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From Violence as Anti-Politics  
to Politics as Anti-Violence
É T I E N N E  B A L I B A R

abstract  This ar ti cle discusses vi o lence in its in trin sic re la tion ship to pol i tics. This con junc tion of pol
i tics and vi o lence is not just a spe cial fea ture of our his tor i cal ex pe ri ence; rather it can never be sep a rated 
from it, al beit with dis tinct forms and to dif fer ent de grees. Starting from sit u a tions em body ing ex treme 
vi o lence, or cru el ty, and contrasting them with a pol i tics of ci vil i ty, this ar ti cle ar gues that if we want to 
de fine the con di tions and the goals of pol i tics, it is not enough to just be mind ful of vi o lence, or to see it 
as a cen tral prob lem for pol i tics. What we need is a new foun da tion for pol i tics, aris ing from the con sid
er ation of ex treme vi o lence. Extreme vi o lence, there fore, is not one ques tion among oth ers for pol i tics; 
it is the ques tion where the pos si bil ity or im pos si bil ity of pol i tics is at stake.

keywords  vi o lence, pol i tics, ci vil i ty, cru el ty

My sub ject is vi o lence in its in trin sic re la tion ship to pol i tics, there fore also to the 
“city” and pub lic space, with each of the two sides put ting lim its on the oth er, but 
also in trud ing into it. Like so many of us, I be came aware that this con junc tion 
of pol i tics and vi o lence is not just a spe cial fea ture of our his tor i cal ex pe ri ence; 
rather it can never be sep a rated from it, al beit with dis tinct forms and to dif er ent 
de grees. As my teacher Louis Althusser once wrote, this kind of ex pe ri ence calls 
for a “think ing at the ex trem i ties” (penser aux extrêmes).1 This is not just a meth
od o log i cal choice; it is the ne ces sity im posed by the thing itself. What are these 
“ex trem i ties”? They are sit u a tions em body ing ex treme vi o lence, for which in a pre
vi ous col lec tion of es says I chose the name “cru el ty,” hy po thet i cally contrasting it 
with a pol i tics of ci vil i ty.2 My the sis holds that if we want to de fine the con di tions 
and the goals of pol i tics, it is not enough to just be mind ful of vi o lence, or to see 
it as a cen tral prob lem for pol i tics. What we need is a new foun da tion of pol i tics, 
aris ing from the con sid er ation of ex treme vi o lence. Extreme vi o lence, there fore, is 
not one ques tion among oth ers for pol i tics; it is the ques tion where the pos si bil ity 
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or im pos si bil ity of pol i tics is at stake, and thus a ques tion of life or death. This is not 
to say that this is sue will re place ev ery other ques tion of econ omy or cul ture, law 
or jus tice; but it must “overdetermine” all  of these mat ters, re veal ing the an ti nomic 
de ter mi na tions that make them, in a sense, as Arendt pro posed, “ground less.”3

Before I ex plore this the sis fur ther, how ev er, some pre lim i nary re marks are in 
or der. I want to in di cate the epis te mo log i cal and se man tic dis tinc tions that I think 
are re quired here. First, I want to re ject a the sis that is of en con sid ered cru cial by 
po lit i cal phi los o phers, namely the claim that pol i tics and vi o lence are an ti thet i cal 
terms, which are to one an other what a ra tio nal end is to an ob sta cle to its re al i za
tion, be cause pol i tics is on the side of law and vi o lence is a per ver sion or an el e ment 
of ir ra tio nal i ty. With Machiavelli and sev eral oth ers (Weber, in par tic u lar), I con
tend that vi o lence is not the other of pol i tics, which would mean that pol i tics, in 
fact, takes place and is or ga nized out side the realm of vi o lence. This does not mean 
that pol i tics is mere ly the ex pres sion of vi o lence, or to put it in inverted Clausewit
zian terms, as Foucault once pro posed, that pol i tics is “the con tin u a tion of vi o lence 
[war] by other means.”4 It means, how ev er, that when ever pol i tics tries to use vi o
lence or to trans form it, it can never hope to tran scend the realm of vi o lence, or 
re main un af ected by its ef ects, un der the pro tec tion of an ideal es sence. Many 
ques tions of prin ci ple are at stake here, of which I con sider only a few as pects.

First there are an thro po log i cal ques tions—per haps even theo log i cal ones. If 
it is true that vi o lence dooms pol i tics, this could be be cause pol i tics al ways takes 
place in the realm of evil, tes ti fy ing to the con di tion of der e lic tion in which the 
hu man spe cies and the so ci e ties into which it is di vided are plunged as a con se
quence of their orig i nal sin. This kind of rep re sen ta tion can be sec u lar ized, lead ing 
to a no tion of vi o lent fi ni tude con ceived as a gen eral an thro po log i cal con di tion: the 
Hobbes ian “war of all  against all ,” to which I will return. The chain of con se quences 
is more or less fa tal, but it can never be en tirely avoided be cause this originary con
di tion takes us from vul ner a bil ity to sub jec tion, to power and ex ces sive pow er, to 
cy cli cal vi o lence, to cru el ty. If a point of ar rest, or re ver sal, or bi fur ca tion, is to ex ist, 
it must there fore be con ceived (as in Hobbes and oth ers, through to Weber) as an 
in sti tu tion or an ar ti fi cial in ven tion that turns vi o lence against itself, in the form of 
count ervi o lence. This ap pears as a prag matic equiv a lent of the theo log i cal idea of 
evil in the realm of his tory and ex pe ri ence. However, his tory and po lit i cal ex pe ri
ence al ready suf ce to let us ask a dif er ent ques tion, one concerning the con tam
i na tion of the “ends” of pol i tics by its “means.” Ofcially, the ends of pol i tics, even 
when they are not en tirely “pure,” are al ways no ble: what they an nounce is jus tice 
and peace, which as such are op posed to vi o lence. By con trast, the means of pol i
tics may in volve the ne ces sity of implementing vi o lence, or they even must in clude 
it, be cause jus tice and peace do not ex ist spon ta ne ous ly, or they can emerge only 
if existing pow ers and in ter ests are confronted on their own terms. But ex pe ri ence 
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teaches us that means in turn be come ends or be come substituted for ends when 
it ap pears that these ends ex ist only in re la tion to their means, or as long as those 
means are ef ec tive. Above all —this was a les son taught un mis tak ably by Gandhi—
means pro duce a trans for ma tion of the ends to which they ap ply, and they con di
tion or “cre ate” the sub jects who im ple ment them in their own “im age.” They cre ate 
vi o lent sub jects. This is what leads me to as sert that vi o lence can’t be sim ply the 
other of pol i tics, un less we want to imag ine a pol i tics with out pow ers, pow er rela
tions, inequalities, con flicts, or in ter ests, which would be tan ta mount to a pol i tics 
with out pol i tics. In the real his tor i cal pro cess of pol i tics, vi o lence is al ways part of 
the con di tions, just as it is part of the means and there fore is part of the ends of 
pol i tics, be cause there is an im ma nence of ends to means, or a be com ing im ma
nent of the ends to the means, not the re verse. Accordingly, we must ac knowl edge 
that there is a fun da men tal am biv a lence in pol i tics; its re la tion ship to vi o lence is a 
con se quence and a sig nal of this am biv a lence. From here we move to the ne ces sity 
of discussing de grees and mo dal i ties of vi o lence within the prac tice of pol i tics. A 
phe nom e nol ogy of vi o lence (in clud ing ex treme vi o lence) be comes a cru cial part 
of ev ery gen u ine con cept of the po lit i cal. And the name ci vil i ty—which I in voked 
as a pos si ble an tith e sis to cru el ty, which ge ner i cally sub sumes many va ri e ties of 
“an tivi o lent” forms of pol i tics that seek to con trol the ef ects of vi o lence within its 
very implementation—will des ig nate not so much a meta phys i cal an tith e sis (a risk 
I al ways per ceive to some ex tent in the idea of “nonvi o lence”), but rather a mo bile 
and meta mor phic con tra dic tion, a sec ondor der con flict. Violence can be, there
fore, ei ther “civ i lized” or “bar bar ic.” I am per fectly aware that there is some thing 
im pos si ble, how ev er, in this de pic tion of a “pro cess of civ i liz ing vi o lence,” not only 
be cause we ob serve in prac tice that those who claim to be most “civ i lized” are in 
fact the worst bar bar i ans (wit ness the whole his tory of col o ni za tion), but be cause 
the idea runs against ev ery “nor mal” ex pe ri ence. I sub mit it as an aporetic starting 
point, to be gin think ing at the ex trem i ties, that is, shifing from one ex treme to 
the oth er, in or der to en gage with pol i tics from the in side of its con tra dic tions and 
trans for ma tions.

At this point, I need to make a sec ond pre lim i nary dis tinc tion: vi o lence and 
ex treme vi o lence are qual i ta tively dis tinct. Again, there is no ques tion of dis trib
ut ing each of these into neatly sep a rated box es, us ing ty pol o gies so as to en sure 
that “ex treme vi o lence” re mains a “state of ex cep tion” from which we are pro
tected by “nor mal” pol i tics. On the con trary, my aim is to un der stand what takes 
place when vi o lence falls into the ex treme, most of the time un ex pect edly and 
un pre dict ably, from within a state of ap par ent nor mal i ty. It is to try to think of 
a po lit i cal civ i li za tion pow er ful enough to keep vi o lence from fall ing into its 
ex trem i ties (or what a cer tain theo log i calpo lit i cal tra di tion—as so ci ated with 
Carl Schmitt—called a katechonic func tion).5 In Violence and Civility, I tried to give 
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cri te ria for this lim it, which of course are not quan ti ta tive; they do not re fer to a 
mea sure of suf er ing or mag ni tude of de struc tion, but rather to pat terns of sit
u a tions in which hu man be ings are de prived of the con di tions un der which they 
can in di vid u ally and col lec tively re sist, act, and han dle their own life. I suggested 
three of these cri te ria:

 (1) sit u a tions in which the pos si bil ity of resisting ex ces sive power or vi o lence itself 
is an ni hi lat ed;

 (2) sit u a tions in which selfpre ser va tive in stincts—those that make it pos si ble to 
find life, even if it is very dif  cult or pain ful, pref er a ble to death—are re versed; 
and

 (3) sit u a tions of rad i cal deutil i ty, not in the lim ited sense used by econ o mists who 
cal cu late the mi nus value represented by some pro duc tion or con sump tion 
fac tors, but in the “ab so lute” sense that re fers to a vi o lence with out any other 
“goal” than its own per pet u a tion, one that thus an ni hi lates the adapted use of 
things and per sons.

These are rather in de ter mi nate cri te ria in deed, and they are not mu tu ally in de pen
dent. I will fo cus on the first of these cri te ria, to dis cuss its prob lems and pos si ble 
uses. I speak of prob lems, be cause the idea that ev ery pos si bil ity of re sis tance is 
destroyed in a sit u a tion of ex treme op pres sion or bru tal iza tion means that agents, 
hu mans who could in flu ence their own life and his to ry, are transformed into vic
tims so im po tent that they be come like things. This is how Simone Weil de scribed 
vi o lent death in war in her beau ti ful es say on Homer, The “Il i ad,” or, the Poem of 
Force.6 But does this limit ex ist? Even if not, try ing to ap proach the point where it 
would be come think able may be a way to de fine where the pos si bil ity and im pos si
bil ity of pol i tics re ally lie.

I say that we can not be cer tain that this limit does ex ist for sev eral rea sons. 
First, be cause resisting ex ces sive power is al ways a com plex ca pac ity for hu mans, 
one that com bines the lifepre serv ing in stincts and the ca pac ity to imag ine the 
fu ture. It is rooted in the body as well as in the soul. Ancient Stoic phi los o phy 
explained that even a slave un der tor ture can pre serve in his soul the cer tainty that 
he is mor ally free, but con versely Foucault de scribed the soul as a “prison of the 
body.”7 As we try to de scribe sit u a tions of ex treme vi o lence and how they af ect 
their vic tims, we ob serve that a bot tom line is reached when ev ery pos si bil ity of 
res cue or even ev ery pos si bil ity of call ing for help is suppressed, when there is 
no lon ger any sol i dar i ty. But we also ob serve that, in some sense, it is al ways too 
early to de cide that no res cue will ar rive, or there will be no com bi na tion of in ter
nal or ex ter nal forces which, sep a rate ly, re sist vi o lence and there fore could unite 
against it. Spinoza de scribed a max i mum of com press ibil ity in hu man life, which 
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he re lated to the fact that no in di vid ual lives a com pletely iso lated life, with no 
 sup port from oth ers.8 This seems to har bor in vis i ble pos si bil i ties, which a pol i tics 
of an tivi o lence will seek to un cover and mo bi lize. We may go one step fur ther, try
ing to problematize a sym bolic limit that is dif  cult to de fine in an ad e quate man
ner, but also im pos si ble to ig nore: many of the ex treme forms of po lit i cal vi o lence, 
es pe cially when they are based on ex ter mi na tion pro cess es, are not only aimed at 
suppressing ac tual re sis tances and lives; they also try to en sure that the mem ory of 
the vic tims and their pos si ble re ha bil i ta tion is an ni hi lated in the fu ture. This raises 
the ques tion of sur vival and sur vi vors in the broad sense (not just from the point of 
view of ge ne al o gy). When it comes to destroying hu man groups, what must be dis
man tled is also the mem ory of what they have been, the mere fact that they existed 
once. Here, as be fore, we ob serve that there is no gen eral rule, and we can spec u late 
that what is al most pos si ble may not be, in fact, ab so lutely cer tain. Again, we are 
try ing to iden tify lim its, and how they are crossed.

The lim its are mul ti ple, in fact: we con tin u ously dis cover new fig ures, which 
in crease our feel ing that ex treme vi o lence con cen trates in itself all  the indetermi
nacies af ect ing the very defi  ni tion of “pol i tics.” Extreme vi o lence af ects in di vid u
als to gether with their en vi ron ments, their “loved ones”; it is crucially micropoliti
cal in Foucault’s sense. But it also arises as some thing in ev i ta ble and un con trol la ble 
when masses are mo bi lized, be neath or be yond vis i ble power struc tures. To use 
Jacques Rancière’s words,9 ex treme vi o lence gen er ates great dis tri bu tions of the 
sen si ble, but it is also what re veals the very am bi gu ity of the no tion of the sen si ble 
(or the per cep ti ble), in clud ing the dis tri bu tion of what can be said and com mu ni
cat ed: some of its forms are clearly hy perrepresented in the me dia, but we have 
rea son to be lieve strongly that what ever is hy perrepresented is also dis sim u lated 
or distorted, whereas other forms of vi o lence which are more se cret or less “ex cep
tion al” are es sen tially lef in vis i ble, are un say able even for their vic tims. For a very 
long time, this was (and per haps re mains) the case for “do mes tic vi o lence,” which 
can be ex treme. In this ab stract way, I want to evoke an other kind of in de ter mi
na tion ar tic u lated with am biv a lence in sit u a tions of ex treme vi o lence: it is al ways 
very dif  cult to know ex actly where a thresh old of an ni hi la tion for pos si bil i ties of 
re sis tance can arise, in which lo ca tion in the body or the soul, where in the in ti macy 
of the self or the ex ter nal life of a col lec tive sub ject it re sides. There is no un ques
tion able sign that al lows us to de cide when re sis tance was sim ply suppressed in a 
re la tion ship of forces, when the pos si bil ity of us ing ma te rial de fenses has be come 
too un equal, or when we must speak of the ac cep tance of dom i na tion, the sub jec
tion to sym bolic vi o lence, some times called “vol un tary ser vi tude” (a prob lem atic 
ex pres sion in deed). Similarly, cur rent de bates about the mean ing of sac ri fice and 
mar tyr dom, for in stance with re spect to sui cide bomb ings, also have to do with 
how to dis cern a form of po lit i cal re sis tance that is constrained by an ab so lute “dis
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sym me try” of forces from a fall ing into the trap of mi metic vi o lence that draws 
both vic tims and ex e cu tion ers into the same abyss. I give all  of these ex am ples to 
show how prob lem atic the dis tinc tion is, but I am not try ing to sugg est that a po lit
i cal dis tinc tion be tween vi o lence and ex treme vi o lence is mean ing less. I think that 
it is a real prob lem, but one that lacks any gen eral so lu tion and there fore calls for a 
spe cific dis cus sion of ev ery “case” by ac tors and spec ta tors who must spec u late on 
its mean ing. In this spir it, I want now to dis cuss three ques tions that have ac quired 
a cer tain ur gency in the places where we live and work.

In the first place, I want to dis cuss the ex treme vi o lence of cap i tal ist glob al iza
tion. Two ques tions in one are ar tic u lated here. The first regards cap i tal ism as such: 
can we say that it al ways in volves not only the vi o lence that is linked to ex ploi ta tion 
and the var i ous forms of sub jec tion needed for it, but al so, over and above this vi o
lence, an ex treme vi o lence that ac tu ally de stroys the lives of hu mans whose work is 
nec es sary for its de vel op ment (and that there fore it is also in a sense selfdestructive)? 
The sec ond ques tion regards glob al iza tion more pre cise ly: does it in tro duce some
thing that was not al ready in cluded in his tor i cal cap i tal ism, some thing that is in 
ex cess with re spect to its log ic? Marx al ready in di cated very clearly the eco nomic 
roots and so cial con se quences of the ex treme vi o lence in volved in cap i tal ism, 
al though he could see only some of its con se quences for the in sti tu tion of the po lit
i cal, as they emerged in the nineteenth and the twen ti eth cen tu ries. They can be 
sum ma rized with two categories: over ex ploi ta tion and per ma nent “prim i tive ac cu
mu la tion.” As for the ex treme vi o lence in volved in glob al iza tion, which per haps 
re sults from the cross ing of a qual i ta tive thresh old rather than an ab so lute in no va
tion, I will say that con tem po rary de vel op ments have in creased and made in ter de
pen dent two pro cess es: the de struc tion of the plan e tary en vi ron ment (which can 
hardly be come la beled a form of “cre a tive de struc tion” any more), and the trans for
ma tion of what Marx called a “real sub sump tion” of the la bor force un der the cap i
tal ist so cial re la tion into what I (with some oth ers) have called a “to tal sub sump
tion” of our ex is tence, in clud ing con sump tion, health care, ed u ca tion, af ec tive life, 
and gen er ally speak ing all  the func tions of up bring ing and in di vid u al i za tion of 
hu man be ings un der cap i tal, es pe cially in the form of their in cor po ra tion into the 
cir cuits of fi nance cap i tal. This is more or less what neo lib eral econ o mists eu phe
mis ti cally call the emer gence of “hu man cap i tal” as a broad field of in vest ment. Let 
me add a few more words on this trans for ma tion. Many Marx ists (in clud ing Marx 
him self in some pas sages) tended to be lieve that, when the ex ploi ta tion of the la bor 
force takes the form of wage la bor, which means that a con trac tual re la tion ship and 
ap par ently “free” bar gain takes place be tween the cap i tal ist and work ers, it must 
obey cer tain “rules” for the pro tec tion of la bor and the rec og ni tion of the per son 
of the work er, which im pose a mea sure of “nor mal i ty” on the la bor pro cess. The 
truth is, how ev er, that such nor mal ity ex ists only in a tem po rary and lo cal ized 
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man ner, wher ever or ga nized class strugg les im pose lim its on ex ploi ta tion, ban ning 
more vi o lent forms, and forc ing cap i tal to adopt other mo dal i ties of eco nomic de vel
op ment, which al low the ac cess of the work ers to mass con sump tion, to so cial ser
vices, and to pro fes sional ed u ca tion, and which re quire col lec tive bargaining. But 
as soon as this strugg le is weak ened or interrupted, wild forms of over ex ploi ta tion 
that threaten the phys i cal and moral in teg rity of work ers im me di ately return, 
some times tak ing new forms im posed by new tech nol o gies, which are no less 
de struc tive than the old ones. Add to this that over ex ploi ta tion never ceased to 
ex ist in the larger space of the cap i tal ist “world econ o my” (suf ce it to think of the 
ex treme vi o lence suf ered by women and chil dren employed in Bangladesh or Pak
istan). This leads us to what could be called protracted prim i tive ac cu mu la tion. At 
the end of the first vol ume of Capital, Marx wrote a sec tion to dis miss imag i nary 
ac counts of the or i gin of cap i tal in in di vid ual ab sti nence, show ing that it resulted 
his tor i cally from the vi o lent ex pro pri a tion of small pro duc ers, followed by the pun
ish ment of the poor and no mads, in or der to co erce them into in dus trial la bor 
(Foucault’s “pu ni tive so ci e ty”). However, the sense was com mon among Marx ists 
that such ul travi o lent pro cesses char ac ter ized only a tran si tional phase sep a rat ing 
the “old world” of precap i tal ist so ci e ties from the “nor mal” con di tions of bour
geois so ci e ties. Later Marx ists, from Rosa Luxemburg to Im man uel Wallerstein 
and Da vid Harvey, would show just the op po site: this bloody vi o lence, whether 
en tirely nonju rid i cal or le gally enforced by the state, is per ma nent in the his tory of 
cap i tal ism. It is one of its nec es sary modes of ac cu mu la tion that, depending on the 
pe riod con sid ered, is dif er ently dis trib uted be tween the “core” in dus trial re gions 
and the col o nized “pe riph ery.” For this rea son, we must speak of a per ma nent prim
i tive ac cu mu la tion, which is not “prim i tive” at all , ex cept in its ideo log i cal rep re sen
ta tion. Today we see clearly that it can pro duce a kind of sec ondde gree “col o ni za
tion” within the old in dus trial metropolises them selves, put ting an end to the 
sys tems of so cial pro tec tion and in te gra tion that had been ac quired, giv ing way to 
forms of mass pre car i ous ness, which can be com pared to a “sec ond wave” of pro le
tar i an i za tion. Throughout the plan et, we now find de tach ments of “dis pos able 
hu mans,” an ex pres sion that Bertrand Ogilvie uses to name those in di vid u als pro
duced by so ci ety only to be used as a cheap la bor force and thrown away af er us age 
in the con verg ing forms of phys i o log i cal mis ery, en demic war, and some times 
geno cidal vi o lence.10 This is also what in a pow er ful es say Saskia Sassen has called 
“ex pul sion”: cap i tal ism cre ates over pop u la tion only to elim i nate it or its “sur plus.”11 
However, as I said a mo ment ago, a dif er ence is cre ated here by glob al iza tion in its 
cur rent stage: “prim i tive” ac cu mu la tion de stroys and kills per sonal af l i a tions, 
group solidarities, and pro fes sional ties that granted in di vid u als se cu ri ty, but cur
rent glob al iza tion sys tem at i cally de stroys the en vi ron ment itself. In fact, this 
be gan long ago; it was an im por tant as pect of col o ni za tion and was also in volved in 
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the productivist modes of in dus tri al i za tion. But be fore the cur rent stage, this pro
cess did not yet threaten the sta bil ity of eco sys tems or the geo log i cal reg u la tions 
and the di ver sity of life on earth. We know that this vi o lence against na ture is also 
an ex treme form of vi o lence against hu mans, one that af ects their ways of life, 
their res i dence in cer tain re gions of the plan et, their cul tural iden ti ty, and ul ti
mately their sur viv al. Globalization is also a huge trans for ma tion of the sources of 
ac cu mu la tion of cap i tal and forms of sub jec tion of in di vid u als, tak ing ad van tage of 
the flex i bil ity and flu id ity of fi nan cial cap i tal to ex ploit hu mans as both pro duc ers 
and con sum ers, as a la bor force and as those with the ca pac ity to suf er, to have 
plea sure. It there fore in vades their most ba sic needs and de sires. Elsewhere, I 
wrote that “util i tar i an” vi o lence is prob a bly no less fe ro cious than “to tal i tar i an” vi o
lence, even if it has dif er ent in ten tions and dif er ent au thors who re main es sen
tially anon y mous.12 The “util i tar i an” ex treme vi o lence that par a dox i cally rel e gates 
mil li ons of hu man lives to a con di tion of “deutil i ty” is not for mally a “sov er eign” 
vi o lence; it is rather a qua sisov er eign form of vi o lence. Its or ga niz ers ex ist in the 
form of eco nomic and ad min is tra tive net works rather than mo nar chic or pres i den
tial rul ers, and above all  its mech a nisms of sub jec tion per ma nently in cor po rate the 
very needs and de sires of those they tend to elim i nate. For this rea son, it can be 
called also ex treme alien ation.

But per haps there is a de ploy ment of ex treme vi o lence that pro duces the elim
i na tion of hu mans that is even more per verse, in the sense that it cre ates a “gray 
zone” where in di vid u als are not dis trib uted in a preestablished or predetermined 
way, among the two categories of vic tims and ex e cu tion ers. This is also the rea son 
why they are in ac ces si ble to “hu man i tar i an” mil i tary in ter ven tions (which most of 
the time make con flicts worse rather than any thing else). I am re fer ring here to 
forms of socalled “com mu ni tar ian vi o lence,” whether these take place within or 
be tween “com mu ni ties” (re li gious, eth nic, or ra cial), a cat e gory which no doubt is 
ex traor di narily vague and dis put able, but in creas ingly dif  cult to dis miss. In my 
book, I called the ex treme vi o lence of cap i tal ism and fi nan cial glob al iza tion ul tra
ob jec tive, be cause it trans forms its vic tims into dis pos able util i ties, and lo cates 
re spon si bil i ties at the level of anon y mous pro cesses of ac cu mu la tion. On the other 
hand, I suggested that com mu ni tar ian vi o lence is a form of ul trasub jec tive vi o
lence, be cause char ac ter is ti cally what takes place here is not re ally an in ten si fi ca
tion of feel ings of sym pa thy and an tip a thy linked to the in sti tu tions of be long ing 
and mem ber ship in col lec tive iden ti ties. Rather, be yond these, a sub sti tu tion takes 
place that gives rise to an ob ses sion with group “pu ri ty,” which is by defi  ni tion in ac
ces si ble and there fore must be “ver i fied” through the elim i na tion of those who bear 
which ever mark of dif er ence and alterity, but which also sub jects its or ga niz ers 
and ex e cu tion ers to ter ror. This is a spec u la tive de scrip tion, through which I want 
to in di cate the de gree of alien ation of the sub ject where com mu ni tar ian vi o lence 
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is root ed, namely in the com plete in cor po ra tion of per sons (the “I,” the “thou”) 
into a fetishized or myth i cal “we” (the fa mous “frienden e my” re la tion ship). This 
is what makes it pos si ble for us to ob serve a “fam ily re sem blance” be tween pro
cesses of pu ri fi ca tion (or “cleans ing”) car ried out here in the name of re li gion (or 
an tire li gion) and those car ried out there in the name of race or eth nic iden ti ty. 
These cri te ria can be com bined, of course, as in the case of Rohingya peo ple and 
oth ers in this mo ment, who are targeted as Mus lims and as al leg edly alien pop u
la tions. The same is ram pant in Europe on an even broader scale. We must in vent 
a meth od ol ogy to bet ter an a lyze what crys tal lizes these het ero ge neous pro cess es, 
but al so, be yond any de ter mi nate so cio eco nomic cau sal i ty, sud denly pro duces the 
mur der ous ac tions in which those who kill and rape are no lon ger  able to sus pend 
their in cli na tions, even at the cost of their own con sum ma tion. For us Eu ro pe ans, 
this ques tion has be come a burn ing one ever since the wars in Yugoslavia, or the 
rac ist as saults on mi grants, whereas xe no pho bia had been of  cially banned af er 
the tragic ex pe ri ences of the twen ti eth cen tu ry. More gen er al ly, we ob serve ev ery
where in the world, both “old” and “new,” for merly col o nized and col o niz ing, that 
wars of re li gion, how ever over de ter mined by other fac tors, are be com ing more fre
quent than ev er.

For my part, I never thought that a sim ple ex pla na tion or ty pol ogy could be 
ap plied here. In Violence and Civility, I inserted some di a grams that es sen tially seek 
to sugg est that there is an in trin si cally ale a tory char ac ter to the com bi na tions and 
the for ma tions of “com mu ni ties” through vi o lence. We must be gin, it seems to me, 
with a re flec tion on this con sti tu tive un cer tain ty, ask ing ques tions to which there 
will never be any clearcut an swers. First, we must ask if there will ever be, es sen
tial ly, any such thing as pure com mu ni tar ian ha tred, which could be iso lated from 
other het ero ge neous fac tors, par tic u larly those eco nomic fac tors that arise from 
ex ploi ta tion, dom i na tion, and ex pro pri a tion. Notice here that the ha tred of the 
other al ways af ects the “ex pro pri a tors” as well as the “ex pro pri at ed.” But as much 
as I be lieve that re duc tion ist meth od ol o gies, according to which wars of re li gion or 
ra cial per se cu tion can only re sult from displaced eco nomic con flicts and con tra
dic tions, are to tally in suf  cient, I am also con vinced that ex treme com mu ni tar ian 
vi o lence never ex ceeds its own “nor mal” lim its sim ply be cause an in ter nal logic of 
identitarian fan tasy or ideo log i cal fa nat i cism pushes it in that di rec tion. Massacres 
and per se cu tions are mounted on an other stage; at least the socalled “thresh olds” 
of in tol er ance be tween pop u la tions are never crossed with out a de tour through 
the other scene. This is what we ob serve at this mo ment in Europe, where we see 
a com bi na tion of un em ploy ment, fear of pro fes sional dis qual i fi ca tion, ob ses sion 
with se cu ri ty, and pho bic re ac tions to cul tural and re li gious dif er ence in car nated 
in ref u gees and mi grants. Essentially, I mean that an overdetermination of fac tors 
is al ways re quired, and the com po si tion of these fac tors is never the same. But a 
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sec ond el e ment of un cer tainty and ir ra tio nal ity is added, one that comes from the 
fact that com mu ni tar ian vi o lence is al ways re ac tive. This is a per il ous con sid er
ation: what I mean is that com mu ni tar ian vi o lence is cer tainly at tached to the in sti
tu tions of the com mon, or it ex ists vir tu ally wher ever the mul ti plic ity of in di vid u
als and groups is re duced to an on to log i cal “we” in the fig ure of a trans his tor i cal 
uni ty. This is why the no ble at tempts of some con tem po rary phi los o phers to think 
“be ing in com mon” as a “com mu nity with out com mu ni ty,” with out a sub stan tial 
or imag i nary prin ci ple of uni ty, re main so prob lem atic po lit i cal ly. But this is too 
ab stract to ac count for the trans gres sion to ward ex treme vi o lence: there must be 
some thing like a fan tas tic threat against the com mu ni ty, which can be based in 
real pro cesses of de com po si tion of the tra di tional forms of sol i dar ity and mem ber
ship (al ready very vi o lent), but which trans poses them into a phantasy of in va sion 
or con tam i na tion. We may then ob serve a chain of mi metic re ac tions, es pe cially 
when com mu ni ties that are per se cuted as “mi nor i ties” them selves be gin to look 
for in ter nal trai tors, or un ac cept able moral and cul tural de vi ants in their midst. In 
other terms, what seems proper to the form of com mu nity is a sin gu lar ca pac ity to 
trans mute into in ten si fied mur der ous in stincts all  the ex clu sions that are some
times pro duced else where, or to which they are subjected. As if a com mu nity were 
both some thing that in volved a lack of ex is tence and co her ence and there fore must 
con tin u ously look for “sup ple ments” of re al i ty, uni ty, and iden ti ty, and some thing 
that par a dox i cally found this sup ple ment by subtracting, even am pu tat ing, a part 
of itself that would be in ex cess: the her e tic, the in ter nal en e my, the trai tor, the 
alien, the mi nor i ty, the de vi ant. I re peat: this logic can not work in iso la tion, but it is 
also ir re duc ible to other de ter min isms.

I will sum ma rize all  of this by say ing that we ob serve a su per po si tion and con
tin u ous move ment of ex changes, within an econ omy of gen er al ized vi o lence, of 
cap i tal ist vi o lence that is “lib er at ed” from its so cial reg u la tions, and com mu ni tar
ian vi o lence and count ervi o lence that fan tas ti cally ex ac er bates its own in se cu ri ty, 
its be ing in creas ingly ex posed to dif er ence and dis si dence. This sit u a tion re sem
bles a clas si cal Hobbes ian “state of na ture,” ex cept that the in gre di ents are not ide
al; they are em pir i cal and ob serv able, and in fact they are not nat u ral, but com
pletely his tor i cal and so cio log i cal, al beit es cap ing the ac cepted “laws” governing 
the com po si tion of groups. What the tra di tional pic ture of the Hobbes ian “state of 
na ture” was call ing for in or der to reg u late vi o lence was the au thor ity of the state, 
as a uni ver sal ju rid i cal sys tem and a ca pac ity to “mo nop o lize” the in stru ments 
of co er cion and force. This was the fig ure of a pub lic pow er, which could be not 
with out flaws or be diverted from its of  cial func tion, but appeared as the main 
in stru ment with which cit i zens might col lec tively reg u late so cial con tra dic tions 
and “neu tral ize” ideo log i cal pas sions. One needs to pro ceed very care fully here: I 
cer tainly do not mean to ex clude the pos si bil ity that the state can play this role, or 
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that we may need to use its power in emer gency sit u a tions, or to coun ter act cer tain 
forms of vested dom i na tion, par tic u larly be cause I per ceive that cer tain ques tions 
are ur gent: how to trans form or trans mute pub lic pow ers so that they can operate 
not only at the na tional lev el, but also at a trans na tional or cosmopolitical lev el; 
and how to achieve rev o lu tions that do not sup press the state, in an an ar chist man
ner, but in cor po rate in its in sti tu tional mech a nisms of dem o cratic selflim i ta tion? 
Precisely for this rea son, how ev er, it seems im por tant to me to show that the state 
is itself a fac tor of ex treme vi o lence. As a con se quence, its in ter ven tion fre quently 
does not re duce vi o lence; on the con trary, it adds a de gree of in ten sity to it, and 
above all  it makes it ir re vers ible or “in con vert ible” (an ex pres sion, borrowed from 
Hegel, that I used in my book). Once again, we con front an in trin sic am biv a lence of 
the el e ments that push vi o lence, a nec es sary el e ment of pol i tics, into an ex trem ity 
that makes pol i tics itself im pos si ble.

To reach my main point more di rect ly, I will leave aside the ques tion of “mi cro
pow ers” and their forms of ev ery day cru el ty, to which Foucault par tic u larly at tached 
him self: the cru elty of pris ons, tri bu nals, even hos pi tals, schools, not to men tion 
fam i lies. Rather, I will con sider the ca pac ity of mi cropow ers to re veal and mul ti
ply the vi o lence that prop erly be longs to the state as a cen tral ized and le git i mate 
unit of power. We must start again from the con sid er ation of this unity to un der
stand why to day the idea of sov er eignty is not elim i nated from the rep re sen ta tion 
of the state and its op er a tions, de spite ev ery “sec u lar i za tion” and “de cen tral iza tion” 
of the po lit i cal, and why state power has a ten dency to in ten sify its own vi o lence 
both when it is pow er ful and when it is im po tent; and, no less im por tant ly, why 
the pro pen sity of the state to ward ex treme vi o lence tends to be reproduced in the 
very forms and forces that chal lenge its pow er, which par tic u larly means at tempts 
at rev o lu tion. My first the sis as serts that—in ac cor dance with the an cient my thol
o gies of sov er eign pow er—the “con ver sion” of vi o lence into law, or in sti tu tions, 
al ways in volves an an ti thet i cal move ment that re dou bles but also con tra dicts it, 
whereby law is converted into vi o lence. We are tempted to be lieve that this takes 
place only in ex cep tional cir cum stances such as war, sub ver sion, or ter ror ism, but 
his tor i cal ex pe ri ence rather shows that the ex cep tion is ex panded and banalized, 
so that the mi cropow ers and mac ropow ers of the state are con tin u ously in vad ing 
the rule of law and us ing it, in fact, to abol ish it. There is no le gal con ver sion of vi o
lence with out a vi o lent con ver sion of law. This is clearly vis i ble in our “postdemo
cratic” states in Europe to day.

Why this evo lu tion? Again, we are tempted to in voke com mon sense, which 
is not com pletely wrong: the Weberian and Hobbes ian “mo nop o ly” of the state 
re mains contested, in fact, as long as there are con flicts that it is not  able to set tle 
be cause it is at the same time a judge and a par tic i pant. Such are the class strugg les 
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and other strugg les around “mor al” val ues and the ed u ca tion of in di vid u als. This 
could al most be a defi  ni tion of “class strugg le,” valid in our time: a class strugg le is a 
strugg le in which the state can not be neu tral or stand above the con flict. It can only 
pre tend. The op er a tions of the sov er eign are there fore im per fect and not “ab so
lute,” and there must be a ten dency to look for ad di tional pow ers, which are the 
vis i ble marks of ab so lute sov er eign ty. But the most vis i ble of these marks are forms 
of vi o lence and trans gres sion. This is very clear in Machiavelli’s de scrip tion of the 
nec es sary cru elty of the Prince. However, I be lieve that this idea re mains in suf 
cient, or that it should be pushed fur ther, un til we ask the ques tion of the cru elty 
of the state, whose causes do not lie in its pow er, but rather in its im po ten cy. Sev
eral con tem po rary phe nom ena call our at ten tion in this di rec tion, par tic u larly the 
in creas ing dis pro por tion be tween the capacities of the state to im ple ment its pol
i cies and the capacities of the fi nan cial mar kets and their op er a tors to ig nore and 
ma neu ver around these pol i cies. Elsewhere, I suggested that the syn drome of the 
“im po tence of the all pow er ful” is an es sen tial de ter mi nant of the in sti tu tional rac
ism that we can ob serve in our dem o cratic states, vis i ble, for in stance, in per se cu
tions against mi grants or Roma peo ples.13 But I now want to pro pose an other idea: 
if the state is rel a tively un able to con trol the ac tiv i ties of cit i zens (or some of them), 
this di rectly gen er ates a spe cific vi o lence in the state. The most com mon, but also 
most sur pris ing, form of this vi o lence is the ven geance of the state against those 
who defy or ig nore it. We must take care not to at tri bute imag i nary “in ten tions” 
and psy cho log i cal mo tives to the struc tures and in sti tu tions of the state here, but 
on the other hand we can not lose sight of the in con gru ous fact that a ju rid i cal and 
in sti tu tional ma chine that is im per sonal al ways tries to en act ven geance, be yond 
the law itself, against the re bel lions that it con fronts. Once again, we can say that 
this arises from a phantasy, but we are forced to ad mit that there are col lec tive and 
ad min is tra tive phantasies, so to speak, “with out a sub ject,” phantasies that nev er
the less evoke an ul trasub jec tiv ity of the state in a spec tral man ner. If this is a real 
phe nom e non (think of Guantánamo, or the pun ish ment of “ter ror ists” in clud ing 
the Rote Armee Fraktion in Germany, and so on), we may re ally speak of a pa thol
ogy of power in her ent in the state form. This leads us to dis cuss rev o lu tion ary 
vi o lence as a mi metic phe nom e non with re spect to state vi o lence, some thing that 
I be lieve no lon ger needs to be dem on strat ed. Tragic ex pe ri ences have shown that 
this usu ally leads to the re cu per a tion of rev o lu tion ary as pi ra tions in the ser vice 
of a di rect or in di rect res to ra tion of the state. But what is per haps more in ter
est ing is the fact that the mi metic phe nom e non arises at the same time from the 
two op po site sides: it arises from the power of rev o lu tions, which try to match 
the “mo nop oly of le git i mate vi o lence” of the state (its “con ser va tive” vi o lence, 
according to Ben ja min)14 with a mo nop oly on sub ver sive (or “di vine”) vi o lence; 
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and it arises from the lack of power of rev o lu tions, when they prove un able to 
po lit i cally over come in ter nal and ex ter nal ob sta cles, ge ner i cally la beled “count
errev o lu tion ary forces,” which lead them to sup press the very same peo ple they 
seek to eman ci pate, a tragic com bi na tion of mimetism with the state and “com
mu ni tar i an” vi o lence.

Having too lit tle space to try to de velop the coun ter part—what I have ten ta
tively called a strat egy or pol i tics of an tivi o lence or ci vil i ty, I will end in a very al lu
sive man ner. Let me return to my first prop o si tion, when I said that ex treme vi o
lence was a ques tion of life and death for pol i tics. There seems to be a tau tol ogy in 
this for mu la tion: if ex treme vi o lence takes place, pol i tics may dis ap pear, or per haps 
it has al ready disappeared, un less it finds re sources for its own res ur rec tion when 
it reaches the lim it. This would mean, rath er, that in di vid u als and groups are  able 
to rec re ate pol i tics, and to rec re ate them selves as po lit i cal sub jects, po lit i cal ac tors. 
We are reminded of the cel e brated verses in Hölderlin’s poem “Patmos”: “Wo aber 
Gefahr ist, wächst / das Rettende auch” (“But where dan ger threat ens / That which 
saves from it also grows”).15 This for mula clearly has a mes si anic di men sion, which I 
want to avoid here, be cause I be lieve that it is not dan ger as such that hy po thet i cally 
and mi rac u lously gen er ates the advent of re demp tion or a re deem er. It can only be 
a com bi na tion of re flec tion and pas sion, un der stand ing of the sit u a tion, aware ness 
of what is at stake, the ca pac ity to de cide, and col lec tive sol i dar i ty—in short, what in 
sim i lar cir cum stances Machiavelli would call “vir tue” in the an cient sense, or ac tion 
in the strong sense, which he knew was ex tremely un like ly. However, such vir tue 
or ca pac ity for action be comes vis i ble only af er the event, through its own ef ects; 
there fore we are taken back to the ques tion: was there ever ci vil ity in his to ry, in the 
form of rev o lu tions, in sti tu tional foun da tions, me di a tions, hegemonies, al ways sin
gu lar? I ven ture to say yes, even that it has al ways existed since there has been pol
i tics, in forms that can not be im i tated but re main a source of in spi ra tion. We can 
see, how ev er, that such forms or “strat e gies” al ways in volve a par a dox i cal con di tion: 
they must pre sup pose their own re sult, mean ing they must count on forces whose 
con di tion of pos si bil ity is their own be com ing, as if they an tic i pate their own re al
i za tion. Which also means: they run the risk of wrong tim ing and ob jec tive, which 
prac ti cally means the risk of agg ra vat ing the sit u a tions of vi o lence. This is the ab so
lute dif er ence be tween pol i tics of ci vil ity in his tory and the implementation of the 
law, the fol low ing of a rule, whether established or imag ined. Politics is al ways ale a
to ry. It does make plans or “pro jects,” but is never planned.

To this gen eral spec u la tive the sis, I will add an other de ter mi na tion. It is 
use ful here to re tain the ty pol ogy of forms of ex treme vi o lence that I pro posed 
be fore. Therefore, I sugg est that strat e gies of ci vil ity are the ex act coun ter part of 
the dom i nant mo dal i ties of ex treme vi o lence. Thus, if cap i tal ism in the mo ment 
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of its financialized glob al iza tion pro duces a re ver sal of util ity into a rad i cal form 
of “deutil i ty,” we must try to elab o rate a pol i tics of use and uses, which is not only 
an “econ o my” of nat u ral and tech no log i cal re sources, but a way of us ing (or us ing 
well) hu man be ings them selves, as bod ies and souls.16 Therefore it is not so much a 
ques tion of ab stractly re spect ing their per sons, as in di cated in Kant or in fa mous, 
uni ver sal Declarations of Rights, which have their val ue. It is rath er, in the spirit 
of Spinoza’s for mu la, that “noth ing is more use ful to man than man”: for ev ery 
hu man be ing, there must be the pos si bil ity of mak ing her su premely use ful, of 
“mak ing use” of her pos si bil i ties.17 On the other hand, if forms of com mu ni tar ian 
vi o lence, with their mul ti ple causes and cir cum stances, al ways in volve an in ten tion 
to “pu ri fy” a com mon iden ti ty, we must imag ine pol i cies that are not only in fa vor 
of dif er ence, but in fa vor of hy brid ity or meta mor pho sis, pro vid ing means to take 
dis tance even from com mit ment itself, or the “faith” and the con vic tions with out 
which there is no real po lit i cal prac tice. On this spe cific point, we can see per fectly 
why the prop o si tion must be cir cu lar: be cause the very ob sta cle that needs to be 
over come in com mon is the pri macy of the One. However, we also know that this 
pri macy is con stantly chal lenged by in com ing ex ter nal el e ments, “strang ers” who, 
so to speak, of er us ci vil ity as a pos si bil i ty, through their mere pres ence. Finally, 
if the mi metic vi o lence of the state and rev o lu tions pro duces the abyss into which 
at tempts at “chang ing the world” are lost, we can say that disturbing the spec u lar 
re la tion ship be tween state and rev o lu tion, find ing a line of es cape for rev o lu tion
ary pol i tics that in volves its own “civ i liz ing pro cess,” is an other way of nam ing this 
cir cu lar i ty. Which could also be for mu lated in the lan guage of the con duct and use 
of con flict. The “mor tal threat” of ex treme vi o lence for pol i tics is not the threat of 
con flict as such, even “rad i cal” con flict. On the con trary, it is the threat of the an ni
hi la tion of con flict and the pos si bil ity of us ing it in or der to remove eco nomic and 
so cial ob sta cles, to change re la tions of forces. We must there fore ex pand de moc
racy itself, try ing to find the “just mea sure” of agonism and an tag o nism be tween 
the purely cos metic forms of rep re sen ta tive plu ral ism, where in ter ests are re duced 
to opin ions, and the ni hil is tic mo dal i ties of civil war. Of course, what I am sug
gesting here is not a sim ple re ver sal of Kantian for mu las, where “per pet ual peace” 
arises from the implementation of hos pi tal ity and com merce. I am not pro pos ing 
that we re place this with the idea of “per pet ual con flict,” as it were. I am try ing to 
find a sub tler idea whereby ci vil ity emerges as a ca pac ity to act within con flicts and 
upon them, a ca pac ity to take part in con flicts in such a man ner that their con di
tions are transformed. This is where the pos si bil i ties for establishing com mu ni ca
tion be tween in di vid ual re flec tion and com mit ment and the con struc tion of a col
lec tive power are at stake, as are the pos si bil i ties for re vers ing vol un tary ser vi tude 
into the em pow er ment of in di vid u als act ing against the sta tus quo and fa tal i ty. 
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Taking these ex pres sions to geth er, are we not pre cisely approaching a defi  ni tion of 
pol i tics, or a way of “prac tic ing” it, not as a mere con tin gent use of vi o lence, but as 
a con scious form of “an tivi o lence”?
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Notes
1. Althusser, “Soutenance d’Amiens,” 133.
2. Balibar, Violence.
3. See the discussion of the “abyss of freedom” in Arendt, Life, 207.
4. Foucault, Society, 165.
5. See Schmitt, Nomos, 60.
6. Weil, The “Iliad,” or, the Poem of Force.
7. Foucault, Discipline, 30.
8. See Balibar, Masses, 32–35.
9. Rancière, Politics.
10. Ogilvie, L’ Homme jetable.
11. Sassen, Expulsions.
12. Balibar, Violence, xiii, 155.
13. See Balibar, “De la préférence nationale,” 109; and “Populism.”
14. Benjamin, “Critique.”
15. Hölderin, Hyperion, 245.
16. I am thinking of Giorgio Agamben’s recent book The Use of Bodies.
17. Spinoza, Ethics, Sch .Pr.18, IV, 164, translation modified.
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