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REMNANTS OF THE WORLD:
AGAMBEN AND MESSIANIC AFFECT!

ROBERT C. THOMAS

the teaching of Giotgio Agamben’s I/ tempo che resta (The Time that is Lef)®

As such, it bears an intimate relation to Agamben’s work and the project of
Homo Saver as a whole. I/ tempo che resta was wtitten and taught in the United
States at Notthwestern and UC Berkeley, between the publication in Ttalian of
volume three of Homo Saver (Remnants of Auschwity; The Witness and the Archive)
and L qperto: L nomo ¢ lanimale (The Open: Man and Animal).® As such, it occupies
an instructive place in Agamben’s work. It is both outside the wotl of Homo
Sacer, propetly speaking, insofar as it does not comptise one of its projected
volumes, and yet remains thoroughly bound-up with its project, patticulatly
regarding the development of the concept of the exception in relation to
contemporaty politics—a politics that Agamben has charactetized as one of
radical failure. Agamben’s work is concerned with what has been exvlsded from
out thought of a radical, non-dialectical politics of the past 30 years: the
expetience and reality of the exception and all of which this entails—for
politics, fot thought, for life. The project of rethinking the political in the con-
text of the exception is, for Agamben, one that takes place bgfore we are used to
locating it; that is, before we are accustomed to thinking and doing the political.
This is because the exception concetns what he calls a “prior movement.” We
need to think about this prior movement and how it effects what we take for
thought (ot what Deleuze would call our “image of thought”).’ This essay is
concerned, in large patt, with the radical contours of this prior movement and what
it might mean not only for the development of the thought of the exception,
but also for /jfz as the basis for thought, politics, and subjectivity today. This last

T he following is based on the expetience, detailed study, and meditation on
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question concetns my effort, enriched immeasurably by the work of our semi
nar, to ret}?mk affect (in Deleuze’s sense of that term)® and extetiority in light o;
t'he exception. The following meditation on and operative use of the [;gotem
tlal—Agafnben might say “sweetness”—of the concept of the exception fol-
lows two inter-related lines of inquity. The fitst concerns “the eternal return” a
an abyssal theory of the wotld that steps over (or ignores) the prior /ﬂozzmeﬂsf
(and, thus, the problem) of the exception. The second concetns my usage of
Agamben’s teseatch on “weakness” in Paul and Benjamin as a basis fzr retﬁink—
ing affec.t as a radical non-encounter; a Jailed encounter that precedes every en-
counter in the exception, This work is speculative in nature, Every aspect'}c:f its
thought, despite its inseparability from alife, is bound-up with Agamben’s wotl
and the project of Homo Saver as a whole, The formulations that I present h. r{
would be impossible to develop outside that work and, in partiéulsr the set:u'e
nar on I/ fempo che resta. In this respect, there is a um'que’ convergence’ (a “secre;
agree_rr}ent”) between Agamben’s theoretical formuilations and the existential
conditions of my life (particulatly over the past ten years). The re;ldin c?f
Agan?ber'x’s work that T present here, therefore, fulfills itself in the radical fai%ure
gf a l{fe lived in the state of exception that has become the norm; that is, # lif
lived in relation to that outside which is broken. , e

REMNANTS OF THE WORLD

What we most lack is a belief in the world, we've quite lost the
world, it’s been taken from us.

GILLESDELREUZL

The world has already ended; we just don’t know it “yet. What can this state-
ment mean? By stating this, I do not mean that the earth, universe, whatever we
want to call “everything” that exists (Spinoza’s “God”’?) or evet,1 immanence
itself has radi‘ca]ly and literally come to an end, nor do I miean that we are cfn
the verge of imminent apocalypse. What I do mean by this statement, what 1
hOPe to capture with this formulation, is the gffct (or subjective ew{perie’ru:e)7 of
a life lived in a “state of exception™ that has become the norm. Irl this sense, it
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is meant to point to the proliferation of the radical sepatation accomplished in
the exception. The “taking of the outside™ is a radical separation of out bodies
from themselves, from immanence—the outside, the “wotld”-—as a non-essen-
tial, exterior foundation fot politics, thought, and subjectivity. In this sense, this
statement is meant to point to the despair of a life lived in separation from
itself—frotn, even, its own encounters, relations, and exposures. Life in the
state of exception is that which everywhete temains profoundly sepatated from
itself. Life divided from life. A life that is perpetually emptied out, reduced to
the brutal fact of mete survival (#aked lifj)—the biopolitical production of life as
mere sutvival®

What remains of the world in the exception? Insofar as the time of and
for the world (the outside) has grown short—insofat as the post-wat era is
marked by a state of perpetual suspension, a radical defetral and delay of the
potential of subjectivity, thought, and politics—we can read this situation as the
beginning of the end of time—of and for the political, of and for thought, of and
for life. Within the closure of the outside that matks the exception, the time fot
any potential politics has gtown short. There s little time left for the political—
that is, before any hope of a politics becomes permanently suspended. Time is
running out. The time that is left, the time that remains for life, for politics, for
thought, has become contracted. This is the ptoblem of messiatic time.
Accotding to Agamben, Benjamin was the first to grasp the link between the
state of exception and the messianic event in Jewish mysticism; that is, between
the status of the law in the “state of exception” and the confrontation with the
law marked by the atrival of the Messial. The areival of the Messiah does not,
as is commonly thought, mark the end of time. Tt is not, as it has been assumed

 in many intetpretations of Benjamin’s “Theses,” the time of the apocalypse, ot

the Last Days, but rather a time marked by the suspension of the Law.! With
the arrival of the Messiah, “the hidden foundation of the law [as being in Jorve
without significancd] comes to light, and the law itself entets into a state of perpet-
ual suspension.”“ The atrival of the Messiah inaugurates a radical suspension of
the Law. Messianism is, according to Agamben, “a theoty of the state of
exception—except for the fact that in Messianism there is no authotity in fotce
to proclaim the state of exception; instead, there is the Messiah to subvett its
power.”® In the Jewish tradition, this is the time of thé messianic event.
Between the time of the creation, which includes the time of the end of the
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world, and the time gffer the end of the wotld, there is the time of the Messiah.”
This time is a remnant—it is the (non-relational) time that remains in the
disjunction between two traditional conicepts of time (histotical ot chronological
time, and a “future” time 4ffer the end of the world)." Messianic time, then, is
an “immanent time, A time within time.”®

What is truly historical is not what redeems time in the direction of the
future, or even the past; it is rather what fulfills time in the excess of a
medium. The messianic Kingdom is neither the future (the millennium)
not the past (the golden age): it is, instead, @ remaining time.'s

“Messianism,” as Agamben makes cleat, “is not the end of time, but the time of
the end.”"" It is the time that is lft.

What can it mean, Agamben asks throughout I/ fenpo che resta, to think
this remnant of time? Following Agamben, I would like to ask how this contrac-
tion of time that marks out present relates to our ability to think and experience
something called the “world”? What can it mean to think the world as that

which has already ended, without out being able to say why ot, even zhar we

fully know that this event has happened? It is in this image of the end of the
wotld, I think, that the “now of recognizability <Jeigt der Erkennbarkeit>"" of
the potential of the wotld (the outside) and its fadical destruction and separa-
tion in the exception comes to us. How can we think—when thought itself,
according to Deleuze, is based on an extetiotity without tesetve—in a situation
that implies and enforces a radical separation from expetience, one that would
“take” any, potentially every, encounter with the outside? How, in the “taking
of the outside” of the exception, is radical exteriority possible? And how, fol-
lowing Deleuze’s singular individuation, can thought be based on our unique
exReriences, encounters and relations—all of which “happen” in a space of
{:adjcal exteriotity, in the “world”—when it is precisely the “taking” of this that
is accomplished in the exception? All of this is to ask, how can we think ex-
posute in the exception?"? .

Tam employing the term “wotld” here in the sense that Nietzsche uses
it i his thought of the eternal retutn which, among much else, is also a theory
of the wotld* For Nietzsche, the “wotld” is the abyss in which subjectivity and
exteriotity coincide in the exact same moment—a moment that is grasped, ot
should we say expressed and performed, in the ethical stance of the return: the
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willing of the eternal return of all that exists (the abyss), and the affirmation of
chance and chaos. Deleuze’s statement tegatding the loss of the “world” cited
above refers, I think, to this conception of the wotld. In the speculations that
follow, I want to delimit my inquiy to this aspect of the return—as an abyssal
theoty of the world in which subjectivity and extetiority coincide in the same
moment (within the abyss). Such delimitation allows us to simultaneously blut
the distinction between the ethical and epistemological thought of the return
without, at the same time, completely abandoning every aspect of the lattet
(which seems both unnecessaty and undesitable).

In this delimited sense, my statement about the end of the wotld
means two things. In the first place, it means the loss of the concept of an
abyssal encountet with the wotld (as an existential-ontological and episte-
mological foundation) contained explicitly in Nietzsche’s “etetnal return.” In
other wotds, the “end of the wotld” as the experience of the exception means
the end of the eternal return, of any truly abyssal thought as the basis for think-
ing exteriotity and subjectivity (I will explain this in more detail below).”!
Secondly, my statement is a play on the idea that without such a thought (which
has influenced much, if not all, post-war thought on extetiotity), we cannot
think; it is the end of the world for thought, politics, and subjectivity. In other
wotds, this statement points to the reaction to the thought of the exception and
the problems it exposes, the unnecessary feat, T think, with which it has been
met by theotists of radical exteriority.

The sepatation from the outside (which is also, to say, from our
“selves”) accomplished in the exception means that out ability to have a relation
to the world, to make use of its potential—for thought, for life, for poli-
tics—has become petmanently “policed” in the post-war era. The exception
constitutes what Agamben calls a “prior movement”® not only fot our lives,
but also for any cotresponding theoty of exposute, affect, and “becoming.”
The exception, in other wotds, may precede our ways of thinking about both
subjectivity and extetiority. What can it mean to say that the wotld and our
relation to it have become suspended? Any effort to affirm our lives today as
exposure and vulnerability—as the encounter of an abyssal body with an abyssal
wotld—runs up against this limit of a “world” that, defined in this sense, has
effectively ended. Evety abyssal encounter with the world, with the very
potential of the outside, is capable of being taken in the exception; it is"in this
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sense that the “wotld” has become suspended. What can we do when the wotld
itself is now what Gershom Scholem called “being in force swithont significanc?”?™ As
Agamben writes in Potentialities, “The entire planet has become the exception
that the law must contain in its ban.”* In other words, we can no longer think
the political (and, quite possibly, thought itself) as a (non-telational) relation to
the wotld.™ It appears that Carl Schmitt was well aware of this relation,
According to Samuel Webet, in The Nonos of the World Schmitt seeks to recover
the primordial and lost meaning of the word nomos “as a partitioning [partition]
and a distribution [tepartiion]—of space, but most of all of the earth—which
Schmitt calls a Landnabme, ot, literally, ‘seizing of the earth.”

How can we suspend this force? How can we continue to believe, if
not in a wotld that we have lost (the teturn), then in the potentiality of politics,
subjectivity, and thought and that radical exteriority that subtends them? Once
again, Agamben’s work on Messianism in Paul and Benjamin contains the
elements for a remarkable response. I was haunted by a statement that Agam-
ben made in our seminar: that ours is the era of the eternal return.®® (As I
undetstand Agamben, this statement refets to the self-image of our theoretical
and pragmatic ptesent; that we live in an age that is predicated, in patt, on a
radical separation from what he calls “bearing witness” and what Benjamin calls
“history.”) What can this statement possibly mean? How can the present eta,
which cottesponds to a global state of exception, be considered the age of the
eternal return? This provocative statement set in motion a speculative study on
my patt; a re-examination of Agamben’s published wortk on the exception in
light of this statement, the wotk of I/ #empo che resta, and the question of affect
%n the exception.” What I found as a result of this (incomplete and speculative)
inquity ot, rathet, the unique response to the questions enumerated above that
emerged out of these speculations, has its trajectory in a thought that moves
between Agamben’s work on subjectivity in Foucault, “weakness” in Paul and
Benjamin, the status of “beating withess” in relation to language and poetry (or,
rather, “non-language” and “non-poetry”), the brief statements about the
eternal return that appear in a discussion of Primo Levi and the camps in
Remnants of Auschwitz, and the unique expetiences of my own life at the end of
the 20th century.

In the “Theses on the Philosophy of Histoty,” Benjamin makes a dis-
tinction between the “virtual” state of exception and the “real” state of excep-
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tion.® This distinction is made immanently; that is, within the text itself.
Benjamin never explicitly states, much less explains, what he means by this

- distinction. We only know of it, in fact, because of the unique usage he makes

of quotation marks. When Benjamin is refering to a “virtual” state of excep-
tion, he places the phrase “state of emetgency” in quotation marks. When he
writes in the eighth thesis of the production of a rea/ state of emergency, the
quotation marks are dropped. Keeping in mind that Benjamin died before he
could complete the work that the “Theses” point to ot, even publish the
thought contained within them ifi a public form, it seems especially impottant
for us to consider this distinction and the problem that it opens up for us—as
Agamben proposes, with an. appropriately Messianic gestute, to bring this
untealized or unfulfilled thought to completion. .
Benjamin’s distinction (which has nothing to do with the virtual and
the actual in the wotk of Deleuze and Guattaxi) is crucial to the question of the
Jailure of the political.” In order for the political to happen, even to begin, for
Benjamin, the virtual “state of emergency”—and with it, the “taking of the out-
side”—must be suspended. How can we suspend the force of the exception
with regard to subjectivity (that is, forms of life, new ways of thinking and
living)? Agamben, following Foucault, provides an extraordinaty and provoca-
tive response to this question. Foucault presents a “split” ot two-patt notion of
subjectivity: it has both the capacity to be produced (subjectivation, subjection,
the subject) and to produce (auto-production, resistance, creation, desubjectiva-
tion)*? Like Benjamin, Foucault was unable to complete this work befote the
time of his death. Picking-up this unfinished work—in the unique convergence
between Benjamin’s final wotk and the final work of Foucault—Agamben
atgues that if subjectivation and desubjectivation “petfectly coincide” (i.e.,
occur, happen, in the exact same motment), then it is always possible for the
fitst (subjectivation, the subject) to take the latter (desubjectivation) in the form
of the exception. In other wotds, the exception obliges us to find a way for
desubjectivation to “own” or remain within itself (if, even, for a moment) with-
out being taken in the exception (and this has nothing to do with a teleological
movement, but an immanent transformation and accomplishment of potential-
ity itself). How can desubjectivation own its owri potentiality as such? How can
it accomplish ot fulfill even a part of its potential? Which is to ask, how can the
(vittual) potentiality of desubjectivation—which, in the global state of excep-

THOMAS » 275




tion, is now everywhere, but only as unfulfilled potential—become, in even a
small way, 22/ (how can it begin to own itself)?

As Agamben noted in the seminar on I/ fempo che resta, in all of the
important work that has been done since May ‘68, the question of the move-
ment from the vittual to the teal~—and, cotrespondingly, of how desubjectiva-
tion can accomplish ot fulfill a part of its potential—has not even been posed.™
Without exception, vittually all of our ways of conceiving of desubjectivation
and of radical exteriority have been based on an abyssal encounter with the
wotld. This is an extraordinary obsetvation, patticulatly with regard to our
theories of radical exteriotity. It points to the legacy, I think, of the political
thought of the “etetnal retutn™ in post-war thought. (Alain Badiou goes so fat
as to assert that “One can argue that most of Deleuze’s wotk is devoted to
defending, unfolding, and understanding more comptehensively the founding
intuition of Nietzsche regarding the eternal teturn.”) Tt is in this sense that
Agamben formulates a fundamentally new way of asking the question, ata very
intimate level, how can we refuse the subject? The exception, in other words, is
a problem that precedes our notions of subjectivity (and thus enables us to
catty the ctitique of the subject even further).”” It is, also, important to note that
the eternal return is both a theoty of the world (extetiority) and a theory of
subjectivity in which both moments, the encounter and the possibility of
“becoming who you are,” must occut in the exact same moment. Because it is
in the ethical relation to this abyssal moment, locating oneself, so to speak,
within it (the abyss), that one “masters” one’s fate in the willing of its eternal
return. This ethical stance, Agamben has noted, appeats tidiculous, even appall-
ing, when placed in relation to the camps.® Are we to believe, for example, that
the Jews, it order to “master their fate” at Auschwitz, should will the eternal
return of the camps and what happened there? Or does posing this question
itself only setve to obviate the impossibility (and undesitability) of such an
ethical response? Moteovet, it seetns that the vety problem would remain veiled
in the eternal retutn, which is not, “how can we will the return of the camps as
a means of masteting the brutal fact that they happened (in opposition to the
ressentiment of negation)?” but, “how can we stop the camps (and the exception)
from continuing to happen?”

As a “theoty of the wotld” the etetnal return provides an abyssal
ground for subjectivity, one in which subjectivation and desubjectivation
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coincide in the exact same moment (the moment of the encounter itself). One
can point to several recent, impottant texts that take this abyssal notion of
subjectivity and exteriority (the retutn as a theoty of the wotld) for granted,
postulating it as the basis for all radical thought and politics, including, even, in
response to the exception.”’ In a rematkable passage in Being Singular Plural,
Jean-Luc Nancy points to this problem while, simultaneously, obscuting it

the thinking of the etetnal return is the inaugural thought of our contempo-
raty histoty, a thinking we must repeat (even if it means calling it something
clse). We must reappropriate what already made us who “we” are today,
here and now, the “we” of a world who no longer struggle to have mean-
ing but to be meaning itself. This is we as the beginning and end of the world.®

Nancy’s project to appropriate our potential for “being meaning” rather than
“having meaning” (as something that tesists any teleological movement) shates
mmuch with the work of the exception (patticularly the possibility of “inhabiting”
the political as potentiality). But it should be clear by now that there are several
ptoblems with this (admittedly, complex) fotmulation. By formulating this
problem within the abyss of the return, Nancy steps over the movement from
the virtual to the real (continuing to “take” it in an abyss), making his explicit
ptoject, named above, impossible to achieve. It seems unlikely that we will ever
be able to tealize the potential to “inhabit” meaning unless we confront the
ptoblem of the exception. Furthermore, Nancy’s formulation seems positively
reactive in its insistence on the eternal return as the only possibility for thought
and politics, extetiority and subjectivity, today. What is it in out contemporary
expetience of and relation to the etetnal return that Nancy is afraid of? Could
it be the vety failure of this thought? Is this what is being defended against by
continuing to think in 2 manner that may be wholly inadequate to the “reality”
of out contemporaty experience? Clearly, Nancy is correct in pointing to the
retuen as the site of a problem, but what is that problem?
In I/ tempo che resta Agamben discovers several hidden quotations of

Paul in Benjamin’s “Theses.” The “Theses” opens with an enigmatic story.

The story is told of an automaton constructed in such a way that it could

play a winning game of chess, answeting each move of an opponent with

a countetmove. A puppet in Turkish attire and with a hookah in its mouth

sat before a chessboard placed on a large table. A system of mirrors created
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the illusion that this table was transparent from all sides. Actually, a little
hunchback who was an expet chess player sat inside and guided the pup-
pet’s hand by means of strings. One can imagine a philosophical counter-
part to this device. The puppet called “historical materialism” is to win all
the time. It can easily be a match for anyone if it enlists the services of
t%le}?lz)]gy, which today, as we know, is wizened and has to keep out of
sight,

Who, Agamben asks, is the sectet theologian, “the hunchback dwarf concealed
under the chesshoard”’?* Agamben is convinced that it is Paul and that the text
iFself is “a chessboatd of a Messianic battle.””* Furthermore, the hidden quota-
tions of Paul that appear in Benjamin’s text expose Paul to us as a radical
theotist of the exception.” In the second thesis, Benjamin writes, “Like every
generation that preceded us, we have been endowed with a wesk Messianic
power, a powet to which the past has a claim. That claim caanot be settled
cheaply. Historical materialists are aware of that™* The word “weak” in this
passage—which appears in Benjamin’s own type-written manuscriptin German
spaced as 5 ¢ b w @ ¢ h e—may be a hidden quotation of Paul.™® The schwache,
according to Agamben’s research,”” may tefer to a passage in 2 Cotinthians 12:9:
.“The fc?rce fulfills itself in weakness ... This is why I tejoice in weakness, in
insults, in needs, in persecution and in anguish for the Messiah. For when I am
weak, tben T am powerful.”* Agamben asks, “Why is the messianic force weals?
.Is Benjamin quoting something here? Is this one of those hidden temporal
indexes which will pose a text to another, especially in constellation with the
past? The only text in which there is 2 mention of a weak force is the messianic
text of Paul.”™”

What can it mean for a fotce to fulfill itself in weakness? How can
weakness be a messianic power or potential? In the first place, we should note
that the second thesis precedes the eighth thesis, the latter concerning the move-
ment from the “virtual” to the real state of exception. Why does the powet
@?tenﬂal) of weakness precede the movement from the virtual to the real? How
is it that weakness, abjection and failure precede—in the everyday life that is
lived within the exception—every effort to think through this problematic, even
preceding the possibility of formulating and practically working on the prc;blem
of‘the movement from the “virtual” to the real? How is it that weakness is the
existential ground—as radical exposure—of the non-philosophy (to botrow
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from Deleuze and Foucault) that subtends the philosophy of the exception?*’
And how s it that what Paul refers to as the condition of weakness—“whatever
your condition make use of it brother”*'—illuminates'the pragmatic condition
within which we find outselves today? How is it that this weakness provides
the very means of inhabiting the “failure” of the political? And how is it that
this weakness—which has temained excluded from out ways of thinking
about radical exteriority and exposure, precisely because it prevedes them—has
been excluded from the domain of vittually all post-war ethical and political
thought?
This enables us to re-pose the question of extetiotity in a new light.
What can it mean to “fulfill” the thought of exposute and radical exteriority in
weakness? To pataphtase Foucault, what use can the encounter make of be-
coming an error?®® How can we inhabit the failure of the encounter—the failure
to even “own” our own exposutes, encounters, and relations—in the excep-
tion? How can we think failute as the gesture of a worldless people? Agamben
provides us with some important clues in our efforts to answer these questions:
in patticula, his discovery of “something like a new ethical element” in what

Primo Levi called “the ‘gray zone.”™

What is at issue hete, therefore, is a zone of irresponsibility ... that is
situated not beyond good and evil but rathet, so to speak, bgfore them. With
a gesture that is symmetrically opposed to that of Nietzsche, Levi places
cthics before the area in which we ate accustomed to consider it. And
without our being able to say why, we sense that this “before” is more

important than any “beyond”—that the “underman” must matter to us

more than the “overman.”*

T would like to reformulate Agamben’s treatment of Levi in tetms
specific to the question I am posing hete: How can we think exposute in the
exception? If the “taking of the outside” is accomplished, in patt, through a
productive use of immanence—as it was in the camps—then we can think, at
least provisionally, about the need to relocate any encounter or exposure that
we could own ptiot to an abyss (which would simply obliterate any such move-
ment). That is, any answet to this question would have to concern that which
procedes an abyssal encounter with the world: something that would, at the same
time, allow the moment of desubjectivation to remain within itself and not be
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taken in the exception.” Perhaps, priot to evety actual (abyssal) encounter, there
is a failure to “have” this encounter (because it is always capable of being taken
in the exception). Perhaps, it is this failute—this radical failute to “have” an
encounter—that we can “own.” And, perhaps, maybe this is all that we can
“have” with regard to extetiotity in the exception. What's more, this failed en-
counter may ttn out to be substantially more than what we thought we “had”
with the thought of an abyssal subjectivity-extetiority in the eternal return, That
is, it may be more intimate, more exposed, more vulnerable, than all of our previous
ways of thinking about vulnetability and exposure, predicated, as they were, on
an abyssal encounter with the “world,” excluding the exposure of this ptior
non-encountet. This failed encounter can be sketched out logically as a #oz-
encornter that precedes, and may subtend, every encounter in the exception. Thus,
just as testimony (language) requites a radical non-language, 2 “non-language in
which language is botn,”* in order to bear witness, and just as philosophy
needs a non-philosophy (Deleuze, Foucault) in order for new ways of thinking
and living to emerge,”’ so too, extetiority (out experience and thought of it) may
need a radical non-encounter that would precede every encounter. This #on-
encouriter may be more intimate, more intense (we do not know, yet, as this
thought and idea is so new) than the encounter itself, precisely because it
precedes it (precisely because it is that which subtends our relation to the
outside—a relation that has been obscured, even excluded, by the abyss). The
non-encounter is not simply a disjunctive synthess, as in Deleuze, insofat as this
c‘onceptremains tied to the abyss of the retun (although, clearly, this is a ques-
tion desetving of further research). If it were, we wouldn’t have a ptoblem at all
(the exception itself would not be a problem), and could go on thinking with
Deleuze as before. (The ramnan, as I read it in Agamben, cannot be equated
with a “disjunctive synthesis” because it is neither a synthesis nor a telation.
Rathet, it is a digiunctive porential) Rathet, the non-enconnter, as I conceive of it—and
to reformulate Agamben’s work on testimony and “non-language”—is what
remaing in the disjunetion between a possibility and an impossibility of experience. Tt is what
.rernains in the gap between the possibility of “having” an expetience and the
impossibility of having an extetior encounter with anything at all (even as a
non-relational relation, as in Deleuze’s “disjunctive synthesis”). This remnant of
the enconnter is found and fulfilled in failute, in weakness, in that exteriorisy withont
reserve that is broken.
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Here we must insist on proceeding with caution. This radical non-
encounter cannot exist outside out expression of it. This means that it requires
a petformative in which the desubjectified subject would then be able to “own”
ot “inhabit” this very failute by means of bearing witness to an enconnter that did not
take place. (Potentiality may itself involve a mode of transformation that precedes
any becoming-other: the potential, not metely of realizing itself in an actuality,
but grasping itself in its own virtuality, This would point to the capacity of a
given a-subjective body to live, to “touch” its own forces and relations, as
weakness, etrot, and failure; to grasp itself in this failute, and, in the process,
opening up the radical potential of potentiality as such.)* To think the failed or
non-encounter without the movement from the vittual to the real—that is,
without posing the problem of subjectivity in the exception—is to run the risk
of imposing all of our old ways of thinking about exteriority onto this (tadical
new potential for) thought. In this case, we would simply go on thinking
exposure and extetiotity as before, with the same values and practices of an
abyssal encounter, simply displaced onto what I have formulated here as a non-
encountet. This is a very real danget: the sepatation of this radical non-encoun-
tet not only from its pragmatic context within the exception, but also tremoved
from any substantive effort to wotk on the problem of the exception as a
concept ot thought of its own. Thus, this thought would be separated and
divided twice: from the existential conditions within which the problem exposes
itself and from within the internal terms specific to its own line of thought,
both of which ate in the process of emetging (of finding the means of their
expression within the exception). Such a non-reading would be disastrous from
the perspective of the potentiality of this thought, actively preventing what is
truly new and radical in it from emerging in the first place. In this sense, it is
impottant for us to consider the exception as something fully present within the
site of our work.® (My work on the failed of non-encounter is not simply an
explicit effort to re-think the concept of affect in Deleuze in light of the
exception; it is also an effort to redeem this concept, to reclaim it from a similar
separation and division of potentiality in its reception in the U.S., which seems
to have been based on the radical exclusion of affect itsel£)® This problem, that
of the exclusion of (an immanent-subjective) thought on which all academic
discoutse today may be based, needs to be catefully considered along with any
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development of this line of thought (not to mention in any serious treatment of
“intellectual subjectivities”).

. To return to the outlines of this thought, it may be the case that it is
only in beating witness to an encounter that fails, that did not happen, an encounter
that one is not able to “own,” that we can then be said to “have” an encountet
at all. Thete ate a lot of implications for this line of thought (including how it
telates to the reception of Homo Sacer among theotists of radical exteriotity).
One of the first things it points to, I think, is the utgent need to re-evaluate the
nartatives of bearing witness that have emerged in the second half of the 20th
century as containing a radically new thought of exteriority (one which enables
us to rethink immanence in the exception). Here I think we need to look at the
work of Ptimo Levi, Ota Yoko and David Wojnarowicz, to name three
figures.” What is extraordinary about these thinkers’ worlk is precisely that, as
nattatives of extremity (the camp, Hiroshima, ATDS) there is no etetnal retu)rn
no abyssal ground for thought and politics, contained within them. It is,
essential that these natratives be placed in this context—as existential-philo-
sophical natratives about exteriority in the post-war era, and the “taking of the
outside” that this involves. OFf course, Agamben has already sketched out an
approach to this with regard to Ptimo Levi in Remnants of Auschwitz, It is vital
for us to pick up this line of thought and extend if further. But such work
cannot be separated from the work of patiently elaborating and developing the
unfinished, unfulfilled concept of the exceptiori. Without this, we will simply
find new ways to continue thinking about exteriority as we have befote, not
only missing the challenge that the thought and experience of the exception
poses for us, but also emptying out (in the process) its radical potential.

What remains of the encounter in the exception? That is, what can it
mean to think e encounter that is lef The idea of a non-encounter, a failed
encountet, is simply one way of thinking the encounter as a remsant (an encoun-
ter that cannot be divided from itself). As such, the non-encounter may point
to the limit-concept of the limit itself (with regard to the thought of the
ou'tside), insofar as it doesn’t so much displace the limit, as it does relocate it
ptior to any previously thought notion of the limit itself. Does not this failute
to even expetience, ot, encounter a limit indicate something fiur more intense, more

282 « THOMAS

vV E / S I X

nlnerable, more exposed than we have pteviously thought? Isn’t it time for us to
take this exposure seriously?®
My ftiend Chris Allert has an amazing, singular, way of describing
everything that he sees atound him as “broken.”® At some point in my en-
counters with him, I realized that Allert wasn’t metely making pejorative com-
ments by naming evetything in his extetior path as “broken;” he was describing,
in effect, his very encounter(s) with the world, with the “outside” as that which
is broken. This naming and visualization of extetiority itself as that which is
“broken” is, I think, highly provocative. Allert’s statement, uttered with amazing
frequency throughout his evetyday life, is a performative that concerns the
radical sepatation of extetiority, of the outside, in the exception. And as a
performative, intimately tied to the sensibility of a life, it seeks to make use of
this very sepatation; to make “being broken™ a form of life that onecan then
inhabit or “own.” This is temarkable precisely because its intelligence comes
from everyday life within the exception. We need to ask, with Allert, what can
it mean to think that which is broken? That is, how do we think that which is
in error, what doesn’t work, as the expression of an existence, of a life? In othet
words, what can it mean to think the very expetience of radical extetiority in the
exception as one of “being broken?” To think being as that which, in the state
of exception, is “broken,” as that which is capable of inhabiting this failure,
claiming this very “brokenness” as its own. Thete is, in this sense, a relation of
this line of thought to an aesthetics, or, art of existence (which, I think, is
precisely what is opetative in Allett’s life and thought). How can we think the
beauty of that which is broken? And, cleatly, thete is a connection, which I do
riot have time to sketch out hete, with Benjamin’s notion of the “tuin,” as well
as Agamben’s notion of the “irreparable” in The Coming Community. What can it
mean to be broken?® This makes possible a redemption of affect in the excep-
tion (pointing to its insepatability from redemption itself). Is it even possible to
think affect, in Deleuze’s sense, as something separate or divided from its
redemption within the exception? This means that the broken is not an “end”
in itself—as an aestheticization of the exception and its insidious continua-
tion——but the “means without end” of a redemptive existence. In order to “be
beautiful” it is not enough that the broken simply be embraced and affirmed
(this would be nothing more than the horror of merging the exception with the
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sublime, of aestheticizing the exception—or, what is the same thing, grasping
Fhe beautiful as being in force withont significance). Rathet, the grasping of that which
is beoken cannot be sgparared from a love fot its reparation and redemption; that
Is, its /fe. The broken is beautiful becanse it calls for the work of redemption, because
it nee.ds to be repaired (and not in any teleological or ideal sense).® To see,
experience and grasp—that is, to love—zhat which is broken is to redeem the
potential of what does not exist; the potential of that being (brokenness) which
has been excluded from fife in order to return it fo /ife. And, thereby, to move /f
from the radical sepatation and division of the “virtual” to the fullness of the
real, Tfhis is the ethical opetation that cannot be separated or divided from
Messlanic affect. It is the unknown ot unrealized potential contained in every
failed encounter. It s the potential of life (# life that is capable of feing broken).
The love of the broken is the /e of /jfe (and this, outside, or radically before, any
abyssal moment, any philosophy of will).”

. What remains of the wotld may be, perhaps, out failed encounter with
%t—and not, let us hope, any final ot, teleological end to the world, to thought
itself. The idea that the wotld teally is ending, that thought and politics ate no
19nger possible, needs to be tesisted (insofar as this exposes the radical separa-
tion accomplished by the exception). But this resistance should not be at the
.expense of an immanent subjectivity that remains immersed in a world that, for
it, reallly is at an end precisely because there is no possibility of working on the
questions I am raising here, due both to the contraction of time in everyday life
and the radical sepatation of potentiality from itself. It is in this dual sense thati'
the “end of the world” must be suspended: we cannot allow the realization of
any‘suc.h teleological “end” to happen. The latter experience of the “end,” as a
subjective expetience of the outside and the political as that which is broken
has, for far too long now, been “policed” by an abyssal thought of ex'teriorityi
placed, ironically, in the service of the formet “end.” It is time to begin the
WOI.‘k. of suspending both of these “ends.” The reception of Homo Sacer in the
us. is instructive in this respect. The reaction to the thought of the exception
(partxcullarly among theotists of radical extetiority) is most unfortunate (and
something, as Agamben’s own work suggests, we should take note of and learn
from). But, rather than dwell on the negativity of this experience (which, as a
graduate student, I can only describe as extreme), perhaps it would be x,nore
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productive for us to think the “loss” of the eternal retutn, the “end of the

wotld,” as a failure, an error, that we can now begin to inhabit as thought.

When I was first formulating my thoughts along these lines, I mentioned my
work to 2 colleague and his response was one of complete hottor. “That leaves

us,” he said, “with absolutely nothing.” Perhaps from the preceding exposition

one can gather that I beg to differ. It may be that we, as theorists working at the
end of the 20th and the birth of the 21st century, nevet “had” anything to begin
with (at least with respect to the thought of the return as a theotry of the
wotld—a thought which may be wholly inadequate to the petiod of time, affer
Wotld Wat II, in which it emerged as a popular current of thought). Maybe the
very idea that we actually “had” something with any of out lines of thought
contributed to this failute to see and expetience something that was happening
all around us (the exception). And with it, a failure to see priot limit on the
important wotk that we have expounded so much enetgy on over the past 30
years. In other words, maybe it is time for us to inhabit our own failure of
thought, which may be the weakness of all thought in the face of the exception.
Pethaps, this weakness of thought, this failure to “know” what it is that we ate
thinking and doing at any given moment, will open up lines of thought that we
had previously not considered. It's just a thought.

NOTES

1. This essay is dedicated to my frend Chris Allert, whose unique thought and sensi-
bility subtends its work. Itis cnvisioned as the nascent introduction to a larger book-length project,
Broken: Thonght-Inages of Life in the State of Exceplion, to coincide with the work of my dissertation.
The book is to be composed of four thought-images in Benjamin’s sense, modified as swbjective
thought-images. 1ach chapter is to be dedicated to the unique intelligence and sensibility of 4
life—as Deleuze defines it, an individuation without subject or object—but which, nevertheless,
poits to a rvaf person whose intelligence subtends its thought. ‘The entire project is an effort to
bear witness to the intelligence of a subjectivity—immersed in the exception, but rendered mute
and speechless within it—that does not exist (in the realm of expressions and public gestures). It
is my hope that this will 2id, however slightly, these forms of life to begin to realize or accomplish
even a part of themselves. I would like to thank Giorgio Agamben for his brief conversations with
me on affect and the exception during the seminars on I/ feupo che resta at UC Berkeley in the fall
of 1999 (where this work began). In fact, it was Agamben’s suggestion that the unique notion of
failure and weakness in Paul and Benjamin could enable us to rethink affect in light of the
exception, Cleatly, without his extraordinary teaching, work, and sweetness, this essay would never
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]hc::;i:;n :;ntﬁcﬁ' I would :;]so like to thank the members of my Master’s Thesis committee at San
ra " ) State ryvcmity: 'L‘andra Luft, Saul Steier, and Ruth Knier, for reading and comme i
}c;rcl) lt):fttgﬂl::: I\:;:ésx;gj of tc}ius work in t.he spring of 2000, Thomas Carl Wall, Thfrese Grisham?:;lg
hvs Neveldine deserve part}culm: thanks for reading and commenting on various draftg
¢ manuscript. Matt Laferty provided invaluable editodal advice, Finally, I want to thank
students at Binghamton University from Spring 2001 until Spring 2002, fo; utting up with i
cﬂ:or@ to teach the thought of the exception to (mostly) first and sccond ;rear upnder gadFl)J::ZC' “:j)’
dmorc }mpcfrtantly, for their inspiration. This essay is a revision and reformulation o%rmy “A‘s ﬂ:n’
lix: The End of the World,” 41-51 in my “Living in Usgency: Homo Sacer and the gtz?ti £
Iimergency of ALDS,” Symposinm No. 6, (2001): 976, ) °
e T '3. I/Rt;wﬁo. obe resta. Un commento alla Lattera ai romani (T'orino: Bollati Boringhicrd, 2000),
¢ e hat niaits: A Conmentary on the Letter 1o the Romans) The literal translation of st is
remains, T'he hnglhsh \vord. “remains,” however, includes a meaning of something “supplcmcnT
t:;ryd (;)r lc_ft over, as in a remainder. This meaning is not only absent in the Italian restay it is directl
a (l) : s with f\mbcn s concept of the remnant as that which can never be divided (a supplcmen)t,
ﬁu e t over remainder would, in fact, allow for division, exclusion, and therefore, the exception)
o sﬂt; \;J:y Aga$ben prefers the translation The Time that is Left. Both the seminar and the text nrc;
> ganized according to the first sentence of Paul’s “Letter to the Romans” Patbs dosdas jens christu,
¢ }:’10: @o{lolor ¢is evaggelion theon (Paul, a servant of Jesus Chuist, called to be an apostle set apart fo;
zoi ?inilé?:recmeat gf lgaod), Giorgio Agamben, “The Time that is Left” (Audio tape recordings of
i e rcc:(’),rdi.ﬂ a irk;lf}’), October 6, 1999 'I.‘hroughout the following text, I refer to the
i Legehe weor gs of the course lectures accgrdmg to the title of the course, “I'he Time that
s Left,” and ¢ date of the particular lecture or discussion cited. Incidentally, there was no discus
sion (‘)f thg‘ last word of the first sentence of PauPs “Letter to the Romans” l;ccause 1.s A r:;)us_
Fxp]amcd in the final seminar, “Onc should be free to write 2 work on théo]o witl, L t gﬂ on-
ing the word ‘god,’” “I'he Time that is Left” November 10, 1999 &y ot mention:
’ ; .
ccived l3 L z;bel?ﬂ:L"//o”/o ¢ Lanimal, (Losino: Bollat Boringhier, 2002). At press time 1 had just
ved this text. A brief glance at the chapter headings indicates that there is some correspon
dcr.lcc and overlapping between the concerns of the present essay and Ligerso, It is my int Fon
to integrate a“t'homugh study of L'gerto in my future work, Ry menten
— ‘;lcmi :t(. tl)lrtne thflt is Left,” pﬂm'w: As Agamben made clear in the seminas, this is not an
et ml;stub a pnirmoven'aent. Itisa mf)\./emcnt. tha.t precedes €very encounter, exposure,
frrations cxccption‘e reckoned with by any politics, subjectivity, or thought that takes seriously
Hownd (]v?i‘ml:?r I)"({I.CUZC‘ cfn‘vthe “image of thought,” see his Pronss and Signs, trans. Richard
! capolis: Umv<:mty of Minnesota Press, 2000) and Difference and Repetition, trans. Paul
Patton (New York: Columbia University Press, 1995). ‘ B
11 il
clations i z Pl())tt::;lt:z; )thl{().ry. ‘of affect concerns the composi.ticm of a given body’s forces and
word g Oum‘dc)—‘ty a; it is produced in its encounters with/between other bodics and the
e et tpotside) wiltr}l] i(f)]t \5;1 ::‘;101:1:: éht(; (z;(.posug: or YFlnc;raEiliq' of bodies in relation to each
S he limit w ; thesc bodies subsist. "o slightly modify, or, qualify the above:
affect is a pre-personal intensity which “happens” in the s i ’ i
4 re-perso; which £ pace of a given body’s exposure. It is
n?(’;lipgnfﬁ (W[l;th xcgard to sub‘]ec'nvxty, potcgtiality, nnd powecr) in the encoyunterP between t\x:\c;h(z)lrt
odies Bixposuee # the intimacy and inseparability of thought and being—or, rather, the
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“space” of radical exteriority in which they occur. Thought is she ontside, and individuation is the
sclective folding or, singularization of #he ontside—what Deleuze called the “inside of thought.”

7. The term “experience” is used in the context of Deleuze’s “transcendental empici-
cism” as an anonymous, pre-personal asubjective encounter, exposure, or relation. An encounter
without subject or obyect. As Deleuze characterizes this concept “It is distinct from cxperience in that
it ncither refers to an object nor belongs to a subject (empirical representation).” “lmmanence: A
Life ... Theory, Culture, and Socdety, Vol. 14. No. 2. (1997): 3.

8. Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer, trans, Danicl Heller-Roazen, (Palo Alto: Stanford
University Press, 1998), passin. Hereafter cited as Homo.

9. Glorgio Agamben, Rewnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive, trans. Danicl
Heller-Rosen. (New York: Zone Books, 1999), 156. Hereafter cited as Remnants.

10. “The Messiah and the Sovercign” in Potentialities: Collected Essqys in Philosophy, teans.
and intro, Daniel Helles-Roazen (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2000): 166, Hereafter cited
as “The Messiah.” The “end of time,” as I read Agamben, does not literally mean that we are living
in the time of the return of the Messiah, but rather that we ase living in the “end of time” of 2
politics that would be counter to Modernity and the West (as a result, I think, of the complex force
relations which have emerged since the end of World War 2; forces which have as their goal the
destruction of the world itself). This “contracted” time is marked, as it is in the return of the
Messiah in Jewish mysticism, by the pragmatic structure of the “state of exception.” It is precisely
because of this moment, this now, Agamben suggests, that the “now of knowability” and the
“now of readability” of Benjamin’s text—comes to us. A useful introduction to Messianic thought
is Gershom Scholem’s “Toward an Understanding of the Messianic Idea” in his The Messianic Idea

in Judaism New York: Schocken, 1971).

11, “I'he Messiah,” 162, brackets mine. Here Agamben makes the point that the
Messtanic, insofar as it can be defined by this unique relationship to the law, is the “limit concept”
of religious experience (just as the exception is the limit concept of State power). Furthermore,
insofar as the Messianic confronts a meaningless law—a law that is beng in force withont signift-

cance—it exposes “the problem of law in its originary structure” Ibid, 167. On these points, see

also, Homo Saver, 56-57.

12. Hosmo, 57-58.

13, “The Time that is Left,” October 20, 1999,

14, The concept of the rewnant does not refer to a supplement-—to something supple-
mentary or left over—but to that gap which occupies the “empty space” in the disjunction, the
non-coincidence, between a possibility and an impossibility (in other words, the remnant is
contingency). ‘The remnant s, “the non-coincidence of the whole and the part,” Remmants 164 (cmphasis
mine). What semains is that which can never be entirely subsumed by a representative power. In
Remmnants, “testimony is the disjunction between two impossibilities of bearing witness,” 39. The
witness /s the rémnant (in the sense that the witness marks that empty space that remains in the dis-
junction between those who died and those who survived). On these last two points, see Resnants,
133-134, and 164. Insofar as Auschwitz marks the terrifying emergence of the impossible into the
real, perhaps we could say that every ronsiituted relation of force in the post-war era is an “impossi-
bility,” is itself an incursion of the impossible into the real. (In other words, the concept of desire
as force and power as force may present a trace of this incussion of the impossible into the
real—as absolute necessity—insofar as they remain predicated on a relational image of meaning).
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In this sense, the concept of the remnant may point to a new concept of force; that is, of meaning
itself. A concept of force that would be specific to the state of exception and its “taking” of the
o.:ﬁside. It is force neither as desire (Deleuze) nor power (Foucault), but as contingency, or poten-
tiality.

N 1§. “The Time that is Left,” October 20, 1999. In the same lecture he states that this
rermaining time is “a gap between our image and our experience of time. I# is the gap between
n;bmg//tation and though?’—emphasis mine. The first definition of messianic time is “the time it takes
the ‘time’ to come to an end (o finish, to accomplish itself)” Ibid, This “taking” or “grasping” of
tme s operational: it is an immanent work on time itself. What is being brought to an end, what
is being accomplished—the time that is being “operated”” on—is our “image” of time; the image
of chronological time in which we live and breath. In other words, it is representation. Agamben’s
work on the “state of exception,” it seems to me, must be grasped as an effort to flesh out the
final vestiges of representation in the West (beyond that accomplished in the work of Deleuze and
Foucault).

. 16. Remmants, 159. The last sentence means, literally, the time that is left. A few pages
later in the same work he defines messianic time as the disjunction between historical time and
eternity, 164,

17. “The Time that is Left,” October 20, 1999.

18. Walter Benjamin, Areades Project, trans. Hfoward Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin
(Cambridge: Marvard University Press, 1999), 867.

. 19. This question was posed more explicitly in my M. A. thesis where an carlier version
of this text originally appeared. See my “Thinking in Urgency: Deleuze, Agamben and the Politics
of Thought” (San Francisco State University, May 25, 2000).

20. See, for example, the following sections of Nietzsche’s notes translated by
Kaufmann and Hollingdale under the title The Wikl fo Power (New York: Vintage, 1968), 1062,
1066, and 1067 (pages 546-50). '

21, Here, we need to note that not all theories of immanence are created equal—the
thought of immanence does not depend, thank goodness, on an abyssal moment in which
subjectivity and exteriority coincide.

22. “The Time that is Left,” passin.

23. And, in particular, Deleuze and Guattard’s theory of “lines of flight.” The exception
pm'e(/exl—and is therefore capable of taking—the creation of any line of flight, any process of
becoming-other. It scems important to point out, in this regard, the.appearance of fomo sacerin the
ﬁqal pages of Agamben’s Coming Commmniy, trans. Michael Hardt. (Minneapolis: University of
Minnesota Press, 1993): 86-87. I am suggesting that immanence itself has become “policed” in the
post-wac era precisely because it presents the possibility of an experience of the wotld—the
outs.xdc—-wwithout relation. The theory of singularity and transcendental empiricism in Deleuze ace
not ;mmune to this prior movenrent (although Deleuzc’s final work is, as I point out below, a special
case).

24. Cited by Agamben in Homo, 50-51.

25 This idea, this simple statement——the world has become suspended—is not merely
provocative, it is radical in every sense of the word; and this, precisely because the thought of the
exception calls into question every major political ideology, ethics, and philosophy of the post-war
era,
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26. Abamben, Potentialities, 170.

27. Samuel Weber, “Nomos in the Magic Flute” Angelaki Vol. 3 No. 2, (1998): 61-68.
Also, see Homo, 19. Tt is in this context, going beyond this meaning, that Agamben points to the
meaning of the exception as a “taking of the outside.”

28. In the seminar, Agamben made it clear that he was referring to the ethical and
political dimeasions of the return, and not its “epistemological” aspects. This was, for me, all the
encouragement T needed to pussue this line of thought, which had already been sketched as a
philosophical problem in my work on the “Tind of the World” pror to the Agamben seminar
(incidentally, this work began with an unfinished meditation on the work of Swiss author Robert
Walser, whose worl, it scemed to me, coincided with a love for the world—the outside—without
presupposition). It is important to point out that Agamben docs not teeat the eternal return as 1
do here. His comments on the eternal return are much more careful than my own. T am
deliberately—and, hopefully, provocatively—blurring the distinction between the epistemological
and ethical dimensions of the return precisely because they remain blurred in our ways of thinking
exteriority. It may well be the case that this “blurring” of the boundaries—the idea that the
epistemological must perfectly match the ethical and political—is part of the wotk of the exception
itself. My statements should be taken as experiments with this problem rather than as final or
definitive answers. )

29, “The Time that is Left,” October 22, 1999,

30. Honro, 54-57.

31, In the seminar, Agamben presented an exteaordinary reading of the present as 2
politics of failure (which includes our astonishing failure to think the exception uatil now). While
there is far mote to his formulations than [ can go into here, I fecl that T would be remiss if I failed
to mention onc of the most provocative “theses” that Agamben advanced in this context,
particulacly with respect to the political. Tn a lengthy and provocative discussion on the new arca
of research he was staking out (following Foucault and Benjamin) on the “paradigm’ (as a
“gelation of movement” or “paradigmatic relationship” which takes place “between the singular
and 2 concrete historical object”) he stated that “the internal paradigm of democtacy, which has
now been lost, could be civil war, Why? Because civil war is today what must be excluded at any
price,” “The Time” November 10, 1999. Agamben went on to clasify these remacks by suggesting
that civil war is the excception on which civil seciety is based. Ibid. (Again, Agamben’s work is pointing
toward what we have failed to think, and excluded, in our thought of a radical, non-dialectical
politics of the past thirty years—the state of exception.)

32, This formulation of Ifoucault’s becomes complicated in Agamben’s thought. It is
not simply a matter of desubjectivation (as something “good”) as opposed to subjection (as some-
thing “bad”). As the Nazi’s demonstrated in the camps, both immanence and desubjectivation can
fully be made use of i the radical destruction of the human being. This is why, Agamben argues,
something morc is necessary: the possibility of “owning” our own desubjectivation (or, as he puts
it in Remmants, the possibility of the desubjectified subject giving an account of its own ruin, and
thus teansforming itself), The same is true, I think, for immanence (or, what is the same thing,
exteriority, the encounter, affect, etc).

33, “The Time that is Left,”” October 13, 1999. This is an extremely complex, formula-
tion. If we remember that the camp s a space of total immanence—based on zones of indistinc-
tion—which corresponds with the complete and radical destruction of the self (of the human
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‘ being), then this formulation can, perhaps, acquire its full force in relation to contempor
thought. Immanence and desubjectivation (and potentiality), in contrast to the not—so-subaéz
recgption of much that is important in contemporary thought, are not ends in themselves, We need
somethmg'more; we need to be able to “own” our own desubjectivation and realize some part of
our potential (otherwise, both will continue to be taken in the exception).

34, Thid.
35. ‘I‘t i in this respect that Benjamin may be the fiest philosopher of the 20th century.
_ 36. “Diternal Return and Chance” in his Defbuze: The Clamor of Being, teans, Louis Burchill
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000): 67. Badiou’s text is really quite remarkable in
the context of the work T am doing here. T only wish that I had more time to explore it within the
problem at hand. Briefly, Badiou’s text is disected against three misinterpretations of the eternal
return: 1) that it is the repetition of the same and the similar, 2) that it is a “formal law” imposed
on chaos, and 3) that “the return of the same can be considered to be a hidden algorithm that
wcAn'Jld govem.chzmce, a sort of statistical regularity, as in probability theory,” 71. Neither of these
misinterpretations is operative in my discussion of the eternal return here (precisely because it
points to something, following Agamben, that is new, that we have not yet thought or considered
in Felat{on to this thought). Badiou’s text is so provocative for me because in the course of m onj
going research I have often found myself asking the question: what remains of Deleuze’s tho};ght
without the return? This is 2 provocative question that I cannot even begin to answer here (f 1
have cven adqquately posed it). In many respects, [ have come to think of my own work as an
cffort to rc:thmk or re-write Deleuze’s Niergsehe and Philosophy in light of the exception (insofar as
this text points to a radically non-dialectical ethics). One area that the thought of the exception, in

par.tlcular tbc concept of failure and weakness in Paul and Benjamin, necessitates, I think i’s a
radical rethinking of the theory of fascism in the work of Deleuze and Foucault (\v};ich it se)ems
can 110 longer be defined purely in terms of reactive power and ressentiment). ’ '

) 37. 'The critique of the subject, which is an extremely important development in the
hxstory' of thought, has increasingly been received with a subtle and unique form of dogmatism, to
thfr point that it has been used to actively “police” subjectivities (new forms of life, new wa s’ of
tkn:{lun.g and living, new statements, etc.). The relatively recent “discovery” of the i,mportanZe of
subjectivity in contemporary thought (e.g, the reegption of the theory of affect in Deleuze in the
past 10 years) has done little to change this relation (and, one could argue, has only hastened this
process .o‘f radical destruction). This is precisely because many of our theories of exposure
vulnetablh.ty, affect, and radical passivity have been separated from the expericnce and “reality” OE
the exception. (In terms of the reception of Deleuze’s thought, this cocresponds to the complete
sepasation of gfeut from any discussion, connection or relation to iucorporeal transformation) "This is

‘\‘vhy ’r,\gambt?n’s work on the exception is so important. Tt is a redomption of subjectivity—of what is
rfaall and _v1ta.l in both the critique of the subject and the creation of new ways of living and

t.hmkmg~m contemporary thought, It is the movement from the “vittual” to the “real” as the

(1r}corporcnl) transformation of contemporary subjectivities; from despair and a “living death” to

faith (hope, redemption) and kife. To put this in terms specific to this essay, it is extremely impor-

tant for us to th‘ink about and take seriously those who have “failed” to b’e subjects particuilrly
those forms of ‘hfe in which individuation and (de)subjectivation are lived problems. I\)Iothing may
be more annoying to the present order, marked by a proliferation of relations of subjection, than
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those who radically fa to treat themselves and others as “subjects.” This is not without conse-
quence for the production and expeession of thought itself.

38. Remnants, 99-103.
39, Sec Michae! Flardt and Antonio Negri, Empire (Cambridge: Harvard University

Press, 2000), passim, and Manuel De Landa, “Deleuze, Diagrams, and the Open-Ended Becoming
of the World” in Becowings: Explorations in Tinme, Menory, and Frtures, ed. Elizabeth Grosz (Lthaca:
Cornell University Press, 1999): 29-41.

40. Being Singnlar Plural (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 2000), 4, emphasis mine.

41, Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” trans. Harry Zohn (New
York: Schocken Books, 1968), 253. Hereafter cited as “Theses.”

42. Agamben, “The Time that is Left,” November 10, 1999.

43, “The Time that is Left,” October 6, 1999.

44, According to Agamben, there are three potential hidden quotations of Paul in the
“I'heses.” Unfortunately, 1 do not have the time to adequately discuss all of them here.

45, “I'heses,” 254

46. “I'hesis T'wo: Typewritten Manuscript™ from the Benjamin archives. A Xetox of this
manuscript was provided to the students in the course by Agamben himself. Reprinted in I/ fempo
che resta 130.
47, For the sake of time, 1 am skipping over a great deal of information and research,
T hope to provide a much fuller account of the place of Paul, and in particular this text and citation
in Benjamin, in a forthcoming work: “Weakness: Agamben and the Politics of Messianism.” For
now, it is particularly important to note the place of citation in Benjamin’s wortk, as well as to
consider the following two examples from Agamben’s research. As Benjamin writes in “What is
Epic Theater?”: “to quote a text involves the interruption of its context,” Wnminations, 151. He
goes on to say that “An actor must be able to space his gestures the way a typesetter produces
spaced type,” Ibid. Interestingly enough, Agamben discovers that there is 2 reference to the same
passage in Paul (2 Corinthians 12:7) in Scholem’s commentary on Benjamin’s “Agesilaus San-
tander.” "F'his appears in Linglish in “Walter Benjamin and his Angel” in Scholem’s Ou Jews and
Judaisn in Crisis (New Youk: Schocken, 1976): 216, According to Scholem, the anagram that is the
title of this text is “Angle of Satan,” and with this device, Benjamin is referring to himself as the
“angel of Satan.” Agamben refers to this as an “Iindirect proof” that Benjamin is quoting Paul.
“This means,” Agamben says, “and who knows if it is truc, that Benjamin is identifying himself
with Paul, because Paul is the one who has an angel of Satan.” “The Time that is Left” November
10, 1999, The specific passage, which directly precedes the one on weakness, is 2 Corinthians 12:
7: “to keep me from being too elated, 2 thorn has been thrust into my flesh, an angel of Satan has
been sent to torment me, to keep me from being too elated.”

48, This reference is extremely complex. On page 130 of I/ sempo che resta, Agamben

writes:

Mentre Girolamo traduce “wirtus in infirmitate perficitur,” Lutero, come la maggioranza -
dei traduttod moderni, ha “denn mein Kiaft is in den svhwachen Mechtig?’ cateambi {
termini (Kraft ¢ schwache) sono preseati ed ¢ questa iperleggibilita, questa segreta
presenza del testo paolino in quello delle tesi, che la spazieggiatura vuloe discen-

merite segnalare. -
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Whi]c Gitolamo translates [this as] “sirtus iu infirmitate peficitur? [virtue completes itself in
f{b/e;x], T ‘!.lthet, as a majority of modern day translators have [done, translates it as]

den mvein Kraft ist in den schwachen Mechtig [for my forve is powerfil in the Weak]; both the
tesms (Krgt and sohwacké) are present, this spacing between the lines discreetly
indicates the presence of the text of Paul in the thesis,

Accordi.ng to Agamben, Luther’s translation of the Brbk (1534) is the text that Benjamin probably
had available to l}im during the time he wrote the “Theses,” I/ temipo che resta, 130, The original
German appears in the second paragraph of 2 Corinthians 12 (Die ander gpistelf an die Cortnther) in
Luther's translation of the Bible, In ltalian, the first sentence of the passage (translated by
_z\gambcn from the Greck) is cendered as “Pateng si compie nell bebolezzd” (Ihe power fulfills itsclf
in weakness), I/ fempo che resta, 129. 1 want to thank Therese Grisham for her help with the
translation of the Italian and Giscla Brinker-Gabler for her help with the German,
49. “T'he 'time that is Left,” November 10, 1999.

. 50. For two examples of Deleuze on non-philosophy, sec Deleuze and Guattard, Wha
is Phifosophy? trans. ugh Tomlinson and Graham Burchell (New York: Columbia University’Prcss
1994): 218, and Deleuze’s interview “On Philosophy” in Negosiations trans. Mastin Joughin (Ne\v’
York: Columbia University Press, 1995), 13940,

. 51. Paul, 1 Corinthians 7:21. “And even if you become free, make use of it brother.”
Cited by.z\gamben, “The Time that is Left,” October 8, 1999, This points to the importance of
“usage” in the theory of Messianism. (This was the subject of several lectures in the seminar.)

52. See Foucauly, “Life: Bxperience and Science,” trans, Robert urley, Aesthesics
z\:[ef/m'd, and Epistamology: The Essential Works of Michel Foncants, 1954—1984 Vol, 2, ed. James D.
l'aubion (New York: The New Press, 1998): 465-478. Ioucault defines “life” as “that which is
capable of error,” 476, I'or Agamben on this essay, sec his “Absolute Immanence” in Pozetiadities
220-39. And my carlier essay on affect and drag, “Becoming-vulnesable: The Sensation of Drag,”
1991 [htip:/ / www.gesturcs.org/ teach/becoming_vulnerable.htmi] where, paraphrasing Foucauft
I as.k the question “What use can a body make of becoming an error?” 4. For Agamben thé
project of Homo Saceris an cffort to go o thinking with Dcleuze, Foucault, and Benjamin at the ’ﬁnal
pomt‘of their work; to pick up their thought where it left off, whese it remained incomplete and
Pnﬁr.ushed, precisely in order to bring this work to completion (agatn, there is nothing teleological
in this movement). And it is precisely to the “final” texts of these three thinkers that the project
of Homo Sacer points: “Immanence: A Life” (Deleuzc), “Fxpericnce: Life and Science” (Foucault)
and the “Theses on the Philosophy of History” (Benjamin). In the language of Messianic timc,
/\gambcp is considering these three thinkers’ thoughts at the moment not of the end of their time’
but t'hc time of their ead (in other words, thought and subjectivity at a unique moment of partic-’
ular intensity, a Messianic moment). This is the point at which there is an inseparability of thought
from a hfg, in Deleuze’s sense, and a “real” life that s actually lived (in other words, this Messtanic
moment, it seems to me, is predicated on a zone of indistinction between « life and one’s “real”
|lf‘(_‘, the singularity of a “pesson”). This is why the idea that thought has absolutely nothing to do
with the “personal” life of the onc who thinks, the author (which seems to find its most ardent
proponents among post-war Heidegger scholars), is really the ultimate division and separation of
Fhought from life. In other words, we need, I think, to look more closcly (and poetically) at the
inseparable convergence of individuation and thought.
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53, Remstants, 21. Here we should note Deleuze’s comments on the “gray zone” in his
interview with Antonio Negr, “Control and Becoming” in Negotfations, 172.

54. Remnants, 21.

55. On the very last day, at the very end—immediately gffer the final moment of the
seminar (in other words, the “time of the end”)—I suggested to Agamben that precisely because
the exception concerns a “prior movement” and because the “second thesis” precedes the “eighth
thesis” in Benjamin’s own formulatios, that this may give us a clue in our efforts to rethink affect
both in light of the exception and in relation to Paul’s work on weakness, His comment on the
beginning of this thought was, “I like the way you think” (Personal communication, 1999). 'This
thought finds the beginning of its fulfillment in the theoretical formulations sketched out above.

56. Agamben, Renants, 38. This is the figure of the witness and the problem of
testimony. In testimony, “the impossibility of bearing witness, the Jacuna’ that constitutes human
language, collapscs, giving way to a different impossibility of bearing witness—that which does not
have language,” 39. Agamben formulates this as a radical non-poetry that subtends poetry itself.
I'he remnant, as | read it in Agamben, canaot be equated with 2 “disjunctive synthesis” in Deleuze
because it is ncither a synthesis nor a relation. It is a digincive potential that calls for the work of
cedemption it is e enconnter that is lf.

57. As Deleuze states in an interview, “philosophy needs not only a philosophical
understanding, through concepts, but a non-philosophical understanding, rooted in percepts and
affects. You need both. . . . Nonphilosophical undesstanding isn’t inadequate or provisional, it's
onc of philosophy’s two sides, one of its two wings.” Negofiations, 139—40.

58. As L am formulating it here, the failed encounter is an encounter with the exception.
“This failurc (a5 an encounter with the present) is expressed and revealed in the despair of everyday
life in the cxception. How can we own this faflure? How can this experience with what s beyond
the teagic be used to refuse the exception, to refuse the very “taking” of the outside that is this
failed encountes? ‘That is, as an encounter that fails or refuses to be taken, on the one hand, and
that makes of this failed encounter its own being?

59, See, for cxample, Agamben’s stunning reformulation of the problem of the
“author” in the context of the exception in Renwants, 148-50.

60, 1 have been patiently sketching out this line of thought in relation to my everyday
life over the course of the past few years. Such work takes time, Here we would be well advised
to consider the extreme patience of the man from the country in Kafka's parable “Before the
Law.” To close the gate on the problem of exteriority in the exception may take a very long
time—the work, even, of a lifetime. (This is, in any event, how T have considered my own work
for the past several years—existentially, politically, and intellectually.)

61. Sec, for example, Primo Levi, The Drowned and the Saved, trans. Raymond Rosenthal.
(New York: Vintage, 1989); Survival in Auschwirz; teans. Stuact Hood. (New York: Summit Books,
1986); 1oice of Menrory: Interviews 1961—1987, Iid, Marco Belpoliti and Robert Gordon, trans. Robert
Gordon. (New York: The New Press, 2001); Ota Yoko, City of Corpses in Richard 1. Minear, ed.
and trans., Hiroshima: Three Witnesses. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990); and David
Wojnarowicz, Close fo the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration (New Yorls: Vintage, 199 1). The films of
“I'sai Ming-iang could also be included in this list, as comprising what I refer to as a cinema of

failed encounters. “On The Elok: Tsai Ming-Liang’s Cinema of T'ailed Encounters” (Unpublished
manuscript. Binghamton Univessity, Spring, 2001). In literature, the work of Kafka and Robert
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Walser can be pointed to as important philosophical precussors of this line of thought: that is, as
figures, together with Benjamin, of radical faflure. Finally, the life of pecformance artist, filmmaker,
and writer Jack Smith would have to be included in any treatment of this subject. What is unique
about all of these figures is that there is no “becoming-other,” in a sense that would remain tied
to Nietzsche’s eternal seturn, in any of their work. These figures simply “inhabit” a radical
otherness that does not take place in an abyssal moment. In other words, their otherness is grasped
or inhabited prior #o any abyssal movement of becoming.

62. Agamben makes this point with regard to Levi’s wosk in Remmants, Referring to the
ethical and political thought of the return, Agamben states “I'here is nothing of this in Primo
Levi,” 101,

63. As Agamben writes in Remnants, “The Muselnann is a limit figure of a special kind,
in which not only categories such as dignity and respect but even the very idea of an cthical limit
lose their meaning.” [e goes on to state, “If onc establishes a limit beyond which one ceases to be
human, and all or most of human kind passes beyond it, this proves not the inhumanity of human
beings but, instead, the insufficiency and abstraction of the limit,” Ibid. Everything I have been
doing in my work on the exception can be characterized as an effort to think the terrain that
Agamben has fleshed out with regard to ethics in relation to epistemology (i.e., extedority, affect,
cte).

64. Personal communication, 1996.

65. T want to leave this question open for now in order to return to it in another
context. My thought on that which is broken not only derives from the sources named above, but
from my more explicit work-in-progress on affect in the exception: “Sweetness, or, How Not To
Become a Bitter Old Queen.” This work concerns the “beauty of the broken” as a way of thinking
affect in the exception through a discussion of the messianic dimensions of easy listening and
lounge music, the subculture of 8-track tapes (which are broken and beautiful), and the political
ceonomy of music in relation to everyday life in the post-war era,

66. In a passage in “On Some Motifs in Baudelaire,” Benjamin writes:

What prevents our delight in the beautiful from ever being realized is the image of
the past, which Baudelaire regards as veiled by the tears of nostalgia. “de, du warst in
abgelebten Zeiten meine Schwester oder meine Fran!”—this declaration of love is the trbute
which the beautiful as such is entitled to claim. Insofar as art aims at the beautiful
and, on however modest a scale, “reproduces” it, it conjures it up (as Faust does
Helen) out of the womb of time. This no longer happens in the case of technical
seproduction. (The beautiful has no place in it) Wuminations, 187,

While this last statement may be debatable, we can deduce the following from the logic sketched
out by Benjamin in this passage. In the age of technical reproduction—and beyond it, the spectacle
and the exception—the beautiful may only cxist as something forever lost; something broken
which Jecomes beautiful only through its redemption and reparation. ‘This redemption and
separation, as Benjamin notes, can only proceed through love, Perhaps, it is only in the love for
that which has been lost, for the “irreparable” and the broken, that this redemption and reparation
can happen.

67. One of the final works that David Wojnarowicz ever created, “Untitled, 19927
(Gelatin-silver print and silk-screened text, 38 X 26" ), features an image of a pair of broken and
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bandaged hands, with an accompanying text that was originally recordcq, in s}ightly. different form,
in his final diary entry dated August 1,1991. (This is the text that begins “60menme’:’; 1 come to
hate people ... * and cnds “I am disappeating. Tam disappcmi.ng but not fast enough,” which first
appeared in printin Mesories that Smell Liks Gasofine |San Francisco: Artsp:.lcc Baoks, 1992]: 60-61).
A reproduction of this image can be seen in his Brash Fires in t.lze Social Landseqpe New quk,
Aperture Foundation, 1994): 83. The diary entry can be found in In ihe Shadow of the American
Dreans: The Diaries of David Wajnarswir ed. and intro. by Amy Scholder (N ew Y'ork: Gro_ve Press,
1999): 265-266. Wojnarowicz was bedridden from December of 1991 unltil his death m'july of
1992, so this is one of the last works he created. Perhaps this image and its accompanying te}ft
need to be read along with the “final’” works of Foucault, Deleuze, and Benjamin, per Agamben'’s
project, in Homo Sacer (as 2 Messianic moment), particularly with regard‘ to thc? q’uestlons l?f
subjectivity it raises. The image and text are startling in what they evoke: Wolfmrow!cz s bands,. his
body, his potential to touch other bodies and the world, to encounter anything at all—including,

perhaps, his “self”—has become completely broken.
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