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DEATH 



Why do you want to play chess with me? 





KNIGHT 



I have my reasons. 





DEATH 



That is your privilege.





KNIGHT 



The condition is that I may live as long as I hold out against you. If I win, you will release me. Is it agreed? 

So begins Ingmar Bergman’s greatest film, The Seventh Seal. We are presented with a game, whereby Death is quite literally playing for the life of the Knight. Throughout the film, the game of chess continues. The final judgement over whether the Knight lives or dies is suspended, waiting for the outcome of the game. 

I would like to posit that we have in The Seventh Seal an intimate connection between ‘play’ and ‘death’. The playing of the game of chess continues throughout the film. The Knight is playing for his life, all the while longing for the knowledge of whether God exists, seeing in Death no assurances as to what lays beyond his own demise. 

What I want to extrapolate from this famous filmic example is this intimate connection between play and death, which, I argue, unconceals a mode of political existence which can form the basis for the politics-to-come. We have in The Seventh Seal a life (represented by the Knight), bounded by the knowledge of his own mortality. Despite, or even because of this fact, this life is given meaning through coming into contact with others, and performing an ethical act, which gives that life meaning. All the while the game of chess is being played; a life lived in the knowledge of its own mortality is structured through this play. These are metaphors, to be sure, but metaphors which I intend to explore through the thought of Martin Heidegger, Emmanuel Levinas and Giorgio Agamben. 

This unconcealment is illustrated through drawing upon the movement which has been characterised as the ‘Arab Spring’. Political upheaval led to the fall of governments in Tunisia, Egypt and Libya. Yemen’s President was replaced after ongoing protests, and President Bashar al-Assad in Syria has been brutally suppressing an uprising which has continued, at the time of writing, for nearly a year. 

The act of one man, a Tunisian street vendor by the name of Tarek al-Tayyib Muhammed Bouazizi, was the catalyst for this Arab Spring movement. Bouazizi immolated himself on 17th December 2010 in Sidi Bouzid, Tunisia. Bouazizi’s act was driven by multiple factors, including the inability to get a job, the pressures of having to support his family, a corrupt town administration, having his wares confiscated by the police and not having his grievances answered by the town’s governor. However, Bouazizi became a symbol, one which was declared to stand as representative of grievances held by Tunisian youth against the regime. In addition, Bouazizi sparked a ‘Werther effect’ of copycat suicides in other Arab countries such as Algeria, from individuals who wanted food prices to be reduced, jobs and houses and who had unsuccessfully approached the authorities to have their case heard. 


There is always a risk when writing about current events, especially current political events. Events can occur so quickly that what is written today can be obsolete by the time of publication and beyond. However, I am in agreement with James Martel that one thing is certain – the revolutionary moment of the Arab Spring will end, and things will be ‘righted’ (Martel 2012, p.1). The ensuing regimes in these countries involved in the Arab Spring will be declared ‘normal’, and the process of post-revolutionary transition will occur in those states where changes in government have taken place. However, what needs to be questioned is precisely this ‘righting’. This righting potentially faces us with a question of ‘transitional justice’ – namely, how best to deal with violence and repression that occurred under previous repressive regimes? In focusing upon transitional justice, this paper adopts the definition of Ruti Teitel: 

Transitional justice can be defined as the conception of justice associated with periods of political change, characterised by legal responses to confront the wrongdoings of repressive predecessor regimes (Teitel 2003, p.69).
The countries and movements that fall under the umbrella term ‘Arab Spring’ (itself imposing a monolithic label to a diverse and heterogeneous Diaspora) are confronted by the question of how to deal with the oppression of prior (or current) regimes. This confrontation with the past has the power to shape future forms of ‘belonging’ in a State or nation. Teitel is right to state that there is a complicated relationship between transitional justice, truth and history. Revisiting the past is understood as a way to move forward (ibid, p.86). It is this complicated relationship that is the lens through which the connection between play and death is viewed. 

The past is constitutive of our understanding of the world; tradition, and the narrative that is told about that tradition, shapes both our views of the past and our approach to the present and future. In order to consider how transitional justice can think seriously about the Arab Spring, we need to focus upon the importance of the narratives surrounding truth and history. It is through constructing a narrative about the past, and about the truth of what happened in the past, that transitional justice responses to political change gain huge traction over how the future is shaped. Specifically, these narratives about the past and truth can form a constitutive event in a nation’s identity, meaning that to ‘belong’ a singularity or movement must accept the veracity of such a narrative. It is such a narrative that Jean-Luc Nancy called a ‘foundational myth’ (Nancy 1991, p.45). This foundational myth can provide the self-referential legitimacy for a State, as it always founds itself through its relation to the origin, the constitutive act. Power over the narratives told about the past equates to power over structuring future modes of political existence. 

In attempting to think seriously about the question of tradition we can turn to the work of Edmund Burke. Burke, the defender of the ancien regime in Great Britain, may not be the most obvious thinker to introduce to develop this argument. However, Burke’s writings upon tradition underscore the importance of what has gone before for the constitution of the self. We can turn to Burke’s Reflections, where he is commenting upon the shamelessness of democracies. When commenting upon the fact that, in his opinion, political power must be exercised in trust, Burke states:

By this unprincipled facility of changing the state as often, and as much, and in as many ways as there are floating fancies or fashions, the whole chain and continuity of the commonwealth would be broken. No one generation could link with the other. Men would become little better than the flies of a summer (Burke 1993, p.108).

Here I follow Anthony Kronman, who contends that Burke’s use of flies in this passage is quite deliberate. If the ‘chain and continuity’ of the past, of tradition, is abandoned, Burke sees men as no better than flies. What is inhuman about the fly is its disconnectedness to the future and the past (Kronman 1990, p.1049). Human beings are born into a pre-existing cultural world; tradition is part of the world which we live in. The moulding of the self is done from within a world that is shaped by the historical events and past that have created the present into which we were born. In a very banal sense therefore, we are all products of and shaped by the past and history, even if we do not realise it. It is thus impossible to separate out tradition from existence, as tradition helps constitute existence. The pre-existing world of culture is the human being’s own (ibid, p.1065). This world of culture can be accumulated or destroyed, added to or removed from, but never abandoned or ignored. This is why the power to control the narratives of tradition is so important. These narratives shape the world of culture which in turn shapes subjectivity itself. 

It is with respect to tradition that we can turn to the first major theme of this chapter – death. The importance of tradition can be underscored by the connection between being born into the cultural world Burke posits and the death of the singular being. Although death is often viewed negatively, and indeed has negative connotations, it is not my intention to imply that this connection is a negative one. Instead, following the thought of Martin Heidegger, death can be seen as exposing the possibilities for the singular being to live by. It is through the knowledge that existence is finite that a singular being can make authentic choices as to how to live their life. Only through the realisation that it is not possible to fulfil all desires, wants and fancies can real choices be made. 


Heidegger writes of existence through the figure of Dasein, literally ‘being-there’. We do not need to explore the distinction Heidegger made between the ‘human being’ and Dasein; for the purposes of our investigations these are not strictly relevant. We can summarise that for Heidegger, the singular Dasein is the mode of our understanding of existence. Heidegger writes of Dasein that it is ‘thrown’ into an already-existing world (Heidegger 1963, p.321). This is what Heidegger terms ‘Being-in-the-world’ (ibid, p.174). ‘Being-thrown’ reveals itself as being thrown in the direction of death. This is the direction of possibility of Dasein. For Heidegger, death is not seen as a negativity, but can be seen as integral to Dasein’s own potentiality:

Being-towards-death is the anticipatory of a potentiality-for-Being of that entity whose kind of Being is anticipation itself (ibid, p.307). 

It is through anticipating death that our own-most potentiality can be understood. It is death that makes possible authentic existence for Dasein (ibid, p.68). Thus the anticipation of death is necessary for Dasein to grasp its own potentiality, its own possibility. This Heidegger terms “freedom towards death” (ibid, p.311). 


Thus in a sense Kronman and Burke can be read with Heidegger. We can surmise that the past should be respected because the world of culture human beings inherit from it makes us who we are. The past is not something to be chosen. Rather, it is a custodial attitude and respect towards the past that establishes humanity (Kronman 1990, p.1066). The world of culture is inherited from those who went before, and in conserving this world humanity expresses its indebtedness to the past. Humanity is bound within limits to respect the past for its own sake. All these debts are connected. As humanity satisfies its obligations to the past it in turn puts the future in debt to the present. Humanity therefore depends upon the future for the preservation of the world of culture created today (ibid, p.1067).


Kronman explains that Burke’s chain and continuity of generations is a chain and continuity of interwoven obligations. Burke sees succeeding generations as party to a contract. By phrasing it in this way, Burke aims to remind humanity that it has obligations towards the past. It is only through meeting this obligation can humanity can compel its successors to conserve the cultural world it has created and added to (ibid). 


Periods of political transition offer a choice between contested narratives, narratives which can be told about the past and construct a coherent story about what happened in a regime and why. We can follow Teitel in presenting this decision as a threshold choice between forms of political change (ibid, p.86-87). Our response to periods of political transition involves a choice between narratives of the past. In turn, different transitional justice mechanisms construct different narratives about the past. 

Teitel sees what was at the periphery of responses to periods of political change – transitional justice – becoming normalised and a reflection of ordinary times (ibid, p.90-91). Transitional justice responses are now the ‘norm’ for transitional societies, and are turned to in many post-conflict states (Zunino 2011). Truth Commissions are an essential part of this process. The South African Interim Constitutions of 1993 instituted the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) on the basis that “there is a need for understanding but not for vengeance, a need for reparation but not retaliation” (Christodoulidis 2000, p.183). Christodoulidis quotes Edgar Gutierrez, Director of Guatemala’s Truth Commission:
We have chosen another way forward: memory as an instrument for the rebuilding of communities, as the affirmation of the dignity of the victims, as the first act of justice: the recovery of the right of the word (ibid, p.184).

This emphasis upon memory as a foundation aims to allow a new community to be founded. For example, in Guatemala the Commission for Historical Clarification attributed blame for ninety-three percent of the human rights violations which occurred in the country’s thirty-six year conflict to state agents and declared that the Guatemalan State had committed genocide against the indigenous Mayan population (Hayner 2002). Such a report stands as an example as the outcome of a Truth Commission – through identifying abuses that took place and focusing upon the victims, blame can be attributed and a collective narrative adopted. 

What is problematic with Truth Commissions is precisely this very nature of the created narrative. Zunino notes that transitional justice approaches rely upon a number of universal notions regarding justice, accountability and truth that are then applied to the particular situation of a transitional society as a way to achieve a predetermined end (Zunino 2011, p.2). This technical application (following Zunino’s phrase) involves choosing amongst the different available means to pursue the end sought by transitional justice. To apply this to the context of Truth Commissions, the procedures and rules of such Commissions are means chosen to pursue the end of ‘Truth’. This technical approach is not just problematic when it comes to transitional societies, as Zunino puts it, but it is also self-defeating (ibid, p.3). Zunino argues that this technical approach is problematic as transitional societies are complex and unique, and so applying universal principles may not be appropriate or do justice to the nuances of the society in question (ibid, p.2-3). 


Zygmunt Bauman saw this technical approach of applying universal notions to specific situations is indicative of ‘modernity’. Bauman defined modernity as a project that set itself the impossible task of ordering something, the human condition, which refuses to be ordered. At the same time, modernity sought to master nature by adjusting it to human needs. It did this precisely through a technical approach; modernity fragmented the world into small problems that could be managed technically (Bauman 1991). 

The Truth Commission, an approach taken towards establishing Truth, is one that is firmly entrenched within a dialectic of means and ends. This is to say that the ends of Truth, the truth of what occurred under a previous regime in a country, is reached through appropriate means, namely a Commission which has the power to interview witnesses, examine evidence and compile a final report on the past. If necessary, it is possible to adapt these means to each situation in order to reach the best possible ends. For example, the South African Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) differed from other Truth Commissions used in other countries. The TRC’s mandate focused upon reconciliation, not retribution (Christodoulidis 2000, p.186). It was a hybrid Truth Commission, and aimed to provide a forum for storytelling, granting amnesty to individuals who made full disclosure before the TRC (ibid, p.183). Thus the TRC aimed not simply to discover the Truth about Apartheid, but also to serve as the basis for the new South African State. Christodoulidis quotes South African Minister of Justice Dullah Omar in an October 1993 radio interview: 
The idea of the TRC goes back to ANC decisions ... [T]here was a strong feeling that some mechanism needed to be found to deal with all violations in a way that would ensure that we put our country on a sound moral basis. And so a view developed that what SA needs is a mechanism which would open up the truth for public scrutiny. But to humanise our society we had to put across the idea of moral responsibility – that is why I suggested a combination of the amnesty process with the process of victims’ stories (ibid, p.190).
Despite this flexibility in the concept of a Truth Commission, I contend that such an institution will only ever succeed in producing an oppressive notion of ‘Truth’. 

The Truth of a Truth Commission becomes a foundation for ‘belonging’. The judgment as to what is the Truth of past regimes is a judgment as to what the tradition of a community is. This judgment cannot help but be foundational, and will posit an essential Truth that founds the legal order of the new State. It is this essentialising that must be opposed. Again Nancy’s thought is instructive: 

A community presupposed as having to be one of human beings presupposes that it effect, or that it must effect, as such an integrally, its own essence, which is itself the accomplishment of the essence of humanness (Nancy 1991, p.3).
Nancy’s example of the human being illustrates the problem of essential foundations, namely that the community legitimated by that foundation works toward effecting that essence. In the case of post-conflict societies who have utilised Truth Commissions, measures of governance are legitimated through reference to this established Truth. 

Thus through presupposing a foundational ‘truth’ in their judgments, Truth Commissions can serve to oppress what Jean-Luc Nancy called ‘the political’, the site where what it means to be in common is open to definition (Nancy 1991, p.xxxvii). The idea of Truth is not one that can be imposed upon a social order from without. This is especially the case for a mandated version of ‘Truth’ that is affirmed to be the historical version of events. 


Instead of the Truth Commission, we can utilise Nancy’s idea of the political to develop our discussion of tradition and offer an alternative for societies undergoing political upheaval. If such an alternative is to do justice to the political, then it must avoid creating meta-narratives. Such meta-narratives efface the ‘in common’ of being-in-common, and simply create a ‘being common’ (ibid, p.xxxix). As such, meta-narratives efface difference. All must agree with one truth, and it is this which oppresses. 

To explain further – Heidegger saw Dasein’s Being-toward-death as a freedom towards death, with Dasein always-already born into a pre-existing world and tradition. Thus death is not seen negatively, but as revealing the possibilities for the political. Crucially, this existence is not lonely. It is an existence with others. Nancy’s political, the space of being in common, is a space with-others. The political is not a lonely space. The cultural world we are born into which constitutes our existence (Being-in-the-world) is a world which is built and inherited through our interactions with others. Being-with-others characterises human existence. As Nancy states:

One cannot make a world with simple atoms. There has to be a clinamen. There has to be an inclination or an inclining from one toward the other, of one by the other, or from one to the other (ibid, p.3).
The existence of the self is the mode of an exposition in common; the singular being is defined through their clinamen with-others (ibid, p.6-7).


It is this being-with others which characterises not just human existence, but also provides the basis for an ethical existence. This ethical existence can provide a response to political transition which does not have the potential to provide a foundational myth of Truth which can exclude and oppress those who do not ascribe to it. In fleshing out this ethical existence, we can draw support from the writings of Emmanuel Levinas. 

Ethical experience for Levinas has its foundations in our existence with-others. For Levinas, this relation between the self and other people is irreducible. The absolutely other for Levinas is the Other, a Stranger who disturbs and disrupts every notion of ipseity, the same (Levinas 2001, p.39). The irreducible strangeness of the Other presents an ethical demand that cannot be ignored or avoided and must be faced. Thus a sense of subjectivity, a definition of self, is only felt when the individual faces an ‘infinite debt’ to the Other. By this is meant the fact that when faced with the Other, the self experiences the absolute alterity of difference. It is the Other, and our relationship to the other, the clinamen, that defines us. In this way, it is the Other that precedes the Self, and as such the Self will always-already owe the Other this infinite debt. 

This “radical heterogeneity” of the other and its effect upon the individual is only possible with respect to a term that serves as entry into the relation –for Levinas a term can only remain at the point of departure as ‘I’ (ibid, p.36). Levinas views the I as “the being whose existing consists in identifying itself, in recovering its identity throughout all that happens to it” (ibid). The I is the primordial work of identification but exists in relation with the Other.


Levinas saw the I’s enjoyment as isolated (ibid, p.120). The I’s isolation is unsustainable; it is not possible for anyone to live their life without being affected by others. The awareness of objects by the I leads to the awareness of the Other (ibid, p.148). This existence with-others constitutes the I, the subject. It is through others that we define our existence (Levinas 2004, p.50). The I cannot ground itself by itself. Levinas places the formation of the Self in the very relation between the Self and the Other (ibid, p.104). 

It is in the “face-to-face” encounter with the Other that the ethical revelation occurs (Levinas 2001, p.202). The face of the other person causes a primordial demand for the other person’s recognition (ibid, p.199). This encounter hints to the fact that the other person is truly Other to the I, ungraspable. Such a connection reminds the I that its freedom is inhibited, and that in order to affirm its own subjectivity, the I is compelled to acknowledge that affirming its own subjectivity necessarily involves assuming responsibilities. These responsibilities are ethical. What is more, the encounter itself is ethical and no-one can release the I from these responsibilities which the I must encounter alone (ibid, p.205). Faced with the other the I is made aware of the other person as an unpredictable, irreducible entity:
I cannot posit myself as a subject without distinguishing myself from that which I am not. I must thematise the world around me. However, it is not possible to conceptualise the world without reaching out to the Other. In affirming myself as subjectivity in the face of the Other, I posit myself as responsible (ibid, p.215).

The language of ethics designates a singular relation with and response to the other person as other. Not only that, but ethics cannot be avoided precisely through this relation with the other. It is through this ethical relation that subjectivity is constructed (ibid, p.245). 

Crucially here is the nature of Levinas’s ethics. This ethics constitutes the subject. It provides the clinamen between individuals. Each individual makes the ethical relation with the other anew (ibid). The I’s existence unfolds ethically through the meeting with the Other: 
The most passive, unassumable, passivity, the subjectivity or the very subjection of the subject, is due to my being obsessed with responsibility for the oppressed who is other than myself (Levinas 2004, p.55).

At this moment we can pause to note the wider picture which is being built. A position has been sketched opposing Truth Commissions as a response to dealing with past abuses and oppression in transitional societies. This opposition has wider significance. The dilemma facing the movements which comprise the Arab Spring as to how to deal with the past point to the wider problematic of meta-narratives. Such meta-narratives, universal foundations, oppress difference. This in turn effaces the political. The most important question facing modernity is this: What does a politics of the political look like? 

Giorgio Agamben has written that human life itself must be rethought as ethos, as ethical way (Agamben 2007a, p.11). This ethical way cannot be dependent upon presuppositions. Instead, this ethos is entirely dependent upon the singular being. This being Agamben calls “whatever-being” (Agamben 2007b, p.1). Whatever-being is a singularity which does not belong to a class or a set. It is not founded upon anything more than its own existence (ibid, p.2). Whatever-being is “being such that it always matters” (ibid, p.1). This figure has no recourse to presuppositional foundations (ibid, p.15). It is irreducibly singular. As a singularity whatever-being founds its own existence through its exposition to other whatever-being, its Being-toward-others; Agamben does speak of the “being in common” of whatever-beings (ibid, p.87). This Being-toward other singularities is an ethical life. 

This ethical life can be described as ‘profane’. Agamben traces a particular use of the term profanation to ancient Rome. The profane can be placed in opposition to the sacred. Whereas to be sacred was to be in the thrall of the gods, to profane an object or custom was to return it to the free use of men (Agamben 2007c, p.73). What is profaned back to free use is free from all sacred names and foundational myths, such as an essence or as essential Truth. Sacred mything foundations are rendered inoperative by this new profane use. Agamben writes: 

The passage from the sacred to the profane can, in fact, also come about by means of an entirely inappropriate use ... of the sacred: namely, play (ibid, p.75). 
To profane life is to open up life to its own potentiality and possibilities. The act of profanation opens up life itself and makes it available to a new use, returning to common use the spaces that power had seized (ibid, p.77). Such a new use can be brought about by the curious example of ‘play’. As Agamben states:

One day humanity will play with law just as children play with disused objects, not in order to restore them to their canonical use but to free them from it for good (Agamben 2005, p.64).
What I want to posit is that this ‘playing’ opens up Nancy’s ‘political’. The act of play is profane, and opens up new possibilities for politics. Play is therefore an act which opens up the political. But how does ‘play’ operate?


For Hans-Georg Gadamer, the human capacity for language involves the ability to understand something as a sign of something else. In arguing against the attempt to understand language and gestures as simply an act, Gadamer invokes the analogy of a dog who tries to bite his master’s outstretched finger rather than understanding what it represents (Gadamer 1996, p.95). As David Kishik has eloquently put it, if someone points in the direction we need to go, it is our prerogative to bite that finger (Kishik 2012, p.70). Humans are unredeemable – the attempt to ‘complete’ this imperfect human condition through consigning ‘man’ to a universal truth, defining his essence, fitting him into a fixed narrative or directing him toward an original unity will abolish ethics and politics, as all that needs to be done is to follow the user manual for life (ibid, p.70-71). 


Crucially, this lack of an end does not mean that existence is meaningless. Like a profane existence, play has no end. There is no purpose to the act of playing. When a child plays with a disused object, there is no user manual to tell them how to use it. The act of play does not impose a new meaning upon an object; a cardboard box does not suddenly become a spaceship because a child uses it as such. Instead, the object is open to all possible uses. Play is man’s vocation precisely because play has no end. As Kishik maintains: 

Agamben’s point, therefore, is not that we need to do away with all classes and identities ... by repressing or dissipating or transcending them. Since no identity is sacred, the ethical task is actually to profane it, use it, play with it, examine it, struggle for and against it, or even render it completely inoperative within our life, but without trying to resolve the matter once and for all (Kishik 2012, p.83). 

In support of Kishik’s contention, Agamben does tell us that whatever-being “wants to appropriate belonging itself” (Agamben 2007b, p.87). To ‘play’ with belonging is to engage in a task which is end-less (in the sense that is has no end). There is no ‘final state’ or ‘final identity’ which is to be reached. Whatever-being can have neither identity nor a bond of belonging (ibid, p.86). 


To play is ethical. It involves opening up our actions and identities to new potentialities. To live a life of play is to live a life of potentiality, constantly open to the future. In this sense there is an affinity between play and Heidegger’s being-towards-death. The construction of such a life is a constant act of deconstruction (ibid, p.104). Humans “have not an end, but a remnant. There is no foundation in or beneath them; rather, at their centre lies an irreducible disjunction in which each term, stepping forth in the place of a remnant, can bear witness” (Agamben 2002, p.159). Remnants resist totalising tendencies. Humanity are unfinished manuscripts, a community of fragments without a need for a universal whole, or an ‘end’. Through play this remnant of existence is able to explore the possibilities of its Being-toward-death, and its being-with others. A playful existence is an existence with-others. It is a playful being-in-common. 

It is this character of being-in-common which Truth Commissions efface through imposing a narrative of belonging. Being-in-common has no end, as it is an exposure of singularities to their own finitude, their being-toward-death. In this manner being-in-common is not a politics of identity, as the common has no identity. Nor is it a politics of a narrative, as it has no fixed narrative. It is an exposure of singularities to the political possibilities beyond a fixed narrative, such as a ‘Truth’, or other terms which define belonging. It is in this context that I would like to advance two potential keys to what I will call play-toward-death-with-others. These are the ideas of ‘repetition’ and ‘testimony’. 

The act of ‘testimony’ is the bearing of witness to that for which one cannot bear witness. In Remnants of Auschwitz, Agamben uses the Nazi death camp to explore an aporia which exists at the heart of witnessing. This aporia relates to the importance of the figure of the Muselmann. The Muselmann was an extreme figure of survival in the camps – an individual who no longer sustained the characteristics of the living but who were not yet dead. As Catherine Mills describes, they had reached such a state of physical decrepitude and existential disregard that inmates hesitated to call them living, and hesitated to call their deaths a death (Mills 2003). As Primo Levi described the Muselmann, they were the ‘drowned’ of Auschwitz (Levi in Agamben 2002, p.44). Agamben goes on to cite Levi and Levi’s central paradox of being a witness to an event such as Auschwitz:

We, the survivors are not the true witnesses … we survivors are not only an exiguous but also anomalous minority. We … did not touch bottom. Those who did so, who saw the Gorgon, have not returned to tell about it or have returned mute, but they are the ‘Muslims’, the submerged, the complete witnesses (Levi, in Agamben 2002, p.33).

The true witnesses of what happened in Auschwitz were the Muselmanner, those inmates who had become inhuman from the treatment they had received. However, these drowned were the ones who could not talk. In his testimony, the survivor who has not touched bottom of destruction can only speak by proxy, in place of the true witness, who cannot speak. The true witness’s testimony is delivered by the one who was an incomplete witness. Thus the witness was bearing witness for the Other who could not talk for himself. Testimony is always-already an ethical act, as it brings the I into a relationship with the Other. 


It is this nature of testimony that is vital to the remnant of humanity. The act of testimony, the act of witnessing to past events helps to build the tradition which constitutes the world of culture into which we are all born, and through which we all constitute our Being-toward-death. The notion of testimony here, of witnessing, should be separated from the idea of a witness coming before a courtroom, or even a Truth Commission. Agamben’s writings on testimony do not presuppose a testimony given under oath, or even in a formal setting. It is the act of bearing witness, not the setting nor the context, which is important. As Agamben states: “human beings are human insofar as they bear witness to the inhuman” (Agamben 2002, p.121). Testimony not only establishes a relationship to the Other, it also allows the singular being to construct their sense of self through their own confrontation with the past. Testimony enables an understanding of the self, what it means to ‘belong’ and what relationship the individual has with others. In this sense, the act of testimony, of witnessing, provides the clinamen to the Other. To be a witness to events affecting others recognises that existence is not lonely, but is a being-with-others. 


Contrarily, the Truth Commission embraces the aporia of witnessing; the true witnesses in transitional societies will not be able to give testimony, as they will be the victims. As such, what is posited as Truth will in fact be incomplete. Testimony embraces this incompleteness of witnessing, enabling individuals to be in-common, without an end. In a real sense, testimony is playful, as it has no purpose other than its own revelation, which is that existence is an existence ‘with’. 

Most importantly, there is no defined way for testimony to be given. Testimony simply is. It is the revelation of the finitude of the singular being, the clinamen between singularities which exposes their finitude in-common, the fact that we are all Being-toward-death in a world with-others. This means that testimony, as it has no end, can be repeated. In this repetition testimony can open the space of the political for action, for the ethical way of life to be conducted. Here we can connect testimony to the notion of ‘repetition’. Agamben writes of repetition: 

Repetition is not the return of the identical; it is not the same as such that returns. The force and the grace of repetition, the novelty it brings us, is the return as the possibility of what was. Repetition restores the possibility of what was, renders it possible anew; it’s almost a paradox … To repeat something is to make it possible anew (Agamben 2008, p.328). 

Repetition here does not bring similitude, but rather novelty. The repetition of testimony is the opening up of the space of being-in-common; it is the continual revisiting of the past which Teitel understood as a way to move forward (Teitel 2003, p.86). Thus there is no answer, or a foundation, such as a Truth Commission supplies. It is in the endless repetition of the act of witnessing, of testimony, where political existence occurs. 

Through repeating the bearing of witness to the inhuman, the human being effects a play-toward-death-with-others, opening a space for being-in-common. Tahrir Square, and the threat it poses to the modern State, should be understood in these terms. It is prescient to end this exposition with Agamben’s prescient parable:
Wherever these singularities peacefully demonstrate their being in common there will be a Tiananmen, and, sooner or later, the tanks will appear (Agamben 2007b, p.87).
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