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1 Introduction
An architecture inseparable from its form

This book explores the possible and potential relevance of Giorgio Agamben’s political 
thoughts and writings for the theory and practice of architecture, planning and urban 
design. It aims to sketch out the potentiality of Agamben’s politics, which can effect 
change in current architectural and design discourses. The main objective is to highlight 
the substantial possibilities that Agamben’s work holds for a renewed –  radical and 
emancipatory –  architectural and design practice in a time of neo- liberal consensus 
and uncritical acceptance of the nature of life and society. This work sits within the 
current debate over the need to reclaim a political, emancipatory project of architecture 
against a technocratic and biopolitical one. An emancipatory project that is able to 
reclaim the much- too- early abandoned critique of contemporary capitalism and its 
production of urban space, without getting trapped in discursive practices that are 
simply camouflaged as radical, overly disciplinary and constructed specifically to be 
expert- oriented.

Here, Agamben’s philosophy, which often has been criticized as being nihilistic, 
pessimistic and suspended in exclusive ontological terms that subordinate to political 
contestation and material transformations, is offered in a politically positive version. 
This attempts to reconfigure the matrix of references as it confronts architecture’s 
comfort zone, suggesting that architecture ‘should become inoperative’, acting to neu-
tralize its ordering forces and make itself available for ‘free uses’. Such inoperative 
architecture is not a call for a new social project, neither does it refer to the multi-
variate forms of socially relevant architectural practices. Nor is it a strain of design 
activism, grounded in expansion of the architect’s role and renewed interest in the 
agency of architecture’s users, nor still a creative discussion on the act of commoning 
and the resurgence of ‘do- it- yourself’ tactics.

Agambenian reflections are political, provocative and language- oriented. His con-
tribution to ontological, theoretical and conceptual reflections in political theory, 
international relations, philosophy and many other disciplinary areas has been highly 
influential, mainly through his popular Homo Sacer project, where the notion of ‘ex-
ception’ and ‘the camp’ suggests the basis for the constitution of extreme spatial or-
ganization in the modern metropolis. Never speaking directly on architecture and 
urbanism, Agamben alludes instead to the contemporary landscape by suggesting that 
advanced capitalism produces a great accumulation of dispositives: a heterogeneous 
set of elements (discourses, regulations, institutions, architectures) –  and that today, 
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“there are only oikonomie –  pure governance, which has the sole purpose of reprodu-
cing itself” (Agamben, 2009a: 16).

This book aims to reflect on the possible encounters between architecture and 
Agamben’s politics. At the end, aside from the different conceptual registers derived 
from Agamben’s research, it focuses on inoperativity: a key feature of Agamben’s af-
firmative politics centred on deactivating those dispositives of power in the interest of 
a “coming community” that is present but yet unrealized, and useful to rescue a polit-
ical emancipatory project of architecture. Agamben’s theory goes beyond the conven-
tional concept of appropriation and the functionalist/ utilitarian understanding of use. 
It opens up the possibility of a new “free use” (Agamben, 2000a: 116.7) by making it 
inoperative: that is, without finality.

Alternatively, an inoperative architecture consists of an ethical shift of rendering 
inoperative: of deactivating its communicative and informative function in order 
to open it up to new possible uses and possibilities. Agamben’s political thoughts of 
an inoperative form- of- life are not something to be attained in a reformist or revo-
lutionary praxis, but a subtraction of the subject from the existing apparatuses, 
whereby they appropriate their own potentiality of whatever being, as essence 
that always matters. Agamben’s politics are not about mobilization, organization, 
civil society and aggregation; instead are interested in a contra- hegemonic dis-
cussion that is neither insurgent nor populist, but a call for a renewed autonomy. 
For these reasons, an inoperative architecture is an architecture, an urban design. 
It is a sous rature praxis  –  just a little bit different, but able to deactivate the 
sociospatial dispositif and mobilize a new theory and project for the urban now  
to come.

The book investigates and sketches the possibility of an inoperative architecture, 
intended here as a term to capture a subversive ethos to the dominant ontology of en-
actment characterizing architectural praxis charged with arrogance, and which relies 
on creative power to produce and control spatial realities.

For Agamben, this consists of a subtraction from the apparatuses of power that 
govern identities and prescribed roles and positions, rendering them inoperative and 
then reclaiming their own inoperativity:

the practice of the artistic avant- garde and of the political movements of our time 
can be seen as the attempt –  so often miserably failed –  to carry out a destitution 
of work that has ended instead with the recreation of powers even more oppres-
sive inasmuch as they had been deprived of any legitimacy.

(Kishik, 2012: 3)

What is argued, then, is a destituent mode of thinking and practising architecture, 
planning and urban design.

The ethical shift suggested here around an inoperative architecture is to be seen as 
closer to Eyal Weizman’s “political plastic” (Umolu, 2012), which mobilizes a differ-
ential architectural intelligence in investigating the “abyss of the worst architectural 
possibilities” (Umolu, 2012) than the one framed by Justin McGuirk (2014: 281) on 
the “activist architect … who creates the conditions in which it is possible to make 
a meaningful difference and … expanded mode of practice”, or the “insurgent archi-
tects” defined by Erik Swyngedouw (2016: 48) as the sole persons entitled to claim 
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an emancipatory role and effective agency in co- animating political events. Although 
here Agamben does not refer to architecture per se, but to a generic

the painter, the poet, the thinker –  and in general, anyone who practices a poiesis 
and an activity –  are not the sovereign subjects of a creative operation and of a 
work. Rather, they are anonymous living beings who, by always rendering inop-
erative the works of language, of vision, of bodies, seek to have an experience of 
themselves and to constitute their life as form- of- life.

(Agamben, 2014a: 313– 14)

Agamben argues that politics is messianic, thus “fulfilling” the law, not overcoming 
or destroying it. It does not seek a revolution or a profound change, but rather a 
minor one: a small shift that renders inoperative the state of exception and the overall 
apparatuses of power and oppression. Architecture in this new ethical project becomes 
a sort of ‘inoperative operation’ that consists of deactivating its communicative and 
informative function in order to open it up to a new possible use, to new possibilities. 
It is not a renunciation of action or withdrawal from the pragmatist and material 
dimension of architecture; rather, it is a different agency that requalifies the act of 
architecture and its own potency.

In illustrating Agamben’s interventionist idée- forces such as potentiality, inopera-
tivity, use, dispositif, form- of- life and profanation –  both in a chronological as well 
as thematic form –  this book aims to offer a reflection on the possible encounters 
between architecture and Agamben’s politics. The latter are characterized by affirma-
tive gestures that upset the temporality of the political imaginary, suggesting a ‘here- 
and- now’: an operative focus on the subversion of representation, calling for new 
subjectivities and forms of life. This particular reading of Agamben intends to offer 
a reinvigorated political possibility for the field of architecture, and an intense medi-
tation that can be useful to consider how we might think of the political in terms of 
means rather than ends. In doing so, this work aims to reflect on Agamben’s philo-
sophical thinking as a function of political praxis, and will highlight the task of phil-
osophy to ‘deliver us from the sphere of law and duty, from the faculties of will and 
intention’ and allow us to ‘see the darkness’ as critical ingredients of a new theory.

Encounters with Agamben and the Italian theory

My encounter with the philosophy of Giorgio Agamben dates back to 2004, 
when I was working on a book titled Città Nude: Iconografia dei Campi Profughi 
(Boano and Floris, 2005), after working for several years in the humanitarian and 
development fields, dealing with shelters, internally displaced peoples and refugee 
camps, and the complex governmental machinery of aid and its spatial politics. 
Città Nude, which makes an explicit reference to another key topic in the work of 
Agamben –  nudity –  was inspired by his thoughts on inclusion and exclusion and the 
nature of exception. I started to explore the complex features of camp urbanism and 
camp exceptionalities that I also used to explore the exceptional nature of Jerusalem’s 
urban space in subsequent research projects. Agamben’s thoughts have been a locus of 
my scholarship ever since, as my work has engaged primarily with the philosopher’s 

 

 

 



4 Introduction

4

books and concepts as a conceit: a way of speaking about political theory from the 
perspective of architecture and urban design.

I discovered Agamben more or less accidentally, in a desperate moment of finding 
a way through the difficult task of reflecting politically on space, and on the overall 
critical project of architecture and its social derivation. For me, activism, the ego and 
the master role of architects in their power to create –  in their potency to intervene in 
the world –  was a simple, new social project where the multivariate forms of socially 
relevant architectural practices combined social responsibility, market pragmatism 
and communication dogmatism. Actions and projects carried out in the interests of 
the common good, but also for the good of business and the preservation of the 
master role: a version of ‘social’ that is as much about creating new, ethically sur-
charged markets for professional services as it is about social responsibility, in a sort 
of seamless potential of how clients are not aware of how much their lives could be 
improved ‘by (good) design’.

With Agamben’s writings I felt an elective affinity. Through overly erudite, com-
plex and fascinating transdisciplinary writing, Agamben pushed Foucault’s archaeo-
logical method to the limit, as he added etymological and genealogical imagination 
to the work of ‘the archaeologist of knowledge’, excavating the roots of our con-
temporary condition from a remote antiquity, but not in a mute and impenetrable 
manner, permanently elucidating the present condition. Together with other intel-
lectuals such as Jacques Rancière, Alain Badiou, Jean- Luc Nancy and Slavoj Žižek, 
Agamben has emerged as one of the primary voices in contemporary continental 
philosophy in the past 25 years. He has been at the crossroads of French theory 
(Foucault, Nancy, Baudelaire), German philosophy (Theodor Adorno, Heidegger, 
Walter Benjamin) and the Italian thoughts of Antonio Negri, Massimo Cacciari, the 
operaismo movement as well as Roberto Esposito and Paolo Virno. This observa-
tion is not a simple chronological exercise or a biographical note; rather, it serves 
to locate Agamben’s work in the thresholds between the ‘social’ dimension of the 
German philosophical tradition, the ‘text- focused’ one of the French school, and 
the political praxis of the Italian tradition, in what Esposito defines as ‘performa-
tive thoughts’ to highlight the relations between theory and praxis. What Esposito 
seeks to convey is the fundamental character of Italian philosophy as “un pensiero 
in atto”: a thought in action that is also a philosophy of action relevant to its time 
(Esposito, 2012[2010]).

Illustration of the possible encounter of Giorgio Agamben’s philosophy and pol-
itical project with architecture and urban design –  searching for an architecture of 
inoperativity, a ‘whatever architecture’ –  has been a risky journey for several reasons. 
First is the apparent opposite and contradictory nature of architecture and design as 
operative, practical, masculine, concrete, tangible and problem- solving- oriented when 
it is confronted with inoperativity. Inoperativity/ inoperosity –  which Agamben situ-
ates at the crux between theology and philosophy –  is not to be treated as simple con-
templative quietism detached from reality. Rather, it is to be located as a paradox of 
practice, so situated in- the- praxis- as, different to poiesis, that does not produce some-
thing other than itself. It is an action but one that is interrupted, deducted, inward- 
oriented –  not because it is dysfunctional or destructive, but because from the outset it 
is devoid of any telos, any task. As such, deactivated of its own productivity, it restates 
the centrality of possibility. Searching for an inoperative architecture could have led 
to the simplistic claim of a contra- hegemonic project  –  another historical project,  
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or a renewed humanistic discourse –  perhaps a new manifesto for action, rather than 
reclaiming Herman Melville’s character, Bartleby the Scrivener’s powerful motto, “I 
would prefer not to” (Agamben, 1993b: 36.7).

Second, Agamben is a philosopher and not an architect or urbanist, who accord-
ingly has not talked architecturally or of architecture in his writing, which positions 
him not only outside the discipline, but also somehow further away from the field 
than thinkers such as Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze or Michel Foucault. Contrary to 
other philosophers such as Henri Lefebvre and Paul Virilio, who devoted more direct 
and continuous attention to architecture and urban studies (Benjamin, 2000; Stanek, 
2011; Armitage, 2015); or Walter Benjamin, Foucault and Martin Heidegger, who 
used architecture and architectural objects as sites of reflection and are widely cited 
and used in architectural and urban discourses, Agamben uses some architectural ex-
amples as metaphors, explanatory concepts or paradigms.

Conversely, the discipline of architecture, planning and urban design uses Agamben’s 
reflections to inspire and illustrate spatial exclusionary principles and exceptional top-
ologies in order to elucidate some specific geographies or urban issues. Agamben’s dis-
parate, but not always spatially visible, interests which relate to metaphysics, theology, 
semiotics, medieval history, literature and cinema, along with his erudite and dense 
writing style, make him less transparent: an opacity that often has made him less ‘use-
ful’ in answering architectural questions and illuminating spatial problematics. The 
risk here would have been to simply use Agamben’s concepts architecturally, imported 
from outside architecture and urban studies, and use them as conceptual gestures ra-
ther than framing a critical reflection around the multiple possible encounters that his 
oeuvre has in imagining alternatives to the complicit and silent predicament of archi-
tecture and city production in late capitalism.

As noted by Lahiji, “the recent radical philosophy turn … has yet to take up archi-
tectural figures of iconophilia for a critique. Largely because its encounter with an 
architectural system of illusion, fantasy and functions presiding over contemporary 
ideologies has fundamentally been missed” (Lahiji, 2014:  9). This book, then, is a 
suggestion of a possible encounter of a messianic and inoperative politics which can 
possibly redeem architecture and urban design from its social emptiness, cultural ir-
relevance, economic reductionism or proto- avant- garde extravagance, contributing to 
a renewed critical ‘encounter’ of architecture’s aesthetic- political function, and a ‘little 
different’ practice.

Third, the risk is of my position as author: I am not a philosopher, but an archi-
tect and development practitioner who has been driven to uncover the relevance of 
Agamben’s architecturality, and to think with, along and beyond Agamben from within 
a disciplinary realm. The challenge was to avoid escaping from architecture and de-
sign thoughts, narrative and methods, overwhelmed by disciplinary self- confidence 
and the impossibility of an alternative within the present regime of a practice that 
suppresses the political character of the civitas in favour of a managerial paradigm of 
economy. However, I have been committed to, and practised, an idea of architecture 
and design that should be treated as part of an expanded field. For this reason, this 
book looks at the many scales of architecture, from its urban manifestation to how 
building and spaces are conceived, occupied and used, able to incorporate objects, 
spaces and theories. As such, I envision the urban project as a heterodoxy not limited 
to the physical plan, not exclusive to the activities of a professional- scientific elite that 
frames the space in which society is produced and reproduced. Rather, urban design 
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and its project includes a multiplicity of uses, actions and spatial transformations that 
escapes such deterministic dimensions.

Theorizing with Agamben helps in providing a way of looking at urban and spatial 
practices; a way of framing and understanding that is not simply instrumental but 
political and ethical, identifying counter- practices and being able to see architecture 
and urbanism again in a renewed orientation and perspective. Philosophy here has 
not been an abstraction, sadly admitting the missing relationship between it and what 
might be called everyday life.

Agamben’s avventura and the structure of the book

Despite the risks outlined above, the focus on inoperativity as affirmative politics in 
any case serves as an invitation to read Agamben and to operationalize his reflections. 
This book wishes to open up reflections around an urgent political task, which is 
to profane and deactivate the theologico- political machine in order to make room 
beyond it for new uses, and to imagine a completely new politics that is detached and 
renewed from the ones conceived by society of mass hedonism, consumerism and 
capitalism. The last image Agamben used in The Man Without Content is illustrative, 
not only as it is a rare architectural, albeit generic, reference. He observed, “it is only 
in the burning house that the fundamental architectural problem becomes visible for 
the first time, art, at the furthest point of its destiny, makes visible its original project” 
(1999a[1970]: 172). Agamben believes that the political house in flames within today’s 
planetary state of exception is one in which its original structure can be glimpsed –  
and it is in this burning house that the perennial problems of politics appear to him 
most clearly. This book looks at the burning house of architecture and urban design.

The book is organized around three main parts. Part I illustrates the encounter of 
architecture and Agamben’s philosophy, tracing the multiple (yet provisional) ways 
in which his reflections encounter architectural and urban practices, the political and 
theoretical reflection of architecture and urban alike. Chapter 2 elaborates the direct 
reference that Agamben has made to architecture, urban and spatial elements, taken 
from his extensive archaeological research; it also illustrates his reflections on art and 
aesthetics. Chapters 3 and 4 trace possible tangential narratives of Agamben’s reflec-
tions from outside of his testo. This aims to frame both the discourse and critique of 
the missing political interpretations of such encounters. Here the text is structured 
around two registers: the first is linguistic and the focus of Chapter 3. It aims to take 
account of the many authors, practices and reflections from the different constella-
tions of architecture, planning and urban design who have used, or drawn inspiration 
from, Agamben’s reflections and concepts, referring to those experiences, individual 
or collective, projects and practices that have been generated or inspired as a con-
sequence. The second register is what I call artistic interpretations, where I offer an 
initial and incomplete list of group exhibitions, installations and artworks or visual 
experiences that manifest an encounter between the image and Agamben. Chapter 4 
attempts a reading of some architectural and urban design projects collected as a dis-
parate set of references, which elucidate possible meetings between architecture and 
philosophy.

Part II follows a chronological progression, where the different works of Giorgio 
Agamben are presented briefly and illustrated. This follows a similar structure to 
some of Agamben’s introductory volumes, such as the indispensable de la Durantaye’s 
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Giorgio Agamben: A Critical Introduction (2009), Alex Murray’s Giorgio Agamben 
(2010) and Carlo Salzani’s Introduzione a Giorgio Agamben (2013). The reflection 
here is organized as a kind of periodic cartography, allowing the reader to become 
familiar with his research and vocabulary. Furthermore, it traces the common elem-
ents and threads that emerge at the centre of Agamben’s philosophy: the deactivation 
of devices of power in the interest of a ‘coming community’ that is present but still 
unrealized. Chapter 5 will first illustrate Agamben’s earlier works and the emergence 
of the linguistic and aesthetic interests. The Man Without Content (1999a[1970]), 
Agamben’s first book, as well as Stanzas: Words and Phantasms in Western Culture 
(1993c[1977]) are presented as a critique of the aesthetic and as works that contain 
several emerging elements that will develop to become more explicit and more cen-
tral in his later works, including reflections on praxis and the archaeological method, 
where a truly philosophical language is developed to discuss issues such as melan-
choly, fetishisms, images and semiotics. Another series of Agamben’s works will be 
illustrated: Language and Death: The Place of Negativity (1991[1982]), Infancy and 
History: The Destruction of Experience (1993a[1978]), a series of essays on play, his-
tory and temporality, and The Idea of Prose (1995[1985]) which, in their own differ-
ences, continue the investigative process into two fundamental categories that already 
emerged in earlier work: time and language, both of which will characterize a return-
ing point for Agamben. In this early work Agamben’s primary philosophical concern 
is the factum loquendi, the fact that humans are speaking beings, distinguishing the 
human animal from other living beings and dividing us internally from the ‘mere fact’ 
of our biology, as illustrated as fundamental elements of his thoughts.

Chapter 6 will delve into the origin of the political interests of Agamben’s reflec-
tions, which can be found in The Coming Community (1993b[1990]). This text can 
be considered as a hinge between earlier linguistic and ontological works, and as a 
renewed attention to properly political subjects that will be further elaborated in com-
plete form in Homo Sacer. Here we find the emergence of paradigms such as messi-
anic, profanation, potentiality, inoperativity and so forth which, altogether, represent 
a renewed ethical and thus political vocabulary. Concluding Part II, Chapter 7 illus-
trates the most important and probably the more famous Agambenian project, Homo 
Sacer1 which, with the publication of L’Uso dei Corpi (2014a) completed 20- year- long 
research that drew to a conclusion with the publication of Stasis (Homo Sacer II,4), 
in 2015.2 The whole project, particularly with the arrival on the philosophical scene 
of Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (1998[1995]), brought Agamben into 
the pantheon of political theory debate, and made central his critique of our political 
modernity as a permanent state of exception. It also inserted several developed con-
cepts (homo sacer, bare life, camp, exception) into a wide and heated debate, inspiring 
an incredible amount of secondary literature and empirical studies grounded in his ex-
ceptional reflections relevant to multiple disciplines. This chapter illustrates the main 
themes that emerge in the whole project around the urgent political task to profane 
and deactivate the theologico- political machine for a new use and new politics.

Part III presents key concepts that recur in the whole production, and are seen to be 
the more interesting and potentially useful for the architectural and urbanistic critical 
project that I wish to offer. Specifically, this part of the book constructs the central 
element of a possible inoperative architecture, tracing potentiality, profanation, use 
and inoperativity as central paradigms for a renewed form of practice. Chapter 8 
introduces the concept of paradigms and dispositives, locating their evolution at the   
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crossroads of the work of Foucault and Deleuze, the wider discourses on govern-
mentality, and illustrating the spatial and architectural significance of the latter term 
conceived in its original definition, as put forward by Foucault in 1980. Chapter 9 
positions the act of profanation into a wider set of resignifying operations that re-
present a very particular form of negligence toward the dispositif, through an inappro-
priate use of the sacred with play. Agamben’s reflection on potentiality is presented in 
Chapter 10 through a clear connection with profanation and his wider reflection on 
power as a substantial force that separates human  beings from their potentiality: pre-
vious acts recalibrate the power to achieve once again, a possibility to do.

The centrality of Agamben’s affirmative politics in the concept of inoperativity, 
and in its principled opposition to any form of voluntarist project, is developed in 
Chapter 11. The notion of inoperativity (one of those centre- movement concepts that 
is useful to elucidate, issued around the impolitical and the overcoming of subjec-
tivities) connects several reflections with the work of Esposito, Negri and back to 
the political theology of Carl Schmitt and Heidegger, whose influence on Agamben’s 
thoughts have been important. Strictly connected with the notion of inoperativity and 
désoeuvrement, Chapter 12 elucidates the notion of use that is central in Agamben’s 
work and coming politics. The chapter illustrates briefly the different approaches to 
the concept of use and the influence provided by, among others, Guy Debord, Walter 
Benjamin and some readings of Karl Marx. Agamben suggests that emptied things, 
freed from natural use, acquire a new, non- utilitarian use, deactivating their old use 
and rendering it inoperative. This, in turn, is the condition of possibility of a politics 
without ends: nullifying power and rendering natural uses inoperative while emptying 
commodities. For Agamben, this particular form of praxis, able to restore and find this 
new use, is a profanation.

The concluding Chapter 13 attempts to draw the essential lines of what should 
become an inoperative architecture that emerges from the encounters of architecture 
and Agamben’s politics. It is not a revolution in architecture, but instead a radical shift 
that avoids overcoming or destroying it. However, it does suggest a shift that renders 
the state of exception inoperative: a ‘whatever’ architecture.

A coda

In the recently published L’Avventura (2015d), Agamben shows the origin of the term 
avventura in the stories of chivalry and, more generally, in the shape of many fables and 
medieval literature. In discussing the archaeology of adventure, Agamben wrote that 
“every birth of man is assisted by four Gods: Demon, Fate, Love, Needs (Daimon, Elpis, 
Eros, Ananche)” (2015d: 5– 6). Adventure has a truly ambivalent dimension, warns 
Agamben, particularly when compared to the reductive meaning that this concept has 
undergone in modernity. Avventura seems situated in the locus where narrated life 
and lived life are reciprocal, making each other possible. Agamben situates the very 
meaning of avventura as an indetermination between event and language (evento e 
parola). Adventure represents the inseparable unit between event and language, things 
and words, and “cannot not have an ontological meaning”; “thus adventure ‘is said’ 
and, for sure, relates with a specific experience of being” (2015d: 35).

Connecting different literatures and historical moments, for Agamben the adven-
ture is the very dimension where to discuss philosophically what Heidegger defined as 
Ereignis (event). The event is not so much what happens, explains Deleuze, but what 
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such happening opens up for the future; a becoming which is not only mere senseless 
transformation, but a history that has the ability to make sense –  a story that opens 
up the way to being, in Heideggerian terms.

The adventure of writing for and beyond architecture and urban design under 
this term is probably a much less heroic gesture from the creative ego that mas-
ters realities and futures. Certainly, architects and urban designers are not the 
contemporary knights of the chansons de geste. Heroes, in Agamben’s works, are 
people usually driven by the demons of Eros, Desire and Hope. The adventure, 
says Agamben, is an “anthropogenic sense”, the place where the life lived and 
the narrated life make each other possible. Ereignis is a “genuinely ontological 
term” (2015d: 66) that states its essence in its manifestation between human and 
language:  “for this reason, in the chivalric literature it is impossible to distin-
guish between adventure- event and adventure- tale/ narration; for this reason the 
knight, encountering adventure, encounters at first himself and its very deep being” 
(2015d: 66).

Writing this book has been the discovery of a new form- of- life, a new ethic in how 
I think and envision the role of design and architecture today. I hope it will contribute 
to repoliticizing acts of design, resistance to the dispositif of representations, and the 
abandonment of a critical theory to the sole pragmatic attitude in architecture and 
design.

It has been a truly transformative adventure where, on every single page, I  faced 
Daimon, Eros, Ananke and Elpis. They  offered me to think, with and through Agamben, 
about an ethics of a potential urbanism.

Notes
 1 Organized around: Volume I: Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life (1998[1995]); 

Volume II, 1: State of Exception (2005[2003]), Volume II, 2: Stasis: La guerra civile come 
paradigma politico (2015a, translated into English by Nicholas Heron), Volume II, 3: The 
Sacrament of Language:  An Archaeology of the Oath (2011[2008]), Volume II, 4:  The 
Kingdom and the Glory:  For a Theological Genealogy of Economy and Government 
(2011[2007]), Volume II, 5:  Opus Dei:  An Archaeology of Duty (2013[2012]); Volume 
III: Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (2002[1998]); Volume IV: 1: The 
Highest Poverty: Monastic Rules and Form- of- Life (2013[2011]), Volume IV: 2: L’Uso dei 
Corpi (2014, translated into English by Adam Kotsko as The Use of Bodies, 2016).

 2 During the preparation of this book, both these books were translated into English and 
published in 2016, however I am referring to the Italian version, and all related translations 
are mine. In addition, while completing the manuscript few other Agamben's books were 
published in Italian: Pulcinella ovvero Divertimento per li Regazzi (2015e), Che Cos’è la 
Filosofia? (2016) and Gusto (2015c).
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Part I

Agamben’s burning house

Figure 1 Urbanism in the making and form-of-life, Phnom Penh, Cambodia
Source: Photography by Camillo Boano, 2015
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2 Tracing the complex encounters  
between space, architecture and art

As mentioned in Chapter 1, Agamben rarely talked architecturally or of architecture 
in his writing. However, to use Andrew Benjamin’s words, the relationship between 
philosophy and architecture is both already developed and yet to be solved. This 
indeterminacy fits well with Agamben’s research. Agamben uses some architectural 
examples but mostly as metaphors, explanatory concepts or paradigms in his 
archaeological research. On the other hand, the disciplines of architecture, planning 
and urban design have been frequently inspired to ‘use’ Agamben’s conceptual 
apparatuses to illustrate spatial exclusionary principles and exception topologies, in 
order to elucidate some specific geographies or issues affecting the urban realm.

This apparent disconnection is not surprising. As Benjamin (2000: vii) remarkably 
suggests, their trending engagement was to use philosophy as a simple footnote that 
helped claim legitimacy to an architectural reflection, or operate at the level of meta-
phor, reiterating the simple utilitarian view of philosophy as an instruction manual for 
architecture, one example of which is reflected in the timely and well- intended, but ul-
timately utilitarian series published by Routledge and edited by Adam Shar, Thinkers 
for Architects.

Tracing in detail the long, complex and fertile encounters between philosophy and 
architecture is beyond the scope of this work; however, this chapter is an attempt to 
map out and elucidate the complex, intermittent and inconsistence encounters be-
tween Agamben’s works and the theory and practice of architecture, planning and 
urban design. It aims to trace the multiple ways in which his reflections encounter 
architectural and urban practices –  a political and theoretical reflection on architec-
ture and urban design alike. In navigating the uncharted territory of such encounters, 
this part of the book, written over the last few years, follows Andrew Benjamin’s sug-
gestion not to treat architecture and philosophy only as thought, but in

texts in which there was either an overlap or similarity of language such that 
an analysis of the language was an analysis of the relation, there is an approach 
which takes the demands of architectural work as that which necessitates a re-
sponse that pertains to philosophy or the theoretical.

(2000: viii)

This approach fits tightly into Agamben’s dual focus on language as the medium by 
which humans give themselves a world of meanings, projects and trajectories, as well 
as a focus on life, on “what resists the inclusion in the system that orders, names and 
denotes our world” (Colebrook and Maxwell, 2016: 35).
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This chapter offers a brief illustration of the direct references that Agamben made 
to architecture, urban and spatial elements  –  either used as illustration, metaphor, 
example or a substantial elaboration taken directly from his extensive oeuvre. It also 
offers a brief detour illustrating his larger thoughts on art and aesthetics, both cru-
cial arenas for his political reflections. The topic of art and aesthetics will be fully 
developed in Chapter 5, where I will present Agamben’s The Man Without Content 
(1999a[1970]), in which he discusses his critique of the aesthetic as the ‘science of art’, 
alienated from its milieu, in a kind of end of art.

Agamben’s direct reference to architecture, urban and spatial elements

In Agamben’s oeuvre, direct references to architecture and architectural objects are 
similarly rare. The Man Without Content closes with the assertion that “it is only in 
the burning house that the fundamental architectural problem becomes visible for the 
first time, art, at the furthest point of its destiny, makes visible its original project” 
(Agamben, 1999a[1970]:  172, emphasis added). This stands as an essential quote, 
reproduced almost 30  years later in State of Exception (2005a), thus stressing its 
continued relevance in Agamben’s research, where the political house that Agamben 
refers to is today’s planetary ‘state of exception’.

Another reference, this time to the figure of the architect, is presented in Potentialities, 
when Agamben illustrates Artistotle’s potentialities:

the one that belongs to someone who, for example, has knowledge or an ability. 
In this sense, we say of the architect that he or she has the potential to build, of 
the poet that he or she has the potential to write poems. It is clear that this existing 
potentiality differs from the generic potentiality of the child.

(2005a: 179)

When Agamben does affirm that the ‘potential not to’ is the cardinal secret of the 
Aristotelian doctrine of potentiality, which transforms every potentiality in itself into 
an impotentiality,

just as the architect retains his potential to build even when he does not actualize 
it and just as the kithara player is a kithara player because he can also not play 
the kithara, so thought exists as a potential to think and not to think, as a wax 
writing tablet on which nothing is written (the potential intellect of medieval 
philosophers).

(2005a: 245; emphasis added)

A fundamental and important reference to architecture is made in What is an 
Apparatus? and Other Essays (2009a), where Agamben suggests an interesting 
revision of the Foucauldian notion of dispositif. He observes Foucault’s version as 
“a thoroughly heterogeneous set consisting of discourses, institutions, architectural 
forms, regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific statements, 
philosophical, moral and philanthropic propositions –  in short, the said as much as the 
unsaid” (Agamben, 2009a: 2). Agamben further links the concept with the Christian 
theology of dispositio and transforms it into a “oikonomia, a set of practices, bodies 
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of knowledge, measures and institutions that aim to manage, govern, control and 
orient in way that purports to be useful –  the behaviors, gestures and thoughts of 
human beings” (2009a: 12).

Stanzas: Words and Phantasms in Western Culture (1993c [1977]), is a volume 
organized around the architectural logic of different stanzas, places and rooms, 
and is centred on discussion and investigation of “the idea of subject’s possession 
of object of knowledge” (de la Durantaye, 2009: 58); somehow it remains the one 
text to treat directly the issue of fetishisms, images and semiotics. In discussing 
the ‘mystical character’ that the product of work acquires as soon as it takes on 
the form of a commodity (as per Marx), Agamben evokes the Great Exhibition 
of 1851 in London as the “fetishization of the object effected by the commodity” 
(Agamben, 1993c[1977]: 37; emphasis added), referring directly to the phantasma-
goria of “Paxton’s project for an enormous palace constructed entirely out of glass” 
(1993c[1977]: 37):

in the galleries and the pavilions of its mystical Crystal Palace, in which from the 
outset a place was also reserved for works of art, the commodity is displayed to 
be enjoyed only through the glance at the enchanted scene.

(1993c[1977]: 38)

A shift of scale from object to city is offered later in the text, with the construction in 
1889, on the occasion of the fifth Universal Exposition, of the Eiffel Tower:

whose elegant shape today seems inseparable from Paris, excited protest from a 
substantial group of artists, among whom were personalities as diverse as Zola 
and Bonnal. They had probably realized what the fait accompli prevents us from 
perceiving today: that the tower (in addition to giving the coup de grâce to the 
labyrinthine character of old Paris by offering a reference point visible every-
where) transformed the whole city into a commodity that could be consumed at 
a single glance in the Exposition of 1889, the most precious commodity was the 
city itself.

 (1993c[1977]: 40)

In Profanations, Agamben adopts the spatial example of the museum in order to 
illustrate the ‘impossibility of use’, arguing that “the museification of the world is 
today an accomplished fact. One by one, the spiritual potentialities that defined 
people’s lives –  art, religion, philosophy, the idea of nature, even politics –  have docilely 
withdrawn into the Museum” (Agamben, 2007a: 84; emphasis added). For him, the 
museum is used not only as a physical space,

but the separate dimension to what was once –  but is no longer –  felt as true and 
decisive has moved. In this sense, the Museum can coincide with an entire city 
(such as Evora and Venice, which were declared World Heritage sites), a region 
(when it is declared a park or nature preserve) and even a group of individuals 
(insofar as they represent a form of life that has disappeared).

 (2007a: 84)

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



16 Agamben’s burning house

16

The reflection here is deliberately linked with the wider discussion around capitalist 
society, taken directly from Benjamin’s works, particularly on the sacrality of 
capital, while suggesting that “everything today can become a Museum, because this 
term simply designates the exhibition of an impossibility of using, of dwelling, of 
experiencing” (2007a: 84; emphasis added), and it is exactly in the museum that “the 
analogy between capitalism and religion becomes clear” (2007a: 84).

In the Signature of All Things (2009c) –  probably the more ‘methodological’ of 
Agamben’s books –  when tracing the reflection of the signature and the paradigms as 
central in his philosophical archaeology, Agamben refer to Foucault’s panopticon, an 
architectural model published by Jeremy Bentham in 1791, that

performs a decisive strategic function for the understanding of the disciplinary 
modality of power, but also how it becomes something like the epistemological 
figure that, in defining the disciplinary universe of modernity, also marks the 
threshold over which it passes into the societies of control.

(Agamben, 2009c: 16)

In Opus Dei, Agamben comes back to the central division between the Aristotelian 
praxis “which has its telos in itself” (Agamben, 2013b: 44) and poiesis, “which has 
an external end” (2013b: 44), that for him questions “the different ontological status, 
the different mode of presence that belongs to due species of arts” (2013b: 44). At 
the centre of his reflection between actuality and potentiality, Agamben refers to 
Ambrose in

distinguishing between artes actuosae, which relate to the movement of the body 
or to the sound of the voice and in which nothing remains after the operation 
and those arts, like architecture and weaving, which (cessante quoque operationis 
officio) even when the craftsman’s office has ceased, still exhibit his skill, so that 
testimony is presented of the craftsman’s own work.

(2013b: 44)

In linking the Aristotelian and Christian traditions around the notion of work and 
production, Agamben suggests:

if in the Aristotelian model of the architect dynamis and energeia are two dis-
tinct and homogeneous modes of presence of being- an- architect, in the case of 
the priest, officium and effectum are two (heterogeneous) elements whose con-
currence defines liturgical praxis. In both cases, however, what is decisive is the 
problem of what permits the passage from potential to act and from ministerium 
to effectus. In the Aristotelian tradition the element that secured this passage was 
hexis (in Latin, habitus) and the locus in which the problem was dealt with was 
the theory of the virtues (this explains why in both Cicero and Ambrose the ana-
lysis of officium is worked out in a treatise on the virtues).

 (2013b: 46)

In The Highest Poverty: Monastic Rules and Forms of Life, a study of Franciscan 
monastic life, Agamben recalls Donatien Alphonse de Sade’s Les 120 journées de 
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Sodome (The 120 Days of Sodom) as a parallel model of the monastic rule where 
time, space and form- of- life are co- constituted:

While in Rabelais, the paradigm is evoked directly (Thélème is an abbey) in 
order to be precisely negated and reversed (no clocks, no divisions of time, 
no compulsory behavior), at Silling, which is a castle and not an abbey, the 
time is articulated according to a meticulous ritualism that recalls the unfailing 
ordo of the monastic Office. Immediately after having been locked up (indeed 
walled up) in the castle, the four friends write and promulgate the règlements 
(statutes) that must govern their new common life. Not only is every moment 
of the ‘cenoby’ fixed beforehand as in the monastery –  the sanctioned rhythms 
of waking and sleeping, the rigidly programmed collective meals and ‘cele-
brations’  –  but even the boys’ and girls’ defecation is subject to meticulous 
regulation.

 (Agamben, 2013a: 9)

In illustrating the historical evolution of monastic life, Agamben then suggests that 
the monastery, like the polis, is a community that intends to realize the

perfection of the cenobial life … In the Conlationes (or Conferences), Cassian 
therefore distinguishes the monastery from cenoby, because a monastery is the 
name of the residence and does not imply more than the place where the monks 
live. The ‘House of Cenobite’ points to the character and the way of life of the 
profession. The residence of a simple monk can be called a monastery. But a place 
cannot be termed a house of cenobites unless one means a community of many 
people living together … Cenoby does not name only a place, but first of all a 
form of life.

(Agamben, 2013a: 11)

It thus becomes clear that communal habitation is the necessary foundation of 
monasticism; nevertheless, for Agamben,

the term habitatio seems to indicate not so much a simple fact as, rather, a virtue 
and a spiritual condition … In the same sense, the term habitare … seems to des-
ignate not only a factual situation but a way of life … In the context of monastic 
life, the term habitus –  which originally signified ‘a way of being or acting’ and, 
among the Stoics, became synonymous with virtue … seems more and more to 
designate the way of dressing. It is significant that, when this concrete meaning 
of the word begins to be affirmed in the post- Augustan age, it is not always easy 
to distinguish it from the more general sense, all the more so in that habitus was 
closely associated with dress, which was in some way a necessary ‘way to conduct 
oneself’.

(2013a: 11)

In the historical evolution of the monastery, Agamben recalls the ancient use of 
the monastery as an analogy, referring above all to the monks’ manual labour as a 
metaphor defining the
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whole monastic life and discipline, conceived, surprisingly enough, as the learning 
and exercise of an Ars Sancta … which recalls the vocabulary of the schools and 
workshops of late antiquity and the Middle Ages. The monastery is defined as officina 
divinae artis: The workshop is the monastery, where the instruments of the heart are 
kept in the enclosure of the body and the work of divine art can be accomplished.

 (2013a: 19)

Although not directly architectonic, the influence and reference to the German art 
historian Aby Warburg (1866– 1929), is important and well illustrated in Agamben’s 
scholarship. Having had the opportunity to spend a period of time in 1975 at the 
Warburg Institute in London and appreciate his formidable spatial diagram, Warburg’s 
exploration of the image and its relationship to history was essential for Agamben, 
who states that “what continues to appear as relevant in his work is the decisive 
gesture with which he withdraws the artwork (and also the image) from the study of 
the artist’s conscious and unconscious structures” (Agamben, 1999a[1970]: 102). As 
Alex Murray suggests, for “Warburg the image was able to transcend the particular 
historical context in which it was produced and allowed us to see a continuity, or a 
movement between images” (Murray and Whyte, 2011: 199). The analytical method 
adopted by Warburg was particularly fascinating for Agamben:  the pathosformel 
(formula di pathos) which, through the juxtaposition of images from across a number 
of historical periods, he traced as determined gestures that were moving, as literal and 
semantic citations, across representations. What Warburg noticed was that art during 
the Renaissance was importing gestures and significance from the classic arts and re- 
elaborating them, often with an inversion of significance; his method thus bringing to 
light “the roots of modern images and the modalities in which such roots have been 
reframed” (Ginzburg, 2015: 17). Murray suggests that:

Warburg was also important in Agamben’s work on cinema. Agamben used 
Warburg’s notion of the image as a way of tying together disparate images in order 
to liberate them, animating them across temporal periods in a similar fashion to 
cinema’s liberation of the image.

 (Murray and Whyte, 2011: 200)

City and polis

Despite continuous reference to the Aristotelian polis across many of his writings, 
Agamben rarely mention the city. An interview with Roberto Andreotti and Federico 
de Melis for Alias1 in 2006, focusing the discussion on the city of Rome, Agamben’s 
hometown, sheds some light on the subject. Provoked by questions related to the 
possibility of describing his oeuvre as “existential topography”, where places and life 
are meta- linguistically and synchronically spatial, Agamben comments:

recently I enjoyed, with a scanner, glueing together –  something that can be done 
quite easily –  maps of various cities, forming a kind of big city where an alley in 
Rome ends in a square in Paris, a Parisian boulevard ends in a Berlin street and so 
on …Why? Because I think it is an interesting way to think something like a biog-
raphy, or a relationship with places. Something that is including life and places. 
Usually biographies relate to time, but time is too intimate and then connected 
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to the memory … for someone as forgetful as me, I prefer space, places: then to 
project a life of this great city imaginary.

(in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006)

Then he adds:

Why? Because even, it seems, the city, now in great decline, are the place we hoped 
to see us and where we ‘have lost our lives’. It seems to me that the shape of the 
city is the shape of our ‘losing ourselves’ and our possibility to find ourselves.

(in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006)

–  all reflections that certainly evoke indirectly the influence of the Situationist, the 
Dadaist and the personal connection with Guy Debord. In the conversation that 
follows, Agamben cites Debord directly when suggesting that in the practice of 
walking, the act of derivation is the very moment of knowing a city. However, he 
posits:

the realist and more concrete image in which you know a city is not so much of 
the one, the walk, the wandering; but it is when moving in the city in times of 
revolt, in alternating series of escapes and attacks … the experience of the city is 
more intense, in those moments of revolt.

 (in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006)

In those suspended moments, the city becomes known:

in a suspended time, you are absolutely in space, but it is also a kind of absolute 
history and the city, there, it becomes its own. The city is the place where we al-
ways got lost … why we like to wander in the city.

(in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006; emphasis added)

By discussing Rome and its existence as somewhat suspended between being a city full 
of history and an eternal, atemporal one, Agamben compares the city and its vertical 
stratification of a multiplicities of histories to “the opaque stage of childhood and 
adolescence, when you are in the grip of this strange thing that is wanting to write” (in 
Andreotti and De Melis, 2006), not as the simple capacity to act, but as potentiality. 
“In fact there is a kind of desire and experience of possibility. Wanting to write signifies 
a desire to make life possible” (in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006). After a small detour 
to Heidegger and Agamben’s earlier connection with his philosophy, the interview 
returns its focus to the city: here Agamben cites another important reference about his 
thoughts on the material condition of the urban, what Walter Benjamin once called the 
rags of history: “the image of the city that Benjamin was chasing was made of minute 
attention to detail negligible, a secondary, infinitesimally small, precisely the rags of the 
story” (in Andreotti and De Melis, 2006). Finally, the interview leaves the city, alluding 
briefly to Paris and the Beaubourg transformations, before moving to Foucault, the use 
of paradigms and the state of exception and, ultimately, reviewing most of his work.

Another clear and direct discussion of the city is a lecture titled ‘Metropolis’ from 
2006, where he did offer a “banal consideration on the etymology of the word me-
tropolis” (Agamben, 2006), which in Greek means
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Mother City and refers to the relationship between cities and colonies … and 
as suggested by the etymology the word metropolis has a strong connotation of 
maximum dislocation and spatial and political dishomogeneity, as that which 
defines the relationship between the state, or the city and colonies. And this raises 
a series of doubts about the current idea of the metropolis as an urban, continuum 
and relatively homogeneous fabric.

(Agamben, 2006)

What Agamben does suggest here is to “keep the term metropolis for something 
substantially other from the city, in the traditional conception of the polis, i.e. something 
politically and spatially isonomic” (Agamben, 2006: emphasis added). In separating 
the use of the term, Agamben suggests

understand[ing] the process whereby power progressively takes on the character 
of government of things and the living, or if you like of an economy … nothing 
but government … of the living and things … So I would say that the metropolis 
is the dispositif or group of dispositives that replace the city when power becomes 
the government of the living and of things.

(Agamben, 2006)

Signalling the possibility of a new exception in the spatial logic of the city and a need 
to discuss and study not the morphology but the governance of the space, Agamben 
points out:

there is a shift form the model of the polis founded on a centre, that is, a public 
centre or agora, to a new metropolitan spatialisation that is certainly invested in a 
process of de- politicisation, which results in a strange zone where it is impossible 
to decide what is private and what is public.

 (Agamben, 2006)

–  and connects this to the original reading of the governmental spatial dispositif 
illustrated by Foucault of

leprosy and the plague. The paradigm of leprosy was clearly based on exclusion, 
it required that the lepers were ‘placed outside’ the city. … The model of the 
plague is completely different and gives rise to another paradigm. When the city 
is plagued it is impossible to move the plague victims outside. … It is a quadril-
lage of urban territory surveilled by intendants, doctors and soldiers. So whilst 
the leper was rejected by an apparatus of exclusion, the plague victim is encased, 
surveilled, controlled and cured through a complex web of dispositives that divide 
and individualize and in so doing also articulate the efficiency of control and of 
power.

(Agamben, 2006)

This is probably the more direct spatial vocabulary ever adopted by Agamben, tracing a 
useful framework for a general definition of the metropolitan space. In his construction, 
the metropolis becomes a ‘dislocated and dishomogenous’ space –  one that can be traced 
in every city of the Western world, alluding to
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the impossibility of univocally defining borders, walls, spatialization, because they 
are the result of the action of this different paradigm: no longer a simple binary 
division but the projection on this division of a complex series of articulating and 
individuating processes and technologies.

(Agamben, 2006)

In Stasis:  Civil War as a Political Paradigm (2015a), one of the last Homo Sacer 
instalments, Agamben searches for a possible theory of civil war in “relation to oikos 
[casa/ famiglia] and the polis [città]” (2015a: 14). What Agamben is suggesting is the 
need to think stasis as a locus (place), a zone of indistinction between brother and 
enemy, inside and outside, house and city, between the non- political space of the 
family and the political one of the city.

All of the above examples can be identified as relatively direct ‘architectonic’ and 
spatial references present in Agamben’s texts which, in addition to the polis, represent 
a longitudinal and continuous central reference for reflection. However, while trying 
to elucidate Agamben’s overall ontological investigation, it appears that one concept 
remains outstanding from the rest, Agamben’s powerful spatial ontology: the camp. 
This is highly celebrated and recognized in Agamben’s validation within the scholar-
ships of planning, urban studies and urban sociologies, and a central element that 
characterizes the earlier investigation of the Homo Sacer project.

Agamben’s spatial element par excellence: the camp

The camp is a central element in understanding how Agamben’s work has reached 
fields dealing with space and exception, as well as the spatialization of sovereign 
power and production of bare life. It remains the most popularized and useful concept 
of Agamben’s repertoire, adopted in many fields of studies from geography to political 
theory. It does seem to lay at the crux of his interests, in the critique of the foundations 
of modern political structures and lives lived on the margins of social, political, cultural, 
economic and geographical thresholds. The camp for Agamben is a historical social 
fact (the concentration camps of National Socialism, the refugee detention centres and 
Camp Delta at Guantánamo Bay in the present day United States), both a literal object 
and dispositif. He elaborates mainly on the camp in Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power 
and Bare Life (1998[1995]), Means Without End: Notes on Politics (2000) and The 
Remnants of Auschwitz: The Witness and the Archive (2002[1998]).

In the last part of Homo Sacer, Agamben declares that

in our age, the state of exception comes more and more to the foreground as the 
fundamental political structure and ultimately begins to become the rule. When 
our age tried to grant the unlocalizable a permanent and visible localization, the 
result was the concentration camp.

(Agamben, 1998[1995]: 20)

When bare life expands to include all forms of life until it becomes life itself, politics 
becomes biopolitics, and when said process is no longer the exception but the rule, the 
camp emerges. “Today it is not the city,” he writes, “but rather the camp that is the 
fundamental biopolitical paradigm of the West” (1998[1995]: 181). For Agamben, the 
camp is “the most absolute biopolitical space that has ever been realized” –  a space in 
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which “power has before it pure biological life [la pura vita]” (Agamben, 2000a: 41). 
For these reasons it is the “paradigm of political space” in which we live, “the hidden 
matrix” and “the new biopolitical nomos of the planet” (1998[1995]: 41, 45).

For Agamben, the space of the camp is fundamentally paradoxical. On the one 
hand, “the camp is a piece of territory that is placed outside the normal juridical 
order” (Agamben, 2000a: 40). On the other hand, “it is not simply an external space” 
(2000a: 40). The camp excludes what is captured inside which, in another form of 
inclusive exclusion, blurs the conventional spatial distinction between ‘internal’ and 
‘external’. Because law is suspended in the camp and exceptional practices become the 
rule, the camp becomes a

hybrid of law and fact in which the two terms have become indistinguishable … 
Only because the camps constitute a space of exception … in which not only is 
law completely suspended but fact and law are completely confused –  is every-
thing in the camps truly possible.

(Agamben, 1998[1995]: 169– 170)

In The Remnants of Auschwitz, reflections on “the figure of the concentration camp and 
figures in the concentration camps” (de la Durantaye, 2009: 247) in their paradigmatic 
dimension to understand the present, are fused with the role and manifestation of 
testimony. Instead of taking up the provocative thesis of the final section of Homo 
Sacer, where it was stated that the concentration camp is the ‘biopolitical paradigm’ of 
our age, Agamben shifts from the paradigm of the camp to life in the camps. Here, for 
Agamben, the camp is a biopolitical machine not merely because “it produces cadavers 
but because it produces something truly biopolitical – something unlocalizable either 
in biological or in political terms and that marks the point at which the two domains –  
political life and biological life –  dovetail” (de la Durantaye, 2009: 268). Although he 
locates these reflections around historical and contemporary examples of encampment, 
Agamben argues, “every society  –  even the most modern  –  decides who its ‘sacred 
men’ will be” (Agamben, 1998[1995]: 139). In the context of the camp, politics itself 
is concerned with the apparently unpolitical –  ‘bare life’ –  and its abandonment by the 
political community, the implications of which reach beyond the singular abjection of 
the camps:

If this is true, if the essence of the camp consists in the materialization of the state 
of exception and in the subsequent creation of a space in which bare life and jur-
idical rule enter into a threshold of indistinction, then we must admit that we find 
ourselves virtually in the presence of a camp every time such a structure is created, 
independent of the kinds of crime that are committed there and whatever its de-
nomination and specific topography.

(1998[1995]: 174)

The camp is central to Agamben’s Homo Sacer project, as it does structure both the 
condition of possibility and, at times, the actualization of a modality of power/ force 
that is of the order of the ‘potenza’:

The inaugural site of modernity:  it is the first space in which public and pri-
vate events, political life and biological life, become rigorously indistinguishable. 
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Inasmuch as the inhabitant of the camp has been severed from the political com-
munity and has been reduced to naked life (and, moreover, to a life ‘that does not 
deserve to be lived’).

(Agamben, 2000a: 122.2)

As will be detailed further in Chapter  3, many authors who have approached the 
question of spatiality and sovereignty have turned to Agamben’s work. While 
biopolitics and the production of naked life are not specific to modernity, the camp 
is its central space (Ek, 2006). A crucial notion in our understanding of the camp is 
uncovered in “the connection between racism, colonialism, biopolitics and the camp. 
Modernity is a colonial modernity and its histories and geographies have been made 
in the shadow of colonialism (Gregory, 2004:  7). From this perspective the camp 
emerges as a management technology best suited to the production of naked life 
on the threshold, whether that life is territorially situated in the ‘West’ or not (Ek, 
2006). The sovereign keeps on abandoning its subjects, creating naked life in order to 
defend ‘society’ and the state starts treating its own citizens as potential enemies and 
outsiders. The camp replaces polis as the contemporary biopolitical paradigm.

Agamben’s art and aesthetics

Life, art and politics, together with their complex interactions, constitute the 
territory where Agamben’s oeuvre needs to be located. For Fleisner (2015), as well 
as for Colebrook and Maxwell (2016), an ‘aesthetic Agamben’ does not exist as 
such, followed by a ‘political Agamben; rather, his is a unique project, indiscernible 
between aesthetics and politics. Fleisner (2015) traces an incredibly well- documented 
account of Agamben’s earlier attraction to pure aesthetics and art in general, with 
examples from Antonin Artaud’s theatre, Pierre Klossowski’s literary genre of fabulae 
and Pier Paolo Pasolini’s cinema. However, his fundamental reflections on aesthetics 
and art are elaborated in The Man Without Content (1999a[1970]). Chapter 5 will 
delve into the contents of this book in more detail, but before this it is worth recalling 
a few fundamental ideas that are useful to trace the complex encounters between 
architecture, urban design and urbanism. Agamben’s reflections in The Man Without 
Content are particularly pertinent for the present reflection, tracing not only the 
scissions between the figures of spectator and artist, but also from the production 
and consumption of art. In essence, the argument calls for a return to “a more 
originary conception of art that recuperates an Ancient Greek distinction between 
poiesis and praxis and restores to the former its relation to truth rather than will” 
(Mills, 2008: 41).

For Agamben, we can value an object today because it, as

‘a’ Warhol, is a sign that art is no longer one expression among others in a col-
lective domain of world formation and political– social dynamism and commu-
nication. Duchamp’s ‘ready- mades’ both diagnose and intensify the separation 
of the art object (as poiesis or detached form); the ready- made is no longer the 
putting into production, or creative expression, of the potentiality of a shared 
world. Rather, it is the act of the artist and its critical relation to the separateness 
of the art object, that is now placed into view. What has been lost, then, is art as a 
practice capable of bringing potentiality into actuality; this has been replaced by 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


