativity. Aga.m en’s
attention, however, falls specifically on the term sacrament al:ld its cor%-
nections to the performativity of oath. Thus “the performative experl-’
ence of the word is constituted and isolated in a ‘sacrament of language’
and this latter in a ‘sacrament of power.’ The ‘force of law’ that sup.-
ports human society, the idea of linguistic enunciations tha.t stably 01;1?-
gate living beings, that can be observed or trar.lsgressed derive fro;n t 1?
attempt to nail down the originary performam_/e force of the afnth mpi)h
genetic experience, and are, in this sense, an eplphen?meflc?n of the oa
and the malediction that accompanied it.”*' From this originary separa-
tion between oath and malediction, collective life, Aga'mben w1ll. argie,
today lives without the bond of the oath, thus drarflancally altering th .e
nature of collective life, or bios, on one hand, and zoé, on thet (‘>ther. At this
moment of the separation of bios and zoe, the thanatopolitical appears
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in the disjunction, as he calls it, of what unified the living being to his
own proper language through the oath. “On the one hand there is the
living being, more and more reduced to a purely biological reality and
to bare life. On the other hand, there is the speaking being, artificially
divided from the former, through a multiplicity of technico-mediatic
apparatuses, in an experience of the world that grows ever more vain,
for which it is impossible to be responsible and in which anything like
a political experience becomes more and more precarious.”® Interest-
ingly, Agamben will speak of a proliferation of spectacles, on one hand,
in which empty words follow on empty words and, on the other, the leg-
islative apparatuses that “seek obstinately to legislate on every aspect of
that life on which they seem to no longer have any hold.”® Thus, given
the explosion of dispositifs, both spectacular and legislative, it is increas-
ingly difficult, when not impossible, for the living being called man to
speak, which means precisely to “take the word” (prendere la parola) and
to “make it his own” (farla propria).®* In this reappearance of the proper,
we find Agamben rehearsing again Heidegger's ontological operators
of technology, the proper and improper modes of writing that for Hei-
degger set man on the path to a catastrophe and to a possible moment
of saving. And as was the case with What Is an Apparatus?, the limits of
improper writing have been extended well beyond man’s improper rela-
tion to the typewriter to include as well even the moment of speaking.
Perhaps this is not so surprising because we often speak of the “act” of
speaking, which recalls as well a proper relation to the word through the
hand: it is an originary moment of speaking before the possession of I
that Agamben is attempting to locate. Note, however, that for the dis-
tinction between a living being not in possession of his proper language
and another speaking being who maintains an improper relation to the
words spoken, what is required is that something similar to Heidegger’s
typewriter be evoked in order that the distinction between zoé, here the
living being, and bios, now the merely spoken (by spectacle), will be in
effect. That technique is precisely the distinction between a benediction
and a malediction as an ever-present possibility in the experience of the
living being to be constituted as a speaking being. Indeed, Agamben will
speak about that moment in precisely technical language—“Religion
and law technicalize this anthropogenic experience of the word in the
oath and in the curse as historical institutions, separating and oppos-
ing point by point truth and lie, true name from false name, efficacious
formula and incorrect formula”®—or soon after, when he notes that in
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a “technical sense,” something “said badly” becomes a. r-nalediction. We
seem to have returned once again to the superimposition 'of.languaie
over techné in the Heideggerian sense, with the oa.th—maledlc'tl'on \go.r -
ing as an anthropogenic operator that both constm?tes the hvmge ’ :::j
as speaking being and at the same time makes possible toda?f al‘ r -
toward a moment of prior separation, when the techno-mfedlatlc con .
tions are such that no longer is she who takes an oatt} required to kee(;l) ll) ,
given the constant reversal of proper relations into improper caused Dy
ings of the dispositif. .
thel:(())rtl}?:rgjvords, accf))rding to Agamben, we find ourselves once }?galr;
facing a massive sacralization of life such that at the rnorr.llenttl\/lve ;?he
speaking being attempts to make the word her own (z?nd fails), e
only reality available to a living being throvxfn back ht.erally o(rll (o} e
the biological one characterized by its capacity to be k‘llled an n(; -
rificed. At this juncture, I'm reminded of those unsettling pages o ene;
Girard’s in Violence and the Sacred, in which he argues that the acttor
demystification of the mechanism of the sacred actually leads to greate

violence:

e . . -
The act of demystification retains a sacrificial quality and remains esse

it fai clu-
tially religious in character for at least as long as it fails to come to a con
sion In fact, demystification leads to constantly increasing violence, a
e , . ‘ :
violence less “hypocritical” than the violence it seeks to expose, but mor

i i i mething far worse—a vio-
energetic, more virulent, and the harbinger of so g

lence that knows no bounds.®

Something similar may be at work in Agamben’s ree}ding of the dl;ntl;:
ished role of oath for collective life—he appears to imply tt.lat ert1 ;
end of the possibility of oath as a mode of properly spe.:a.kmg (t o;g
it is clear that such a possibility is denied from “the ?rlgln, afccor }ni
to Agamben), it becomes possible to witness the “sacrificial ef ect?f, is
Girard describes them, of just such a process. For Agamben, those e scrs
are principally in the extension of homo sacer to ever greater num ee
of those who, in saying I, no longer enjoy a proper relation t.o languagh.
This moment of the contemporary impossibilityf of swearing an c;atth )
or better, properly being the subject of an' oath, is at the he?rt ohunti
deeply thanatopolitical reading Agamben gl\{es across aln'lo'st 1ct))uerc -
dred pages of The Kingdom and the Glory. ‘It is ﬂ‘lani.itO]Z.JO'llthEI y COl_,
as Agamben himself notes, in the instant in which individuals .an o
lective are destined to give an oath in vain, a space opens up in whic
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“politics can only assume the form of an oikonomia, that of a governance
of empty speech over bare life.”®” No clearer statement will be found to
demonstrate that for Agamben, governing today is a form of thanatopo-
litical governance because there every oath spoken in the name of life
will always be an empty one. The abandoning of some lives to their bio-
logical reality not only occurs because of a depoliticization we know so
well from Hannah Arendt but is put into practice given the fundamental
caesura between a living being and a speaking being, whose oath toward
all forms of life is one to which a government of oikonomia no longer
maintains any proper bonds.

Moreover, this homology between oikonomia and bare life also allows
us to see just how fundamental the secularization of theological forms in
contemporary governance is for Agamben. On the one side of what Agam-
ben will call the dispositif of oikonomia in The Kingdom and the Glory
is the Kingdom and, on the other, the Government, and between them
perpetual conflict, with one side dominating over the course of modern
history. He will then observe how “liberalism represents a tendency that
pushes to the extreme the supremacy of that ‘immanent-government-
stomach’ pole to the point of almost eliminating the ‘God-transcendent-
kingdom-brain'’ pole. . .. And when modernity abolishes the divine pole,
the economic that will derive from it is not in any way freed from its prov-
idential paradigm.”®® Dispositif, machine, paradigm: these are the figures
that populate Agamben’s thought, and here, just as across so much of his
work, we find them working deeply to introduce death into life. What he
has done in his reading of the economic in The Kingdom and the Glory
is to provide his version of Foucault’s The Birth of Biopolitics, elaborated
as the remnant of a theological economy that has eliminated God but
not providence. The result, as in The Sacrament of Language, as before
in What Is an Apparatus?, is the removal of the stops in the sacraliza-
tion of life through the proliferation of dispositifs. And in this regard, the
appearance of the dispositif of oikonomia in modernity would signal an
immense intensification of the lethal effects of the dispositif in general
because for Agamben, it is through the dispositif principally that pro-
cesses of subjectivization take place. In other words, the providential par-
adigm that still holds in modernity is precisely the one that continues to
make homo sacer of those governed, that continues to make available for
those with eyes to see the falling away of every personal identity, which
cannot be thought independently of the thanatopolitical.

Returning again to What Is an Apparatus?, Agamben speaks of these
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processes of subjectivization in terms of a “disseminatior.l that pushes
to the extreme the masquerade that has always accomp,amed .everyfpehr-
sonal identity.”® When taken together with Agam?ens reading E :) uet
impossibility of giving an oath and being held to. it, we F:an r;la (;Vid_
the terrifying effects of a liberal governance, the dismantling o 1nal o
ual responsibility as well as the abandonment of forms of personWhose.
In their place is the spectacle of empty words spoken by ﬁgure.s ”
masks are clear to all except themselves. If these mask.ed subjects °
not enjoy a proper relation to their own words r.1or to th.elr ownhpfzrsl()md-
identities, what remains is merely the biological rea'hty of .t eir ho
ies, their DNA, their fingerprints—what biologically distinguishes them
90
fror:gz;:,e:ich a view of the biological distinction between living belilngs
as the sole feature that separates human beings rehearses., t0.0, t osz
moments of Heidegger’s perspective on mankinfi, commur.nc'c.ltloln, ar(l1 ’
proper writing. With the turn toward the ecc.)nomlc as the prmcl;pa -r;l; .
for making sacred vast numbers of humanity, ho'wever, Agam. e‘n 1fth.s
sifies the role of improper writing as now the chief chara(?terlstlc o ; i
moment of unmatched economic governanc?. In 1.10 perlf)d more tbi?1
today does the economic govern lives in providential fashlfon. {:gamover
not only superimposes the proper and imProper fo.rms o ;/]vn ;ng o
proper and improper speech through the 1‘r1‘troduct10n of ‘t e btsp o
of the oath but in fact has made the dispositif the. mec‘h‘a.nlsm Y W _
a modern oikonomia comes into being. And no dzsPosu.zf is more pov\(zierl
ful than the economic to “capture, orient, determine, 1n‘tercept, m(; l.e )
control, or secure the gestures, behaviors, opinions, or dlscoursesdo 11\11
ing beings.””! The providential machinery that. Agamben sees p;(? uci ng
bare life today in the West looks remarkably similar tf) the mac nzier};l o
proper and improper writing that “enframed” mankind, that made e
and him ready at hand, and that made them res.emble ev<?ryon.(z1 e ir;
as the typewriter did for Heidegger. If there is a dlfference,hlt re51nslsn "
Agamben’s having provided an astounding genealogy for the eco
in the theological equivalent of kingdom and government.

Affirming the Dispositif

Another important contribution to understanding the seemingly 11.n‘ev-1

. . a
itable inscription of contemporary philosophy 1F1 the thanatopo 1t1crk
will be found in Italian philosopher Robert Esposito’s most recent work,
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Terza persona: Politica della vita e filosofia dell'impersonale, as well as an
important essay that responds to Agamben’s What Is an Apparatus? titled
“The Dispositif of the Person.” I have had occasion to discuss Esposi-
to’s perspective on biopolitics in a variety of different venues. In most of
these, I've focused on his Bios: Biopolitics and Philosophy as well as his
earlier Categorie dell'impolitico. There Esposito lays the foundation for
a politics of life as opposed to a thanatopolitics of death. In the pages
remaining, I want to recapitulate Esposito’s perspective on the thanato-
political, especially as it relates to his reading of Heidegger as well as his
understanding of the biopolitical effects of the term dispositif through
these more recent works. Some of the value of Esposito’s response will
be found in having found the means to reinsert an affirmative aspect to
contemporary perspectives on the dispositif. He will do so in ways that
Agamben does not by drawing on those sections of Deleuze’s essay on
the dispositif and employing them so that it becomes possible to imagine
a radically negated thanatopolitics. Here I have in mind not only those
sections in which Deleuze, formulating a different genealogy of the dis-
positif removed from a Heideggerian ontology of being, associates Fou-
cault’s thinking to a tradition of “intrinsic aesthetic modes of existence”
that will run from Spinoza to Nietzsche to Georg Simmel.* Of particular
interest are those pages in which Deleuze notes how “modes of existence
have to be assessed according to immanent criteria, according to their
content of ‘possibilities,” liberty or creativity, without an appeal to tran-
scendental values” and then links such moments to a later, more ethi-
cal and less political Foucault in his allusion to “aesthetic criteria, which
are understood as criteria for life” and which “replace on each occasion
the claims of transcendental judgment with an immanent evaluation.”
Could the outcome be, Deleuze asks, the elaboration of “the intrinsic aes-
thetic of modes of existence as the ultimate dimension of social appara-
tuses [disposirifs]?”* We know how Agamben will answer the question:
thanatopolitically, with those modes of existence translated as bare life,
the desubjectified subject and the aesthetics of testimony that emerge
as integral to his perspective on everything from life to literature to poli-
tics. For Esposito, what will count most in Deleuze's reading of the dis-
positif is how the modes of existence that Deleuze links to possibility
and freedom may be brought together most forcefully in a conception of
the impersonal.
At first glance, this does not appear to be the case. Esposito does not
lay out anything like a methodological manifesto of the sort Deleuze and
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Agamben offer. Rather his perspective only becomes visible when elabo-
rating the category of the person as a dispositifintimately associated with
contemporary forms of thanatopolitics. To see how, a simple compare
and contrast between Agamben and Esposito will suffice. Essentially,
where Agamben flattens Deleuze’s modes of existence into desubjecti-
fied subjects and those who chronicle that traumatic process, Esposito
prefers to distinguish between subject and person. The reasons for this
change of emphasis to person—and we should note that Agamben rarely
makes a distinction between depersonalization and desubjectification—
are many. First, there is, of course, Esposito’s attempt to think an affirma-
tive biopolitics through a philosophy of the impersonal, which, of course,
the notion of subjectivity (and desubjectivity) fails to do: no such cat-
egory of an “im-subject” is readily at hand, and furthermore, in classi-
cal models of the subject, one is or one is not a subject. Second, a quick
glance at the Internet will confirm that the notion of person occupies a
much more important role than the subject in current debates ranging
from euthanasia to abortion to the mapping of the genome.”* My impres-
sion is that the term subject remains wedded to a one-dimensional view
of biopolitics as always already inscribed in a “sovereign biopolitics,” and
hence its use value for a different inflection of biopolitics offers little. Per-
son and its impolitical form that go under the name of the impersonal
offer a much larger purview for philosophy to come to grips with what is
most pressing today—thinking life beyond merely zoé and bios.*”®
A final word of introduction: for Esposito, the dispositif of person
has long been in operation—his reading of Roman law, which I will dis-
cuss shortly, confirms that since its origins, the notion of person has had
effects of ordering different registers of persons, those “modes of exis-
tence” that Deleuze sees as the groundwork for a possible philosophy of
the dispositif of the future. Here Esposito’s task, however, is to show how
“only through the lexicon of the person does a notion like that of human
rights become conceivable and practical’—and here Roman legal con-
ceptions of person are key.* At issue is that only those beings awarded
the status of person enjoy the fundamental rights of being human; in
other words, another category sits astride the notion of human rights, the
subject of human rights, as well as juridical subject, and that is person.
Essentially, Esposito will read the subject, be it the Foucauldian subject
or the juridical subject, as a “personal subject” that today is to be thought
as separate from the human being. In terms of the thanatopolitical drift
I noted in Heidegger's discussion of technology and ontology, Esposito’s
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ad(?ption of dispositif in speaking of person both gestures to the sepa-
ration between proper and improper that Heidegger sees operatingpin
forms of modern writing and seeks to move past it by employing another
category. Two moves, therefore, characterize Esposito’s thinking of the
thanat?political and technology: on one hand, the implicit use of Hei-
deggerian notions of proper and improper in the workings of dispositif,
on the other, the need to overturn them so as to construct a politics :
life, as he subtitles, Terza persona. ’ ”
'What distinguishes the dispositif in Esposito’s reading in both “The
Dispositif of the Person” and Terza persona is his willingness to see in
.the working of the dispositif not just the processes of subjectification but
¥nstead the vehicle by which a regime of personhood is instituted. Again
it is the dispositif that institutes the person and the process of. degper:
sonalization. This inflection away from subject depends in large measure
f)n ?1 subtly anachronistic reading of both Roman jurisprudence and the
indirect deconstruction of Agamben’s oikonomia through a reading of
.the notion of Trinity and person in Christian theology. As a way of draw-
Tng attention to Esposito’s inflection of the thanatopolitical drift T noted
in Heidegger, and of course, in Agamben, toward a power of life, I want
to cite two passages from Esposito. The first comes from “The Di,spositif
of the Person,” in which Esposito distances himself from what we might
f:onsider a classic reading of dispositif in Foucault. He does so by not-
ing how the Christian idea of person encapsulated in St. Augustine’s dic-
tum that “each individual man, who is called the image of God . . . is one
person [secundum solam mentem imago Dei dicitur, una persc;r;a est]”
San help us position dispositif in terms of its performative value today:
Already here, and in a formulation unparalleled for its dogmatic clarit};
the Christian idea of person adheres to a unity that consists not onl 01,c
a duplicity, but such as to subordinate one of the elements to anothe}r’ to

t?le Point at which it expels the other from the relation with God.” Con-
tinuing, Esposito writes,

But distance from God also means the weakening or the degradation of
that humanity that only takes on its proper and ultimate truth thanks to a
relation to the Creator. For this reason the need in mankind to provide for
his bodily needs can be defined by Augustine as a “disease.””’

.The. point of these readings arrives immediately after in terms explic-
:1}7 informed by Simone Weil's notion of the impersonal: “what does not
elong to man is not properly human in the specific sense that it is the
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impersonal part of his person.”* The passage is remarkable for the elo-
quence with which Esposito grafts a Heideggerian division of proper
and improper into his interpretation of Augustine as well as a distanc-
ing from the Heideggerian motor of proper and improper through the
impersonal.* To see how Esposito deploys Augustine’s argument against
Agamben, let’s recall the passage that immediately precedes the one
Esposito includes here. Augustine writes:

For man, as the ancients defined him, is a rational mortal animal. These
things, therefore, are the chief things in man, but are not man them-
selves. . . But if, again, we were so to define man as to say, Man is a rational
substance consisting of man and body, then without doubt, man has a soul
that is not body, and a body that is not soul. And hence these three things

are not man, but belong to man, or are in man.'”

What Esposito latches on to is the implicit difference between what
belongs to man, those elements that will characterize him, namely, ratio-
nal substance, soul, and body, and what is man. The dispositif of person
allows Augustine to bring together the “chief things” and the person of
man, which is to say, what separates man from what properly belongs to
him. To the degree the three things mirror the Trinity (Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit), Trinity names the totality of God and, by extension, the cat-
egory of person that subsumes man. The explicit critique of Agamben
is clear enough—for Agamben, the notion of the Trinity served to allow
Tertullian and Ippolito to say that “God . .. is certainly one; but as for
his oikonomia, that is with regard to the mode with which he adminis-
ters his house, his life and the world that he created, he is instead three-
fold.”19! Left unanalyzed in Agamben'’s account of oikonomia, however, is
the role of the dispositif of person, which, rather than separating being
and action, or “being and praxis” in God, as Agamben says, instead sepa-
rates in man those things that together make up his person from man
proper.'”? Person is the dispositif that separates man from the three
things but also the mode by which God and man are thought together (as
well as distinguished from one another). Here, then, would appear tobea
moment originary with the birth of oikonomia: the emergence of the dis-
positif of the person as well as its resemblances with the notion of Trinity.
The full import of Esposito’s articulation of person and subjectivity
now comes clearly into view. By noting how subject and object were, until
Leibniz, indistinguishable from one another, Esposito will essentially
make homologous the process whereby one is subjected to the process
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Pfarson is precisely that which, dividing a living being into two natures of
different qualities—the one subjected to the mastery of the other—cre-
ates subjectivity through a procedure of subjugation lassoggettamento) and
objectification. Person is that which renders a part of a body subjected to
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chi makes
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To be a person is not to live the separation between proper and improper
but rather to be divided so as to make possible the subjugation of orll)e y
Fo another. The process of subjugation and thus of constructing the pabrt
Jec.t c.amnot be thought apart from the ordering of two differengt natlslil -
Thl‘S is the crucial node for Esposito for thinking the thanatopoliti ei.
which he will do in extended form in Terza persona, especiall pthro Cah’
the category of person in Roman jurisprudence. Yet consider s}(;methl%g
felse‘ tl'lat is implicit in the preceding passage. We see not only the zon mi
indistinction that arises between subject and object, with the result tilot
to be subjected in the dispositif of person also means to be obijectifi f:ll
but E.llSO the superimposition of objectification with the body. EJs osi:o"
.readln;'g, of person is both compelling and troubling precisely i)ec:use hS
Is arguing that to be a person means quite literally to be divided in half .
as' tq make the other the object of the first. Through a semantic chai hSO
will join object to slave to animal, Esposito will then posita fundarg:s;ltzi

fissure i i
‘ re in the ontology of person that inscribes the animal within it and
simultaneously outside of it:

Man Is a person if and only if he masters the more properly animal part of
his nature. He is also animal but only so as to be able to subject himself to
that part which has received as a gift the charisma of person. Of course not
everyorile has this tendency or disposition to deanimalize. The degree of
hu.rnamty present in all will derive from the greater or lesser intensity of de-
animalization and so too the underlying difference between he who enjoys

th i
e full title of person and he who can enjoy it only if certain conditions
have previously been met.'®

The dispositif of the person entails an ever shifting line, a dis-

betwee‘n deanimalization and subjectivity. Much depends, on th(’ej Or'rfe
of charisma from God, which moves man ever closer in the continutglln:
between animal and human toward the human. The less one’s nature is
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disposed toward animalization, the more one enjoys the title of person
and hence the more human one is. What Esposito has unearthed, seem-
ingly, is a subtle layer between the human and the animal that before
either went unremarked or was subsumed into the larger category of
either subjectification or dispositif. A number of questions will be raised,
some of which will concern Heidegger and the thanatopolitical drift we
noted in “Letter on Humanism,” in particular (as that is the text that
Esposito seems to be implicitly invoking throughout his essay). I will turn
to some of these questions shortly, but before1do, I did want to look atone
final detail of Esposito’s analysis, which concerns the role that charisma
plays in the dispositif of the person. From the Greek, kharisma names
the “gift of grace” and is, of course, an integral part of an early Christian
lexicon. Equally, the secular form of grace plays an important role in Max
Weber’s analysis of different forms of modern leadership. In this regard,
Weber defines charisma as “a certain quality of individual personality
by virtue of which s/he is set apart from ordinary people and treated as
endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least exceptional powers
or qualities. These as such are not accessible to the ordinary person, but
are regarded as divine in origin.”'® Weber’s definition helps us locate the
fundamental role grace plays in modern conceptions of what is meant by
person. But where Weber sees charisma as a fundamental operator in the
dispositif of person, one that separates ordinary people from the extraor-
dinary individual—a formula that will mark so much of modern forms of
personalist philosophy and that appears to invoke the terms of proper
and improper, namely, a proper individual and improper and ungifted
people—Esposito transfers that difference that separates the subject and
body itself.' Consider that the divine gift of grace does not fall to both
the animal and the human but rather is given to that part that subjects,
which is to say, has power; indeed, it would appear that for the dominat-
ing part to subject the former, it must be awarded with grace. Thus the
interval between the personal subject and the human being of the twen-
tieth century that the dispositif of person subsumes will also depend on
one part enjoying a closer, more intense relation with the divine or its
modern substitutes (the nation for totalitarianism, individual “charm” in
liberal democracies today). And if we consider as well that many nonhu-
man actors, corporations in particular, are considered persons under the
law, a whole series of semantic chains emerge that would link an earlier
form of grace to the ultimate awarder of grace today, namely, the market.
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tique of neoliberalism in this key. et e
\ IIfl lrlnuch of what I have drawn from Esposito’s essay, my emphasis
as fallen on the early Christian roots of the dispositif of the person. And

while
that has, I hope, made clearer our own relation to the dispositif
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man law. Without being able to enter all i ito’
rereadiflg of Roman law and its anachronistic pztjeii:ea;: (())lflrEzf))O: o
poraneity, what emerges from his reading is, in fact, the mobile stalz em;
the peron—its capacity to create thresholds among not just sub'ectu S 0d
desubject but a host of persons who move from one register of brson
another, creating vast zones of indistinction among them. Here It)lf(zsr(:fletro
zngtti(; ?f::lben .IS exp?i.cit enough, but what sets Esposito’s discussion
perl.m.posmon of slavery and thing and suturing the con-
;:ept of person to join opposites (or allowing them to be broken apart)
Sila:,irr;lrsi rcl);trl:;lslzi/\éz Slnt lzioma.m law, we recall that what characterized thé
thing such thatythe slavé3 VT;: cill:ﬁsnt:(tius OC(;}lpied g e oo a0
as a living thing and as a reified
person. The status of the slave as thing will al i icali
the very nature of person as literally ingolvinz i:l‘:clifez?if)lrtlootfo nree:/:/ilclahze
as a way of guaranteeing one’s own personhood in Roman antiquit;aveS

Here then is the perpetual oscillation between the extremes of the pe

son and the thing that makes one its opposite and the background ofpth:
other—not only in the general sense that the definition of man-person
emerges negatively from that of man-thing, but in that more pregnant

sens
. e that to be fully a person means to maintain or push other living indi-
viduals to the border with the thing.!"”

Espos?to iﬁtroduces another two figures from antiquity, manumissio and
mancipatio, to name the continual movement of personalizatio nd
depersonalization, but what counts is the place awarded “thing,” nh'fln

tra'nslated into Heideggerian terms, appears as the improper g’b V(\; o
ben.lg, 'for the depersonalized person.’® Thus to be a persr:)n ;1 g .
antiquity, others had to be pushed across the threshold of the ers(())rrrllan
as to become less a person. It also meant that those who werlzr alrea(sig)/
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nonpersons, slaves, had to stay that way. Although Esposito goes out of
his way to deny any compatibility between this Roman dispositif and a
semantics of the person today—the figure of Hobbes is crucial here for
the Roman dispositif of person’s modern translation into person and
mask—we fail to register the radicality of Esposito’s superimposition of
Roman law and our contemporaneity if we don't allow for the possibil-
ity that today, to be a person involves maintaining other living beings
as things or, indeed, pushing them over into the realm of the thing. In
my view, this is a fundamental part of how neoliberal governmentality
works today; indeed, it would be productive to recast these reflections of
Esposito’s in his earlier terms of immunization and community, for what
they entail is not simply the sacralization of vast swaths of populations
but effectively the constant rezoning of populations as persons along a
sliding scale toward the thing.'®
Directing Esposito’s reflections on personhood toward a critique of
neoliberalism is one way of examining the effects of the dispositif of per-
sonhood today. Equally, the dispositif of the person figures as an essential
motor for twentieth-century thanatopolitics. And yet Esposito will not
make the move we might expect, namely, that the Nazis, to maintain a
notion of person, will turn millions into nonpersons, who can then be
killed. The reasons for not doing so are clear. Not only would this be a
misreading of Nazism’s fundamental biocratic features but would col-
lapse Roman law into a form of thanatopolitics avant la lettre. The point
of introducing the Roman conception of juridical person into a discus-
sion of biopolitics is, beyond marking points of contact that are produc-
tive for distinguishing our contemporaneity from antiquity, to help us
distinguish in ways we have not the distance between liberalism, for
instance, and Nazism. My own impression, different from Esposito’s, is
that this distance grows ever smaller under a neoliberal governmentality.
Be that as it may, how are we to think thanatopolitics through the person?
Thanatopolitics will not consist primarily of the attempt to turn persons
into things (or people into populations, pace Foucault and Agamben) but
rather to crush the person and thing, to make them coextensive in a liv-
ing being. This thing in thanatopolitics is taken to be the body, the bio-
logical material that assumes both the person and the thing, the person
as a biological thing. This biological thing that lives belongs to the per-
son as her property. This was the liberal vision of Locke and Mill in which
“the predominance over the object is not established by the distance
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making a person stronger, faster, and more intelligent but also its reverse,
through the biomedical power of pharmaceuticals, so that a person
can essentially put his body—his animality—on hold. Biehl writes with
regard to AIDS in Brazil, “They know they are trapped between two des-
tinies: dying of AIDS like the poor and marginal, that is animalized, and
the possibility of living pharmacologically into a future, thereby letting
the animal sleep and preventing it from consuming the flesh.”''® As Biehl
describes it, personhood today is made or unmade in an instant, creating
regimes of persons, semipersons, nonpersons, and antipersons, whose
function is to make it easier for them to be abandoned. The role of medi-
cine is absolutely crucial here, for it lays out in front of each person, in
ways that give the lie to the truth of the market, the possibilities for future
personhood.
I have introduced Biehl’s work here not only because it is one of the
most powerful dispatches from the front of neoliberal governance but
also because he allows us to register in real terms the stakes of Esposito’s
reading of liberalism. The question is not whether Esposito’s perspective
on the dispositif of the person offers a way of contextualizing contempo-
rary thanatopolitics—obviously it does—but rather how we wish to think
of these recent reflections from Esposito on liberalism and an implicit
thanatopolitics and the Heideggerian drift toward the thanatopolitical
that is the subject of this discussion. Undoubtedly, Esposito, much more
so than either Agamben or Sloterdijk, is deeply conscious of the prob-
lems that any appropriation of Heidegger creates, especially as regards
the transposition of eigentlich and uneigentlich (proper and improper)
into a perspective of life. Here Esposito’s fundamental deconstruction of
these terms in a larger context of community merits attention:

The purpose of community, if it is admitted that one must speak of pur-
pose, cannot be that of erasing community’s own negative, that is, of bridg-
ing over the interval of difference, of achieving community’s own essence,
and not because community fails to aspire to be properly its own. The rea-
son instead concerns that what is properly ours (il nostro propio) doesn't
reside anywhere else except in the knowledge of our “impropriety.”''®

Any attempt to grab hold of the improper—here the context is the com-
munity, but it also includes all attempts that concern weeding out the
improper, making it the object of a proper “care,” to borrow the Heideg-
gerian term—will fail because the proper does not reside apart from
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improper, which heralds the institution of the modern dispositif of the
person, inevitably calls forth the drift toward the thanatopolitical. It is as
if a power stronger than thinking the origin of the proper in the improp-
er’s operation here—that the power of the dispositif of the person, whose
intensity we now understand, given its symmetry with Roman jurispru-
dence—won't go willingly into the night. The earlier moments I noted
in Heidegger’s thought of proper and improper writing as calling forth
danger, and Western man, who must be saved, those moments linked
to cellular phones, gadgets, all forms of communication that flatten dis-
tance and difference between individuals—those moments, in Esposi-
to’s perspective—draw less attention for their potential thanatopolitical
drift than they do either in Agamben or Sloterdijk. This diminishment
of technology for understanding the current biopolitical moment is one
that requires explanation. For Esposito, modern technology may actually
play a role in pushing the thanatopolitical inflection of contemporary
biopolitics toward its tipping point; that is to say, when the separation
between proper and improper has reached its maximum point of exten-
sion, then the power of knowing the improper content of the proper will
emerge as increasingly self-evident. Thus there may well be a powerful
project of Enlightenment in Esposito’s work, a vector that emerges near
the end of Bios and now in Terza persona. It is what he calls the politics
of life, thought not through the personal, for all the reasons we know: the
implicit division of man’s nature in the person allows the biopower of the
individual to be more easily captured by either the State or, today, the
market through the mediation of the neoliberal subject intent on aug-
menting his own biopower. If there is an emphasis to be found on tech-
nology and thanatos in Esposito, it concerns the effects of technology
on immunization, especially those modes of surveillance and registra-
tion of data whose effect will be to augment calls for protection from the
very means of technical immunization itself. This again suggests a sort of
tipping point, though that point is never thought alone as a danger—or
rather the thanatopolitics of biometric scans, for instance, does not inev-
itably lead to the sacrifice of homo sacer; be it of their political life, their
bios, or their unstoppable march toward desubjectification. This point of
no return in Esposito’s terms may actually lead to a reversal of the current
terms in which thanatopolitics, the dispositif of the person, and technol-
ogy are currently configured. Before I tell you the name that reconfigura-
tion goes by, let’s recall that this capsizing of a political lexicon does not
involve a resocialization of biopolitics of the sort that Antonio Negri with
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Michael Hardt urged forward in Empire and Multitude, which is akin to
pouring the new wines of rhizomatic networks and singularities into old
flasks that had contained the earlier models of communication, sociality,
and interaction.
The reversal Esposito has in mind concerns, rather, elaborating an
oblique angle on the dispositif of the person, a perspective that draws
on the grammatical category of the third person to create a breach in the
regime of the person.'” The thought of Simone Weil is deeply important
here, especially those pages that Esposito cites with regard to the imper-
sonal. After citing Weil at length, especially the famous passage “so far
from its being his person, what is sacred in a human being is the imper-
sonal in him. Everything which is impersonal in man is sacred, and noth-
ing else,” he will then define the impersonal this way: “The impersonal
is not the simple opposite of person. .. but something that interrupts,
either that is of the person or in the person the immunitarian mechanism
that places the I in the inclusive and excluding circle of us.”*?* This sen-
tence, which invokes Esposito’s earlier work on immunity, makes it clear
just how he sees the dispositif of the person operating today. The separa-
tion enacted by the dispositif of the person does not just separate (per-
sons from each other and my own person from my biological material)
but also contains within it a function whereby the person both belongs
and does not belong to a plurality. To think the impersonal, but more
important, to act impersonally, breaks with the proper and improper—
breaks with what is considered ours and what is considered mine. We
recognize in these formulations a shorthand for the thanatopolitics of
totalitarianism that attempts to make what is ours ever more ours and
liberalism, in which “I” am given enormous freedom in determining how
best to use or consume what is properly mine (and what is more properly
my own in neoliberalism than the body I inhabit as a person?). Clearly I
am pushing Esposito’s thought here in directions he does not explicitly
acknowledge; his object is less a distancing from thanatopolitical than it
is a laying of the foundations for an affirmative biopolitics. Citing Weil in
this instance is intended to create conditions in which a radical open-
ing of the human community to the impersonal can occur, an opening
sundered—perhaps from its inception—by the dispositif of the person;
s0, 0o, to reestablish the primacy of obligations over rights that implic-
itly recalls and extends a form of republicanism.'?! Yet it is not difficult
to see in this juxtaposition of “right” on one side, as belonging properly
to the person and personal, and justice” on the other, as concerning the
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lm[?ersonal, a wide-ranging critique not only of thanatopolitics but of th
entire biopolitical dispositif that is based on the conception of proper. ’
Let. me try to tie up the loose ends of Esposito’s engagement w.ith
and distancing from Heidegger’s discussion of technology as primaril
proper and improper writing. First, consider how far removed Es osito'y
and Weil’s reflections on the impersonal are from Heidegger's owrf) ass ?
(?.ut in Being and Time. Discussing the relation between Dasein a'nd dj
Offentlichkeit (public realm), Heidegger writes, “We enjoy ourselves ang
take our pleasures as they do; we read, see, and judge works of literature
and art ‘as they do; but we also shrink back in revulsion from the ‘masses’
of men just as they do; and are ‘scandalized’ by what they find shockin
The they, which is nothing definite, and which all are, though not as thgé

surTl, prescrib(?s the Being of everydayness. The ‘they’ has its own ways in
which to be.”'* As David Farrell Krell notes,

Heidegger argues that the public realm—the neutral, impersonal “they”—
tcfnds to level off genuine possibilities and force individuals to keep their
distance from one another and themselves. It holds Dasein in subservience
fmd hinders knowledge of the self and the world. It allows the life and death
issues of existence to dissolve in chatter which is the possibility of under-

standing everything without prior dedication to and appropriation of the
matter at stake,'?%

T.he result is Dasein held hostage once again to the social leveling asso-
f:lated with improper writing. This superimposition of impropegr writ-
ing and the impersonal brings us full circle in our discussion of the drift
toward the thanatopolitical in contemporary thought; it indicates that
pe.rha}ps the thanatopolitical may have found a back door in Esposito’s
thinking not because of its continued inclusion in a dispositif of the per-
son but because of the threat it poses for individual identity. In ofher
}/vords, the third person singular or plural may remain, in fact .inscribed
in an improper relation of Being to man. The typewriter for ,Heideg er
makes everyone the same, which could be seen as producing an im ir-
.sonal writing. If that is the case, then any hoped-for escape frompthe
1nc1u'ding—excluding dispositif of person comes up against the threat
Fhat iImproper writing poses to being. Said differently, in adopting the
impersonal, we put ourselves in the position of a writing that, for Hei-
degger, was already on the way to the thanatopolitical (since it vx;ithdraws
man from a proper relation with Dasein while also separating him from
others). The impersonal, seen from a Heideggerian perspective, in no
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way protects man from a destiny linked to the increasing domination of
improper writing.

My own impression is that Heidegger and, with him, Agamben will-
fully exaggerate the risks of technology and improper writing. Must we
inevitably read Heidegger's danger or Agamben’s devastation in terms
of the complete annihilation of life? Perhaps we can reverse the ques-
tion of the impersonal and the improper and see that we need not reject
outright an impersonal perspective because of its associations with an
improper writing that levels distinctions among persons. In the current
moment of personhood and the ever increasing and accelerating moves
from person to semiperson and back, a perspective, or better, a prac-
tice that would also include a passage into the impersonal could create
a space in which Esposito’s project of “common law” becomes meaning-
ful (or pace Agamben, a “common use”). Indeed, there is precedence for
just this kind of impersonal practice in the later Foucault, especially the
courses Foucault offered in which he elaborates an art of governing one-
self by explicitly invoking the Heideggerian notion of care. In an inter-
view published before his death, Foucault inscribes this care of the self

in the horizon of liberty. In a quotation that merits a much longer cita-
tion than I can give here, Foucault distinguishes between liberation and
liberty. It is one thing to be liberated from a colonizer and another to

practice liberty:

According to this hypothesis, all that is required is to break these repressive
deadlocks and man will be reconciled with himself, rediscover his nature or
regain contact with his origin. . . . I think this idea should not be accepted
without scrutiny. But we know very well . . . that this practice of liberation
is not in itself sufficient to define the practices of freedom that will still be
needed if this people, this society, and these individuals are to be able to
define admissible and acceptable forms of existence or political society.'”

One can hear in Foucault’s words a privileging not of communication
(the emphasis on the individual and forms of existence is proof enough)
but of something like expressionism, in the sense that Deleuze speaks of
it, impersonally: “And what takes the place of communication is a kind of
expressionism. Expressionism in philosophy finds its high point in Spi-
noza and Leibniz. I think I've found a concept of the Other, by defining
it as neither an object nor a subject (an other subject) but the expression
of a possible world.”'® The impersonal would emerge concurrently as a
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practice of critical immanence and of liberty as the encounter imperson-

all) ‘Ith OthEI pOSSIbIE iy CIlds tllat 1 no "a) dllllllllsh EElng o1 lead to

Death, of Its Own Accord

[ have attempted in this chapter to mark the principal features of the
thanatopolitical in Giorgio Agamben’s and Roberto Esposito’s thought
Ag?mben tends, in a number of recent writings, to augment the power.
of improper writing, given the ease with which he crosses it with a Fou-
cauldian notion of dispositif. The result is that the soon-to-be-arrivin
ca'ltastrophe will be profoundly catastrophic thanks to the capacity of thg
d.lspositiﬁ what we might call, at this stage, an utterly improper disposi-
tif, to aid in the withdrawal of Being from beings. A related result is that
human beings on a global scale have lost some of the principal features
that make them human, becoming, to a large degree, all too inhuman
Qne of the principal figures of the thanatopolitical in Agamben’s thou ht.
1s'that of desubjectivization brought on precisely by the proliferationgof
dispositifs; in the process, bare life has been extended across the globe
Agamben, in fact, in a recent text, links this extension of bare life to ali
to what he calls “democratic power”: “Separated from his impotentiality,
dfeprived of the experience of what he cannot do, today’s man believes;
h?m.self capable of everything, and so repeats his jovial ‘no problem’ and
his irresponsible ‘I can do it, precisely when he should instead realize
that he has been consigned in unheard measure to forces and processes
over which he has lost all control.”’?° The implicit assumption here and
elsewhere is that a fundamental impropriety is at work in the encounter
of 'technology and life, which radically alters, in his view, the way human
beings relate to one another and to themselves. The failure, however, to
.see that Agamben’s superimposition of Heidegger’s thanatop,olitical re;ld-
ing of technology is at the heart of the reading of dispositif and democ-
racy risks preventing us from noting the specific details about and differ-
ences in the contemporary moment in what Foucault called an “ontolo
of actuality.”'** The problem, if we choose to call it that, in Agambef’Z
philosophy of life and its radical alteration at the moment that life inter-
acts with technology is that death does not appear of its accord; rather,
death is carried onto life’s stage by technology. This suggests in t1’1rn that,
Agamben’s analysis may come up short precisely when our focus moves
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beyond or outside of a Heideggerian critique of techflolo_gy. Itis as. if Hei-
degger’s critique of proper and improper writing risks lntrOTiucmg tpe
thanatopolitical whenever technology is the subject and object of dis-
cussion. If we are to locate an ontology of the actual in the presen.t, the
problem with Agamben’s reading of life is that it becomes difficult, if n(?t
impossible, to discover where the thanatopolitical drift enacted by a. cri-
tique of technology ends and an effective ontology of the actual be.glr}s.
The thanatopolitics that seems to follow in the wake of app.roprlat'mg
an ontological critique of technology is a difficulty that Esposito avoids,
but only in part. Certainly embracing the impersonal as a way of coun-
teracting thanatopolitics on its own terrain brings risks as well. Ab0\'1e all,
affirming the impersonal might well mean agreeing to a sort of resigned
“everydayness,” as Heidegger described it, which some, such as A‘gamben
and, for different reasons, Badiou, will find abhorrent because it merely
intensifies the impotence of the modern individual or collective (and
hence the importance of avant-garde art as promoting the inhuman f‘or
Badiou). Another philosopher, however, has recently taken up le‘ss explic-
itly the relation of biology and politics. He, too, while elaborating a pef~
spective on questions as broad as colonialism and the genome that.ls
deeply indebted to Heidegger’s critique of technology, has sket'ched.a dif-
ferent reading of technology, specifically with regard to bioengmeenn’g. It
is to Peter Sloterdijk’s reading of Heidegger, technology, and immunized
life that I now turn.
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Sloterdijk's Immunitary Biopolitics

TH1S CHAPTER grows out of an abiding appreciation of that philos-
opher who, along with Giorgio Agamben and Roberto Esposito, has
attempted to think through the aporiae of the biopolitical. In those
important pages in which the thanatopolitical springs forth, Ger-
man philosopher Peter Sloterdijk explicitly deploys a Heideggerian
perspective on developments in biotechnology as a way not only of
justifying biotechnological “improvements” in humanity but indeed
of offering a wide-ranging defense of biotechnology read in a media-
logical key. These essays, in particular “Rules for the Human Zoo”
and “Domestikation des Seins: Die Verdeutlichung der Lichtung,”
caused an enormous uproar in Germany at the time, given the warm
Nietzschean overtones with which Sloterdijk appeared to paint Nazi
eugenics.' My own impression, which I have sketched elsewhere, is that
Sloterdijk’s reading of Nazi zoopolitics was based on a notion of human-
izing and bestializing media, of inhibiting and disinhibiting media, as
he calls them, that failed to register the Nazi’s biopolitical agenda out-
side of a media perspective. Like so many other media theorists before
him, Sloterdijk risks promoting a deterministic reading of technology in
ways that hobbled both the work of Marshall McLuhan and also more
recently that of his fellow countryman Friedrich Kittler. Said differently,
the media theory employed by Sloterdijk and authorized by Heidegge-
rian ontology is much too reductive to explain the zoological politics
of Nazism.

In the following pages, I want to take up again a reading of Sloterdijk in
three more recent texts in which he continues to mine Heidegger’s reading
of technology in ways that recall both Agamben and Esposito. The result
will be another crucial, if unsettling, perspective on the thanatopolitical.
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The first concerns one of his important statements on political philoso-
phy to date, the last chapter of the second volume of Sphdiren, titled “Die
letzte Kugel.” Here Sloterdijk adopts a Heideggerian perspective on glo-
balization that skirts in and out of the thanatopolitical.* In the second,
separation and its thanatopolitical effects are thought through a notion
of environment and “atmo-sphere,” which sets the scene for some of his
most original and troubling insights in Terror from the Air® In the final
work, Rage and Time, thanatopolitics grows out of an impolitical per-
spective on rage, in a “modernization of ancient menis” and “transfor-
mation of the subject into an active gathering place of world rage.”® All
these writings share Sloterdijk’s deep ambivalence about any future com-
munity, global or otherwise, and at the same time a tragic configuration
of life cut off from community, one merely protected and secured thanks
to modern technology whose effects are to subvert or attack a “proper
being at home.”” Sloterdijk’s oscillation between proper community and
improper households is where I want to mark the primary role of tech-
nology in his version of thanatopolitics, where the devastation of being
is registered most fully in the many ways technology uproots and alters
the proper abode of being today. I also point out on various occasions
throughout the chapter where Sloterdijk himself fails to follow through
on these reflections, especially when the subject turns to biotechnology
and globalized gene pools.

One final note: by focusing exclusively on the thanatopolitical in
Sloterdijk, I may appear to be drastically reducing the expanse of Sloter-
dijk’s thought, which, given the volume of his output as well as his stun-
ning expertise in areas running from cartography to European letters to
linguistics, is substantial and deep. By focusing on the thanatopolitical
and technology, in other words, I risk eliding a number of other pos-
sible rubrics with which to judge and evaluate Sioterdijk’s thought. My
response, the details of which will become clearer as I proceed, is that
if we take Sloterdijk’s perspective on globalization as our primary focus
(authorized, in some sense, by Sloterdijk’s equation of globalization and
the notion of the sphere), it is impossible not to register a powerful inflec-
tion of globalization toward the thanatopolitical in his thought, indeed,
to see globalization as a form of devastated being that ought to be called
by its proper Foucauldian name of the thanatopolitical. This becomes
clear in those important chapters Sloterdijk dedicates to globalization in
the second volume of Sphdren, to the central role it occupies in his more
recent genealogy of breathing spheres in Terror from the Air, to the role of

84 . BARELY BREATHING

proper and improper forms of anger and rage and their associated tech-
flol.ogy in Rage and Time. All of which is to say that the thanatopolitical
incidentally never called as such by Sloterdijk, has moved to th[; cent :
of his reflections and merits the position I want to award him in the par(jf
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The Space of Globalized Death

I.want to begin by recapitulating Sloterdijk’s perspective on globaliza-
thI.l. Here the key term in his analysis, not surprisingly, will be space
AFtlng almost as if he were Heidegger's doppelginger, Sloterdijk will see;
himself as bringing to completion Heidegger's uncompleted text that wa
Eo have been called Being and Space.® Thus, in a recent text, he writ S
The Spheres project can also be understood as an attempt to ydig up Hgis—,
degger’s project titled Being and Space, which remains unthematized in
the first work of Heidegger (or at least not thematized in its fundamen.-
tal features).” For Sloterdijk, this missing treatment will take the form of
ontology as the dimension before space, as the element that spatializes
sp.ace—'z?s a sort of matrix for dimensions in general. Sloterdijk will name
this 9r1g1nary space “sphere,” that is, as the realm wherein dimensions
are disclosed, one that he will increasingly link to the notion of enviro
ment and climate as essential for life (in contrast to what he will descrikr)lc;
as natural spaces). His mapping of globalization as a history of move-
E:le;; Itla:;}sle?:lce through the relation between natural space and the
$loterdijk articulates the relation between these spaces across a stag-
gering number of pages—the twists and turns of a universal histor ﬁf
space obviously merit attention. For my purposes, I propose rather tyh t
we take up those terms at the heart of the present study, namely, the onae
bet\A.leen proper and improper forms of writing and revelation b;ecause it
wa.s in their oscillation that we first measured the thanatopolit'ical drift in
}'{eldegger and then in Agamben. How does Sloterdijk theorize the rela-
tion between proper and improper? He does so in two related ways. In
the first, he will read modern man in ways deeply similar to Heidey .er’s
Western man of Parmenides as the figure (of life, of being) who con;gfs to
.recognize his own distance from a transcendental outside. Thus, reflect-
ing on Alexander Humboldt's representation of the world in K;)smos——
though clearly other examples from Sphdiren could be cited—Sloterdijk
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In “Die letzte Kugel,’ .
Sloterdijk will read the fatherland outside of any
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iren,
' the final chapter in the second volume of Sphflr 1
reference to a nationa

community, be it German or any other; instead, he moves the coordi-
nates of the fatherland outward so that what qualifies as outside becomes
simultaneously immense and unthinkable. What before was outside no
longer looks like a community, or the “essence of the fatherland,” in Hei-
degger’'s words, but rather takes on the features of something profoundly
unknowable, a space that cannot be thought in terms of nearness or
distance. The outside (Das AufSen) “expands within itself, indifferent to
the place of human beings, as an extraneous mass that is sovereign to
itself. Its first and last principle seems to be that of having no concern
for man.”"* Such a radical indifference on the part of the outside—the
nihilistic and Nietzschean tones will not have gone unnoticed—does not
mean that Sloterdijk will forgo the Heideggerian “nearness which still
holds something back in reserve,” that proximity that both brings near
and distances."> The question for Sloterdijk will be how to inhabit the
distance while never directly coming into contact with it—without even
directly experiencing it. In ways quite different from a whole tradition
of Italian weak thought and how to inhabit distance, such a distance for
Sloterdijk cannot be inhabited properly as belonging to man.'® Rather it
is a nearness that is not to be thought as compressed or extended. Man
experiences this distance “through his bodily and touristic extensions”
(mitsamt seinen Korperausweitungen und touristischen Extensionen)
and so becomes that modern figure of homo habitans who is really the
improbable protagonist of so much of Sloterdijk’s work.!” Taken together,
essentially, Sloterdijk argues that globalization is the making of the earth
as man’s home inhabited by the homo habitans and that it cannot begin
atall until the outside has been marked as radically external to mankind.
This move opens the way for the “discovery” of the earth through navi-
gation, transforming it into a global sphere. Paradoxically, recognizing
a threatening outside, one privileged by modernity, places humanity at
risk. A proper space of the earth as home is fundamentally crossed by
another space that is utterly indifferent to man. This indifferent and radi-
cally other space, working as a kind of nihilistic contamination, will soon
be projected in European colonialism and totalitarianism onto the other
outside spaces across the globe.!® It is from those spaces that the Euro-
Pean requires protection—a protection that will lead to employing death
as a means to securing life.
Just who or what is this homo habitans? Perhaps a metaphor may
help us see how Sloterdijk envisions him. The homo habitans is reminis-
cent of an astronaut—indeed, Sloterdijk will conclude the chapter with
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a reference to Neil Armstrong—who can only live outside his spacecraft
with the help of a space suit that protects him from space by creating
another interior space (a sphere) that allows him to experience this out-
side space as radically different from the domesticated space in which he
breathes. The space suit functions as the means by which the individual
moves through and acts within this radically other space, while remain-
ing apart from it. For Sloterdijk, modernity essentially consists of the
struggle to create these metaphorical space suits, immunitary regimes,
he will call them, that will protect Europeans from dangerous and life-
threatening contact with the outside (outside understood in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries as the imperial heart of darkness and as
the ruinous effects of too close a proximity to one’s neighbor in twenti-
eth-century totalitarianisms).

This reading of the homo habitans as the immunized actor who moves
through a dangerous outside will be immensely productive for Sloterdi-
jk's thought, especially for his later readings of terrorism, for instance, as
well as for his more literary-critical output.® Even more important will
be how Sloterdijk uses these modes of protection to read the advanced
stages of contemporary globalization and the threats it poses to human-
ity. To keep with our spacecraft image, the earth in this scenario now
takes on the aspect of the space that is properly man’s and as such can be
explored, mapped, exploited, and destroyed when necessary.

What constantly returns in Sloterdijk’s account, be it of the cosmos, of
early navigation, or of colonial and postcolonial space, is the notion that
mankind’s “universal” task is to develop the means with which to interact
with it, navigate and work in it, all the while remaining apart from it. This
accounts for technology’s decisively immunitarian inflection in Sloter-
dijk’s thought. Immunity, of course, has a long and distinguished history
in contemporary political thought, and as I have had occasion to discuss
elsewhere, Roberto Esposito and Peter Sloterdijk’s thinking of immunity
has much in common.? For my purposes here, however, it may be more
productive to highlight their respective differences so as to better sketch
the topography of contemporary thanatopolitics. One of the most impor-
tant differences, aside from Sloterdijk’s deeply Heideggerian focus and

Esposito’s more vitalistic, Deleuzian one, is that Sloterdijk does not offer
anything approaching the grand systematic treatment of community and
immunity that one finds in Esposito. Instead, we get only fragments in
which immunity is linked principally to an individual subject. In the fol-
lowing section, I want to consider the most suggestive and illuminating
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elaborated the form of a proper interior through the sphere.” Thus Sloter-
dijk writes in the second volume of Sphéiren with reference to forms of
locomotion, particularly the ship: “The ship is a techno-spheric-magical
self-expansion of the ship’s crew, and in this it is, as is true for all modern
vehicles, a homeostatic machine for producing dreams, that allows itself
to be navigated like a manipulatable Great Mother through the outside
element.”” What distinguishes these homeostatic machines of yesterday
from today’s immunitarian designs is not only the telescoping of ecologi-
cal technologies onto the body of the individual itself but the diminution
of the insuring role, the protection that previously was provided by these
collective bodies. Here Sloterdijk has is mind not only the national com-
munity or state but a general system that would include religions in what
he calls “this indispensable transcendental system of insurance,”? Today,
with the end of transcendental insurance, what takes its place is nothing
other than those individual schemes of protection, schemes immanent
to she who holds them.
Sloterdijk will go on to theorize the likelihood of an immunological
war whose purpose will be to artificially create conditions in which a
lessened common bond may become the norm. Leaving that aside for
the moment, what makes an impression here is the equation of security
with individual forms of life, Sloterdijk’s formulation emphasizes less the
Hobbesian Leviathan of the sovereign or state who protects the body pol-
itic’s members and instead evokes the intense pages of Of Man, in which
Hobbes puts forward a notion of extraordinary power as good “because
it is useful for protection, and protection provides security.”3 Sloter-
dijk, much like Hobbes, and Schmitt before him, also sees the increase
in individual protection as good because the increase of prosthetics and
locomotions (which turn inward toward the individual in the modern
period in automobiles, trains, airplanes, tourism, etc.) creates the pos-
sibility for transforming the individual into a homeostatic machine who
will merely look out for herself when faced with the Outside. In ways that
both recall and differ from Agamben’s The Coming Community, Sloterdijk
will argue that power, here understood almost primarily as security, has
shifted inextricably to individual as opposed to communal forms of life—
to zoé as bare life apart from its communal counterpart, bios. Sloterdijk
will distinguish between communal and collective to the degree the for-
mer one-dimensionally addresses protection and security and little else.
If Sloterdijk is to be believed, today we are witness to not just a disman-
tling of state protection that looks forward to some postnational figure
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of protection but rather a much more radical and troubling move toward
securing individual life-forms through noncommunal entities.

Here we register the first drift toward the thanatopolitical in Sloter-

dijk’s thought that occurs when communal life is continually exposed to
pressure by private, individual immunity designs. The next step toward
a full-blown thanatopolitics occurs soon after, when the death of some
is used to protect the lives of others. We can see this in the assumptions
Sloterdijk makes about the transformations that technology effects on
man and community. To see how, recall those paragraphs I glossed ear-
lier from Heidegger, when probing the effects of technology on how
man’s essence unfolds, Heidegger notes that asking whether man will be
able to master technology is the wrong question—the right one is “what
kind of man [welche Art Menschen) is alone capable of carrying out the
‘mastery’ of technology”?*! Sloterdijk will take up Heidegger’s emphasis
on the individual man as the key operator and interlocutor of technol-
ogy, who will then find in postmodernity the moment when technol-
ogy masters man individually by creating seemingly ever more effective
immunological containers. These will spell the ruin of political commu-
nal life. The reality for Sloterdijk is that contemporary forms of technol-
ogy have reached such a stage of impropriety that new designs (erfolg-
reich Designs) will become available to those individuals who “are able
to delineate with success liveable immunitarian conditions: and these
conditions are those that can be developed and will develop in various
modes with the societies of the permeable walls.”3? Such a possibility was
implicit in Heidegger’s reading of the hand and the relation among man
beings and Being. Recall in particular those pages from Parmenides in
which Heidegger links the notion of care to the hand:

From this it is clear how the hand in its essence secures the reciprocal rela-
tion between “beings” and man. There is a “hand” only where beings as
such appear in unconcealedness and man comports himselfin a disclosing
way toward beings. . . . The hand acts [Die Hand handelt]. The hand holds
in its care the handling, the acting, the acted, and the manipulated [das
Handeln, das Gehandelte, und Behandelte]. Where the essential is secured
in an essential way, we therefore say it is “in good hands,” even if handles

and manipulations are not actually necessary.”®

Sloterdijk emphasizes the metaphor of being in good hands as being
properly secured and then does Heidegger one better. He reads tech-
nology not just as improper writing but also considers technology in the
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moc.lern but especially the postmodern period as the design of bluepri
.for individual immunization that depend on nothing other tthrlrlllts
Improper use of the hand. The key term is care, but now it is a han(ril t;l )
n;) longer holds in its care all forms of action and, with them, the relatioéilt
l(i)e lrlnoafn to others. Instead, the l?and merely secures those individuals in
proper care (of community, of the nation, of Hoélderlin's homeland
.that ha.s gone missing). In other words, in these individually designed
iImmunity regimes, we have an improper securing of man’s essence bis d
on a form of technology now understood as schemes of private in .
anc'e th.at sgbstitute for one’s own national community: “This rev:ZIrs-
?r ;:;uztllor(li 1n'wh1ch'the majori.t}f is ever more able to dissociate itself
.e estiny of its own political community . . . its immunological
and national collective optimum, and not in systems of solidarity oigtha
proper community.”* The thanatopolitical is the name given to the ;
of communal protections and the death by exposure of those left withen
protection. o
Lef’s also observe that Sloterdijk, in “Die letzte Kugel,” will quite clearl
assoFlate this inscription of outside and inside with th;: pher?omec ear};
neohb.eralism. One of the principal effects of neoliberalism, he mfl?l(lm N
there, is that “within markets no one is properly ‘at home’; n(’) one neeS:ZZ
g)l etrgr V\t,(:l be at home there where money, goods and the fictional objects of
. er are.exchanged from one owner to another.”* The reason sim-
ply is that capital has transformed what was a house for all into a mark
for everyone: capitalism does the work of death through a world rrrlait
ket that. threatens humanity with an ecological disaster of catastrophi -
p.ropor‘tlons—not measured merely in thousands killed by a reinf " l(;
biopolitical sovereignty but by the earth itself, which no longer is oror
erlY man’s. This is the cause and effect for the emergence of imm p'rop-
regimes designed by individuals. e
eari(;:ti slt would tfe misleading to say that in Sloterdijk’s judgment, the
.everyones and belongs to no one and that into that vacuum ste
tl?ose with enough money and licentiousness to build their own im :
nitary Yvalls. In some of the most important pages of the second vol e
of Sphdiren, Sloterdijk, like Agamben and Esposito, will make referen:entls

those lives that remarkabl
y resemble homo sacer but that
processes of globalization: resultfrom the

The uni . - .
. :mty of human beings within their own scattered species is today

ase i
on the fact that everyone, in the respective lands and histories, have
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become supplanted, synchronized, battered, and humiliated at a distance;
grouped together and oppressed by excessive pretexts—simple sites of
their vital illusion, addresses of capital, points in the homogenous space
to which one returns and which turn on themselves—persons who do not
see, but are seen; persons who do not understand, but are understood; who
do not join, but are joined. Humanity after globalization is composed in the
largest part by those who have remained behind in their own skin; of vic-

tims of the disadvantage brought on by the location of the “1.”%

Sloterdijk assumes that to be a person is to be seen and addressed pri-
marily as an object of capital because in this way, capitalism can deper-
sonalize her, in a process that, 1 noted previously in my reading of
Esposito, involves the stripping of the gift of grace from that part of the
person that can receive it. Sloterdijk fills in some of the details of con-
temporary forms of person on which Esposito touches when discussing
philosophical and religious fascination with personhood. Indeed, Sloter-
dijk suggests that there is something else going on: in the dispositif of
person, neoliberalism finds its privileged mode of awarding charisma
to that part of man that can dominate the animal part. Neoliberalism,
through the “truth” of the market, becomes the final arbiter of who has
made sufficient moves toward deanimalization. Two moves: those who
are willing to do what it takes to get to care (to construct their own care
through individual immunitary regimes) and those who do not—who are
then addressed as less than persons, as remaining in their own prostheti-
cized skin.

Thus another feature of contemporary perspectives on the thanato-
political becomes visible. According to Sloterdijk, the space of globaliza-
tion leads paradoxically to the privileging of the first person among those
persons who are most directly addressed by capital. Here the reference
to “vital illusion” indicates what the continued pressure of the outside
that moves inside means for globalized humanity. A connected world,
which appears to include everyone, has a complementary function of
exclusion, a “super inclusionary system.”*” In a process we know well,
while some are included in the increasing connectedness of the global
village, becoming part of a first person plural, many others are excluded,
limited merely to the first person singular. I use the grammatical term
consciously, of course, because it rhymes with the notion of person that
informs all of Sloterdijk’s analysis. All of which is to say that where there
is a we, there is also an ], but in a globalized world, this Iis slotted as that
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part of humanity that is depersonalized. In other words the I fi i
as a cover for the process of depersonalization. ' anetons
The thanatopolitical for Sloterdijk is prefigured in the forced
f.rom t.he first personal plural to the first person singular. Such a Derepec.
tive differs from either Esposito’s or Agamben’s becaus'e Slotergflisﬁec-
sees erersonalization as working through (or moving back to) a enseof
what {s proper that resides only with one’s body. I here would be eS ense‘ o
of all interiority and instead would mark simply the shell of the f(;n -
that was not excluded. That this occurs through an emphasis on ther rInaeI:dI
Ei);ttl;e we should give us pause. What Sloterdijk appears to be saying is
ose who are addressed as I no longer are afforded the protectio
of we, understood as those who see, those who understand, and th .
who reach out. Again, this does not mean that those Js that rleach o
we ﬁTld the{nselves the proper care that is guaranteed or offered byocli)tntl(-)
zr:vttéf, ll)):c: nati}(inal or ethnic., finding it bei sich. Instead, they, too, are
oo bac Ci(;lcl lltlafir(l)lze(l)\:z)sl,) J\::(l:ttlsl th(:i implicit understanding that in the
and persons a j

find themselves pushed back to the ﬁrsli person ssircl)z:l’:;si;r:)};?:htg (;)),l:;:ly

The Terror of Immunity

I "
ur; ladmo.re recer'lt text, Sloterdijk has elaborated the features of individ-
u coeosrl(gifls ;)f 1n;1;1umty that can help us pinpoint the thanatopoliti-
nates of his thinking to include the nat i
; : ure of breathing itself.
hril Jsrrdor fro.m the Air, he extends his analysis of the individual beyond
ts ody to include what are essentially individual spheres—individual
:h:lot-spl?elre;s (where atmosphere’s etymology is “breathing sphere”).In a
pter titled “Air/Condition,” Sloterdijk wi i ‘
! , jk will offer a biopolitical readin
32 the t\(/iventle.th-f:e.ntury avant-garde in a context of heightened fear ang
s maE s for individual protection. Introducing a 1936 Hermann Broch
peech on breath as his starting point, Sloterdijk extends his notion of

the individual subject to the s
. pace of breathing and with i
which breathing may be repressed: ° fhemodesby

In this characterization, Broch’s narrative art is held to rest upon the di

covery of atmospheric multiplicities, through which the modern novel w1 -,
?ble to go beyond mere representations of individual destinies. Its sub‘ez:
Is no longer individuals in their entangled actions and experiences Jb t
rather the extended entity of individual and breathing space. Its plotys :o
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longer take place between people, but between respir.atory economies an
their respective residents. The ecological vision permits us to Place .rn.o (;r-
nity’s critical motif, that of alienation, on different found.atlons: it %s t.e
atmospheric separateness between people that assures their embedding in
“economies” specific to each of them; the unavailability of soime per‘st?ns to
differently-attuned, differently-enveloped, and differently alr-condmon?d
others is indeed more and more evident. The breaking up of the SOCli-il
world into spaces of moral independence inaccessible to one :mot}.ler .1s
analogous to the micro-climatic “fragmenting of the atmosphere (which in

“ »y 38
turn is correlative to the fragmentation of the 'world of values”).

Sloterdijk suggests that a dramatic shift has taken place in thé rela}tll.o;ll
between the individual and her atmosphere. A shared spac.e'a in \l/;r ;:l "
breathing could take place among individuals—what Sl.oterdlyk cal hs y
ether—cedes ground to individualized atmos‘pltleres in wh1chd s 1:/1Irer :
breathing across space is blocked in favor of individual househo? s. ‘ f[)he
important though are the effects of the breakdown on the unity o e
individual and breathing spaces. Exchanges (though perhaps we mig
want, following Heidegger, to speak of actions, or Handllfngen) betvsllien
individuals are no longer carried out between “p?rsqns 'but breathing
households and those who inhabit them. The implication is that the con-
dition of persons who act is no longer available w'hen househollds ZSS};I:]Z
the place formerly occupied by a shared breathing space. In eela , 1 -
were to follow further this line of thought, we would sense t‘hat S oterd j
assumes that the notion of person changes when agency 1s awarded to
“ ing households.” ‘
the::ar: i:‘r:t;l::/i another take on depersonalization tha.t, p?ce Esposito,
moves through immunity. Sloterdijk sees in the immunization of dspacez
and breathing the modern process whereby Power no longe?r ad rfssrtlad
subjects as “individuals in their entangled actions and exrperlenc:es, la; n_
no longer as persons either (in the same way tl?at I?rochs plo'tsd'nf)duals
ger take place between people”). Rather power is directed to in iv1 e
in the space of their breathing. These households, we should be ¢ t'ea. , o
alive as well as armed with agency, which makes sense becaflse their jo
to secure the limited and separated breathing space of thelr.own res;t)lec.—
tive households. The result, though Sloterdijk never states it as sulc , 11
a modification not only of the nature of person as a conc.ept but .a SO ;)
the individual and community. There is not, as one finds in E‘spos.lto, the
individual on one side and the community on the other (or in this case,
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shared breathing spaces) and their reciprocal generation of immunity.
Instead, we have an individual who, to breathe, must be separated from
other individuals through the dispositif of the household. The household
will be the improper entity within which those with similar immunization
protocols will be housed. In lieu of persons to whom the market awards
grace so as to deanimalize them, Sloterdijk thinks that the notion of per-
son will give way to another entity that will only be able to breathe the
same air as those others from similarly immunized spaces. For Sloterdijk,
immunization today leaves behind the mere immunization of the body
that, for postmodernism, was what allowed for the extremely high toler-
ance the self enjoyed when faced with the other.* Immunization is now
to be understood ecologically. Yet let’s be clear: the entity who inhabits
the household’s microclimate has been depersonalized, not toward the
animal (Sloterdijk is mum here about the features of these inhabitants)

but rather toward some living thing that is much less active or reactive.*

Once the category of person has been sufficiently weakened by individ-

ual security ventures, contemporary immunity regimes will be centered

on the household as it is capable of protecting breath (and hence mere
life itself).

As I noted earlier in my use of dispositifto describe the features of the
household for Sloterdijk, we are firmly in the realm of a biopolitical dis-
pensatio, one in which the separation of individual households is what
allows them their “embedding in ‘economies’ specific to each of them”
and what permits them to be superimposed over other similar spaces
so that they may interact. In this verticalization of economies of scale
between similarly immunized atmospheres, interaction with spaces on
the horizontal axis is impossible, given the undifferentiated space of
what is outside the household and the impossibility of exchanging with
them, given the control that each individual household gives itself over
its own improper atmosphere. In this dispositif of the household, separa-
tion according to breathing regimes and air quality control gives rise to
microzones of immunity, that is, living, breathing entities with little con-
tact with who or what does not breath the same air. If I may be allowed
the comparison, it is as if the former blood ties of family or the relation
enjoyed with one’s own birthplace had been turned outward from one’s
person to now include the breathing space of those whose individual
immunitary designs most closely match one’s own.

How might we translate this move to the immunized and immunizing
household in terms of bios and zoé? In Terror from the Air, atmospheric
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separation spells the creation of zoé to the degrefz ‘that the hou"seholﬁ
becomes the mode by which “the simple fact of living commo.n t(? a
human beings is secured through their breathing. As sepa'ratlon into
autonomous breathing containers or spaces cont'inues, it b'ecom'es
increasingly difficult to locate, let alone imagine, bios: n().t'an 1dent1t};
per se, but a living and a breathing that belongs to a}‘polltlc.all forfn (.)
life. That, I would argue, is the threat posed, as Sloterdijk sees it, by indi-
vidual households to humanity: that the separation is so complete as to
make connections with other forms of life difficult. Yet I would go fur-
ther. The creation of lives that breathe is not simply the final resul't of t.hfz
processes, or more menacingly, procedures, that fall unde‘:r the dispositif
of the household. Instead, we ought to link it to 1ibera.l.1s,m, and espe?-
cially neoliberalism. The thanatopolitical drift of Sloterdijk’s argument is
clear enough—the extension of individual power to the ho.usehold pfel;
cludes a political form of life that involves a shared breathing and, ;:vlt
it, a properly shared climate and, via metonymy, a shared I/l'/eltar%sc dall;
ung. Bios, in the modern immunity of individual householc%s imagine y_
Hermann Broch and elaborated by Sloterdijk, withdraws 1n.favor of z(?e
and the barest fact of living common to living beings: breath 1tse':lf. I.n this
tragic perspective, a collective with bare living and bare breathing is fast

becoming the norm.

Zoé as Bare, Breathing Life

The next question certainly has to be, when did we begir.l barely brea'th-1
ing? For Sloterdijk, that genealogy can be located first in the chemica

attacks that characterized some of the early fighting or.l t‘he western frorll(t
during the First World War. Bare breathing becomes visible, s? to speas,
as a modern phenomenon first at the battle of Ypes on April 28, 1915,
when the Germans launched their chemical attack through thfe use of
toxic clouds. A number of elements stand out in these ﬁfst chemical, ter-
ror attacks that allow Sloterdijk to link them to biological terr'or today.
First, the attack was directed on the soldier’s individual environment
such that the body itself became one of the means for death:

The attack on humans in gas warfare is about integrating the most fun-
damental strata of the biological conditions for life into the attack. . . . Not
only is it the case that, as Jean-Paul Sartre remarked, desperation is mans

attack against himself; more: the gas terrorists’ assault on the air induces
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desperation in those attacked, who, unable to refrain from breathing, are
forced to participate in the obliteration of their own life.*!

Terror, then and today, as he says, works by transforming man into the
instrument of his own destruction. Moreover, we find the genetic fea-
ture of terror (as opposed classically in Hobbes to fear, which is always
productive) working “against the very human-ambient ‘things’ without
which people cannot remain people.”*? For Sloterdijk, terror is a tech-
nical form of violence or a violent form of technology that depersonal-
izes to the degree that it attacks the very air that a person breathes and
in which she lives. As we saw in the preceding chapter when discussing
Esposito’s reading of the dispositif of the person, the sliding scale toward
the semiperson to the nonperson is flexible enough that such attacks
on individual atmospheres may have the effect of shifting large num-
bers toward the realm of the antiperson (attempts at Guantdnamo Bay
at psychological warfare through loud music are a case in point among
many others).*3
The thanatopolitics of terror becomes clear when we see the role that
technology plays in making possible the destruction of environments. In
the various technologies that fall under the title of climate control and
meteorology, Sloterdijk sees them less as the effects of wartime technol-
ogy or, for that matter, peaceful forms of knowledge and more as “sedi-
ments of war and post-war science.”* In the resemblance between mete-
orology and terrorism, we glimpse the thanatopolitical because this form
of impolitical knowledge allows its “user” to attack the conditions of exis-
tence of those who inhabit a certain space. “New weapons of terror are
those through which the basic means of survival are made more explicit;
new categories of attack are those which expose—in the mode of a bad
surprise—new surfaces of vulnerability.”* Again, we can make out the
figure of Heidegger, whose writings on the question of technology are
implicitly raised and answered by Sloterdijk, especially in the central term
he uses throughout Terror from the Air, as “a form of exploration of the
environment from the perspective of its destructibility.”*® In Sloterdijk’s
reading, terrorism exploits a modern technology of space exploration so
as to be able to deny the very conditions of life, indeed, the primary con-
ditions of life itself. Parallels with Heidegger’s perspective on the proto-
cols of improper writing come to mind as well, but they seem to have
been made less metaphysical in Sloterdijk’s account. The technology of
the environment for Sloterdijk begins, as we noted earlier, primarily at the
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beginning of the nineteenth century, and its transformation of that space
as one for manipulation and, implicitly, attack occurs during the First
World War. The threat posed to mankind today is thus of a truly global
sort. Yet, whereas for Heidegger, the threat was never spelled out in any-
thing other than ontological terms of a withdrawal of Being from which
man had to be saved, for Sloterdijk, the catastrophe has already arrived in
terms of massive vulnerability caused by these forms of ecotechnologies.
Man's very breath is put at risk. Yet something more troubling is hinted
at as well, namely, that when the connectedness of breathing is broken
across communities, be they global or local, the result is that implicitly,
when some individuals try to breathe, others do not.

Here again we see how Sloterdijk inflects immunity thanatopolitically
in the sense that immunity in the modern period is thought as one of
defense against threats and less immunity as privilege. The birth of envi-
ronmental terrorism—and terrorism is always ecologically directed for
Sloterdijk—is seen as a response to these immunitary regimes that grow
more sophisticated over the course of the last century. As globalization
proceeds, more powerful immunitary regimes develop, in turn designed
by individuals, often in joint ventures. Yet these designs demand in equal
measure a form of technology that will challenge them by threatening to

overtake defenses. Thus

it is crucial to insist on identifying terrorism as a child of modernity, inso-
far as its exact definition was forged only after the principle of attacking an
organism’s, or a life-form's, environment and immune defenses was shown

in its perfect technical explication.””

Sloterdijk’s premise is an accelerating point-counterpoint in which ter-
rorism breeds ever more powerful immunitary regimes that are able to
deny to the terrorist access to the environmental conditions without
which the human organism cannot live. Some must die, paradoxically,
so that others in the future will live. The understanding, however, is that
the game of one-upsmanship between them never ends.

We will want to raise objections with Sloterdijk’s analysis, some of
which I will return to in my conclusion. For now, I note only the implicit
technological determinism that he assumes throughout his reading, in
which immunology gives birth to modern terrorism. Similarly, Sloter-
dijk fails to see immunity as anything other than defense or to consider
increasing immunity regimes (and heightened terrorist attacks, which
they implicitly call forth in his analysis) as leading to what Derrida and
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others refer to as autoimmunity: the attack by immunity on the entity it
was intended to protect (the individual or the body politic).*® With t}}iat
said, the nexus between technology and immunity protocols allows us
to make out yet again the features of the thanatopolitical in Sloterdijk’s
thought from another perspective. He implicitly recognizes a fundamen-
tal truth of immunization, one that Esposito captures well in Communi-
.tas as the fundamental question of community: “How are we to fight the
?mmunization of life without making it do death’s work?”** The more one
1mr.nunizes life, the more one calls forth death, and given that immuni-
zation accelerates in the modern and, especially, the postmodern peri-
ods, the form that this death will take will be increasingly ecological and
global. It will also be communal in the sense that I noted earlier: in the
p.lace of communities, be they national or ethnic, we now hav.e indi-
vidual immunitary designs, which, in Sloterdijk’s account, will become
erer m'ore protective and hence more vocal in calling forth more attacks
Said differently, rather than being merely the bad boy of German con:
te‘rnporary philosophy, Sloterdijk does in fact share a principal concern
with many other European intellectuals writing today, and that concern
centers around a missing community. The thanatopolitical drift that we
noted in Agamben and Esposito as emerging out of an anxiety of tech-
nology with reference to the community is also to be found in Sloterdijk
For him, too, the thanatopolitical will be expressed in terms of the end o%
a proper community.

The Inhumanity of the Modern Avant-garde

This is not Sloterdijk’s only perspective on immunity. He is not merely
content to offer a tragic view of the irresolvable dialectic between more
p?werful immunitary designs and ecoterrorist attacks. Before I look at
his other responses, however, it is important to single out another feature
f)f Sloterdijk’s thinking of these joint ventures in protection. That feature
involves his impolitical reading of the modern avant-garde as practitio-
ners of a certain form of terror that will, not surprisingly, have thanato-
pol'itical effects on community. Sloterdijk does so in Terror from the Air
by implicitly invoking the high modern view of innovation in the Imagist
dictum “Make It New!" Yet this innovation does not concern primaril
ready-mades or question of form so much as it does the creation of a nevf/,
society heralded by all the avant-gardes in which society becomes both
the subject and object of “permanent revolution”:
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Permanent “revolution” demands permanent horror. It presumes a soci-
ety that continually proves anew to be horrifiable and revisable. The art of
the new is steeped in the thrill of the latest novelty, because it emerges by
mimicking terror and in a parallelism with war—often without being able
to say whether it is declaring war on the war of societies or waging war on
its own account. The artist is constantly faced with the decision of whether
to advance as a saver of differences or a warlord of innovation against the

general public.”’

He will go on to speak of the modern masses integrated into “emergency
communistic units,” regimes of permanent fear, as he calls them, based
solely on a common, threatened state shared by all. Again, so much of
Sloterdijk’s account of immunity here is implied that we need. to proceed
carefully, but obviously he makes fear and revolution coterminus, where
fear emerges at the same time as calls for revolution both in ;[he art;? and
in politics. In other words, catchphrases like “Make It New! contrlbut.e
to regimes of fear in dismantling forms of community in fav?r of a soci-
ety that can be more easily frightened and controlled. Thfese emergency
communistic units,” which remain unidentified here, will elsewhere be
referred to as totalitarian.

In such a scenario, a skeletal form of community appears just'as the
emergency is declared, providing a makeshift identity that 1.s manifested
only because of an (outside) threat. Sloterdijk does not qua.hfy t.h(? nature
of this identity, but it does not require much effort to see an implicit oppo-
sition here between a prior community that provides communal t?o'nds
and a qualified life or bios and a present community under conqltlons
of emergency that offers merely identity and hence w.eakened u'nmu-
nity protection. Without wishing to push his thinking into any kind of
thanatopolitical straitjacket, Sloterdijk appears to suppose that attempts
to make art new by the avant-garde at the opening of the last century
weaken a politically qualified life to the degree that they mimic the terror
of the new. The result is a turning away from community toward som'e-
thing else that is based principally on the fear of not hav'irllg a community
or being a community—an early version of identity politics that appears
as the emergency, created and intensified as innovation, spreads.

The role afforded the avant-garde in this monumental move towar.d
another form of emergency community (and emergency immunity) is
immense because most of the avant-garde Sloterdijk examines will in fact
advance themselves as “warlords of innovation.” To understand fully the
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stakes of Sloterdijk’s perspective, let’s compare this perspective to that of
another contemporary philosopher writing on much the same theme:

Infinite in its act, art is not the least bit destined to the satisfaction of human
animals in their tepid everyday life. Instead, it aims at forcing a thinking to
declare, in its area of concern, the state of exception. Whilst accounting for
the act, the qualitative infinite is what exceeds every result, every objective
repetition, all the “normal” subjective states. Art is not the expression of
ordinary humanity, of that which within the human obstinately strives to
survive, or, as Spinoza would put it, to “persevere in being.” Art bears wit-
ness to the inhuman within the human. Its aim is nothing short of compel-
ling humanity to some excess with regard to itself. . . . In this respect, the

art of the century, just like its politics or its scientific formalisms, is starkly
anti-humanist.”

Here Alain Badiou posits that art operates in the state of exception and
thus shows how mere zoé can, thanks to art, cross the threshold to bios.
For Badiou, art does not satisfy the human animal; it is not only directed
toward reinforcing a bare form of life but rather pushes thought itself to
consider art’s relation to forms of political life, to bios. What goes by the
name here of the qualified infinite—the assonance of qualified with a
qualified form of life called bios is not happenstance—is what exceeds
the act itself; not just any act, but all acts, and especially those objec-
tive repetitions and subjective states that go under the name of “nor-
mal.” Consequently, an abyss opens underneath mankind. On one side,
we have ordinary humanity engaged in repetitions linked to the ordinary
and the normalizing, and on the other, an inhumanity folded into the
human that art discloses—on one side, a form of ordinary life that merely
survives (and the suggestion is that it won't survive for long) and another
that does not merely survive but that lives on infinitely, an infinite qual-

ified life or bios, and hence not ordinary humanity but an exceptional

inhumanity. On one side, we have a humanity not understood in its ani-

mality, the human animal, as what merely lives, and on the other side, the

inhuman human purged of its animal nature.

In this scheme, art and the artist’s function are to force humanity to
come face-to-face with its own unqualified limits—the mere repetitions
that characterize ordinary life, the normalizing therapies that create
ordinary states while blocking an opening to the inhumanly infinite and
infinitely inhuman. The differences with Sloterdijk couldn’t be greater.
Where Badiou sees the artist pushing humanity beyond itself, Sloterdijk

BARELY BREATHING . 103




3

sees instead a permanent performance of shock and awe dedicated to
creating fear; by mimicking terror, the avant-garde artist helps dismantle
forms of qualified life linked to community. Where Badiou sees bios only
emerging in the process by which art makes ordinary humanity aware of
its normalized status—of which terror or terrorizing may well be a part—
Sloterdijk sees art waging war on behalf not of some inhuman future but
rather on behalf of fear itself. It is as if innovation, be it technological,
political, or artistic, works as a multiplier of fear in Sloterdijk’s analy-
sis. So, too, do Sloterdijk and Badiou differ on the inscription of biopoli-
tics ultimately into the horizon of community. Community is, of course,
missing from Badiou’s analysis. This lack of reference to community is
due to Badiou’s perspective, in which ordinary humanity is viewed as
consisting solely of zoé while pushing bios to some future transformation
set in motion by an art that exceeds the mere repetitive act that is typical
of bare life. Badiou translates the classic Marxian term alienation as fun-
damentally constitutive of zoé.

This reading of Badiou allows us to see once again where Sloterdijk’s
thought drifts toward the thanatopolitical. For Sloterdijk, commu-
nity today is only a skeleton of its previous self, having been weakened
repeatedly by modernity, but especially by those first terrorist forms
of twentieth-century modernity that were called the avant-garde. In
its place appear two forms of immunity: the individual and the eme‘zr—
gency collective. Neither is based, however, on qualified life or the .glv—
ing of the munus but rather on either the barest of immunity protections
or the most advanced (and hence doomed to attack sooner or later). In
this sense, Sloterdijk’s thanatopolitics emerges out of qualified life with-
drawing at the beginning of the twentieth century due in no smail part‘to
the appropriation on the part of the avant-garde of innovation and, with
it, the possibility of intensifying fear across large populations. Through
a series of layered semantic lexicons, the innovation practiced will be
deeply inscribed in forms of technology that move mankind closer (ar‘ld
back) to a Hobbesian state of nature, in which individual immunity
regimes attempt to take the place of the Leviathan.

The Thanatopolitics of Rage

In Sloterdijk's most recent work in English, these reflections on the bio-
political effects of the avant-garde are part of a larger project in which he
traces the history of rage over the course of Western civilization. One may
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well ask what rage has to do with biopolitics. Clearly by referring to it and
its close cousin, resentment, Sloterdijk is up to some of his old tricks, all
pulled out of a Nietzschean hat. Leaving aside for the moment the Nietzs-
chean “debt,” a number of vectors appear here that pick up the threads of
Sloterdijk’s previous work, while others provide further details on thana-
topolitical and technology. First, there is, of course, the fully articulated
critical assault against Marxism, which Sloterdijk sees as practicing in its
own obviously resentful way a sort of thanatopolitics by assuming a sac-

rificial economy when it comes to weighing the results of revolt. Here
Heidegger's distinction between proper and improper writing and reve-

lation will once again be translated, but now across proper and improper

forms of rage. Thus Sloterdijk will link pure rage to the Greek heroes who

were emptied of their interiority and their egos in almost impersonal

fashion. Thus, Sloterdijk writes of Achilles,

In the case of pure rage there is no complex inner life, no hidden psychic
world, no private secret through which the hero would become under-
standable to other human beings. Rather, the basic principle is that the

inner life of the actor should become wholly deed and, if possible, wholly
song.%

The point is not that one fights for something but that the battle serves
to bring forth a heroic fighting spirit or energy. The emphasis that Sloter-
dijk places on Handlung (action) in relation to pure rage inscribes this
sequence in the horizon of proper and improper forms of technology
as well because rage for Sloterdijk, in its production and transforma-
tion of events, will call forth energy. This was essential, we recall, for Hei-
degger’s reading of technology and the protocols of improper writing in
“Heimkunft.”

Two hundred pages later, Sloterdijk traces the improper and exqui-
sitely modern forms of rage and resentment to the French Revolution
and, in particular, to those masters of rage, the Jacobins, reaching its
maximum point of intensity with Marx and Lenin. What stands out in
Rage and Time, aside from the broad brushstrokes Sloterdijk uses to
paint what is to say at a minimum a complex and multidimensional
history of Marxist thought, is the role of rage in the construction of the
new man-——the new revolutionary subject and the kinds of diagonal cuts
that will separate this future vision of humanity from its decadent bour-
geois predecessor. Interestingly, Sloterdijk will read the political avant-
garde, in particular, the political party, be it socialist or communist, as
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functioning essentially as a sort of technology.—.e.ls giving forrr.1 to rag(ta ;2
a sort of dromological movement that Paul Vlrll{o described 1n. akn.o .
different context.>* Speaking of the semantic chaln.v.vhose ﬁIStkhI; 1sk ] Iel
party militant, Sloterdijk will note that “r.nodern militancy loot S ;(; "
a long succession of rage corporations in the s.hape of secre Soationai
terrorist organizations, revolutionary cells, national arlld supra.n ton
organizations, workers’ parties, unions of all sl.lades, aid o.rganlz ndi-,
and artistic associations. All of these are organized accordmg to co N
tions of membership, rituals, and club activitie?s, as well as th;:.lr ne\f/\/;lp '
pers, journals, and editorial houses.”* The point of thF:se blo fes tc:) ugS h,
though clearly they resemble media more than anythlng else, 1&".[ © I?heir
a people toward “subversive energy,” to for.ce.them to glvehven o e
“explosive unhappiness.”*® Unlike their artistic brethrefl, t.ese.t[})1 e
avant-gardes harvest rage by giving it form. They'r prov1de.1tdw1 -
lective body with which and through which rage is embodied ma y
ively. .
an(;li)(ilc}fg;jll‘(, v?/,ill go on to associate the .t'hanatopolitic;ﬁ w1tillll ;l:;sl.z
improper forms, in particular, with the political party. We a\llle » some
sense here the other side of Heidegger’s fear at.JouF the tec Eobgthe
tion of man under the Bolsheviks, the standardl'zatlon wrox'lg t y ‘
typewriter that slotted Western man into points in commur'ucatlon ans‘
lessened the individual features of his physical as Yvel? a}s written e);lprtein
sion. Thus Sloterdijk translates this into a proper m.dmc.lual rlage t 2; o
some respects seems almost impersonal as he de.scrlbes it early on., ct "
pared with the massification or “The Thymotization of the Pro etarlla.l ,l iy
which the individual’s expression of ire will be subsuined and m'utt.lpnlia57
in a systematic understanding of “alienation” and reapproi)rlfn 1Socc.m_
Sloterdijk goes on at great length to demon'strate ho‘w th?se erll oo
tribute to collective rage, but the point of his reflections is to a fc:N '
to argue that the Marxist project will be fought over the terms o
what is human and who or what is not:

. . . s
Nothing less was at stake with regard to the liberation of the working clas:
. S, . e
than the regeneration of the human being. This liberation could correct th
. . orities in class
deformations resulting from the living conditions of the majorities in cl

societies.”

. I ion, the
Despite capitalism’s dehumanization of the proletariat via reification .
s . ;
seeds for a future humanity reside there; it is “the true matrix of huinan.ty;'
in general, with all its future potential.”*® The enemies of the proletaria
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therefore are enemies of humanity and, according to Sloterdijk’s reading,

“[deserve] to be pushed back into the past.”® Thus the thanatopolitical
vector of Sloterdijk’s analysis does not lie in agreeing with Marx’s read-
ing of the dehumanization of the proletariat (which, in fact, he does) but
rather in the construction of the enemies of the revolution, these ene-
mies of a potential humanity who must be pushed back into the past in
this “ultimate war.”8!

Sloterdijk’s language in describing the ultimate class and civil war
envisaged by Marxism is also thanatopolitically derived:

The ultimate war was supposed to release unconditional hostility: the
capital-owing bourgeoisie, including its well-fed entourage,

as the objec-
tive brutes, on the one side, and the proletarians,

who were the sole pro-
ducers of value, together with their escort of hungry offspring as the objec-

tively true human beings, on the other side. In this war, the stakes include
the true nature of the producing human being. Because one party, it is
said, entertains a merely parasitical relationship with regard to production,
while the other party includes those that produce authentically, the latter
has to be rightly and inevitably victorious in the end. From this moment

onward, to understand the essence of reality meant to think civil war.5

Sloterdijk clearly intends, by employing the language of extermination, to
evoke the thanatopolitical universe of Nazism; so, too,
tion between real humans and nonhumans recall, if not Nazi biopoli-
tics, then certainly a form of early twentieth-century anthropology and
race thinking, all framed again in the language of proper and improper
(authentic production), a distinction that Sloterdijk will read critically as
the basis for the ultimate war. Obviously, there are significant difficulties
with Sloterdijk’s rhetoric here, but let’s recall again that Foucault him-
self, in his seminar from 1975-76 at the College de France, collected in
“Society Must Be Defended,” expressed himself in not so different terms
from Sloterdijk when discussing the racism of socialism:

does the distinc-

“In addition to
the State racism that developed in the conditions I have been telling you
about, a social-racism also came into being, and it did not wait for the
formation of socialist States before making its appearance. Socialism was
racism from the outset, even in the nineteenth century.”® Foucault will
add shortly thereafter that “whenever, on the other hand, socialism has
been forced to stress the problem of struggle, the struggle against the
enemy, of the elimination of the enemy within capitalist society, racism

does raise its head, because it is the only way in which socialist thought,
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which is after all very much bound up with the themes of bi.(-)power,
can rationalize the murder of its enemies.”® Essentially, SlOtel‘dljlf takes
over Foucault’s analysis of racism and reads it through the par'a'dlgm of
rage. What both Sloterdijk and Foucault share is '.[he reconglon tt.lat
in the thymotic revolution, a form of thanatopolitics exilo‘l\{es in which
the potential human, carried by the proletariat as possibility, can onl.y
be actualized through a rage that justifies the murder of the bourgeoi-
sie as less than human. They diverge in Sloterdijk’s broader brus.hst'rokes
with which he paints Marxism and by forgoing some of the nlce.tle.s of
Foucault’s discussion about social racism, since he translates it into
wrath and rage. . .
Sloterdijk will supplement this reading of rage (or better, his reading
of how rage was domesticated after the Greeks into its df:based forTnS) bz
interpreting rage through the figure of the “misanthropic International,
which reads like a crisis brought on by the effects of too much rage. Thus
we find ourselves facing “an epidemic of negativity” that wor¥(s from
within civilization to produce revolts. Of course, the problems with such
a perspective are numerous, but for Sloterdijk, most decisive :are the fea-
tures of this misanthropy, articulated not just by communism but by
most, if not all, liberal forms [des neo-kapitalistischen way of life] as well.
For Sloterdijk, the threat of the common is exactly that its purveyors only
perceive the common as a massing, which ignores a funda@ental truth
about human socialization. The truth of the matter, according t'0 Slote.r-
dijk, is that humanity contains within it a strong tendency to sociophobia
and that any attempt to institute the common by a party or a State does
the work of the sadist. This is the ultimate horizon of the camp for Sloter-
dijk, and not surprisingly, it is one that will elide differences between
Nazi, Soviet, or Chinese Communism. He writes,

Rather, the camp rests on the intuition that hell is always other people as
soon as they are mutually forced into unwelcome proximity. In Huis clo?,
Sartre merely replaces macro-hell with micro-hell. If one shoves OTles
enemies together into a state of total coexistence, one is responsible
for each individual being burned in the small flame of induced hostility
against his kin. Only saints survive camp situations without being dehu-

manized. “Camp” is only a conventional name for the modern forges of
misanthropy.”

Thus bare life resulting from the state of exception is less important for
Sloterdijk than the effects of rage—caused by a misanthropy brought
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on by the unbearable nearness to one’s neighbor. If there is a process of
dehumanization that takes place in these camps, for Sloterdijk, it is one
caused by this toxic proximity to others.

The analysis is deeply unsettling for many reasons, not the least of
which is its failure to take account of the specificity of the Nazi death
camps and the importance of Nazi biocratic practices. Clearly we will
want to raise questions about these claims. With that said, it is also clear
that Sloterdijk sees a kind of original biopolitical (and metaphysical)
mechanism that goes by the name of the thanatopolitical: we sense it in
the opposition between forcible common-ization, on one hand, and the
sociophobia of the individual, on the other. When he moves to a discus-
sion of contemporary forms of anger and rage, he will, in ways similar to
Agamben, also assume bare life as the minimum common denominator
linking the masses in the West. Where they differ is what each chiefly sees
as the features of bare life, which is to ask what precisely bare life lacks.
For Sloterdijk, bare life lacks proper forms of rage; it is incapable of any
“initiatory power to redeem one’s own value and claims.”

The reason concerns the power of technology. Perhaps it no longer
bears repeating, but this reappearance of proper and improper rage calls
to mind again Heidegger’s reading of technology. This allows Sloterdijk
to bear witness to what is most properly individual—rage that has noth-
ing of the impurities of resentment that Sloterdijk sees operating on the
left because it does not install improper forms through the massification
of its members. Today the catastrophe for Sloterdijk is not that man or
individuals rage—that is not the point—but rather that this rage is trans-
mitted in a society of the spectacle whose effect is exactly to subjugate
all themes to the “law of standardization”: “It is their democratic mis-
sion to create indifference by eradicating difference between major and

minor matters.”® The catastrophe will be the Heideggerian one we know
so well of Western man, who now must be saved, but cannot, because
of the power of mass media to create indifference. The dehumanizing of
human beings results, brought on by disinhibiting media.

Another catastrophe awaits, however, and it rhymes with What Is
an Apparatus? Sloterdijk will name the threat if Agamben does not: it is
Islam. Writing in a tone that recalls the vitriol with which Oriana Fallaci
attacked Islam, Sloterdijk will admit that even if “so far Islamism has lit-
tle to show that would enable it to creatively continue the technological,
economic, and scientific conditions of existence for humankind during
the twenty-first century,” the risk is that it soon will.®8 Combined with
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a demographic explosion within Islam, the catastrophe for the West is
obvious enough for Sloterdijk—a biopolitical attack awaits. “It will not
be an empty time of waiting for the West.”* Again one finds many trou-
bling moments in Sloterdijk’s analysis, not the least of which is the mono-
lithic view he provides of Islam (even if he does allow for the possibility
of a cosmopolitan Islam to emerge later on): the Manichaeanism at work
here in fact detracts from Sloterdijk’s contributions to our understand-
ing of the contemporary biopolitical moment. With that said, we can see
that Sloterdijk has essentially substituted Islam for communism in Hei-
degger’s analysis of proper and improper writing. There we recall that Hei-
degger spoke of the technologized Bolshevik and “the complete technical
organization of the world.”™ Sloterdijk, on this score, hedges his bets. On
one hand, the coming catastrophe is that Islam, armed with technical
know-how and given the viral epidemic of indifference in the West, may
well gain the upper hand. On the other hand, Islam lacks the sheer anger,
the banks of rage on which communism cashed its checks. Sloterdijk,
in other words, will have none of the Christian, Islamic, or Communist
traffic in apocalypse. The reason is unambiguous enough. The catastro-
phe is already long past us, thanks to globalization and the immunity
regimes that characterize it. In such a scenario of postcatastrophe, bio-
technology, with its domestication of being as well as rage, is the only
strategy that retains any power to alter radically the rampant dehuman-
ization and the surrounding indifference that characterize Western life.

The Thanatopolitics of Biotechnology (I): Foucault and Sloterdijk

In the pages that remain, I want to tie up some of the loose ends of my
discussion of Sloterdijk’s thanatopolitics, which begins with immunity
and ends impolitically with a defense of heroic rage as one of the few ave-
nues available for life to dezoologize itself. Sloterdijk’s discussion raises
a number of points of contact with areas generally thought off limits in
his perspective on globalization. In some ways, for instance, his analy-
sis rhymes with Italian operaismo (workerist philosophy) and immaterial
labor and perhaps, to Sloterdijk’s horror, has points of contact with Toni
Negri as well.”’ Be that as it may, let’s observe as well that the drift toward
the thanatopolitical does not occur all at once in Sloterdijk’s model of
sphere, globalization, and improper forms of anger—he did not just wake
up in 2007 to discover that proper care begins at a nonexistent home and
that mankind must continually fight for it. The process occurs in history,
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and so Sloterdijk is not merely following an antihistoricist line of thought,
say, as in Heidegger’s Parmenides, given the sheer detail he offers on the
genealogy of globalization. We recall how he traces the Qutside’s increas-
ing power and the concomitant response of the inside to construct vir-
tual individual walls.” Rather, as I have attempted to show here, a large
part of his thanatopolitics really concerns the death of community, which
explains the tragic tonality with which Sloterdijk treats it in the second
volume of Sphdren. Thus globalization for Sloterdijk is not empire; there
can be no “super monosphere or a powerful center of all the centers,” no
virtual or rhizomatic empire that could provide a newly charged notion
of the common, but only a future of ever shifting joint individual ventures
that involve different groups who share the same interests at any given
point in time.” Whereas before, family or community provided proper
care, that possibility no longer exists. Thus the thanatopolitical catastro-
phe has less to do with Western man or humanity in general than it does
with the death of community and the rise of individual immunity. In lieu
of community, contemporary societies composed of individual members
now gain momentum. The essential strategy they adopt, indeed, one of
the only strategies available, is to design ever more powerful immunitary
regimes based on flexible networks of interest.

The relation of immunity and community calls to mind not only
Esposito’s understanding of the term in relation to community—and
here many points of contact with Sloterdijk are already evident. Even
more central is Foucault, as he should be, for a discussion of globaliza-
tion as individual biopolitical regimes that subvert communities. In the
lecture of March 17, 1976, collected in “Society Must Be Defended,” Fou-
cault treats the environment in quick fashion in his genealogy of biopoli-
tics. What he says echoes, however, Sloterdijk’s reading of ecology and the
end of community:

Biopolitics’ last domain, is finally. .. control over relations between the
human race, or human beings insofar as they are a species, insofar as
they are living beings, and their environment, the milieu in which they
live ... and also the problem of the environment to the extent that it is
not a natural environment, that is has been created by the population and
therefore has effects on the population.”™

Recent reflections on Foucault’s elaboration of biopolitics often elide
this ecological perspective, but it is one that Sloterdijk, in some sense,
returns to and overturns. Where Sloterdijk pushes beyond Foucault is in
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having deconstructed populations as representing a moment prior to the
current one of joint interests and mobile ventures that shift at the speed
of light. He does so by compellingly showing that one of the principal
effects of artificial environments linked to populations (and not to a peo-
ple) is that it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to locate a proper home
for a population. Here Sloterdijk is mining another area of Foucauldian
biopolitics on which few have touched, namely, the relation of biopoli-
tics to chance and hence to security.”® Indeed, Foucault speaks of alea-
tory events in the same breath as biopolitics: “a technology that brings
together the mass effects characteristic of a population, which tries to
control the series of random events that can occur in a living mass, a
technology which tries to predict the probability of those events.”’® So,
too, are Sloterdijk’s immunitary designs anchored to individual (in)secu-
rity completely inscribed here as well. Foucault thinks biopolitics as a
“technology of security” that has to be installed around the random ele-
ment inherent in a population of living beings so as to optimize a state
of life. For Sloterdijk, the individual, and not the population, optimizes
his state of life.

These areas of contact with Foucault demand a much fuller account-
ing than the one I am able to give here, but in the interest of moving
the discussion forward, let me turn to where exactly Sloterdijk diverges
with Foucault on biopolitics.” This occurs principally with respect to rac-
ism. We recall that for Foucault, racism was what made possible the rein-
troduction of death into biopolitics so that a separation could be intro-
duced, a “break into the domain of life that is under power’s control: the
break between what must live and what must die.””® The ultimate point
of such an aut aut will be to allow power to treat populations as spe-
cies. Where, then, do we find in Sloterdijk’s analysis the mechanism that
determines “what must live and what must die”? We have already seen
a partial answer in Sloterdijk’s earlier response, in which he makes the
thanatopolitical implicit in the workings of the market through immu-
nity. How so? Lurking behind Sloterdijk’s reading of immunity, we find
that for some to have immunity, to design their own immunity, others,
the majority, must be stripped of theirs. He never says that for individu-
als to design theirs, others must lose theirs (as Esposito suggests in his
reading of the dispositif of the person), but it is hinted at earlier, when
Sloterdijk thinks a failing solidarity among one’s own national collective
that before would have offered forms of immunity to the larger commu-
nity (immunity understood in its general sense as the welfare state and
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its forms of assistance). We see here again the role of neoliberalism in glo-
balization, which cuts out from underneath community modes of collec-
tive protection. The process, emerging only in fragments in Sloterdijk, is
one that Warren Montag has spoken of in terms of necroeconomics. For

Montag, key in such a process is marking those whose could be allowed
to die. As Montag writes,

Thus alongside the figure of Homo Sacer, the one who may be killed with
impunity, is another figure, one whose death is no doubt less spectacular
than the first and is the object of no memorial or commemoration: he who
with impunity may be allowed to die, slowly or quickly, in the name of the
rationality and equilibrium of the market.”

Sloterdijk’s analysis dovetails in many respects with Montag’s, despite
Montag’s own interest in early-nineteenth-century economic thought—
both locate in the market the means by which lives are abandoned.
Sloterdijk, however, updates Montag’s reading by linking it to failed com-
munal regimes brought on by globalization, which becomes the ultimate
step in which lives are thrown back literally onto their own devices.

The Thanatopolitics of Biotechnology (II): Globalized Gene Pools

Sloterdijk’s more famous writings on biotechnology ought to be inscribed
in this larger necroeconomic horizon. For Sloterdijk, the postmodern
form of globalization enacted by capitalism cuts the ground out from
below national immunity programs. Two results ensue. First, we move
toward a “post-racist period, dominated by the evidence that the varia-
tions among individuals is in every case greater than those among eth-
nicities.”* This is because globalization does not begin and end with the
earth and that cosmic outside that turns us back on ourselves. It involves
more significantly today a globalization of human gene pools. “This is
characterized,” Sloterdijk suggests, on one hand, “by an almost com-
plete elimination of natural selection and, on the other hand, by a move
toward the globalization of genes that will ultimately bring about a level-
ing of the historical differences between peoples and races [Vilkern und
Rassen).”® Sloterdijk reinterprets the move from people to population
that figures so prominently in the Foucauldian narrative of biopolitics in
the language of bioengineering. The troubling result is that as the differ-
ence between peoples falls as they move to populations, further differ-
ences will become so minimal as to remove the basis for racism itself. The
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question that Sloterdijk’s analysis of globalization of genes raises is the
following; if racism was the mechanism with which Foucault aFcounted
for the appearance of the thanatopolitical at the end of the nineteenth
century (later to become full-blown in Nazism), do we find ourselves now
at the threshold of a different configuration of biopolitics, an anthropo-
technical moment in which thanatopolitics has been done away witl??e’2
Sloterdijk seems to oscillate here. On one hand, as my earlier disc'ussmn
of individuals without immunity protection suggests, he will incline the
thanatopolitical toward a critique of the market, which will allow sqme
lives to be abandoned. In this sense, he is clearly critical of neoliberalism
and its inscription of life in death. On the other hand, in other texts in
which biotechnology moves to the center, the market seems to disapp.ear
completely, vanishing in a Heideggerian haze of the mystery of Bel.ng.
Thus being [Sein) prepares itself “for a continuous process of revelation
and disclosure; for always new moments of suspicion and simultane-
ously, for hiding itself from that which now is manifest.”® The reference,
willed, it is clear, to revelation and discovery and then back to revela-
tion, recalls those pages from Heidegger that have formed the subtext for
my survey of the thanatopolitical in contemporary philoso'phy. Using our
discussion of mystery and revelation as our angle for reading, we can say
that Sloterdijk’s perspective on biotechnology is also inscribed in te’ch—
nology and, with it, in the workings of proper and improper revelation
and writing.

The emphasis on humanizing and bestializing media that OprIS
“Rules for the Human Zoo” comes once again into play. For Sloterdijk,
bioengineering functions like reading (Lesen); in fact, he will'read 'selec—
tion from the gene pool (Auslesen) as a form of reading. But bloer.lgmeer-
ing of genes is also implicitly a form of writing to the degree that it places
us in a situation of mystery.®* Biotechnology as writing does not reveal
itself in one fell swoop but continues to hold man in place in a form of
Bestand that I sketched in my discussion of Heidegger in chapter 1: in our
being available to abandonment in biotechnology, we must wait for its
effects to become apparent. This is the unspoken and unacknowledged
economy of sacrifice in which some in the present are sacriﬁc.efl for
more efficient future immunitary designs. In other words, this individual
immunization essentially does the work of death, pitting future bioengi-
neering against contemporary terrorist attacks on immunity.

Where we might have expected Sloterdijk to argue that biotechnology
is a form of improper writing that in fact withdraws man from Being, he
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will instead, in a reading that challenges Parmenides (or rather deploys
the “Letter on Humanism” against it), deny a purely improper—proper
reading to biotechnology. Bioengineering for Sloterdijk is radically dif-
ferent from other forms of technology (and hence other forms of writing)
to the degree that the genetic engineering of superior individuals is now
possible and is furthermore absolutely necessary—thus the still trou-
bling pages in which Sloterdijk speaks of anthropotechnical governing:

Royal anthropotechnology, in short, demands of the statesman that he
understand how to bring together free but suggestible people in order to
bring out the characteristics that are most advantageous to the whole, so
that under his direction the human zoo can achieve the optimum homeo-
stasis. This comes about when the two relative optima of human character
or warlike courage and philosophical humanistic contemplation are woven
together in the tapestry of the species.?

Sloterdijk will not simply note that technology standardizes mankind as
a form of communication would, making us all the same: his argument
about the coming period of postracism makes clear.®® He will, however,
also point out that mapped gene pools imply, as well, optimized gene
pools. His unsettling reading of Plato shorn of its Nazi appropriations
comes into view.*” In these anthropotechnical techniques, Sloterdijk will
see the ultimate attempt to deal with the aleatory element in life on the
level of the individual. These individuals will become guardians of the
human zoo so that in some future, the mass of humanity will no lon-
ger be different, except for those superindividuals whose superior gene
pool permits them to act as the ultimate protectors of the majority of
human animals. Again, we have another instance of life implicitly being
strengthened through the death of others. Man waits for the proper mys-

tery of his genetic future to be revealed, which places him in the position

of requiring saving (even if Sloterdijk denies or limits this, given his deep

desire to see bioengineering as heralding a new posthuman future). It is

this figure of humanity who waits to be surpassed (and in so doing) who

risks obsolescence—who is abandoned to the future.

We note, too, the implicit messianism of his analysis. We saw this in
Agamben as well as Esposito, but differently from them, Sloterdijk’s mes-
sianism is profoundly thought through a philosophical critique of tech-
nology; technology puts humanity at risk but will also save humanity by
creating superior human beings who can manage the human animal
zoopolitically—who can, through superior genetic pools, save the rest of
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us. What Sloterdijk cannot see is that technology in the form of bioengi-
neering is also the product of the market and that the majority of human-
ity that he sees as having been exposed with little or no immunity pro-
tection risks being extended dramatically to all but those few individuals
who have been engineered to rise above the animalized masses. Sloter-
dijk does not say much about these future biopolitical sovereigns, but
their difference in species from the majority of humanity suggests again
the role of the negative as well, because presumably, their own immunity
designs will require, in not different fashion from the previous biopo-
Jitical sovereigns of colonialism, the distancing from the “community” of
the human animals from which they are genetically immunized.®
To review, then, there are four moments of the thanatopolitical that
characterize Sloterdijk’s philosophical thought. The first appears in the
final stages of globalization itself, when Western civilization, as he calls
it, faced with a reconfigured and essentially nihilist notion of the outside
as radically negative and other, is forced to view the earth from a certain
immanent perspective. The earth itself becomes the subject of an imma-
nent critique, without any transcendental coordinates for a homeland
outside of the community to which the individual belongs. The second
occurs with particular fury in European colonialism, when the Outside
is related semantically to the other that is to be colonized. Colonialism
in Sloterdijk’s reading thus functions as a way of perfecting immunitary
regimes, and so the thanatopolitical will be registered in the prolifera-
tion of ever more powerful immunitary dispositifs for the colonizer and
the attempts on the part of the colonized to weaken them (thereby para-
doxically strengthening them). The third we can see most clearly in the
development of the dispositif of the household as a further instance of
immunity—the design of immunitary regimes held privately and the
weakening of immunity formerly provided by the larger community of
the Nation-State. Here more explicitly than in the first is the thanatopo-
litical identified as the simultaneous expansion of individual immunity
and the deimmunization of communities, in which one is premised on
the other and with the death by exposure of others. The final moment
occurs when Sioterdijk reads impure rage as the basis for a Marxist than-
atopolitics, one premised on a future humanity of the proletariat and the
implied homicide of those elements, namely, the lives of the bourgeoisie
that do not participate in authentic forms of production.
By way of conclusion, let me backtrack slightly. I have awarded par-
ticular importance to technology in the emergence of thanatopolitics
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as the principal inflection of biopolitics in a number of important con-
temporary readings. I have done so since I see it uniting the three phi-
?osophers I have discussed throughout this work. But I note as well that
it is technology as understood in the Heideggerian distinction between
proper and improper writing and revelation and, in particular, the effects
of technology, namely, its withdrawal of Being from man. For Agamben
\{\/e see this most clearly in his recent writings on the administration o%
life through increasingly advanced technology. Implicit for Agamben is a
rush toward catastrophe that runs parallel to the increasing abstraction
of intersubjective relations caused by communication technology as well
as, implicitly, biotechnology. Underlying his anxiety is a fear of technol-
ogy and its effects on a proper relation to others as well as the effects of
“ordering,” the folding in on those who attempt to master technology. For
Esposito, even if the Heideggerian inflection of his reflections appears
to l?e less pronounced than either Agamben or Sloterdijk, the anxiety of
an improper revelation brought on by the invasive nature of technology
becomes the pivot around which a politics of life can be envisioned, one
tha.t moves 180 degrees from the thanatopolitical through a more vitalist
trajectory of philosophical thought that will include Spinoza, Nietzsche
and Deleuze. In Sloterdijk, we have the most fully developed branch o%
thanatopolitical reflection today. Moving across vast swaths of Western
and non-Western history by adopting a sagittal gaze of the sphere, the
thanatopolitical comes into view just as community begins to decline
Implicit in Sloterdijk’s thanatopolitics is the idea that the individual is‘
most threatened by technology, where technology has been expanded
thanks to the inflection Sloterdijk will give it as media, to include a host o;’
dispositifs that run from the political party to the household to improper
forms of rage to, finally and most importantly, the daily construction
of indifference in media-driven democracies. Where there is technol-
ogy, there is thanatopolitics and the need to strengthen individual life
thr.ough the death of community. Sloterdijk registers this sheer explosion
of immunity regimes and the concomitant exposure of millions to the
threat of not being protected from capital. This does not lead him, how-
ever, to a full-fledged critique of neoliberalism and its tactics of deper-
sonalization. Instead, he moves to a kind of blind grasping at technol-
ogy itself—a new form of biotechnology by which humanity can begin

t'o administer its own zoological features, when it can administer its own
life through death.
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2L PRACTICING BIOS

Attention and Play as Techné

Is THE DRIFT TOWARD THANATOS the only possibility for contem-
porary forms of technologized existence? With increased technolo-
gization and its contamination with apparatuses, is bios now pursu-
ing a “decisive tack” in which “any residual hint of the anthropological
is abandoned in the fact that techn-ology becomes properly speaking
a thanato-logy?”' And with greater thanatology, must our responses be
measured only in terms of managed births, as Sloterdijk polemically sug-
gests, guarded over by Platonic human zookeepers?

In this chapter, I want to think another possibility for techné and
bios that will require repositioning techné as a practice able to config-
ure different forms of life as forms of play. To set the scene, I want to
return to that figure who both traced the thanatopolitics in biopolitics
across a number of lectures from the 1970s but also attempted in the
last years of his life to think through the aporia of techné and thanatos.
I 'am speaking, of course, of Michel Foucault. My reasons for doing so
will be obvious enough. More than any other thinker examined thus far,
Foucault responds to the major questions that have characterized this
study; indeed, in some sense, Foucault responds to himself across his
later work—a thanatopolitical Foucault who is met by and, in my view,
superseded by an affirmatively biopolitical Foucault. Bringing the two
Foucaults together has the benefit of providing a launching pad for the
heart of the chapter, namely, imagining an affirmative practice of atten-
tion and play in lieu of a thanatological rechné—a different way of think-
ing technénot linked primarily to a defense of the self and its borders but
rather as an opening toward the relational. I will conclude with a number
of details about what a practice of bios might look like by introducing at
various moments those thinkers who have attempted to do just that. I
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end by suggesting that a practice of bios might well move us toward what
Nietzsche refers to as a “planetary movement.”

The Pertinent Lives of Population

I have had occasion to discuss elsewhere some of the issues surr(?und-
ing contemporary appropriations of Michel Foucault’s term ‘ biopol-
itics as it appears in History of Sexuality Volume 1 as well as his 1970s
seminars, particularly “Society Must Be Defended.” Recently, however,
another fold of Foucault’s thinking of biopolitics and thanatopolitics has
become clearer in the recently published seminar Foucault gave in 1978
titled Security, Territory, Population.® Here Foucault, just as in History of
Sexuality Volume 1, defines biopower as “the set of mechanisms through
which the basic biological features of the human species became the
object of a political strategy or...how...modern Western. societies
took on board the fundamental biological fact that human beings are a
species.” Differently from that earlier text, however, Foucault extends
his analysis of biopower from the end of the eighteenth century thr01.1gh
the nineteenth century, as human beings increasingly become an object
of political strategies. He does so by leaning on Jean-Baptiste Lamarck'’s
notion of milieu as a space in which populations are managed as spe-
cies.” Foucault’s first two lectures are of particular significance as he care-
fully maps how the biopower of populations is maintained and mcre‘ased
in a milieu, particularly in what he will call the passage from sca.rc1ty to
scourge that occurs at the end of the eighteenth century. Out of his rez.id-
ing of milieu and population, the greater rationalization of go.ve‘rnmg
populations comes into view, one linked to the science of statistics as
well as advances in calculated management that make it possible for gov-
ernments to manage scarcity. The primary intention of government, Fou-
cault tells us, is to manage scarcity in such a way that it does not become
a collective scourge. In the following passage concerning rationalization
and scarcity, Foucault sets out the stakes of this decisive moment:

But we will have an absolutely fundamental caesura between a level that
is pertinent for the government’s economic-political action, and this is the
level of the population, and a different level, which will be that of the series,
the multiplicity of individuals, who will not be pertinent, or rather who will
only be pertinent to the extent that, properly managed, maintained, and
encouraged, it will make possible what one wants to obtain at the level that
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is pertinent. . . . The population is pertinent as the objective, and individu-
als, the series of individuals, are no longer pertinent as the objective, but

simply as the instrument, relay, or condition for obtaining something at the
level of population.®

One immediately hears echoes of the larger biopolitical horizon that
Foucault had discussed in the previous year's “Society Must be Defended,”
in which life is both fostered and disallowed. Equally, though, one notes
the descriptor pertinent and the deathly cast it takes on in the context of
population: some lives will be more “pertinent” than others, based on
whether they belong to a population or to a “multiplicity of individuals.”
In the “fundamental caesura” enacted by governments, the beginnings
of an implicit thanatopolitical drift of life toward death appear to the
extent that for the population to become the object of scarcity manage-
ment, another series of “no longer pertinent objects,” that is, individuals,
will also be constructed as objects of (bio)power. Foucault’s announce-
ment of a caesura implies that the concerns of the formerly pertinent
are heard less and, equally, that an economy is created in which multi-
plicities of individuals are used to manage populations—all premised on
the opposition to individual difference. This distinction between multi-
plicity and population will later become critical when, in the midst of
a crisis, one must manage not only scarcity, food principally, but more
acutely security.” At this juncture, security comes into its own as the ulti-
mate aim of government, when power moves away from simply manag-
ing populations to treating scarcity as an event in the larger horizon of
security. Thus “the scarcity scourge disappears, but scarcity that causes
the death of individuals not only does not disappear, it must not disap-
pear.”® Foucault assumes that as security comes to be a managed event,
it is increasingly necessary to govern populations by never allowing
the death of individuals to go unnoticed.® This introduction of security
around the withdrawing figure of scarcity interests Foucault and should
interest us as well, since Foucault is suggesting that for the population
to be secured, doing away with scarcity is precisely what is not required.
Instead, scarcity, understood as managing the death of multiplicity, is
crucial for the administration of the population. For Foucault, we must
not lose sight of the fact that managing populations is not to be thought
apart from strategies of managing death. A first drift toward the thanato-
political in Foucault’s argument appears here, one that mirrors a number
of prior moments in this study. The need for managing scarcity creates
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an opening for the thanatopolitical when scarcity, as an event to be man-
aged, is made homologous to the death of individuals. Alth.ough Fou'cault
does not detail the features of managing scarcity in linking security to
population, he suggests that the death of individuals provides an access
road for thinking an originary thanatopolitics folded into the ﬁgur'e of
population. Furthermore, the individual exists in Foucault’s analysis as
both the mode by which the population is secured and the mode by
which population is explicitly linked to thanatos.

Much more remains to be said about the relation between the death
of the individuals and the securing of the population, in particular, how
such a management strategy vis-a-vis populations continued to be elab-
orated across the last two hundred years. I have in mind the advent of
the society of the spectacle and the birth of visual culture in Europe at
the end of the nineteenth century as well as the appearance of commu-
nication networks after World War 1 and their respective roles in making
certain that scarcity never disappears.'® Taken together, they signal that
managing events of scarcity through their spectacularization rehe.arses
the fundamental caesura between population and individual that lies at
the heart of the thanatopolitical in Foucault’s thought.

Secure Circulation

Yet Foucault does not see the managed events of scarcity as the lone pos-
sibility for biopower and its object, the population, which is to say that
the emergence of biopower and population together at the er.1d of the
eighteenth century is not a completely original context. In this rfagard,
consider the return of the figure of the people in Foucault’s analysis as a

latent political possibility:

Here too, in this sketch that begins to outline the notion of population, we
see a division being made in which the people are generally speaking those
who resist the regulation of the population, who try to elude the apparatus
by which the population exists, is preserved, subsists, and subsists at an

optimal level. The people/population is very important."

Foucault will say little about how a multiplicity of individuals is trans-
formed into a people.'? More important will be how resistance b.y a ;.)e'o—
ple results from the productive caesura of populations and multlpl:cmes
in such a way that evading what he calls apparatuses that “preserve. pop-
ulations becomes possible. Foucault has some specific ones in mind for
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obtaining “something that is considered to be pertinent in itself because
situated at the level of population.”** Many of these elements will involve
“production, psychology, behavior, the ways of doing things of produc-
ers, buyers, consumers, importers and exporters, and the world market.”
“Security,” he will go on, “therefore involves organizing, or anyway allow-
ing the development of ever-wider circuits.”** For Foucault, the security
of the population does not reside only in the negative motor of individual
death brought on and maintained by scarcity; rather, security is equally
productive in the sense that in the development of circuits linked to capi-
talism—circuits of greater exchange between persons, primarily—secu-
rity will come to be seen as profoundly connected to instances in which
the “members” of a population are joined in circuits of exchange—these
circuits substituting in some sense for the bonds (of language, of tradi-
tion) linking a people together. In other words, population and not peo-
ple is to be thought as coterminus with the securing of exchange as a
substitute for the ties among a people.’®

In the conjunction of security with an apparatus that makes possi-
ble the development of circuits of exchange, we find a notion of techné
returning exactly at a moment of nascent globalization. It occurs, in ways
we should add, not so far removed from the readings that both Agamben
and Sloterdijk will give of globalization. Aside from those affinities, let’s
simply note at this juncture the effects of this thinking of security and
population together on the notion of freedom and, in particular, that of
person because it is here that another fold in Foucault’s understanding
of the thanatopolitical will be found. Thus, in the same lecture, he will go
on to note that “freedom is nothing else but the correlative of the deploy-
ment of apparatuses [dispositifs] of security,” adding that freedom is “no
longer the exemptions and privileges attached to a person, but the possi-
bility of movement, change of place, and processes of circulation of both
people and things.”!¢

Two points need to be made straightaway. First, understood in this
conjunction of dispositifs and capitalist circuits of greater exchange is a
moment in which the form of person changes to reflect the loss of privi-
lege and exemption brought on by the “development of ever-wider cir-
cuits.” In a movement of increased circulation of goods, the form of per-
son will change, and although Foucault does not return to the question
of what the form of person might resemble after the dispositifs of secu-
rity deexempt and deprivilege them, he intimates that an inverse pro-
portion exists between securing populations and deprivileging persons.
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And though in the intensification of the dispositf'fs. of security, chang(;s
in the makeup of the previous person are implicitly gesturefi tovx;arlé
Foucault leaves unexamined the nature of these changes. Yet, if we (1)-(3_
more closely, an opening in Foucault's thought tov.var'd the thanatopc;sl (1) f
cal appears, one that has characterized all the principal protago;ns .
the following study. In the wider circuits of exchange that mov.e im '
hand with the emergence of populations, the form of person is a tere. .
Indeed, Foucault implicitly introduces the spectral form of t.he person 112
Security, Territory, Population and joins it .to a key morflent in ecc.)nogzl ‘
and political liberalism. Foucault’s analysis of Popu.la.tlon, security, :
freedom, therefore, offers a powerful way of 1ns.cr1b1ng co.ntclsmpora y
forms of technology within a horizon of biopolitics by ?fﬁllaFmg f.orms
of technology—communication, biotechnology, and bloengmeeru;g—t—
with an intensification of the circulation of goods and persons. Fn afl ,
in most of the hymns to neoliberal genetics, the freedqm to decide t .e
qualities of a future human life through biotechnologlca¥ proc.esses 1;
often located within this “option of circulation."' The restflt is .to link sucrk
changes in the understanding of personhood with Fhe vxndenmg net\fNSm
of circuits of exchange of genetic material. Securing Populatlons rf
future disease and harm continues to remain the u'ltlmate contexlt( orf
such considerations.'” This is the horizon in which.Alhwa Ong sPeadsa(;_
Singapore’s recent and successful attempts ‘at cre:at.mg" laborc';ltorzﬂs;dset -
ing in genetic material and a new kind of “biosociality” that 1en; e
domestic population “to turn against its own deeply hel(%’lt:]e iefs... o
yield up genetic tissues for transreligious commingling. Th.e colni:'On
sion? Contemporary neoliberalism, under cover o.f grfea.ter circula 1h
and freedom, brings in its wake a machinery whose.: job 1-t is t? sec1.1re bt e
same circulation through a resort to a sort of sovereignty inscribed in 10:
power and political authoritarianism. Here, too, the threat of d(}persotrilc
alization as populations increasingly are seen as mere reserV(.as o g(.ene ¢
tissue is real. What communication technolog.ie?s and genetlc 'engllnf.z -
ing share, therefore, in a neoliberal, thanatopoht.lcal regime of ctirlcu 21 1the
and exchange is their capacity to ease circulation gl.obally, while a e
same time deploying an apparatus meant to make dlsposaPle th?sehioc ”
mer persons as a means for securing the very same populations of w
rt." .
thef;a;iii Fc)iterminus move toward population, security, and terrlt.orys,
not only does the category of person change §1}ch that exerrlllpetcli)i:e
and privileges are torn from her, but just as decisively, other co
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political figures, in particular, the community, come under siege. Popula-
tion in such a Foucauldian perspective comes increasingly to appear as
the anamorphosis of community in ways that mimic the other figures I
have examined here. Admittedly, Foucault never explicitly contrasts pop-
ulations with community in Security, Territory, Population. Yet, by sum-
ming security and population together into territory, Foucault shows
how forms of collective life give way to something else under the increas-
ing domination of biopower and its dispositifs. As national or local com-
munities recede and mobile populations gain ground, the former politi-
cal space of community, with its awarding of protections and privileges,
is weakened. The result is not just a “detachment of entitlements from
political membership and national territory, as certain rights and ben-
efits are distributed to marketable talents and denied to those who are
judged to lack such capacity or potential,” but something even more
dramatic: the descent of community as a political and spatial category
into mere territory.® Massimo Cacciari recently mused on urban space
and territory in this regard, positing that “we no longer live in cities but
rather territories (territory from terreo, to have fear, to experience ter-
ror).”*! As the reader knows by now, the shift to the terrifying spaces of
noncommunity is at the heart of contemporary reflections on the thana-
topolitical: the space of terror in territory occurs not only thanks to inten-
sified security apparatuses of the kind Foucault noted in terms of scarcity
but also because technology, according to the protagonists of this study,
accelerates the move to territories of nonpersons or semipersons away
from community. The resulting space will paradoxically be one in which
a secured and free (free precisely because secure) population inhabits
a territory—populations that consist in turn of varying degrees of per-
sonhood. In and out of this depersonalized, territorial space, events of
scarcity will be managed and, with them, decisions taken with regard to
those individuals who are deemed to be less than pertinent. That is the
darker possibility Foucault suggests in Security, Territory, Population, in
which security is practiced on territories inhabited by populations. In the
increasing expanse of circuits of exchange, territories grow out of (or are
grafted onto) former national and local communities. These territories
comprise not only “full-fledged” members but also include within their
ranks those nonpertinent individuals whose lives and deaths are increas-
ingly managed and so made scarce.
Such a reading of technology, population, and biopolitics chal-
lenges those who continue to ignore the role of security in relation to
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neoliberalism and globalization.22 Frequently, my im}pfes§ion is th.atta
number of critics avoid a real grappling with Foucaul't§ insight hereiiu.l ()
the relation of neoliberalism, freedom, and an i‘mph'c1t.thanatopo 1t1ci
To the degree that technology operates ina fash¥on similar to tho§e eella_
lier instances of an intensification of biopower lmked.to gre'flter c1r§u )
tion of goods, we continue to live in and und?r the.e sign of 1ncrgzselrr:igrl y
secured populations; in fact, given the intensification of ?veraw1 Og_
circuits of exchange, nothing seems to suggest tha.t the blopow'er asst
ciated with populations has diminished. Inée.:ed, blopowe:r colrlltmues tz
grow exponentially. In The Birth of Biopolltzcs,.Foucaults fo F)W-sfthe
Security, Territory, Population, he uncovers the ‘hldden assum.ptlo'n e
market’s rationality and equilibrium in the notion (')f popula.tlon. 1ts? (,i
that which contains within it a mechanism of scarcity by Whl.Ch 1n(§hv1h1;
als may not only be allowed to die but to be pusheq over into eta Sée
Foucault’s superimposition of the market on population allows us . (o] -
how neoliberalism, in its “defense” of freedom, depends onZ:.m 1n}§en
sification of security through widening circuits o.f exchange. ' S;c kizriln
overlapping forms one of the principal w§ys 1n.wh1ch Foucaul; :'t ainhor 1g
of population and security may be inscribed in a .thanatopo i 1((1: o
zon. Such a reading of Security, Territory, Popula'tlon has the ahvan ;gr -
of making visible the fault lines of the intersectlon_between the em y
nd security with forms of techné that are develope
f the principal figures of
t that a signifi-

gence of biopower a )
for managing pertinence and so with some 0
this study thus far. One might even go so far as. t'o.sugges et
cant affinity can be found between Foucault"s division be.t\.Neen Apte e
and impertinent and between proper and 1mpr.0per wrm.ng. : gcation
mum, it appears that Foucault draws our attention to the 1ntfen51 o
of modes of securing populations as different forms of techné grow m

pronounced.

Biopolitical Ethics

Is securing populations the only possibility for biopolitics in 2.1 }tlecfrllrllole-l
ogized milieu, its increasing inscription as only biopower, let do Zin
toxic mix of dispositifs and media to look forward to? As I pointe 0;1 ,

the introduction and suggested in those pages d'ed.lcated t(.) Agam! ;I;sr
and Esposito’s positing of an impersonal pf)tentlallty, I bel:ieve angther
possibility for biopolitics exists today, but it must be llilke | to ;1;1 .
moment in Foucault’s thought; not to the Foucault of “Society Mus
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Defended” or History of Sexuality Volume 1 or Security, Territory, Popula-
tion, but to a later Foucault, a “wounded Foucault,” as Ida Dominijanni
describes him, or more popularly, an ethical Foucault.

Unfortunately, many continue to use the ethical descriptor when dis-
cussing the readings of later Foucault to limit the organic links between
a political Foucault of the clinic or the prison with a later Foucault prin-
cipally interested in an ancient care of the self that would be fundamen-
tally ethical in nature and hence removed from his earlier biopolitical
perspective. Such a point of view has made it difficult to bring together
biopower and these later interventions of Foucault, with biopolitics
implicitly discounted when evaluating Foucault’s later work. I prefer
to see a key relation between Foucault’s earlier reflections on biopoli-
tics and these final considerations of his on the “care of the self’—to see
Foucault’s ethical perspective as a response to an earlier diagnosis of bio-
power. Thus, throughout the following pages, I will be suggesting that
Foucault in these later works seeks to disclose a response to modernity’s
increasing biopower by introducing a form of technology, a bios techne,
as a possible response to his earlier research on biopower and thanatos. I
will be reading Foucault’s reflections on techniques for life as a response
to the zoologification of life that has emerged in all the readings of the
thanatopolitical to this point as originating out of a disjunction between
proper and improper forms of life, between bios and zoé.

In other words, I want to sunder the distinction between an ethical
and a political Foucault in an always already biopolitical Foucault. To the
degree that Foucault insists on a techné for bios in Hermeneutics of the
Subject, 1 attempt to imagine another form of techné for bios that would
be thought together with two other possibilities for bios: attention and
play. Both, in my view, might offer us a response to rechné’s inscription
in thanatos, a relation that continually moves through incorporation
and expulsion. I will be drawing on a number of Sigmund Freud’s essays
in these sections, Gilles Deleuze’s notion of haeccetic space, Guattari’s
views on creation, D. W. Winnicott's understanding of play in a therapeu-
tic setting, and finally, Walter Benjamin’s philosophical lexicon of playing
and toys to sketch a practice of bios that would avoid the problems of a
care for the self that seemingly devolve into mastery in Foucault’s read-
ing. My project is to see in attention and play possibilities for weakening
the borders of the self, which are continually reinforced by a techné that
no longer has any relation to life. I hope to find in attention, therefore, a
techne of bios that avoids any complicity in proper and improper forms
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of life—that resists the division between bios and zoé that a Heideggerian
reading of techné seems inevitably to call forth. . . onLs2

To begin, what role does Foucault award biopower in the 19 h—. N
lectures collected in Hermeneutics of the Subject? The answer, V\I 1;:
explains the initial critical reaction to the essays as part and parce Fo 2_1
more ethical Foucault, is not very much. As far as I can make out, o‘u
cault never once mentions biopower or biopolitics throughout the er?tlre
year; rather, his goal as set out in the first hour from January 6,1982,isto
write a history of a care for the self as a cultural phenomenon:

What 1 would like to show you, what I would like to speak abou‘t this year,
is this history that made this general cultural phenomenon (this exhorta-
tion, this general acceptance of the principle that one should takfa c.are of
oneself) both a general cultural phenomenon peculiar to Hellenistic and

H 25
Roman society . . . and at the same time an event in thought.

Foucault will go on to associate a care of the self with a “crit.ical'o'ntozls~
ogy of ourselves” that will ultimately be joined to modern subjectivity:

It seems to me that the stake, the challenge for any history of thought, is

precisely that of grasping when a cultural phenomenon of a determinate
. . nt

scale actually constitutes within the history of thought a decisive mome

: : 27
that is still significant for our modern mode of being subjects.

Although Foucault does not detail further this “modern mogfe of bl«:ilrr:(gi
subjects,” such a mode haunts the rest of the lecturets, reac .mg :a !
of denoument in the closing pages, when Foucault will asso.c1ate it \l/)\n
a moment in thought in which techné moves out of the hOI‘lZOIll 9f F(z)(ii
leaving bios to be captured by the techné of the self: Thus not only tis o
cault’s interest in care of the self as broad as the history of thought its ,
but such a care cannot be separated from an ontology of th‘e preser?
linked to a seminal event in thought, when technéno longer enjoys a pri-
i forms of life. ‘
malrr}; ;jzgloel:utzz(;t;s of the Subject, Foucault spectaculafly 'recapltula;tle?
a history of care of the self across Greek and Roman ant1qu1.ty, frf(f)m : :s
tonism to Stoicism, providing numerous examples of therapies oftere .
the means by which individuals care for their selves. I want to fol;:us 1unS )
tially on the conditions under which a care for th.e self deve‘lopzf eca "
there we will find another division of proper and improper life. ) fte; na :
ing how “in Greek, Hellenistic, and Roman culture, care of the self alway
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took shape within quite distinct practices, institutions, and groups which
were often closed to each other, and which usually involved exclusion
from all others,” Foucault observes that care of the self always took shape
“within definite and distinct networks or groups, with combinations of
the cultic, the therapeutic . . . and knowledge, theory, but [involving] rela-
tionships that vary according to the different groups, milieus, and cases.”

We note immediately that care is not available to individuals simply
on the basis of being human. On this score, Foucault states,

If you like you cannot take care of the self in the realm and form of the uni-
versal. The care of the self cannot appear, and above all, cannot be prac-
ticed simply by virtue of being human as such, just by belonging to the
human community, although this membership is very important. It can

only be practiced within the group, and within the group in its distinctive
character.?®

I'will return to this point later, when I turn to the notions of play and
attention as well as the assumption such a view makes about what Leela
Gandhi in a not-so-different context has called an “immature politics.”
Instead, let's note that Foucault does not simply register the affinities
between a “technology of the self” in antiquity and Christianity, with
their attending problems of revelation, faith, and grace, but also the ten-
sion that inheres in such a fechné between being human as the essential
condition in practicing a care of the self and the necessity of belonging
to some larger group. A glance at the etymologies of belonging is helpful.
According to the Oxford English Dictionary, belonging first meant “cor-
responding in length,” which, over time, took on the additional meaning
of “going along with, accompanying as property or attribute.” The two
etymologies come together to signify its final meaning of that which is
“appropriate.”®® All these meanings circulate in the preceding passage.
On Foucault’s read, the care for the self depends on that form of life that
had as one of its properties the quality of belonging. More noteworthy
in my view is that Foucault never sees the mere fact of living in antiquity
as a sufficient condition for a care for the self, leading him in the clos-
ing sections of his lecture of January 20, 1982, to discuss salvation and
the problem of “what is it to be in good health, to escape from illnesses,
both to be led to death and in a way to be saved from death?” Foucault
finds in the tension between being led to death and being saved from it
an implicit dialectic between a form of life in which care is possible to
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the degree one belongs to a group (or network, if we want to pick up the
technological flavor of his argument) and a life linked to a mortality that
is caused by the mere fact of being alive.

Foucault sees this movement between the universal and the particu-
lar, a nonbelonging of the merely human and a belonging appropriate
to a group or collective, at the heart of the question of salvation. Cer-
tainly it is one a number of readers of the later Foucault have stressed.
We, too, can see that Foucault in these lectures refuses a simple choice
between them, which is to say, he does not opt for a quality of belonging,
a proper life as opposed to an improper one, as Agamben does, whereby
the improper one would be lined up with potential. Though the remain-
der of the lectures range widely across the various manifestations of ask-
esis in Greek and Roman antiquity and the construction of a “complete
relation of oneself to oneself,” the tension between the universal and the
particular, between belonging and being merely human, is maintained.

What does Foucault make of the relation between proper life and
care of the self? Foucault moves in two directions simultaneously: on
one hand, toward those dispositifs crucial for a care for the self and, on
the other hand, toward those techné of bios not completely homologous
to such apparatuses of the self. Speaking across a number of important
pages about the significance of the term meditatio in Latin (meletan in
Greek) as associated with belonging to a particular group, he writes,

First meletan is to perform an exercise of appropriation, the appropriation
of a thought. . . . The meditatio involves, rather, appropriating [a thought]
and being so profoundly convinced of it that we both believe it to be true

and can also repeat it constantly and immediately whenever the need or

opportunity to do so requires.”

Foucault describes this assistance as a prokheiron in Greek or in Latin as
ad manum (ready to hand), an apparatus of truth that will serve “as an
exercise for the day he suffers a misfortune, so he will have prokheiron
(ad manum: ready to hand), the apparatus of truth which will allow him
to struggle against this or that misfortune, when it arrives.”*! Foucault
thinks modes of appropriating a thought through the notion of dispositif
but does not link them to strategic relations of force primarily; rather, he
joins them to a proper mode of care for the self.

Such a “ready at hand” echoes Heidegger’s notion of improper writ-
ing and of not having at hand. The reader will recall, in particular, those
pages in which Heidegger, in Parmenides, argues that a different kind of
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writing, an improper one linked to the typewriter, led to all sorts of disas-
trous results, in particular, to a thanatopolitics associated with the birth
of the Communist technical man. Foucault, too, focuses on the notion of
the hand in antiquity for a practice of the care for the self that is a part of
another apparatus of truth. Foucault relates this having ready at hand to
a practice of “listening, reading, and writing” that will allow the subject
to say the truth about oneself, what he names in Fearless Speech as par-
rhesia. The practice of a care for the self cannot be thought in Foucault’s
view apart from the apparatus of the letter that is ready at hand, which
can be reread and thus incorporated or memorized for future moments
of misfortune. We can sum up Foucault’s view on care of the self this way:
the sense of belonging to a group as what gives proper form to life results
from an apparatus of the letter that is ready at hand only to the degree
that it originates in and from a collective form of being across time.

One further point: having these letters or writings as a dispositif ready
at hand produces a kind of subjectivity for the philosopher, one that is
intimately related to freedom. These are not monks of the Christian sort
who are asked to follow rules but those in antiquity who put into practice
the art of living as care of the self. In fact, Foucault will make a distinc-
tion between a Christian framework of a rule of life as opposed to antiq-
uity’s techné tou biou (an art of living). He writes, “Making one's life the
object of a tekhné, making one’s life a work—a beautiful and good work
(as everything produced by a good and reasonable tekhné should be)—
necessarily entails the freedom and choice of the person employing this
tekhne.”** Foucault will see a certain form of techné as being indispens-
able for the art of living. Yet a distinction between rules for life, on one
hand, and art and living, on the other, appears here, and it is the rechné
that functions as the operator of difference between them.

A Techné of Bios

What is the nature of the techné that is capable of making life its object?
Foucault will devote many pages to this question in Hermeneutics of the
Subject, but he comes closest to joining forms of life to rechné in the lec-
ture from March 17, 1982. Reading Seneca on abstinence, Foucault spells
out the relation of forms of life to techne:

In other words, what Seneca is aiming for in this kind of exercise is not

the great conversion to the general life of abstinence, which was the rule
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for some Cynics and will of course be the rule in Christian monasticism.
Rather than converting oneself to abstinence, what is involved is the inte-
gration of abstinence as a sort of recurrent, regular exercise to which one
returns from time to time and which enables a forma (a form) to be given
to life, that is to say, which enables the individual to have the appropriate
attitude [towards] himself and the events of his life; sufficiently detached to
be able to bear misfortune when it arises; but already sufficiently detached
to be able to treat the wealth and goods around us with the necessary indif-

ference and with correct and wise nonchalance.®

Foucault goes on to note how these exercises of abstinence have the
express purpose of “forming a style of life” and are not “exercises of absti-
nence for regulating one’s life in accordance with precise interdictions
and prohibitions.” The notion of style merits our attention, but for now,
it is enough to note that Foucault relates abstinence and renunciation to
giving form to life, as if the not fulfilling of desire effectively gave form to
life. Indeed, something about practicing abstinence as part of a fechné
of bios permits the individual to develop the proper attitude toward her-
self; a homology arises between the proper perspective on oneself and
the organic link of giving form to one’s own life. Indeed, we can see this
in Foucault’s later gloss of Seneca in the movement between the proper,
the form of life given, and the mode of being subject, in which a sense
of detachment from the events of one’s own life, in particular, misfor-
tune, is constructed. Abstinence as techné affirms a living to the degree
one develops a proper relation to one’s own life. For that to happen, it
would seem that a distance from desire makes life ready at hand and
hence proper to the individual.

A point requires clarification: throughout these pages, Foucault does
not draw a clear-cut distinction between care of the self and techné of
bios, which is to say that though the latter is associated with a care of the
self, it is not completely captured by the self. The self emerges, instead, as
one among a number of possible forms of living or forms of life. In other
words, Foucault does not make forms of life conditional on a mere care
for the self. Some of the reason will become clear shortly, but for now,
Foucault does not characterize the features of the care of the self by a
mastery of the self by the self;* rather, he chooses to highlight freedom.®
Of great interest, therefore, is that over time, the distinction between
the two, abstinence and meditatio, as techné will decrease in impor-
tance, and instead, the test of the self will grow in Foucault’s account. In
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subsequent sections of the lectures dedicated to the Hellenistic period, a
distinction grows between techné tou biou and care Jor the self such th’at
the care for the self that results from abstinence and other practices will
be linked to the praemeditatio malorum, whereas a later care for the self
will be thought primarily through the test.

This test, or what Foucault will call on occasion “self-questioning,”
creates difficulties for a techné of bios. The techné concerns developing “ya

general attitude towards reality” such that the whole of life “must become
a test.”% Foucault writes,

The care of the selfis not something with which one must begin if one wishes
to define properly a good technique of life. It seems to me that henceforth
the care of the self not only completely penetrates, commands, and sup-
ports the art of living—but the tekhné tou biou (the technique of life) falls

entirely within the new autonomized framework of the care of the self¥”

What,” he continues, “is the meaning and objective of life with its for-

mative and discriminating value, of life in its entirely, seen as a test?”%
The answer?

It is precisely to form a self. One must live one’s life in such a way that one
cares for the self at every moment and that at the enigmatic end of life . . .
what one finds, what anyway must be obtained through the tekhné one

installs in one’s life, is precisely a certain relation to the self, which is the
crown, realization, and reward of a life lived as a test.>®

Foucault links bios to existence as the object of plural techné and obliquely
suggests that the notion of bios ultimately changes across antiquity to
become less a techné and more “the form of a test of the self.”*

Many questions come to mind, but most important may well be
whether there is a mirroring of the difference between techné of bios and
techné of the test in the difference between fechnéand dispositif (appara-
tus)? How might such a difference be productive for an affirmative bio-
politics? Before turning to these questions, let’s first mark the moments
that together spell the development of bios in Foucault’s account. The
.ﬁrst consists of the prior moment in which bios results from making liv-
ing the object of techné and whose practices include frank speech, medi-
tatio, and abstinence. The second moment, which Foucault will contex-
.tualize on very nearly the last page of the year’s lectures, occurs when bios
is no longer merely the object of techné but is now invaded by a care for
the self that cannot be thought apart from mastery. Foucault describes
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i re ecumeni-
the decisive moment of bios moving out of the realm of a more

cal techné in the following way:

Now if we accept . . . the idea that if we want to understand th(:dfor;n sj
objectivity peculiar to Western thought since the F}reeks \jve s.hou :m};es
take into consideration that a certain moment, in certain arcuTste e
typical of classical Greek thought, the worl.d became ttlle co;re aht >
tekhné—1 mean that at a certain moment it ceased being t oug- t
became known, measured, and mastered thanks to a_ numl?er of ins rE—
ments and objectives which characterized the tekhné, or dlfferen;1 tte‘;a;
niques—well, if the form of objectivity peculiar to Western thoug e
therefore constituted when, at the dusk of thought, the world w'a? c;) .
ered and manipulated by fekhné, then I can think we can say th.ls. t dab ‘
form of subjectivity peculiar to Western thought . .. f/vas constitute ; :
movement that was the reverse of this. It was constituted when the lut)
ceased what it had been for so long in Greek thought, namely the corre _ate
of a tekhné;, when the bios (life) ceased being the correlate of a tekhné to

41
become instead the form of a test of the self.

A (:] 1ange 11 the I()Itu]les ()1 1711)5 occurs }le]l tlle test l)e(:()]lles tlle (1()]“1'
g w
y W 1()1 the Self 1S [)IaCthCd ma fIaIIleWOIk tllat
nant mOde b thh care
IOuCault VVlll Call aut()n()leed. PerhapS LeC}llle 1S not the pl‘()peI term
hEIe ell]le] because What IeSl]llS h()"l itis a IllaStEIy over tlle Sell. I\/Iy
1IIlpIeSSIOIl 18 tha[ fOI Ioucault, SuCh a d()IIllIlatlll I()le fO[‘ the test 18
g
SOIIlethlIl to be“loan because [lle teStv SO lllteglal toa lateI alld llIIllted
care for the se » S 1ts t egIOU“ out from under vios suc that pios now
IIle]ely na l() ous to dle Se“. At tlle same tlme, aIlOKheI
g
StandS 1 S hOmO
(:] 1an € la(:e e] t etween e ]ld the VVOIld. IIl a
the relation b [echn a
ge tak S p mn
klnd Of Inoblle ()‘/eIlapplIl techlle moves OutSlde the dOIIlaIIl Of llfe to
g’
S J
Sub]ect OI blOS now bEC()me tlle Sub ect
the V\/Ol‘]d SuCh that l’eCI’lne as a
. p IOduClIl te(:h”e ()lltslde
S g
()f the VVOIld A ()SSlble C()IlClu 0on 18 that mt
y de t lfl dS to maSter over
orms o llfe tha[ IeSIde outsi he se eal
an llnk tOf S f
g
the WOIld aIldv at tlle same tllne) to tlle dlStaIlCIH Of techne tIOIIl fOIInS
or t a ears that more tllan one 1()1”1 Of hfe leO
()1 hie. IUItlleIIll e 1 pp I to
lec}”les Hldepelldell € was avallab]e V\/llen leC)llle was aSSOCIated Wlth
constr dl“e] y Oorm: ()1 e not h]lk ()lely to he Seli. Mlat
llf ed S t
uCtlng ent f S
cannot be d()ubted ]l()\Ne\/eI 18 that at tlle moment ‘l\/llen care fOI the
r ’
Self as test 18 b()lll b 0SS Ie]a[l()n ‘Nltll leC}llle ChaIlgeS. Ihe aSSUIIlptIOIl
S , OL
18 that the test 18 ElthE[ [atEgCIlCElll) dlffEIEIlt fIOII] tecnne or 1s tecnne

degraded form.*
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Foucault’s disavowal of techne for bios has a number of consequences.

First, it encourages us to disagree with those, such as Agamben, who con-
tinually collapse all techne into dispositifs, whose sole purpose is to cap-
ture subjectivity so as to envelop it (and by extension, humanity) in a
ruined and impolitical process of desubjectivization. On Foucault’s read,
however, techneéis not simply a dispositif, given that rechnéwasn't histori-
cally always interested in capturing bios as merely the self, as a mode to
master care; rather, techné formerly was the impetus for the construction
of forms of life.® It may sound strange to our ears, but the withdrawal
of techné from life opens a space for greater mastery of the self and, so
doing, closes off other possibilities for bios as well as the self. Second, the
distinction between a techne of bios and a testing of the self is not mir-
rored in the biopolitical distinction between bios and zoé because those
who care for themselves through testing do not in anyway resembile a life
unqualified by any attribute, political or otherwise. When seen against
the background of some of Foucault’s later comments offered in inter-
views as well as the general overview he gives of the lectures, the pas-
Sage suggests that mere care for the self as a test both accounts in some
way for our “modern mode of being subjects” and yet fails to live up to
the demands of that mode. Perhaps in the unavailability of technéfor life
outside the self, we have something like a hidden genealogy of biopower.
What itineraries can we imagine that allow us to elaborate a techne up
to the demands for rejoining techné with bios? What techné are available
that would allow us to break the hold that the self as test continues to
have over bios? In different words, can we imagine technée today as a prac-
tice of bios that might lead to forms of life that are not specifically limited
to the self and mastery over it? What would they look like, and why would
we even hold out hope that they might be able in some way to measure
up to the stunning thanatopolitics of techné over life itself that has been
the theme of this study to this point?

Let’s recall just how deeply involved Foucault was near the end of his
life in thinking the relation of self to bios. In Fearless Speech as well as a
series of interviews at the time, Foucault looked forward to breaking out
of an equivalency between life and self. Foucault confirms such a read-

ing in an interview given at the same time as these lectures at the Collége
de France:

What I want to show is that the general Greek problem was not the tekhné
of the self, it was the tekhneof life, the tekhné tou biou, how to live. It's quite
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clear from Socrates to Seneca or Pliny, for instance, that they didn't worry
about the afterlife, what happened after death, or whether God exists or
not. That was not really a great problem for them: the problem was: Which
tekhné do 1 have to use in order to live as well as I ought to live? And I think
that one of the main evolutions in ancient culture has been that this tekhnée
tou biou became more and more a tekhné of the self. A Greek citizen of
the fifth or fourth century would have felt that his tekhné for life was to
take care of the city, of his companions. . . . With Plato’s Alcibiades, it’s very
clear: you have to take care of yourself because you have to rule the city.
But taking care of yourself for its own sake starts with the Epicureans—it
becomes something very general with Seneca, Pliny, and so on: everybody
has to take care of himself. Greek ethics is centered on a problem of per-

sonal choice, of the aesthetics of existence.*

Such a move to bios’s relation to art runs parallel with an earlier moment
in Hermeneutics of the Subject, in which Foucault discusses the differ-
ence between rules of life and the art of living, the techné tou biou. There
he writes, “Making one’s life the object of a tekhné, making one's life a
work—a beautiful and good work—(as everything produced by a good
and reasonable fekhné should be) necessarily entails the freedom and
choice of the person employing this fekhné.”*> When juxtaposed to the
interview, we see that Foucault literalizes a techné of bios as an art of the
living. Thus “a beautiful work is one that conforms to the idea of a certain
forma (a certain style, a certain form of life).”* We note, too, that the turn
toward the Greeks for a techné of life also implicitly meant for Foucault
a genealogy of biopower. When asked in the same interview whether it
wasn't logical “that you should be writing a genealogy of bio-power,” Fou-
cault responds ruefully, “I have no time for that now, but it could be done.
In fact, I have to do it.”*
What emerges in such a reading of Foucault is therefore, on one hand,
a possible genealogy of biopower linked to self’s enmeshment in mastery
and, on the other, aesthetics as offering bios a mode for responding to bio-
power. In this regard, consider Foucault’s enigmatic suggestion, offered
in one of his final interviews, of positing bios as a material for aesthetics:
“The idea of bios as a material for an aesthetic piece of art is something
that fascinates me.”*® Indeed, he will speak of “bios as a material for an
aesthetic piece of art.” Certainly one of the mainstays of modern West-
ern thought and literature is the idea that one’s life can be turned into a
work of art; fin-de-siecle, art for art’s sake later gave birth to a vital life for
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life's sake, which characterizes so many of the early-twentieth-century
avant-garde from Hugo Ball to E T. Marinetti to Andre Breton. Foucault
surely recognized these modern precursors in his thought. Yet how would
a conjunction of aesthetics and bios function as an alternative to a techné
of the self as test? Equally, what kind of material is bios such that it can be
transformed into a vitally aesthetic piece of art (or an aesthetically vital
piece of art)? Apparently, aesthetics’ more direct manipulation of bios
(and not the self) differs from the mastery of the self that characterizes
heroic modernism and the avant-garde in particular (because presum-
ably, there the self remains primarily the object of aesthetic techné).*®
A techné of bios thought through aesthetics for Foucault might be one
better equipped to disconnect life from the intensification of power rela-
tions that takes place increasingly under biopower.*® To gloss the end of
Foucault’s Fearless Speech, an aesthetics of bios would involve taking up
the role of “a technician, of a craftsman, of artist” toward bios itself and
not the self.>!

The Self and Biopower

Some of this technician of bios appears in two seminal readings of the self
and biopolitics that appeared after Foucault's death. Both Donna Har-
away and Judith Butler emphasize the self’s complicity with the intensi-
fication of power relations. Haraway forcefully places such an entangle-
ment of the self with biopower front and center in war discourse when
she asks, “When is a self enough of a self that its boundaries become
central to entire institutionalized discourses in medicine, war and busi-
ness. Immunity and invulnerability are intersecting concepts.” Her con-
clusion? “Life is a window of vulnerability.”** So, too, Judith Butler. In her
reading of recognition protocols for the self that move through the Other,
she notes as well that the self and, with it, self-preservation cannot be
the highest goal and that the “narcissistic point of view” is not the most
urgent need.* She winds up where Haraway does: with the explicit rec-
ognition that any process that reinforces a certain form of the self will
continue to posit an ontological difference between self and Other, or in
her terms, judge and judged.>*

Yet neither Haraway nor Butler ultimately faces the question that Fou-
cault’s discussion of the self raises: are all modern attempts at a care for
the self complicit in rechné’s mastery of the world (and implicitly mas-
tery of bios as well)? Butler and Haraway come right up to the question
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of the self and preservation but fail to highlight sufficiently the role that
techné plays there. In Butler’s case, this means that her emphasis on the
ethical Foucault read through Levinas fails to inscribe the later Foucault
in questions of biopower and hence fails to ask a fundamental ques-
tion: are there forms of life that do not primarily move through the self
that are better equipped to resist such a mastery of the world? Haraway’s
larger point about the cyborg and a space of hybridity deals better with
the self’s enmeshment in discourses of war as she attempts to slacken
the relation between power and cyborg. But here, too, the question of
techne’s relation to bios remains open.

Why the hesitancy? Surely some of the reason concerns the failure to
think the self and its fechné of the test as in any way different from previ-
ous techné of bios. What is at issue is how the mastery of the self and the
mastery of the world have as their result an intensification of the bor-
ders of the self, premised on a limitation of techné of bios. How, we might
well ask, does an intensification of the self’s borders work? For a possible
answer, | want to introduce Freud’s reading of the self and what he calls
the “self-preservation” drive or instinct. To do so offers us a preliminary
step to where I ultimately am heading, namely, imagining possible prac-
tices of bios in lieu of self techné. That we should introduce Freud in a
context of techné and biopower will surprise no one, given the role Freud
awards negation in terms of self-preservation. Let’s consider a number
of passages from Freud, all coming from two seminal essays.*® The first
is taken from “Drives and Their Fates.” Here Freud, in an attempt to set
out the difference between “ego or self-preservation drives” and “sexual
drives,” sketches the process whereby the original ego comes into being:

The ego does not need the outside world, but, as a result of experiences
undergone by the self-preservation drives, it does acquire objects from
it. ... So under the rule of the pleasure principle another development
now takes place. The ego takes the objects it encounters, in so far as they
are sources of pleasure, into itself, it introjects them . . . while, on the other
hand, expelling whatever within itself causes unpleasure. . . . The original
reality-ego, which distinguished an inside from an outside by means of a
sound objective criterion, thus turns into a purified pleasure ego, which
puts the factor of pleasure above all else. The outside world is divided up
into a pleasurable part, which it incorporates into itself, and the rest, which
is alien to it. It also separates off a part of its own self, which it projects into

the outside world and perceives as hostile.*
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The “sound objective criterion” for Freud is protection from stimuli arriv-
ing from the outside and the ego’s instinctual move away from them.5
Implicit in his analysis is that attachment to pleasure already introjected
cannot be separated from the stimuli arriving from outside. This leads
Freud to the following stunning conclusion:

If the object is a source of unpleasurable sensations, there is an impulse to
increase the distance between it and the €go, repeating the original attempt
at flight from the stimuli of the outside world. We feel “repulsion” at such an
object and hate it; this hate can then escalate into an aggressive inclination
towards the object, an intent to destroy it.®

The conclusion? “As an object relation, hate is older than love, its source
being the narcissistic ego’s primal rejection of the stimuli of the outside
world. . .. It [hate] remains forever closely related to the self-preservation
drives.” In Freudian terms, the “problem with the self” cannot be thought
fexcept as part of a systematic process of incorporation and expulsion; it
is for this reason that love for Freud at its preliminary stages is scarcely
distinguishable from hate. In each instance, the self-preservation drives
dominate over what Freud will call the sexual drives.

Freud examines the division of inside and outside on which the self’s
preservation is based in another seminal essay, “Negation.” Here Freud
superimposes judgment over the original reality ego’s relation to the out-

side and spells out the relation between stimuli and preservation more
fully:

The function of judgment is concerned in the main with two sorts of deci-
sions. It affirms or disaffirms the possession by a thing of a particular attri-
bute; and it asserts or disputes that a presentation has an existence in real-
ity. The attribute to be decided about may originally have been good or
bad, useful or harmful. Expressing the language of the oldest—the oral—
instinctual impulses, the judgment is: “I should like to eat this,” or “I should
like to spit this out”; and, put more generally: “I should like to take this into
myself and to keep that out.” That is to say: “It shall be inside me” or “it
shall be outside me.” As I have shown elsewhere, the original pleasure-ego
wants to introject everything into itself that is good and to eject itself every-
thing that is bad. What is bad, what is alien to the ego and what is external
are, to begin with, identical.>®

If we were to follow out the process of introjection and expulsion, the
self’s attachment to objects seemingly begins with an originary division
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in which what is incorporated cannot be separated from what has been
expelled: to be on the outside is already to have been expelled and hence
to be alien to the ego. In this sense, the self’s relation to objects as stimuli
cannot be thought apart from the defense of the inside, that is, intro-
jection and a moving outside (projection).* Interestingly, Freud will go
on to relate the process of introjection and expulsion that was central
to the self-preservation drive of “Drives and Their Fates” to the “instinct
for destruction.” “The polarity of judgment,” he notes, “appears to cor-
respond to the opposition of the two groups of instincts [drives] which
we have supposed to exist. Affirmation—as a substitute for uniting—
belongs to Eros; negation—the successor to expulsion—belongs to the
instinct [drive] of destruction.”® As many have noted, some similarity,
or even perhaps an anxiety of influence, is visible in such a perspective,
which evokes Hobbes and the state of nature, given the emphasis Freud
places on the “ego’s struggle to preserve and assert itself.”%? I prefer to
focus alternately on the polarity of judgment that is inscribed in the self-
preservation drive and, with it, the drive for destruction because here we
find an opening to the negative of judgment, or better, the negative of a
negation.® How do we want to speak of the negative of judgment? One
way, though by no means the only one, is as a form of standing in place,
a state that does not immediately move toward expulsion or incorpora-
tion, something in line with the final pages of Fearless Speech, in which
Foucault speaks of avoiding taking up the “role towards oneself as that of
a judge pronouncing a value.”®

Something else deserves mention. Implicit in the reading of techné
and dispositif across the previous chapters was something like a nega-
tive inscription of techné that is always already located in the drive of
destruction. We sense it in Heidegger’s technologized man, who is pre-
pared for (and prepares) destruction, and we see it in Sloterdijk’s rag-
ing political parties. One of the merits of Freud’s reading of the drive for
destruction will be located in having unearthed a vector of thanatos in
techné'’s reinforcement of the self by providing the self with extensions as
a way of moving outside and of incorporating.” The result is one that the
Invisible Committee recently analyzed:

“I am what | am.” My body belongs to me. I am me, you are you and sorne-
thing’s wrong. Mass personalization. Individualization of all conditions—
life, work and misery. Diffuse schizophrenia. Rampant depression. Atomi-

zation into fine paranoiac particles. Hysterization of contact. The more I
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want to be me, the more [ feel an emptiness. The more I express myself,
the more I am drained. The more I run after myself, the more tired I get.
We treat our Self like a boring box office. We've become our own represen-
tatives in a strange commerce, guarantors of a personalization that feels
in the end, a lot more like an amputation. . .. Meanwhile, I manage. The'
quest for a self, my blog, my apartment, the latest fashionable crap, rela-

tionship dramas, who's fucking who . . . whatever prosthesis it takes to hold
on to an “1.”%

In this interaction between prosthesis and techne, we continue to hold
on to the self—a self that is strangely empty and one that continues to be
the object of loss or amputation. Such a diagnosis would have prosthesis
and judgment dovetail; judgments provide a way of holding on to a self
and thereby reinforce a series of personalizing technologies that guaran-
tee a self, while continually being at risk of replacement in a seemingly
never-ending dance. Yet, to the degree the Invisible Committee suggest a
return to some notion of a fortified self by removing prosthesis, they miss
a series of steps. The problem cannot be simply prosthesis but rather the
way interactions with the outside are intensified because the instinct for
destruction is linked to this moment of expulsion. The simple negation
of prosthesis or of techne fails to hit the mark. We require alternately a
moment that does not move to incorporation or expulsion—not man-
agement but something like a reaching out to objects that would avoid
both identification and aversion to them.

In other words, the Invisible Committee continue to assume a dis-
course of mastery of the self over the self and not just the self’s man-
agement of its various prostheses. As the reading of Foucault and Freud
together suggests, it is mastery of the world by techné and the self by the
test that fundamentally involves a relation to the negative; mastery as
well as management are not affirmative in a way that might be able to
block the move to incorporation, be it of the weak or strong variety. This
raises the question of those other forms of relation to mastery that might
forgo an intensification of biopower via mastery of the self. Perhaps we
are speaking about apprenticeship as a form of nonmastery—to a self
that is not driven solely by self-protection. Foucault recognizes such a
perspective when he links governing, be it of the self or the polis, to a
group as always enjoying a relation to power and mastery. This might
well be the point at which governmentality fails to respond to biopower;
indeed, it cannot, given the role that the negative plays therein. ’
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Practicing Bios

On the problem of the negative and responses to biopower, the question
we need to ask ourselves is this: are there techné whose effects cannot be
measured solely in mastery? To prepare the ground for an answer, we first
need to acknowledge a problem with our lexicon while imagining other
ways of referring to techné that would not evoke the negative or mastery.
In limited fashion, I want to propose the notion of practice for reasons
that have to do with the connections running between practice and the
other key terms of this chapter, namely, attention and play. On this score,
Pierre Bourdieu’s insight into the relation of genealogy to practice pre-
cedes us. Speaking of maps and navigating abstract spaces, he writes,

The gulf between this potential, abstract space, devoid of landmarks or
any privileged centre—like genealogies, in which the ego is as unreal as
the starting-point in a Cartesian space—and the practical space of jour-
neys actually made, can be seen from the difficulty we have in recognizing

- 67
familiar routes on a map or town-plan.

To speak of a practice of bios is to speak of the potential, abstract space
of a genealogy whose origin is impossible to mark, given that where a
self requires borders (so as to have coordinates and hence to navigate),
bios does not: in this sense, bios and not the self is the privileged object
of genealogy.® The task will be to locate the elements of a practice of bios
that do not fall headfirst into mastery, that do not immediately limit the
potential of such a genealogical space of practice—in other words, an
impolitical space that does not depend on representation since repre-
sentation limits the possibilities precisely of attention as an impolitical
practice. As such, a practice of bios runs parallel with Foucault’s view of
critique as genealogical in that it “will not deduce from the form of what
we are what it is impossible for us to do and to know; but it will separate
out, from the contingency that has made us what we are, the possibility
of no longer being, doing, or thinking what we are, do, or think.”® Bios
and genealogy would therefore be inscribed within the horizon of prac-
tices by which one moves away from the self and its techné. To the degree
that a practice of bios (and not a techné of the self) would be one that
does not move to reinforce the self and its extensions, it is “disconnected
from the intensification of power relations,” which Foucault saw at the
heart of the notion of critique.”

Here I want to propose that we consider attention as the practice
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that will inform bios. Let's immediately admit that not everyone agrees
with such a perspective on attention as a practice worth practicing pre-
cisely because it appears unable to maintain any distance from inten-
sifying power relations. In his seminal discussion of optical devices of
the nineteenth century in Techniques of the Observer, Jonathan Crary, for
instance, notes the thantopolitical weight of these apparatuses because
they “involved the arrangements of bodies in space, regulations of activ-
ity, and the deployment of individual bodies.” “They were,” he goes on,
"techniques for the management of attention, for imposing, homogene-
ity, anti-nomadic procedures that fixed and isolated the observer using
partitioning and cellularity . . . in which the individual is reduced as a
political force.””" In a reading that will show how applied knowledge to
the body increases attention “in the pure objectivity of perception,” Crary
will find mankind deeply enmeshed in the same web of fechné of the self
understood as mastery of the world that was the subject of the last pages
of Foucault’s critique in Hermeneutics of the Subject. In his 2002 follow-

up, Suspensions of Perception, Crary draws a number of compelling con-

clusions from the earlier work to see attention as fundamentally prob-

lematic for modernity. “It is possible,” he writes, “to see one crucial aspect
of modernity as an ongoing criss of attentiveness, in which the changing
configurations of capitalism continually push attention and distraction

to new limits and thresholds, with an endless sequence of new products,

sources of stimulation, and regulating perception.”” For Crary, attention

masks strategies of control and offers much less resistance to it (indeed,

he will speak of attention as a phenomenon that drifts). Perhaps for this

reason, Crary often inscribes attention in disciplinary horizons and, so

doing, discounts the potential power of attention. But what if we inscribe

attention in another horizon, of practice or play that attention provides?

Might a reinforced attention offer more resistance to an intensification of

power relations than what Crary suggests?

Others, however, have noted the stunning power of attention. Mer-
leau-Ponty, for instance, in his beautiful essay “Attention and Judg-
ment,” remarks that “attention creates nothing, and it is a natural mira-
cle. .. which strikes up like sparks those perceptions or ideas capable of
providing an answer to questions that I was asking.”” He suggests that
“attention is therefore a general and unconditioned power in the sense
that at any moment it can be applied indifferently to any content of con-
sciousness. Being everywhere barren, nowhere can it have its own pur-
poses to fill.”" The power of attention for Merleau-Ponty differs from
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those powers that have “purposes to fill”—attention is less expedient
than those other powers to the degree one can employ it whenever and
wherever one wants.” For Merleau-Ponty, attention attends, which is to
say not only that attention waits but also that it stretches toward objects
while not taking possession of them (we can hear echoes of Freud’s own
perspective on judgment in the earlier passage in which he notes how
judgment “affirms or disaffirms the possession by a thing of a particu-
lar attribute”). Key is the sense of stretching toward without taking hold
of, of coming up to the object and waiting. Attention in this attending
to runs counter to judgment. Writing of the nexus of intellectualism and
judgment, he argues that “ordinary experience draws a clear distinction
between sense experience and judgment. It sees judgment as the tak-
ing of a stand, as an effort to know something which shall be valid for
myself every moment of my life, and equally for other actual or potential
minds; sense experience, on the contrary, is taking appearance at face
value. . . . This distinction disappears in intellectualism, because judg-
ment is everywhere where pure sensation is not.””® For Merleau-Ponty,
attention moves toward possessing, which is to say, draws up to and
simultaneously withdraws from judgment. On his read, attention offers
a mode of approaching the object without incorporating or expelling.
What forms of life may be said to emerge from a practice of atten-
tion?” On one level, it is a form of life that avoids being captured by the
self’s acquisitive power, and here Merleau-Ponty’s division of attention
into two registers is helpful: secondary attention for him “would be lim-
ited to recalling knowledge already gained.”” It is homologous to “acqui-
sition”—to the process of memory linked to an identification with the
subject of memory,” an acquisition that signals the process of incorpo-
ration and expulsion described earlier. Primary attention, however, does
not merely “elucidate pre-existing data.” It brings about “a new articula-
tion . . . by taking them [data] as figures against a horizon. It is precisely
the original structure which they introduce that brings out the identity
of the object before and after the act of attention.”® Obviously, we must
not overlook the difficulties of Merleau-Ponty’s reading of attention as
bringing out the identity of the object both before and after, given such
a perspective’s dependence on the notion of horizon as providing an
ultimate transcendence to the object/figure: the appearance of the fig-
ure against the horizon guarantees identity. And so we require ways of
speaking about attention that would allow us to continue to hold open a
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space between figure and horizon, that do not merely postpone a deci-
sion about identity until after attention has run out. We require a practice

that prolongs the time of attention so as to hold open the spatial interval
between figure and horizon.

Haeccetic Attention

On this score, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s discussions of haec-
ceity move to the center. In A Thousand Plateaus, they introduce the
term haecceity to describe the kinds of possible spaces that call to mind
the kind of space constructed by the attention I want to think here. They
argue that we must think of haecceity as consisting not “simply of a decor
or backdrop that situates subjects, or of appendages that hold things and
people to the ground”; instead, haeccetic space encompasses “the entire
assemblage that is defined by a longitude and a latitude, by speeds and
affects, independently of forms and subject which belong to another
plane.”® In lieu of figure and horizon, they prefer to speak of compo-
sition. Thus “the street enters into composition with the horse, just as
the dying rat enters into composition with the air, and the beast and the
full moon enter into composition with each other.” In their analysis, the
composition between figures and between the former horizon and the
figure does not lead immediately to a before and after in which atten-

tion has fixed the horizon and the figure but rather points to “the poten-

tialities of becoming within each assemblage.” For Deleuze and Guattari,

“a haecceity has neither beginning nor end, origin nor destination: it is

always in the middle.”®* Deleuze and Guattari’s reading brings us closer

to a form of attention that resides between form and horizon, form and

world. So much so that a practice of attention able to meet the demands

of biopower today is one that holds open a space in which potentialities

for becoming are allowed to emerge. We note as well a not-so-subterra-

nean connection in their discussion of the haeccetic space. A space of
becoming is also a space in which elements move into composition with
each other.

Deleuze details more features of such a compositional space in his

reading of couples and triptychs in his study of Francis Bacon:

The triptych is undoubtedly the form in which the following demand is

posed most precisely: there must be a relationship between the separated
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parts, but this relationship must be neither narrative nor logical. The trip-
tych does not imply a progression, and it does not tell a story. Thus it too, in
turn, has to incarnate a common fact for diverse Figures. It has to produce

a “matter of fact.”™

In Deleuze’s formulation, art intersects with a “matter of factness” that
relates different figures to each other, though not immediately to any kind
of horizon. This matter of factness provides us with another way of think-
ing attention—a practice of attention would be one that allows a form of
life to register the matter of factness of perception—that attends to sense
perceptions in the same way that a triptych incarnates a common fact
with no progression and with no move to bordering. The emphasis on
incarnation in the passage, the fleshing out that takes place in haecceity
as a “common” fact, is one we ought to take seriously as it also suggests a
commonality between figures not joined to a defense of borders.

Consider too that attention and haecceity share a horizon with com-
position. Composition, as the Oxford English Dictionary tells us, comes
from com (together or with) and posere (to place or to put down)—thus
its meaning, “to make by putting together elements.”** Composition
strongly connotes a kind of relationality, with the emphasis not falling
on the subject existing behind or before the act of picking up and putting
down but on a kind of immanence that resides in the elements them-
selves. At the same time, we note a creative component to composition,
which Deleuze discusses in Cinema 1 in the context of the philosophy
of montage. There he describes montage as a power that “is able to start
fresh every instant, of starting afresh itself, and in this way confirming
itself for itself, by putting the whole stake back into play each time.”® The
work of montage is the “work of a hand that touches, not of a hand that
seizes,” he will say.® This mode of nonseizing as a technique of modern
art implies a model for attention as it, too, avoids seizing or judging.

A practice of attention equal to the demands of biopower would be
one that mirrors such a perspective on montage. It is a part of what Félix
Guattari refers to as a “new aesthetic processual paradigm.”® For Guat-
tari, the new aesthetic paradigm concerns an “aesthetic power of feel-
ing” that “is equal in principle with the other powers of thinking phil-
osophically.”® What sets aesthetic power apart is not the reference to
institutional art, or even its “dimension of creation in a nascent state,
perpetually in advance of itself”; rather its privileged status involves a
relation to “spheres of exteriority” that are not “radically separated from
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the interior. . . . There isn't really any exteriority.”® The new paradigm’s
decisive feature is creation:

The incessant clash of the movement of art against established bound-
aries . . . its propensity to renew its materials of expression and the onto-
logical texture of the precepts and affects it promotes brings about if not
a direct contamination of other domains then at the least a highlighting
and a re-evaluation of the creative dimensions that traverse all of them.
Patently, art does not have a monopoly on creation, but it takes its capac-
ity to invent mutant coordinates to extremes: it engenders unprecedented,
unforeseen and unthinkable qualities of being.%

For Guattari, the aesthetic paradigm implies a whole series of techniques
that emphasize a “creative instance” rather than simply the thing cre-
ated. In short, “one does not situate qualities or attributes as secondary
in relation to being or substance; nor does one commence with being
as a pure empty container (and a priori) of all the possible modalities of
existing. . . . The emphasis is no longer placed on Being . . . it is placed on
the manner of being.””' Guattari intimates that a helpful contamination
of attention with such an ontological view of art might help attention
acquire some of the power of the creative—might move it toward a cre-
ative dimension and hence change its ontological registers.

What would a practice of creative attention look like? By moving
toward the creative, such a practice would emphasize Being less and
more modes of being, the manner of being of the objects of perception
that appear in the relation that they share with other objects of atten-
tion—in the compositional and haeccetic space that attention shares
with art.*? Equally, such a practice of attention would not jump to mark-
ing the attributes of being or substance. We saw Heidegger enacting
exactly this in the first chapter and Agamben in the second, when writing
and life were respectively determined as proper and improper, depend-
ing on the quality attributed to each. An attention that holds together ele-
ments in a kind of compositional space does not posit a division between
proper and improper but notes where they are located in such a space.
It provides coordinates and fails to negate. Why call such a practice affir-
mative? Because it affirms what emerges out of the autopoeitic instances
of the aesthetic paradigm. In this regard, Guattari writes that “the deci-
sive threshold constituting this new aesthetic paradigm lies in the apti-
tude of these processes of creation to auto-affirm themselves as existen-
tial nuclei.”® In other words, in the move toward attention as creation as
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ontology, the basic elements of existence are themselves affirmed. Fol-
lowing Guattari’s reading of the aesthetic paradigm, attention as a prac-
tice might be seen as giving birth to immanent forms of life.
Our question must be how to potentialize attention because to do so
would be a way of auto-affirming creation and, with it, an affirmative
biopolitics. Surely one of the first ways will involve changing our con-
ceptions of attention by bringing it closer to the realm of aesthetics. To
do so, we need to emphasize attention’s creative, compositional side—
to see it as a practice of placing elements together from which forms of
bios may emerge not thought entirely or solely in terms of the self. Key
in such a perspective on attention is the nonseizing that is at the heart of
a compositional space. To compose, one must not seize; the act of put-
ting together in fact precludes seizing the object—a grasping or clutch-
ing of one perception over another. Here I am reminded of Walter Benja-
min’s notion of immanent critique sketched in “The Concept of Art Criti-
cism,” in which he distinguishes between relationality and judging. This
“completely different kind of criticism” is “not concerned with judging.”
“Its centre of gravity,” he goes on, “lies not in the estimation of a sin-
gle work but in demonstrating its relations to all other works, and ulti-
mately to the idea of art.”®* A practice of attention as immanent critique
would not seize by judging, incorporating, or expelling but would allow
one to uncover the relationality inherent in the elements that make up
the haeccetic space. A capacity is required to hold a perspective on the
figures to which one is attending and, so doing, to shift the center of grav-
ity to the relational side of the series of objects of perception. By hold-
ing open the interval between figure and horizon, object and meaning, a
space emerges in which to attend to relationality.

The Metaphysics of Play

This holding apart of figure and horizon has another name, and that
is “play.” That we should consider play as a practice of attention, as a
practice of bios, is slightly unexpected when we remember how a num-
ber of twentieth-century philosophers looked to play for its antimeta-
physical properties while ultimately discounting its potential.*® On this
score, George Bataille comes to mind. In the essay “Unknowing and
Rebellion,” he responds to a young medical intern who tells him that
everything “comes down to the instinct of self-preservation.” Bataille’s

response?
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My conception is surely less out of date. . . . It consists in saying that all is
play, that being is play, that the idea of God is unwelcome and, further-
more, intolerable, in that God, being situated outside time, can be only
play, but is harnessed by human thought to creation and to all the implica-

tions of creation, which go contrary to play (to the game).*

Bataille’s task in the essay is to think “the possibility of a philosophy of
play,” which will lead him ultimately to substitute play with game, that
is, “to think and be the game, make of the world and ourselves a game
on condition that we look suffering and death in the face.” He concludes
soon after that “my thought has but one object, play, in which my think-
ing, the working of my thought dissolves.”®” Bataille’s philosophy of play
as involving the unknown and a rebellion against his own thought sepa-
rates play from creation and hence surprisingly (for Bataille) is one that
fails to take up the possibility of contaminating play with creation or, for
that matter, attention with aesthetics.? Equally, it fails because Bataille
sees play as part of a dialectic of the master and the slave: he who plays
a game, the slave, so as to vanquish the master masters himself. The
antinomy that Bataille recognizes but from which he cannot free him-

self is the negative place awarded death vis-a-vis the game. “The phi-

losophy of play appears, in a manner that is fundamental, to be truth

itself: common and indisputable: it is, nevertheless, out of kilter in that

we suffer and die.”* Essentially, then, Bataille thinks a form of play that

would force the player to “look suffering and death in the face.”'® The

advantage that attention as a creative form of play would have is that

it does not attach a predicate to its objects. One does not play at some-

thing, namely, a game, but with something. In the case of attention as

an affirmative practice, we might well say that one plays with the notion

of self.!"!

Jacques Derrida, of course, is the other philosopher who, more than
any other, takes up the philosophical merits of play. In “Structure, Sign,
and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” Derrida, writing with
Lévi-Strauss in mind, places play “in tension” with history and then goes
on to link play to presence:

Play is the disruption of presence. The presence of an element is always a
signifying and substituitive reference inscribed in a system of differences
and the movement of a chain. Play is always play of absence and presence,
but if it is to be thought radically, play must be conceived of before the
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alternative of presence and absence. Being must be conceived as presence
or absence on the basis of the possibility of play and not the other way

around.’®”

For Derrida, play precedes the oscillation between presence and absence.
In the ultimate space of the play of difference, of difference as play, one
can make out the effects of the contrary of play that will go by the name
of Lévi-Strauss’s ethic of innocence and the absent origin:

If Levi-Strauss, better than any other, has brought to light the play of rep-
etition and the repetition of play, one no less perceives in his work a sort of
ethic of presence, an ethic of nostalgia for origins, an ethic of archaic and
natural innocence, of a purity of presence and self-presence in speech—an
ethic, nostalgia, and even remorse, which he often presents as the motiva-
tion of the ethnological project when he moves toward the archaic societies

which are exemplary societies in his eyes.'”

Lévi-Strauss’s fractured present results in a negative thinking of play that
continues to traffic in nostalgia and sadness. At the same time, Derrida
adds, another form of play will be found that affirms the world, which
is “the affirmation of a world of signs without fault, without truth, and
without origin.”'® Such an affirmative form of play is problematic, how-
ever, for Derrida because it is still concerned with security and pres-
ence: “There is a sure play: that which is limited to the substitution of
given, and existing, present pieces.”'®® Ultimately, affirmation as an attri-
bute of play is doomed because no such thing as presence can be said
to exist without absence, and hence no ultimately secure mode of play
is available. In other words, affirmation continues to be held hostage to
knowing what is to come. Rather than affirmation, Derrida prefers “the
seminal adventure of the trace,” which is what arises when affirmation
surrenders “to genetic indetermination.”'® Clearly affirmation for Der-
rida is problematic because as it turns away from the origin, affirma-
tion “tries to pass beyond man and humanism, the name of man being
the name of that being who, throughout the history of metaphysics or of
ontotheology—in other words, throughout his entire history—has
dreamed of full presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin and the
end of play.”*"” Presence kills off play.

Much remains to be said in this admittedly brief encapsulation of Der-
rida’s perspective on play. Yet what stands out in a chapter on attention
as play is the negative tone that characterizes Derrida’s assertion of the

150 - PRACTICING BiOS

trace’s adventure, in particular, the weight he awards determination. The
Nietzschean joyful affirmation of man gives way to “genetic indetermina-
tion.” Derrida refuses, in my view mistakenly, to countenance something
like the possibility of an affirmation not caught by sure forms of play. In
this regard, it is helpful to compare Deleuze's reading of Spinoza's theory
of negation with Derrida’s. For Deleuze, that theory is based on “the dif-
ference between distinction, always positive, and negative determina-
tion: all determination is negative.”’ In Derrida’s move to indetermina-
tion, one might well register a kind of remainder in the seminal adven-
ture of the trace, something perhaps like a negative tonality. Deleuze,
quoting Spinoza, notes,

“Corresponding to positivity as infinite essence there is affirmation as nec-
essary existence” (Ethics, 1, 7 and 8). That is why all the attributes, which are
really distinct precisely by virtue of their distinction without opposition, are
at the same time affirmed of one and the same substance, whose essence
and existence they express (I, 10, schol. 1 and 19).'%

Deleuze’s gloss of Spinoza offers a way forward from the negative tonal-
ity of indeterminacy by seeing play as a process of distinguishing without
bringing in its wake oppositions and possessions of attributes—not pres-
ence as opposed to absence but instead an ontological force expressed by
these attributes. To bring the discussion back, then, to practices, atten-
tion would name the practice that does not move to determining the
objects of perception by calling forth their opposite—by judging them
in Freud and Merleau-Ponty’s perspective—but one that marks their dis-
tinctive attributes, that names them and, in so doing, distinguishes and
affirms them. One does not find anything like the substituting of present
pieces one for another but rather in a holding together of the elements
of the compositional space, a possibility that other itineraries might
become available. In other words, it might well be that attention itself is
a form of unsure play.!*°

Aesthetics, Play, Creation

The conjunction of play and attention returns us to the notion of the cre-
ative that was central to my earlier gloss of Guattari’s reading of the “aes-
thetic paradigm” and Derrida’s notion of play. Play, lest we forget, is not
simply about adventure—playing with something—but also includes a
notion of creativity. To play often evokes something like a creative living

PRACTICING BfOS - 151




element.'"! And so, what elements do attention and play share, that is,
what would attention as play and play as attention look like? The answer
will be found in a notion of immanent play that resembles a reaching out.
To see what I mean, I want to introduce the notion of play within a con-
text of writings about children at play. In particular, a number of pages
from D. W. Winnicott’s Playing and Reality come to mind, especially those
in which he notes the importance of the interaction of a resting state and
creation.''2 Winnicott thinks play not only in the handling of the object
but also more broadly as emerging out of the interaction between a rest-
ing state, which he will gloss as a therapeutic setting, and what he calls “a
[creative] reaching-out.”''> His meaning on this score is not always clear,
but he appears to recall the earlier discussion of a practice of attention,
and hence the move from resting to reaching out seemingly entails a
creative attribute. Such a reaching out does not for Winnicott (as it does
not for Deleuze in the earlier quote on montage or for Merleau-Ponty on
judging) involve the moment of holding or grasping but appears as the
mode by which a reaching out in play takes place for the child. He calls
this between space “a space of relief” from the strain of relating inner
and outer reality, “an intermediate area of experience which is not chal-
lenged,” which he will then note as being “in direct continuity with the
play area of the small child who is ‘lost’ in play.”*'* The intermediate area,
he tells us, “constitutes the greater part of an infants experience” and
throughout life is retained in the “intense experiencing that belongs to
the arts and to religion and to imaginative living, and to creative scientific
work.”''5 Winnicott’s child “lost” in play deserves a much longer discus-
sion, what some call the “absorption model of play” thought in relation to
those later moments of “imaginative living” that he calls “intense expe-
riencing.” What they share is not the feature of being lost or absorbed in
play, however, but a shared origin in the mode of handling or reaching
out. They also share another feature, one often overlooked, namely, that
play is precarious as well as creative, that it is “always on the theoreti-
cal line between the subjective and that which is objectively perceived,”
which may come to an end at any instant. Indeed, for Winnicott, the pre-
cariousness of play precisely makes it a “creative experience.” Thus he
will call play an “experience in the space-time continuum, a basic form
of living.” It is for this reason that playing as a creative reaching out for
Winnicott is itself “a therapy.”!®

It bears repeating that Winnicott’s view of play as premised on a cre-
ative reaching out in opposition to a noncreative seizing echoes the roots
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of the word attention as “a sense of tension, of being stretched, and also
of waiting.”'" In the reaching out of attention, we have a for;n of pla
.that begins to enjoy a relation to a basic form of living, an imaginative liv}-]
ing that is able to provide some relief from “the strain of inner and outer
reality"—in other words, from the continual move to introject or expel
tpat lies at the heart of the instinct for self-preservation and for destruc-
tion. Yet we can go further in linking creative attention and bios through
the notion of play. Play and attention also share how they withdraw from
p.ossessing, amode that does not immediately make the object of percep-
t'lon or the toy one’s own. Play may become the ground for other forms of
life or modes of being to arise, in which the supposed content of bios as
selfwill determine how it is that one plays at life. Here it may useful to turn
to those wonderful pages from Walter Benjamin’s “The Cultural History
of Toys,” in which Benjamin gives a philosophical classification of toys:

As long as the realm of toys was dominated by a dour naturalism, there
were no prospects of drawing attention to the true face of a child at play.
Today we may perhaps hope that it will be possible to overcome the basic
error—namely, the assumption that the imaginative content of a child’s
toys is what determines his playing; whereas in reality the opposite is true.
A child wants to pull something, and so he becomes a horse . .

hide, and so he turns himself into a robber or a policeman. .

. he wants to

' .. Because the
more appealing toys are . . . the further they are from genuine playthings;

the more they are based on imitation, the further away they lead us from
real, living play.''8

'Benjamin opposes a “real, living play” to a dour, naturalistic play thought
¥n terms of the greater appeal of toys. Real living play emerges, instead

in relation to how the child is able to transform herself, to become the;
plaything. The plaything, we will want to say, leads to becoming, to being
absorbed, to borrow the language with which play is often ciescribed
(the other being slippage)."'® For Benjamin, real play is premised on the
presence of playthings that allow the player to be transformed. In differ-
ent words, behind the genuine plaything lies the self’s shadow, and one
does not play thanks to the features of the toys but rather on account of
their lack of imaginative content. Benjamin’s perspective allows us to see

the shared capacity of attention and play to forgo imitation, which is yet

a.nother term for describing a particularly insidious form of incorpora-

tion and expulsion.

How might we extend this notion of play into the realm of biopolitics
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as a form of resistance to biopower? Can we play at forms of life not cap-
tured by the self? Can one modify the sense of self as one modifies a toy
in the act of playing so as to create a broader perspective on bios, on
those modes of being so unartfully captured by the self? On this score,
let’s consider another passage from Benjamin: “But we must not forget
that the most enduring modifications in toys are never the work of adults,
whether they be educators, manufacturers, or writers, but are the result
of children at play.”'?’ Looking to children at play, perhaps we can make
out the horizon of a living art in play that would allow us to see how the
self, by withdrawing to play as bios, might be able, if not to block, then to
slow down the speed with which borders and defenses and, with them,
the instinct for destruction are made manifest. A techné of bios thought
through play might be one yet unexplored way to forgo “the dour nat-
uralism” of biopolitics today, in which the object of politics would be
merely biological life or that would have the object of life be thinkable
only as part of a negative politics.

Creatures, Contradictory and Virtuous

After tracing the links between technéand thanatos, what are we left vx{ith
finally? Framing the question in this way is already helpful: the question
is less what is to be done and more what kind of self remains for a prac-
tice of bios. Writing near the end of the twentieth century, William Con-
nelly speaks of slackening in a context of discipline that may be useful:

Since the self is not “designed” to fit perfectly into any way of life, we must
anticipate that every good way of life will both realize something in the
self and encounter elements in the self resistant to its form; and we should
endorse the idea of slack as part of our conception of the good life. An order
with slack can sustain itself well without the need to organize the self so
completely into a creature of virtue. For the more an order needs virtue
the more it eventually authorizes the extension of disciplinary strategies

to secure it.'?!

For Connolly, slackening the self will reinscribe it in horizons different
from mere virtue. Yet the stakes, in my view, move well beyond discipline
and virtue to the overarching reading that a number of contemporary
philosophers have given of biopower at the crossroads of technology and
death. Another way of putting it might be, rather than speaking of the
good life, we ought instead to focus on forms of bios able to loosen the
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self’s relation to a mastery of the world. The creature of virtue produced
by the test gives way to a being capable of playing with the notion of the
self in different contexts and situations. Doing so, the self becomes less
available to the interpellations of institutions by performing less mas-
terfully. The move from the bordered self to the slackened subject of the
practices of bios minimizes the contact that borders inevitably share with
thanatos. Let’s also note that the object of a practice of bios would not
necessarily be virtuous either. If there is a question of virtue, it concerns
the virtue of the nonvirtue of bios—a virtue in seeing the self as too lim-
ited and limiting.

One surely could respond that a practice of bios thought through
attention and play seems too abstract—that it fails to provide a decent
wage or allow one to spend more time with one’s children. In other
words, what does a practice of bios offer the subject materially right now?
My own impression is that we ought to avoid any rushes to judgment
about practices as opposed to resistance—about improper political prac-
tices as opposed to proper political techniques of rebellion, which would
simply reenact some of the same difficulties I have sketched here around
proper and improper forms of life and techné. On this score, consider
those pages from Nietzsche in which he puts forward the case for a relax-
ing of borders around perspectives linked merely to the self:

Apoint of view: in all valuations there is a definite purpose: the preservation
of an individual, a community, a race, a state, a church, a belief, or a cul-
ture.—Thanks to the fact that people forget that all valuing has a purpose,
one and the same man may swarm with a host of contradictory valuations,
and therefore with a host of contradictory impulses. This is the expression of
disease in man as opposed to the health of animals, in which all the instincts
answer certain definite purposes. This creature full of contradictions [dies
widerspruchsvolle Geschdpf1, however, has in his being a grand method
of acquiring knowledge: he feels the pros and cons, he elevates himself to
Justice—that is to say, to the ascertaining of principles beyond the valua-
tions of good and evil. The wisest man would thus be gifted with mental
antennae [der gleichsam Tastorgane] wherewith he could understand all
kinds of men, and with it he would have his great moments, when all the
chords of his being would ring in splendid unison. .. . A sort of planetary
movement [eine Art planetarischer Bewegung).'*

Perspectives police borders. They preserve and protect. The cost of such
a valuing and evaluating, however, is to set up borders around a self
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that will then continue to require defending. Nietzsche's solution is not,
we should note, to point a way to a return to the health of animals but
rather to embrace the contradictions of the diseased human being.'> We
should also be clear that this is not Connelly’s creature of virtue either,
but a different one, a creature of contradictions, “dies widerspruchsvolle
Geschopf,” and one aware of these contradictions. Perhaps we might find
a space here for inserting the practices of attention and play as modes
of registering the contradictory features of Nietzsche’s creature, not as
a return to the animal but rather to the being who receives the gift that
makes him wise to the degree other creatures—other forms of bios—
come into view. In this sense, we might see the practices of bios through
attention and play as serving definite purposes, namely, moving the self
toward greater openness and relationality as opposed to defense. Here a
convergence appears between these practices I have discussed and the
result of the contradictions, namely, a mode of living in which the wisest
“feels the pros and cons” yet does not know them in a traditional sense.
Acknowledging the different perspectives of the contradictory creature,
the subject of attention and play moves beyond good and evil, beyond
true and false in Foucault’s terms, indeed beyond mastery of the self by
the self. Holding open the space for attention creates conditions in which
an “understanding of all men” results—what we should not hesitate to
inscribe in a political register as “a planetary movement.” Note, too, that
Nietzsche suggests another possibility for resisting the complicity of the
self with biopower through mastery, those moments when “biopower
takes over the activity of care of the self.”'* These will include modes of
ascertaining, elevating, and feeling that do not necessarily or immedi-
ately involve “a care of the self.”'* Admittedly, the task of resisting care
and, with it, mastery of the self is not an easy one, but that is where the
value added of a practice of bios through attention and play might be felt
most: in helping us create a breach between care and mastery, between
a care for the self felt first in terms of forms of bios and known only after

in terms of mastery.'?®
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core of all the problems that I am trying to identify is what is called the population”
and that “this is the basis on which something like biopolitics could be formed.”
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uncertainty to risk is a shift from the fear of the unknown to the thrill of the unex-
pected.” Randy Martin, An Empire of Indifference (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
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in turn a new insecurity’ (Helmut Plessner, Macht und menschliche Natur, 1931).”
Quoted in Andrea Cavalletti, Classe (Torino, Italy: Bollati Boringhieri, 2009), 90-91.
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and the Uses of Human Heredity (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press,
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Sovereignty and Life, 180-202.

20 Foucault, Security, Territory, Population, 16.

21 Massimo Cacciari, “Nomadi in prigione,” in La citta infinita, ed. A. Bonomi and A.
Abruzzese (Milan, ltaly: Bruno Mondadori, 2004), 45. Unless otherwise noted, all
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22 “Our point of departure is our recognition that the production of subjectivity and
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ship. . .. Perhaps in this process of metamorphosis and constitution we should
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of body, a common body, a democratic body.” Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri,
Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire (New York: Penguin, 2005),
189-90. Compare Warren Montag on the figure of the multitude: “Spinoza, in his
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Verso, 1999), 84-85.

23 Foucault, Birth of Biopolitics. Warren Montag also points to this mechanism in his
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' economics is a necro-economics. The market reduces and rations life; it not only
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by those who suffer it.” Montag, “Necro-economics,” 16.
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25 Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 9.
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tique of what we are is at one and the same time the historical analysis of the lim-
its imposed on us and an experiment with the possibility of going beyond them.”
Foucault, “What Is Enlightenment?,” 319.

27 Ibid.

28 Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 117.

29 OED Online, s.v. “belonging.”

30 Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 357.

31 Ibid., 361.

32 Ibid., 424.

33 Ibid., 429.

34 One ought to keep in mind Derrida’s critique of Foucault’s History of Sexuality Vol-
ume 1, especially with regard to mastery and thanatos: “The same strategy, a strat-
egy profoundly without defense, a strategy that carries with it its own principle of
ruin—here is that which also problematizes, in its greatest radicality, the instance
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rida, “Al dila del principio di potere,” in Essere giusti con Freud: La storia della follia
nell’etq della psicoanalisi (Milan, Italy: Raffaello Cortina, 1994), 110. My thanks to
Lorenzo Fabbri for drawing my attention to this text.

35 Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 448.

36 Ibid., 431.

37 Ibid., 448.

38 Ibid.

39 Ibid.

40 Foucault picks up this definition in the earlier seminar on subjectivity and truth
from the lectures of 1980-81. See the important note to Hermeneutics of the Sub-

Ject, 489n28: “It is the second lecture of the 1981 College de France course that
Foucault distinguishes between zoé (life as the property of organisms) and bios
(existence as the object of techniques).”

41 Ibid., 486.

42 Such a reading of techné as not limited to the test recalls a recent reading of Witt-
genstein: “Our practices are thus not exhausted by the idea of a rule. On the
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contrary, one thing that Wittgenstein is aimed to show . . . is that one hasn't said
particularly much about a practice (such as, for instance, language) when one has
simply said that it is governed by rules. In reality, discussion of rules is distorted
by the (philosophical) idea of an explanatory or justificatory power in the concept
of a rule—an idea that leads to conformity.” Sandra Laugier, “Wittgenstein and
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the degree that practice cannot be limited to mere rules or the homology between
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43 In another note contained in Hermeneutics of the Subject, the editor observes that
“the 1981 courses continue to focus exclusively on the status of the aphrodisia in
pagan ethics of the first two centuries A.D., while maintaining that we cannot speak
of subjectivity in the Greek world, the ethical element being determined as bios
(mode of life)” (20). Foucault appears to suggest that bios is to be thought apart in
Greek thought not only from subjectivity but equally from a care for the self. Such
a reading will likely be born out by the forthcoming publication of the 1981 course,
“Subjectivité et verité.”

44 Michel Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics,” in Rabinow, Ethics: Subjectivity and
Truth, 260.

45 Foucault, Hermeneutics of the Subject, 424.

46 Tbid.

47 Foucault, “On the Genealogy of Ethics,” 256.

48 Ibid.

49 We must also note that Foucault does not deny an aesthetic component with re-
gard to the Stoics such that both the rechné of the self and a techné of bios share a
lack of normalizing thought: “I don't think one can find any normalization in, for
instance, the Stoic ethics. The reason is, I think, that the principal aim, the princi-
pal target of this kind of ethics, was an aesthetic one.” Foucault, “On the Geneal-
ogy of Ethics,” 254. Compare Foucault’s broadside against modern ethics in The
Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London: Routledge, 2001),
327-28.

50 Equally, such a perspective of bios as material for aesthetic production puts some
distance between Foucault’s understanding of bios and Agamben’s distinction be-
tween bios and zoé because Foucault, who was well aware of the distinction be-
tween bios and zoé, does not make zoé the object of aesthetics but rather of bios.

51 Michel Foucault, Fearless Speech (New York: Semiotext(e), 2001), 166.

52 Donna Haraway, “Biopolitics of Postmodern Bodies,” 224.

53 Judith Butler, “Giving an Account of Oneself,” diacritics 31, no. 4 (2001): 39.

54 Clearly both Butler and Haraway have Foucault’s critique of modernity’s missing
ethics in mind: “Superficially, one might say that knowledge of man, unlike the
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tics; more fundamentally, modern thought is advancing towards that region where
man’s Other must become the Same as himself.” Foucault, Order of Things, 328.
Agamben, for his part, is less interested in marking such a complicity than he is
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in capturing the self in his scheme of desubjectification and hence in refusing to
disconnect the self’s capabilities from biopower.

55 I am indebted to the attention that both Leo Bersani and Adam Phillips pay to
these two essays in their recent work Intimacies (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 2008). My own reading, though indebted to theirs, departs in the emphasis
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56 Sigmund Freud, “Drives and Their Fates,” in The Unconscious, trans. Graham
Franklin (London: Penguin, 2005), 27.

57 In this regard, see the entry for “negation” in Jean LaPlanche and J. B. Pontalis, The

Language of Psychoanalysis, trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith (New York: W, W, Nor-
ton, 1974).

58 Freud, “Drives and Their Fates,” 29.

59 Sigmund Freud, “Negation,” Standard Edition XIX (1976): 237.

60 See on this note the life and death instincts in Sigmund Freud's An Outline of Psy-
choanalysis, trans. James Strachey (New York: W. W. Norton, 1949), 20: “After long
doubts and vacillations we have decided to assume the existence of only two basic
instincts, Eros and the destructive instinct. . . . The aim of the first of these basic
instincts is to establish ever greater unities and to preserve them thus—in short to
bind them together; the aim of the second, on the contrary, is to undo connections
and so to destroy things. We may suppose that the final aim of the destructive in-
stinct is to reduce living things to an inorganic state.”

61 Freud, “Negation,” 239.

62 Freud, “Drives and Their Fates,” 29.

63 Useful in this regard is Paolo Virno’s recent discussion of the negation of a negation
that empowers the force of the katechon. Virno, Multitude between Innovation and
Negation, trans. Isabella Bertoletti, James Cascaito, and Andrea Casson (New York:
Semiotext(e), 2008), 56-65.

64 Foucault, Fearless Speech, 166.

65 See in this regard Hal Foster’s classic reading of Freud and modernity, “Prosthetic
Gods,” Modernism/Modernity 4, no. 2 (1997): 5-38.

66 The Invisible Committee, The Coming Insurrection (New York: Semiotext(e), 2009),
29-30.

67 Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1977), 2. Compare Foucault’s understanding of prac-
tices: “In this piece of research on the prisons . . . the target of analysis wasn't ‘in-
stitutions,’ ‘theories,” or ‘ideology,” but practices—with the aim of grasping the con-
ditions which make these acceptable at a given moment; the hypothesis being
that these types of practices are not just governed by institutions, prescribed by

ideologies, guided by pragmatic circumstances . . . but possess up to a point their
own specific regularities, logic, strategy, self-evidence, and reason.” Michel Fou-
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