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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to propose a dialogue between Giorgio Agamben’s
philosophy and the field of ‘performance studies’. My theory of the performativity of
intimacy needs to be read as a conceptual attempt to address that which performs in the
current crisis of community and the resulting loss of a common polis. Far from being a
philosophical treatise, this thesis is nonetheless a theoretical piece. In agreement with
Agamben’s main claim that /ife in our contemporaneity is caught in a state of
indistinction, such an indistinction, I advance, could be envisioned as residing in-
between what Diana Taylor calls the archive (i.e. text) and the repertoire (i.e. spoken
language). In the wake of Richard Schechner’s main idea, namely, that a performance
studies scholar examines anything “as” performance, whether it be a text, a video-
installation or a photograph, the elements that comprise my study are to be considered
‘practices’ or ‘events’. The chapters of this thesis, at first, might be mistakenly read as
individual unities about individual objects, perhaps even unrelated to each other. The
term mistakenly is employed here following Spivak: mistake as a way of reading that, in
an attempt to grasp the repertoire, gets lost in the archive. The individual sections of this
thesis provide the score of my theoretical proposition, so as to allow movement from the
archive to the repertoire. For music to exist, a performance needs to take place, since the
written musical score is, in itself, silent and indeed very different from the performed
musical piece. Therefore, in my thesis, I start firstly with a personal prelude, which then
moves into a more rigorous overture, at the end of which the actual symphony of

thoughts occurs. The score concludes with an unfinished coda. It is up to the readers - as



if they were musicians, each one of them with their own instruments - to turn this thesis’
conceptual score from the static finality of the archive into the liveness of the repertoire.
Through its different moments this thesis is supposed to bring to life — to make “perform”
- the interconnections that I see existing between Agamben’s theoretical apparatus and
performance studies. And since these interconnections thus far, have not been
investigated in any kind of structured way, this thesis is but the beginning of a wider

project aimed at making Agamben’s theory perform.
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Author’s Note

Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Italian texts are by the author.
References to the works of Giorgio Agamben contain both the original publication date,
and also the publication date of the English language translation. Page numbers refer to
the English translations.

The numbering of the footnotes is continuous throughout this thesis. However, the
bibliographical references contained in the footnotes are treated separately in each one of

the sections of this thesis, to allow for an easier contextualisation of my argument.

At the 2011 ATHE conference Sara Brady and myself organised 7he Performance and
(Bio)Politics Working Group, which explored points of contact between performance and
contemporary biopolitical discourse. Considering the innovative aspect of my work on
biopolitics and performance, I was invited to give a paper at the 36" IAPL Conference
(The International Association for Philosophy and Literature) in Tallin, Estonia, as part
of the session Architextures: Contemporary Performance Arts and the Philosophical
Imagination, organized by Dr. Liza Kharoubi. The title of my talk is 'Philosophical
Imagination as “Catastrophic Thinking”? Biopolitics, Performance and the “Right to

Exit™,

An earlier version of chapter 1, 'Spectator On-Duty: Teatro del Lemming’s ‘Audiencing

Trouble’" was published in About Performance, number 10 (June 2010).
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Prelude

Performativities of Intimacy in the Age of Biopolitics

‘We must begin wherever we are and the thought of the trace, which
cannot not take the scent into account, has already taught us that it was
impossible to justify a point of departure absolutely. Wherever we are:
in a text where we already believe ourselves to be.’

- Jacques Derrida

‘Most people are other people. Their thoughts are someone else’s
opinion, their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.’

- Oscar Wilde
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‘We must begin wherever we are’

Derrida’s epigraph paired with that of Wilde encapsulates, I believe, the ideological
apparatus of my work, namely that, whenever I critically approach anything I do so by
contextualising it, while at the same time attempting to develop my own thoughts, in
order to avoid mimicry wherein everything is but a quotation. Does such a claim sound
banal? Allow me then to explain it further. What I mean by “contextualising” here, is that
I recognize an intellectual honesty in relating that which I am investigating to its deixis. |
claim that it is only by positioning that which is under scrutiny within its context and its
references, not just temporal, but indeed cultural, and critical, that a deeper understanding
of both the object of investigation and the context will be gained. Therefore, the primary
aim of my study is to instigate a more coherent and discrete dialogue between
contemporary performances, be it art or everyday life, and the contemporaneous
philosophical discourse, mainly the one developed over the years by Italian philosopher
Giorgio Agamben. I believe that if we read recent events through recently developed
critical tools, both the events and the theories will cast a light on each other, integrating
with and informing each other. In other words, in order to refrain from the mere
“application” of a certain theoretical framework to a certain practical object - Oscar
Wilde’s mimicry - I choose a different path, one that constantly questions my very own
critical position and, at times, even my critical compass. This is a path that, by pushing
my reasoning, in a sense, towards the future tense, strives to make my investigation

relative to what happens where I am, via the critical lens offered to me by the latest
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theoretical debate. We must begin wherever we are, Derrida says'; and this is exactly
what I have done in this project: I began wherever [ was.

My theoretical investigation is deeply influenced by the work of a number of
philosophers. From Jacques Lacan and Jacques Derrida to John Dewey and Boris Groys;
to thinkers whom I have had the honour to meet and be taught by, namely, Slavoj Zizek,
Etienne Balibar, Costas Douzinas and Boaventura de Sousa Santos. The main inspiration
for my thinking comes from Giorgio Agamben’s work on biopolitics and Mario
Perniola’s on aesthetics. In this thesis I investigate some of the resonances between
elements of Agamben’s theory, such as gesture or participation, and current political,
social and artistic performances. My analysis employs as explanatory paradigms a wide
range of performances. From events of political activism, such as the ones endured by
Irish artist and politician Gerard Mannix Flynn and Iraqi artist Wafaa Bilal, to
performances that blur the already problematic boundary between art and life, between
politics, ethics and aesthetics, also encompassing political happenings such as the Italian
debate on euthanasia, that surrounded the so-called ‘Eluana-case’.

The problematic instances of democracy and citizenship, of political life and
creaturely life, of bios and zoé, which are the primary concerns of our contemporary
time, are so not only in philosophical circles but also in art, society and popular culture.
What emerges is that we are indeed living in what Slavoj Zizek® provocatively calls the
“end times”, in an era that has been experiencing the fragmentation and almost total

obliteration of any possibility of having a common polis, a common ground, as debated

' Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore; London: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1976): 162.
* Slavoj Zizek, Living in the End Times (London; New York: Verso, 2010).
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in the philosophical work surrounding the notion of community, from Jean-Luc Nancy to
Maurice Blanchot, from George Bataille to Alphonso Lingis, from Giorgio Agamben to
Roberto Esposito. The framework of my thesis is the critical undertone that has informed
the philosophical debate on community. Giorgio Agamben’s text The Coming
Community, a text that he wrote in 1990, the year after the fall of the Berlin Wall, was
intended to incite philosophical debate on the idea of community, a debate that originated
amongst French intellectuals from the eighties onwards. It began in fact in 1983, with the
publication of Jean-Luc Nancy’s essay La Communauté désceuvrée [The Inoperative
Community] and Maurice Blanchot’s subsequent response, La Communauté inavouable
[The Unavowable Community]. Nancy, three years later, in 1986, replied to Blanchot
developing his seminal essay into a book form. The idea at the core of such a theoretical
exchange was the notion of belonging. Both Nancy and Blanchot were working in the
wake of Martin Heidegger, and they approached the issue of community from the
vantage point of the Heideggerian concept and neologism of Mitsein, generally translated
in English as being-with. 1t is in Being and Time that Heidegger explains that ‘being-
with’ is ‘an existential constituent of being-in-the-world” adding that ‘so far as Dasein is
at all, it has being-with-one-another as its kind of being’.” Belonging, Heidegger argues,
is the only way we can understand us, which is what positions wus in relation to the other;
or to put it in his words: ‘the world of Dasein is a with-world’.* Belonging, thus, is
considered by Nancy and Blanchot alike, to be one of the inerasable features of

community, along with the related issue of participation. In addition, what the

* Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (San Francisco: Harper
San Francisco, 1962): 163.
“Ibid.: 155.



philosophers work towards is a theorisation of a potential community in which exclusion
and violence do not exist.

Agamben, conversely, in his poetic and at times cryptic text The Coming
Community, openly negates any chance of belonging or any possibility for the absence of
exclusion. He makes the case for a different kind of community than the one theorised by
Nancy and Blanchot; one where exclusion, rather than inclusion, is the fundamental trait
of community, in a way that makes exclusion become concurrently inclusive and
paradigmatic. For Agamben, the point of contention in the philosophical debate
surrounding the idea of community is, besides the concept of belonging, that of identity.
The very idea of community is based upon a mutual necessity of inclusion and exclusion.
On this matter Esposito, maintains that ‘the community advances or retreats; it expands
or it contracts according to the space that the “other” has not yet colonised”.” So we need
this “other” to mark the boundaries of our own community; an “other’” not yet colonised,
and thus alien to us, outsider and outcast. In spite of Agamben and Esposito’s
oppositional views in relation to the concept of biopolitics, a matter that falls outside the
boundaries of the present project, both philosophers, nonetheless, seem to be in
agreement when it comes to the concept of community and its future.

In order for community to exist, exclusion is necessary to produce belonging.
Being part of a community would then identify some individuals as being “included” in
it, while others would be “excluded” by it. In any case, the community becomes the

conditio sine qua non for identity and identification. Agamben rejects such a reductionist

* Roberto Esposito, Communitas. The Origin and Destiny of Community, trans. Timothy Campbell
(Standford: Standford University Press, 2010): 136.
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idea of community based on belonging and identity, proposing instead the advent of an
absent community, a community still to come. At the centre of Agamben’s ‘coming
community’, which is after all, a messianic community, coming means potential and yet
not actual, a community that will be here at a certain moment, but that is not yet here,
that is the quodlibet ens, the ‘whatever-being’, the ‘whatever-singularity’. As Agamben
explicitly tells us, pure singularity as such does not have any identity, which carries, as a
consequence, an impossibility of belonging. The quodlibet ens therefore is exemplary
insofar as it is a concept that escapes the ‘antinomy between the individual and the
universal’, for the example is ‘one singularity among others which, however, stands for
each of them and serves for all’.® This idea leads Agamben to argue for the existence of a
‘classless community’. According to Marx, the distinct feature of ‘the epoch of the
bourgeoisie’ is a simplification of class antagonisms so that ‘society as a whole is more
and more splitting up into two great hostile camps [...] bourgeoisie and proletariat’.’
Agamben, interestingly, goes a step further, claiming that today’s society is ‘without
classes’, for ‘there are no longer social classes but just a single planetary petty
bourgeoisie in which all the old social classes are dissolved’.® It is this paradoxical
classless society that, for Agamben, will eventually allow for the advent of ‘a coming
community of whatever-beings’. Characterized by impropriety, the ‘whatever-being’,

instead of ‘making of the proper being-thus an identity’, will only be the thus.” In other

% Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community, ed. Sandra Buckley, Michael Hardt and Brian Massumi,
trans. Michael Hardt (Minneapolis & London: University of Minnesota Press, 2005): 9-10.

7 Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, The Manifesto of the Communist Party (London: Pluto Press, 2008): 34.
. Giorgio Agamben, The Coming Community: 63.

’ Agamben in the Italian text uses the term ‘cosi’, which in the English translation appears as ‘thus’.
However accurate, I would like to highlight that the term ‘cosi’ should also be considered as the equivalent
of the English word ‘like’ as in the expression ‘I am like this” or ‘I am like that’. Such a term in Italian
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words, the ‘whatever-being’ will be but a ‘perfect exteriority that communicates itself’
which will enable ‘a communication without the incommunicable’'’, a present with no
other temporal tense. Such an argument seems to echo Boris Groys’ reasoning on the
nature of the contemporary, namely, ‘the presence of the present in a way that is radically
uncorrupted’'’. But how can we get to the presence of the present in an uncorrupted way?
Experience, seems to be the answer.

The American philosopher, John Dewey, in his seminal text on the topic of
aesthetics, Art as Experience (1934), contends that experiences are aesthetic to the extent
that we are able to compose art into an experience. Dewey explains that experience as
such is oftén inchoate, stating that ‘things are experienced but not in such a way that they

are composed into an experience’, for:

There is distraction and dispersion; what we observe and what we think,
what we desire and what we get, are at odds with each other. We put our
hands to the plow and turn back; we start and then we stop, not because
the experience has reached the end for the sake of which it was initiated

but because of extraneous interruptions or inner lethargy. [...] In contrast

implies a hiatus or pause in and of itself. So that the expression ‘essere soltanto i/ cosi’ suggests a liminal
dimension in which, as soon as I say that I am only the ‘cosi’ [I am only zhe thus], what happens is that it is
because of the very inconclusiveness of the statement (signalled by the term ‘cosi’) that I end up
inhabiting, and thus becoming, a threshold, which is that instant in which the potentialities of being are all
still possible.

" Ibid.: 65.

" Boris Groys, Going Public (Berlin: Strenberg Press, e-flux journal, 2010): 85.
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with such experience, we have an experience when the material

experienced runs its course to fulfillment.'?

For Dewey also, thinking, or better to say intellectual inquiry, can be considered an
aesthetic experience in its own right. The philosopher clarifies in fact that ‘an experience
of thinking has its own aesthetic quality’ insofar as there occurs what he calls ‘a
movement’ that has a starting point and a concluding one. He illustrates this point by
juxtaposing an experience of thinking with that of a storm breaking over the ocean. He

says:

Like the ocean in the storm, there are a series of waves; suggestions
reaching out and being broken in a clash, or being carried onwards by a
cooperative wave. If a conclusion is reached, it is that of a movement of
anticipation and cumulation, one that finally comes to completion. A
“conclusion” is no separate and independent thing; it is the

consummation of a movement. >

An obvious tension for Dewey is the pretext for thinking to become an aesthetic
experience: we need a storm to stir up the ocean of our own thoughts, we need a
movement of waves of thinking that will eventually result in a consummation of their

own movement, that is, the conclusive state of thinking. I would claim, however, that

' John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Perigee Books, 1980; 1934): 35.
130
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more than tension, Dewey seems to refer to in-tension, to a “tension towards” that is that
‘consummation of the movement of thinking’. Such intentionality seems to be the
necessary aspect of an aesthetic experience of thinking, which ‘has a satisfying
emotional quality because it possesses internal integration and fulfillment’."*

Considering that for Dewey, an experience of thinking is aesthetic in its very
yearning toward culmination, we understand why he differentiates between recognition
and perception. While recognition just names an object before it has even had a chance to
be experienced aesthetically, Dewey tells us that perception ‘replaces bare recognition’."”
We have bare recognition when ‘a proper tag or label is attached [...] as a salesman
identifies wares by a sample’. Recognition is static therefore: it ‘involves no stir of the
organism, no inner commotion’. On the contrary, ‘perception proceeds by waves that
extend serially throughout the entire organism’ so that ‘there is [...] no such thing in
perception as seeing or hearing plus emotion. The perceived object or scene is
emotionally pervaded throughout’.'® Emotion therefore, is that which is at stake in
perception. Such a concept is pivotal to my own theory on the performativities of

intimacy, as I will further elaborate in this thesis. Before bringing my argument full

circle, let us now consider in more detail my theory of performativities of intimacy.

Performativities of Intimacy
My aim in this work is to investigate the aesthetic experience of the

“contemporary”, attempting to discover the conceptual frictions between recent

" Ibid..
15 Ibid.: 52.
' Ibid.: 53.
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performances/events and biopolitical philosophy. I believe that this methodology of
analysis may open a germane third field of investigation, one where the performative use
of what I name public intimacy can elicit the happening of a different kind of
community. This community, however, is not the community of viewers that any
performance/event elicits by default, neither is it the one that Nicolas Bourriaud, in his
seminal work on relational art entitled Esthétique Rélationnel (Relational Aesthetics),
calls “microtopian”: a community whose members identify with each other, only because
they have something in common in the here and now of a microtopia set up ad hoc by the
artists themselves.'” On the contrary, the community I argue for is conceptual and it takes
place not only because of the performance/event but also, and especially, via the
performative employment of ‘intimacy’ in the public and through the public, so that the
coexistence of the viewer, the object of the performance/event and the artist/activist’s
concept, become indispensable and mutually necessary.

In the experience of performance, the event of such an experience, in order to
happen, needs at least one perceiver. We may call these perceivers, audience, spectators,
viewers; or we may just refer to them as individuals. Although these individuals, in a
sense, share the object of their witnessing (think of an work of art exhibited in a museum,
or the images of 9/11 reproduced over and over again by the media), they may not
necessarily aggregate physically, but they still form a community of some sort. My
interest is focused on this intellectual and emotional community, which is created

because of the experience of performance and via the performativity of intimacy. Here it

7 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance, Fronza Woods and Mathieu Copeland
(Les Press du Reel, 2002; 1998): 13.
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appears clear why I call it public intimacy, for the emotions produced by the experience
of performance are indeed intimate, although they are caused by a public or publicly
represented event. What you see below is a tentative schema to visualise that which
remains always invisible: namely emotion. We can see that intimacy is positioned at the
centre of the circular emotional connection that I envision happening between the viewer

(1), the performance-event (2) and the concept (punctum) of the performance/event (3).

Intimacy

Performance-
event

Artist - Concept

Any performance/event, once perceived and not only recognised, presupposes, as Dewey
would say, that the viewers must create their own experience out of it. It is indeed in

Dewey’s description of aesthetic perception that my theory of the performativity of
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intimacy finds an unavoidable reference. For this very reason, allow me to quote at

length Dewey’s argument on perceiving:

For to perceive, a beholder must create his own experience. And this
creation must include relations comparable to those which the original
producer underwent. They are not the same in any literal sense. But with
the perceiver, as with the artist, there must be an ordering of the elements
of the whole that is in form, although not in details, the same as the
process of organisation the creator of the work consciously experienced.
Without an act of recreation the object is not perceived as a work of art.
The artist selected, simplified, clarified, abridged and condensed
according to his interest. The beholder must go through these operations
according to his point of view and interest. In both an act of abstraction,
that is of extraction of what is significant, takes place. In both there is
comprehension in its literal signification — that is a gathering together of
details and particulars physically scattered into an experienced whole.
There is work done on the part of the percipient as there is on the part of
the artist. The one who is too lazy, idle, or indurated in convention to

perform this work will not see or hear.'®

It seems to me that what Dewey calls ‘the extraction of what is significant’ is what

Roland Barthes, in Camera Lucida, would later refer to as punctum. 1 would argue that

'® John Dewey, Art as Experience: 54.
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Barthes’ analysis of photography already involves a level of performativity of intimacy
to occur, for it dwells in the subjective sphere of perception, memory, desire, and
feelings. ‘Could I retain an affective intentionality, a view of the object that was
immediately steeped in desire, repulsion, nostalgia, euphoria?’'’ Barthes asks himself.
His interest in photography is, like mine in performance and biopolitics, inflamed by
“sentimental” reasons: ‘I wanted to explore it not as a question (a theme) but as a wound:
I see, hence I notice, I observe, and I think’.°

Barthes states that any time we look at the photographic referent, through the
image and under certain circumstances, it, that is not the image, but the referent of the
photograph embedded within the photograph itself — looks back at us. Such an idea
echoes, almost literally, Jacques Lacan’s well-known story of the sardine can, in which
he describes the instance he discovered the inescapable and mutually reflective nature of
the gaze.”'

For Barthes, we encounter the sfudium when a photograph provokes in us only a
general, he says “polite” interest and understanding of the object photographed.*” But it
is only when an accidental, unintended feature stands out from the photograph, and
pricks or wounds the viewer that the punctum is experienced. Very often the punctum is a
detail, a partial object, with a power of expansion that is often metonymic.”> The
punctum, so well described by Barthes as being ‘a detail [that] overwhelms the entirety

of my reading’, which disturbs me, ‘is an addition: it is what I add to the photograph and

1 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida (London: Vintage, 2000; 1980): 21.
20 1.
Ibid.
*! Jaques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psycho-Analysis (London; New York: Kornac,
2004): 91-104 (The story of the sardine-can is told at pp. 95-96).
22 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida: 27.
2 Ibid.: 43; 45
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what is nonetheless already there’.** In conclusion, Barthes says, the punctum, ‘is a kind
of subtle beyond — as if the image launched desire beyond what it permits us to see’.* Is
not this call o see beyond the same one that Susan Sontag in her famous article Against
Interpretation argues for, by envisioning the advent of ‘an erotics of art’? Sontag

advocates that:

what is important now is to recover our senses. We must learn to see
more, to hear more, to fee/ more. Our task is not to find the maximum
amount of content in a work of art, much less to squeeze more content out
of the work than is already there. Our task is to cut back content so that
we can see the thing at all. The aim of all commentary on art now should
be to make works of art-and, by analogy, our own experience-more,
rather than less, real to us. The function of criticism should be to show
how it is what it is, even that it is what it is, rather than to show what it

means. £

Intimacy in its performative affect, makes us recover not only our senses, but indeed see
more and feel more; creating a relationality that, although merely intellectual, is
effective, especially considering the biopolitical age in which we live. In biopolitical

times of absolute solitude and community disintegration, I believe that through the

* Thidl: 51555,

* Ibid.: 59.

*% Susan Sontag, “Against Interpretation (1964),” in Against Interpretation, and Other Essays, 3-14
(Picador, 2001): 13-14.
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performativities of intimacy - which I name in the plural on purpose, as I am considering
the plurality of the viewers and the plurality of shades of their individual perceptions - a
new participation can be realised. This would be an effective community, particular in its
essence, as it would be intangible and yet affective, public and yet private, collective and
yet singular. What I hope to show in this thesis is that, what may, in the end, take place is
a community of those who have simultaneously presence and absence in common,
borrowing and expanding the expression coined by Lingis in his Community of Those
Who Have Nothing in Common.”’

In the concept of community that I am going to interrogate, intimacy becomes the
ephemeral bridge that connects the individual and the other, where this other is the
punctum of the performance/event, absent and always-already present, through which the
viewer conjugates intimacy performatively. What arc the binds that tie together the
singularity of the individual with the generality of the performance/event? It is the
emotional experience enabled by the performativity of intimacy, which is undoubtedly
what makes art and life alike, not only expressive but also experienceable, in Dewey’s
sense of the concept. What is distinctive and valuable about the emotional experience of
public intimacy is that its performativity allows for something different to take place,
which is ‘to see more, to hear more, to feel more’. Therefore, as I will show in each one
of the chapters of this thesis, the performativity of intimacy becomes a valuable
theoretical paradigm to engage with the concept of life, a concept that is constantly

pushed into a critically unstable position, iz and by biopolitical regimes. In other words,

7 Alphonso Lingis, The Community of Those Who Have Nothing in Common (Bloomington and
Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1994).
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each one of the chapters will address the potentialities that performance can actualise in

the age of biopolitics.

Performativity & Intimacy

I conceive of intimacy as being a linguistic, and thus an intellectual and emotional
experience. Performativities of intimacy are, 1 claim, experiences that can offer an
adequate alternative to the contemporary crisis of communication, a crisis lamented by
Agamben throughout his work. Performativity, as it is known, is a term that was firstly
theorised within the linguistic realm. In fact, it was John Langshaw Austin who in 1955,
in a series of lectures delivered at Harvard University - which appeared in book form in
1962 as How to Do Things With Words - began to develop his theory of constative versus
performative utterances. While constatives are those sentences whose meaning can be
considered either true or false, such as “the bottle is on the table”; there are other
sentences that do much more than what they just say: these are what Austin refers to as
‘performatives’.*® A performative utterance is for example “I do” spoken as part of the
wedding ceremony, or “I name this ship the Queen Elizabeth” proclaimed by smashing a
bottle against the bow of the boat. Austin clarifies that ‘in these examples [...] to utter
the sentence (in, of course, the appropriate circumstances) is not to describe my doing of

what I should be said in so uttering to be doing or to state that I am doing it: it is to do it’,

¥ John Langshaw Austin, How to Do Things With Words. The William James Lectures delivered at
Harvard University in 1955, 2nd Edition, ed. J. O. Urmson and Marina Sbisa (Oxford; New York: Oxford
University Press, 1975). In note 3 at page 6, we read Austin’s explanation of his preference for
“performative” over “performatory”. He says: ‘formerly I used “performatory”: but “performative” is to be
preferred as shorter, less ugly, more tractable, and more traditional in formation’.
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so that ‘the issuing of the utterance is the performing of an action’.’ Austin, moreover,
elucidates that, as soon as we realise that what is most important is ‘not the sentence but
the issuing of an utterance in a speech-situation, there can hardly be any longer a
possibility of not seeing that stating is performing an act’.*

During the development of my theory of the performativities of intimacy 1
encountered the work of contemporary Spanish philosopher José Luis Pardo, and in
particular his theorization of intimacy.>’ There are some points in common between my
theory of the performativities of intimacy and Pardo’s linguistic approach to intimacy,
which need to be accounted for. Pardo argues that ‘there is a wide enough consensus
about the fact that human language includes two dimensions, both of which are necessary
in order to speak, and neither of which can be immediately reduced to the other’. He

maintains that such a consensus is self-explanatory if we consider the matter starting

from:

the Aristotelian difference between the expression of emotions - phoné -
and the rational discussion of right and wrong —/ogos; the modern
technical linguistic distinction between connotation and denotation, as

well as the Wittgensteinian one between showing and saying.*

** Ibid.: 6-7.

** Ibid.:138-139.

3! José Luis Pardo, La Intimidad (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2004). In spite of my poor understanding of the
Spanish language, Professor Pardo showed a rare generosity when I contacted him via email over the
summer of 2011. Not only did he reply to my emails, but he extensively articulated his approach to the
concept of intimacy for me and shared with me his ideas and his views on contemporary philosophical
discourse. I am deeply indebted to Professor Pardo for his enlightening emails. No English language
translation exists to date of José Luis Pardo, La Intimidad (Valencia: Pre-Textos, 2004).

32 José Luis Pardo, email interview by Gabriella Calchi Novati, Intimidad & Intimacy, (3 August 2011).
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Since there are no English translations of Professor Pardo’s theory of intimacy, allow me
at this point, to quote at length his explanation of what he means by intimacy. His
reasoning will be useful to further clarify my own understanding of intimacy. Pardo says

that while the explicit dimension of language

concerns the public or private transmission and communication of
information, and any aspect of language that can become the object of
negotiation amongst users (as, for example, and to take it to the extreme,
the conventional relationship between Saussure’s significant and
signifié). On the other hand, the implicit dimension concerns all aspects
of language that cannot be reduced to information and that users cannot
decide (as for example and in an equally extreme sense, the phonemes

that are the elements of their language).”

It is the second dimension of language that Pardo calls the intimacy of language. ‘No

one’, he says

can avoid, when speaking, all the emotional and supra-segmentary

aspects of words (you hear yourself speaking when you talk, and the

3 Ibid.
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sound of these words make sense to you, even if this sense cannot be

- - 34
converted into “cash-meaning’ or reference).

There is an intimacy, within language itself, that enables us to understand our thoughts
and, I would advance, to experience them. And, it is exactly for this very reason that
Pardo claims that ‘intimacy is not a-linguistic or impossible to communicate’, for
intimacy ‘is always there, when there is a language effectively spoken, and it is what
communicates every time that someone says something to someone else, even if this
something cannot be reduced to information.” Furthermore, he adds, a coda to his already

intriguing theory of intimacy bringing to the fore the relation between:

the explicit dimension of language and the conceptual couple
“public/private” (these are concepts mutually connected: there is no
public space if there is not a private sphere, and so on), and the implicit
dimension involves the other conceptual couple, “intimacy/community’:
the private involves the public, the intimate involves the community (of

course, a non-explicit community).”’

Pardo, in other words, recognizes the existence of an actual substantial, and not merely

conceptual, difference between private and intimate, in order ‘to explore the paradox and

3% Ibid.
3 Ibid.
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confusion that appears when this distinction fails’. The philosopher concludes the concise

summary of his ideas on intimacy that he shared with me, by maintaining that:

the main challenge of my approach is that the difference between the
explicit and the implicit dimension, in human experience as well as in
language, is not a gradual difference, but an essential one (i.e. that the
implicit is not just an explicit matter that can be explicated, if you have
time and space enough: there is at least one kind of implicit assumption
that cannot be explained without being destroyed or degraded, and

perhaps the very important things are only accessible indirectly. )’

This last comment of the philosopher left me wondering about the concept of the
performative, be it related to language or to intimacy. Is it not the case that what he
claims being ‘the implicit [that] is not just an explicit matter that can be explicated’ is
what is produced, done rather, in the performative as such? Is this not the very
achievement of the performative? To do more than what is being explicitly claimed?
Indeed, the most important things are only accessible indirectly, and this is the actual
core of my concept of the performativities of intimacy: to access indirectly, and
intimately, what is implicit in that which is explicitly performed or shown. But, before
venturing into what I would call the overture of my dissertation, let us indulge a bit
longer in this prelude - to remain within the proposed musical metaphor, so as to

speculate deeper on the meaning of the term biopolitics.

3 Ibid.
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The Age of Biopolitics

The term biopolitics was coined at the beginning of the twentieth century by
Swedish philosopher Rudolf Kyellen in his text Stormakterma Konturer kring samtidens
storpolitik, Stockholm (1905) and since then has undergone numerous semantic
migrations. In contemporary discourse, biopolitics has been at times gratuitously over-
employed to address in an extremely superficial fashion the conceptual coupling of life
and politics, any time governments have performed their (il)legal interventions over life,
with legislation such as those relating to abortion and euthanasia, organ transplant and
biometric systems of identification.

In academia, from the nineties onwards, there occurred what could be named a
“biopolitical turn in critical theory”, which was mainly caused, though not exclusively,
by the translation into English of Giorgio Agamben’s “Homo Sacer Trilogy”. It was
when Homo Sacer (1995), Quel che Resta di Auschwitz (1998) and Stato di Eccezione
(2004)” were made available to the English speaking infelligentsia that Agamben’s
name became almost interchangeable with the term biopolitics. Springing, on the one
hand, from Michel Foucault’s critical elaboration of biopower and biopolitics, and on the
other, from Carl Schmitt’s theory of the state of exception, Agamben’s philosophy
depicts biopolitics as the only currency available in contemporary regimes, whether
democratic, autocratic, and, I would add, even technocratic. Let us consider, for example,

what is currently happening in Italy with the technocratic government led by Mario

7 Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life, trans. Daniel Heller-Roazen

(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1998; 1995); Giorgio Agamben, Remnants of Auschwitz, trans.
Daniel Heller-Roazon (New York: Zone Books, 2002; 1999); Giorgio Agamben, States of Exception, trans.
Kevin Attell (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005; 2003).
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Monti, appointed as Prime Minister, not by direct democratic elections. Such an event is
nothing but an obvious example of how accurate Agamben’s diagnosis of our current
‘permanent state of exception’ is. A state that empties democracy of any power and
meaning, because what is fundamental is no longer the lives of the citizens, but the
perceived struggle against a sudden emergency, a faceless enemy: from terrorism to
financial crisis. Is this not, after all, what Naomi Klein sees as the only possible cure for

'2*" Two major contemporary events

‘disaster capitalism’, namely, ‘the shock doctrine
instigated the normalization of the state of exception, and with it, the subsequent
normalization of the shock therapy: firstly the terrorist attacks of 9/11 and secondly the
“war on terror”, that emanated from the US as an uncontainable contagion. It is not
merely a coincidence, in fact, that during 2011 we have witnessed the release of films
with an apocalyptic overtone. Let us consider for a moment movies such as Lars Von
Trier’s Melancholia (2011) or Mike Cahill’s Another Earth (2011) which bring us face to
face with the collapse of life as we know it; or movies such as Steven Soderbergh’s
Contagion (2011) and David Mackenzie’s Perfect Sense (2011), which clearly employ
the metaphor of epidemic as a means to openly show the extent to which politics and life
have become an inextricable entity. In all of these movies, I claim, one question seems to
be always left unanswered: who decides? In other words: who is the subject that is going
to decide to save a certain life and let another die? This very same question has been

addressed at length, from a financial and legal perspective in the 2011 text Chi decide?

Critica della ragione eccezionalista [Who Decides? A Critique of the Exceptionalist

*¥ Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine (London; New York: Penguin, 2007). A film of the same title, based
on the book, was released in 2009, directed by Michael Winterbottom and Mat Whitecross.
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Reason] written by Massimiliano Guareschi and Federico Rahola®®, not yet translated
into English. In their work they instigate a dialogue with Balibar’s concept of the
‘revolution from above’, a revolution that should come from the ‘absolute sovereigns of
contemporary markets’ be it the leaders of dominant nations or the European Central
Bank. Commenting on an article that appeared in Le Figaro on the 15" of November
2011, in which it was argued that mandates such as those of Mario Monti in Italy, and
Lucas Papademos in Greece, ‘must be limited in order to guarantee, in the best
conditions, a rcturn to democratic legitimacy’ so as to avoid ‘a situation where it can be
said that Europe is being built on the backs of its peoples’*’, Balibar substitutes the
concept of ‘democratic legitimacy’ with the one of a revolution from above which, he
believes, ‘the leaders of dominant nations and the Brussels and Frankfurt technostructure
are attempting under the whip of necessity — i.e. the predicted collapse of the single
currency.” Balibar warns us that that same notion of a revolution from above was
‘invented by Bismarck’ and ‘designates a change to the structure of the material
constitution, in which the balance of power between society and state, economics and
politics, results in a preventive strategy on the part of the ruling classes.’

We can see between Balibar’s lines the surfacing of one of the major concerns
discussed by Guareschi and Rahola on the one hand, and Agamben on the other. More
than asking who decides, we should then ask what is that which is decided. What is the

object of the decision as such? The contemporary illimitable state of exception has

% Massimiliano Guareschi and Federico Rahola, Chi decide? Critica della Ragione Eccezionalista
(Verona: Ombre Corte, 2011).

o Quoted in Etienne Balibar, “Europe's Revolution from Above,” the guardian, 23 November 2011,
http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/nov/23/europe-revolution-from-above

(accessed December 15, 2011).

*'Ibid. [Emphasis added).
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produced an ambiguous void at the core of language and political (public)
communication. As if to say, that the performative aspect of the language of
contemporary politics, and to a certain extent, of everyday life, resides now in the
amphibology of language at its most elemental state. And while Agamben explains that
what we have is ‘a sending that has no message’; Guareschi and Rahola talk of a ‘play on
words with fluctuant meanings’.

The problematic of “the meaning of language as such” was addressed by Agamben
already in one of his first texts, /nfancy and History, where he openly professes that in
both his ‘written and unwritten books’ he has ‘stubbornly pursued only one train of
thought’ that is, to find an answer to the following two questions: ‘what is the meaning of
“there is language™ and ‘what is the meaning of “I speak’?’.*> Agamben further

develops such a query by stating that:

As a pure form of relation, language (like the sovereign ban) always
already presupposes itself in the figure of something nonrelational, and it
is not possible either to enter into relation or to move out of relation with
what belongs to the form of relation itself [...] the nonlinguistic has to be

found in language.*

The coexistence of opposites, and their mutual relation, is a common trait of Agamben’s

theory. Recognising an eerie interconnection between the constitution of sovereign

“ Giorgio Agamben, Infancy and History, trans. Liz Heron (London; New York: Verso, 2007; 1978).
43~
Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer: 50.
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power and the production of the borderline figure of the homo sacer, Agamben peers
through the opacity of contemporary power and finds the human body as the principle
object/subject of the performance of that very power. The Latin expression homo sacer,
which refers to a life that has been marked by a cursed holiness or a holy curse, hides
already within the same idiom an obscure and ungraspable paradox, that is, amphibology.
Homo sacer, holy/cursed being, who, in being addressed by both human and divine law,
is in turn excluded by both. It is because of this vagueness, which, consequentially,
allowed for a semantic malleability of the term itself, that homo sacer has been turned
into a useful paradigm to define the indefinable, to name what is nameless: our
contemporary human condition of instability and transit. After all, has the main task of
philosophy not been the attempt to give a meaning to what is seemingly voided of one?
By displaying a terminological (con)fusion of the concepts of bios and politics,
biopolitics attempts to eliminate - in a theoretical sense at least - the gap that is present
and always will be, between bios and politics. Bios is first of all a concept that refers to
life: it is a generic, indeterminable, and vague concept. The shift from concept to content
happens for bios only when it is framed by power. As if to say that bios becomes life
only, and only when, power frames it and thus defines it. It is then that life from a cold
concept metamorphoses into something warm, palpable; something more specific, more
present, something that we would call body.

It was there, in that semantic indistinction of the expression homo sacer, which
short-circuits the indefinable concept of life, that my interest in biopolitics began. What
fascinated me then, and still to this day, is the impossible definition of life, the

ungraspable meaning of body, that which seems to be addressed by the expression noli
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me tangere, where the body, seemingly present, and yet always-already absent, can never
be “touched”. Nancy seems to reiterate Barthes and Sontag’s thoughts, when he
maintains that, whenever we approach an event, a text, or even the other, ‘it is always a
matter of the sudden appearance of sense or of beyond-sense’. There, the other that
speaks, ‘is not where he is believed to be; he is already elsewhere, while nonetheless
being present: here, but not right here’, so that, Nancy concludes, ‘it is up to the other to
see and hear’.** I started to study Agamben’s philosophy, which opened up a door for
me, not to a Dantean hell, but rather to a theoretical universe that I immediately felt very
much in-tune with, and that I immediately started to relate to the one of performance.
After all, what performance itself comprises is nothing but life, in its different shapes and
forms, as well as politics. Life and politics therefore constitute a conceptual couple that
summons up biopolitical references any time politics happens to deal with issues that
belong more to the private sphere of individual being rather than to the public sphere of
communitarian existence. A tension, or rather a dichotomy, between the concepts of
individual and community is at stake. As I have already mentioned, for Agamben
community exists under the cipher of absence, and the subjects of such an absence are
not individuals, but rather ‘singular beings’.

Shaded by ambiguity, the performativity of intimacy is that which happens in-
between absences, that feel like presences: the absence of “the other”, or me, that can
never be represented nor presented; traces as they appear in the shape of words, ideas,

performances, images; and you, the reader. As I have already argued, my main concern is

* See: Jean-Luc Nancy, Noli Me Tangere. On the Rising of the Body, trans. Sarah Clift, Pascale-Anne
Brault and Michael Naas (New York: Fordham University Press, 2008): 9-11.
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not just performance as such, but also the reader’s reading, the viewer’s viewing; the
experience of the performance itself. This experience is what I have named public
intimacy.

The importance of intimacy has been underlined by a number of theorists who have
individuated the importance of intimacy in receptive studies, studies that are based upon
a ‘close engagement with the [art] work itself’, as claimed by contemporary cultural
theorist Miecke Bal.*’ The term critical intimacy is a neologism by Gayatri Spivak, which
she coined in relation to a way of reading texts from the past, and specifically in relation

to her personal way of reading Hegel, she defines it thus:

Critical

- inclined to criticize severely and unfavourably, consisting of or
involving criticism; exercising or involving careful judgment or
evaluation; including variant readings and scholarly emendations

- of a being a turning point or specially important juncture; of or being a
State in which or a measurement, point, etc. at which some quality,
property, or phenomenon undergoes a definite change; crucial, decisive;
in or approaching a state of crisis

- sustaining a chain reaction

** Mieke Bal, Louise Bourgeois’ Spider: The Architecture of Art-Writing (Chicago; London: University of
Chicago Press, 2001): 12.

46



Intimacy
- the state of being intimate, familiar

- (euph.) sexual intercourse

This openly declared interest makes my reading the kind of ‘mistake’

without which no practice can enable itself.*®

According to Spivak, in fact, in order to fully understand earlier texts, whether by Hegel
or others, we should ‘refigure [them] with critical intimacy’*’, that is to say, we should
re-read them and re-elaborate them, in a way that may even be inappropriate or, as she
says, mistaken. Critical intimacy, thus, is a methodological approach that, as Bal argues,
‘reflects the concern for keeping together [...] ‘form’ (whatever that may mean),
‘content’, and ‘context’; issues that go by the names of cultural, social and political.”**
There is no distance solicited by such an approach, rather we are invited into a critical
closeness with the other, whether it be an individual other-than-us or a work of art.*’ The
senses seem to be called into play by Spivak’s concept of critical intimacy, we are asked
to see more than just ‘the other’, to look beyond its mask, to see more and hear more.

My doctoral dissertation, thus, can be seen as a literal performance (in the

etymological sense of literal) of the trajectory of my critical thinking, which was

% Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, A4 Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Toward a History of the Vanishing
Present (Harvard University Press, 1999): 39.

7 Ibid.: 114.

* Micke Bal, Travelling Concepts in the Humanities: a Rough Guide (Toronto; Buffalo; London:
University of Toronto Press, 2002): 286.

* It is not by chance that Spivak develops the concept of critical intimacy in relation to the field of
‘postcolonial studies’, a field that, as such, engages with the ‘other’ and its ‘otherness’ to make it less alien
and more familiar, indeed, more intimate, in a critical fashion.
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instigated at first by the philosophical debate on the idea of community combined with
my interest in employing performance as a critical lens’’. The fragmentation of
community and the ways in which such an issue becomes visible in performance is the
content of the introductory chapter of this thesis. At first, what mainly attracted my
attention was the recently performed work of the Italian theatre company Societas
Raffaello Sanzio led by Romeo Castellucci. I knew the company as I had already seen
many of their productions when I was living in Milan, and I had worked for several years
with the late Professor Sisto dalla Palma who recognised Romeo Castellucci’s talent
back in the eighties, and produced Castellucci’s work at the beginning of his theatrical
career. However, in 1990, with the performance Gilgamesh Sisto dalla Palma openly
divorced himself from the ideology and artistic methodology of Societas Raffaello
Sanzio, an act that caused the exclusion of the company from any governmental funding.
The reaction of the company was a provocative performance entitled Festa Plebea
[Plebeian Feast].

Their project Tragedia Endogonidia (2002-2004)’" became my main topic of study

for my Master’s degree™”, during which I started to look at performance “as philosophy”

% My own work on performance started more than fifteen years ago, while I was studying for my
undergraduate degree in Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore in Milan. What inspired my interest were the
classes in Theatre Studies taught by Professor Sisto dalla Palma, founder and artistic director of the most
avant-garde theatre in Italy, CRT (Centro di Ricerca per il Teatro) based in Milan. I worked under his
supervision on a tesi sperimentale [experimental dissertation] entitled La Performance tra Arte Figurativa
e Teatro [Performance between Figurative Arts and Theatre]. For my thesis I received the grade of
110/110, for its innovative approach to contemporary performance via the employment of contemporary
theory, mainly that of the Italian philosopher Mario Perniola. I will be eternally indebted to “il Prof.” (as
everybody used to call Professor Sisto dalla Palma, even his own family and children) for his mentoring.
His vast knowledge and his unstoppable curiosity about life and art have become - since I was nineteen -
not just an inspiration for me, but actually the example I have been striving towards since then.

*! The eleven Episodes comprising Tragedia Endogonidia were first performed according to the following
calendar: C.#01 CESENA (25-26 January 2002); 4.#02 AVIGNON (7-16 June 2002); B.#03 BERLIN (15-
18 January 2003); BR.#04 BRUXELLES/BRUSSEL (4-7 May 2003); BN.#05 BERGEN (22-25 May 2003);
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and philosophy “as performance”. I would argue that the director of the company,
Romeo Castellucci, literalises in his work the crisis of community, the same one that
contemporary thinkers have been addressing over the years. Castellucci negates, in
Tragedia Endogonia, even the possibility of a community of spectators to take place,
problematising the concept of belonging at its core. Societas, in fact, in Tragedia
Endogonidia created the “episodic spectator”: only those who were willing to follow the
itinerant episodes of the project around Europe were to witness the project as a whole. In
the introduction of the thesis I work my way through the theoretical debate on the
concept of community, trying to navigate a conceptual map that employs a number of
contemporary works to claim that art becomes the arena in which to show the extent to
which the subject has become the epitome of the citizen not just of a risk society, but
actually of a society in a constant state of emergency, where What reigns is fear.”
Contemporary philosophical discourse presents us with very little hope and with no
security exit either. The debate about the crisis of community from Jean-Luc Nancy to
Giorgio Agamben, shows that the endemic erosion of the boundaries between private and
public, life and politics has produced a new biopolitical subject: the homo sacer. Hannah
Arendt’s diagnosis of modern politics and society in The Human Condition (1958) shows
how the private realm of the oikos has replaced the public realm of the polis. Since the

polis is the public space inhabited by ‘the other’, once the polis is lost, ‘the other’ is lost

P.#06 PARIS (18-31 October 2003); R.#07 ROMA (21-30 November 2003); S.#08 STRASBOURG (17-20
February 2004); L.#09 LONDON (13-16 May 2004) M.#10 MARSEILLE (20-26 September 2004); C.#11
CESENA (16-22 December 2004).

52 The title of my M. Phil dissertation, which I completed in September 2006, is Tragedia Endogonidia.The
Embodiment of the Tragedy: the Power of Essences. Selected parts of this dissertation were later turned
into an article that appeared as “Language Under Attack. The Iconoclastic Theatre of Societas Raffaello
Sanzio,” Theatre Research International 34, no. 1 (March 2009): 50-65.

2 Zygmunt Bauman, Liguid Fear (Cambridge; Malden: Polity Press, 2006).
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with it. The substitution of the public with the private, causes for Arendt that ‘privation
of privacy [that] [lying] in the absence of others’ results in ‘the mass phenomenon of
loneliness’.>* According to Arendt, in fact, solitude is the cipher of the contemporary
human condition; a solitude that in our time ‘has assumed its most extreme and most
antthuman form’ since ‘the mass society not only destroys the public realm, but the
private as well, deprives men not only of their place in the world but of their private
home’.””> Arendt, thus, individuates the equation that is embedded in our time: lack of
privacy combined with lack of community equals fear. Italian philosopher P<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>