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I N T R O D U C T I O N

The Resilience of Life

We live in a biological age. The ecological crisis has heightened our 
sensibilities of the intrinsic value of the life of all species and encouraged 
the development of a biocentric ethics. From a different angle, the ability 
to generate synthetic acellular life and to prolong the life of a brain- dead 
human being presents us with new examples of bare life and again raises 
the question of just what life inescapably is.1 The question is not only a 
philosophical problem, as decisions about whether to prolong or termi-
nate life depend on how we understand what life is and what expressions 
such as “good as dead” or “a life not worth living” should mean. As life 
becomes the object of ever more sophisticated technical manipulation and 
enters the circuits of commerce, we also have new questions about how 
ge ne tic engineering and therapy and assisted reproduction should be regu-
lated, about whether the genome can be owned, about whether stem cells 
are yet a life, about whether embryos have rights, and about whether ani-
mals should be cloned or made into commodities just for their hormones 
or parts. Today, as Nikolas  Rose has laid out in a brilliant phenomenology 
of the new biosociety, scientists, bioethicists, and science- fi ction writers are 
all tantalized by the new possibilities of knowing life not simply to restore 
a lost normativity but to transform it at conception, in utero, and at the 
molecular level.2 Such manipulation of life now overshadows biopo liti cal 
concerns like state management of bodies for docility and population for 
quality.

The more successful the manipulation of life (and the more lifelike our 
artifacts), the greater are the scientifi c and expert doubts about our intui-
tive sense that the animate can be distinguished from the inanimate. How-
ever that distinction is drawn— for example, the prototypes of each and 
the liminal types do vary cross- culturally; the tree is prototypical of the ani-
mate for the Malagasy and the virus the chief liminal form for us— the ten-
dency to want to draw a distinction between the animate and inanimate 
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may itself be universal.3 Yet reductionist science has threatened to under-
mine the fundamental ontological division even though it cannot dislodge 
our common- sense notion that living things are set apart by a few rather 
astonishing properties— autonomy, robustness, adaptability to environ-
mental changes, self- repairability, and reproduction, to name a few of their 
characteristics.

Still we seem now to have fully demystifi ed life, though not too long ago 
it was held to be not only a marvelous but wholly mysterious thing. As late as 
the early modern period— and long after the rise of mathematical physics— it 
was believed, for example, that toads could be generated from ducks putrefy-
ing on a dung heap, a woman’s hair laid in a damp but sunny place would 
turn into snakes, and rotting tuna would produce worms that changed fi rst 
into fl ies, then into a grasshopper, and fi nally into a quail.4 How life— this 
special domain of the universe— reproduced, developed, and maintained it-
self was beyond any rational understanding, but life has now been put within 
the grasp of scientifi c understanding if not technical control, and in the pro-
cess the animate has almost been collapsed into the inanimate.

That a reductionist understanding of life has been achieved is remark-
able, since the very plenitude of life— its fullness, variety, and complexity— is 
one of the essential characteristics of life. For this reason, it may seem that 
the things “we denote as ‘living’ have too heterogeneous characteristics 
and capabilities for a common defi nition to give even an inkling of the 
variety contained within this term.”5 Yet we now know that almost all life 
forms— from unicellular bacteria to the higher animals— share the same 
metabolic pro cesses, or ga nized around the intricate Krebs cycle. And sci-
ence has also discovered that almost all life forms, from an oak tree to a 
frog, express “their ge ne tic information in nucleic acids, use the same ge-
ne tic code to translate gene sequences into amino acids, and (only with 
some exceptions in the case of plants) make use of the same twenty amino 
acids as the building blocks of proteins.”6 The discovery of DNA is widely 
thought to have dissipated the belief that life was somehow a mysterious, 
impalpable excrescence that lay beyond the scientifi c disciplines of physics 
and chemistry. Life has now become nothing more interesting than a spe-
cifi c kind of information in an information age. As John Maynard Smith 
notes, “code, translation, transcription, message, editing, proof- reading, li-
brary and synonymous: these are all technical terms with quite precise mean-
ings in molecular ge ne tics.”7 Machines may not now or ever be lifelike, but 
the gap between the inanimate and animate no longer seems  unbridgeable 
without a divine breath of life. Reduced to information, life may in fact 
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In the companion study on which I am at work, The Promise of Eu ro-
pe an Decline, I discuss these ideas and vitalism more generally as a philoso-
phy of history; there the paradox is in Alejo Carpentier’s well- known 
debt51 to the reactionary Spengler’s historical and cultural organicism and 
Césaire’s less well- known critical, if not inverted, appropriation of Nietz-
sche’s polemics on antiquarian and monumental histories to the perspec-
tive of life. In this study, however, I am more interested in life philosophy 
as a metaphysics and epistemology.
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appear no more ontologically interesting than stardust. The French ge ne-
ticist Albert Jacquard drew the radical conclusion:

We have known for some forty- fi ve years, thanks to the discovery of 
DNA, that the boundary between inanimate objects and animate beings 
was more the result of an optical illusion than objective reality. What 
 appeared three billion years ago was not “life,” but a molecule that hap-
pened to be endowed with the capacity to make a copy of itself— to re-
produce. This capacity is due to its double- helix structure and the pro cess 
is not particularly mysterious; it is the result of the same interactions be-
tween atoms as those which are at work in all other molecules. The word 
“life,” therefore, does not defi ne a specifi c capacity possessed by certain 
objects; it simply translates our wonder at the powers these objects have: 
those of reproduction, of reaction, of struggle against the environment. 
But these powers are the result of an interaction of the same natural 
forces as those in a pebble. Like everything around us, we human beings 
are “stardust.”8

Still, the technological and reductionist framing of life in terms of en-
ergy or information only touches life at its fringes. Even if not mysterious, 
life remains what is both most intimate and opaque to us. We have an in-
tuitive sense of what it is to be or rather feel alive, or to participate in life 
or, say, a lively conversation free of ste reo typical responses, but we strug-
gle to fi nd the language with which to describe this primal yet ineffable 
sense. Rudolf Makkreel remarks that the cultural phi los o pher Wilhelm 
Dilthey shared surprisingly with the great rationalist phi los o pher Imman-
uel Kant the sense that life is “simply an ultimate behind which we cannot 
go” and that both thinkers repeatedly appeal to a sense or feeling of life 
to elucidate their basic concepts. For example, we do not so much know 
what self- sameness or the per sis tence of the self through change is, as we 
have experience of this real category only as it arises out of the fl ow of life 
itself. Our categories are rooted in life, Dilthey argued, and thought can-
not go beyond it: life remains unfathomable to thought.9

One other diffi culty is the word “life” itself. Just as we have no word 
that expresses the unity of day and night, the unity of life and death is not 
easily expressible. But as Michel Foucault has shown, drawing from the 
nineteenth- century anatomist Xavier Bichat, death is dispersed within life, 
and life is usefully understood as the set of dynamic functions that resists 
the death intrinsic to it. As Leonard Lawlor astutely underlines, Foucault 
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emphasized the permeability of life by death and the co- extensivity of life 
and death.10 For just as surely as almost all life shares the Krebs cycle and 
DNA, all life forms possess the ability to die, and we are misled by the very 
word life into ignoring the presence of death in life, just as the word “day” 
makes it impossible to think of the night as constitutive of it.

In this book, I shall be interested primarily not in the biological but 
the cultural and po liti cal signifi cance of life or death- in- life. If biological 
life indeed consists in the sum of functions that resists death, cultural vital-
ism has been the name for a volatile set of doctrines that resists the petri-
faction of social forms and personalities in the name of more of this un-
fathomable life and urges a return to raw, unverbalized lived experience 
through the bracketing of the sedimented categories and schema by which 
we refl ect on and “deaden” it. Vitalism has combined cultural critique and 
phenomenology in complex and contradictory ways.

* * * * *

The category of life was pivotal to the visions of some of modernity’s 
greatest cultural theorists— Friedrich Nietz sche, Henri Bergson, and Georg 
Simmel. The cultural importance of vitalism to modernism has certainly 
not gone unnoticed. Among the more important studies have been Sanford 
Schwartz’s The Matrix of Modernism: Pound, Eliot, and Early Twentieth- 
Century Thought, Frederick Burwick and Paul Douglass’s edited collection 
The Crisis in Modernism: Bergson and the Vitalist Controversy, Herbert 
Schnädelbach’s Philosophy in Germany, 1831– 1933, and Mark Antliff’s 
Inventing Bergson: Cultural Politics and the Pa ri sian Avant- Garde. Vitalism 
has also enjoyed an afterlife not only in new works infl uenced by the early 
Lebensphilosophs but also in the visions of contemporary theorists such as 
Gilles Deleuze, Antonio Negri, Giorgio Agamben, and Elizabeth Grosz.

While life has indeed proven reducible to a form of the or ga ni za tion of 
physicochemical matter, it has retained its cultural resonance and power. In 
the end, neither the scientifi c demystifi cation of life nor the explosive emer-
gence of the new technological and ecological questions about life has di-
minished the importance of the primal feeling of life to our culture. It should 
be remembered that scientifi c vitalism enjoyed validity until the early twen-
tieth century, and it was based on the claim that life cannot be reduced to 
physicochemical matter and that the emergent properties of life and the as-
cending nature of living systems cannot be understood in terms of mechanis-
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the modern state— the key moments in Hegel’s triumphant narrative of the 
Geist before its fi nalization in the Prus sian state— were all reevaluated, 
and different aspects of the past became important. For Negritude think-
ers, Descartes’ ascendance was considered the pivotal point. Descartes, with 
whom I begin the next chapter, was seen as the key fi gure in the emergence 
of the Western ideologies of mechanism and positivism that had led to the 
West’s self- destruction. Rationality came to be understood as a narrow 
ideal that, far from being value free, valorized the assumptions of the tech-
nologist who aimed to master, control, and use matter.

This reconsideration of the West also ravaged the dialectical theory of 
history, which implied that past gains are preserved in the higher stages, so 
that no progress is lost and that progress is cumulative. Anything worth 
preserving is putatively sublated. The crisis of the West then led to both a 
revaluation of what had to be negatively dismissed because it had not been 
preserved and actual study of all that had been ignored or left outside the 
march of progress. This provided colonial intellectuals with the confi dence 
to embrace both vitalist philosophies discredited within the scientifi c West 
and their own real and imagined animist traditions. The Western avant 
garde had already come to understand its Other in terms of the very vital-
ist tropes that had proven resilient in the face of the advance of mechanical 
science: experimental ethnography and avant- garde movements critical of 
modernity’s reach would locate the last vestiges of animism or an en-
chanted world in the cultural practices of Eu rope’s periphery; indeed, only 
the non- Western subject was understood to possess the capacity to appre-
ciate the creative life force at work at all levels, from the cosmos to nature 
to a speck of matter. Mathematical physics had devitalized the world, and 
Western rationality excused the nonimaginative confusion between ani-
mate and inanimate only in a child or primitive person. But the extirpation 
of animism from the understanding of the physical world was now under-
stood as epistemological violence. The dominant forms of physicalist and 
reductionist understanding came into question, and the place to begin this 
revision— here Bergson resumed the teachings of Samuel Taylor Coleridge— 
was in realizing that our own consciousness and freedom could not in fact 
be understood “by an object language which was developed to deal literally 
with the natural” and lifeless world.50 The crisis in Western self- confi dence 
that reached its apogee in the interwar years had to lead back to what had 
been the often implicit foundation of the sense of civilizational superiority— 
the distrust in life as an ontological, explanatory, and cultural category.
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tendencies— the dynamization of the racial spirit, the biologization of the 
will to power, and “deep holism” in the understanding of historical forms.

The fourth chapter is a study of the poetics of life in the Négritude 
movement. By stressing, even at the risk of overemphasizing, the impor-
tance of Bergson to Senghor and Aimé Césaire, I am able to clarify and 
criticize their vitalist commitments. Bergson’s infl uence was emphasized by 
both leaders of Négritude. The recovery of racial memory played on the 
dynamics of duration, Bergson’s key idea; the search for racial authenticity 
drew on the idea of the fundamental self, whose recovery was central to 
Bergson’s theory of freedom; the search for experiential modes suited to 
the magically real, immanent in the lived experience of the Americas was 
based on Bergson’s critique of the intellect; and the fi gure of the poet came 
to replace that of the mystic at the center of his ethical theory. It is indeed 
paradoxical that colonial writers would forge weapons out of the “arse-
nal” of this vitalist form of Eu ro pe an irrationalism. However, in judging 
their achievement, we must have a thorough understanding of their his-
tory and of the resilience of the ideas they transformed.

The perceived imminent death of the West also played an important 
part in the development by colonial artists of life philosophy. To see the 
importance of that perceived death, a simple point about historical narra-
tive should be underscored in closing this introduction. If we evaluate the 
past from the standpoint of the present and if we look at the past to under-
stand what it contributed to the extant, then as the present changes our 
view of the past changes: different aspects of it become important. Thus— 
and this is the point— the writing of an absolute history requires that his-
tory has come to an end: “The logical point  here could be compared with 
the more dramatic but essentially similar point made by Dilthey, Hei-
degger and Sartre about the signifi cance of death within the life of the in-
dividual. It is only at death, when the possibility of future action for an 
individual is foreclosed, that we are able to begin to give fi nal signifi cance 
to what he has done in life.”49

For the colonial intellectuals, there was confi dence that the history of 
the West could be fi nally written because it had come to an end, not in the 
eternal present of the Hegelian triumph but in suicidal despair, not in spite 
of but because of the very achievements of the Hegelian Geist. Indeed, 
those features, those moments that had contributed to this specifi c ending, 
now became those aspects of the past seen in historiography. The emer-
gence of the individual in the Greek polis, the Reformation, the creation of 
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tic or quantitative science modeled on the operation of machines or Newto-
nian physics. Often strengthened by such assertions of the irreducibility or 
autonomy of life, cultural vitalism has had at least three enduring dimen-
sions: life is made a tribunal before which cultural and po liti cal forms are 
judged as to whether they serve or frustrate it; vitalism demands a new kind 
of realist, albeit antiscientifi c, epistemology or, in other words, the develop-
ment of modes of perception through which life as it actually is can be 
known or intuited; and vitalism underwrites a personal ethics of the affi rma-
tion of, rather than resentment against or escapism from, life.

Life remains today a term of celebration and critique; it provides a 
perspective and is the basis of all perspective; life marks itself by gratu-
itous excess and can achieve itself through asceticism; it distinguishes itself 
through memory and recollection but strives for novelty and forgetting; it 
persists through metabolism but is identifi ed with metamorphosis and ever 
greater plenitude of biological and cultural forms; it defi es the laws of 
thermodynamics but cannot achieve the promise of immortality; it both 
singularizes itself in many lives and transcends them as one élan vital; it is 
identifi ed with the unexpected as well as with the teleological.

Though I shall express criticism of vitalism throughout this book, there 
is no gainsaying that the real personal and cultural anxiety over a Medusean 
petrifaction or living death has been as much the source of cultural restless-
ness as Martin Heidegger’s heroically tragic recognition of fi nitude.11 As I 
speak to the controversy over vitalism, what I hope to add is a more sus-
tained discussion of the complex, constitutive relation between vitalism and 
racialism, including  here not only its anti- Semitic forms (and Mark Antliff’s 
work has been most illuminating  here) but also its defensive black forms. 
This book will attempt to remedy a racial gap in contemporary scholarship 
on life philosophies. The main argument of this book is that one cannot 
understand twentieth- century vitalism separately from its implication in ra-
cial and anti- Semitic discourses and that we cannot understand some of the 
dominant models of emancipation within black thought except through re-
course to the vitalist tradition. I am therefore interested more in the relation-
ship between the two discourses of vitalism and racialism than I am in spe-
cifi c authors whose respective bodies of work cannot be confi ned to either 
vitalism or racialism, much less the area in which the two overlap. I shall 
argue that racialism has been central to our culture and that this racialism 
has often been vitalist. I critically study the fabulation of the opposition 
between Gentile instinct and Jewish abstraction; assertions of the more 
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life- aware nature of black cultures by the Négritude poets; calls for a 
palinge ne tic ultranationalism, a kind of nationalist rebirth achieved through 
violence; and appeals to collective racial memory.

On the connection between memory and life, it is important to remem-
ber that the animate can be distinguished from the inanimate precisely by its 
mnemic force or ability to condense the past. In the course of the eigh teenth 
and nineteenth centuries, each birth came to be seen less like the engendering 
of a unique work of art and increasingly understood in terms of reproduc-
tion.12 Once distinguished by its ability to reproduce, life could be defi ned as 
that which physically embodies a physical memory by means of which the 
present is bound to the past. Biology opened up the possibility of defi ning life 
in terms of memory, and the discovery of a deep ethnological past in the con-
text of social Darwinian anthropology made it possible to speculate on the 
memories of racial groups. Life, memory, and race came to be joined in new 
po liti cally charged and vitalist discourses of race. Yet my book is not only 
about race: not all that is objectionable about vitalism follows from its impli-
cation in racial discourses, and that vitalism has been implicated in racial 
discourses does not vitiate it. I have therefore attempted to rethink vitalism— 
even apart from its racial implications— to explain its full cultural context. In 
the end, I argue that Négritude’s grounding of black oppositional culture in 
vitalism needs to be handled much more critically than it has been by the crit-
ics who have noted the connection. At the least, I hope to show that some of 
the dominant models of emancipation within black thought cannot be un-
derstood except through recourse to the vitalist tradition.

The implication of vitalism in racist and anti- Semitic discourses may 
seem surprising. Vitalism has represented the refusal to reduce life to physi-
cochemical reactions, but racial thinking, as James Watson has recently re-
minded us, depends on thinking of and reducing human group diversity to 
sadistically imagined physicochemical group differences. That is, modern 
race thinking seems to have depended on both the expulsion of life as an 
autonomous reality from scientifi c enquiry and on the defi nition of even 
the human being in terms of only physicochemical substance, the stuff of 
DNA. To the extent that it claims a spiritual essence to living beings or the 
existence of a vital principle, vitalism would seem to be irrelevant to racial 
discourse. I shall explore, however, the modes of implication of vitalism in 
racial and anti- Semitic discourses. In order to lay bare these relationships, 
I have also attempted in the fi rst two chapters to achieve some analytical 
clarity as to what life philosophy has been, in part by clarifying just what 
exactly this essentially reactive discourse has been a protest against.
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The Belgian missionary Placide Tempels, for his part, discoursed on 
“Bantu philosophy,” one of whose principles was, according to him, the 
symbiosis between “African man” and nature. In the good father’s opinion, 
“vital force” constituted the Bantu man’s very essence. This was deployed 
from a degree near to zero (death) to the ultimate level of those who turned 
out to be “chiefs.” They, along with Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, are indeed 
the main sources of Senghor’s thought, who Henri Guaino [Sarkozy’s 
speechwriter] endeavoured to mobilize in the effort to give the presidential 
discourse indigenous credentials. Is he not aware, then, of the inestimable 
debt that, in his formulation of the concept of negritude or in the formula-
tion of his notions of culture, civilization and even cultural blending, the 
Senegalese poet owes the most racist, most essentialist and most biologiz-
ing theories of his time?48

The power that vitalism drew from and gave to racial and anti- Semitic 
discourses should make us, like Mbembe, wary of its contemporary forms 
and of the assumptions underlying postcolonial understandings of civiliza-
tional difference. Mine is ultimately a critical book, but I have also tried to 
understand what made vitalism attractive and the needs to which it spoke. 
This is therefore also a book that delves deeply into the history of vitalism 
rather than simply dismissing it as racist.

Vitalism was a rebellion against the scientism of the nineteenth cen-
tury, and in the fi rst chapter I show the many ways the vital was counter-
posed to mechanical forms of world disclosure and self- understanding. Even 
though these forms  were many and their specifi c problems various, vitalist 
thinkers did not disambiguate the many kinds of “mechanism” against 
which they rebelled. The fi rst chapter attempts to lend some analytical 
clarity  here; it is a conceptual exercise. The second chapter shows that the 
forms of vitalism  were just as varied, and I present a critical study of some 
of its major forms and of the criticisms to which they  were subject.

The third chapter is devoted not only to overturning the image of Berg-
son as a metaphysician of change but also to showing how his thought— 
audacious, profound, and hugely infl uential— directed artistic and po liti-
cal minds alike to the edge of spiritualist nationalism and racialism. I show 
that modern concepts of race have in fact been defi ned around the axes of 
vitalism and organicism, and I try to provide new insight into the nature 
and underpinnings of racial thought, usually understood as only the ex-
pression of a vulgar, Darwinian materialism. I argue that the interwar con-
cept of race expressed life mysticism as it incoherently concatenated three 
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published in 1974, shame or fear of being racist should not allow the West 
to deny “having been so at any time” and thus produce a situation in which “a 
vast chapter of Western thought is made to disappear by sleight of hand.”47

My study of vitalism aims to throw new light on this legacy of West-
ern thought. It is also important to underline a paradox at the heart of this 
book: that the very doctrine I criticize as racialist was in fact central at least 
formally to the aesthetic visions of many artists who had to create under 
the shadow of haughty Eu ro pe an claims to supremacy. When the connec-
tion between Eu ro pe an vitalism and the anticolonial writers of Négritude is 
noted, the reaction today is, quite rightly, often the condemnation of both 
movements. Witness, for example, the reaction to a recent, unconsciously 
vitalist pre sen ta tion by the French president Nicolas Sarkozy to the faculty 
at Cheikh Anta Diop University in Dakar, Senegal, on July, 26, 2007. 
 Sarkozy effused about the black personality, as essentialized by Leopold 
Sédar Senghor, as animist, vitalist, and emotional. Achille Mbembe, a theo-
rist of postcolonialism, wrote a fi ery rejoinder in which he lampooned Sar-
kozy’s aspirations at ethnophilosophy and reminded readers of the sources 
of the thought of Senghor to whom Sarkozy had appealed. Mbembe’s biog-
raphy of ideas is masterful (only Bergson, the philosophical fount, is miss-
ing, as I shall show in my last chapter), and I quote Mbembe at length:

[Lucien] Lévy Brühl attempted to construct a system out of this accumula-
tion of prejudices in his refl ections on “the primitive” or even “pre- logical 
mentality.” In a collection of essays about “inferior societies” (Mental 
Functions in Primitive Societies in 1910; then Primitive Mentality in 1921), 
he strove to give pseudo- scientifi c backing to the distinction between a 
“western man” gifted with reason and non- western peoples and races 
trapped in the cycle of repetition and mythico- cyclical time.

Presenting himself— a customary habit— as “the friend” of Africa, Leo 
Frobenius (whom the novelist Yambo Ouologuem virulently denounces in 
Le Devoir de Violence) widely contributed to spreading elements of Lévy 
Brühl’s ruminations by highlighting the concept of African “vitalism.” 
Granted, he didn’t consider “African culture” the simple prelude to logic 
and rationality. In his eyes, nonetheless, the black man was, at the end of 
the day, a child. Like his contemporary Ludwig Klages (author, amongst 
other things, of The Cosmogonic Eros, Man and the Land, The Spirit as 
Enemy of the Soul), he considered that western man’s excessive assertion of 
will— the formalism to which he owed his power over nature— had engen-
dered a devitalization generating impersonal behaviour.
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* * * * *

As this book will show, life has proven itself a banner and a tribunal, a 
call for cultural renewal and the basis of cultural critique, so that despite the 
dazzling new technologies of life, cultural vitalism still speaks to us. It needs 
underlining that modern cultural theory has centered on reassertions of Life. 
Yet there has been little in common between the various attempts to go beyond 
scientifi c concepts and everyday notions of life with a poetry or language or art 
that expresses life in its concreteness and abundance, and there has been little 
in common among the po liti cal movements that grounded themselves in life. 
Vitalism has, for example, been both biologistic and spiritualist, naturalist and 
theological. Just as life itself may be nothing other than a name for the various 
ways of living, vitalism may not have an essence but only be the name for the 
set of multiple doctrines and movements premised on life variously under-
stood. Before I lay out the plan of this book, I fi rst want to suggest  here the 
polysemy of life.

The Romantics, M. H. Abrams argued, identifi ed themselves and the 
world with organic life. With the Romantics, the call to life was a call to 
restore the imagination and creativity against the threat of mechanistic or 
associationist psychology, and the Romantics tried to return us to our inti-
mate place in the throbbing and becoming superorganism. They insisted 
that the cosmos had been misinterpreted ever since Galileo and Newton in the 
metaphysical terms of “inert matter,” “mea sure,” “quantity,” and “universal 
law.” The great work of art was also marked by organic properties. In Natu-
ral Supernaturalism: Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature, Abrams 
insisted:

Life is the premise and paradigm for what is innovative and distinctive in 
Romantic thinkers. Hence, their vitalism: the celebration of that which 
lives, moves, and evolves by an internal energy. . . .  Hence [also] their or-
ganicism: the meta phorical translation into the categories and norms of 
intellection of the attributes of a growing thing, which unfolds its inner 
form and assimilates to itself alien elements, until it reaches the fullness 
of complex, organic unity.13

But later nineteenth- and twentieth- century thinkers called on different 
meanings of “life,” which became embedded in twentieth- century discourse, 
and we will see their varied infl uences throughout the book. Karl Marx, for 
example, reversed the idealist relationship between consciousness and the 
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material pro cesses. Commonly thought to have reversed the relationship 
between consciousness and this real life, Marx pointed to the centrality of 
the metabolic relationship between human society and environment as me-
diated by labor’s use of nature’s mechanical and chemical properties for its 
own purposes. Alternatively, Friedrich Nietz sche scorned the reduction of 
life to biological fi tness, maximum reproduction, and the associated utili-
tarian ethic and wrote lyrically of a life that sacrifi ced self- preservation and 
the enmity of the resentful for the sake of creative transcendence. Henri 
Bergson captured the modernist imagination by combining life, memory, a 
layered self, and novelty. Inspired by Bergson, the French po liti cal provoca-
teur Georges Sorel would deepen po liti cal disillusion with mechanistic and 
lifeless democracy, in which the sovereign abstract citizens are indifferent to 
one another and held together simply by an external mechanism. As Mark 
Antliff has recently shown, Sorel militated for disciplined, aestheticized 
violence for the sake of a palinge ne tic and organicist ultranationalism that 
promised to bring (at least Gentile) people together through intuitive, or-
ganic, and mutual sympathy.14 Oswald Spengler, the early twentieth- century 
cultural sensation and author of the massive The Decline of the West, blo-
viated soon thereafter about the rights of blood and instinct against the 
power of money and intellect and their brethren philosophies of material-
ism and skepticism. Racial social Darwinists insisted that as the truth of 
living being is bio- logical, only physical race could sustain the social bond, 
and society was the theater of human animals’ struggle of all against all and 
the domination of one group or subspecies over another. Of course, fascists 
 were not content to refer just to the social- Darwinian “laws of life.” To liber-
ate life not only in a biological but also a spiritual sense, they thought it 
necessary to murder and destroy those who weakened life; the projection of 
a dystopian racial state was what the theorist of fascism Roger Griffi n has 
called an active biopo liti cal project.15

Vitalism also encapsulated the shift in the nature of the critiques of 
capitalism. In the years leading to and following the Great War, the water-
shed event of modernity, the terms of cultural and social criticism  were de-
cisively changed, moving from Marx and Hegel to Bergson and Sorel, 
Nietz sche and Heidegger. If, to use Luc Boltanski’s interesting categories, 
critics had once focused plaintively on the poverty among workers and 
inequalities to raise moral concerns about the opportunism and egoism of 
the marketplace through the contrast of Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft, 
critique decisively achieved a new register in these years.  Here we fi nd the 
consummation of radical conceptions of modernity as a source of disen-
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that Bergson’s mnemic vitalism is the opposite of the metaphysics of 
change that it is understood to be. When I embarked on this book, I was 
trying to understand modernist poetics in the colonial world, but I soon 
reached the interesting and unsettling conclusion that it was often a trans-
position of Bergsonian philosophy to the colonial context. I then learned 
that Abiola Irele had long ago argued that Négritude remains incompre-
hensible outside an understanding of its evaluation of what was living and 
dead in Bergson’s philosophy.45 Of all the forms of vitalism, past and pres-
ent, Négritude has often been marginalized, even though it explored this 
form of thought to its most productive and exhilarating ends and crashed 
tragically on its limits.

I shall attempt to show how vitalism, especially as transformed by 
Bergson, was joined not only to Eu ro pe an racism but also to the defensive 
racial forms of African and Ca rib be an self- understanding. As George Rous-
seau has emphasized, this racial dimension has often been neglected in in-
tellectual histories of vitalism:

The progression from Enlightenment vitalism and Darwinian evolution 
to the new nineteenth century social Darwinism and white man’s burden 
places an entirely new light on the crisis of modernism . . .  by suggesting 
that Bergsonian phenomenon as well as . . .  phi los o phers of biology can-
not be studied apart from their social contexts. In this sense, the rise of 
biology, the cults of vitalism, and the doctrines of racism endow modern-
ism with contexts it can ill afford to ignore.46

Those contexts, not studied in Burwick and Douglass’s pathbreaking vol-
ume on Bergson, are the subject of the second half of this book. In our at-
tempts to salvage great works for our thankfully more po liti cally correct 
times, we are often led to ignore how self- conscious of and self- identifi ed 
with dubious ideas about race great thinkers  were. The idea that racialism, 
especially of the crude biological variety, was constitutive in important ways 
(even if only in the form of necessary presupposition) of great works about 
the human condition and metaphysics has called forth a determined op-
position ostensibly worried that such intellectual critique will make fash-
ionable once again the third- worldism that, defi ned against Euro- American 
culture, had just resulted in Weatherman ditties for Pol Pot and Kim Il Sun. 
I think there is very little chance of such alignments by those now working 
in critical race theory. Moreover, as noted by Leon Poliakov in his intro-
duction to The Aryan Myth: A History of Racist and Nationalist Ideas, 
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The Naturphi los o pher Friedrich von Schelling had developed a theory 
of forces, both positive (life as fi eld) and negative (the determinate compo-
sition of individual bodies). Frederick Beiser provides a good sense of an 
aspect of this Romantic conception of life, which combined a quasi- occultist 
belief in invisible forces with quasi- scientifi c analogies:

What are these positive and negative principles? The positive principle is 
nothing less than the universal ether, the world spirit itself, which is a 
universal medium spread throughout creation, penetrating every individ-
ual thing, both organic and inorganic. . . .  The negative principle consists 
in the structure and chemical composition of each organic body, which is 
distinctive or characteristic of that body. While this positive principle is 
diffused throughout nature, it only animates those bodies that are capa-
ble of fully assimilating or appropriating it. There must be something 
about the chemical constitution of organic bodies, Schelling says, that 
makes them more apt to assimilate this vital principle than inorganic 
bodies. . . .  He likens the action of the positive principle on living things 
to the action of magnetism or electricity. Just as magnetism and electricity 
are spread throughout nature, but only act on specifi c bodies capable of 
reacting to them, so life is extended throughout all of nature and only is 
assimilated by bodies that react to it.44

In Children of Men, life still proves itself the only antidote to nihilism 
and despair, the only worthy and benefi cent god. But only determinate bod-
ies can mysteriously assimilate it. In protecting the conduit of life, Theo 
stands apart from the state and the immigrant re sis tance, legal and illegal, 
white and black. Vitalism has lost none of its mystery and cultural power, 
its force as a form of and rival for theology.

* * * * *

This book will trace the continuities and ellipses in the idea of vitalism 
that Children of Men dramatizes. Vitalism was certainly the rage in the 
early twentieth century, and Henri Bergson was its contemporary prophet. 
In this book, I explore the roots and consequences of early twentieth- 
century vitalism, which found its apogee in the philosophy of Henri Bergson. 
Bergson’s vitalism receives the most sustained attention in this book, as his 
philosophy had central categorial importance to Eu ro pe an aesthetics and 
social thought, including its disturbing racialism. It became clear to me 
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chantment and the inauthenticity of the kind of existence associated with 
it. We also fi nd a focus on oppression rather than class antagonism and an 
appeal to the freedom, autonomy, and creativity of human beings to tran-
scend in the name of life reifi ed structures, impersonal mechanisms, me-
chanical responses, and even themselves.16

Devoting a chapter to Lebensphilosophie in his history of German phi-
losophy, Herbert Schnädelbach powerfully brings out the irresistible force 
of life discourses in the early twentieth century:

Life is a concept used in cultural confl ict and a watchword, which was 
meant to signal the breakthrough to new shores. The banner of life led the 
attack on all that was dead and congealed, on a civilization which had 
become intellectualistic and anti- life, against a culture which was shackled 
by convention and hostile to life, and for a new sense of life, “authentic 
experiences”— in general for what was “authentic,” for dynamism, cre-
ativity, immediacy, youth. “Life” was the slogan of the youth movement, 
of the Jugendstil, neo- Romanticism, educational reform and the biological 
and dynamic reform of life. The difference between what was dead and 
what was living came to be the criterion of cultural criticism, and every-
thing traditional was summoned before “the tribunal of life” and exam-
ined to see whether it represented authentic life, whether it “served life,” in 
Nietz sche’s words, or inhibited and opposed it.17

Alain Badiou has also remarked that the twentieth century posed to itself 
as its central question whether it was the century of life or death. Nietz sche 
and Bergson, he argues, posed the “main ontological question which domi-
nated the fi rst years of the twentieth century— What is life?” And knowledge, 
Badiou claims, became “the intuition of the organic value of things,” while 
the central normative question was formulated as follows: “What is the true 
life— what is it to truly live— with a life adequate to the organic intensity of 
living?” This question, he continues, “traverses the [twentieth] century, and it 
is intimately linked to the question of the new man, as prefi gured by Nietz-
sche’s overman.” Badiou also notes, however, that this project of vital becom-
ing is connected to “the unceasing burden of questions of race” in ways we 
do not yet recognize.

As I will show in detail, it was in the name of “life” that Eu ro pe an rac-
ism was challenged from the colonies. The structuring infl uence of Lebens-
philosophie is manifest in a violent way in the Sorelian politics of the early 
twentieth- century Peruvian radical José Carlos Mariátegui.18 Speaking to 
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the colonial context in the interwar years, Michael Dash has noted that 
whereas in the nineteenth century national- identity movements spoke of 
progress, industry, and participation, the nationalist movements became 
“Rousseauesque in their reactions,” especially against modern technology 
and the spirit of rationality, as they became implicated in “the horrors of 
World War I and North American expansionism.” The politics of life inspired 
an invention of a radical, Ca rib be an poetics based on an “organicist dream 
of the  union between man and nature.”19 The Négritude poets Leopold 
Senghor and Aimé Césaire defi ned colonial revolt by fusing the Lebensphi-
losophs with ethnography and surrealist experimentation. The core of their 
poetry, a mythical founding of a unifi ed African people yet to be, was a deep 
feeling for and a deep conviction of the consanguinity of all forms of life, 
obliterated in modern consciousness by the positivist classifi catory method 
focused on the empirical differences of things. But with this form of life mys-
ticism they also inherited the po liti cal dangers of life philosophy.

As I attempt to explain the predominance of life philosophies on all 
sides of po liti cal contestation, I am building on and correcting a large of 
body of intellectual history and analysis. In Bergson and Rus sian Modern-
ism: 1900– 1930, Hilary Fink has analyzed the importance of vitalism in 
the development of post- Kantian aesthetic theory, which infl uenced Rus-
sian modernism from the Symbolists to the Theatre of the Absurd.20 This 
tightly argued book ends with a provocative discussion of the po liti cal im-
plications of vitalism for a post- Stalinist society; Fink argues that an aes-
thetic that foregrounds the unforeseeable creativity that is characteristic of 
life can only ease the transition away from a closed and planned society. 
Ernst Bloch, however, argued that Bergson’s empty self- fl ourishing zest was 
that of the entrepreneur and that it acknowledged “no suffering, no power 
to change, no human depths and thus no constituent human spirit over life 
either.” Without recognition of the possible in de pen dence of spirit from 
life, this vitalist “aestheticism of entrepreneurial zeal” would undermine 
any attempt at a rational or ga ni za tion of important elements of social life, 
casting the world into catastrophic anarchy in the name of breathless, un-
ceasing creativity and life.21 In fact, such debates go back to Bergson’s own 
attempt as an offi cial state phi los o pher to galvanize support in both France 
and the United States for his homeland in the Great War against a Ger-
many he portrayed as mechanical and said had “always evoked a vision of 
rudeness, rigidity, of automatism.”22 Fink’s book only underlines the continu-
ing relevance of these old debates structured around the poles of creative 
irrationalism and rational (or totalitarian) planning, between Lebensphi-
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birth. Yet humans are indeed the only sterile animals in this anti- Malthusian 
future. Infertility expresses ultimately a uniquely human affl iction, nihilism. 
It is not surprising that animal spirits no longer course through only human 
spermatozoa and ova. That these resigned humans alone are infertile suggests 
that the movie is an allegory about human meaninglessness and not simply 
about the unintended consequences of modern technology.

Theo embodies this Schopenhauerian nihilism, an immobilizing pain 
about the absurdity, suffering, aimlessness, and fi nitude of life itself. At 
constant war, humanity feasts upon itself and people fi ght each other in 
their futile attempts at self- preservation. Childlessness has forced everyone 
to confront the fact that he or she too is fi ghting a losing battle against time 
and death. Theo carries at all times a fl ask of alcohol. He has fallen back 
in his everyday life on the expedient, ataraxia, the Stoic imperturbability 
of the spirit, based on a sense of the triviality of the world of the senses. 
Adorno defi nes ataraxia as “the deadening of all affects, just to be capable 
of living at all,” which refl ects the recognition of everything’s utter mean-
inglessness and ultimate insignifi cance.41 Or to put the point as Franz 
Rosenweig would have: Theo “steps outside of life. If living means dying, 
he prefers not to live. He chooses death in life. He escapes from the inevi-
tability of death into the paralysis of artifi cial death.”42

Except for his brief respites with his cartoonist friend Jasper, Theo, drunk 
and affectless, is never able to affi rm existence— thoroughly uninspiring and 
hopeless as it is. Chance, however, allows him to fi nd meaning through the 
affi rmation of life when he is trusted to protect the fi rst pregnant woman in 
de cades. Life alone elevates Theo out of despair and nihilism; it provides him 
a superior force to which he may sacrifi ce his painful and fi nite existence, and 
his sacrifi ce allows him to achieve, as it  were, immortality: the fi rst child born 
in de cades is to bear his name thanks to his heroic efforts in protecting the 
literally African Eve, a refugee. Life has incarnated itself in a mysteriously 
receptive body, the body of a black woman whose speech and comportment 
uniquely manifest genuine affect and lightness.

One is reminded  here of some Romantic conceptions of life. In the late 
eigh teenth century, magnetism and electricity  were mysterious forces; the 
magnetic attraction between poles was so confounding as to cast doubt on 
the basic categories of pressure and thrust in a scientifi c worldview still 
grounded in mechanical philosophy. Electricity was understood as a psychic 
force, even the source of inspiration. In this context, it was conceptually 
adventurous to understand life itself as a force fi eld that operates on and 
through those bodies that are chemically capable of reacting to life.43



18 The Resilience of Life

breeder that multiplies cells in all directions; I am an incubator and a carrier 
of vital and lethal viruses. I am mother- earth, the generator of the future.38

Here Spengler’s imperial totem of the Raubtier (bird of prey) has been re-
placed by the poststructuralist totem of a she- wolf.

* * * * *

The movie Children of Men, on the other hand, is a brilliant cultural 
barometer of other contemporary ideas about life and death, vitalism and 
necropolitics, and it brings into focus the specifi cally aesthetic and cultural 
use of life philosophies. The movie does not give expression to the Malthu-
sian misanthropy of overpopulation checked by pestilence and war or clas-
sical eugenic fears of a declining Western population overrun by a growing 
immigrant population. Rather the  whole human population has become 
infertile. En gland is graying, too, but dying in relative prosperity, so the rest 
of the world’s peoples crash the gates only to be met by sadistic deporta-
tion cops. The refugees or “fugees” are indeed nothing other than Agam-
ben’s homo sacer, biologically alive but legally dead persons, situated in a 
limit zone between life and death, in which they are no longer anything 
but naked life and so can be killed without the commission of hom i cide.39 
The En glish state has “the capacity to establish the state of exception, to 
commit those stripped of the rights of bios to . . .  zones, and to torture or 
kill those reduced to the status of zoe [bare life] free from the legal re-
straints that would designate that murder.”40 En gland is indeed founded 
on a thanatopolitics euphemized in the offi cial slogan that “En gland alone 
soldiers on.” Refugees are legally dead, and uncooperative citizens, such as 
the cartoonist Jasper’s once- journalist wife who has been tortured, are re-
duced to a catatonic state, bare life whose euthanizing is ultimately humane.

Yet even the po liti cally alive are among the living dead as well: as a 
conduit of life, all human persons are dead in this post- Malthusian future. 
Just why humanity has become infertile is pointedly unclear, but the pro-
tagonist Theo seems not to care, because humanity has made life not worth 
living anyway. Only a small sect— Hope for Humanity— strives to restore 
fertility or even understand its causes. The unknown cause for infertility 
seems not to be rooted in the seductions of a work- and- consume society, 
in the reduction of the rearing of children to the acquiring of other expen-
sive discretionary consumer goods in a postagricultural age and in working 
women’s calculations not to forgo opportunities for pregnancy and child-
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losophie and Enlightenment reason. Indeed, the contemporary interest in 
network society as an emergent, autonomous, and lifelike form of or ga ni-
za tion that cannot be guided from the top down only echoes yesterday’s 
vitalism.

* * * * *

Life and death have been central to politics in ways to which traditional 
po liti cal theory remains blind, and they have their roots in the birth of mo-
dernity itself. A historian of vitalism, Foucault also stressed the po liti cal am-
bivalence of “Life.” He emphasized that once life became the catchword for 
the critique of the social forms of modern societies whose new practice of 
governmentality centered on the taking charge of life by way of continuous 
regulatory and corrective mechanisms, life was destined to become an oppo-
sitional po liti cal concept as well. Heinrich Heine had already written that

Life is neither means nor end. Life is a right. Life desires to validate this 
right against the claims of petrifying death, against the past. This justifi -
cation of life is Revolution. The elegiac indifference of historians and 
poets must not paralyze our energies when we are engaged in this enter-
prise. Nor must the romantic visions of those who promise us happiness 
in the future seduce us into sacrifi cing the interests of the present, the im-
mediate struggle for the rights of man, the right to life itself.23

As Stathis Kouvelakis observes, Heine had simply declared that for “life to 
be a ‘right’ is to identify it with the irreducible necessity of taking sides in 
a struggle. It is also to defend an unconditional right that corresponds not 
to a rationally grounded categorical imperative but to the fact that certain 
realities are subjectively intolerable.”24

Foucault argued that as biopower was fi rst accumulated in gross 
quantities by mercantilists25 and then later qualifi ed, mea sured, appraised, 
and hierarchized, life could then be taken “at face value and turned back 
against the system that was bent on controlling it”:

It was life more than the law that became the central issue of po liti cal strug-
gles, even if the latter  were formulated through affi rmations concerning 
rights. The “right” to life, to one’s body, to health, to happiness, to the satis-
faction of needs, and beyond all the oppressions or “alienations,” the “right” 
to rediscover what one is and all that one can be, this “right”— which the 
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classical juridical system was utterly incapable of comprehending— was the 
po liti cal response to all those new procedures of power which did not de-
rive, either, from the traditional right of sovereignty.26

Such revolutionary vitalism was ironically abandoned explicitly by 
Foucault in this very book, the fi rst volume of the History of Sexuality, for 
a preconscious Lebensphilosophie of bodily experience against the exer-
cise of biopower, critically described by Habermas as “the form of socia-
tion that does away with all forms of natural spontaneity and transforms 
the creaturely life as a  whole into a substrate of empowerment.” For Fou-
cault, as Habermas notes, it is always “the body that is maltreated in tor-
ture and made into a showpiece of sovereign revenge; that is taken hold of 
in drill, resolved into mechanical forces and manipulated; that is objecti-
fi ed and monitored in the human sciences, even as it is stimulated in its 
desire and stripped naked.”27 Deleuze drew out the implications: “When 
power becomes biopower, re sis tance becomes the power of life, a vital 
power that cannot be restricted by species, nor by contexts and paths of 
such and such a diagram. The force that comes from outside, isn’t it a cer-
tain form of Life, a kind of vitalism that acts as the culmination of Fou-
cault? Isn’t life precisely that capacity to resist force?”28 While Foucault 
refi gured Lebensphilosophie as an aesthetics of self- fashioning, Giorgio 
Agamben— as I discuss below— has traced how Lebensphilosophie endured 
a fatal inversion and became, in the forms of bare life and biopolitics, the 
foundation of twentieth- century totalitarian politics.

Yet Heine’s vitalist legacy endures: Enrique Dussel, a leading Latin 
American exponent of the philosophy of liberation, insists that naked car-
nal subjectivity must be the material basis of all critique:

Through the fi rst Frankfurt School, we discovered “materiality” in the 
sense of living corporeality, a question that does not frequently interest 
those dealing with the theoretical positions of the School: “Whoever re-
signs himself to life without any rational reference to self- preservation 
would, according to the Enlightenment— and Protestantism— regress to 
prehistory.” . . .  Materiality, for the Frankfurt School, consists of an affi r-
mation of living corporality [sic] (Leiblichkeit) as in Schopenhauer and 
Nietz sche, which is vulnerable and has desires (Freud), and which needs 
food, clothing, and shelter (Feuerbach). This anthropological materiality, 
a far cry from Soviet dialectical materialism, was perceptibly close to our 
situation in an impoverished, starving, and suffering Latin America. In 
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ethical values, the likes of which have never existed before. Politics is an 
invention, a labor of fabrication, of experimentation with the unrepeat-
able, and singular, that links it more to intuition, to artistic production 
and aesthetic discernment than to planning, policy, or the extrapolation 
of existing relations.36

As a radical or renegade discourse, vitalism represents protest, disillusion, 
and hope. Life often grounds opposition today, after the po liti cal disap-
pearance of a subject / object of history and skepticism about the philoso-
phy of the subject in general. Anterior to subjects and systems, this pseu-
dosubject Life, Grosz argues, cannot be interpellated. A third way, Life 
disallows bourgeois stasis as certainly as it makes impossible the achieve-
ment of rational controls. In fi ne, Life conjures up experience, irrationality, 
and revolt.

In the work of Grosz, Braidotti, Deleuze, and Negri, we can see that 
“life” has become the watchword of today’s extraparliamentary politics. 
Today, life is mobilized in re sis tance to biopower and anatomopolitics, the 
subsumption of capital, the market, and Empire. While bare life or the im-
personal aspect of life is a denuded condition for some, it remains for oth-
ers the force of creative destruction, destructive of creaturely and social 
forms in the name of more life. Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri cap-
tured the global imagination by declaring the irreversible victory of the 
insubordination of life, the power of life against the power of order, sug-
gesting that even in its dispossessed state living labor is already autono-
mous: “Our innovative and creative capacities are always greater than our 
productive labor— productive that is of capital. At this point we can recog-
nize that biopo liti cal production is . . .  always excessive with respect to the 
value that capital can extract from it because biopolitics can never capture 
all of life.”37

As an indication of how little today’s vitalism resembles Spengler’s pro-
tofascist paeans to instinct and blood, Rosi Braidotti has rendered it lightly 
and even made it a parodic version of the interwar years’ Lebensphilosophie:

That in me which no longer identifi es with the dominant categories of 
subjectivity, but which is not yet completely out of the cage of identity, 
runs with zoe [the generative vitality of non- or prehuman or animal life]. 
This rebellious component of my subject position, which is disidentifi ed 
from phallogocentric premises, is related to my feminist consciousness of 
what it means to be an embodied female. As such, I am a she- wolf, a 
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hidden or at least foundational truth; the second Bush administration has 
left me struck by the centrality of incarceration policies, the continuing 
militarization of the U.S.- Mexico border, the prison camps at Guanta-
namo, and the scandalous response to the disaster unleashed by Hurricane 
Katrina. Life remains, contra  Rose, subject to a judgment of worth by 
the sovereign; those who can be reduced to bare life serve as not scape-
goats per se but— as Césaire anticipated Agamben— liminal persons who 
with impunity can be tortured, killed, or allowed to die. Using the attack 
against illegal enemy combatants as a spearhead, the state legitimates the 
creation of external or interstitial spaces outside of the rule of— though 
paradoxically created by— the law, and it thereby prepares its totalitarian 
control of society as such. Bare life becomes the hidden truth of sover-
eignty in spite of the neoliberal project of privatization, deregulation, and 
risk assumption by private individuals. Our times seem to combine the 
strangely familiar— an old repressive biopower and necropolitics— with 
strangely unfamiliar biotechnology, to which the old categories of critique 
are indeed unsuited, as  Rose has incisively and exhaustively shown. Today, 
an exuberant politics of life, based on a Promethean embrace of new tech-
nologies and the insubordination of life itself, is accompanied by an un-
canny thanatopolitics and cultural anxieties about death and decline.

* * * * *

I shall explore each side of this polarity about today’s vitalism: on one 
side, the new subversive politics of life, and, on the other, the resurrection 
of themes of death and decline, especially as expressed in the recent fi lm 
Children of Men. In the name of a new, postmodern, and vitalist material-
ism, Elizabeth Grosz has recently attempted to wean the radical politics of 
gender, race, and postcoloniality from social critique. True po liti cal radical-
ism does not promise progress “recognizable in present terms” but rather 
seeks to transform our wants and needs “in ways that we may not under-
stand or control.” She conceives radical politics not in terms of suffering 
and security but in terms of aestheticism and invention:

It is an ongoing struggle, for it is the articulation of ways of living, an 
ongoing experiment in the attainment of maximal difference rather than 
the attainment of specifi c goals. It is art more than a science, a mode of 
intuition rather than refl ection, dealing with bringing into existence new 
social relations, distributions of force, theoretical models, concepts, and 
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the Southern Cone, the multitude of demonstrations shouted: “bread, 
peace, and work!” three necessities that refer strictly to life, to the repro-
duction of its corporeal content (Leiblichkeit).29

Horkheimer probably would not have accepted the postulation of life 
as a spontaneous power and a metaphysical entity that transcends every 
social determination, but Dussel does remind us, pace strong social con-
structionism, that the body is not simply infi nitely elastic and what ever we 
wish to make of it. The living body makes its own demands and requires 
its own forms. It is not simply the inert ship that a person occupies as a 
pi lot. In the context of underdevelopment, the enduring po liti cal valence 
of the life concept is hardly surprising. As Dussel further notes:

It would not be possible for millions of human beings to maintain and 
expand communal life without institutions; this would represent an irra-
tional return to the Paleolithic era. No. We are dealing with the “trans- 
formation” (what Marx called Veränderung) of those institutions which 
began as life- enhancing mediations but which have since become instru-
ments of death, impediments to life, instruments of an exclusion which can 
be observed empirically in the cry arising from the pain of the oppressed, 
the ones suffering under unjust institutions. Such entropically repressive 
institutions exercise a power over their victims, whose power to posit their 
own mediations is negated, and who are thereby repressed.30

Yet on the other side of the North / South divide we also fi nd a rather jejune 
postmodern body politics, of which Paul Rabinow has given a brilliant 
analysis on the basis of the distinction that Giorgio Agamben makes be-
tween zoe and bios at the beginning of his book Homo Sacer: Sovereign 
Power and Bare Life.31

The term life . . .  encompasses too many things. In order to gain a re-
newed analytical vigour it needs to be unpacked. The work of Giorgio 
Agamben is helpful in that light. Agamben underscores the fact that the 
ancient Greeks had no single term to express what we mean by the term 
“life.” . . .  Rather they had two semantically distinct terms: zoe and bios. 
The former referred to the simple fact of being alive and applied to all 
living beings (animals, men, and gods); whereas the latter term indicated 
the appropriate form given to a way of life of an individual and group. 
Philosophical discussion employed the term bios, since the status of life 
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as brute existence was simply not a question worthy of extended or po-
liti cal refl ection . . .  the quality that sets men off from other living beings 
is found in their moral and legal community, in that supplement of po liti-
cal life, intimately linked to language that elevates humans above the 
level of animal existence. Sheer signs of life, or brute existence, that so 
concern us today in our ethical refl ections on such issues as “brain death,” 
would have been incomprehensible to the Greeks. . . .  Life, today, is more 
zoe than bios; or, perhaps more accurately, many people are perfectly will-
ing to attempt to reshape their bios in terms of zoe. The obsession with 
health, fi tness, pre- natal diagnosis, life- sustaining systems, living wills, plas-
tic surgery, evolutionary moralism— altruism—aggression, male bonding, 
gay genes, female relational capacities, Prozac, the child within, child 
abuse, cloning, diet, nutrition,  etc.,  etc.,  etc., are indicators of that shift. 
Such efforts to give a form to the sheer vital dimensions of existence and 
to make that form a telos embodying and articulating the true, the good, 
and the beautiful, is nothing if not pathetic.32

Concerned with the ancient Roman persona of homo sacer, a sacralized 
fi gure whose hom i cide was nonetheless (and paradoxically) unpunishable, 
and his resurrection in the biopolitics of totalitarian regimes, Agamben in 
this riveting work does not, however, explore this kind of body politics in 
what he does recognize as hedonistic capitalism (Rabinow’s refl ections are 
thus quite illuminating). Of the homo sacer, on which Agamben is focused, 
I am reminded, however, of Aimé Césaire’s identifi cation as early in 1939 
in Notebook of a Return to the Native Land with bare life, which is put in 
state of exception and exposed to sovereign control:

As there are hyena- men and panther- men, I would be a jew-
Man
a Kaffi r- man
a Hindu- man- from- Calcutta
a Harlem- man- who- doesn’t vote
the famine- man, the insult- man, the torture- man you can grab
anytime, beat up, kill- no joke, kill— without having to ac-
count to anyone, without having to make excuses to anyone
a jew- man
a pogrom- man
a puppy
a beggar33
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Both Foucault and Agamben focused on the paradox of how a politics 
of life comes so often to imply a politics of death. If life remains a po liti cal 
term, so too does death. Yet why was the thanatopolitics implied by vital-
ism inherently racial in character? Drawing out the implications and ten-
sions in Foucault’s biopolitics, Roberto Esposito has recently argued that 
the immunitary paradigm is what connects life and race as well as biopoli-
tics and thanatopolitics:

In order for life’s biological substance to be intensifi ed, life must be marked 
with an unyielding distinction that sets it against itself: life against life, or 
more severely, the life of one against the non- life of others. . . .  Not only is 
life to be protected from the contagion of death, but death is to be made 
the mechanism for life’s contrastive reproduction. The reference to the 
elimination of parasitic and degenerative species comes up again in all its 
crudeness. . . .  That it concerns refusing to practice medicine on the incur-
able, indeed eliminating them, directly; of impeding the procreation of 
unsuccessful biological types; or of urging those suffering from irrevers-
ibly hereditary traits to commit suicide— all of this can be interpreted as 
an atrocious link in the gallery of horrors running from the eugenics of the 
nineteenth century to the extermination camps of the twentieth. . . .  Race 
and life are synonymous to the degree in which the fi rst immunizes the 
 second with regard to the poisons that threaten it. Born from the struggle of 
cells against infectious bacteria, life is now defended by the state against 
every possible contamination. Racial hygiene is the immunitary therapy 
that aims at preventing or extirpating the pathological agents that jeopar-
dize the biological quality of future generations.34

And while we hear the use of immunitary meta phor in the discourse 
about immigration, it also has an anachronistic feel to it, and the suspicion 
is raised that the antiracist critiques of life politics are blinding us to its 
new dimensions. And, indeed, in his careful claims for the epochal signifi -
cance of the new biotechnologies and emergent forms of life, Nikolas  Rose 
takes issue with Foucault’s (as well as Agamben’s) putatively dated ideas 
about thanatopolitics and argues that “exclusion and elimination are [not] 
the hidden truth or ultimate guarantee of contemporary biopolitics.”  Rose 
also suggests that “in contemporary po liti cal economies of vitality, to let 
die is not to make die.”35 While I agree with  Rose that Agamben’s own ex-
planations are often allusive or metaphysical (in the sense of ahistorical) 
and at times overwrought, I am not so sure that thanatopolitics has not a 


