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The Antipode Book Series explores radical geography ‘antipodally,” in
opposition, from various margins, limits or borderlands.

Antipode books provide insight ‘from elsewhere’, across boundaries
rarely transgressed, with internationalist ambition and located insight;
they diagnose grounded critique emerging from particular contradictory
social relations in order to sharpen the stakes and broaden public aware-
ness. An Antipode book might revise scholarly debates by pushing at
disciplinary boundaries, or by showing what happens to a problem as it
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struggle in particular sites, but with lessons that travel with surprising
echoes elsewhere.

Antipode books will be theoretically bold and empirically rich, writ-
ten in lively, accessible prose that does not sacrifice clarity at the altar of
sophistication. We seek books from within and beyond the discipline of
geography that deploy geographical critique in order to understand and
transform our fractured world.
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Introduction

Islamapolis: The Crisis of Islam
and the Political in Pakistan

Without doubt, Pakistan is today a deeply troubled space, a nation
perpetually caught up in tragic headlines: sectarian killings, suicide
bombings, beheadings, drone strikes, endemic corruption. A dense cite
of multiple intersecting catastrophes, Pakistan is often written off as a
zombie state, neither quite dead nor alive, and permanently “beyond
crisis.” The Metacolonial State neither contests nor apologizes for this
list of veritable indignities; rather it seeks an understanding of the nature
of this “beyond.” At its most elemental, this book seeks to understand
the virtually permanent state of exception in Pakistan in relation to the
question of ontology — the emergency and abandonment of being.

This crisis in Pakistan I argue is not the outcome of Islam’s allegedly
resurgent medievalism, or some essential disjuncture with the modern.
Nor is this solely the crisis of Pakistan’s imbrication within a “colonial
present.” Rather Pakistan’s situation is ineluctably and synchronically
bound up with the unfolding of history and the play of modern forms of
power. I argue that Pakistan is spectacularly paradigmatic of a broader
metaphysics of power and mythical violence afflicting the globe. In part
the aim here is to open up a new path of analysis under the sign of a
“critical political ontology.” 1 seek to demonstrate the ethical and
political relevance of “critical ontology” for rethinking the historical
and spatial complexity of violence and power, and, more broadly, for
demonstrating its vital significance for geographic, political, and his-
torical thought. Though interdisciplinary in nature, this approach is
primarily rooted in a radical rethinking of concepts otherwise central to
human geography: world, space/place, biopower, governmentality, and
sovereignty.

The Metacolonial State: Pakistan, Critical Ontology, and the Biopolitical Horizons
of Political Islam, First Edition. Najeeb A. Jan.
© 2019 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2019 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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In more concrete terms, The Metacolonial State serves as a genealogy of
the alliance between the Pakistan Army and orthodox sectarian schools
within Sunni Islam. This mullah-military complex, and its subsequent
entanglement with regional and global geopolitical forces, has intensified
the politicization of Islam worldwide (a phenomenon most commonly
associated with groups like the Taliban and al-Qaeda) and radically altered
the religio-political equation in Pakistan. As perhaps the first phenome-
nology of political Islam, the book aims in part to provide visibility to the
violent spatial architecture of the multiple, competing, and intersecting
forms of local, national, and international sovereignties that destructively
play out across the landscape of Pakistan. The Metacolonial State serves
then as a genealogy of the specters that haunt this now almost permanent
“space of exception,” a place where the violent logics of security and ter-
rorism embrace to form a single deadly system of mutual legitimation.

Following Agamben, one of my central claims is that ontological
inquiry is essential for exposing structures of violence and power which
otherwise secretly govern modern ideologies seemingly most distant
from one another. Islamism, like secular liberalism, is a system of thought
and practice which remains caught up and “embedded in a wider history
of metaphysics” of which it remains unaware. Political Islam’s ontic dis-
sonance with the West thus belies a deep underbelly of ontological equiv-
alences and resonances. By exposing, for instance, the metaphysical
homology between beheadings and drone strikes, one of the troubling
but key conclusions of the book suggests a radical indistinction between
Islam and the West.

In its broadest sense The Metacolonial State seeks a critical under-
standing of power and violence at the level of language, ontology, and
practice. The work is concerned not just with “Muslim violence” but
also with the violence of the globe; exposing the signatures of power
undergirding postcolonial life, while refusing to see Pakistan as merely
the passive recipient of Western formations of power. Hence in addition
to disclosing the ontological commitments undergirding the militariza-
tion and securitization of political space in Pakistan, the analysis will
also seek to contribute to an understanding of the broader logics of the
governmentalization and economization of all spheres of life under neo-
liberal biopolitical techno-capitalism. In many ways The Metacolonial
State responds to the challenge that Foucault offered in his essay on
Kant and Enlightenment: “to write a critical ontology of ourselves.”
With inducements from Stuart Elden’s “Mapping the Present,” The
Metacolonial State deploys not only a rigorous Agambenian and
Foucauldian framework for the historical and political analysis of con-
temporary Islam and Pakistan, it also locates the problem of violence
and power within the cite of a political ontology.
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Critical Ontology and the Metacolonial

The task, then, of writing Pakistan’s “history of the present” in terms of
a critical ontology, constitutes a significant departure from most works
on Pakistan and political Islam. The opening chapter, subtitled “The
Biopolitical Apparatus,” develops and spearheads a path of political and
spatial analysis that is rooted in the voluminous work of three major
social theorists and leading thinkers of the twentieth century: Martin
Heidegger, Michel Foucault, and Giorgio Agamben. The chapter develops
and clarifies the significance and meaning of “critical ontology,” a term
first used by Foucault and which, in its most succinct formulation, I
understand as a concern for thinking the relation, the polemos, between
being and power. Because reality is always already politicized, ontology
cannot be divorced from the political as such. My contention is that the
key to understanding the obscenity of political violence is through a dis-
closure of the ontological apparatus that silently undergird political and
cultural practice.

As is well known, the term “critical” resonates with both crisis and
critique. In this way the introduction sets up a preliminary comportment
towards the sense and space of the metacolonial problem undertaken in
this project. While I attempt a tentative development of critical ontology
as a cartography or topology of being-power, it must be borne in mind
that critical ontology is more sensibility than method — an incitement
towards a way of thinking. As more of an intuitive and creative endeavor,
its measure is poiésis rather than techneé. Critical ontology does not rest
on discovery — of permanent structures, origins, or facts — but on disclo-
sure. Furthermore, critical ontology resists weaponization. In this sense
it bears an affinity with the more archaic understanding of “criticism,”
which signaled forms of inquiry at the limits of knowledge — “about pre-
cisely that which can be neither posed nor grasped.”’

The task of this book then is to introduce on the one hand the nature
of critique, presupposed by a critical ontology and on the other to pro-
vide a brief history of the contemporary crisis of Pakistan in such a way
that not only avoids any hint of orientalist exceptionalism but also
reminds us, in a concrete and preliminary manner, that the problem
space of Pakistan is coincident, politically, historically, and philosophi-
cally, with “Western” spatiality and temporality. While this is already the
task assigned to postcolonial critique, the opening chapter sets the stage
for thinking this problem not at the disjuncture between universality and
particularity but paradigmatically, from singularity to singularity. This is
the opening “methodological” gambit of the term metacolonial.

More significantly, from the perspective of geographical thought, the
heart of critical ontology is derived from the rich topology of the Event
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(Ereignis) that is the hallmark of Heidegger’s latter oeuvre; hence the
question of space and place are front and center in this analysis.
Understood through Heidegger’s crossing of the ontological difference, I
define political ontology as a concern for the event of the political: a
path of thinking that seeks to register the political traces of the abandon-
ment of being. As a variant of postfoundational political theory, political
ontology engages with the possibility of a proper recognition and
encounter with the wungrounding and desubjectifying force of the
ontological question. Responding to Agamben’s somewhat lyrical onto-
political maxim — that the foundations of violence lie in the violence of
foundations — critical ontology, as a thought of and at the abyssal limits
of language and thinking, is also a hauntology: an attempt to unmask
and disclose the metaphysical ghosts that continue to haunt our current
constellation of political nihilism.

Chapter 1 lays out an interpretation of Agamben’s thought, which sub-
stantially challenges the existing ways in which most social scientists and
theorists have appropriated his work. I aim to show how the work of
Agamben (and implicitly Foucault) cannot be properly understood
without placing his innovative rethinking of power within the horizon of
ontology, thereby addressing the serious misunderstandings that have
marked the reception of Agamben’s philosophy. I do this by drawing out
the vital link between ontological thought and the various grammars of
power that social scientists have otherwise marshaled from Agamben and
Foucault (biopolitics, sovereignty, governmentality, the apparatus, the
exception, etc.). In Agamben’s corpus these otherwise widely deployed
concepts are in fact indebted to a confrontation with the latter Heidegger’s
thinking of the appropriating event (Ereignis). It is this aspect that is rou-
tinely ignored or passed over within the social sciences and that in many
ways is symptomatic of the very forgetfulness of being that the logic of
the ban inaugurates. In short, the task of Chapter 1 is to make the
ontological terrain of Agamben’s (and more challengingly Foucault’s)
discourse on power more visible and explicit. I argue that such a realiza-
tion has both political and ethical consequences for the very subjectivity
of academic life and our understanding of responsibility.

The exposition of a critical ontology in the work of Heidegger,
Agamben, and Foucault sets the stage for a political and ethical cartog-
raphy that is then subsequently mapped on to the political space of
Pakistan. The remainder of the book does not, however, merely “apply”
the theoretical framework of critical ontology to the study and interpre-
tation of the problem of violence and militarism in Pakistan, but also
seeks to show something of the reverse; namely that the various forms of
religio-political and state violence — expressed in the brutal deployment
of blasphemy laws, the routine declarations of martial law, and the use
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of drones against “militants” in the FATA region — disclose an under-
lying ontological signature. This is the structure that is in play in what
Agamben identifies through the archaeological paradigm of the camp: a
permanent and intensified space of sovereign exception. The disclosure
of the political emergency in Pakistan hence alerts us to a fundamental
ontological crisis that penetrates not only the political but also the very
process of subject formation under neoliberal techno-capitalist regimes.
It is, however, to the very pain of the political, a pain that alerts us to an
ontological trauma, that our ethical sensibilities and political action
must turn. In short, it is only through our sense of the political that
ontology gains significance.

The term “metacolonial” is, in brief, a neologism intended to capture
succinctly the way in which political discourses and practices are “colo-
nized” by an underlying metaphysics of power and its accompanying
political theologies. Through the term metacolonial, intended not as a
critique but as an ontological supplement to postcolonial theory,
Islamic modernities are brought face to face with the metaphysical
ghosts haunting our global, biopolitical, capitalist present. With the
philosophical groundwork laid out in Chapter 1, the biopolitical — which
continues to resonate as a critical concept in the ongoing work of geog-
raphers and social theorists — is now redefined as “power over the sin-
gularity of life.” The threshold is thus concerned with laying out the
preliminary stakes for thinking biopolitics in an explicitly ontological
register.

To reiterate, the metacolonial, in its simplest formulation, refers to the
colonization of life by metaphysics (ontotheology): the colonization of
life by power. It is a cartography of the shadows cast by power over
being, a shadow that is paradoxically the destining of being itself. It is an
exposure and critique of power as it plays out in what Foucault called,
in opposition to demonstrative truth, the truth-event. For Heidegger the
truth-event, the play of being, was eventually to be understood (experi-
enced) primarily in terms of the event of withdrawal, “an originary era-
sure that leaves traces (beings) in its wake.”? One of Heidegger’s major
contentions was that the question of being is one before which both
humanity, in its existential capacity, and philosophy, in its tendency towards
rational systematicity and explanation, tend to flee. This is because the
question of being is ultimately a destabilizing question that dissolves
every ground and certitude. However, for Heidegger, raising the question
of being was vital, despite the pervasive and dominant attitude of the
oblivion, even among his best students (Levinas, and even perhaps
Derrida): “The very fact that we already live in an understanding of Being
and that the meaning of Being is still veiled in darkness proves that it is
necessary in principle to raise this question again.”> The metacolonial
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places the questioning of being at the heart of its critical enterprise and
takes seriously the effects of the sway of being on both history and
politics and the constitution of one’s own subjectivity. The questioning is
above all not a matter of specific propositions and answers, but a matter
of opening up a path of transformative experience; one has to be seized
if not shaken by the question.

Along this path, truth and untruth, like the difference between being
and beings, are not simply opposed but in a state of play, struggle,
and strife (polemos), a state of fundamental imbrication. This we have
already identified as the crossing of the ontological difference. Foucault’s
history of the present can be seen as a history of this original strife bet-
ween truth and untruth as it plays out in history, where history is itself
an echo of the struggle of truth and untruth, the originary polemos and
event of being (Ereignis). Ereignis can be thought as “the event of an
erasure and a withdrawing, constitutive of presence and history as such, the
unfolding of truth as that which turns away from presence within presence.”*
It is not Europe or the West then that is technological, but history itself.’
Gestell, Heidegger’s term for the essence of modern technology, is itself
“a configuration of truth ... a sending of being, [which] signals the most
extreme concealing of the essence of truth as un-concealment.”®
Gestell is essentially an onto-historical rather than Western phenomenon.
This point lies at the heart of the metacolonial’s departure from the
postcolonial. The metacolonial signifies the colonization of man, not by
Europe, but by history itself. The history of Islam is today, like the his-
tory of the West, simply coincident with the structure of exception and
the ban of being. This metaphysics, this state of exception, now invests
all structures of power, and is thus the originary source of the imperial,
metacolonial, condition. The topology of exception, and its technologi-
zation, is the presence that haunts Islamic as much as Western modernity.
Through the term metacolonial then, Islamic modernity is brought face
to face with the ghosts of metaphysics, haunting its technological, bio-
political present. In this way metaphysics is 7ot simply what Derrida
called a “white mythology.”” It is the abandonment of being that is the
structural phenomenon and event that gives rise to the forgetfulness of
being, an event that coincides with the history of our present — an event
that coincides and has its roots in the essence of truth itself.

The task of the metacolonial is thus to expose and fully understand, as
preparatory to the development of ethical practices of resistance®
(askesis), the ways in which our lives are governed — managed, ordered,
and disposed — within the various disciplinary, normative, neoliberal,
and biopolitical regimes of power. The task of the metacolonial is to
bring to light the ontological frames that are implicit in the course of
our everyday, global, political life. As a critical ontology, the metacolonial
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is interested not in truth, but instead a politics of truth (regimes and
powers of truth) and knowledge-power, so long as power is understood
in its ontological, enunciative function.

The book proceeds to chart the imbricated spaces of exception engen-
dered by the military and the ‘ulama: the spaces of war (jibad) and law
(shari‘a) as they intersect with the core logics of biopolitical security
inaugurated by the Pakistan movement. Effectively this book serves as
a strident interrogation of all three sacred cows in Pakistani society: the
religious establishment and blasphemy laws, the powerfully embedded
military and secret intelligence apparatus, and the very ideology of
Muslim nationalism expressed through the writings of its spiritus animus
Dr. Allama Muhammad Igbal and the “secular” constitutional lawyer
Mohammed Ali Jinnah. The primary charge of the book is to demon-
strate that the political cartography of Pakistan, and by extension the
political practices of the Deoband ‘ulama, have been increasingly perme-
ated by a sovereign biopolitical impetus. The resulting indistinctions
between dictatorship and democracy, between “secular” and “religious”
forces in Pakistan, disclose the nature of a historical ontology that is
exemplified by the biopoliticization of Islam. 1 argue that Pakistan is
itself revelatory of a broader ontological crisis enveloping the globe.

The work proceeds under the assumption that ontology is not simply
a series of philosophical propositions about reality that one can choose
to maintain. In Agamben’s work ontology is no longer thought in terms
of some a priori Kantian transcendental. Rather ontology always pre-
supposes an already politicized and historicized conception of reality, a
representational world picture, a savoir, of what is. A metaphysics is as
such always already at play in our everyday ways of thought, our
political practices, cultural discourse, and of course our violent produc-
tivist comportment to the world. Though ontology can easily devolve
into the mere abstractions of “first philosophy” divorced from the mate-
riality of the world, in critical ontological thought, something more
immanent, visceral, political, and essentially historical is at stake.
However, political ontology is neither the structuralist pursuit of some
essentialized and universal social/psychological substrate, nor can it be
linearly weaponized in the service of political resistance.

Rethinking the Political

One could argue that the opening philosophical excursus on critical
ontology would be best left to another work. However, my deepest
conviction is that by separating the philosophical/ontological from the
historical/political I would be inscribing within the very material form of
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writing/publishing, the same ontological difference that this work seeks
to erase. This is on the one hand in keeping with the sensibilities of
Heidegger after his turn (Kebre) from fundamental ontology towards
being-historical thinking, but also because in addition to social theorists,
my primary hope is that this book will appeal to academics and social
scientists concerned with the immediate problem of political violence.
My goal, in addition to an exposition of political ontology, is, to borrow
Josh Barkan’s phrase, to “wrench Heidegger from his Alpine seclusion”
and force him to confront the complex spatiality of our postcolonial
present, and in doing so open up the relevance for thinking the metaco-
lonial. On my reading, this strategy is already evidenced in Agamben’s
work. Ontology resides, however, not in analytic propositions but in the
very bloody sinews of tortured bodies, in the charred wreckage of suicide
bombings, in fear and trembling in the face of our ineluctable tempo-
rality, and in the very fragility of life. To reiterate the Nietzschean thesis:
“Being — we have no other way of imagining it apart from ‘living’.” It is
the wound of the political and the passions of hate that form the
substance of an experience of abandonment. We have traditionally
responded to this pain with foundational formulations (peace-Islam,
freedom-liberalism, human rights) that have not only proven ineffective
but have also quickly become indistinct from the very forms of action
they seek to banish. In this way a phenomenology of Pakistan discloses,
ontologically, and with exemplarity, the very failure of peoples that is
otherwise obscured in the hope of progress and Western humanism. The
crisis of the land of the pure (“Pak—istan”) is thus at the same time the
very crisis of the globally hegemonic Western conceptions of value and
purity. Critical ontology moves us to ponder the nature of the separation
of being and acting, the disjuncture between ethics and politics which, to
paraphrase Jean-Luc Nancy, so viscerally marks our “time of abandon-
ment.” The problem of politics, the problem of Pakistan, then is not
merely political, it is ontological, and yet we cannot glimpse this other
than through the specificity and urgency of a particular place, in this and
that event. The problem in some ways with conventional social science
critique is not that it is often disinterested and ontic but that it is merely
ontic. The metacolonial is ontological in as much as it is not merely ontic.

The Metacolonial State therefore addresses one of the crucial chal-
lenges before scholarship of the postcolonial world; writing and thinking
its very contemporaneity — the fact that it belongs to modernity and
speaks to it. An analysis of the trauma of Pakistan, and the postcolonial
more broadly, reveals the most significant things about the world of
today. Pakistan is therefore an indispensable site for reflection on the
nature of the precarious present and the terrifying futures of our global
modernity.
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The Islamapolis

If politics today seems to be going through a protracted eclipse and
appears in a subaltern position with respect to religion, economics, and
even the law, that is so because, to the extent to which it has been losing
sight of its own ontological status, it has failed to confront the transfor-
mations that gradually have emptied out its categories and concepts.
—Agamben’

Each chapter that follows describes a facet of the Islamapolis, the
political space of each configuration or dispositif, that bears on the life
world of Pakistan. Throughout the work I deploy the syntagm
“Islamapolis,” a configuration with multiple but interrelated significa-
tions, which unfold along several interconnected registers. Islamapolis
can be seen as a short hand that encapsulates the metacolonial ethos,
and in this way the entire book’s thesis. On the one hand it loosely trans-
lates “Islam-abad”, where abad and abadi refer to settlement and
population. In this sense Islam-a-polis is simply the “city of Islam,” the
nation of an Islamic bios (population). Along another register, that of
process, Islamapolis names Islam’s discursive articulation and material
imbrication within systems of modern power: its encounter and folding
within ‘the political’ — the space of the polis. What is critical, however, is
the way in which, through this encounter, it becomes apolis — homeless,
uncanny. Islamapolis also signifies the ways in which contemporary
articulations of Islam are subsequently infected by the onto-logic of sov-
ereign power. Islamapolis thus marks the biopoliticization of Islam: the
mechanisms, technologies, and strategies by which power over life man-
ifests itself in Muslim discourses, practices, and polities. The Islamapolis
is thus an exemplary metacolonial apparatus, a space that signals the
simultaneous hollowing and hallowing of Islam. The attempt in this
work is to offer a cartography of the Islamapolis.

In his reflections on terrorism, philosopher Jean Baudrillard offered
these prescient remarks: “[If] Islam dominated the world, terrorism
would rise against Islam, for it is the very world, the globe itself, which
resists globalization.”!® Numerous events could be called to witness,
but the events of October 21,2009 are particularly revealing. At around
3:00 p.m., the usually calm and contemplative atmosphere of Islamabad’s
International Islamic University (ITUI) was shattered by a double suicide
bombing that killed six people, including three young hijab clad girls.
Dozens of other victims were severely injured in the blasts, one of which
was detonated at the women’s cafeteria and the other outside the office
of the Chairman of the Department of Islamic Law (Shari‘a).
Baudrillard’s formulation echoes resoundingly in these bombings, an
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event that is indeed paradigmatic of the war between Islamist forces
and an Islamic state.

This “homeland” for the Muslims of British India is increasingly pro-
ducing both real and imagined states of homelessness for its beleaguered
citizens.!! This work will argue that a more rigorous conceptual and histor-
ical understanding of the structure of violence is needed if we are to begin
to make sense of what has confounded local analysts and the public alike.
The aim of this book, in its most prosaic terms, is in part to provide visi-
bility to the space of the political where the violent contests between local,
national, international, and trans-national sovereign forces are playing
themselves out. It is in many ways a preliminary history, or gene-alogy of
specters that haunt this now almost permanent “space of exception.” Even
as I write, this space of exception threatens to take on a permanent locali-
zation in Pakistan, in a way that has already consumed Afghanistan. In
Pakistan today security and terrorism have become a single deadly system
in which they legitimate and justify each other’s mode of being. In the des-
perate cycle of state terror and insurrectionary terrorism that has gripped
Pakistan, and indeed the world, we need more than ever to understand the
complexities of “power” and “violence,”!? in both their repressive, revolu-
tionary, resistant, and fetishistic forms. This self-consciously interdisci-
plinary project — part history, ethnography, geography, philosophy, always
critical — is both solicited by and responds to this crisis.

Implicit in this narrative is the problem of globalization, perhaps the
ineluctable and simultaneously enigmatic condition of our time. It goes
without saying then that the political space under examination here is
immediately global, and its contours cannot simply be folded into the
borders of something called “Pakistani” history. Globalization is not
merely about the reconfiguration of national powers — the circulation of
goods, commodities, images, and capital across territorial bound-
aries — but also about flows and configurations of power that produce
new bodies, affects, desires, associations, and understandings; in short,
globalization produces a new “sense of the world.”!® The crisis in
Pakistan is understood immediately as both a local and trans-local
phenomenon, where political space is both material and affective; it
touches on the structure of feelings of everyday life."* Especially in the
wake of 9/11, within the broader global circulation of affect, Islam, with
all of its multiple registers, is consumed at a more acute affective and
bodily level. Juan Cole’s book Engaging the Muslim World" recognizes
“anxiety” as a central motif that defines the biopolitical interplay bet-
ween America and the Muslim World. While Cole’s book seeks to decon-
struct the singular affective registers of each term, it would be fair to say
that the problems of violence and war that confront us in the age of
terror must be situated on a level that exceeds politics and history.
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The term for this excess, which I will elaborate on shortly, is biopolitical
sovereignty. Not only then as Cole argues do we have to confront gener-
alized anxieties mutually reflected in the Islam—West relationship, we
must also take into consideration more immanent planes of affect that
pervade the landscape of and between Muslim communities and states
(Iranian anxieties about Arabs, Jewish anxieties about the Arab, Indian
anxieties about Pakistan, vice versa, and so on). My concern here is thus
with a series of overlapping and immanent biopolitical and sovereign
anxieties. The intensification and multiplication of this series of overlap-
ping anxieties — especially in regions that are more concretely impacted
by the decision of imperial policies and the destructive regimes of neolib-
eral globalization — tend to aggravate and intensify the “state of
exception”!® and the attendant production of what Italian social and
political “theorist” Giorgio Agamben calls “bare life.” Bare life is naked
life, a life (zoe) without value, at once included and excluded from the
law. The neologism “metacolonial” that 1 deploy in this work is not
meant to displace the postcolonial, but instead seeks to capture a sense
of the nihilistic condition that pervades our time.!”

The metacolonial, then, articulates two fundamental theoretico-
political trajectories from the work of Michel Foucault (1926-1984)
and Giorgio Agamben (1942) into a single conceptual space: Foucault’s
concern with biopolitics and governmentality and Agamben’s illumi-
nating thesis on sovereign power, bare life, and the state of exception.
These two critical vectors are then gathered under the sign of the
metacolonial, the term that is at the heart of this book’s thesis. The meta-
colonial is a single term meant to capture the critical thrust of these par-
adigms, which are now already widely deployed in the social and human
sciences.!® The metacolonial is a sovereign biopolitical space where
the state of exception takes on a near-permanent localization. Part of
the innovation of this project, its conceit, is to bring these powerful dis-
closive paradigms to bear on an understanding of political Islam in
Pakistan. Political Islam is not by any means monolithic, even in Pakistan,
let alone globally, and in this study I have chosen to concentrate on the
Pakistani vectors of the Deoband school in large part because of their
intimate, though contested, link with the Taliban phenomenon. My pri-
mary task then will be to show that the political space of Pakistan, and
by extension the political practices of the Deoband ‘ulama, have taken
on an increasingly biopolitical character. At its broadest then, this work
is conceived as a genealogical history — “a history of the present” — of the
crisis of Pakistan. My primary task will be to show how this history is
itself a manifestation of the biopoliticization of Islam. From within this
biopoliticization of Islam we can talk about and make sense of ‘ulama
governmentality and the state of violence.
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Stated differently, this work is animated principally by a concern to
understand the forms of violence that have gathered around the hori-
zons of political Islam. While the Deoband ‘ulama of Pakistan remain
the primary thematic subject and focus, they are largely signposts
towards a broader attempt to disclose a cartography of the political.
That is to say, I am not principally concerned with a specific narrative
history of political Islam in Pakistan, but rather am attempting to think
this phenomenon in relation to what Foucault called the historico-
political a priori.” One of the more rudimentary contentions that I will
make is that the phenomenon of “Islamic/Islamist” violence and terror-
ism is not a problem of politics or religion as such, but rather a problem
of the political *° The aim here is to problematize political Islam, to show
it up as an apparatus (what Foucault called a dispositif).?' These prob-
lematizations do not constitute a new postgenealogical methodology or
analytic, but instead are designed to induce a critical spirit that can at
least witness, if not perhaps respond, to the state of exception in which
we live. This study therefore revolves around one essential question:
how to think the problematic of political Islam (and specifically the
Deoband) genealogically and biopolitically. Through this term - the
“metacolonial” — Islamic modernities?? are brought face to face with the
ghosts of metaphysics haunting our global, technological, biopolitical
present. To disclose political Islam as a metacolonial phenomenon is
therefore the specific task of this work. It must also be stated upfront
that I arrived at the question of ‘ulama biopolitics only after observing,
documenting, and thinking about the ways in which Deoband political
somatics — its body politics — has increasingly been caught up with the
sovereign powers of the state. The Deoband commitment to the enforce-
ment of shari‘a, the deployment of blasphemy as a technology of sover-
eign power, the production of the Ahmadi as heretic and “bare life,” and
its valorization of violent jihad, are some of the examples that I use
to open up a space for a new problematization of political Islam and
‘ulama praxis.

The provisional aim of this metacolonial analysis of political Islam
will be to show how the space of the political — which unfolds today as
a pure topology of exception — proliferates and intensifies through the
alignment (and disaggregation) of sovereign orbits and imperial spaces.
This political space, or field of power, can be characterized as a series of
nested and overlapping sovereignties within a wider biopolitical matrix.
This space can be understood as a grid of intelligibility that provides
the conditions of possibility of political practice. Since the metacolonial
is characterized above all as a state/space of exception,? it will be
necessary to highlight the political and fopological structure of the
exception and enunciate its relationship to Foucault’s genealogy of
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power and the subject.?* The metacolonial state is therefore a state of
biopolitical exception, a state in which the capture of life finds a more or
less permanent and stable spatial arrangement.

It should be noted upfront that my attempt here is not to outline a
new paradigm for critical thought, but rather to attempt to think the
problem of political Islam genealogically and, by extension, biopoliti-
cally.> As specific cartographic exercise whose topology relies exten-
sively on Agamben’s innovative account of the structure of the sovereign
ban, the metacolonial is both an affect and a zone — a state/space — marked
by the intensification of sovereign and biopolitical forms of power. The
metacolonial designates this colonization of life by the will to power.?
It is within this complex mapping of power that the practices and possi-
bilities of the both the ‘ulama and the army (the mullah-military com-
plex) are to be situated. The metacolonial theory offered here, then,
suggests that it is the modernist transformation and politicization of the
ummab into a quasi-nationalist structure that has enabled the ‘ulama to
harness the destructive logic of sovereign power. This is the simplest
dimension of what I mean by the phrase the biopoliticization of the
Islamic life-world.

In the dominant forms of the Western and Islamist imaginary, some
singular and unique theology, a civilizational ethos even, is supposed to
ground the incommensurable difference between contemporary Islamic
formations and the West. Neocons, Orientalists, and Islamists alike
assume that the “traditional”?” textual sources of the Muslim life-world,
the Qur’an and Hadith, form the deep antechamber for both militant
and democratic Islamist politics. Variations of this proposition, which
pervade as virtual truisms in public discourses on political Islam, need to
be rethought significantly.?® However, even though Islamic political lan-
guage trades in the discursive coinage of tradition, the market in which
these terms have purchase is today an altogether transformed space.
That is to say, the Muslim world, its “traditional” market, has under-
gone a series of architectonic shifts, a disruption and transformation of
its classical episteme to a modern one.”” The terms “biopolitical” and
“exception” signal this transformation of Islamic space. Another key
element of this book then will be an attempt to interrogate the conse-
quences of this epistemic shift, and I have used the term metacolonial to
signal this concern with political Islam at the level of what Foucault
called the épisteme. Unlike the shifts from the classical to the renaissance
to the modern épisteme that Foucault has so admirably elaborated with
respect to the West, the modernist shift in large parts of the Muslim
world, and certainly South Asia, were accompanied by the colonial vio-
lence of a “distant sovereign.”® It is this colonial difference that can
account, in part, for the troubling experience of modernity in large parts
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of the Muslim world;*' that is to say, on pain of a considerable general-
ization, that there is no clash between something called modernity and
the West on the one hand and something called Islam on the other. Rather
the violences and incoherence of political praxis in large parts of the
Islamic world result from a disavowal, or misrecognition, of its already
modernist, biopolitical ground. As Agamben suggests, the “enigmas” of
modern violence can only be solved “on the terrain — biopolitics — on
which they were formed.””> On Agamben’s diagnosis, the inevitable
failure of biopolitics leads to the proliferation of an increasingly sover-
eign rationality. The impossible task, then, is to give an account of the
ruin of the modernist Muslim subject — homo Islamicus — and by
extension the ruination of contemporary political Islam.

As is already evident, a plethora of terms — genealogy, governmental-
ity, biopolitics, sovereignty, exception, episteme — are critical to this
endeavour. Given that these concepts are often deployed and articulated
with a wide degree of differing latitude and even at times at cross pur-
poses, a somewhat lengthy clarification of the way I understand and use
these terms is essential for the intelligibility of the project as a whole. To
be sure, this is a history as genealogy, and it will be important to begin
by clarifying the stakes of this articulation. The opening chapter is there-
fore devoted to a clarification of these terms and highlights the conceptual
and political work of disclosure they will perform. The primary labor
has been to forge a new reading of the crisis, rather than to simply
chronicle its historical unfolding.

The Deoband ‘Ulama

One primary concern of this book is with understanding the religio-
political®® nature of the Pakistani Deoband movement and its relation-
ship to the military and nationalism. Within the multiplicity of Islamist
practices in Pakistan, the Deoband has emerged as one of the most highly
organized and yet remarkably polycentric institutions that claim
orthodox religious authority.  am arguing in this work that the Deoband
‘ulama practices have undergone a series of dramatic transformations
since 1947. I characterize these transformations primarily in terms of
Foucault’s grammars of power — governmentality, sovereignty, discipline,
and biopolitics.>* The 1979 Afghan—Soviet war marks a particularly
significant threshold in this transformation: an event that led to the
intensification of the conscription of ‘ulama power within a broader set
of military and geopolitical spaces. Though this new military—mullah
complex was a significant turning point, I am arguing that crucial ele-
ments of this transformation had been underway since the inception of
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the Islamic State in 1947. This transformation, as I shall discuss, has also
played itself out in the dramatic shifts within the institutional space of
‘ulama authority: the madrasa. Historically the madrasa within South
Asia has been an informal space for the dissemination of a variety of
forms of Islamic learning (‘ilm).3’ By the nineteenth century, however,
especially with the emergence of the Deoband, it had become a more
formal disciplinary space for the production of “pious” bodies and
‘ulama authority. As the expanding network of Deobandi madaris (reli-
gious schools) entered or were co-opted by other political arenas, these
docile bodies have been increasingly deployed either for various state
sponsored projects of “jihad”3¢ or as militant cadres for the Deoband’s
own increasingly autonomous yet fractured and internally feuding
political movements: the Jam‘iyyat al-‘Ulama-i Islam (Society of Islamic
‘Ulama or JUI) and its various radical sectarian and jihadist offshoots
like the Sipab-i Sababa (SSP) and the Taliban. Thus, as a “history of
the present” the book pays particular attention to the ruptures, dis-
placements, and transformations of discourses on religion, identity, and
politics; transformations that I am suggesting should be understood
principally in terms of biopoliticization.

In addition to thinking about the history and politics of this impor-
tant, and yet remarkably understudied, Islamic organization, what I am
aiming for here is the development of a more nuanced and critically
receptive framework for the analysis of political space®” in Pakistan, a
space that cannot neatly be divided between the secular and the reli-
gious. I am also convinced that a mere historical account, a histoire®® of
the ‘ulama, will fail to take account of the complex simultaneously global
and subterranean nature of the political field in which the subjectivities
and praxis of the Deoband ‘ulama are forged. For instance, there is
without doubt a strong class dimension to the problem of the Taliban
today, but it would be too simple to reduce the phenomenon of Islamist
violence to the developmentalist failures of the postcolonial elite. As any
casual observation of the sociological makeup of the vast majority of
talibs within the Deoband dini madaris network will reveal, they belong
very clearly to a subaltern class. The majority of the ‘ulama are them-
selves indeed subaltern.® The effective historical marginalization and
subalternity of the ‘ulama are undoubtedly key factors in understanding
the violent turn of the ‘ulama. There is also little doubt that ways in
which General Zia ul-Haq’s “Islamization” decade, coupled with the
imbrication of the Pakistan Army and society in the Afghan war, have
fundamentally altered the landscape of the political in Pakistan. However,
what I am suggesting here is that the phenomenon of political Islam
must be seen as intimately bound up with the project of Pakistan
itself — with its very metaphysics in fact. It is not a question of attempting
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to isolate some pure Islam and show how it has been corrupted by a
series of political events. Nor is it a question of showing how modern
political forms and vocabularies (the state, the part, the nation, etc.)
have been Islamized. What I am aiming for is something different. I seek
to show how the very discursive regime of Islam is now fundamentally
political, and how it is now always a discourse of power and subjectivi-
zation, even in cases where it declares itself as concerned solely with
private, inward, or moral self-improvement. The distinction between
Islam as such and the political as such is untenable. Islam is today always
already a bios. This indistinction between the political (public) and the
spiritual (private) does not begin with the 1979 Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan, nor even with the founding of Pakistan. While these events
are thresholds of transformation, the historical shadow of biopolitics are
longer, while simultaneously being both synchronic and diachronic. I
will argue that it is in fact in the thought of ‘Allama Muhammad Igbal
(1877-1938), the spiritual founder of the South Asian Islamic State, that
the poiésis of Islam makes its paradigmatic and lethal confrontation
with the polis, with the political. Igbal’s work is an expression of this
confrontation in which the political triumphs over the ethical (polis over
ethos). Igbal does not initiate this confrontation but he gives it its most
popularly received and powerful expression. If Pakistan is birthed in
Igbal’s imagination, Islam was laid to rest in his kbayaal.** It is in his
poetry that Islam is most poignantly, romantically, and metaphysically
linked to the absolute necessity of a modern state, albeit a state that
rejects the conventional ethno-racial and linguistic basis for national
identity.*! Pakistan’s history might hence be written as nothing but the
disastrous effect of the (impossible) territorialization of Islam** — the
transference of divine sovereignty to the state and the subsequent sacral-
ization of the collective Muslim body (ummabh).

Without a sense of this transformation, the nature of the crisis that
envelops Pakistan, if not the globe, will remain hidden as we search in
vain for a more descriptive and causal — or what Foucault called “ge-
netic” — explanation.* The transformation consists in part of a double
and simultaneous process: the “statification” (étatisation) of Islam and
Muslim society, and the “governmentalization” of the Islamic state.**
Hence ‘ulama religio-political practices must be situated across a series
of complex historical and political horizons. We must in short recognize
how ‘ulama practice has been essentially imbricated within the histori-
cally variable relations of power and the contingencies of Pakistan’s
fractured politics, rather than as an outgrowth or mutation of some
static tradition. This approach can in part account for the ways in which
Deoband “Islamic” discourses (on nationalism, the state, authority,
gender, minorities, citizenship) have shifted over time and space.*
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It should also be mentioned at the outset that not all political
formations under ‘ulama tutelage can be framed within the rubric
of “extremism,” “violence,” or “radical Islamism.” Certainly a very
large component of the Deoband phenomenon is manifested in the
phenomenon of the Tabligh-i Jama‘at, which is a self-consciously “non-
political” expression of Islam.* However, this understanding is in keep-
ing with a very narrow and limited definition of politics and the
political.#” It is of course understandable that it is this militant and
“uncivil” dimension of the traditionalist ‘ulama that has garnered most
interest, in particular given the centrality of radical Islam in framing
neoliberal and neoconservative concerns. Here also an understanding
of the radicalization of segments of the ‘ulama, their turn towards violent
forms of political activism, and their increasingly militant policing of the
boundaries of Islam must also be set within further contextual parame-
ters. The first is the imbrication of Islamist groups within the simulta-
neously repressive and enabling role of the State. Secondly, given that the
Pakistani State, in conjunction with the United States and Saudi Arabia,
has consistently attempted to infiltrate, control, and harness orthodox
Islamic institutions, due importance must be placed upon the larger
structure of empire in making possible domestic economies of violence
and power in which certain forms of “indigenous” jihadist violence are
valorized and sustained.*® These larger geo-political attempts to deploy
and manipulate “Islam” and Islamist forces for the legitimization of
martial rule and for the waging of proxy wars (Afghanistan and Kashmir)
resulted in the artificial political empowerment of groups like the
Deoband. Under the catalyst of these state interventions, the otherwise
politically marginal communities of Islamic orthodoxy, who were
traditionally focused on scholarship, piety, and quiet social reform
(daw‘a and tabligh), have nonetheless transformed themselves into
agents of jibad and brokers of increased socio-political power.* While
the comportment towards state power and, more broadly, governmen-
tality among the ‘ulama cannot solely be read as an effect of empire or
the postcolonial state, Cold War cartography certainly fostered the con-
ditions of possibility for the effective transformation of an ‘ulama
republic fantasy into a political possibility. A feature supposedly
characteristic of fundamentalist or Islamist groups,*® namely the desire
for state power, can now equally be said to be true of “traditionalist”
‘ulama led Islamist groups. As such the standard typological distinctions
of Muslim politics®! — Islamist/fundamentalist, modernist, tradition-
alist — have entered a zone of indistinction.’> Our analytic gaze must
hence take into consideration the material and discursive effects of
power of a new kind of colonial/imperial present,’® exercised in the
name of a variety of global and universalist legitimating discourses
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(democracy, freedom, “Western civilization,” etc). Arguably this overlap-
ping of imperial desire and Islamist fantasy continues to provide a
mutually reinforcing dialectic that is central to the technologies of
American imperial ambitions both in Iraq and more globally.

Broadly speaking, I regard the terms “Deoband” and by extension
the “Taliban” as suggesting a fictional unity. The singular signifier of
course gestures to multiple signifieds. As such these phenomena should
be viewed as a complex series of intersecting and overlapping disposi-
tifs, as assemblages or formations of power. The Taliban can thus be
seen as a dense intersection point of a competing set of multiform
powers, exercising an unlimited sovereign right of death, an all-pow-
erful monstrosity, reflective equally of the violent political space in
which it took birth.

Notes

Agamben 1993, p. xv.

Beistegui 2005, p. 53.

Heidegger 1962, p. 4.

Beistegui 2005.

Importantly for Heidegger, as the German word for history, Geschichte,
suggests, history is essentially destiny. Destiny, not to be confused with fate,
is for Heidegger a sending (Schickung) of being. It is therefore being and
not man that has historical agency: “The history of man is played out in the
manner and nature of his response to this exposure to the truth of being,
which distinguishes him as human” (ibid). Hence the time of the event,
kairos, should be distinguished from the domain of ordinary history (chro-
nology), which is the successive, demonstrative time of facts, for which
Heidegger reserves the word Historie.

Ibid.

7 Derrida: “Metaphysics — the white mythology which reassembles and
reflects the culture of the West: the white man takes his own mythology,
Indo-European mythology, his own logos, that is, the mythos of his idiom,
for the universal form of that he must still wish to call Reason.”

8 According to Negri’s thesis in the Porcelain Workshop, the ontological
problem is rooted in the relation “between difference and creativity. ...
resistance is what allows for the existence of a relation between both terms.
But if difference and creativity are ontological, then resistance will be so as
well.” Negri 2008.

9 Agamben 2000, p. ix.

10 Baudrillard 2003, p. 12.
11 Already Pakistan has some of the highest figures for IDSPs.
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This work is thus also simultaneously a meditation on power, violence, and the
body. I draw almost exclusively for my understanding of power on Foucault
and Agamben. Violence has also become a thematic of intense recent scholarly
attention. I draw also on Zizek’s distinction between the “fascinating lure of ...
directly visible ‘subjective’ violence” and the more invisible forms of a systemic
and symbolic “objective” violence; a violence that lurks like “dark matter” in
the social “background”; Zizek 2008. On violence see also the essays collected
in Lawrence and Karim 2007, and also Arendt 1970; Sarat and Culbert 2009;
and Abel 2008. Also influential for this study are Feldman 1991 and Pandey
2005. For a specifically Foucaultian critique see Hanssen 2000.
Globalization is what Jean-Luc Nancy describes as an “enclosure in the
undifferentiated sphere of a unitotality”, a process that leads to an unin-
habitable un-world or state of injustice, “an unprecedented geopolitical,
economic, and ecological catastrophe”, in contrast to the creative potential
of mondialization (world-forming). See Nancy 2007; Nancy 1998; and
Hardt and Negri 2000.

Stoler 2004. Scholars of the political are now increasingly paying attention
to the role of affect and passion in political life. See Clough 2007; Flatley
2008; Protevi 2009; and also Hall 2005, who all represent a significant
advance in theorizing political affect.

Cole 2009.

The term is Agamben’s. I elaborate on the significance of this term for my
project in this and subsequent chapters. See Agamben 2005a.

Agamben 1998. The concept of bare life signifies a “new academic interest
in nonrepresentational approaches to the question of being which con-
ceive of time—space as having no determined actuality.” Quoted in Thomas
and Ahmed 2004. The metacolonial is thus also an attempt to think in
non-representational terms. See also Thrift 2008.

See Chapter 1. We might also begin to think about the metacolonial as a
kind of ontological imperialism, a form of power that is thus both after,
above (meta-ta-physica), and before formal colonialism.

See Han 2002. I will expand on the significance of Foucault’s historical a
priori in Chapter 1.

Given the postfoundational distinction between politics and the political
that I draw on, we can say therefore that the crisis is simultaneously an
onto-political crisis. For an excellent account of Left-Heideggerian appro-
priations of political ontology see Marchart 2007. On another register this
book can be seen as an exploration the problematic of political Islam in
terms of an historical and political ontology. Chapter 1 will attempt to
formulate the outlines of a critical ontology and further illuminate the
significance of the metacolonial: as a colonizing dispositif or enframing of
the life-world by metaphysics (techné).

This is perhaps what Foucault had in mind with the terms problematiza-
tion and eventalization, which were meant to designate a way of thinking
beyond genealogy. See Visker 1995.
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See al-Azmeh 1996. The metacolonial is thus linked to “ghost-modernity”
rather than postmodernity.

Agamben 2005a.

It would be possible to state in a nutshell that what I find limiting in most
of the studies of Muslims and political Islam in Pakistan is a series of “un-
theorized” and largely liberal models of power and the subject. In contrast,
Foucault’s rethinking of power and the subject, and poststructuralism more
broadly, proceeds on the basis of a problematization of these two key ele-
ments. In large measure the conceptual work of Chapter 1 responds to the
rather impoverished uptake of a vast range of useful ways to think about
time, space, and the political. Agamben is exemplary in this regard.

While biopolitics has become an important paradigm, like governmentality,
in the social and human sciences, it has not yet been applied to the study of
political Islam.

Or metaphysics as fechne.

My use of the term of course unfolds in the wake of the significant rethink-
ing of this category along with its usual binary opposite modern. For the
classic account see Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983 and Anderson 1991,

See Haj’s excellent new study, which significantly problematizes the very
applicability of categories like “modern,” “secular,” and “tradition”;
Haj 2008. Haj’s work reflects the influence of Talal Asad’s anthropology of
the secular. My aim here is to complete Asad’s project on a more radical
footing.

Talal Asad’s term “discursive tradition” draws only partially from the
genealogical resonances of the Foucauldian term “discursive regime.” See
Asad 1993.

I borrow this term from Sen 2002.

Of course a similar disenchantment also pervades “the West.”

Agamben 1998, p. 4. Obviously modern violence (Islamic exceptionalism) is
not an exclusive feature of political Islam. On the contrary, liberal polities
have a much longer and violent record of political praxis. See, for instance,
Dillon 2009; Reid 2007; Mehta 1999; and Anderson and Cayton 2004. There
is also an already vast literature on violences of “freedom” and American
exceptionalism (Stephanson 1995; Madsen 1998; Dawson and Schueller
2007; Hietala 2003; Neal 2008; Spanos 2008; Horsman 1986; Stannard
1993).

The term religo-political is used to suggest that religion, like politics, is
always saturated by relationships and effects of power. See Simons 1995
and Mouffe 2005.

While there have now emerged a number of excellent works on the Deo-
band ‘ulama and their institutions, none of them take a biopolitical
approach; see, for instance, Malik 2008; Zaman 2007; Hefner and Zaman
2007; Haroon 2007; and Zaman 2002.

See Jafri 2006a; Jafri ibid.; and other essays in Hartung and Reifeld 2006.
For an account of the maktab and madrasa tradition in India see also Si-

kand 2006.
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Here I am of course referring to the mobilization of Jibad international by
the US against the Soviets, and the use of these mujahideen forces by the
Pakistan army after the Soviet withdrawal in both Afghanistan and India.
For a good overview see Hussain 2007.

It is in fact a politico-theological space. For a sense of the critical impor-
tance of this syntagm see de Vries and Sullivan 2006.

A genealogy, or history of the present, proceeds with an implicit critique of
historicism. In Chapter 1 I make this critique explicit, thereby setting the
stage for the kind of theoretico-historical analysis of this work.

On postcolonialism and subaltern historiography, see Guha and Spivak
1988 and Chaturvedi 2000. The fact that the originally Gramscian term
subaltern derives from the name of a military rank is significant in our
account of military space in Chapter 2. Both the postcolonial and subal-
tern are of course highly contested terms. However, as Young notes, it is
concerned with colonial history only to the extent that that history has
determined the configurations and power structures of the present; Young
2001, p. 4. The subaltern classes are generally marked as marginalized
groups. The excess and surplus children who populate the madaris
landscape are undoubtedly both marginalized and excluded. It is in part
this marginalization that accounts for the turn of the ‘ulama towards vio-
lence. Though he does not quite use the term, Jamal Malik has already
shown how the ‘ulama are drawn largely from the ranks of the rural and
urban poor (Malik 1996.) However, because Malik does not make a dis-
tinction between authority and power, I depart significantly from his
conclusion about the dissolution of tradition and authority. Instead, it is a
question of understanding the ways in which the Deoband reconstitute
and shape the contours of an all ready ongoing and mutating “tradition”
and how they forge new identities and create new spaces for authority and
power.

Igbal’s problematization of the West, and his desire for a certain liberation
of Muslim minds and bodies from the long night of colonialism, left him
vulnerable to the metaphysics that articulated both the state and the biopo-
litical form. The united ummabh is then deployed as a weapon in potentia, a
mass of bodies, against the power of the West, and in fashioning and imag-
ining this power Igbal allowed the biopolitical underbelly of his new
weapon to colonize the very structure he was fashioning against the West
(i.e. ummah)

I will discuss Igbal in the final chapter. See, however, his famous Recon-
struction for an elaboration of his political thought; Igbal 1989. For the
classic formulation of nationalism’s raison d’étre see Ernest Renan’s “What
is a Nation?” in Eley and Suny 1996. Pakistan’s founder, Muhammad ‘Ali
Jinnah, often deployed Renan’s racist/biopolitical logic in justifying his two
nation theory. See the final chapter.

In this way it is also a history of its exception. Without getting ahead of
ourselves, Agamben writes that the state of exception is the “principle of
every juridical localization, since only the state of exception opens the
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space inwhich the determination of a certain juridical order and a particular
territory first becomes possible.” Agamben p. 19, italics mine.

For a critique of the genetic mode of historical analysis see Foucault 2003a
and Dean 1994.

The term étatisation is from Foucault’s widely read governmentality lec-
ture in Foucault 2007b, pp. 87-114. For Foucault, “government” refers
to relations between self and self, between communities and social insti-
tutions, as well as to the exercise of political sovereignty. Unlike Marxists
he avoided “State Theory,” which attempts to deduce the modern activ-
ities of government from essential properties of the state. Precisely
because Foucault was interested in governmentality as an activity or
“practice” that goes beyond the formal state object, we can similarly
frame the exercise of political power by the ‘ulama as a form of govern-
mentality. Foucault used the term “rationality of government” inter-
changeably with the “art of government.” We are concerned here there-
fore with the arts (techné) of ‘ulama governmentality. Like Wahabism,
which has influenced the more recent theological comportments of the
Deoband, the Taliban is an expression of Islam as police. See the intro-
duction in Gordon, Burchell, and Miller 1991. Given the limited ways in
which the governmentality paradigm is often deployed, in particular its
divorce from his concept of biopolitics, I will discuss the relationship bet-
ween the two in Chapter 1.

For instance, with respect to gender, a number of religious parties backed
Fatima Jinnah’s candidacy when she ran against General Ayub Khan, whilst
some of the same groups were opposed in principle to female leadership in
the case of Benazir Bhutto. See Mumtaz and Shaheed 1987 and Kandiyoti
1991.

This kind of problematic claim of being non-political or a-political is of
course characteristic of the Tabligh-i Jama‘at. For the definitive account
that echoes this characterization see Masud 2000.

Certainly the Tabligh can be subject to an analysis in terms of power, for
they most clearly exhibit a form of governmentality — “conduct of con-
duct” - their key role is the fashioning of a particular kind of Muslim
subject. Recently in the wake of terrorist violence, the Annual gathering
of the Tabligh-i Jama‘at in Raiwand included a number of demonstra-
tions and protests against all forms of violence and terrorism (see the
report “Taliban under fire from Pakistan’s faithful” (Dawn 15 November
2009).

Mitchell 2002.

Neither the colonial nor the postcolonial state can be said to originary
causes of ‘ulama governmentality.

This is the kind of typology that Roy deploys; Roy 1994.
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Eickelman and Piscatori 1996.

As such, these distinctions, while of rough and ready usefulness, are no
longer, if indeed they ever were, analytically tenable. Most scholarship on
political Islam, including Zaman and Metcalf, continue to make these dis-
tinctions (Metcalf 2004d and Metcalf 1987).

The term is used in Gregory’s excellent study (Gregory 2004).
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Critical Ontology
The Biopolitical Apparatus

Do we in our time have an answer to the question of what we really
mean by the word “being”? Not at all. So it is fitting that we should
raise anew the question of the meaning of being. But are we nowa-
days even perplexed at our inability to understand the expression
“being”? Not at all. So first of all we must reawaken an under-
standing for the meaning of this question.

— Martin Heidegger, Being and Time

Whoever seizes the greatest unreality will shape the greatest reality.
— Robert Musil!

This metacolonial exposition of history and politics is principally
informed by a path of thinking cleared open by Heidegger, Foucault, and
Agamben - the original figures that together constitute the axis of criti-
cal ontology. Their works can be seen as converging across at least three
thematics: “technology/Machenschaft,” “biopolitical sovereignty,” and
“the space of exception.” Heidegger’s critique of technology and his
diagnosis of modernity as nihilism (Gestell), Foucault’s genealogical
grammars of power (biopolitics and governmentality/security), and
Agamben’s “sovereigntology” (the state/space of exception), all share a
broad characteristic, which can be subsumed under the general trajec-
tory of what might be called “power over the singularity of life.” If in
Foucault’s work the ontological resonances of his grammars of power
(biopolitics, discipline, governmentality, security) appear subdued, in
Agamben they are explicit. Agamben radicalizes Foucault’s conception
of biopolitical sovereignty by articulating the question of power — the
subject’s (Dasein’s) relation to truth (being) — in the very mediality of the
history of being. The broader aim of the metacolonial then is to disclose

The Metacolonial State: Pakistan, Critical Ontology, and the Biopolitical Horizons
of Political Islam, First Edition. Najeeb A. Jan.
© 2019 John Wiley & Sons Ltd. Published 2019 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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the linkage between biopolitical sovereignty and Gestell — Heidegger’s
shorthand term for the technological understanding of being or techno-
logical dispositioning (techneé). In its simplest formulation then, the
metacolonial, as a phenomenon, refers to the relentless proliferation of a
constellation of apparatuses that seek to capture and extinguish the
singular potential of human existence. The metacolonial speaks to the
colonization of life by metaphysics (onto-theology): the colonization of
life by power.

In more brief and substantive terms, critical ontology should be under-
stood not only as a cartography or topology of being-power —a question
of the relay and relation of being-power — but also as a syntagm that
marks the crisis, or emergency, of being. At first blush it may seem evi-
dent that the critical axis relates to power and the ontological axis to
being — critical (power/knowledge), ontology (being). Such a neat sepa-
ration, however, is not intended by this formulation, because, as will be
clarified below, being is itself power (potentiality). If Foucault stands to
the left of this formulation and Heidegger to the right, then Agamben
exemplifies the confrontation and suturing between the two. Critical
ontology is thus a disclosure of the crossing/tension between being
and power; the polemos of being/power. This relay of being/power is
not a philosophical abstraction but is rather constitutive of human
subjectivity and praxis in its historical and political unfolding. As a guise
of critical ontology, the metacolonial discloses the catastrophe of “human
being” (Da-sein), unravelling in the wake of a life colonized by
metaphysics.

Before attempting to articulate a few of the parameters that form the
outlines of a critical ontology, it is important to point out that I am not
aiming for the development of a definitive theory or method. Critical
ontology is deployed merely as an incitement towards thinking, an intu-
itive and creative endeavor that does not rest on discovery — of permanent
structures, origins, or facts — but disclosure. Its measure is poiésis rather
than techné, and like Heidegger’s thought of being, it is always
“underway.”? As a form of disclosure or revealing, it is more akin to art
than social or political theory and in this way has affinities with the
ficto-historical aspects of Foucault’s genealogies.> Rooted in what we
might call Heidegger’s “phenom-ontology,” critical ontology seeks to
witness and disclose the problems of the human condition (subject
formation, war, the violence of law, etc.) and not the human cogito.
Heidegger’s rejection of philosophy itself and his embrace of poetic
thinking are thus mirrored in the play of critical ontology. The metaco-
lonial, the discursive destination of this work, is, in a sense, merely a
terminological space intended to facilitate the amplification and reso-
nance of critical ontology. Ensuing from our way of (not) thinking-being,
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the metacolonial names our current condition as one of concealment
and abandonment. It seeks to expose the practices of law and violence
that unfold in the wake of the topologies of exception that permeate
our life-world. In short, it is an interpretation and exposure of the
metaphysics — the contemporary attunement and understanding of
being — under girding political modernity.* For Heidegger understanding
is not merely a cognitive disposition, it does not stand primarily in rela-
tion to idea (eidos) or a way of seeing (theoria), but rather it is an ethos,
a way of being-dwelling. In this sense the metacolonial seeks to disclose
our way of being in the polis.

It is of course in one of Foucault’s final and widely read essays “What
is Enlightenment?”® — an essay devoted to Kant, in which he attempts to
distance and distinguish the practice of critique from humanism — that
we first hear the conjunction “critical ontology” and “historical
ontology.”® In order to salvage the ethos of modernity as a “permanent
critique of ourselves” Foucault risks thinking being and power as essen-
tially together. If, Foucault writes, the Kantian question “was that of
knowing [savoir] what limits knowledge [connaissance] must renounce
exceeding, it seems to me that the critical question today must be turned
back into a positive one: In what is given to us as universal, necessary,
obligatory, what place is occupied by whatever is singular, contingent,
and the product of arbitrary constraints?”” The essay as a whole sug-
gests that critical ontology is an attitude of experimentation® at the limits
of established knowledges and social practices.

The six references to “ontology” in the “Enlightenment” essay can
perhaps be read as a late terminological gesture offered in acknowl-
edgement of the decisive influence that Heidegger had on his entire
corpus: “For me Heidegger has always been the essential philosopher.
[...] My entire philosophical development was determined by my
reading of Heidegger.”’ If nothing else this phrase offers us a poten-
tially invaluable bridge between the thought of ontology and the work
of political and cultural critique. Despite the early appearance of these
remarks in the introduction of Hubert Dreyfus’s commentary on
Being and Time (Foucault’s statement appeared in French in 1984 and
has been available in English at least since 1991), in the otherwise
voluminous corpus of “Foucaultia” there has been remarkably sparse
uptake exploring the productive links and confrontations between
these two seminal figures.!® In the Homo Sacer project, however,
Agamben offers a consistent refrain: that Foucault worked with a
“lucid awareness” of the ontological implications of his arche-genealogy
of power.!! Central of course to Agamben’s own “political spiritu-
ality”!? is the exposition of the onto-political legacy inherent in the
arcane imperii — the originary structure of biopolitical-sovereignty.
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As he writes in the Use of Bodies, the non-dénouement to the four
volume Homo Sacer series:

Ontology or first philosophy has constituted for centuries the fundamental
historical a priori of Western thought. ... It is from this perspective that we
are seeking to trace out — even if purely in the form of a summary
sketch — an archeology of ontology, or more precisely, a genealogy of the
ontological apparatus that has functioned for two millennia as a historical
a priori of the West.'3

Though Foucault does not himself develop or outline critical ontology
as a specific, systematic method, it is clear that, in certain respects, this
was simply a more formal term for the kind of critical practice he had
been engaged in all along. For Foucault critique is a departure from the
traditional philosophical search for origins and formal structures with
universal value. It is instead to be thought of as problematization: a
“philosophical ethos consisting in a critique of what we are saying,
thinking, and doing, through a historical ontology of ourselves.” This
critical-historical ontology of ourselves is concerned with three ele-
ments: those historical discourses, or truths, “through which we consti-
tute ourselves as objects of knowledge;” with the practices of power
“through which we constitute ourselves as subjects acting on others;”
and with ethics “through which we constitute ourselves as moral
agents.”

The critical ontology of ourselves must be considered not, certainly, as a
theory, a doctrine, nor even as a permanent body of knowledge that is
accumulating; it must be conceived as an attitude, an ethos, a philosophical
life in which the critique of what we are is at one and the same time the
historical analysis of the limits imposed on us and an experiment with the
possibility of going beyond them.!*

Foucault’s concise exposition of critical ontology is noteworthy. In
Stanzas, Agamben’s early meditation on the originary split between
poetry and philosophy, he notes that when the term “criticism” first
appeared in the vocabulary of Western philosophy, it signified “inquiry
at the limits of knowledge about precisely that which can be neither
posed nor grasped. ... criticism, insofar as it traces the limits of truth,
offers a glance of “truth’s homeland”... the quest of criticism consists
not in discovering its object but in assuring the conditions of its inacces-
sibility.”** In his later years, weary of the inescapably ontic frame of phi-
losophy, Heidegger turned increasingly to poetry — which he came to
regard as the highest form of thought — as a way to memorialize the
immemorial, to remember “the forgetfulness of a scission”!® that lay at
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the origin of Western culture. In this way through the stanza, the essential
nucleus and stance of poetry, “the human spirit responds to the impos-
sible task of appropriating what must in every case remain unappropri-
able.”'” The later Heidegger, as is well known, eventually deploys Ereignis
as the core term for his path of thinking. Widely regarded as impossible
to translate, and often incorrectly rendered as “Event”, Ereignis might
be heard as bespeaking the appropriation of the unappropriable. For
Dasein then — Heidegger’s ontological designation for human being — it
is in this movement, the appropriation of its existence, its being-in-the-
world, that the parameters of ethical responsibility are illuminated.
Since Heidegger always thinks ethics in terms of the Greek ethos, as
dwelling in the nearness to being, a critical ontology can only be a criti-
cal ontology of ourselves, of the limits and constraints always already
imposed on Dasein by metaphysics, by the technological dispositioning
of being-in-the-world. As such, key strands and formulae of Foucault’s
thought — problematizations, the concern with the subjects’ relation to
truth, the grammars of power (biopolitics, neoliberalism, etc.) — are inex-
tricably linked to what he calls “critical/historical ontology.”

As is evident from the reference above, Agamben explicitly fashions
his critique as “a genealogy of the ontological apparatus,” thereby sig-
naling his intent to develop Foucault’s critical ontology, something he
may himself have undertaken were it not for his early demise. For
Agamben, politics — the place (polis) where the humanity of the living
animal is decided — manifests “as the truly fundamental structure of
Western metaphysics.” The task par excellence of this metaphysical
structure — this biopolitical apparatus — is the “politicization” of bare
life. In assuming this function “modernity does nothing other than
declare its own faithfulness to the essential structure of the metaphysical
tradition.”!® Critical ontology’s preliminary assignment then is the dis-
closure of this metaphysical structure/tradition, and an exposition of its
“significability”, of its bearing on and colonization of our life worlds.
The “critical” work involved in thinking ontology is kenosis, the
movement in thought of the place, or mediality, the crossing over and
mirror-play, of the question of being and the question of power.

Before exploring then the primary articulation between Foucault’s
conception of biopolitics, Agamben’s state of exception, and the latter
Heidegger’s critique of technology, we must turn, with as much clarity as
possible, to a more detailed consideration of Heidegger’s rethinking and
critique of traditional ontology and his topology of being. Since the
Heideggerian critique of metaphysics (refracted through the prisms of
Foucault and Agamben) is the core of the metacolonial, it will be impor-
tant to articulate, as lucidly as possible, the way in which ontology and
the question of being articulate.
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Heidegger: Being, World, Singularity

But where is nihilism really at work? Where men cling to familiar beings
and suppose that it suffices to go on taking beings as beings, since after all
that is what they are. But with this they reject the question of being and
treat being like a nothing (7ihil) which in a certain sense it “is”, insofar as
it unfolds essentially. To cultivate only beings in the forgetfulness of
being — that is nibilism. ... By contrast, to press inquiry into being explic-
itly to the limits of the nothing and to draw the nothing into the question
of being — this is the first and only fruitful step toward a true overcoming
of nihilism."

While a complete elaboration of Heidegger’s path of thinking is obvi-
ously beyond the scope of this chapter, my primary charge is to clarify
the stakes of the Seinsfrage, the question of being, as a prelude to thinking
about critical ontology and “power.” Additionally, I will aim to clarify
the significance of key path-marks from Heidegger’s latter oeuvre —
truth as unconcealment (alétheia the clearing, worlding, Ereignis,
Seinsgeschichte (“history of beyng”), Gestell (dispositioning), the four-
fold, and the thing — all of which resonate in the critical postmetaphysi-
cal enterprise of both Foucault and Agamben. Without a firm
understanding of what is intended by the critique of Western metaphysics
as onto-theology — a critique that undergirds Heidegger’s elaboration of
techné (Gestell) and power (Machenschaft) — the nature of Foucault’s
various grammars of power and Agamben’s meditations on sovereignty,
abandonment, the exception, and bare life remain opaque at best. More
crucially, the modes of resistance to power, in Foucault’s askesis and
Agamben’s form-of-life, only begin to make sense when placed in
proximity with the comportment of Gelassenheit, Heidegger’s ethical
way of being as the counter-stance to Gestell.

It is customary to begin any introduction to Martin Heidegger (1889—
1976) by noting that he was one of the twentieth century’s most remark-
able and influential thinkers, whose 1927 magnum opus Being and Time
forever transformed the landscape of Western philosophy. Despite his
controversial politico-philosophical legacy and a wealth of detractors
within the circles of analytical philosophy,? there is barely any major
critical/poststructural/postmodern theorist who is not in some way pro-
foundly indebted to Heidegger’s stunning critique of Western meta-
physics.?! Yet outside of specialist enclaves, even among humanities and
social science scholars otherwise partial to poststructuralism, the terms
“being,” “metaphysics,” and “ontology” often evoke puzzlement and sus-
picion, if not hostility, as if one were sneaking transcendence — a cosmic
super-something — through the backdoor of postmodernist relativism.??
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However, in a preliminary, somewhat clumsy yet succinct manner, we
might characterize the metaphysical attitude, the dominant “natural atti-
tude” that Heidegger sought all his life to vanquish, with the phrase “the
avoidance of the void.” Whether forgotten, rendered irrelevant, or simply
overlooked and presupposed, public relations for “ontology” are in dis-
array, yet predictably so in the age of technology. It is therefore important
to state off the bat that, properly understood, Heidegger’s “being-way”?3
is not some quasi-mystical quest for a pure transcendental or cosmic-
super event. Being has no willful agency; it is not some super-natural
thing or theological phenomena that resides autonomously and discretely
on a separate plane of reality. Nor is “being” some universal timeless
structural entity or cosmic puppeteer that holds secret codes to human
existence. Heidegger’s path of thinking is resolutely post-foundational.

Ontology Contra Metaphysics: Ontotheology

Heidegger’s thinking can be characterized as a lifelong attempt to under-
stand, think, say, and experience the truth of being, or being as such. His
major contention, and critical point of departure, is that within the entire
history of philosophy (aka metaphysics) the question of being had been
progressively forgotten and as such his first major work, Being and Time
(1927), was singularly tasked “to raise anew the question of the meaning
of being.”?* Perplexed by the question and lacking any understanding of
its significance, modern philosophy increasingly came to regard the
question of being as arcane, empty, and irrelevant. For metaphysics the
meaningful presence of things in the world is simply presupposed and
the very worlding of the world is progressively overlooked. Heidegger
saw as his task to revive the significance of this question and to have us
recognize the poverty of traditional (metaphysical) ways of under-
standing being. While philosophy since the Pre-Socratics has certainly
been concerned with the being question in one form or another — as
physis, Logos (Parmenides and Heraclitus), eidos (Plato), energeia, par-
ousia (Aristotle), cogito (Descartes), Absolute Spirit (Hegel), will to
power (Nietzsche), transcendental ego (Husserl) — Heidegger’s primary
claim is that the Western tradition of metaphysics has offered only partial
and impoverished accounts of being, reducing it to presence, essence, or
“beingness.” The overlooking and presupposing of the being question
enacts a realist foreclosure of the truth of being, which is a more primor-
dial, dynamic (dunamis) “space-time” singularity. Heidegger’s career
involved variations on the articulation of precisely this “more originary”
element in its complex imbrication with the human being (Dasein), and
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his central strategy was to deepen and distinguish his dynamic way of
the thinking being from the traditions’ ossified inheritance of Aristotle’s
metaphysics of presence. This strategy can be provisionally summed up
with the iconic Heideggerian koan: “being is not a being.”*

Metaphysics of course refers to that most basic domain of
philosophical thought that is concerned with asking questions about
the nature of reality.?® Within the corpus of Western philosophy,
ontology, defined simply as the study of being, is itself usually consid-
ered a branch of metaphysics. Hence to ask or attempt to answer the
question of the meaning of being is to engage in ontology. From the
perspective of metaphysics, the being question was effectively a
question about the realness of things; what is it that all entities/beings
share in common, what is it that makes them real. This line of enquiry
ultimately devolved into substance metaphysics (ousia) whose crown-
ing glory today is particle physics. For Heidegger, however, the realness
of the world does not consist simply in the spatio-temporal out-there-
ness of stuff, but rather in the fact that things out there are intelligible;
they are suffused with meaning and significance. Thus while Heidegger
is famed for his attempt to “overcome metaphysics,” what is often
ignored is that Heidegger was not opposed to metaphysics gua meta-
physics, but rather a particular tradition and style of (Western)
ontology.?” As such the term postmetaphysical should be used with a
high degree of qualification in describing Heidegger’s work, and while
it is safe to say that for the most part the word “metaphysics” is
deployed by Heidegger to mark a certain blindness, negativity, or error,
metaphysics nonetheless determines the ways in which “truth” and
meaningful worlds are disclosed. Heidegger’s ontology then was not
against metaphysics as such, but rather was a critique of the very
limited and impoverished way in which being had been presented,
understood, and, eventually, forgotten. In this way he regarded all
of Western philosophy since Plato, to be marred by a weak and
increasingly hollow metaphysics and referred to this tradition as a
“metaphysics of presence” or onto-theology.*

More importantly the “oblivion of being” that he sought to expose
was not merely an arcane problem for “first philosophy,” but was rather
a matter of the utmost significance for all arenas of human life, from
politics, religion, and ethics to art, science, and technology. The
consequence of this forgetting, in which actuality and vision (representa-
tion) take primacy, is exemplified in an attitude he calls technology
(techne). On Heidegger’s account of the history of being, the modern
West culminates in the dominance of a technological and nihilistic way
of thinking being, a structuring rationality that effectively colonizes
the life-world. In his famous essay on technology, Heidegger writes
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“Metaphysics grounds an age.” ¥ Ian Thompson clarifies the signifi-
cance of this phrase eloquently:

Heidegger’s claim is that by giving shape to our historical understanding
of “what is,” metaphysics determines the most basic presuppositions of
what anything is, including ourselves. “Western humanity, in all its com-
portment toward entities, and even toward itself, is in every respect
sustained and guided by metaphysics.”3°

When in the Contributions Heidegger writes that “Abandonment of
being must be experienced as the basic event of our history,”3! a line that
is central to Agamben’s own understanding of our political predicament,
he is effectively suggesting that metaphysics names the very catastrophic
trajectory of human history, otherwise known as “progress.” In this way
being is historicity, world, and power. Additionally, metaphysics is not
simply the result of philosophical shortcomings or historical missteps
from out of the first Pre-Socratic inception of thinking being, nor is it
something like an explicit ideology or theory that one can simply choose
to own or disavow. Every worldview always already presupposes a
metaphysics — a world — just as much as every practice presupposes or
performs a theory. Hence analogous to conventional critical enterprises
(critical theory or poststructuralism) critical ontology simply attempts to
bring our implicit ontological/metaphysical vectors into visibility. As
Thompson puts it, “Heidegger’s deconstruction is premised on his attri-
bution to metaphysics of an unparalleled pride of place in the historical
construction and maintenance of intelligibility.”3

In outlining the path for the radical collapse of the subject—object
duality within which “Western” metaphysics thrives, Heidegger’s
language has allowed for the rethinking of being as a happening, as
emergence, unfolding, and un/concealment.® It is this unfolding/uncon-
cealment and concealment that tradition, or what Zimmerman calls
“productionist metaphysics,”3* covers over. The task of overcoming such
metaphysics is indeed staggering given that this form of thinking is basic
not only to the very occularity of modernity but to the most immanent,
though unthought, assumption about what is.

Though in his later work Heidegger becomes interested in being as
such, or the truth of being, in the early phase Heidegger’s question about
being begins as a general inquiry into the being of entities (the intelligi-
bility of beings) by way of a focus on the being/existence of a special
entity, the human being (Dasein). Simply put, an entity or a being is
anything that manifests, appears, or shows up, as this or that, in the
everyday world (desks, tea cups, cats, my imagination, etc.). By appear-
ing and manifesting Heidegger means is intelligible presence: beings are
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things or entities that are encountered meaningfully, as this or that, as
something. For the most part, however, we simply encounter beings as
beings, as entities that are and as what they are. In the metaphysical
worldview, the totality of this multiplicity of discrete independent objects
that are out there, seemingly independent of the human subject, consti-
tutes our surrounding everyday “world.” In Heidegger’s estimation what
we miss is the worlding® of this world. Broadly speaking our everyday
comportment is properly attuned to our engagement with objects, things,
and entities, in a way that regards them as situated autonomously and
discretely in the world; this comportment can be marked by the word
“ontical” or “ontic.”*® The ontic is best understood not as merely refer-
ring to beings, but as a mode of comportment towards entities and the
world, in which the Cartesian subject/object distinction is taken for
granted and being as such is presupposed. This ontic modality is the
dominant comportment within both the natural and human sciences,
and it is our comfortable and familiar mode of everyday engagement
with the surrounding world.?” The ontic mode privileges our everyday
capacities for representation and knowledge, and when self-reflexive
and critical it tends to ask epistemological questions.

To further solidify our understanding of the deficiency of metaphysics,
of the predominance of the actual over the possible, we turn to a
consideration of ontotheology. As Tain Thompson’s superb manuscript
clarifies, ontotheology has a specific structure that is rarely attended to
even by avid readers of Heidegger. Putting the matter eloquently,
Thompson writes, “Heidegger’s claim is that by giving shape to our his-
torical understanding of “what is” metaphysics determines the most
basic presuppositions of what anything, including ourselves is.”3® Each
epoch implicitly codifies its understanding of the being of entities, and
this understanding is disseminated and embedded in its discursive prac-
tices. Foucault’s episteme effectively aims to get a handle on this a priori
structure of intelligibility. Metaphysics, Thompson argues, “provides
each historical epoch of intelligibility with its ontological bedrock.”
Ontotheology has a double structure and regards being either in terms
of a most basic substance (like an atom, quark, or a wave) or as the most
highest thing (God, the unmoved mover). Thus the error that pervades
foundationalism is itself a variation of the metaphysics of presence
or ontotheology, because foundationalism postulates a most basic
foundation (rationality, nature, etc.) from which all other principles can
be logically and necessarily derived. When the term ontology is invoked
by non-Heideggerians, it is usually equated with something like a basic
foundation, a super universal, or an elementary category that bears no
further meaningful reduction. This quasi-Aristotelian uptake of ontology
as onto-theology manifests precisely what Heidegger aimed to overcome
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in his destrucktion of the metaphysical tradition. Heidegger sees onto-
theology as the unacknowledged, unthematized way of doing meta-
physics from Plato through Kant. It is the engine secretly operating
behind all forms of modern thinking, including, as I will show, modern
Islamist thinking (from Igbal to Mullah Omar). This error is not, how-
ever, caused by human agency, nor strangely enough could this error
have been avoided. Here, Heidegger’s broaching of the destinal is
undoubtedly an anathema to any simple conception of liberal agency.
In rejecting foundationalism, the primary thrust of poststructuralist
critique invariably embraces antifoundationalism. Heidegger, however,
regards antifoundationalism, most coherently expressed in the work of
Nietzsche, as itself the highest and possibly most dangerous form of
onto-theology. It is in this sense that both Agamben and Foucault must be
considered postfoundational and not merely antifoundational thinkers.

The Essence of Being: Being, Beings,
and the Ontological (In)Difference

What then is the question of being? What are we looking for and
enquiring after? What are conventional academic discourses and
everyday ways of thinking deprived of by remaining oblivious or
indifferent to the Seinsfrage? One quick but preliminary way into
the domain of the question is to consider the ontological difference/
distinction; the difference between being (Sein) and beings (Seiendes).
Consider again the laconic phrase “being is not a being,” which suc-
cinctly captures the ontological difference.? This difference also corre-
lates with the “ontological/ontic” distinction, where ontological, initially
and for the most part, refers to being and ontic refers to beings (things,
substances, entities). I say preliminary because as Heidegger’s path of
thinking gets underway and he moves past the limitations of fundamental
ontology, he realizes that the ontological difference fails to properly
think the essential intimacy between being and beings, that is between
being and the world, and merely resubstitutes a transcendental chiasmus
in place of indifference.*’ As we shall see, Agamben’s own invocation of
“indifference,” and the Mobius strip-like structure of the inclusive/
exclusion, relate to this complicated unity in difference of being and
beings.* Though Heidegger does not formulate the “ontological
difference” by name in Being and Time he clearly states its intended
thesis: “The Being of entities ‘is’ not itself an entity.”* This says that
while being is, it is not something (an entity), rather it is a certain noth-
ing (being).* Yet it is on the basis of this not-entity, being, that beings are
and are so meaningfully. How we think the mediality of this “are” — as
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happening, occurring, existing, showing up, or presencing — is of critical
importance.

From a purely phenomenological standpoint, the being question is
about understanding our singular and embodied experience of existence:
the way in which we already find ourselves thrown into a shared world
of meaning, a world whose very possibilities and intelligibility are always
already structured by relationships of power, history, and culture. We
find ourselves thrown into the midst of our “facticity,” concerned, anx-
ious, and curious about the meaning of our mortal, temporary, existence.
It is, however, important to keep in mind, as Heidegger’s move away
from the fundamental ontology of Dasein was to attest, that the truth of
being does not simply unfold as a historicist projection of human subjec-
tivity. Additionally, a crucial distinction is to be made between being and
the truth or essence of being. As Heidegger notes: “With regard to beings,
Being is that which shows and makes visible without showing or
becoming visible itself.”** Here Heidegger is thinking truth in proximity
to the Greek term aletheia (aMdewa), often translated as disclosedness,
unveiling, or unconcealment. As Sheehan notes, alétheia was “the
condition of a thing insofar as it is now present-and-visible, and not just
spatio-temporally present to one’s eyes but meaningfully present to one’s
mind.” Aletheia is a complex and dynamic unfolding of two essentially
related moments of unconcealment and concealment. As such,
Heidegger’s ontology, his concern for the truth of being, can be read as a
“phenomenology of the unapparent and the invisible.”** Heidegger’s
goal was to bring to remembrance, to think, this intrinsically hidden
“place,” “clearing,” or “openness” of being that metaphysics had over-
looked and forgotten. Metaphysics is structurally blind to concealment,
its mode of questioning directed solely at beings in their unconcealment.
Because metaphysical thought remains constrained to presence, it is
incapable of addressing what remains absent or hidden from presence.
In this way metaphysics adheres to the Latin veritas, which thinks truth
solely as a matter of correspondence, correctness, and certainty. Beistegui
phrases this eloquently: “Metaphysics can only see what is true — what
shines in the midst of truth — and so remains blind to truth itself, to the
essence of truth as the clearing that shelters the concealing.”*¢

Towards the end of his life, between 1966 and 1969, Heidegger led a
series of seminars in Le Thor, France, with a small group of French col-
leagues, including the young Agamben.*” During these conversations
Heidegger states clearly for the record: “We must constantly emphasize
that the only question which has ever moved Heidegger is the question
of being: what does “being” mean?”** In the very same seminar Heidegger
also remarks: “If the emphasis is: to let presencing, there is no longer
room for the very name of being.”*’ Therefore, after the publication of
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over ninety volumes of Heidegger’s Gesamiausgabe, most of which have
only emerged in the last two decades, a debate rages over the presumed
centrality of the being question in Heidegger’s thought. For Thomas
Sheehan, “the thing itself” (die Sache selbst), the fundamental matter for
thinking for Heidegger, was not being, but Ereignis; the appropriated
clearing or event of being, the very source for the meaningfulness of
presence.’* While it may seem as if another front on the gigantomachia
has broken out,! it has long been recognized that Heidegger’s approach
to the question of being underwent a turn (Kebre)32. If Heidegger sought
single-handedly to escape the massive gravitational force of over 2500
years of ossified metaphysics, it was only after reaching a certain velocity
and distance that he could attempt to jettison the preliminary phase of
Being and Time. As such his comportment gradually shifted from the
fundamental ontology of the Dasein analytic in Being and Time, where
the meaning of being was at stake, to “be-ing historical thinking”
(Seynsgeschichtliche Denken)*® inaugurated in the Contributions to
Philosophy, where the emphasis was now on the “truth,” topology, and
emergency of being.’*

As Sheehan copiously documents, “Heidegger was scandalously
inconsistent in how he employed the word Sein.” > For instance, in
Introduction to Metaphysics, he uses the expression “the being of beings”
to name both his own ontological question as well as the traditional
metaphysical question, which asks about the realness or “beingness of
beings.” Heidegger’s often ambiguous use of the term “being” forces us
to schematize the different ways and levels at which being is understood,
and to approach the question of being in resolutely onto-phenomenolog-
ical terms. Up until now, as we can see from the preliminary sketch of the
ontological difference, the difference between being and beings can
easily suggest that being is some kind of special postmetaphysical non-
ingredient that serves as a condition of possibility for beings to appear
(as if being dust magically added to some pure blank object causes it to
come out of a hidden non-existence and appear like a rabbit in a magi-
cian’s hat). However, from a strictly phenomenological standpoint being
is not to be understood as what allows for the spatio-temporal and
material out-there-ness of things, rather being is the meaningfulness or
intelligibility of an entity/object for humans. Heidegger’s initial being
question was then effectively a phenomenological question about intelli-
gibility or meaningfulness and the source of this meaningfulness. Being
is thus significance as such. The source of significance itself was articu-
lated in at least two distinct ways: as world (being-in-the-world) and
then as the thrown-open clearing that opens up a world (Ereignis). Being
and Time is of course devoted to the elaboration of world, the meaning-
giving context opened up by Dasein’s temporality or ex-sistence, whereas
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his later work seeks to account for “world” as such in relation to “earth.”
Heidegger’s thinking traverses a particular arc, beginning with the
singular presence of an appearing thing and proceeding to an elabora-
tion of the complex unfolding of this presence, which folds rogether
multiple dimensions of meaningfulness.

It is clear then that as Heidegger’s path of thinking gets underway, he
increasingly grapples with new ways to think and say the fundamental
matter for thinking. Being (Sein), the word all too familiar to classical
metaphysics, is eventually traced as be-ing or beyng (Seyn), the later not
only recalling an older Germanic spelling but also perhaps suggesting a
certain intrinsic resistance to signification. Eventually the vocabulary of
being and all of its variations are eclipsed by Ereignis, which comes to
dominate the ontological enterprise. Similarly, the ontological difference,
a heuristic figure that was so central to the early exposition of the being
question, is seen as fatally compromised by metaphysics and is eventu-
ally replaced by the dynamic interplay of the fourfold of earth, sky, mor-
tals, and gods.

To be clear then, Heidegger used the term being (Sein) in two distinct
senses. In the first phenomenological sense, Heidegger understood being
as the “being” of things: as the “significance,” “intelligibility,” or mean-
ingful presence (Anwesen) of things within the politico-cultural worlds
of human interests and concerns. In the second, ontological sense, being
(being as such or being itself) was meant to indicate the source or
“giving” of such meaningfulness. Heidegger eventually referred to the
source of being as the thrown-open clearing, which should be under-
stood less as some transcendental condition of possibility and more as
an immanent co-happening for meaningfulness to occur. It is therefore
important to recognize from the outset that in Heidegger’s “phenom-
ontology,” in addition to these two (in)distinct senses, “being” is both
indispensable yet insufficient: all attempts to “say” and “re-name” it are
always already betrayals. Nonetheless, it is necessary to remain mindful
of the way in which Heidegger’s locution of being oscillates between the
being or intelligibility of things/entities to the intelligibility of being as
such. That is to say, being sometimes refers to significance (significabil-
ity), intelligibility, or meaningful presence, as well as to that which makes
meaningful presence possible, the source or event of being-as-meaning-
fulness. He would eventually refer to this source of intelligibility as “the
clearing” (die Lichtung) or, more accurately, “the thrown-open or appro-
priated clearing.”¢ Because the place of this clearing, the Da, is human
Dasein, or ex-istence, the question of being is immanent with the question
of the subject.

Sheehan’s stark and controversial claim that the Heidegger philos-
ophy was not about Sein at all seeks to mark a decisive intervention in
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Heidegger’s terminological ambiguity: Heidegger’s “endeavors were to
bring to light this intrinsically hidden ‘whence’ that classical ontology
had overlooked and forgotten. Being (Sein) in all its incarnations is the
topic of metaphysics. Heidegger, on the other hand, is after the essence
or source of being and thus the ground of metaphysics.”’” While for
many commentators being is always both being and the clearing for
being, both senses folded into a unity, situating our understanding of
Heidegger in the midst of these terminological transitions will become
crucial for staging the requisite confrontations with both Agamben and
Foucault’s appropriation of the Seinsfrage. In particular, keeping these
two senses of being distinct will become vital for situating Agamben’s
engagement and development of Heidegger through the thematic of (im)
potentiality and caesurae. Eventually then we will need to think in terms
of series of three ultimately “inseparable distinctions:”® between beings
(entities, things), being (world, the open, unconcealment), and the truth
of being (beyng, concealment, earth).

It would be helpful then to schematize and refer distinctly to three pri-
mary senses of being. This will allow us to reconfigure and suture the
preliminary sense of the ontological difference. Critically, as indicated,
these three senses of being dovetail with Agamben’s elaboration of
potentiality (actuality/potentiality/impotentiality):

1. Being-Presence (actuality/actual)
2. Being-World (potentiality/possible)
3. Being-Ereignis (impotentiality/impossible)

We can also insert here a preliminary definition of the metacolonial as
the utter predominance and colonization of the actual over the possible,
beings over being, the totality over singularity.

This initial tripartite distinction between (1) beings, (2) the being/
meaningfulness of beings, and (3) the essence/truth of being, allows us to
distinguish between three senses of the ontological difference, which
eventually are to be read as ontological (in)distinctions:

1. The first sense is the metaphysical or ontotheological sense in which
the difference between beings (particular things, “thatness”) and the
beingness of beings (universal essence or ground of beings, “whatness”)
is articulated. This is effectively the difference between entities and the
form (eidos), ground, or underlying essence of entities as a whole
(ousia). This is the Platonic, foundational, or ontic understanding of the
difference, which Heidegger seeks to overcome at all costs.

2. The second sense is Heidegger’s preliminary rejoinder to Platonic
metaphysics (1), namely the ontological difference as the difference
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between being and beings, which preserves the difference as
difference. Being as “presencing” (Anwesen) is the nothing that gives
the something, beings, their meaningful “presence” (Anwesenbeit).
This is a postfoundational®® or ontological understanding of the
difference. In its initial preliminary sense, the ontological difference
refers to the differentiation of things from their being or
meaningfulness.

3. The third sense, however, is the difference between being (mean-
ingful presence, intelligibility, significance), and Ereignis, the appro-
priating event of meaningful presence.

It should be evident that, from a phenomenological standpoint, there
can be no such thing as a purely ontic entity. Everything we encounter is
always already encountered as something meaningful and intelligible
(even if it is an undefined object, it will show up meaningfully, in this
case as strange or out-of-place). The foregrounded presence of anything
is only possible on the basis of an already existing background network
of meaningful relations that Heidegger called world. The “world” is the
prior “open space” or “clearing” that allows things to appear meaning-
fully. Critical ontology effectively seeks to grasp the basic background
conditions that govern the various configurations of the clearing, the
horizon of intelligibility that direct our engagement with the world and
by extension with use and value. The question of power, or the apparatus,
is intimately bound up with the configuration of world.

Technology and Metaphysics

The limitless domination of modern technology in every corner of this

planet is only the late consequence of a very old technical interpretation of

the world, the interpretation that is usually called metaphysics.
—Heidegger, The Question Concerning Technology

... the hopeless frenzy of unchained technology and the rootless organiza-
tion of the average man ... spiritual decline ... the darkening of the world,
the flight of the gods ... the destruction of the earth, the reduction of human
beings to a mass, the preeminence of the mediocre ... the disempowering of
spirit, its dissolution, diminution, suppression, and misinterpretation ... all
things sinking to the same depths, to a flat surface resembling a dark mirror
that no longer reflects anything and gives nothing back ... the onslaught of
what aggressively destroys all rank, every world-creating impulse of the
spirit ... the regulation and mastery of the material relations of production
... the instrumentalization and misinterpretation of spirit.

—Heidegger, Introduction to Metaphysics
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Technology is being. “In the era of technology, positionality (das Gestell)
is precisely how being gives itself to us today.” Put differently, technology
is itself the meaning of being. Since technology shares the same essential
space as that of metaphysics from which it grew, it can be regarded as
the completion of metaphysics. Technology thus marks the ultimate level
of Seinsverlassenbeit; the forgottenness of being, or the total occlusion of
the essence of “truth as untruth,” or concealment. As such, it amounts
to the devastation or crisis of being (emergency of being). For Heidegger,
the devastation of Europe in war was itself an instance of a deeper and
decisive devastation, that of being, which he also equates with the com-
pletion of European nihilism. Critical ontology is an expression of this
crisis and begins with the recognition that we are always already thinking
from out of this crisis; the thinking subject is already marked and caught
up in the technological sway of being. Hence in Agamben’s onto-political
thinking, the problem, persistence, dispersion, and intensification of sov-
ereign violence, is rooted in and abetted by the refusal (incapacity) to
decipher the metaphysical engine that sustains the key political cate-
gories of modernity. As such his conception of the camp, the permanent
space of exception in which we live, is a corollary and development of
Heidegger’s emergency of being.

Thinking of course emerges from being; it takes place from out of and
in relation to a constituted field of intelligibility. For Heidegger, when
that field becomes dominated by and given over wholly to metaphysics,
when our comportment to being becomes onto-theologically saturated,
then a pale leveling cast of technology begins to pervade the entirety of
our life worlds, with catastrophic consequences for politics and life.
Modern techno-power is itself the outcome, or unfolding, of the history
of being. The forgetting of being and the reduction of being to beings,
which is what metaphysical thinking does, culminates in a technological
way of seeing and being. The complete domination of technology with its
exclusive manipulation, not only of beings but of beings in their character
of being utilizable for some technological demand, radically preclude
any possibility of an openness to being. It is in opposition to this founda-
tional metaphysics that Heidegger devotes his entire energies. As such,
from an ontological vantage point — one that registers the transformative
power of positionality (Gestell) and the sway of metaphysics — the oppo-
sitions between science and religion, between democracy and authoritar-
ianism, between “the West” and “Islam,” can be seen not so much as false
but merely ontic. Under the now global regimes of the various technolog-
ical apparatus (biopower, neoliberalism, etc.) ontological convergence is
rendering these oppositions increasingly indistinct.

On Heidegger’s account, “modern techno-power is founded in an
unconditional drive toward the enhancement of power. This drive
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toward enhancement calls for the objectification and ordering of beings;
conversely, the objectification and ordering of beings facilitates the drive
towards enhancement.”®® In this way, if we regard Foucault’s “history of
power” as in part a narrative of the intensification of power, we can see
how it is indebted to the process that Heidegger calls technological
enframing. Governmentality then can be thought of as the way techno-
logical subjects seek to accomplish security, certainty, and stability
“through a complete ordering of all beings, in the sense of a systematic
securing of stockpiles, by means of which [their] establishment in the
stability of certainty is to be completed.”®! The individualizing and total-
izing poles of biopower in Foucault coincide in the “total mobilization”
of beings as resource, the systematic securing of stockpiles for the sake
of power. The result is that nature, now distinct from human “culture,”
comes to appear as a vast field of usability and disposability or “standing
reserve” (Bestand).®? It is in this sense that “culture” is itself a form of
colonization®® of the originary life-world possibilities of a human being.
Human life itself becomes a resource, or domain for maximization and
securitization. This transformation of man, and subsequently the domain
of culture itself, into production and stockpile, is the unfolding of what
Heidegger calls the will-to-power. Thus humanism, which is at the heart
of the “anthropological machine,” with its attendant political doctrines
of liberalism and democracy and its juridical armature of a rights bearing
subject, are complicit in technology’s occlusion of its own impoverished
metaphysical episteme.

For Heidegger, then, technology (techné) is not something technolog-
ical but is rather a mode of revealing (aletheuein), a kind of ethos that
sediments our attitude towards beings. Playing on Aristotle’s notion of
techné as a mode of knowing, technology, Heidegger says, is a certain
revelation of beings, a concentration on the thing as a separate being, an
essence, a substance, something with properties that can be broken down
into its parts. Technology reveals beings as reducible to structure, as ana-
lyzable, quantifiable, predictable, and controllable. Most importantly
beings can be harnessed and secured. Foucault’s critique of security and
biopolitics is intimately bound up with this Heideggerian critique of
modernity’s technological way of being.

Technology thus designates the way in which we comport ourselves
towards both beings and being, folding the later into the former. Yet
technology itself is a certain destining of being and not some historical
error of translation of the Greek notion of alétheia to the Roman veritas.
Heidegger uses the term “Gestell” (framing or enframing) to designate
this “essence of technology.” The dominance, and perhaps we might say
arrogance then, of the social science preference for quantity over quality
can be seen as an extension of the very structure of Western metaphysics
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that Heidegger sought to uncover, an attitude rooted in enframing’s
ontologically reductive mode of revealing, for which only that which is
calculable in advance “counts” as being, and being true. According to
Heidegger then, Western metaphysics and history are essentially techno-
logical, that is, governed from the start by an unquestioned conception
of reality that is intrinsically productivist and instrumental.
Technological modernity’s unconditional drive toward the enhance-
ment of power, and its subsequent transformation of the horizons of
intelligibility, subsumes subjectivity and institutions alike. This drive
towards enhancement and constant improvement calls for the objectifi-
cation and ordering of beings. The will to power is above all a will to
efficiency. This understanding leads us to think of all beings, including
human beings, but especially the natural environment, as composed of
entities lacking intrinsic meaning other than as resources for relentless
optimization, efficiency, and calculation. The logic of sovereignty, in
Agamben, also follows this command of decision and ordering.
Technology defines the way in which the “world,” perceived solely as
extended space, is mobilized, ordered, homogenized, and used up so as
to enhance man’s will to hegemony. The ordering takes the form of a
total planning or an equipping that consists in the division of the whole
dynamic of being into sectors and areas, followed by the systematic
organization and exploitation of such regions; Foucault’s military spaces
of discipline. Thus, each domain has its own “institute of research,” each
area is controlled and evaluated with a view to assessing its potential
and eventually calibrated for mass consumption.®* Beings as a whole
have become this “stuff” awaiting consumption. Nothing falls outside of
this technological organization: neither politics, which has become the
way to organize and optimize the technological seizure of beings at the
level of the nation, nor culture. Foucault’s governmentality is an extension
of this metaphysical ordering. In the world of the Taliban, Islam is con-
sumed, and deployed as a pure instrument of a sovereign will, which is
to say that the Taliban’s comportment towards Islam is technological.
However, technology is not only a structuration, systematization, and
ordering of socio-political life but also of experience itself. Heidegger’s
call for thinking as poiésis, which as we shall see parallels Agamben’s
notion of a form-of-life, comes in response to an age in which being is
determined as “technological” — as disclosable, calculable, available.
“Heidegger looks for the possibility of opening up a reserve of a differ-
ent modality of happening, which he explores under the rubric of
poiésis. ... the understanding of the historicity of experience as event.”®
For Heidegger “the essence of technology” constrains our current
epoch or constellation of historical intelligibility; it frames us. The essence
of modern technology is this “enframing” (Gestell). It is effectively
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a stance, a comportment towards being. This framing, or “enframing”
(Gestell), is an historical “mode of revealing” in which things increas-
ingly show up only as resources to be optimized. Gestell then refers both
to a technological way of revealing — the way in which entities are
revealed as standing-reserve — and with the idea that this way of revealing
claims and takes possession of us within the domain of subjectivity.
Gestell is thus the primal specter of our hauntology.

Politics: Apparatus, Machine, Power

The emergency of being is thus nihilism, manifest in the form of progress
and technology, ruling “as will to power, as the most disastrous unleash-
ing of power amidst beings as a whole.”®® Thus echnology, biopolitics,
and sovereignty have their roots in metaphysics itself, a fact that charac-
terizes the “progressive” and “liberal” nature of Western history. That
which makes our history Western, according to Heidegger, is meta-
physics, and metaphysics culminates in the age of technology. As the
embodiment of a will-to-power, precision, calculation, ordering, system-
atization, and control all become key elements of a way of knowing the
world. Modernity as such, in either its liberal, communist, or even
Islamist mode, foregrounds this purely instrumental and technological
understanding and way of being. With the domination of neoliberalism
as the primary driving force of political and economic rationality, every-
thing becomes commodified, and an “impersonal,” “self-regulating,”
“autonomous” market becomes the measure of all things. On this
reading, we become not only homo economicus but more like machines,
alienated not only from our proper humanitas but also from the world.

For Nietzsche the will to power is the ultimate fact or destination to
which modern civilization has come. It is Nietzsche’s doctrine of the
will-to-power that serves as the cipher for Heidegger’s critique of tech-
nology and modern power, and both Foucault and Agamben implicitly
draw on this critique. Foucault’s biopolitics and Agamben’s concern
with sovereign power and the exception could be understood as original
developments, extensions or variations of this critique. On Heidegger’s
account of the history of the forgetting of being, he shows how the eter-
nally recurring will-to-power, which is at the core of Nietzschean meta-
physics, has left us with a purely instrumental and technological
understanding of being. The very essence of our way of modern thinking
has culminated in the nihilism of the will-to-power and the logic of tech-
nology. Nietzsche’s conceptualization of the totality of entities as “eter-
nally recurring will-to-power” is exposed by Heidegger as the purest
expression of a nihilistic ontotheology, which presages nothing other
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than the “unending disaggregation and reaggregation of forces without
purpose or goal.”®” However, even while Heidegger acknowledges the
will-to-power as the essence of modern man, and indeed as the unavoid-
able manner in which the being of beings is revealed, he also proposes a
way out. The way out involves thinking his concept of Ereignis, which is
the negative, the counter-essence, of Gestell. Thus the thought or thinking
of Ereignis is the cite where Heidegger’s ethics unfolds. The concepts of
Ereignis and Gestell will in the section on Foucault be thought in terms
of space and power, where ethics (dwelling) corresponds to the thought
of Ereignis and politics to the mode of power in Gestell.

Ethics: Gelassenheit and the Saving Power

The later Heidegger’s ontology, as we have seen, revolves around the
German word Ereignis — “the event,” “enowning,” or “appropriating.”
Ereignis is the rupture or opening that holds within itself, that conceals,
the secret of its happening and makes possible both Dasein and the
appearance of beings dependent upon its disclosedness or openness.
Ereignis therefore names that which is never unveiled to calculation, that
which is repeatedly suppressed by the metaphysics of presence, namely,
the unthinkable, the ungovernable, the inappropriable, the upsurge in
the nothing that renders Dasein free and available for the showing of
being. Heidegger would say that the history of metaphysics, which coin-
cides with the history of technology and the history of Western civiliza-
tion, is the repeated effort to repress Ereignis. Both Heidegger and
Foucault argue that “modernity is dominated by a technological power
that works to objectify the real and reduce human life to the level of
resource. Both argue that this power works to order the forces of life,
placing them into productive systems. Heidegger calls this power mach-
ination (Machenschaft) or enframing (Gestell) whereas Foucault calls it
biopower.” The task of thinking today, according to both thinkers, is to
overcome biopolitical (representational, metaphysical) ways of thinking.

For Heidegger, the ethos that must replace Gestell, the kind of thinking
that redirects us to the question of being, is Gelassenbeit (letting-be). If
technology is sustained and perpetuated by the will-to-power as the basic
attitude of man, it is “serenity” or “letting-be” that characterizes the
ethos of a non-technological mode of knowing and relating. This is effec-
tively an embrace of the power of powerlessness, the power not to, and,
as we shall see, bears a strong resemblance to that aspect of possibility
that, in Agamben’s discussion of potentiality, he claims has been dis-
placed in favor of actuality. This is a kind of thought that does not submit
thinking to the exclusive rule of exchange-value, commodification, and
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practicality. It is its own end, rather than a means to an end. This does
not mean an abstract thinking for its own sake, but rather the valuing of
forms of thinking and questioning that cannot immediately be harnessed
within a calculus of direct practical advantage. This form of thinking
exhorts us to uncover, contest, and transcend the reified sediments of our
deepest metaphysical assumptions, and hence possibly our most deeply
cherished assumptions about the nature of the good life and the nature
of the self, community, and world.

If being is the singular appearance of a unique event, the oblivion of
being is by contrast the reduction of life to quantity, fact, production.
The double structure of the oblivion of being is the crisis haunting our
age, and an understanding of its concrete manifestations have been
transposed from the realm of philosophy to social and political life by
the work of Agamben and Foucault. Agamben’s conception of the state
of emergency and abandonment is the bridge between the thought of
crisis in Heidegger and the sense of crisis that pervades our political pre-
sent. It is to this crisis, or catastrophe of the political in Agamben, that
we will now turn.

Agamben’s Apparatus: Being, Power,
and Abandonment

The fact that must constitute the point of departure for any discourse on
ethics is that there is no essence, no historical or spiritual vocation, no
biological destiny that humans must enact or realize. ... This does not
mean, however, that humans are not, and do not have to be, something,
that they are simply consigned to nothingness and therefore can freely
decide whether to be or not to be, to adopt or not to adopt this or that
destiny .... There is in effect something that humans are and have to be,
but this something is not an essence nor properly a thing: It is the simple
fact of one’s own existence as possibility or potentiality.*’

Giorgio Agamben is a thinker of immense beauty and spirit, complexity,
and simplicity. He offers us a series of philosophically dense reflections
on contemporary problems of power (sovereignty, biopolitics) and the
possibility of ethics. Agamben’s work is a meditation on life, existence,
political power, law, violence, the sacred, happiness, suffering, potenti-
ality, and above all human possibilities. In short he is a thinker who
directs our attention towards what is most essential — the being of
thought itself. In the past decade Agamben’s development of Foucaultian
biopolitics, especially the concept of sovereign power and the state of
emergency, has become an important explanatory framework for
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scholars attempting to understand the spatial imaginaries and political
rationalities of US imperial projects. As such, Agamben’s initial academic
notoriety was intimately bound up with the US Global War on Terror
and its proliferating declarations of emergency, suspensions of law, its
license to kill, and other brutal uses of exceptional powers. Agamben’s
rich deployment of spatial terminologies — the camp, the exception, the
inclusive exclusive ban, threshold, nomos, etc. — are without doubt the
features that have endeared him to many geographers, and have opened
up new domains of geographical analysis.

What is rarely noted, or elaborated on, is that these paradigmatic con-
cepts are in fact deeply indebted to Heidegger’s thinking on being and
space. I argue in this section that the state of exception is not only an
empirical question of describing this or that particular political space
but rather an ontological aspect of contemporary geo-political moder-
nity. This new ontological direction promises on the one hand to reorient
Agamben studies, which have by and large downplayed, or remained
oblivious to the central problematic of political ontology, and on the
other to highlight the onto-spatial registers of Agamben’s thought. My
claim is that by ignoring Heidegger’s challenge to our everyday represen-
tational and implicitly metaphysical way of thinking, our conceptions of
space, power, and our understanding of Agamben’s use of spatiality will
remain somewhat impoverished. Only on an ontological register then
can we properly confront a series of charges commonly leveled against
Agamben: his political pessimism on the one hand and the insufficient
attention paid to historical specificity and nuance on the other. However,
Agamben’s work is neither conventional political theory nor history but
is rather a critical, political, and spatial ontology. More importantly, this
reorientation paves the way for the reception of Foucault’s grammars of
power in resolutely ontological terms.

The State of Exception is one of the few books in Agamben’s oeuvre
that does not contain direct references to Heidegger’s corpus.”” The
fourth chapter titled “Gigantomachy Concerning a Void” attempts to
reconstruct the outlines of an “esoteric dossier:” a behind the scenes
battle between Carl Schmitt and Walter Benjamin over the question of
the relationship between anomie, law, the state of exception, and the
place of sovereign violence (Gewalt). As Agamben clarifies “this struggle
for anomie seems to be as decisive for Western politics as the gigantoma-
chia peri tes ousias, the “battle of giants concerning being,” that defines
Western metaphysics.””! The Greek phrase” is from Plato’s Sophist, and
appears famously in the opening sentence of the Introduction in Being
and Time, decisively marking Heidegger’s own declaration of war against
the philosophical tradition for its forgetting of the question of being.
For Heidegger the “giants” were of course Plato and Aristotle, and the
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contemporary victors of this destinal engagement who now dominate
our technological epoch have clearly inherited the banner of Aristotelian
energeia and ousia: being as permanent presence.”> What can decisively
be glimpsed here, and is a strategy that recurs across the entire corpus of
Agamben’s work, culminating in a chapter entitled the “Ontological
Apparatus,”’ is this consistent linkage between politics (power), meta-
physics, and ontology. Agamben’s invocation and “concern” for the
void/being is a call for resistance against the totalizing apparatus of the
otkonomia (economy), and is perhaps one of the many signposts that
Agamben erects for “future cartographers of the new ethical territory to
orient themselves.””> The ethos of orienting oneself in relation to this
“empty space” or void, proximate to the Heideggerian ethical gesture of
Gelassenbeit (letting be), also reflects the degree to which Agamben
cannot be weaponized. While Agamben is clearly no docile Heideggerian
lieutenant, we simply cannot get a sense of the strategies that Agamben
deploys in his own struggle against the nihilism of Western politics/meta-
physics without a clearer mapping of the “terrain” of critical ontology
that Heidegger’s monumental path of thinking opened up.

Similarly, in one of his earliest works, Stanzas: Word and Phantasm in
Western Culture, which appeared in English in 1977 and was dedicated
to the memory of Martin Heidegger who had died the year before,
Agamben emphatically describes his early investigation as “a topology
of the unreal” and as “an inquiry into the void.” The stanza, the metrical
device that European poets of the thirteenth century cultivated as the
essential nucleus of their poetry, is a “capacious dwelling, receptacle”
that safeguards the unique object of poetic enjoyment. However, access
to a proper enquiry into the nature of this topos is barred, Agamben
writes, “by the forgetfulness of a scission” that has become fundamental
to Western thinking. Clearly an echo of the gigantomachia — the war bet-
ween being and beings, the de/cision [Unterschied] of Ereignis — this
theme of scission or separation, also recurs throughout Agamben’s work.
In Stanzas it is read as the split between poetry and philosophy, between
the poetic word and the word of thought. In his more recent works this
immemorial oblivion is marked as the separation of being and acting,
which plays out as the separation between the human and the animal,
between culture and nature, zoé and bios.

As will become clear, all of Agamben’s key originary concepts —
potentiality, indifference, inoperativity, abandonment, the exception,
sovereignty, bare life — must be understood in relation to — though not
simply a derivative of — the uncanny yet intimate cite disclosed by
Heidegger’s ontological investigations. As if addressing from the very
beginning the “future cartographers” of the Remnant, Agamben notes:
“We must still accustom ourselves to think of the ‘place’ not as something
spatial, but as something more original than space.””® Here from his very
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earliest writing Agamben urges us to pay attention to a topology (of
being/living) that precedes all topography, the very taking place or world-
ing of the world: in short a geography before geography. However, an
exploration of this place or, better yet, placing, which both precedes and
permeates — colonizes — our world, must invariably begin with a sense of
what the inquiry into the question of being entails. In more prosaic terms,
the kind of analytic purchase afforded by the use of ontology refers pre-
cisely to this topography and its bearing on our topology. The domain of
critical ontology, overlapping with what Foucault called the historical a
priori, is hence a form of analysis that attempts to grasp the basic
background conditions for the horizon of intelligibility that governs our
engagement with the world and, by extension, horizons that condition
the normative production of meaning, use, and value. In contrast to ontic
and epistemological investigation, ontological inquiry sees our under-
standing of the world (our “worldview”) as emerging from a more basic
pre-reflective series of practical involvements — a discursive regime. All
claims to knowledge (connasiance), and expressions of judgment, then
always already contain a backgrounded understanding (savoir) about
what kinds of entities there are to know, and an ethical stance toward
these entities. Ontology therefore highlights the mutual interrelatedness
of conditions of possibility and actuality. The aim of historical ontology is
thus to make explicit and foreground the work done by specific prereflec-
tive activities to animate and legitimate a particular horizon of intelligi-
bility. Ontology becomes critical when placed in relation to Seinsgeschicte
(the history of Ereignis/being). That is to say, what happens to our way
of engaging with the world (other entities), when the horizon of intelligi-
bility is colonized by technological, neoliberal modes of knowing and
being in the world. “Ontology” Agamben notes “is laden with the histor-
ical destiny of the West not because an inexplicable and metahistorical
magical power belongs to being but just the contrary, because ontology
is the originary place of the historical articulation between language and
world.””” It is in this sense that we should read Heidegger’s claim that
“metaphysics is the essential ground of Western history.”

Agamben’s Critique: A Grammar of Crisis

For Agamben the primary experience of the modern is carceral:
modern human being is suspended in a fopos of power, the political, a
space marked by the violent oscillation between sovereign power and
bare life (homo sacer). Agamben’s work should be seen as an exercise in
political ontology, not only because he thinks with the question of being
but also because at a minimum he is involved in the reconstitution and
examination of the most basic categories of political thought. Agamben
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takes up Heidegger’s challenge to think ontologically, to think beyond
metaphysics, and without doubt we will miss the critical thrust of
Agamben’s thought if we refuse to meet him on this ontological reg-
ister.”® Heidegger’s main contention was that Western history, in the for-
getting of being,” has culminated in a technological nihilism, and that a
new kind of thinking was necessary to reorient modernity from its pre-
cipitous fall. Agamben is determined to carry out and extend this
project. He suggests that even though Heidegger makes a valiant effort
to think beyond onto-theology, he remains caught up in metaphysics by
positing the ultimate ground, not in terms of the will to power, but in
terms of a relationship of negativity (Heidegger’s Abgrund, Abyss, or
nothing). For Agamben, Heidegger’s grounding of language in nega-
tivity and death, even if it is characterized as dynamic negativity, still
relegates human nature to emptiness or nothingness. In other words,
Heidegger’s path cannot fully overcome the problem of nihilism. In this
way Agamben repeats for Heidegger an analogous critique that
Heidegger made of Nietzsche. Since the problem of nihilism is also of
central concern for Agamben, he wants to make sure that we recognize
the metaphysical structure of nihilism (anarchy), which secretly governs
the logic of modern sovereignty and which defines the topology, or
space, of the exception.

Agamben’s resolutely onto-logical reading of biopolitics and power,
however, appears most forcefully in his essay “What is an Apparatus,”
where he explicitly marks the link between Heidegger’s Gestell and the
apparatus (dispositif). For Agamben the apparatus is the “decisive
technical term in the strategy of Foucault’s thought.” Agamben connects
the Latin term dispositio with the French term dispositif, allowing
apparatus “to take on the complex semantic sphere of the theological
oikonomia. ....in which, and through which, one realizes a pure activity
of governance devoid of any foundation in being.” Once again Agamben
highlights the motif of separation, between being and act, as central to
the metaphysical destiny of the West, and the emergence of the anthro-
pological, neoliberal biopolitical machine.

In light of this theological genealogy the Foucauldian apparatuses acquire
an even more pregnant and decisive significance, since they intersect not
only with the context of what the young Hegel called “positivity”, but also
with what the later Heidegger called Gestell .... When Heidegger, in Die
Technik und die Kebre (The Question Concerning Technology), writes
that Ge-stell means in ordinary usage an apparatus, but that he intends by
this term “the gathering together of the (in)stallation [Stellen] that (in)
stalls man, this is to say, challenges him to expose the real in the mode
of ordering [Bestellen]”, the proximity of this term to the theological
dispositio, as well as to Foucault’s apparatuses, is evident.®
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Thus it is clear that, for Agamben, the decisive Foucaultian term for
power, the apparatus, must be drawn into the conceptual space of
Heidegger’s Gestell. It is in this sense that we must also reconfigure the
biopolitical.

The ancient Greeks, Agamben explains, had more than one term to
express what we usually mean by the word life. They used two distinct
terms: zoé, which expressed “the simple fact of living common to all
living beings (animals, humans, or gods),” and bios, which signified the
form or manner of living of a single individual or group. Zoé is thus
mere life, naked life, whereas bios is the way of life of a community or
political life. Another way of thinking the difference between the two is
in terms of mere life (uncultured/natural/barbaric) and the good life
(cultured/civilized). During the classical period, zoé was excluded from
the bios, the city (state) or political sphere (the polis). Zoé was relegated
to a particular space, that of the home (oikos), the private, or domestic
sphere, and excluded from the polis, the public or political space. From
Foucault’s work on biopolitics, which Agamben draws upon and seeks
to “complete,” we learn that today zoé has been restored, or included,
into the central concerns of political life (the polis); “at the threshold of
the modern era, natural life begins to be included in the mechanisms
and calculations of State power, and politics turns into biopolitics.”!
Thus whereas zoé was historically distinct or separate from bios, in
modern states it is now central to the population/nation (bios). The
modern state today is concerned with the very bare life of its subjects/
citizens, and understands this life as central to the constitution of
collective life, the population. The concepts of population, people, and
nation thus represent the indistinction between zoé and bios.

While the primary uptake of the concept of bare life has been to see it
as a new figure of the victim, the subaltern, or the abject, bare life must
be recognized as a properly onto-political figure that shares a proximity
to sovereign power. Bare life is a life subjected to a biopolitical space,
captured by the polis and transfixed by the paradox of sovereignty.®? It
is a life that is stripped, made naked, marooned, made barren, “wasted.”
Bare life is a life wholly exposed to power (Gestell) separated from its
impotentiality and being (Ereignis), and in this way it is a haunted life of
homelessness. Sovereign power and homo sacer are not, as is often
thought, strictly oppositional, for as we shall see, ontologically they par-
ticipate in the same structure of abandonment.

It will also be helpful if we keep in mind that even though bare life is
a key protagonist in Agamben’s ontology, it is not a timeless universal
figure or phenomenon. It changes in relation to the changing modalities
of political power.®* That is to say, bare life has a history, and in order to
reveal where instances of this paradigm occurs today, what it means and



52 THE METACOLONIAL STATE

signifies in our time, he undertakes a brief genealogy of the term
beginning with the classical periods of Greece and Rome. More impor-
tantly, bare life is not just biological life, but is rather akin to something
like existence or facticity (Dasein). In fact, towards the end of Homo
Sacer, Agamben is explicit in linking zoé with existence, pure Being;:
In the syntagm “bare life”, “bare” corresponds to the Greek haplés, the
term by which first philosophy defines pure Being. The isolation of the
sphere of pure Being, which constitutes the fundamental activity of
Western metaphysics, is not without analogies with the isolation of bare
life in the realm of Western politics.

Life, similar to Dasein’s factical life in Heidegger, is thus a key term
that takes on a new ontological resonance in Agamben’s work, and this
metaphysical capture of life, its “empowerment” and interiorization
under modernity, will be taken as a key component of the metacolonial.
The metacolonial, like the political destiny of the West, which is marked
by the “interlacement of zoé and bios,” is thus a biopolitical space
marked by the indistinction between law and life.®

The novelty of Agamben’s account of sovereign power lies, in part, in
the introduction of the figure of homo sacer (sacred man). In character-
izing bare life as the “life of homo sacer” (sacred man, or the one who
may be killed and yet not sacrificed), bare life becomes sacred life. Homo
sacer thus designates life caught up in a particular (inauthentic) relation-
ship,a particular closed circumstance, which involves a loss of ontological
openness.”” Under Roman Law, there was a ban on the sacrifice of the
one who was designated homo sacer, in addition to the unpunishability
of his killing. “The double exclusion into which he is taken and the
violence to which he finds himself exposed” suggests that sacred life is
a “life that cannot be sacrificed and yet may be killed.” For Agamben
this interlacement of zoé and bios seems to define the political destiny
of the West.

While Agamben concretizes what otherwise seems like an obscure ref-
erence to Roman Law, through references to figures like the bandit and
the wargus (werewolf), his main onto-spatial task, once again, is to dis-
close the topological structure of homo sacer is such a way that it reveals
its homology with the structure of the exception. Having done so he
advances his main hypothesis linking power and life:

... homo sacer presents the originary figure of life taken into the sovereign
ban and preserves the memory of the originary exclusion through which
the political dimension was first constituted. The political sphere of sover-
eignty was thus constituted through a double exclusion.... The sovereign
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sphere is the sphere in which it is permitted to kill without committing
homicide and without celebrating a sacrifice, and sacred life — that is, life
that may be killed but not sacrificed — is the life that has been captured in
this sphere. ... in this sense, the production of bare life is the originary
activity of sovereignty.

This hypothesis becomes central to Agamben’s critique of liberal
democracy, which in its almost ritual invocation of the sacredness of life,
of (human) rights in opposition to sovereign power, remains oblivious to
its onto-historical foundations as an expression of a relation of aban-
donment and (as in Foucault) life’s subjection to a power over death.
Agamben’s classical detour reveals the way in which life originally
appears in Roman Law (vitae necisque Potestas) as the counterpart of a
power to kill (nex). In this way it can be seen that the standard left cri-
tique of liberal regimes — that they do not remain true to the ideal of
liberty and peace, that they are hypocritical — nonetheless leaves intact
the veracity of the liberal ideal. If Foucault castigates liberal politics
for its blindness to its own ceaseless demand for war and its delimited
conception of power and agency, Agamben exposes the fundamental
complicity of the political with both an originary (historical) and an
ontological violence (abandonment). The topological symmetry between
the figure of the sovereign and the figure of homo sacer means that
“the sovereign is the one with respect to whom all men are potentially
homines sacri, and homo sacer is the one with respect to whom all men
act as sovereigns.” The modern “secular” polis then is founded on the
capture of bare life within the sovereign juridical order. As such
homo sacer “names” something like the originary “political” relation.
Within this space “life is sacred only insofar as it is taken into the sover-
eign exception” and only insofar as it remains subject to the sovereign
decision.

The continued presence of disposable bodies and peoples today tes-
tifies to the contemporary relevance of this most ancient figure. Who
are these disposables today? Who can we kill with impunity? Who
decides? The one who can make this decision, regarding who is included
and excluded, is the one who is said to exercise sovereign power. Homo
sacer then becomes, for Agamben, “the key by which not only the sacred
texts of sovereignty but also the very codes of political power will unveil
their mysteries.” Unlike the postcolonial, which privileges the historical
structures of formal colonialism, the metacolonial seeks to recognize
the various mirrors of sovereignty that amplify and reflect the biopoliti-
cal and now globalized forms of violence. In this way jihadist and neo-
conservative ideology can be seen as inverted reflections of each other’s
sovereign image.
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The Topology?s of Sovereignty and the Exception

The tradition of the oppressed teaches us that the “state of exception” in
which we live is the rule. We must arrive at a concept of history that cor-
responds to this fact. Then we will have the production of the real state of
exception before us as a task.®”

In “The Logic of Sovereignty,” part one of Homo Sacer, Agamben’s
task is to link the paradox of sovereignty with the topology of the
exception and subsequently to shed light on the force of law in relation
to an ontology of potentiality. In expounding on the problem, or rather
paradox of sovereignty, Agamben is effectively outlining a kind of spatial
ontology that is itself rooted in what I take to be the crucial meditation
of any critical ontology: namely the question of the relation, or non-
relation, of being and beings. Hence, even though he does not quite use
this terminology, Agamben’s work can be read as a topology of the
crossing of the ontological difference. In this section I will highlight those
aspects of Agamben’s “sovereigntology” that suggest that the political
question of sovereign power is inextricably linked with the question of
being and the aporias of metaphysics (of space and time). I am aiming
here at a clarification of the way in which power and being are thought
in Agamben’s work.

Several readings of Agamben contra Foucault suggest that Agamben is
merely interested in a conventional model of sovereignty that focuses
exclusively on the juridico-political aspect of state power.®® Such inter-
pretations are at best simplistic and selective readings of Agamben’s
discussion of sovereign power. Agamben clearly states upfront that his
inquiry is concerned specifically with the “hidden point of intersection
between the juridico-institutional and the biopolitical models of power.”
In fact, Agamben points out that if the problem of sovereignty is reduced
to the question of who within the political order is invested with certain
powers (as was the concern of Schmitt), then the very threshold of the
political order, the topology that Agamben seeks to chart, will remain
hidden from purview and can thus never be called into question (else-
where he also talks of the “sovereignty of language”). Like Derrida’s
treatment of sovereignty in Rogues, Agamben’s conception of sover-
eignty and power is to be thought in terms of the broader metaphysical
crisis of the modern. It is, however, his spatial rendering of the exception
that gives his work a distinctive edge.

A common conceit of modern liberal democracy, which sees itself as
supplanting the arbitrary rule of monarchy, is that a domestic “rule of
law” replaces the reliance on the potentially erratic figure of the sover-
eign, or even the depredation of a populist mob majority (as under
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Nazism). The rule of law, the favorite phrase of the Pakistani Military
and global governmentality more broadly, is thus cast in opposition to
the rule of men. Momentarily this formulation occludes the fact that
laws are made by men. What is being valorized then is not the primacy
of rational, “natural,” law and justice, but the displacement of limited
power (the rule of a king or a select coterie, i.e. a sovereign mentality)
with consensus (biopolitical mentality). However, for Agamben this very
distinction, which derives law from something called “natural rights,” is
still problematic because it does not eliminate the problem of sover-
eignty or decision. Under Islamic legal reasoning, the inevitable question
of the jurists’ decision is evaded in the same way by assuming a minimum
set of transparent divine commands that simply are (natural). It is here
that Schmitt’s characterization of the sovereign as one who decides the
exception comes into play. As is well known, Schmitt’s deployment of
sovereignty was introduced principally as a mechanism to ground and
legalize Hitler’s use of executive power. Schmitt’s challenge to liberal
theory lies not so much in a kind of direct opposition to liberal thought
but, as William Rasch notes, in his exposing the liberal order, showing
that it is not natural or transparently rational but is itself ideological. Its
power derives from its blindness to its own ideological ground, its own
assumptions about power and what it means to be. That is to say liber-
alism is a political order and not merely the outcome of rational logical
thought on the nature of justice, equality, or ethics. Like any other
political order it rests on a decision and not a pre-given universal norm.
In this way Schmitt shows that modern liberalism is itself a variation of
political theology. For Agamben to expose this theology is to expose its
metaphysical ground, a ground that is paradoxical and thus meaning-
less. Law is thus effectively an expression of power rather than what it
often masquerades as — a pure expression of natural, or in the case of
Islamic Law, divine, justice.

While the state of exception usually refers to the temporary suspension
of the rule of law — as in a declaration of martial law or a state of
emergency during which time the State takes on “emergency powers” —in
Agamben’s work it takes on a broader series of onto-political resonances.
In concert then with Benjamin’s insight, Agamben goes on to show that
the state of exception, originally understood as something extraordinary
and which should have validity only for a limited period of time, is now
everywhere the rule, and has come to constitute the fundamental struc-
ture of the modern legal system itself. It has become the paradigm
of government today. This transformation as Agamben highlights has
consequences not only for overtly authoritarian polities but also democ-
racies, in particular for the way in which law is related to anomie
(lawlessness). The topology of exception revels it to be a void, an empty
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space that is constitutive of the modern legal system. I will argue in the
chapter on Islamic Law that a consequence of the biopoliticization of
Islam is a simultaneous juridification of shari‘a, whose hidden but
fundamental relationship between law and lawlessness is yet another
regional manifestation of the state of exception.

For Agamben then, the state of exception is rooted in the metaphysi-
cal structure of Western politics, or in his phrase, it is “consubstantial
with Western politics.” By tying his topology of the exception with Jean-
Luc Nancy’s use of the word “ban” (in abandonment), we are left
without doubt that the problem of sovereignty, its violence and its force,
is first and foremost an onto-logical problem. The potentiality of the law
“to maintain itself in its own privation, to apply in no longer applying”
is itself the power of the ban, the power of abandonment, which
resonates with Heidegger’s name for the movement of being in our tech-
nological era. In this way the state of emergency and the emergency of
being reveal themselves to be different names for the same situation of
abandonment.*

The relation of exception is a relation of ban. He who has been banned is
not, in fact, simply set outside the law and made indifferent to it but rather
abandoned by it, that is, exposed and threatened on the threshold in which
life and law, outside and inside, become indistinguishable ... It is in this
sense that the paradox of sovereignty can take the form “There is nothing
outside the law.” The originary relation of law to life is not application but
Abandonment. The matchless potentiality of the nomos, its originary
“force of law”, is that it holds life in its ban by abandoning it. This is the
structure of the ban that we shall try to understand here, so that we can
eventually call it into question.”

The discussion of sovereignty is thus immediately transformed into
and linked with the investigation of the structure of the exception. Thus
unlike a conventional account of sovereignty, which would be concerned
with delineating its concrete historical, i.e. ontic instances, Agamben
sets the stage for a disclosure of its ontological — and only in this sense
originary — foundations. Thus sovereignty can be seen as an “ordering of
space” that is not limited to a concern with territorial limits, but consists
primarily in its relationship to and capture (closure) of an outside.”* The
“exception is not a mere exclusion, but an inclusive exclusion, an ex-
ceptio in the literal sense of the term: a seizing of the outside” (TR, 1035).
The state of exception is understood as “a complex topological figure in
which not only the exception and the rule but also the state of nature
and law, outside and inside, pass through one another. It is precisely this
topological zone of indistinction, which had to remain hidden from the
eyes of justice, that we must try to fix under our gaze.”
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Agamben claims that it is this relationship of exception that under-
girds the structure of the modern juridical relation — the relation of the
sovereign structure of law to its subjects. “In this sense, the sovereign
decision on the exception is the originary juridico-political structure on
the basis of which what is included in the juridical order and what is
excluded from it acquire their meaning.” As we shall see, this unlocaliz-
able topology of the exception will be vital in understanding the trans-
formation of the ‘ulama, who must first enter into a relationship (or
produce) a state of exception in order to open up a space in which the
determination of a certain Islami-nizam becomes possible. In this way
the sovereign exception can be seen as vital to the often violent ‘ulama
technologies of rule, for whom “the sovereign exception is not so much
the control or neutralization of an excess as the creation and definition
of the very space in which the juridico-political order can have validity.”

The provisional aim of the metacolonial analysis of Islam will be to
show how the space of the political — which unfolds today as a pure
topology of exception — proliferates and intensifies through the align-
ment (and disaggregation) of sovereign orbits and imperial spaces. Since
above all the metacolonial is a state/space of exception, it will be critical
to further highlight the topological structure of the exception and its
relationship to the question of power more concretely.

The Biopoliticization of Life

Sovereignty is, after all, precisely this “law beyond the law to which we are
abandoned”, that is, the self-presuppositional power of nomos.

What we can now call the ontological-biopolitical machine of the West is
founded on a division of life that, by means of a series of caesurae and
thresholds (zoé/bios, insufficient life/autarchic life, family/city), takes on a
political character ...

—Agamben, Use of Bodies

Having outlined the topological structure of sovereignty, Agamben
moves to the question of “the bearer of the sovereign ban,” which is
none other than bare life.”? It is life itself, existence, which in the state of
exception, “finds itself in the most intimate relation with sovereignty.”
Intimate and deadly. The problem that Agamben discloses is not that
sovereign power is simply violent (the right to kill), for certainly as
Foucault has shown, in its biopolitical modality the task of state sover-
eignty is to preserve and secure the life of the bios, a task to which it
dedicates and directs its reserve of violence against the racially excluded
other. Rather it is the way in which the sovereign nomos facilitates “a
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scandalous unification of the two essentially antithetical principles that
the Greeks called Bia and Diké, violence and justice.” Drawing on
Pindar’s fragment on the nomos basileus, one of the earliest documents
on law and sovereignty, Agamben characterizes sovereign power as a
force, a place, a threshold, where violence and law become indistinct, a
“threshold on which violence passes over into law and law passes over
into violence.” In Heidegger’s terms, this “coincidence of violence and
law constitutive of sovereignty” would correspond to the movement of
Gestell (politics) and the movement of Ereignis (ethics) resolving into a
unified vector rather than remaining in conflict and tension.

As a key biopolitical phrase in Agamben, politicization of life’> sug-
gests that the natural life of human beings that was once excluded
from properly political spheres (the Greek polis) has now been placed
at the center of concern in modern political life. We can no longer dis-
tinguish between zoé and bios, between our biological life as living
beings and our political existence. We have entered what he calls a
zone of indistinction®* (in-difference) between public and private, of
biological body (private) and body politic (public, nation). Agamben
begins by outlining his primary biopolitical thesis in full concert with
Foucault®:

... the entry of zoé into the sphere of the polis — the politicization of bare
life as such — constitutes the decisive event of modernity and signals a rad-
ical transformation of the political-philosophical categories of classical
thought. .... if politics today seems to be passing through a lasting eclipse,
this is because politics has failed to reckon with this foundational event of
modernity.

The politicization of life, for both Agamben and Foucault, signals the
capture of life (its singularity, its mystery, its finitude, its ungovernability,
its aleatory nature) by a certain kind of power, a power that pervades
and subsumes the modern polis. This power should neither be under-
stood as either a material or discursive structure, nor even an ideological
configuration, but rather as an ontological vector. It is around this
phrase, the politicization of life, that the points of convergence between
Agamben and Foucault and Heidegger’s political ontology need to be
highlighted, especially since the provisional aim of the metacolonial is to
disclose the biopoliticization of Islam. Certainly political Islam, as we
shall see exemplified in Deoband political practice, has failed to recog-
nize the nature of this “foundational event,” this “radical” (i.e.
ontological) transformation, having already equated modernity with the
surface of Western culture as such. Political Islam’s ontic dissonance
with the West thus belies a deep underbelly of ontological equivalences
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and resonances. The common signature of the West (as an imperial force)
and political Islam as a counter-imperial force (and imperial in its own
sphere... multiple and overlapping spheres and scales of sovereign
power”®) Agamben reads the political as:

... the truly fundamental structure of Western metaphysics insofar as it
occupies the threshold on which the relation between the living being and
the logos is realized. In the “politicization” of bare life — the metaphysical
task par excellence — the humanity of living man is decided. In assuming
this task, modernity does nothing other than declare its own faithfulness
to the essential structure of the metaphysical tradition. The fundamental
categorical pair of Western politics is not that of friend/enemy but that of
bare life/political existence, zoé/bios, exclusion/inclusion. There is politics
because man is the living being who, in language, separates and opposes
himself to his own bare life and, at the same time, maintains himself in
relation to that bare life in an inclusive exclusion.

Agamben is thus suggesting that the structure of the modern polis
bears a corresponding homology to the structure of onto-theology
(Western metaphysics tout court). Deepening the points of overlap bet-
ween his account of sovereignty and Heidegger’s techné, Agamben
writes:

In carrying out the metaphysical task that has led it more and more to
assume the form of a biopolitics, Western politics has not succeeded in
constructing the link between zoé and bios, between voice and language,
that would have healed the fracture. Bare life remains included in politics
in the form of the exception, that is, as something that is included solely
through an exclusion.

It is with this structure of the exception and the idea of an indistinc-
tion between zoé and bios that Agamben’s thesis adds a distinctively
ontological twist to the concept of biopower, a move that is otherwise
latent in Foucault’s account. Thus it is the structure of capture — the
structure of the ban or exception and the capture of bare life through an
exclusive inclusion — and not just the capture of life itself that marks the
distinction between the accounts of these two giants. Foucault’s thesis is
thus “completed” in an ontological sense:

... the sense that what characterizes modern politics is not so much the
inclusion of zoé in the polis — which is, in itself, absolutely ancient — nor
simply the fact that life as such becomes a principal object of the projections
and calculations of State power. Instead the decisive fact is that, together
with the process by which the exception everywhere becomes the rule, the
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realm of bare life — which is originally situated at the margins of the
political order — gradually begins to coincide with the political realm, and
exclusion and inclusion, outside and inside, bios and zoé, right and fact,
enter into a zone of irreducible indistinction.””

For Agamben this state of exception, which at once excludes bare life
and in doing so simultaneously captures it within its political order, is
the “hidden foundation” on which the structure of the modern relation
between politics and life rests, a structure in which life presents itself as
what is included by means of an exclusion. In a similar fashion the idea
of the metacolonial seeks to unveil the way in which Islamist politics
also constitutes itself in relation to the production of bare life. The struc-
ture of the exception, the inclusive exclusion of zoé in the polis, will be
shown to also be coincident with Islamist politics. Crucially then it is
across this link between bare life and politics, “a link that secretly gov-
erns the modern ideologies seemingly most distant from one another,”
that the indistinction between Islam and the West can be found.

The Camp: Abandonment and the Space of Emergency

Yet in the course of the study, the structure of the exception that had been
defined with respect to bare life has been revealed more generally to con-
stitute in every sphere the structure of the archg, in the juridico-political
tradition as much as in ontology. In fact, one cannot understand the dia-
lectic of the foundation that defines Western ontology, from Aristotle on,
if one does not understand that it functions as an exception.

—Agamben, Use of Bodies

Agamben’s invocation of the left Heideggerian scholar Jean-Luc Nancy
would seem to invite an explicit linkage between the ban and the abandon-
ment of being in Heidegger. As Agamben notes, for Nancy the entire his-
tory of the West is a “time of abandonment” and this empty time figures
within the space of the law (in force without significance). However, it is
at this juncture that Agamben wishes to push us towards “the real state of
exception.” Though perhaps an important first moment, it is not sufficient
to merely witness, recognize, and expose the ontological structures
characteristic of the paradox of sovereignty, the ban. Nor can we erect a
more just law, a more universal system of human rights, or a pure law.

Only if it is possible to think the Being of abandonment beyond every idea
of law (even that of the empty form of law’s being in force without signif-
icance) will we have moved out of the paradox of sovereignty toward a
politics freed from every ban.”®
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The way in which we grasp then the question of abandonment is of
utmost significance in Agamben, and perhaps the primary key in unrav-
eling Agamben’s work. Agamben then suggests that the problem of
thinking beyond sovereignty (and representation) is the same as the
problem of Seinsverlassenbeit:

... the abandonment of the entity by Being, which, in fact, constitutes
nothing less than the problem of the unity and difference between Being
and being in the age of the culmination of metaphysics. What is at issue in
this abandonment is not something (Being) that dismisses and discharges
something else (the being). On the contrary: here Being is nothing other
than the being’s being abandoned and remitted to itself; here Being is
nothing other than the ban of the being. ... the ontological structure of
sovereignty here fully reveals its paradox.”

For Agamben, however, even this characterization remains within the
orbit of nihilism; it remains a relationship, albeit of negativity, for it does
not “push the experience of abandonment to the extreme.” This extreme
is to think abandonment outside any conception of relationality. That is
to say, it means to think politics neither in terms of power nor ethics, for
even the latter is a relation (to the other). Agamben recognizes that with
the conception of Ereignis, Heidegger comes closest to formulating the
real state of exception. For what is appropriated in Ereignis is being
itself, and with it the history of being coincides with the end of history
and the end of the state. It is perhaps to this time that Foucault alludes
when he hopes that the figure of man “be erased, like a face drawn in
sand at the edge of the sea” (sea of being perhaps). For Agamben then
Heidegger’s mature thought of Being and Ereignis, Being beyond Being,
“amounts to nothing less than attempting to think the ontological
difference no longer as a relation, and Being and being beyond every
form of a connection.”

In the third part of Homo Sacer, Agamben turns his ontological gaze
towards a series of more concrete and localized spaces that exemplify the
violent operation of the exception. The paradigmatic biopolitical space,
the nomos of the modern, is the camp: “the birth of the camp in our time
appears as an event that decisively signals the political space of moder-
nity itself.” The camp is the signature of the modern. This is a major
indictment of the modern and a disabling characterization of the political.

Agamben maps the topology of the camp, distinguishing it from
Foucault’s disciplinary spaces of confinement, by once again empha-
sizing a series of paradoxical onto-spatial articulations. For the camp,
which is an absolute space of exception, this paradoxical structure is the
localization of the unlocalizable. “The camp is the space that is opened



62 THE METACOLONIAL STATE

when the state of exception begins to become the rule. In the camp, the
state of exception, which was essentially a temporary suspension of the
rule of law on the basis of a factual state of danger, is now given a
permanent spatial arrangement.” Hence the camp, as a materialization
of the state of exception, augurs a new juridico-political paradigm in
which the norm not only becomes indistinguishable from the exception,
where bare life and juridical rule not only enter into a threshold of indis-
tinction, but where fact and law also enter into a zone of indifference:

Insofar as its inhabitants were stripped of every political status and wholly
reduced to bare life, the camp was also the most absolute biopolitical
space ever to have been realized, in which power confronts nothing but
pure life, without any mediation. This is why the camp is the very para-
digm of political space at the point at which politics becomes biopolitics
and homo sacer is virtually confused with the citizen.!®

However, it is not only State constituted zones like the concentration
camp, or more recently Guantanamo Bay and the numerous black sites
for holding “permanent detainees” and “illegal combatants,” where
anything is legally possible. We could profitably read the state of violence
during the partition of British India as yet another zone where “not only
is law completely suspended but fact and law are completely confused.”

The space of the modern polis is in this way understood by Agamben
as coincident with the topology of the camp, whose “dislocating locali-
zation is the hidden matrix of the politics in which we are still living.”
The camp can therefore be understood as a radicalization of Foucaultian
biopolitics, in that it signals a disjuncture between the relationship of
birth (bare life) and the order of the nation-state. This means that the
camp is almost postbiopolitical, in that it marks the emergence of an
instability in the structure of the old nomos; in the mechanism of the
regulation of the relationship between territory, birth, order. Foucault of
course hinted at the possibility of this daemonic and lethal mix between
biopower and sovereignty, whereby the state becomes an “absolutely
murderous state.” Something of this lethal machinery has now embedded
itself within political Islam and its principal expression of sovereign
power, the political technology of jihadism.

Foucault’s Political Ontology
and the Grammars of Power

Foucault has generally been read as the paradigmatic antimetaphysical
thinker. In this section, I show why we should not disqualify regarding
Foucault as a thinker of political ontology. I take seriously Foucault’s oft
repeated but barely heard statement: “For me Heidegger has always
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been the essential philosopher. ... My entire philosophical development
was determined by my reading of Heidegger.” This acknowledgment I
argue must be linked to his challenge to scholarship to write “a historical
ontology of ourselves.”

Though Foucault’s work is complex, detailed, documentary, patient,
and “meticulously grey”, we can already hear the resonances of
Heidegger’s Gestell in his deployment of key terms like “systems,” “tech-
nology,” “order,” and of course the apparatus (dispositif). Foucault’s
thought as I aim to document, however, has a more substantial series of
resonances and correspondences with the more overtly ontological vocab-
ulary of Heidegger: episteme (Geschick, destining, epoch, history of
being), archive and statement (being-in-the-world), discourse (Rede), dis-
positif (Machenschaft), technologies and arts (techné), connaissancelsavoir
(ontic knowledge/ontological knowledge), milieu (Umwelt), care (Sorge),
askesis (Gelassenbeit), order and system (Gestell), normalization (das
man, inauthenticity), and problematizations/eventalization (Ereignis). I
contend that Foucault’s empirical “histories of the present” are in fact the
shadows of a historical ontology.

While I draw on the small yet significant and growing body of works
that link Foucault to the question of ontology (Dreyfus, Rayner, Oksala,
Elden) this section is mainly concerned with extending Agamben’s “com-
pletion” of Foucault. T suggest that the consequences of rethinking
Foucault’s various grammars of power — sovereignty, biopolitics, govern-
mentality, neoliberalism — in the light of Agamben’s explicitly ontological
rendering of the Foucaultian project, will be instructive for initiating an
onto-logical turn in the social sciences. In particular, by identifying the
apparatus (dispositif) as a decisive technical term in the strategy of
Foucault’s thought, and then subsequently linking the apparatus not
only to the originary fracture between being and action, but also to the
genealogy of governmentality, Agamben has already laid the definitive
groundwork for understanding power in terms of a political ontology.
Highlighting a few of the myriad ontological resonances in Foucault’s
thought is imperative for uniting the disjuncture between sovereignty
and biopolitics that pervade the literature on Foucault. In doing so we
will have completed the ontological axis necessary to ground a gene-
alogy of the crisis of Pakistan, in terms of a critical ontology — in terms
of the biopoliticization of Islam.

The Shadow of Being

Foucault is a man always on the move, alone, secretive, and who, because
of that, distrusts the marvels of interiority, refuses the traps of subjectivity,
asking where and how there emerges a discourse entirely surface and
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shimmering, but bereft of mirages — a discourse not alien to the search for
truth, as was believed, but one that finally reveals the perils of that search
and its ambiguous relations with the myriad configurations of power.

— Maurice Blanchot!!

Last but not least, the major enemy, the strategic adversary is fascism. ....
And not only historical fascism, the fascism of Hitler and Mussolini — which
was able to mobilize and use the desire of the masses so effectively — but
also the fascism in us all, in our heads and in our everyday behavior, the
fascism that causes us to love power, to desire the very thing that domi-
nates and exploits us.

— Michel Foucault!??

It becomes increasingly clear that as Foucault moves towards outlining
his ethical response to the various systems of power that he had patiently
diagnosed in his early work, his language and conceptual vocabulary
took on a more overt ontological stamp. In his 1981-1982 lectures The
Hermeneutics of the Subject, where he begins to develop the notion of a
“political spirituality” or philosophical askésis as a form of ethical resis-
tance to modern relations of power and knowledge, he writes:

... there have not been that many people who in the last years — I will say in
the twentieth century — have posed the question of truth. Not that many
people have posed the question: What is involved in the case of the subject
and of the truth? And: What is the relationship of the subject to the truth?
... As far as P'm concerned, I see only two. I see only Heidegger and Lacan.
Personally, myself, you must have heard this, I have tried to reflect on all this
from the side of Heidegger and starting from Heidegger. There you are.!%

At first blush it may seem scandalous to suggest that Foucault’s work
is effectively a meditation on the history of the truth of being. In
Heidegger’s work, as we have seen, this truth manifests itself as tech-
nology (techné), and consequently in his enigmatic and aporetic formu-
lation, the truth is that we live in untruth.'® In one of his last published
works, The Use of Pleasure, Foucault analyzes the “slow formation, in
antiquity, of a hermeneutics of the self.”' This hermeneutic self rela-
tionship is an operation of knowledge, a technology of the self, which,
emerging from the gradual transformation of originary (ancient) prac-
tices of care of the self (epimeleia heautou), anticipate the subjectifica-
tions of modern power. The self described goal of Foucault’s project is “a
history of truth. It was a matter of analyzing, not behaviors or ideas, nor
societies and their “ideologies”, but the problematizations through
which being offers itself to be, necessarily, thought — and the practices on
the basis of which these problematizations are formed.”'* Foucault’s
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elaborate reading of these practices and problematizations is part of a
larger effort “to isolate some of the elements that might be useful for a
history of truth. Not a history that would be concerned with what might
be true in the fields of learning, but an analysis of the “games of truth”,
the games of truth and error through which being is historically consti-
tuted as experience; that is, as something that can and must be
thought”.'” Foucault italicizes the words problematization but not
being. However, this phrase “the problematizations through which being
offers itself to be, necessarily, thought” is a clear indication that his
“history of truth”, his history of truth games, is nothing other than the
practical and historical documentation of the play of being. Rayner’s
analysis of this important section confirms our ontological reading of
Foucault’s problematizations.

Not only here does Foucault clearly identify the stakes of his philosophical
project (a history of truth); not only does he specify the theoretical frame-
work that he uses to study the history of truth (problematization); but in
doing so he surreptitiously slips the notion of ‘being’ into his discourse,
locating ‘being’ at the heart of the problematization. ... then the history of
truth is also, in a sense, a history of being. Conversely, Foucault’s critical
problematization of the present can be construed as an attempt to question
being without posing the question of being as such.!%

It is not Foucault who shies from being, however, it is being that shies
from the work. A critical ontology is therefore in part a task of
problematizations.

Turning (Kehre)

In the Contributions Heidegger calls for originary historical thinking.
Since be-ing is not an entity, and not some “thing” at all, then originary
historical thinking is that form of thinking which “enjoins the deep
sway of be-ing.””” Foucault’s new use of the term problematization can
be seen as a response to this call, ontologically amplifying and enhancing
genealogy, which was all along a practice of ontological disclosure.
Thus in light of these opening formulations in The Use of Pleasure, his
explicit remarks regarding his indebtedness to Heidegger, and his
subsequent deployment of the terms “critical ontology” and “historical
ontology” as a late description of his own work, it becomes imperative
to rethink Foucault’s project in the light of the question of being. In
addition, if genealogy is recast as a practice of disclosure (rather than
simply a historical method), then the “history of the present” can be
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seen as a shorthand for the “history of the metaphysics of presence” —the
history of the modality of beings presencing, a history of relationing
(and subject formation), which is, in the age of representation, nothing
other than Gestell. Foucault’s archaeological and genealogical phases
can then be read, following Nietzsche, as the concrete but preliminary
diagnosis of nihilism (the oblivion of being and the intensification of
power) and the will to power as a force of historical transformation.
But preliminary for what? For his late work on ethics, his turning or
conversion of power is through a form of poetic-dwelling. If we link
Foucault’s trajectory of thought to the general structure of Heidegger’s
ethico-political topology (Heidegger’s homecoming path), then we can
regard Foucault’s work as an archae-genealogy of Gestell (the political,
the danger), leading to the project of problematizations as a form of
askesis, “an exercise of oneself in the activity of thought,”''* or
Gelassenbeit (the ethical, saving power).

In his essay Subjectivity and Truth, Foucault describes his work as “a
genealogy of the modern subject”!!! or the historical process of subjecti-
fication. He writes, “I have tried to get out from the philosophy of the
subject through a genealogy of this subject, by studying the constitution
of the subject across history which has led us up to the modern concept
of the self ... the question of the historicity of the subject.”''? He spec-
ifies that his method for constructing a genealogy of the subject is an
“archaeology of knowledge,” whereas the domain of the analysis are the
various “technologies” or “hermeneutics of the self;” the various inter-
sections between certain types of practices and techniques of the subject
(confession, asceticism, etc.), with scientific discourses about the subject
(criminology, psychiatry, etc.). It is important to note that in Foucault’s
late work, “care of the self” is generally opposed to and privileged over
technologies and hermeneutics of the self. Thus his moves from the ear-
lier emphasis on discipline and techniques of domination to techniques
of the self, is consistent with his diagnosis of forms of increasingly wide-
spread and surreptitious powers. More interestingly in the same essay he
situates his genealogy, again, with respect to Heidegger. He writes:

... for Heidegger, it was through an increasing obsession with techne as
the only way to arrive at an understanding of objects, that the West lost
touch with Being. Let’s turn the question around and ask which tech-
niques and practices constitute the Western concept of the subject, giving
it its characteristic split of truth and error, freedom and constraint. I think
that it is here that we will find the real possibility of constructing a history
of what we have done and, at the same time, a diagnosis of what we are [a
historical ontology of ourselves]. At the same time, this theoretical anal-
ysis would have a political dimension.!!?
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Furthermore, in the same essay he casts his genealogy of the modern sub-
ject as “a critical philosophy that seeks the conditions and the indefinite
possibilities of transforming the subject, of transforming ourselves.”

The Care of Freedom

Foucault’s early death prevented him from fully articulating and devel-
oping this final ethical trajectory, a trajectory that Agamben continues
with his articulation of forms-of-life.'"* Certainly, if our reading is
correct, this convergence of Foucault between the two G spots of
Heidegger, Gestell and Gelassenheit, belies those numerous interpreta-
tions of Foucault, which suggest, on the one hand, that he abandons the
project of archaeology and the statements (énoncés) in favor of gene-
alogy (discourse and power) and, on the other, that his late ethical turn
represents a belated return to the subject and an absolution of an ulti-
mately pessimistic and totalizing conception of power that prohibits the
possibility of ethical agency and effective political resistance. Needless to
say, I regard both these interpretations as premised on the very “forget-
ting of being” that Foucault is trying to overcome. Jeffrey Nealon’s
thesis,''> while it does not take the ontological turn I am outlining here,
nevertheless confirms essential continuities between Foucault’s entire
ceuvre and formulates it as the history of the intensifications of power.
By placing Foucault’s work within an ontological paradigm we can see
that his triangulation of knowledge, power, and the subject does not dis-
appear in his ethical phase, in favor of rescuing some notion of a free
and ultimately heroic agent. Rather, if we understand the subject as
intrinsically entangled with power and knowledge, the task of genealogy
is first and foremost a disclosure of the power/knowledge networks and
governmentalities that constitute and structure the subject’s grid of intel-
ligibility and possibility. Foucault’s historical ontology resituates the
diagnosis of the present — cast in the familiar terms of power, knowledge,
and subjectivity — in relation to the possibility of an “experience of the
outside.” Thus the shift in Foucault is simply a turning, a movement in
thought, towards a more radical''® conception of freedom. This radical
conception of freedom is itself indebted to Heidegger, who, for Foucault,
takes modern philosophy to its limits, a limit that finds its ultimate
potential in “a radical experience of the being of language.”

Despite being associated with the notion of an inescapable network
of power relations, Foucault always maintained that his primary
thematic was a concern for the subject and its possibilities of freedom.
The diagnosis of power relations — sovereignty, discipline, normalization,
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biopolitics, governmentality — were all designed to betray a historical
process of constriction and constraint on human potentiality. The disclo-
sure of power was thus a necessary prelude towards a “passage to the
outside.” In Foucault’s genealogy, as is well known, it was the figure of
man itself, modern subjectivity in both its individualizing and totalizing
form, that has emerged as the primary carceral hinge. In the “What is
Enlightenment?” essay Foucault clarifies the task of critique as “seeking
to give new impetus, as far and wide as possible, to the undefined work
of freedom.” Foucault characterizes “the philosophical ethos appro-
priate to the critical ontology of ourselves as a historico-practical test of
the limits we may go beyond, and thus as work carried out by ourselves
upon ourselves as free beings.”''” Freedom therefore lies in the transfor-
mative work we do upon ourselves, our capacity to think and be other-
wise. The concern with freedom then 