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The Biological Threshold of Modern Politics:
Nietzsche, Foucault and the Question of Animal Life!

Vanessa Lemm

Introduction

While it has been widely accepted that Foucaulr’s notions of sovereign
and disciplinary power have their conceptual origin in Nietzsche’s geneal-
ogy of morals, the relation between Foucault’s norion of biopolitics and
Nictzsche’s political thought has only recently entered the scholarly de-
bare’. In this essay T approach Foucault’s notion of biopolitics through
Nierzsche’s treatment of the question of animal life’: Nietzsche rediscov-
ers the centrality of animal life to the selfunderstanding of the human
being, its culture and its politics®. This essay examines how this recovery
of animality in Nietzsche’s philosophy contributes to an understanding of
what Foucault calls the ‘biological threshold of modernity’ (Foucaul
1990 142).

1 This work is part of a research project financed by Fondecyt, Project Number
1085238,

2 See Esposito 2004c 79— 115 (available also in English as Esposito 2008 78— 109
and Balke 2003b 705-722 {available alsc in German as Balke 20032 171 -205).

3 In the contemporary debate on the question of animal life one can distinguish
two different undersandings of whar this question entails. In the Anglo-Ameri-
can tradition, the question of animal life revolves primarily around rhe ethical
status of nonhtman animals, the question of wherher the interests of animals de-
serve equal considerarion with the similar inrerests of humans, and whether,
therefore, animals have tights {see, for example, Singer 2004 xi). By contrast,
in the tradicion of European Continental philosophy, the question of the animal
concerns the status of the animality of the human being; the question of whether
the continuiry between human and animal {ife calls for a reconsiderarion of our
‘humanist’ understanding of fife, culture and politics. My approach to the ques-
tion of animal life falls within the second tradition. For an analysis of the ques-
tion of animal life in this second sense, see also Arrerton/Calarco 2004 sv-xev and
Wolfe 2003.

4 See Lemm 2009. Forchcoming,
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I begin by introducing Foucault’s notion of biopalirics in order to
then present the contemporary discussion of Nietzsche's philosophy
from the perspective of biopolitics. I suggest thar Nietzsche provides a
way to understand the relationship berween animality and humanity
which can be given a new and productive interpretarion by sceing it as
developing an affirmative biopolitics’. Continuing my argument, 1 pro-
pose thar an affirmacive biopolitics sees in the continuity between
human and animal life a source of resistance to the project of dominating
and concroliing life-processes. Whereas the project of dominating and
controlling life-processes is based on the division of life into opposing
forms of species life, the affirmative biopolitics I lay our subverts such
a division and replaces it with the idea of cultivating a plurality of singu-
lar forms of animal life. On my hypothesis, Nietzsche's vision of 2 future
‘grear politics’ provides an example of how cultivation and care for animal
life has the potential to overcome the biopolitical domination of life.

1. Biopolitics: 2 new paradigm of political power |

Foucault distinguishes among three different senses of the term biopolit-
ics®, In The History of Sexuality, he uses the term ‘biopolitics’ primarily to
define 4 turning point in the history of Western political thought which
manifests itself as a radical transformation of the tradiional concept of
sovereign power beginning in the seventeenth century. In his lecrures

on One Must Defend Society, he uses the term biopolitics to speak of tech-

nologies and discourses that play a centzal role in the emergence of mod-
ern racism. Lastly, in his lectures on The Birth of Biopolitics and on Secuer-
iy, Territory, Population, he uses the term to describe the kind of political

5 Iborrow the term ‘affirmative biopolitics’ from Roberto Esposito who uses it to
distinguish a ‘potitics of life [biopotensal’ from a ‘polirics over life [bioposere]’ (Es-
posito 2004c 25-39, Esposito 2008 32-44). One of the meriss of Esposito’s
work is to have challenged borh Foucaulr’s and Agamben’s canception of biopo-
litics, precisely by distinguishing a way in which biopolitics can be conceived nos
only as a negative politics of dominarion over life, bur also as a politics of affir-
mation of a multiplicity of different living forms. I appreciate Esposito’s original
contribution to the field of biopolitics, bur disagree, as | will discuss below, with

- how he applies the term ‘affirmative biopolitics’ ro Niewzsche's political thoughr.
For a discussion of the term ‘affirmarive biopolitics' in Esposito, see Campbell
2006 2-22.

6 - On the three differenc uses of biopolitics in Foucault, see Lemke 2007 49-67.
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rationality at stake in the liberal mode of governmentaliry. These different
uses of the term biopolitics overlap insofar as they alt describe the histor-
ical discontinuity through which, as Foucaulr says,

for the first time in history, no doubt, biclogical existence was reflected in
political existence; the fact of living was no longer an inaccessible substra‘rc
thar only emerged from time to time, amid the randomness of dead} and its
fatality; part of it passed into knowledge's field of control and power’s sphere
of intervenrion. {Foucault 1990 142)

The Foucaultian idea that biological existence is ‘reflected’ in political ex-
istence should not be confused wich the view that biopolitics means un-,
derstanding the state as an organism or with the view thaf biogoliFics sim-
ply designares the entrance of issues concerning biological .hfe into the
sphere of political discussion and decision-making’. Bofh views presup-
pose an external and hierarchical relationship berween life and politics®.

In contrast, Foucaule holds that biopolitics constitutes a transforma-
tion in the nature of political power itself: ‘For millennia; man remained
what he was for Aristotle: a living animal with the additional capacity for
a political existence; modern man is an animal whose politics places hfs
existence as a living being in question’ {Foucault 1990 143). This defini-
tion of biopolitics is crucial in several respects. First, Foucault clelafiy
adopts the view that ‘modern man is an animal’. Second, the polirics
of this anima! concerns not only its ‘way of life’ or what the Greeks
call bios, but also its biological life, or zoe’. While, for Aristotle, the po-
litical existence of the human being both presupposes and transcends its
animality, Foucault claims thar, at least for modern men, the essencial
concern of polirical life lies in the status of their animality, of their bio-
logical existence: “Western man was gracually learning what ic meant to
be a living species in a living world’ (Foucdulr 1990 142). An .ext’reme
example of a modern biopolitics which questions the human being’s ex-
istence as a living being was employed in Nazi ideologies of race and eth-
nic distinctions which denoted supposedly superior and inferior species of
men'”, A less extreme example of such a biopolitics is visible in how we

7 For an example of this view see Gerhardr 2004,

8 See in comparison Lemke 2007 19--34 and 35-46. '

9 On the importance of the distinction between &ios and zee for an L:r}derstandmg
of biopolitics, see Agamben 1998 1-12. The distinction between. bios and zoe as
introduced by Agamben has been called into guestion by Dubreuil 2006 83-98.

190 For a discussion of the relarion berween biopelitics, racism and retalitarianism,

see Form 2006 9-32.
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now speak of a ‘higher’ or ‘lower’ quality of life, suggesting that healch
care, the environment and the amount of ‘human capital’ accumulated
determine the quality of our biological life".

Foucault’s notion of biopolitics depends on understanding the ani-
mality of the human being in terms of ‘the life of the body and the
life of the species’ (Foucault 1990 146). For reasons of space, 1 am not
able to discuss the understanding of animal life in terms of ‘the life of
the body’. Instead, 1 focus my argument on the idea of ‘the life of the spe-
cies’. The transformation of the human being’s animal life into species life
is the leitmotif of Foucault’s genealogy of modern polirtical science from
our of its emergence in the classical and Christian theme of ‘pastoral
power (Foucault 2004 119-193; Foucault 2000 298-327). Pasroral
power is a salvation-oriented form of power thar conceives political sub-
jects as members of a species analogous to a herd of sheep (Foucault 2004
145)". It is a policical power that is primarily concerned with the biolog-
ical life of the individua! insofar as ‘salvation essentially is subsistence’,
‘secured nourishment’ and ‘good pastures’ (Foucault 2004 130). Foucaule
defines pastoral power as ‘an art of conducting, directing, leading, guid-
ing, handling, manipulating human beings, an art of pursuing them,
pushing them step by step, an art which takes charge of the haman
being collectively and individually throughour their lives and ar ¢very sin-
gle step of their existence’ (Foucaulr 2004 168 and 184 £). Ar the same
time as pastoral power trears human beings as parc of a species, it also cre-
ates modes of ‘individualization’, or what Foucaulr calls modes of “assu-
jettissement” (Foucaule 2004 187). In the pastoral discourse, ‘the relation
berween the sheep and the one who leads them is a relation of total de-
pendence’ because it is a refation of submission of one individual o an-
other individual’ (Foucaule 2004 178). This individualization is acquired
through two central procedures, or ‘power techniques’. The first way to
acquire individualization is ‘through a network of servitudes which
imply the general servitude of all to all and at the same time the exclusion
of the I [...}, the exclusion of egoism as the central, nuclear form of the
individual’ (Foucault 2004 187). The underlying idea is that one be-
comes an individual essentially by dedicating oneself to the general

11 For a recent discussion of the relation berween biopolitics and capitalism in neo-
liberal ideology, see Cooper 2008.

12 "We thus reach this definition: the politician js che Shepard of man, the pastor of
a herd of living beings which constiture a population in a city’ (Foucauk 2004

145).

The Biological Threshold of Modern Palicics 723

well-being of all which, here, means giving up one'’s self for the sake of
others".

'The second technology of individualization which comes from con-
sidering the human being as a species is carried our ‘through the produc-

. tion of an inner truth which is secres and hidden’ (Foucault 2004 187).

This inner truch belongs to each and every individual. The shepherd or
pastor is charged wich identifying each individual through the discursive
practice of confession, which simultaneously assures integral obedience'?,
To sum up, one could say that in pastoral politics, the human being’s ‘ex-
istence as a living being’ is ar stake in ewo ways. Firse, the human being’s
biological existence is toralized into the life of a species — every single
human being as a living being is subsumed under the tozality of the spe-
cies. Second, the human being’s ‘existence as a living being’ is particular-
ized into separate, isolated, individual subjects”.

When pastoral power turns into modern biopolirics, rule over the life
of the flock gets interpreted in terms of ‘regulating populations’ (Foucaulr
1990 146; Foucaulr 2004 132), whete population is understood as ‘all

13 Interestingly, Foucault notes that the rise of pastoral power coincides with the
disappearance of the classical care of the self: ‘From the moment thar the culcure
of the self was taken up by Christianity, it was, in a way, put ro work for the ex-
ercise of a pastoral power to the extent that the ¢pimelera heantou became, essen-
tially, epimeleia ton allsn — the care of others — which was the pastor’s job. But
insofar as individual salvarion is channelled — to a certain extent, at least- through
2 pastoral institurion thar has the care of souls as its object, the classical care of
the self disappeared, that is, was integrared and lost a large part of its autonomy’
(Foucault 2000 278; see in comparison also Foucaule 2004 183). But Foucault
also notes that, for example, during the Renaissance, the re-emergence of the care
of the self wolc the form of a resistance against pastoral power and coincided with
the re-ernergence of the idea that from one's own life one can make a work of art
(Foucault 1994 278). On the various movements and practices of resistance
against pastoral power, see in comparison Foucaule 2004 208 f,

14 Foucaulr defines Christian pastoral power as ‘the organization of z link between
total obedience, knowledge of oneself, and confession to someone efse’ {Foucauk
2000 310). He argues that in Chrisdanity the guidance of the individuals” con-
science has as its sele funcrion ro make the individual dependent on the one who
guides it, i.e. the pastor, racher than, as was the case in Antiquity, to help further
the individual’s mastery over iwself: ‘the examination of conscience in the classical
age was an instrument of mastery, here, on the contrary, it is an instrument of
dependency’ (Foucault 2004 186).

15 According to Foucault, when pastoral power becomes modern biopolitics, its ‘in-
evitable effects are both individualization and totalization’: the political rarienal-
iy of the modern biopelitical state is both ‘individualizing and totalitarian’ (Fou-
cault 1994 325},
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the individuals belonging to the same species, living side by side’ (Fou-
caule 2000 323)'. In conerast to pastoral politics, modern biopower
over populations gees hand in hand with the rise of comprehensive mea-
sures, statistical assessments and interventions 2imed at the entire social
body (Foucault 1990 146). The life of the species qua population be-
comes an independent, objectifiable, measurable entity — a collective re-
ality which subjects its members to normatizing processes. Analogously,
the individualization of the human being’s existence as a living animal
is now delivered over to the power/knowledge discourses of the new
human and natural sciences, above all as these develop in the deployment
of sexuality: ‘it is through sex [...] that each individual has to pass in
order to have access to his own intelligibility’ (Foucault 1990 155). In
this way the technique of confession, which originates in pastoral
power, is taken up in the form of the “secret” of sex as one’s own reuth
which ‘atraches each of us 1o the injunction to know it, to reveal’ it (Fou-
cault 1990 157).

In modernity, che system of servitudes which characterizes pastoral
polirics becomes the biopolirical concern for the ‘protection’ of the health
of the population. But to protecr something entails the right to use force,
including the right to put to death. Hence the paradox that Foucault
finds himself confronted wich is: how can a power over life thar seeks
to preserve and reproduce species life acquire the right to pur ¢his life
to death? Foucault’s hypothesis is thar this occurs through the develop-
ment of modern, state-centred racism. Racism, first of all, entails a ‘sep-
aration’ within the ‘biological continuum of the human species’ (Foucault
1997 227): races are a biologistic way to divide the species into sub-
groups. This division is instrumenral to conceiving of the distinction be-
tween self and other, friend and enemy, no longer in military terms but in
biological ones: ‘the death of the other, the death of the bad race, of the
inferior race {or of the degenerate or the abnormal) is what is going 1o
make life in general healthier; more healthy and more pure’ (Foucault
1997 228). The state’s power to kill is legitimized s a means of protect-
Ing society from the ‘biological danger’ that races represent (Foucault

16 Foucault insists that the population falls under the category of ‘the human race’
espéce humaine], a notion thar was new at the time and is to be distinguished
frem ‘mankind’ [/ genre humain] (Foucaulr 1994 70).
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1997 229). It is essentially cthrough racism thar biopolitics becomes tha-
natopolitics, or a politics of death'. o '

The systems of pastoral servitude and the biopolitical regul:tnon of
life lead to resistance, to what Foucault calls ‘contre-conduites . They
free the individual from being led by others and motivare the -search
for wavs to conduct one’s own life’ {Foucaulr 2004 198). 'Ijhe.resmt.al"lce
to bioéowcr does not transcend the horizon of a [lV.lI"lg species in a In.rmg
world’ {(Foucault 1990 142). Rather, ‘life as a political object was in a
sense taken ar face value and turned back against the system that was
bent on controfling i’ (Foucault 1990 145). Resistance counteracts the
processes of individualization, the constitution of. thle subject in and
through irs transformation into a species, by culuf/an’ng or caring for
the self, thus redefining the status of the human b(?mg.s animality. Fou-
cault’s critique of biopolitics as a polirics of.c}.lc: dom;nam.m of the hur.nan
being’s animal life seeks to creare the possibilicy ‘for a,dlf‘fcrcm .relam.)n-
ship with the self, one that separates it from the‘ herd” withour 1solatm.g
it neither from others nor from its own animal life. The formula for Fhis
other relationship with the self passes through culture_, thro'ugh a cultiva-
rion of nature, which does not dominate nature or animal life bus, to the
contrary, emphasizes its creative potential: “We sho‘uld not have © refer
the creative activity of somebody to the kind of relarion he has to h;‘mself,
but should relate the kind of relation one has to oneself 0 a creative ac-
tivity’ (Foucault 1994 262). The important point here is thiat'Foucault
understands the biological life of the self as a function of creativity, rather
than understanding creativity as a particular qua]ityt c?f the self. In contra-
position to 2 Sartrian existentialist ethics of authenticity, lfoucau[F seeks to
develop an ethics of freedom that tkes the form of an ‘aesthetics of ex-

istence’ (Foucaulr 1994 255)'8, :

17 ‘Roughly speaking, { believe that, in the econotmy of biopower, racism has th‘e
funcrion of death according to the principle of the death of the cthers. I_t is
the biological reinforcement of oneself as a member of a race or a population,
as an element in 2 unitary and living pluralicy’ (Foucault 1994 230). See als_o:
‘Since the population is nothing more than whar :_hc state takes care of for its
own sake, of course, the state is entitled o sfaughter ir, if necessary. So the reverse
of biopolitics is thanatopolitics’ (Foucaulr 2000 416). . o

18 Foucaulr acknowledges that his notion of an ‘acsrhc.:tlc of existence’ is inspired by
the Nietzschean project of giving style w© one’s.hﬁ? (GS 290‘) (Fouc'ault 195_)4
262). For both Nierzsche and Foucault, the reallzatlc?n of an aethetlcs of exis-
tence’ depends on overcoming the prejudice against life as found in modern so-
ciety. For example, Nietzsche regrets thar the individual experiences its singularizy
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2. Niewsche from the perspective of biopolitics

The ltalian philosopher Roberto Esposito’s Bios: Biopolitics and Philosophy
provides, as far as I am aware, the first extensive discussion of Nietzsche's
philosophy within the Foucaultian context of biopolitics. Esposito iden-
tifies in Nietzsche’s political thought both 2 negarive and an affirmarive
biapolitics: a ‘politics aver life [bioposere}’ and a ‘politics of life [biapoten-
za] (Esposito 2004 25-39). According to his reading, Nietzsche’s notion
of “great politics’ reflects a negative biopolitics of taming and breeding
(Zucht und Ziichtung] which selects ‘higher” or ‘stronger’ forms of life
over ‘lower’ or ‘weaker’ forms. These ‘higher’ life forms are then essential-
ly protected by putting the ‘lower’ life forms ro death in ways thar bear
analogy to the biopolitical discourse of racism identified by Foucault®.
Esposito, like other interpreters, thinks in Nietzsche there is a ‘bad aris-
rocratism’ which is a direct precursor to whar Foucaulr calls thanatopolit-
ics, or the politics of death exercised by rotalitarian regimes™,

{genius) as a ‘chain of toil and burden’ rather than as a source of creativiry and
argues that this is in great parr due to the conformism and the nozmalizing pres-
sure which define modern society (SE 6). Foucaulr voices a similar concern when
he says that ‘wha strikes me is the fact that, in our society, art has become some-
thing that is related only o objects and not to individuals or to life. That art s
something which is specialized or done by experts who are artists. But couldr’
everyone’s life become a work of art? Why should the lamp or the house be
an art object bur not our life? (Foucauls 1994 26 see also Foucault 1994 260).

19 In additien to Foucaul's biopolitical conception of racism Esposito provides an
interesting aralysis of racism as an {anto}-immumitary reaction. But this is not the
place to elaborate on Esposito’s notion of immunity. For a further discussion of
this notien, see Esposito 20042 and, by the same author 2004b. See also Dizcrir-
ics, a Review of Contemporary Criticism, 36, 2 dedicated to the political thought of
Esposire.

20 Friedrich Balke's recent discussion of Niewsche's phifosophy of crime further
supports Esposito’s view rhat Nietzsche is undoubtedly the philosopher who in-
forms and is informed by the biopofitical paradigm insofar as he no longer grafts
the good life (#ios) onto mere physical existence (zoe), but conceptualizes the con-
tent of the good life as the result of processes that continuously intervene into
mere physical existence and give it form (Balke 2003b 705). Similarly w Espo-
sito, Balke sees Nietzsche's notion of ‘great politics as providing an example of
what Foucault calls pastoral polisics. According to Balke, Nietzsche's ‘great poli-
tics’ complerely changes the role of the political Shepard insofar as he is no longer
considered the first servant of the herd, bur the inaugurator of whar Niemsche
himself referred to as ‘the experiment of a fundamental, artificial, and conscious
breeding of the opposite type’ of the “herd animal” (wétre es nicht an der Zeir jo
mebr der Typus “Herdenthier” jetzt in Luropa entwickels wird, mir einer grundsir-
glichen kiinstlichen wnd benmsszen Liichtung des entgegengesetaten Typus und seiner
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Esposito, however, is careful to show thar Nietzsche's discourse decon-
structs its own racial pronouncements by testifying to the impossibility of
separating what is healthy from what is unhealthy, what is ascendant from
what is decadent in forms of life. Following Nietzsche’s definition of
‘great health’ understood as ‘a health that one doesnt only have, bur
also acquires continually and must acquire because one gives it up
again and again, and must give it up!” (GS 382), Esposito acknowledges
that health in Nietzsche exists only in and through the experience of sick-
ness. This insight leads Esposito to hypothesize an ‘affirmative biopolirics’
in Nierzsche in which there would be no hierarchy between forms of life.
Rather, all forms of life would be affirmed indiscriminarely. This affirma-
tion of a mulriplicity of different living forms arises from humanity’s
(bivs) openness to animality (zo¢), or from what Esposito refers to as -
the ‘animalization of man’ (Esposito 2004 112)*'. Esposito hints that
this ‘animalization of man’ in Nietzsche represerits the only chance to es-
cape the political domination of life. Yet, Espositos interpretation of
Nietzsche neither provides a theoretical discussion of what is entailed
in such an ‘animalization of man’ nor addresses the question of whether
and how this ‘animalization’ may in fact overcome negative biopolitics.

Perhaps, Esposito leaves the question of the positive role played by
animality in Nietzsche's ‘affirmative biopolitics’ undeveloped because he
assumes that ‘politics is the original modality in which what is living is
or in which a being lives’ (Esposito 2004 82). This reading of Nietzsche
takes his notion of life as will to power to mean thar life is always already
political. [ contest this reading on the grounds that it conflicts wich the
idea found throughout Nietzsche (and also Foucault) thar animal life re-
sists being grasped by political power and capeured in a political form. In
the words of Foucauly, ‘it is not that life has been torally-integrated into
techniques that govern and administer it; it constancly escapes chem’
(Foucault 1990 143). Instead, if life as will to power is anything always
already, then, for Nietzsche, it is culture, not politics, with culture being
understood in the widest sense of the term as an openness to otherness

Tugenden den Versuch zumachen] (Balke 2003b 719; WP 954; of, 2[13] 12.71).
Far Balke, ‘great politics’ ‘is essentially [a] politics of selection [Amsiese] and ex-
tinguishing: a selection of positively evaluated abnermalities over those that
are negatively evaluated’ (Balke 2003b 709). For recent readings of Nierzsc}}c’s
potitical philosophy as an exarnple of a ‘bad aristocrarism’ thar is implicitly racist,
see Dombowsky 2004; Losurdo 2002 as well as Taureck 2000.

21 On the animalization of the human being in Nietzsche, see in comparisen Acam-
pora/Acampora 2004 157 -242,
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that lies at the basis of creativity: ‘Give me life and I will create a culture
out of it for you' is Nietzsche’s motto for culture (HL 10). The practice of
cultivation is a practice of hospitality: receiving life and giving life in re-
turn. [n the words of Jacques Derrida: ‘hospitality is culture itself” (Der-
rida 2001 16). “Will to power is essendially creative and giving'™, mean-
ing thar life is from the beginning involved in the becoming of culture,
The decisive point I want to make against Esposito’s reading of Nietzsche,
as well as against that of other interpreters, is that culture precedes politics
rather than the other way around and this has significant consequences
for how we think abour biopolirics.

Before I turn to this discussion, let me recapitulate the argument so
far. Foucaulr suggests chat the only way to resist negative biopolitics is
through care for the self, through a cultivation of the human being’s ex-
istence as a living animal which rests on an understanding of the self as a
function of creativity. Foucauls, however, does nos explain how creativity
is related to animal life. Convessely, Esposito appeals to Nietzsche’s ‘ani-
malization: of man’ as the only way to overcome negative biopolitics, but
does not provide a theory of culture which shows how animality is related
to creativity. I suggest that Nietzsche’s conception of culture provides us
with the missing link between animality and creartivity because it offers an
account of how animality engenders culture, of how animal life can be-
come the source of creativity. Nietzsche's conception of culture further in-
creases our understanding of the contemporary debate concerning the re-
lationship between biopolitics and animal life because it arriculates the
relationship among animal life, culture and potitics. The last part of
this article is dedicated to these cwo aspects of Niewzsche's conception
of culture. I will begin with the refationship among culrure, politics
and animality and then discuss the relationship berween animality and
creativiry,

22 See Delenze 1962 97 and 95-99, See also in comparison Ansell-Pearson who
argues that ‘the human is from the beginning of its formation and deformation
implicated in an overhuman becoming, and that this is a becoming that is de-
pendent upon nenkuman forces of life, both organic and inorganic’ (Ansell-Pear-
son 2000 177),
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3. Culture, politics and the animality of the human being

Examples from Nietzsche's early, and late work show char, throughour his
writing life, he privileges culture over politics. In the early 1870’
Nietzsche writes:

[t is not the state’s task that the greatest possible number of peopie lives well
and ethically within it; numbers do not matter. Instead, the task of the stace
is to make it generally possible for one to live well and beautifully therein. fts
task is to furnish the basis of a culture. In shore, 2 nobler humanity is the goal
of the state. Its goal lies outside of irself. The state is a means, (30[8] 7.733)

The political task of furnishing 2 basis for culture should not be confused
with a direct involvement of politics in the matress of culture or in the
production of a ‘nobler humanity’. Nierzsche rejects the idea of a Kultur-
staat precisely because he believes that the problems of culeure cannot be
resolved through pelitics (FEI 3, SE 6). Rather, he contends thar the sare
should not get involved in the affairs of culture at afl {SE 6). A passage
from the late Nachlass confirms this idea: “The state takes ic upon icself
to debate, and even decide on the questions of culture: as if the srate
were not itself a means, a very inferior means of culture! ... “A German
Reich” — how many “German Reichs” do we have to count for one
Goethe? (19(11] 13.546£). In continuiey with his earlier views on cul-
ture and politics, Nietzsche recalls that the aims of culture and politics
are distinct and that, at best, politics is an inferior means of culture,

In the reception of Nietzsche’s political thought, one can distinguish
two main lines of interpretation concerning culture and its relation ro
politics. According to the first line, Nietzsche figures as a precursor to to-
talitarian and auchoritariar ideologies where privileging culture over pol-
itics exemnplifies a form of ‘political perfectionism’ where the aim is to jus-
tify domination and exploitation for the sake of the becoming of grear
individuals®. The second line of incerpretation holds that Nietzsche’s .
privileging of culture over politics atrests to the non-political character
of his philosophy. From this pespective, Nietzsche figures as a moral per-
fectionist who can be assimilated into liberal democracy™, In the first in-
terpretation, however, culture and politics are identified with each other
on the assumption thar culture and politics both pursue the same aim of
elevaring the human species and that both seek to arain this ajm by the
same means of domination and exploitation. Bur by falsely identifying

25 This thesis is found in Conway 1997 6.
24 This thesis is found in Cavell 1990 35_63.
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culture and politics, this view misses the crucial point of Nietzsche's con-
ception of culture which consists of a resistance to and eventual overcom-
ing of such a polirics of domination:

Culture and the State - one should not deceive oneself over this- are antag-
onists: the “cultural state [Culreer-Staas]” is merely a modern idea. The one
lives off the other, the one strives at the expense of the other. All great cul-
tural epochs are epochs of political decline: that which is great in the culeural

sense has been unpolitical [unpolitisch], even anti-political Lansipoliisch] (TI

Germans 4).2

Culture is antitherical to politics insofar as it counteracts the progressive
moralization and normalization of the human being which Nietzsche
identifies as the objective of political rule and which, as discussed
above, Foucaulr identifies as the objective of pastoral and modern bio-
power. This is afso the reason why culture in this ‘anti-political” sense
needs to be distinguished from the civilizational project of breeding
and taming which Esposito (and Balke) associate with the idea of ‘great
politics’. T will return to this point in 2 moment.

The second interpretation, which figures Nietzsche as a moral perfec-
tionist, has a tendency to reduce culture to individual self-culture®, Tt
emphasizes the ‘unpolitical [wnpolitisch]’ aspects of culture over its
‘anti-polirical {antipolitisch]’ aspects and therefore does nor sufficiently
take into account the political significance of culture as a counter-culrure,
that is, as a struggle against and an overcoming of the various forms of
(moral, political, econoimnical) domination over life. Culture is not ‘unpo-
litical [umpolitisch)” because it reflects a retrear to the private or, perhaps,
to the ethical sphere”. Rather, culture is ‘unpolitical (unpolitisch]’ because

25 See in comparison: ‘All grear times of culture were polizicatly impoverished times’
(19[11] 13.547), and also ‘the greatest moments of culture have always been, mo-
rally speaking, times of corruption’ (16[10] 13.485).

26 For a further discussion of perfectionist interpretations of Nietzsche see Lemm
2007 5-27.

27 Similarly to Nierzsche's notion of culture, Foucault’s notion of care of the self
should ner be confused with a form of individualism. Foucaulr is careful to
point out that, first, the care of the self ‘does nor mean simply being interesred
in oneself, nor does it mezn having a certain tendency to self-attachment or self-
fascination’ {Foucault 1994 269); and, second, that onfy a person who takes
proper care of him or herself is, by the same roken, able to conduct him or herself
propetiy ir relation to others and for others {Foucault 1994 287 f). Foucaulr in-
sists that, in the Greeks, the precept of the ‘care of the self’ ‘was one of the main
principles of the cities, one of the main rules for social and personal conrduct and
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the cultivation of a plurality of different forms of life cannor be instiru-
tionalized: culture and the state are antagonists.

The difference between the polirical significance of culture and the
politics of the state is evident in Nietzsche’s distinction berween ‘great’
and ‘petty’ politics (BGE 208). Whereas the politics of th(? state are
deemed ‘petty’ politics, the political tasks of culture are ‘great.. The no-
tion of ‘great politics’ in Nietzsche reflects an ironic appropriation of a
Bismarckian formula put to a very anti-Bismarckian, even anti-German
use (EH Books; CW 2). He dismisses what Bismarck considers ‘great pol-
irics’ as merely ‘petty’ politics and instead endorses the ‘great politics" he.
associates with the ‘good Europeans’ who are too diverse and too racially
mixed’ and therefore refuse to ‘participate in the mendactous racial self-
admiration and obscenity that parades in Germany roday’ (GS 377; see
also 25[6] 13.639 £.). Nietzsche identifies the highest task of ‘grear poli-
tics' as ‘the higher cultivation of humanity’ (EH (BT) 4). In a note from
the Nachlass, he defines this project of culture as follows:

[Great politics makes physiology into the ruler [Herrin] over all questions, —
it wants to cultivate humanity as a whole, it measures the rank of races, peo-
ple and individuals according to their future [...], according o their promise
[Biirgschaff} of life, the life they carry within chemselves, — it remorselessly
puts an end to everything which is degenerate and parasidic (25[1] 13.638).

The association between the ‘higher culrivarion of humanity’ and ‘the re-
morseless destruction of all degenerate and parasitic elements’ (EH (BT) )
has led many interpreters, including Esposito, to suggest that ‘Nietzsche’s
notion of ‘great politics’ betrays the features of a racist biopolitical dom-
ination over life. But this interpreration overlooks the fact that, for
Nierzsche, ‘degeneration’ is linked to the figure of the ‘asceric priest’ o,
in Foucaulr’s terms, a figure of pastoral power: ‘Let us here leave the pos-
sibility open that it is not human kind which is degenergting but or}ly
that parasitic species of man the priest, who with the aid f)f moralzt)f
has lied himseff up to being the determiner of human kind’s value
(EH Destiny 7). The cultural project of ‘great politics’” must therefore
be understood as an arrempt to overcome the domination over life exem-
plified by the figure of the ascetic priest and its correlate form of pastoral
powcr. ) o

The affirmative aspect of Nietzsche’s notion of ‘great (bio)politics
can be further appreciated through an analysis of what he refers to as

for the arc of life’ (Foucault 1994 226). From this point of view, I suggest thar the
ethics of care of self lays the basis for a politics of care (culrure) of self.
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the antagonism berween culture and civilization (16[73} 13.509). In my
view, this antagonism is more fundamental than the difference berween
culture and polisics. This is first, because it expresses the priority of cul-
ture over politics and, second, because it allows one to distinguish be-
tween two different kinds of politics in Nietzsche — a politics of culure
and 2 politics of civilization — which reflect two distinet ways in which
life can be politicized. Whereas the politics of civilization reflects whar
Foucaule calls biopolitics, or what [ have been referring to as negarive bi-
opolitics, the politics of culture reflects what Foucaulr defines as the new
forms of resistance against biopolitics, or what I call positive or affirma-
tive (‘grear’) biopolitics.

The notion of an antagonism berween culeure and civilization is of
particular interest to the question of biopolitics because it is through
this antagonism that Nietzsche addresses the refationship among animal-
ity, culture and politics. The different approach to animality found in cul-
ture as opposed to civilization is thematized in a note from Spring-
Summer of 1888:

The highpoints of culture and civilization lie far apart: one should not be
misled by the abyssal antagonism berween culture and civilization. The
great momeants of culture have always been, morally speaking, times of cor-
ruption; and conversely the epochs of willed and forced animal raming (“civ-
ilization”) of the human being have been times of intolerance of the spiritual
and most bold natures. Whar civilization wants is something different from
what culure wants: maybe the opposite [erwas Umgekehrzes) (16[10] 13,
485£).

By civilization, Nietzsche means the emergence of forms of social and po-
litical organization based on the disciplining and taming of the human
being’s animality. Civilization constitutes an economical approach to an-
imality whose aim s the sclf-preservation of the group at the cost of the
normalization of the individual™. By culture, Nietzsche means the cri-
tique of civilization which liberates animal life from being the object of
political domination and exploitation. Whereas the objecrive of a politics
of civilizarion is to produce a normalized sociery through the violent
means of animal taming, the objective of a politics of culture is 1o culti-

28 Niewzsche does not reject civilization, ‘the transformation of the human being
into a machine’ per se, for he believes thar ic will lead o an “inevitable coun-
ter-movement’, o the rise of culture which disruprs civilization’s economy of
self-preservation in favour of an economy of ‘expenditure’, of giving beyond cal-
culation (WT* 866; cf. 10[17] 12.462 £). See in comparison, Bataille 1985 116-
129.
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vate forms of sociabilicy through the practice of individual self-responsi-
bility or, in Foucault's terms, through practices of freedom based on the
care of the self {(Foucaulr 1994 223-252).

It is important to note thart the cultural liberation of animal life is not
based on the idea that there exists a human nature which has been alien-
ated, repressed or denied through historical, economical and social proc-
esses and therefore needs ro be liberared in order to reconcile the human
being with its lost animal nature”. Racher, by culwral liberation,
Nietzsche means liberation from the idea of civilization that the human
being is endowed with a ‘nature’ in the first place. When Nietzschc.i:_ire- )
scribes ‘a rerurn to nacure’ as a ‘cure from “culture™ (Le. from civiliza-
tion), he means 2 ‘cure’ from the belief that the human being always al-
ready has a fixed and stable nature, for example, a moral or a rational na-
ture (WP 684; cf. 14[133} 13.317).

The essential difference berween culture and civilization is thar while
culture understands itself as a politics of cultivation that considers the
human being to be parr of a continuum of animal life (HL 1; AC 14),
civilization undersrands itself as a politics of moral improvement thar re-
quires the separation of human from animal life (T1 Morality, Improv-
ers). The objective of civilization is to impose a ‘second’ nature on che
human being which is, morally speaking, ‘superior’ to its first’ animal na-
ture. The project of civilization represents the humanist and enlighten-
ment belief that humanity will be free only once it emancipates itself
from animality through a disciplining process direcced against,‘ for exam-
ple, the forgetfulness of the animal as in the ‘memory of the will’ (QM II
1)*. But, since this process depends on dividing and imposing a hierar-
chy on the continuum of life, it also betrays its affinity with racism
which, according to Foucaulr, relies on such a division and hierarchy.

Nietzsche, contrary to the presuppositions of modern racisn?,
proposes to consider culture as parz of the continuum of life, as consti-
tuted out of animal life. From the perspective of culture, the life of the
human beings is inseparable from the life of the animals and of the
whole organic and inorganic world”. Nietzsche famously claims to

29 On this point, sze in comparison Foucaule 1994 282.

30 For a discussion of the relation berween animal forgetfuiness and the ‘memory of
the will’, see Lemm 2006 161-174.

31 In a note from the Nachless, Nierzsche writes ‘Human beings do not exist, for
there was no first “human being”: thus infer the animals’ (12[1] 10.391). Anal-
agously, he also questons the idez of organic life as having a beginni‘ng. As_he
puzs ie, ‘T do not see why the organic should be thoughr as something which
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have even discovered himself to contiruously repeat a variation of the po-
etic, logical, aesthetic, and affective becomings of the entire history of life
(GS 54) which leads him to reject the view that human life constitutes an
autonomous island within the torality of life. To the contrary, any form of

life which is separated from other forms of life cannor maintain iself be--

cause it is cut off from the antagonism with other forms of life which gen-
erates its life*.

From the perspecrive of continuity, Nietzsche assigns two tasks to cul-
ture. The first is to show thar the processes of civilization (i.e. the ration-
alization, moralization, and humanization of the human being) proceed
though inherently violent techniques of ‘extirpating’ the human being’s
animality (TI Morality, Improvers and GM 11 1-3). In this capacity, cul-
ture stands for the critique of civilization. The second task of culture is
not a critical, but a distinctly affirmative one: to overcome civilization
by bringing forth forms of life and thought which are not separated
from, but embodied by animaliry, Culture seeks to cultivate a second na-
ture that is a more ‘natural naturalness’ (HL 10). Here, culture stands for
‘the longing for a stronger narure, for a healthier and simpler humaniry’
(SE 3). In this second capacity, culture wishes to stimulate the pluralisa-
tion of different, inherently singular forms of life, However, the question
remains: how can culture bring forth such a ‘second nature’ without re-
lying on the civilizational techniques of taming and breeding? And how
does this cultivarion lay the ground for forms of sociability thar are based
on individual self-responsibility or, in Foucault’s terms, on an ethos of
freedom (Foucaulr 1994 223-252)2

has an origin’ (34[50] 11.436) and ‘conrinual wransition forbids us 1o speak of
“individuals”, etc.; the “number” of beings is iwself in flux WP 520;
7 cf._ 36[23] 11.561). Given the continuous transition between all forms of lifc:
Nietzsche even rejects the division berween the inorganic and the organic
world as prejudice: “The will to power also rules the inorganic world or rather
there is no inorganic world. The “effect of distance” cannor be aboiished: some-
thing attracts [heranzichen] something else, something else feels arcracted {pezo-
gen]’ (34]247) 11.504). See also in comparison GS 109 and 9[144] 12.417 £
32 See in comparison Stiegler who argues thar in Nietzsche life is an openness to
whar advenes because the enhancement of izs proper internal power is inherently
dependent upon the encounter of anocher power, even if this encounter brings
with it the risk of death and suffering {Sriegler 2001 73). According 1o Nietzschz,
this insighr also applies 1o the production of human culture. In Homers Contest,
Niewzsche claims that once the Greeks had destroyed their opponents” independ-
ence, once they ‘made their superior strength fele’, they destroyed the fruitful an-
tagonism which was responsible for the greamess of Greek culture.
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Nietzsche's answer to the first question depends upon the link he es-
tablishes between animalicy and forgetfulness. In *On the Use and Disad-
vantage of History for Life’, he introduces forgetfulness as the primary
feature of the human being’s animality™. He argues, first, that animat for-
gecfulness is prior to and more primordial than human memory and, sec-
ond thart the possibility of future life depends on a rerurn of and to ani-
mal forgetfulness:

We shall thus have to account the capacity [Fihigheis] 1o feel to a certain de-
gree unhistorically as being more vital and more fundamental [wichrigere und
urspriinglichere], in as much as it constitutes the foundation upon which -
alone anything sound, healthy and grear, anything wuly human can grow.
The unhistorical is like an atmosphere within which alone life can germinare
[erzeuge] and with the destruction of which it must vanish again (HL 1).

Nierzsche believes human life is threatened by a form of memory which
understands itself as the radical opposite of animal forgetfulness; a mem-
ory which erases and forgets the human being’s animality. This kind of
memory is constitutive of the history of western civilization which sees
human ‘progress’ as the result of emancipation from animality (A 4).
Contrary to a memory of civilization, Nietzsche calis for a culrural mem-
ory that works, in the terms of Foucault, as a counter-memory (Foucauit
1971 145-172). This counter-memory does not understand itself as the
apposite of animal forgetfulness. Rather, it recognizes in the forgerfulness
of the animal a carrier of higher, more virtuous, more generous forms of
life 10 come. )

In Nietzsche’s conceprion of culture, animal forgetfulness consrirures
the link between animalicy and creativity. Nietzsche praises animal forges-
fulness so highly because it enhances the human being’s creativiry and in-
creases its vitaliry. Forgetfulness is not only ‘essential to acrions of any
kind” (HL 1), but also indispensable to the philosopher: ‘many a man
fails to become a thinker only because his memory is oo good’ (AOM
122). Forgetfulness defines the creativity of the genius of culture who
‘uses himsell up, who does not spare himself” for the sake of culture
(TT Expeditions 44). lt is also the source of virtue exemplified by the
tragic hero whose ‘strength lies in forgerring himself” (SE 4), in perishing
in ‘the pursuit of his dearest values and highest aims’ (HL 9). Forgetful-
ness, moreover, belongs to the sovereign individual who enjoys the priv-
ilege of making promises bur who ‘fully appreciates the countervailing

33 For a discussion of ‘On the Use and Disadvantage of History for Life’ centered
on the notion of animal forgetfulness, see Leram 2007 169~ 200.
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force, forgecfulness’ (GM I1 1), Finally, it belongs to the giver of gift
who Zarathustra loves, ‘whose soul is overfull so. that it E)rvecs itfelf‘
(Z 1 Prologue 4). Niewzsche compares the averflowing of the :;’elf in the
act of gift-giving to the natural movement of a rivet:" which overflows
its banks. Both movements are ‘involuntary lunfreiwilliz]’ and ‘inevitable’
(TI 'Expedztlons 44; Z Prologue 1): they cannot be traced back o an in-
tvenu.onall subject, a conscious decision, or a wilfu! act. Inszead, whar is ac-
tive in gift-giving is the forgetfulness of the animal, the animality of the
human being.

~ Wha distinguishes this plurality of figures in Nietzsche ~ the hiszor-
ical agent, the philosopher, the genius of culture, the tragic hero, the giver
of gifts, the sovereign individual, to name just a few Zis that they are
composed of singular individuals in whom animality, ‘their existence as
a living being’, has become creative and productive. Nietzsche values
these singular individuals so highly because they exemplify ways of life
that resist the transformation of the human being into a herd animal
fm obedient and docile, tamed and over-bred example of the so-ca!leci
}}uman’ species. They are effectively counteracting the processes of indj-
wdual}zation and rotalization Foucaule associares with biopower. But
more tmporrantly, Nietzsche associates this new freedom (of the animal),
with a new responsibility: the continuous and radical critique of social
and political forms of life that are based on ‘cruelty to animals’ (SE 6).

Conclusion

In conclusion, T would like to rerurn ro the question of the relationship
between animal life and species life. Both Hannah Arendr and Michel
‘Foucault point out that rotalitarian ideologies have as their final aim
the fabrication of mankind’ and, to thar end, ‘elimirare individuals for
the sake of the species, sacrifice the parts for the sake of the whole’
(Arendt 1973 465). Analogously, Foucault says that: “If genocide is in-
deed the dream of modern powers [...] it is because power is situared
and exercised ar the level of life, the species, the race, and the laree-
scale phenomena of population’ (Foucault 1990 137). The emerve:ce
c?f'totalitarian biopolitics in the 20% century challenges contemporar; po-
lizical philosophy to conceive of the relationship between policical life and

34 On the active forgetring of the sovereign individual, see alsa Schrift 2001 59.
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animal life beyond the ‘biological threshold’ of species life. Whar is need-
ed is a new awareness of the artificial characrer of the very idea of species
life. Arendr sought to move beyond this idea by showing how potitical
acts creare a discontinuity or break with what she called the ‘cycle of
lif¢' and bring abour a radical novelry while simultaneously manifesting
the singularity of the actor. I have showed how Nietzsche's philosophy
opens up another possibility for moving beyond species life by emphasiz-
ing the continuiry, rather than discontinuity, between political and animal
life. In Nietzsche, the affirmation of the conrinuum of animal and human
life questions the possibility of a division among species. In this sense,
Nietzsche’s recovery of the animality of human beings is far more condu- -
cive to undermining than t underpinning the foundations of totalicarian
ideology. Furthermore, the affirmation of animality in Nietzsche is ori-
ented towards the pluralisation of humanity. From this perspective, it
seems that the unconcrollabie plurality and singularity of life forms
that Arendc sought to counteract totalitarian politics and provide che
foundation of 2 new humanism may result more from the affirmation,
rather than the forgerting of our dependence on animality.
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Nietzsche’s thinking abounds with new images and new combinations
of concepts designed to shock, disturb, and provoke us in our thinking,
away from the habirual, the customary, and the conventional. One exam-
ple is his conception of ‘the Roman Caesar with the soul of Christ’
(27160] 11.289; cf. WP 983), which, one mighr suggest, operates in
the element of the incomprehensible — difficult 1o recognise — he is
after with the sublime. The rask is not only to elevate the human
being, but to do so in way that genuinely stretches human comprehen-
sion. This is why Nietzsche insists thar thinking should not aim at a pic-
ruresque cffect and that ‘beauriful feelings’ cannot consticute an argurnent
{AC 12)*. The presentation of the death of God in GS 125 is, I would
contend, best approached in terms of the Nietzschean conception of the
sublime I have been seeking to highlight here. The madman, for example,
speaks of the greatest deed having been committed in which, to be worthy
of ir, we must ourselves become gods (that is elevared). In addirion, there
is the effect of (momentous) time — the dme of the untimely event — and
its delay: “This tremendous event is stilf on its way and still wanders [...]
Lightning and thunder require time [...] deeds, though done, still require
time to be seen and heard’ (GS 125 3.481).

The concepr of the sublime is aesthetic since it is a form of perceptian
and insight, but it is also moral since it concerns greatness and the com-
ing into existence of new possibilities of life. This is what Nietzsche has in
mind when at the end of the essay on history he refers to the ‘higher
power of moral nature [die hohere Krafi der sittlichen Natur]’ (HL 10
1.334). This is a form of perception that serves to elevare human beings
to their rask (becoming what they are) and in a way that does nor leave
them satistied with a merely picturesque creation. Nietzsche pronounces
the death of God, a sublime and ‘monstrous event [diess ungeheure
Ereigniss]’, as a deliberate atrack on bourgeois universality. Whether this
pronouncement remains untimely for us today is not an issue 1 wish to
decide upon here and now in this essay®'. Bur what we should nor forget
is thar Nietzsche pronounced this death in the name of a noble cause,
what he calls, taking over a Biblical motif {Isaiah 65), that of the coming
into being of a new earth and new peoples:

Therefore, O my brochers, there is need of a new nobility that is the oppo-
nent of all rabble and everything despotic and writes anew on new wblets the

word “noble”. (Z II Tablets 11 4.254)

30 See EH Clever 10 6.296: ‘Beware of al] picturesque peoplel
31 See Capuro/Varrimo 2007,
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Although it is abundantly clear thar it is impossible to testify to such an
earth and people as being in existence roday, the power of Nietzsche’s
promise, which rests on a spiritual perception and involves a love of
fate (which is also a love of the future), can only be denied ar the cost
of our self-oblivion and rwilight.
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