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ABSTRACT (ENGLISH) 

This thesis aims to engage with the concept of the political subject, and thus with the political 

understood as, or through, such a subject. The question that structures this engagement is one 

posed by Jean-Luc Nancy in 1988: Who comes after the subject? Faced with this question, I traverse 

three interpretative moments. First, I provide a reading of the conceptual tension between an 

“overcoming” of the subject and an affirmation of some who. Here, I argue that this tension 

articulates the stakes of a particular political and theoretical moment – one that is confronted by 

the aporias and conundrums of our political vocabulary without thereby being granted the means 

to maneuver without them.  Second, I turn to the work of Nancy and his colleague and friend 

Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, in order to provide a reading of the motif of the “political subject” – a 

motif which is recurrent in their work, but never systematically developed. I argue that the political 

subject is to be understood as a political configuration of the pre-political and essential ground of 

the political itself, which – in being conceived as pre-political – circumscribes what, how, and for 

whom, the political can play out. Third, I turn towards attempts found in Adriana Cavarero, Sylvia 

Wynter and Nancy himself at making sense of the “who” of the political without re-inscribing it in 

the abovementioned structure. Through this reading, I come to argue that this might be possible by 

conceiving of this who not as a new essence, but as an excess which – given the relational and 

mimetic field necessary for articulating a pre-political essence in the first place – can never 

ultimately be contained in the model of the subject. 

 

ABSTRACT (SVENSKA) 

Denna uppsats syftar till att undersöka det politiska subjektet som filosofiskt begrepp, och därmed 

det politiska förstått som, eller genom, ett sådant subjekt. Frågan som strukturerar denna 

undersökning är den som Jean-Luc Nancy ställde 1988: Vem kommer efter subjektet? Inför denna 

fråga rör jag mig genom tre tolkande moment. Först presenterar jag en läsning av den begreppsliga 

spänningen mellan ett “övervinnande” av subjektet och en bekräftelse av något slags vem. Här 

argumenterar jag för att denna spänning artikulerar vad som står på spel i ett specifikt politiskt och 

teoretiskt ögonblick, som konfronteras med vår politiska vokabulärs dilemman utan att fördenskull 

kunna undvika dem. I textens andra kapitel vänder jag mig till Nancy och hans kollega och vän 
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Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe för att utveckla en läsning av motivet “det politiska subjektet” – ett 

motiv som återkommer i deras arbete men aldrig systematiskt utvecklas. Jag argumenterar för att 

det politiska subjektet måste förstås som en politisk konfiguration av den förpolitiska och essentiella 

grundvalen för det politiska självt, vilken – genom att förstås som förpolitisk – avgränsar vad, hur 

och för vem det politiska kan utspela sig. I textens sista kapitel vänder jag mig till Adriana 

Cavareros, Sylvia Wynters och Nancys egna försök att förstå det politiskas ”vem” utan att 

återinskriva det i den ovan nämnda strukturen. Genom en läsning av dessa försök argumenterar jag 

för att detta ”vem” kan förstås inte som en ny essens, utan som en excess som – givet det relationella 

och mimetiska fält som är nödvändigt för att överhuvudtaget artikulera en förpolitisk essens – 

aldrig helt kan inneslutas i subjektets modell. 

 

KEY WORDS: Jean-Luc Nancy, Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, Adriana Cavarero, Sylvia Wynter, The 

political subject, Political ontology, Deconstruction, Metaphysics of the subject, Political temporality, 

Subjectum, Martin Heidegger, Totalitarianism, Humanism, Anti-humanism, Mimesis, 

Post-subjective politics, Post-deconstruction 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

“I propose, for lack of a better inflection, to call this question: the question of Werheit.” 

– ​ Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe1  

 

 

WHO COMES AFTER THE SUBJECT? 

Let me begin, here, by raising the question of the who in its perhaps naïve but nevertheless 

ineradicable form. The form through which it first faces us: Who might, today, faced with these 

particular catastrophes, this crisis of the crisis, this state of emergency in which we live, do 

something? When, in what follows, we turn towards another question – or perhaps just another 

crystallization of the same question – this is the backdrop that must continue to imbue it with its 

echo.   

 

What, then, prevents us from answering immediately with some worthy political figuration (the 

“wretched of the earth”, the “community of those without community”, the “proletariat”, the 

“people”)? Simply the following – that all of these answers, in so far as they are taken to be answers, 

seem to presuppose that we already know of some particular structural-political locus that an 

answer would have to inhabit. That we already know what it would mean to be said who. And thus, 

that the answer to the question who, a particular “figuration”, would already be predetermined by a 

prior configuration of this what, as a role, a type, a spatio-temporal seat (or throne) which any one 

could, in principle, appropriate or ascend to. This seat, of course, is the seat of the (political) 

subject, which, as Gerard Granel puts it, “has never been a ‘who’, it has always been a ‘what’.”2 The 

subject thus constitutes the name of that metaphysical machine, that turns any who into a what – 

that dupes us into attempting what Hannah Arendt claims can only be performed by a God, “to 

2 Gerard Granel, “Who Comes after the Subject?,” trans. Eduardo Cadava and Anne Tomiche, in Who Comes after the 
Subject?, ed. Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, and Jean-Luc Nancy (Routledge, 1991), 148.  

1 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Answer of Ulysses,” trans. Avital Ronell, in Who Comes after the Subject?, ed. 
Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, and Jean-Luc Nancy (Routledge, 1991), 200. Werheit would be translated directly to 
whoness, but also plays on a homonymy with wahrheit (truth). 
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speak about a ‘who’ as though it were a ‘what’.”3 Through this overestimation, and in the words of 

Adriana Cavarero, “the question of the what determines [...] the plane on which the modern West 

constructs its political model and legitimizes its own contradictions.”4 To begin to answer the 

initial and persistent question of the political who, we thus need to follow the displacement 

proposed in Jean-Luc Nancy’s question: “Who comes after the subject?”5 – which might of course 

also be read: Who comes after the subject!6  

 

Let me briefly sketch the initial idea and direction of this thesis: In recent years much discussion has 

been invested in the idea of the “anarchic” – and in the possibility of an an(-)archic, or simply, to 

stay within the vocabulary that permeates the present thesis, “post-metaphysical” politics.7 That is, 

in a politics without an ultimate principle, but also – in a strict sense – in a politics without 

beginning. Beginning, here, should not be thought of as an empirical event. The hallmark of the 

anarchic is not the in-existence of a moment in which it “began” – which would entail that it 

would be dubiously linked to infinity. The point is the opposite: the anarchic is constitutively 

bound up with finitude. What lacks then, when it comes to beginnings, is a beginning in the 

“logical” or “metaphysical” sense: a ground or a foundation. We could also say, what lacks is a 

subjectum (the Latin rendition of the Greek hypokeimenon). In our modern epoch – in what the 

German tradition denotes as “Neuzeit” – the dominant conception of the subjectum is, or has been, 

7 Cf. Catharine Malabou, Stop Thief, trans. Carolyn Shread (Polity Press, 2023). In which an attempt is made towards 
breaching the gap between the an-archic in the philosophical sense (a being without an archē as it is developed by 
thinkers like Giorgio Agamben, Reiner Schurmann etc.), and anarchism in the political sense (a mode of the political 
that is without government as it is developed by thinkers like Mikhail Bakunin and Joseph-Pierre Proudhon).  

6 The same ambiguity is at stake in the original French: “Qui vient après le sujet?”. And a similar gesture is suggested in: 
Timothy J. Huzar, “On the Politics of the Who: Cavarero, Nancy, and Rancière”, in Political Bodies: Writings on 
Adriana Cavarero’s Political Thought, ed. Paula Landerreche Cardillo and Rachel Silverbloom (SUNY Press, 2024), 66. 

5 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction,” in Who Comes after the Subject?, ed. Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, and Jean-Luc 
Nancy (Routledge, 1991), 5. 

4 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics?” trans. Carmen Di Cinque, in Italian Feminist Theory and Practice: 
Equality and Sexual Difference, ed. Graziella Parati and Rebecca West (Associated University Presses, 2002), 93. 

3 Hannah Arendt, The Human Condition (University of Chicago Press, 1998), 10. The distinction Arendt draws here 
between the what and the who has the following form. The “what” asks for the essence of something, but “nothing 
entitles us to assume that man has a nature or essence in the same sense as other things.”  
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the subject – an “anthropomorphic" figuration of the metaphysical function of a ground.8 The 

initial claim of the present thesis, therefore, is that to pave the way for a “post-metaphysical” 

thinking of the political, what needs to be wrestled with is the “politics of the subject” – that is, a 

mode of the political according to which a particular pre-political subject constitutes the 

“transcendental” pre-requisite for any being or doing of the political. This mode of the political 

constitutes a principal foreclosure of the political as such. It does so by circumscribing it as 

something which “departs from”, “is determined by” or “traversed as” whichever figure that has 

come to inhabit the position of political subject. If we want to wrestle with this mode of the 

political, however, our engagement comes with an important caveat: The necessity of saving, from 

this tradition, a notion of the who of the political. If such a who is not retained, then our attempt at 

redeeming the political from the politics of the subject, will have had the consequence of leaving 

“us” simply as patients of an unhindered totality on which we have no political bearing. A totality 

in which, paradoxically, the metaphysical function of the subjectum ends up being restored. 

 

Given this overarching idea, the aim of this thesis is, on the one hand, to give an interpretation of 

how “the political subject” functions, and of the political as it is understood whenever it is founded 

in such a subject – and on the other hand, to use this interpretation as the backdrop in an attempt 

at configuring the stakes of a “who” that “comes after”. 

 

 

8 From this point on, I will, as long as no specific conceptual circumstance requires an exception, use the term 
subjectum for the general metaphysical function, whereas I will use the term subject for the particular subjectum of 
modern philosophy, that is, the self-present epistemic-political unit across its different articulations (cogito, 
apperception, Man, people etc.). When I want to denote the being which has been identified as a subjectum in modern 
philosophy independently of this function, I will simply use the human. 
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OUTLINE 

In Chapter I, my analysis is guided by three interwoven aims. I want to situate Nancy’s question – 

who comes after the subject? – within the wider context of the (auto-)deconstruction of the 

self-present subject as it relates to the political realities of its time and place, and thus immediately 

tie the notion of the metaphysical subject with the notion of the political subject. I want to provide 

a reading of the seeming “double bind” of Nancy’s question between the emptying or “end” of the 

subject and the affirmation of a who. And finally, I want to connect this seeming double bind to the 

specific concerns of political deconstruction, and to argue that it articulates the stakes of “our” 

political predicament – a predicament in which we are faced both with the imperative that was 

announced by the political subject, and with the aporias that this subject was founded on. 

 

In Chapter II, my aim is to develop – through a dispersed reading of the work of Philippe 

Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy – a reconstruction of what is to be understood as “the 

political subject” and a “politics of the subject”. The principal structure of this mode of the 

political I interpret in the following sense. A subject is presupposed as the anterior (“pre-political” 

and strictly speaking “pre-representational”) origin of the political – and the political itself is thus 

circumscribed as that which is performed as this origin, and that which has as its project to “realize” 

this origin, or to realize a “work” (œuvre) (in the “political world”, in “representations”) prescribed 

by this origin. Subsequently, I come to argue that this must ultimately be understood through a 

peculiar temporal logic: The retrojection of an essence to be realized. The politics of the subject, 

then, will be understood – in the vocabulary of the authors I engage – as the mode of the political 

that appears, when a “primordially” mimetic and plural being, conceives of itself as the anterior 

ground of its own being, that is, conceives itself within a modern metaphysics of the subject. Before 

moving on to “positive” advancements towards another who in the last chapter, I will also engage – 

in order to fully grasp the stakes of such an advancement – in a discussion of Heidegger’s Dasein. A 

“figure” that will, on the one hand, pave the way for a particular form of “post-subjectal” 

advancement (through the imposition of the “pre-subjective”), but which will also be shown to 

contain a particular conceptual risk of which we must be wary – that is, the re-inscription of a 

“primordial” lack of essence into the temporal structure of the politics of the subject. 
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In Chapter III, I will start off by returning to the “double bind” presented in the first chapter, and 

ask, why still the who? Here, I will come to argue that the “continuation” of the who is, ultimately, a 

necessary consequence of the “auto-deconstruction” of the subject. After the function of subjectum 

has been made immanent to the subject, there is no way to re-dispose of this function elsewhere. 

“We” do not “return” to being determined by an outer ground, but rather find ourselves exposed to 

what we always were, the non-ground of Being. The who is the name of this being, that the 

“dis-enclosure” of the political subject exposes us to. With this in place, I turn towards what I 

conceive as attempts at making sense of this who. I begin by discussing the positive development of a 

singular, narratable and relational self in the work of Adriana Cavarero. I then turn towards the 

negative conception of this who – the “human species” as that which ruptures the “dominant 

we-references” – as it is developed in the work of Sylvia Wynter. Finally, I return to the work of 

Nancy, in order to re-adress the question left to us from the risks of Dasein, and to gather together 

a wide array of the motifs of the text through a reading of the singular plural and the dislocation 

introduced by the primacy of Mitsein.  

 

LANDSCAPE 

Let me attempt, here, to give a brief explication of a few dominant tendencies and crossroads in 

some of the dispersed research that informs my engagement. 

 

Faced with Nancy’s formulation of the question, who comes after the subject?, we might initially 

draw a distinction between two directions of reception. On the one hand, there are those who – like 

most of the contributors to a recent edition of the journal Symposium – “buys” the fundamental 

claim inherent to this question: that the “who” opens a suitable horizon to pursue.9 We might say 

that the guiding clue for this form of engagement is, as Susanna Lindberg puts it in her 

contribution, “the disappearance of the subject as a universal philosophical ‘I’ and the emergence in 

its place of the singular ‘someone’”.10 The horizon and aim of this engagement, then, is to 

10 Susanna Lindberg, “Composition for Voices: Jean-Luc Nancy’s Musical Subject,” Symposium 28, no. 1 (2024), 10. 

9 Lisa Kampen, Lucas Gronouwe, and Luca Tripaldelli, “Who Comes after the Subject?” Symposium: Canadian 
Journal of Continental Philosophy 28, no. 1 (2024). 
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contribute to the understanding of this “singular someone”. On the other hand, there are those who 

argue that the “who” opens a problematic horizon of engagement. This view is recurrent in 

another recent journal issue, namely an edition of Cultural Critique entitled What Comes After the 

Subject?. As the editors put it in their introduction, “the ‘who’ risks sliding into a latent 

anthropocentrism, one that causes the subject to be reborn from its own ashes.”11 The primary 

horizon of engagement here is thus to configure the conceptual forms that will allow somewhat of 

a “cleaner break” with what the subject was. A central idea seems to be, that the “who” remains 

haunted by the ghosts of metaphysical subjectivity. Given my own fondness of such ghosts – and 

for reasons which will become more obvious in the course of this thesis – I believe that the former 

of these forms of engagement is the most worthwhile. 

 

On a more general note, I believe it is necessary to distinguish between two different avenues of 

engagement with the question of the “post-metaphysical” who, in order to make clear which route I 

am pursuing. On the one hand, we have those who are primarily concerned – in a somewhat 

Althusserian, Foucauldian, or even Lacanian fashion – with particular forms and apparatuses of 

subjectivation, that is, with the ways in which subjects (no longer conceived as self-centered) are 

produced through forms of interpellation, discourse, symbolic structures, etc. On the other hand, 

we have those who engage with the question as one concerning more generally the 

“post-metaphysical” ontology or grammar of the one – whomever it is – that “does”, “experiences”, 

“constitutes” (if these words are still fitting) the political. While it is certainly difficult to keep these 

two domains of thought separate, my ambition in this thesis, as well as the primary ambition of 

Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, falls within the latter category. It is thus also as contributors to this 

strain of thought that I will be reading Cavarero and Wynter.  

 

Last but not least, we might also want to distinguish between at least two different forms of 

engagement with the “deconstruction of the subject”. There are those who are concerned, first and 

foremost, with the logical or epistemic aporias and structures entailed in the idea of a self-present 

“metaphysical” subject. Here, I have – among many others – drawn from John Martis’ reading of 

11 Christian P. Haines and Sean Grattan, “Life After the Subject,” Cultural Critique 96 (2017), 2. 
 

10 



 

Lacoue-Labarthe,12 Søren Gosvig Olesen’s interpretations of Heidegger and Derrida,13 and Simon 

Critchley’s engagement with Heidegger, Derrida and Nancy.14 And then there are those who come 

at this deconstruction more explicitly from the angle of the political, and who are thus engaged 

more directly with the political subject. Here, I have – once again, among many others – drawn 

from María Acosta’s engagement with the political in Nancy15 and from Timothy J. Huzar’s 

cross-engagement of Nancy and Cavarero.16 In the present text, my ambition is for these two angles 

– which are of course never entirely separate – to fully cross-pollinate in an analysis of the 

politico-metaphysical subject, and in an affirmative gesture towards a “who” which comes after. 

 

With all this in order – and with many more thinkers and engagements lurking in the background, 

who it would be excessive to name here – it should also be stated that my engagement with the 

existing scholarly literature is somewhat un-systematic – that is, it is without any ambition towards 

positioning myself in some ongoing polemic between different exegetic schools or positions. 

Contrary to such an approach, the existing scholarly literature will simply be invoked at those 

points where I believe that someone has articulated something, in a way that is more precise, than 

what I myself would be able to, and when someone has written something that I take to be 

exemplary of a particular interpretative idea with which I want to engage. 

 

 

 

16 Timothy J. Huzar, “On the Politics of the Who”. 

15 See, for example, María Acosta, “Ontology as Critique,” Research in Phenomenology 47, no. 1 (2017). 

14 See, for example, Simon Critchley, “Prolegomena to Any Post-deconstructive Subjectivity,” in Deconstructive 
Subjectivities, ed. Simon Critchley and Peter Dews (SUNY Press, 1996). 

13 Søren Gosvig Olesen, Filosofien i Frankrig (Forlaget Wunderbuch, 2022); Søren Gosvig Olesen, Transcendental 
History, trans. David Possen (Palgrave Macmillan, 2013). 

12  John Martis, Representation and the Loss of the Subject (Fordham University Press, 2005). 
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I.​ THE DOUBLE BIND OF DECONSTRUCTION 

 

The question of the subject plays a peculiar part within the strain of thought known as 

“deconstruction”. On the one hand, it is obvious that many of the foundational texts of this 

tradition propound a questioning of the subject as it has been conceived in the modern 

philosophical tradition. That is, a questioning of the self-present and self-identical (epistemic or 

political) ground, as it is identified, after the Cartesian inauguration of our epoch, with a certain 

“anthropomorph” figure like the “ego cogito”,17 the “transcendental ego”18 or “Man”.19 The 

subject, in modern philosophy, first and foremost names the human being in its capacity as a 

metaphysical foundation, and as such, it constitutes the principal object of a deconstruction of 

modern metaphysics. When it is pointed out, so persistently, that the self-identity of the subject is 

only granted through a movement outside of itself, through the play of différance, through a 

primordial supplementarity etc., then the aim is seemingly clear: We must “do away” with the 

subject. 

 

On the other hand, however, the deconstructive tradition could also be described as a thinking of 

the subject – that is, as a thinking concerned exactly with the preconditions and presuppositions 

entailed in the being and becoming of a “subject”, and the consequences of the fact that such a 

“subject” is always at play in our discourses. As is often evident in the work of Philippe 

Lacoue-Labarthe, this philosopheme, “the subject”, remains pressing for the deconstructive 

tradition, not simply as something to de-throne, but also as the locus of an unended imperative 

of/for (not least political) thought: to be wary of its who – of the fact that it is never without what 

he calls a subject of philosophy, that is, a “Werheit” in philosophy which is not sublatable as 

19 The “subject” of the humanist discourse. For a “deconstructive” reading, see Jacques Derrida, “Les fins de l'homme,” 
in Marges de la philosophie (Les Éditions de Minuit, 1972). 

18 The “subject” of Husserl’s phenomenology. For a “deconstructive” reading, see Jacques Derrida, Speech and 
Phenomena, trans. David B. Allison (Northwestern University Press, 1973). 

17 The “subject” of the Cartesian inauguration of modern philosophy. For a “deconstructive” reading, see Jean-Luc 
Nancy, Ego Sum: Corpus, Anima, Fabula, trans. Marie-Eve Morin (Fordham University Press, 2016). 
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philosophy.20 “The subject”, then, is not simply the paradigmatic metaphysical container of 

modern thought, but also the site of a certain dis-location of the metaphysical tradition as such. 

Between the abolition of the metaphysical author and the persistence of this other whoness, a 

conundrum regarding the place of the subject in deconstructive thought faces us. My claim, in the 

following, is that this seeming contradiction is not the product of an inconsistency, but rather 

articulates the exact stakes of a deconstruction of the (political) subject.  

 

THE POLITICO-METAPHYSICAL STAKES OF THE QUESTION 

The simultaneity of these two investments – the deconstruction of the subject and the affirmation 

of a “who” – becomes epitomized in a question posed by Jean-Luc Nancy: “Who comes after the 

subject?”21 This question was raised in September of 1988, when Nancy served as the guest editor 

of the philosophical journal Topoi.22 Let us attempt, here, to give a preliminary interpretation of 

how it functions as an inauguration – both subtractive and productive – of thought. As Nancy 

writes in his introduction to the 1991 English book-version of the Topoi-edition, the question was 

already to be understood as something like the culmination of a rupture.23 This rupture took the 

shape of “an unreserved questioning of ‘philosophy’ and its ‘traditions’, with a determined 

reevaluation of the ‘philosophical’ as such”,24 and at the center of this rupture stood a 

“deconstruction of subjectivity”.25 The paradigmatic gesture of this deconstruction was, in a sense, 

simply to point out the following: That the being which is taken to be the ground of being within 

modern philosophy, the subject, only itself is, as a self-identical entity, through a movement outside 

of itself. The self-identity of the being which – in post-cartesian thought – grants self-identity to 

any other being through the invocation of its conceptual apparatus, is never itself simply granted.  

25 Ibid., 4. 

24 Ibid., 4. 

23 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction,” 4. 

22 Eduardo Cadava and Peter Connor, “Preface,” in Who Comes after the Subject?, ed. Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, 
and Jean-Luc Nancy (Routledge, 1991), vii. 

21 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction,” 5. 

20 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Subject of Philosophy, trans. Thomas Trezise et al. (University of Minnesota Press, 
1993), 81. Here, Lacoue-Labarthe writes that “the subject of philosophy, is something that is also at stake in the subject, 
while remaining absolutely irreducible to any subjectivity; that which, in the subject, deserts the subject itself and 
which, prior to any ‘self-possession’, is the dissolution, the defeat of the subject in the subject or as the subject.”  
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This deconstruction, however, is not to just to be understood as some theoretical gesture. It is, as 

Nancy proclaims, just as much the result of, or what plays out in, “the practical, ethical, and 

political experience of Europe since the 1930s: the fascisms, Stalinism, the war, the camps, 

decolonization, and the birth of new nations, the difficulty in orienting oneself (...) between a loss 

of meaning and an accumulation of signs”.26 It constitutes “an event that had indeed emerged from 

our history”27 – not just “some capricious variation of fashionable thinking”.28 Nancy, then, 

immediately ties the theoretical effort of deconstruction, to something which we might call 

political auto-deconstruction: the way in which the political is confronted with, or showcases, or is 

lead astray by, the aporetic metaphysical presumptions on which it rests.  

 

This constitutive linkage entails that “deconstruction” should not be understood as some arbitrary 

production of aporias, but as an attempt to “make sense of” a withering away of meaning, 

wholeness and self-sufficiency, which is “already there” in the object of study itself. Deconstruction 

is always an (analysis of) auto-deconstruction. And the “object” of this auto-deconstruction is 

never just the concept of “the subject” – as if it was isolable – but always at the same time 

“interiority, self presence, consciousness, mastery, the individual or collective property of an 

essence, the firmness of a seat (hypokeimenon, substantia, subjectum) and the certitude of an 

authority and a value (the individual, a people, the state, history, work)”.29 Here, the modern 

epistemic notion of the subject, the self-identical ground of knowledge, is thus conceived as 

inextricably linked to the idea of a political subject, a certain self-present “people”, “state”, or 

“individual”, that constitutes the ground of political action, political interests, and the social world 

as such. As Eddo Evink writes, in his contribution to the Symposium edition Who Comes After the 

Subject, the “question can be taken as twofold: who comes after the deconstruction of the ‘seat,’ 

that is, the first principle underlying (hypokeimenon, subjectum) everything; and who comes after 

the ‘certitude of an authority,’ that is, the subject as self-certain substratum of a clear identity with a 

pure essence?”30  

30 Eddo Evink, “Word, Sense, Freedom: Patočka and Nancy on the Way Beyond Onto-theology,” Symposium 28, no. 1 
(2024), 32. 

29 Ibid., 5. 

28 Ibid., 4. 

27 Ibid., 5. 

26 Ibid., 4. 
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The only thing we might add to Evink’s account, is that the two sides of the question shouldn’t be 

conceived as separate. We cannot talk about a deconstruction, on the one hand, of the subject as a 

metaphysical subjectum – and on the other hand, of the subject as a self-identical political being 

that is fully and authoritatively it’s essential identity. The latter is, exactly, as a metaphysical 

subjectum of the political. Thus, the metaphysical aporias, conundrums, and foreclosures inherent 

to the configuration of the subject in its metaphysical function are not simply “related to”, but 

constitutively bound up with, the political aporias, the exclusions enacted in the social world, the 

concrete circumscriptions of difference, and the production of concrete others, inherent to the 

subject in its political function. As stated, for example, by Luce Irigaray, what faces us is not simply 

a logical collapse, but a “crisis point in metaphysics where we find exposed that sexual ‘indifference’ 

that had assured metaphysical coherence and ‘closure’”.31 The point of this, for now, is simply to 

insist that the auto-deconstruction of the metaphysical subject, and the auto-deconstruction of the 

political subject, shouldn’t be thought of as distinct, but as constitutively intertwined. Thus, the 

“hermeneutical” difficulties – to which we will return in a moment – that arise when attempting to 

part ways with the metaphysics of the subject, are always already political difficulties – difficulties 

that confront our social being. 

 

THE HERMENEUTICS OF THE “POST-SUBJECTIVE” 

Even if, as Nancy stated, his question stands as the culmination of a rupture, it is obvious that this 

rupture had never managed to “obliterate” the subject. As Nancy writes, “that which obliterates is 

nihilism – itself an implicit form of the metaphysics of the subject (self-presence of that which 

knows itself as the dissolution of its own difference)”.32 The question of who comes after the 

subject, is thus not intended to insinuate that the subject has somehow “disappeared”, or that we 

find ourselves in any way “beyond” or “outside” the subject, looking for what “we” might be in its 

aftermath. Instead, it is a question posed exactly at that moment, where the self-sufficiency of the 

metaphysical conceptuality within which our being is given has been disturbed, but in which our 

being still remains inscribed in, or delivered to, the self-same conceptuality. As Derrida notes in his 

32 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction,” 4. 

31 Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman, trans. Gillian C. Gill  (Cornell University Press, 1985), 28. 
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response to Nancy’s question, we cannot simply think the “after” of the subject, or the 

“overcoming” of the subject, without immediately re-inscribing ourselves within an idea of a 

teleological self-contemporaneity itself characteristic of the subject.33 Furthermore, even if such a 

leap wasn’t contradictory, we would still be left with the question of how to judge the 

conceptuality we came up with. What measurer of – or criterion for – its legitimacy, both epistemic 

and political, would we use to deem such a conception appropriate, if we were not allowed to 

invoke the epistemic and moral apparatus of an already established subject? The task of 

deconstruction, then, is neither one of obliteration nor one of a simple post-metaphysical 

“engineering”,34 but rather, as can also be heard in the everyday sense of the French word 

déconstruction, the task of a simultaneous demolition of an old building and the construction of 

something new from the same materials35 – we are in dire straits, both “hermeneutically” and 

politically, without these bricks. The who which could be said to come after the subject is not 

something we might find “somewhere else”, or produce ex nihilo,  it is only given through what the 

subject – as Lacoue-Labarthe put is – also was.36  

 

THE METAPHYSICS OF THE SUBJECT 

If we are to articulate what the metaphysics of the subject was, then we have to begin by 

acknowledging, that the principal “object” of the metaphysical tradition was always the subjectum, 

that is, in the words of Heidegger, “everything that already lies before us in advance, that we run 

into and come upon – that is, when we set about determining something about beings.”37 As 

Critchley puts it, “keeping in mind this broad sense of the subject (...) metaphysics is always a 

metaphysics of the subject, insofar as philosophy has always sought to name the subjectum, the 

ultimate foundation or beginning point for an understanding of entities, or to offer a thesis on the 

Being of beings.”38 Only after the Cartesian caesura – the immanentization in the human being of 

38 Simon Critchley, “Prolegomena to any Post-deconstructive Subjectivity,” 15. 

37 Martin Heidegger, Being and Truth, trans. Richard Polt and Gregory Fried (Indiana University Press, 2010), 35. 

36 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Subject of Philosophy, 81. 

35 See Søren Gosvig Olesen, Filosofien i Frankrig, 198. 

34 Jacques Derrida, “La Structure, le signe et le jeu dans le discours des sciences humaines”, in L’écriture et la Différence 
(Éditions du Seuil, 1967), 418. 

33 Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Nancy, “‘Eating Well’, or the Calculation of the Subject,” trans. Peter Connor and 
Avital Ronell, in Who Comes after the Subject?, ed. Eduardo Cadava, Peter Connor, and Jean-Luc Nancy (Routledge, 
1991), 102. 

 

16 



 

the function of ground – however, did this subjectum become equivalent to “the subject” in its 

modern sense, that is, to a unit in which representations could subsist, and from which a 

conceptual apparatus could secure the identity of any entity with itself. As Heidegger writes, after 

this moment “Man has become the subjectum”.39 One could also write, using another Heideggerian 

formulation, that Man has become the “highest being”.40 Which would entail that Man is – in 

modern “ontotheology” – that being (Seiendes) through, or as, which Being as such (Sein) is 

disclosed and determined. As Lacoue-Labarthe states:  

 

All thought since Descartes is defined as essentially subjective. Whether this subject be the 

individual who is philosopher (the single man who is philosopher, he who is in the ‘act of 

philosophizing’, as the later Heidegger will say), or the whole of humanity (that is to say, 

Mind, as Hegel says), is not important – but the subject of modern philosophy is 

connected each time to Man.41  

 

Suspended at the tail end of this epoch – at the moment in which the auto-deconstruction of the 

subject has begun to become visible – the “after of the subject” to which Nancy alludes, thus 

ultimately names a vanishing point between the “retreat” of a particular notion of Man: the 

primordially self-enclosed human being understood as subjectum – and the “retreat” of metaphysics 

in toto. Once Being has been identified with being for a subject, the aporias of the subject are no 

longer simply “our” aporias, but aporias of Being as such. We are thus inextricably located in a 

world, the ground of which (our own “functioning” as subjectum) has become fundamentally 

suspect – a world that “no longer has a sense”.42 At the same time, however, it is in this “retreat”, as 

enclosed within this “sense-less” world, that another notion of the “who” might become possible. 

At the same as the subject posits itself as subjectum, it also – as Nancy writes – “exposes (itself as) 

being-saying”43. To put it in a tentative manner here: A particular and irreducible “whoness” is 

43 Jean-Luc Nancy, Ego Sum, VII. 

42 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, trans. Jeffrey S. Librett (University of Minnesota Press, 1997), 8. 

41 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, unpublished interview, quoted in John Martis, Representation and the Loss of the Subject, 
7. 

40 Martin Heidegger, Identity and Difference, trans. Joan Stambaugh (Harper & Row, 1969), 70. 

39 Martin Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, trans. Julian Young and Kenneth Haynes (Cambridge University Press, 
2002), 108. 
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exposed, or “dis-enclosed”, exactly at the point when we have traversed the immanentization of the 

subjectum, and the concurrent auto-deconstruction of this immanence. 

 

THE PERSISTENCE OF THE WHO 

Let me finish off this chapter by returning to the initial question of the “double bind” through an 

anecdote. In 1981 Derrida went to Czechoslovakia to meet with representatives of the Charter 77.44 

There, after having spent a few days, upon returning to France, Derrida was sent to a Czechoslovak 

jail on accusations of carrying drugs – drugs which were, on his own account, placed in his suitcase 

when he was out visiting Kafka’s grave. Ultimately, it was only due to Derrida’s more-or-less direct 

contact with French officials (according to some, Mitterand himself), that he was released after no 

more than 24 hours. That is, it was exactly his status as a legal subject of France, and thus as a subject 

of certain rights, that got him out of the situation. As Simon Critchley recounts, the question this 

episode left for Derrida was the following: “How can one reconcile [Charter 77’s] demands for 

individual freedom and autonomy with the claim that these philosophemes must be deconstructed 

because they belong to a metaphysical or logocentric tradition?”45 A similar question is raised by 

Manfred Frank: ​ ​  

 

How can one, on the one hand, do justice to the fundamental fact that meaning, 

significance and intention – the semantic foundations of every consciousness – can form 

themselves only in a language, in a social, cultural and economic order (in a structure)? 

How can one, on the other hand, redeem the fundamental idea of modern humanism that 

links the dignity of human beings with their use of freedom, and which cannot tolerate 

that one morally applaud the factual threatening of human subjectivity by the 

totalitarianism of systems, of rules and social codes?46 

 

And, in another variation, by Nancy himself: 

46 Manfred Frank, What is Neostructuralism?, trans. Sabine Wilke and Richard Gray (University of Minnesota Press, 
1989), 6.  

45 Simon Critchley, “Prolegomena to any Post-deconstructive Subjectivity,” 27. 

44 John McCumber, Time and Philosophy: A History of Continental Thought (McGill-Queen's University Press, 2011), 
331. 
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At this very moment, when political subjectivity is doubtless to a great degree coming 

undone, and when substantial sovereignty is splitting up, are we not in the process of 

learning that the virtual advent, or in any case the almost universally desired advent, of a 

world citizenship (beginning with that of Europe) nonetheless risks corresponding to the 

triumph (itself without sharing or division) of what has been called ‘market democracy’?”47 

 

All of these questions, each in their own way, asks what we would be left with, if – in the 

deconstruction of the subject – we didn’t remain wary of what “the subject” also was: The 

announcement of a particular place of the human being. If the modern notion of the subject came 

about as the immanentization of metaphysical authority to the human being, then this 

development, while constituting a prolongation of the metaphysical tradition, also constituted a 

fundamental weakening of any outer metaphysical authority.  

 

The point isn’t, of course, that that which was announced was “actually” respected by the legal 

order of France, and that this state of things would be undermined if we “went too far” in 

deconstructing the notion of the subject that it was based upon. The point, rather, is that inherent 

in the notion of the subject, is also the announcement, that the human being cannot be reduced to 

an object that is ultimately determined by some other (outer) metaphysical ground, some other 

subjectum. If one isn’t wary of this announcement, then the deconstruction of the subject might 

very easily have the consequence of restoring, ultimately, a pre-cartesian metaphysical depositing of 

the function of ground. The locus of this metaphysical relocation is expressed, in Frank’s quote, as 

“the totalitarianism of social codes” and in Nancy’s quote as a “universal market democracy”.  

 

In each of these cases, what is at stake is a particular auto-deconstructive trajectory, through which 

the aporias and mishaps of the human being as subjectum come to manifest themselves as a 

reinvigorated subjectum elsewhere. This, however is only possible qua a forgetfulness of that which 

was announced in the Cartesian moment – that “our” aporias can no longer be made up for by 

47 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 108. 
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such an elsewhere. We will return to this point in chapter 3, but for now we might simply 

conclude, that the “double bind” of deconstruction posits the following as a guiding thread for any 

attempt towards a post-subjective thinking of the political: It cannot, simply stated, satisfy itself 

with a “voluntaristic” dethroning of “the human”, which decouples said human from the function 

of subjectum. The gesture of depositing the function of subjectum “somewhere else” (in technique, 

in power, in the “forces of nature” etc.), itself relies on the subject as the propounder of said 

“deposition”. What needs to be achieved, rather, is a “mobilization” of the announcement provided 

by modern philosophy in the name of the subject, against the foreclosures inherent to said 

tradition. A mobilization which obviously doesn’t depart ex nihilo from somewhere beyond this 

tradition, but which is immanent to its own auto-deconstruction. As Nancy writes: “It is from 

within metaphysics itself that the movement of a destabilization of the system of beings in their 

totality can take shape [...] The closure invariably dis-encloses itself”.48 Following this insight, the 

remainder of the present thesis could be boiled down to two moments: First, an interpretation of 

the political subject and its mode of the political. Second, an analysis of an other who, a particular 

Werheit, to whom we are exposed at the moment of the subject’s auto-deconstruction. 

 

 

48 Jean-Luc Nancy, Dis-Enclosure: The Deconstruction of Christianity, trans. Bettina Bergo, Gabriel Malenfant, and 
Michael B. Smith (Fordham University Press, 2008), 7. 
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II.​ TOWARDS A DECONSTRUCTION OF THE POLITICAL SUBJECT 

 

My aim in this chapter is to interpret the theme of “the political subject” – and the “politics of the 

subject” – as it is developed across the work of Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe. Although this motif 

recurs frequently throughout both their collective and individual work, no single text is dedicated 

to providing an exposition. While my analysis could therefore be read as a “systematic 

reconstruction”, the aim of my engagement is neither strictly exegetic nor historical. I won’t 

attempt to distinguish between different periods of their work, and I won’t attempt to single out 

some text as the privileged site of interpretation. Rather, I will mobilize their work as I deem fit, in 

an attempt to give a coherent exposition of what the political subject was, and what the political 

remained insofar as it was founded on such a subject. 

 

THE POLITICS OF THE SUBJECT 

In the opening address to the research center Centre de recherches philosophiques sur le politique, 

which Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe operated together in the beginning of the 1980s, they write 

that “the political obviousness of the Subject is due to the absolute presupposition of the relation 

of ‘subjects’.”49 The political, that is, pre-supposes that “there is” a Subject, which is prior to any 

relation between subjects. This anterior subject prescribes and determines any subsequent relation – 

a relation which is thus “absolutely presupposed”. As Nancy writes in his essay, “Un Sujet’”: “That 

the subject is supposed, at least, is not a supposition. It is self-evident insofar as ‘the supposed 

subject’ is a tautology.”50 The political subject, then, must be understood as someone who is 

“supposed” in and by the political.  

 

If the political “absolutely presupposes” its subject, then this means – at least within a modern 

notion of the political – that the political presupposes that there is always already someone, a being, 

for whom, and by whom, it is. This much seems obvious: that whenever we think “the political”, 

50 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Un Sujet,” in Homme et Sujet, ed. Jean-Luc Nancy et al., 48 (translation my own).  

49 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Opening Address,” trans. Simon Sparks, in Retreating the Political, 
ed. Simon Sparks (Routledge, 1997), 117. 
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we have already assumed some “political being” who “lies under”, “traverses”, or “sanctions” it. It is 

no coincidence, however, that these determinations, which seem to underpin any understanding of 

the political, are more or less analogous to those we invested in the metaphysical subjectum. In that 

sense, the political subject as pre-supposed by the political, is the political subject as the subjectum of 

the political. It is whoever is pre-supposed as the one “doing”, “experiencing”, “inhabiting” the 

political. If the political subject constitutes the subjectum of the political, then this would have to 

entail that the political as such is determined by, as, and for a pre-determined subject – that is, a 

subject that somehow precedes the political. If the political is the field of social change, then the 

politics of the subject determines this change as one which is traversed by a pre-political subject. 

This, however, also necessitates a prior determination of this subject as/in an essence, that is, as 

something which remains identical to itself and recognizable as itself throughout said traversation. 

The political is founded in the pre-political essence of its subject. 

 

If this subject is that which persists throughout political change, then it is, of course, also what 

realizes said change. In other words, the pre-supposed subject of the political is not simply a passive 

self-identity which “experiences” social vicissitudes; it is also – as essential to the concept of the 

political – the being that effectuates said change. In being that which remains self-identical 

throughout a re-configuration of the social, it is thus what “allows the ordering of the political as 

telos”.51 The pre-supposed subject of the political, then, constitutes the pre-political constant that 

effectuates a political movement. In this movement, however – as Nancy writes in his The 

Inoperative Community – the pre-supposition of a political subject also “presupposes that it effect, 

or that it must effect, as such and integrally, its own essence”.52 Insofar as the subject of the political 

is constitutively pre-supposed – insofar as it is the unquestionable and unchangeable foundation of 

the political – then it remains, throughout the change that it is pre-supposed to effectuate and 

oversee, inscribed in “a metaphysics of the absolute for itself – be it in the form of the individual or 

the total State – which means also the metaphysics of the absolute in general, of being as ab-solute, 

as perfectly detached, distinct, and closed: being without relation”.53 

53 Ibid., 4. 

52 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, trans. Peter Connor et al. (University of Minnesota Press, 1991), 3. 

51 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Opening Address,” 117. 
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We are thus faced with the conundrum of what Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe call “the pre-supposed 

relation of the polis”54 – the mode of our relation to each other, our relation to ourselves 

throughout time, and our relation to the world which we inhabit and effectuate  – which is 

nevertheless given within the metaphysics of a “being without relation”.55 What this seems to entail, 

is that while the political subject is to be understood as relational, this relation is constitutively 

foreclosed – it can only play out as the effectuation or actualization of a pre-political essence, and 

thus remains wholly immanent. This is why the term often used by Nancy for this mode of the 

political is “immanentism”.56 As María Acosta notes in her reading of The Inoperative Community, 

“both humanism and the metaphysics of the absolute are comprised in the totalitarian logic of 

immanentism which, as its name very well denotes, is in the end concerned exclusively with 

itself”.57 What I call the politics of the subject, then, is tentatively to be understood as the effort, 

undertaken by a presupposed and thus essentially self-enclosed subject, towards the realization, the 

coming-to-itself, of its own essence. An essence which, being entirely determined by the 

pre-suppositional structure that is always already at play, never itself comes to “enter” the political 

as an object of change. If the “polis presupposes the relation”,58 it is because the political 

community is founded in a relation which is not itself understood as political: the essential 

self-relation of the political subject – the pre-supposed participation in a “pre-political” essence that 

prescribes a particular project. Only as such a subject and towards the self-actualization of its 

essence in a “work” that expresses or corresponds to it (in which it remains “itself”), does the 

political take place.  

 

To be this subject, or to participate in it, thus constitutes a transcendental precondition of 

participation in the political as such. This also entails that if some determination of the essence of 

the subject entails the exclusion of an other, then this other simply has no access to the political 

58 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Opening Address,” 117. 

57 María Acosta, “Ontology as Critique,” 113. 

56 Ibid., 3. The term “immanentism” is one among quite a few conceptual variations of more-or-less the same mode of 
the political. Among them are also the “polis of self-sufficiency”, “organicist politics”, and sometimes simply 
“totalitarianism”. 

55 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 3 (italics mine). 

54 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Opening Address,” 117. 
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realm in which the political subject itself could be renegotiated – such negotiation could only play 

out as an immanent self-relation. This argument could be exemplified by a simple “democratic” 

configuration of the political. To participate in the political it is here necessary that one already 

partakes in the demos, that is, to put it plainly, that one has the right to vote. It is quite obvious that 

it would not be possible to vote your way to the right to vote. Therefore, the configuration of the 

political subject, and thus of the confines of the “properly” or “legitimately” political, can never 

itself, according to the politics of the subject, be determined politically without a prior 

pre-supposition of such a subject, namely someone who takes the decision with regard to the 

constellation of this someone. Such self-founding obviously entails an infinite regress, and thus, all 

there is left for any initiation or founding of the political, is the simple givenness of an arche, or 

essence, of the subject. Therefore, the political as the politics of the subject relies on a “concealed 

obviousness of the subject or the obviousness of an arche-propriety.”59 

 

This presuppositional structure also entails, then, that the configuration of the subject constitutes, 

a priori, a limit to what the political might do, who we might become through the political. If the 

political is only insofar as it is done on the basis of, as, a particular construction of a subject, then 

there is no political gesture through which said subject might itself become the object of a political 

re-configuration. Even if one uses a Marxist conception of the political subject as “life-engendering 

life”,60 one nevertheless founds the political in a pre-political configuration of the self-relation of 

the political subject as what Nancy terms, “beings producing in essence their own essence as their 

work”.61 The political subject, then, first and foremost constitutes the extra-political ground of the 

political. That is, it functions as that unchangeable essence which might traverse different states and 

might be the bearer of different predicates, but which nevertheless, as subject, remains 

unchangeable and in this unchangeability first makes the political possible as change. 

 

The political subject seems, then, to be  structurally analogous to the epistemic subject of modern 

philosophy. In Immanuel Kant, for example, a paradigmatic instance of this subject is found under 

61 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 2. 

60 Karl Marx, Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts of 1844, trans. Martin Milligan (Progress Publishers, 1977), 73. 

59 Ibid., 117. 
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the heading of the “original synthetic unity of apperception”.62 This unity, which constitutes the 

“thorough-going identity”63 of any synthetic movement, is that which, in the absence of any 

external subjectum, must be there to keep said movement together. If apperception, then, is the 

pre-empirical synthesis that makes synthesis possible in the first place insofar as it is that which 

traverses and sanctions any further synthesis, then the political subject is exactly the pre-political 

constant that makes possible the political as change, that is, as a change in the world which is 

traversed by the subject and sanctioned as legitimate insofar as it corresponds to or expresses its 

essence. This figure, in the political context, could be figurated equally well as the people of the 

social contract (which, although it oftentimes remains implicit must be there to traverse and 

sanction the movement “into” the contract), as the proletariat in Marxist thought (which traverses 

and sanctions the revolutionary break), as the People or nation-state of fascist politics (which 

traverses and sanctions the bio/necro-political offensive) or as the “free and equal” individual in his 

capacity as citizen, as part of the Demos, in liberal thought (which traverses and sanctions the 

ongoing transmutation of the individual will into the will expressed in a government).64  

 

As Nancy writes, the subject is in each case the presupposed “appropriation and incorporation of a 

negativity (for example, a becoming, a relation, a spacing)”.65 It is in each case, as made visible “by 

Hegel: ‘that which is capable of maintaining within itself its own contradiction.’”66 That is, a 

“subject that re-appropriates to itself, in advance and absolutely, the exteriority and the strangeness 

of its predicate.”67 To found the political in this pre-supposed appropriation of negativity – which 

he also terms a “relation without relation”,68 that is, the circumscription of difference or change as a 

variations internal to a self-enclosed essence – constitutes, for Nancy, the “quintessential version of 

a founding of politics outside itself.”69 To sum up, the politics of the subject at once constitutes a 

69 Ibid., x. 

68 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Disavowed Community, trans. Philip Armstrong (Fordham University Press, 2016), x. 

67 Ibid., 6. 

66  Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction,” 6. 

65 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 106. 

64 It should be noted that Nancy, at one point, offers an attempt to distinguish between the subject and the citizen. 
While there certainly particularities that could be interpreted, Nancy ends up claiming that “In the final analysis, in 
both cases, it would be the same postulation of self-sufficiency.” That is, in both cases it would be a form of what we 
here conceive as a subject. (Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 110.) 

63 Ibid., A116;  B133–B135 

62 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. Norman Kemp Smith (Macmillan and Co., 1929), B135. 
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transcendental limitation of who – or in what capacity we – might act politically, and what the 

political might become, what might come of the political. The politics of some particular 

determination of the essence of its subject, is always politics as the project of realizing said essence 

in a work that corresponds to it and is pre-figured by it. A politics that annulled the subject’s own 

essence could not be traversed by the subject, and thus could no longer be “held together” by the 

subject as its pre-political ground.  

 

THE METAPHYSICAL PRECONDITIONS OF A POLITICS OF THE SUBJECT 

This, then, constitutes the initial sketch of what, in the work of Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, 

might be re-constructed as the politics of the pre-supposed subject. What is still left somewhat 

unanswered, although we hinted at it with Kant, is the reason for this presuppositional structure. If 

the argument has hitherto rested on the claim that the political is grounded in a pre-supposed 

subject, then what remains to be seen, is, in a sense, the metaphysical motivation or need for this 

particular structural function of the subject. Under what conditions does such a subject present 

itself as the necessary ground of the political?  

 

As we recall, the metaphysics of the subject is brought about through the cartesian caesura, the 

fundamental gesture of which is the displacement of the foundation of knowledge from God to the 

Ego Cogito. The structuring question of the Cartesian enterprise is perhaps the following: How do I 

come to know, once the object of my knowledge is no longer ratified by anything outside of myself? 

The answer provided is that for anything to be identical with itself, and thus for it to be able to 

constitute an object of knowledge, what is required is the synthesis allowed for by invoking the 

concept.70 The self-identity of the concept, however, is not given either, and thus the possibility of 

subsuming, or synthesizing, the different sensual iterations under one concept, already rests on the 

prior self-identity of the Ego that invokes it. Therefore, what is needed as a ground is an Ego that is 

identical to itself. We could also phrase this in the following manner: For any synthetic movement it 

is necessary that something persists throughout and watches over this movement. The “immanent” 

rendition of this figure of epistemic permanence marks the vanishing point of the hypokeimenon 

70 See, for example, René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, trans. Michael Moriarty (Oxford University Press, 
2008), 22–24. 
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and Man, and in that sense constitutes the structural locus of the modern subject as subjectum. As 

Heidegger recounts this metaphysical caesura in his The Age of the World Picture: “Man sets himself 

forth as the scene in which, henceforth, beings must set-themselves-before, present themselves”.71 

That is, to be is hereby made equivalent with being presentable for man in his function as 

subjectum.  Only the epistemic apparatus of man can secure, or sanction, the being of any-thing: 

“Man himself become the preeminent being, a subjectum which, in respect of the primary [erste] 

true (i.e., certain) beings, takes precedence over all other subiecta.”72 One should of course note the 

aporia, that the self-identity of this subject is also only granted through some conceptuality, that is, 

through the invocation of the proposition, “I am, I exist”, which “is necessarily true” “whenever it is 

put forward by me or conceived in my mind,”73  

 

Within the metaphysics of the subject, any attempt at “grounding” the political thus has no other 

possible reference than the political subject itself. Anything which is, is in its being for a subject, 

and thus any locus of foundation, any place in which something must be grounded, has to be 

found within the structure of the subject itself. If the “epistemic” subject became the site of the 

persistence in relation to which synthesis was possible, then the political subject at the same 

presents itself as the self-enclosed essence needed for social change. Such is, as Lacoue-Labarthe 

writes, the politico-metaphysical situation that follows “the infinitization or absolutization of the 

subject”.74 While it might be, then, that the political subject and the epistemic subject is to be 

conceived as two distinct conceptual functions with two distinct theoretical lineages, these 

functions ultimately play out in and as the same history – and for the same being, which 

understands itself in and as this history. Thus, they cannot help but to be conjoined in one 

archimedic point; the pure immanence of the “absolutized” subject. The politics of the subject – 

according to which the presupposed ground of the political is the essence of the political subject 

itself – is the political as it presents itself for a metaphysical being inscribed in the conjoined 

political and epistemic metaphysics of subjectivity. Lacoue-Labarthe sums up the implications of 

74 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, trans. Chris Turner (Basil Blackwell, 1990), 75. 

73 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, 17 (Italics mine). 

72 Ibid., 83. 

71 Martin Heidegger, Off the Beaten Track, 69. 
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this archimedean point of the political metaphysics of subjectivity in his essay, “Transcendence 

Ends in Politics”:  

 

The world, to summarize briefly, is the condition of the possibility of politics; and the 

essence of the political, that is to say, the fundamental political agency, is the community as 

people. If science in its essence—in other words, metaphysics—is the creation or the 

possibility of the creation of a world, if knowledge is transcendence itself, then it is the 

ensemble of the political that orders itself, ontologically, in relation to the philosophical.75    

 

The precondition of the political, he writes, is the world. And the political subject is the people, the 

inhabitant of this world. This world, however, is created or conceived metaphysically. That is, it is 

world only insofar as it is grasped as such by an epistemic subject, and this entails, of course, that 

the world that the political subject inhabits is the world as it is conceived by this epistemic subject. 

But if the political is to be possible, however, this world needs to be a shared world, that is, a world 

inhabited by a People and a world given in accordance with their already established “social bond”. 

Since this sharing cannot be secured secondarily or outside of the subject itself, what is needed as 

the transcendental ground of the political, is a shared essence of subjectivity. A sameness of the 

subjects, or simply one subject which is this shared world. The precondition of the political, a 

unified world, is – within the metaphysics of subjectivity – only achievable through the 

constitutive pre-supposition of an essence which constitutes the People or the political subject. To 

summarize: The world – as it is conceived in the metaphysics of subjectivity – is created by, or is 

only insofar as it is for, a subject. The political requires a shared world, therefore the political 

presupposes a self-enclosed essence shared by an always already given political subject. 

 

THE TOTALITARIAN APOTHEOSIS AND AUTO-DECONSTRUCTION 

The politics of the subject, then, requires the “pure” and primordial immanence of its subject. In 

order to “safeguard” this immanence – in order to “secure” the givenness of the self-enclosed 

subject on which the political worlds rests – the politics of the subject, however, also seem to need 

75 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Transcendence Ends in Politics,” in Typography: Mimesis, Philosophy, Politics, trans. 
Christopher Fynsk et al. (Harvard University Press, 1989), 285. 
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the state or some equivalent organ. As Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe write in their essay, ‘The Nazi 

Myth’: 

 

The Total State is to be conceived as the Subject-State (whether it be a nation or humanity, 

whether it be a class, a race, or a party, this subject is or wills itself to be an absolute subject), 

such that in the last instance it is in modern philosophy, in the fully realized metaphysics of 

the Subject, that ideology finds its real guarantee: that is to say, in the thought of being 

(and/or of becoming, of history) defined as a subjectivity present to itself, as the support, 

the source, and the finality of representation, certitude, and will.76 

 

If, as Nancy writes in The Sense of the World, the politics of the subject “supposes the [social] bond 

to have been already established, already presupposed as its own subject,”77 then the 

Total/Subject-state simply names the persistent consolidation of this pre-supposition. It names the 

organ through which any challenge to the givenness of the essence of its subject is “dealt with”. The 

“logic” of this state, Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe argue, reaches something like an apotheosis in 

Nazism, but “is not wholly foreign to the general logic of rationality inherent in the metaphysics of 

the Subject.”78 This equivalence between the politics of the subject and totalitarianism constitutes a 

recurrent motif in their work. It is expressed concisely in ‘The Nazi Myth’, when they write that 

“the ideology of the subject (which, perhaps, is no more than a pleonasm) is fascism”,79 and it is 

expressed in a somewhat different form, when Nancy writes that “a politics of the subject is always 

a religious politics”80 The most notorious formulation, however, is the one provided by 

Lacoue-Labarthe in The Fiction of the Political, where he writes, simply, that “Nazism is a 

humanism in so far as it rests on a determination of humanitas”.81  

 

81 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 75. 

80 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 105. 

79 Ibid., 294. 

78 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Nazi Myth,” 294. 

77 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 111. 

76 Jean-Luc Nancy and Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Nazi Myth,” trans. Brian Holmes, Critical Inquiry 16, no. 2 
(1990), 294. 
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In each case we might say, that the function of the totalitarian Subject-State is to “secure” the 

immanence of the pre-supposed social bond; to secure it’s own determination of humanitas. The 

“need” of this organ, however, raises a paradox for the politics of the subject. If the subject is that 

which was absolutely presupposed, why then, would it constantly need to be defended? It seems as 

if the violence perpetrated towards securing or realizing the immanence of the subject is ultimately 

a violence aimed at realizing something which – within the logic of its own metaphysics – wouldn’t 

need to be realized, since its political “legitimacy” rests exactly on its anteriority: that it always 

already is. If this is the case, then the violence itself seems to reveal, that that which it strives for 

could never ultimately never be – that there will never be a pure and anterior immanence, since 

there wasn’t such an immanence “in the first place”. This would entail, of course, that the violence 

perpetrated towards immanence is a permanent violence. This is why, for Nancy, the “will to 

absolute immanence contains no other logic than that of the suicide.”82 There is always something 

more that needs to be expelled, before our pre-supposed immanence could finally be achieved, and 

if it was achieved, it “would instantly suppress community, or communication, as such”.83 The 

reason for this is, ultimately, that the possibility of configuring our pre-supposed and immanent 

essence in the first place, already necessitates the exteriority of identification. Just like, as mentioned 

earlier, Descartes needed the invocation of the proposition, “I am, I exist”, to posit himself as the 

self-identical subject of conceptuality – we need the identifications provided in the political world 

to configure our pre-political essence. To put it succinctly: The Subject-state, the aim of which is to 

ratify and secure a pure anterior interiority, will always continue to have an object of its 

exterminating energy, since, as Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe write, “only mimetism is able to assure 

an identity”84 in the first place.  

 

The aporia, then, that there always seems to remain, for the Subject-State, an exteriority which 

disturbs its interiority, provides a hint towards the conclusion that the presupposed subject only 

ever is as a pre-supposition, and thus that that which is pre-supposed is never, and could never be, 

given in the originary mode to which it appeals. It is always the product of a retroactive hypostasis. 

84 Jean-Luc Nancy & Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Nazi Myth,” 295. 

83 Ibid., 12. 

82 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 12. 
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If the political is nevertheless conceived as founded on such a subject, then the concrete politics 

which are brought about have to be understood as the ongoing production, securing, and 

realization of an anteriority which is taken to have always already been there. They have to be 

understood as the (violent) history of that which is (conceived as if it were) without history. 

 

This seems to leave us with two distinct “temporalities” that co-constitute the politics of the 

subject. One of these, the “official” one, has as its arche, its condition of possibility, the political 

subject, an antecedent essence on the basis of which (as which) a politics aimed at the realization of 

a world corresponding to said essence plays out. The other “sequence”, the unofficial one, has as its 

end the production of the self-same political subject, that is, it is the retro-active production of that 

pre-supposed essence which constitutes the condition of possibility for the official mode of the 

political. This unofficial temporality, which is necessarily groundless (without subjectum) of course 

remains invisible as politics insofar as the political is conceived within the metaphysics of the 

subject. It thus constitutes the simultaneous possibility and impossibility of the political – it is at 

once that which culminates, crystallizes, in the subjectal essence that “opens” the official form of 

the political, but it is also that which, if this production was transparent, would reveal the 

“historical”85 nature of that which makes the political possible only insofar as it is prior to any such 

historicity.   

 

The next few sections will deal with the character of these two temporalities of the metaphysics of 

the subject. First, I will stay within the political realm, but subsequently it will prove itself necessary 

to enter a wider discussion of the temporal aporias that permeate the relation between the 

subjectum and its mimetic (self-)representations. Only once this discussion has been played out, will 

we be able to conclude with regards to the metaphysics of the politics of the subject – which will 

then allow us to re-visit the possibility of subtracting, or saving, a “who” from such metaphysics. 

 

85 Historical here means both empirically historical and historical in a transcendental sense, as the movement, the 
différance, necessarily traversed through the inauguration of the self-identical. For this latter sense of the term 
historical, see Søren Gosvig Olesen, Transcendental History, 2013. 
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OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL TEMPORALITIES 

As Nancy writes in The Sense of the World, “the political subject – or politics in accordance with 

the Subject – consists in the appropriation of the constitutive exteriority of the city. (...) For the 

space of the city an identity and substantiality are pre- or postsupposed as its principle or end. This 

identity and substantiality can take the form of the ‘people’ in an organic configuration, or the 

form of the ‘nation’, or those of property or production.”86 Let us slow down, here, to make visible 

again the two distinct “temporalities” at stake in this mode of the political. There is, on the one 

hand, the “official” temporality according to which that which is at first simply given is the essence, 

the “identity” or “substantiality” of the political subject – a subject which might be conceived 

either as a “people” or a “class”, but which could also be conceived directly as a principle, as 

property or production, insofar as such a principle articulates the defining essence of a subject. In 

any case, the logical function of this subject is to make possible the social bond, and to circumscribe 

negativity, change, through a primordial appropriation. The social bond is the common 

participation, or subsistence, in the antecedent principle of the subject – and the “negative” – 

whether in the mode of “a becoming, a relation or a spacing”87 – which transfigures the world, has 

always already been appropriated by this principle as its pre-supposed end. In the world of the 

People the transfiguration of the world plays out in accordance with – with reference to – the 

People. In the world of property (a world where the subject of the political has property as its 

principle) – the transfiguration of the world is, precisely, a transfiguration of ownership. And so 

on. The overarching structure of the “official” temporality of the politics of the subject is thus the 

following: That the political subject – as the possibility of a world and as the appropriative 

circumscription of change – “comes first”. 

 

On the other hand, however, the politics of the subject relies – given the “constitutive exteriority of 

the city”88 – on a certain retro-activity at play in the “figuration” of this subject. Insofar as the 

self-identical subject is never simply given, but always relies on a movement of identification, on an 

“appropriation”, then the play of a metaphysics of the subject, will have to be conceived as the play 

88 Ibid., 106. 

87 Ibid., 106. 

86 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 106. (Italics mine). 
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of a retro-active presupposition. To spell this out further: Once we have taken stock, for example, 

of what Derrida writes in Speech and Phenomena: That the “movement of différance is not 

something that happens to a transcendental subject; it produces a subject. Auto-affection is not a 

modality of experience that characterizes a being that would already be itself (autos). It produces 

sameness as self-relation within self-difference; it produces sameness as the nonidentical”,89 then we 

might also conclude, that the subject which was said to ground and thus open the political, can – as 

Lacoue-Labarthe puts it – “effect this opening only from the very interior of what it makes 

possible”.90 Within this interior (which is the exterior of immanence) the subject is that which, in 

the words of  Jeffrey S. Libbrett, “has to become its own origin.”91 The presupposed essence which 

makes possible the social world is itself already the product of a figuration. Or perhaps more 

precisely, the metaphysics according to which the political relies on a presupposed subject entails an 

obscure and for itself invisible form of the political – the political as the figuration of its own 

presupposition. As Nancy puts it, “this pre-supposition of the self (one ought to say: this 

presupposition that constitutes the self) comes to crystallize identity in a figure, name, or myth. 

Politics becomes the conduct of the history of this subject, its destiny, and its mission.”92 On the 

one hand, then, the essence of the subject is that which is only ever retro-actively presupposed, and 

on the other hand the political is only possible as the history of this subject. That is, as the 

traversation of a difference, a negativity, which is always circumscribed through an appropriation to 

the figure produced by the invisible retro-active figuration. In that sense, these two movements are 

ultimately not distinct, but rather constitute something like the Moebius strip of the politics of the 

subject. The political is the “realization of an essence”93 (the production or actualization of the 

world in correspondence with said essence) which it needs to presuppose – but the content of this 

presupposition, the political subject, is itself the necessary hidden object of the political. As 

Adriana Cavarero succinctly articulates this point: “Every political model constructs its form by 

constructing at the same time its subject”94 – the only thing we should add, is that this construction 

could – within the politics of the subject – never become visible or explicit.   

94 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics”, 97. 

93 Christopher Fynsk, “Foreword,” in The Inoperative Community, xxxviii. 

92 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Sense of the World, 106 (Italics mine). 

91 Jeffrey S. Librett, “On an Intermittent Subject in Jean-Luc Nancy,” Diacritics 42, no. 2 (2014), 40 (Italics mine).  

90 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Transcendence Ends in Politics,” 289. 

89 Jacques Derrida, Speech and Phenomena, 82. 
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Let me attempt to provide an explicitation of this temporal tandem: Whenever something is done, 

politically, by, as, and for some political subject, we of course have a forward-going temporal vector. 

The political subject traverses an effectuating vector into a world, that – in some sense or another – 

better corresponds with the essence that performs said traversal. Whenever, however, such a 

forward-going vector is traversed, it is necessary that a retro-active temporality is also at play. That 

is, in a way that remains constitutively hidden, one “performs”, just as much as the realizing 

traversal, a retroactive hypostasis – into a pre-political anteriority – of the very essence that realizes 

itself in the forward-going vector. This structure once again mimics the temporality at stake in the 

relation between the subject of modern philosophy and the synthetic movement from the before to 

the after of knowledge. Each time such a synthetic movement plays out, it is a case of a certain 

non-empirical someone traversing said synthesis. But this non-empirical someone is, of course, not 

there, prior to this movement. Rather, as the necessary anteriority, it is nothing but the retro-active 

presumption of a transcendental possibility. 

 

Allow me to provide a rather transparent example of these temporalities from daily Danish 

discourse: These weeks, the entirety of the public sphere has been occupied with discussing what it 

“means to be Danish”. In this discussion everybody seems to presuppose that there is something 

given as that which is Danish, and thus that it is first and foremost a question of determining what 

this prior essence consists in. Some, the conservatives, argue that “being Danish” is the same as 

inheriting a cultural heritage defined by a list of national-aesthetic and moral determinations – 

some, the social liberals, argue for the importance of an array of secular and democratic values – 

and some, the fascists, have chosen to argue that the most important trait is somehow lactose 

tolerance. In all instances, rather than simply arguing for those values that they take to be 

important, or even arguing directly that this or that should be what qualifies someone for juridical 

citizenship, they argue about what “the Danish” (subject)  is as such, and thus what it must, in a 

sense, have always already been. What could only meaningfully be conceived as a political question, 

thus becomes the question of retro-actively determining the anterior essence of the political subject 

itself. This is necessary, because in each instance they take the political to be that which can only 
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legitimately depart from such a subject – and thus the question of this subject cannot itself be 

conceived as political. Here, the true form of their politics (which they couldn’t possibly accept as 

political) thus comes in the shape of figurating the essence that they must assume “is there” prior to 

any such figuration. They disagree on what the Danish is, but they agree that there is such a what. 

With each of their chosen figurations of this what comes of course, a particular project of 

realization which stands as the necessary horizon of the political. Only by traversing a political line 

within said horizon can we remain what we already were, and realize a world or a work that 

corresponds to this “us”. In other words, only this particular line can be traversed by this “us” – 

with this “us” as its subject. 

 

Would it be satisfactory, then, in an attempt to overcome the circumscription of the political into 

such peculiarities, to make the claim that there simply is no primordial essence of the subject – that 

the political has no pre-political subject, and thus that the “who” which comes after the subject, is in 

a sense nothing but a being who abdicates such an idea, and instead affirms that field of difference, 

différance, which comes before the subject – who affirms that “primordial” or anterior 

indeterminacy “through which” the subject is first instituted? If the “auto-deconstruction” of the 

subject was founded in the fact that it could only be established as a self-enclosed essence “through” 

a a field that was already “underway”, then this pre-subjective field seems to be where we have to 

turn. As Lacoue-Labarthe writes as his answer to the question, who comes after the subject: “Who 

cannot come after the subject. Who, enigmatically (and always according to the same enigma), is 

ceaselessly prior to what philosophical questioning installs as a presence under the name of 

subject.”95 Derrida expands this “solution” in a conversation with Nancy, who formulates his 

gesture as follows: “You are getting around to the question ‘Who comes after the subject?’ reversing 

its form: ‘Who comes before the subject?’”, to which Derrida answers, “Yes, but ‘before’ no longer 

retains any chronological, logical, nor even ontologico-transcendental meaning.”96  

 

In order to evaluate – or simply begin to make sense of – such a route of thought, I will now 

attempt to sketch, through a reading of Lacoue-Labarthe’s concept of mimesis and Nancy’s reading 

96 Jacques Derrida & Jean-Luc Nancy, “‘Eating Well,’ or the Calculation of the Subject”, 107. 

95 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “The Answer of Ulysses”, in Who Comes after the Subject?, 202.  
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of Descartes, the temporal structures at stake in the relation between a pre-supposed subject and its 

“subsequent” re-presentation. We will thus, for a moment, leave the explicitly political realm in 

order to engage with this temporal structure as it pertains to the metaphysics of the subject as such. 

Subsequently, we will turn towards Heidegger’s notion of Dasein in order to analyze more 

thoroughly the meaning, the potential and the risks entailed in “overcoming” the subject through 

the imposition of the pre-subjective. 

 

THE MIMETIC SUBJECT 

Let us attempt, here, in order to take stock of how we are to think and maneuver in these 

temporalities, to give a more general account of how a “modern subject” – a subject which cannot 

simply be given from beyond – is to be conceived. As Lacoue-Labarthe writes, “Identity 

properness/property (la propriété) or being-in-oneself/being-proper (être-propre) derives from 

mimetic appropriation.”97 In other words, the self-identity of a subject relies on the appropriation 

“by” said subject of something which it itself originally isn’t. “Identification or appropriation – the 

self-becoming of the Self – will always have been thought as the appropriation of a model”.98 The 

subject is only ever constituted through this mimetic model. It, in a sense, is this appropriation of 

negativity (the model that is other) as identity. As becomes visible in the Cartesian context, where 

the proposition “I am, I exist, is necessarily true whenever it is put forward by me or conceived in 

my mind,”99 the security of the ego sum as subjectum rests on the self-representation. Even if this 

structure sometimes remains hidden in the cartesian text, we shouldn’t forget that the positive 

gesture of the self-same text is the imposition of the concept as the necessary prerequisite of any 

self-identity. For Nancy, this comes to entail, that Descartes “both hides and reveals the double 

possibility of an enclosure and a disenclosure. At the same time, I am posits (itself as) an Ichding 

and exposes (itself as) being-saying.”100 But how is this peculiar structure to be understood? How 

are we to conceive of this “primordial” appropriative-mimetic meeting, insofar as it is only through 

said meeting, that the participants can come into being – that it becomes true to say that they are.  

 

100 Jean-Luc Nancy, Ego Sum, vii. 

99 René Descartes, Meditations on First Philosophy, 17. 

98  Ibid., 81. 

97 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 81. 
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As Lacoue-Labarthe writes, “it is by no means obvious that self-identity presupposes that there be 

an other, because, to put it quite simply, the other also presupposes the identical.”101 Thus, the idea 

of a movement through which someone is instituted as a subject by way of their mimetic 

appropriation of their figuration, seems to run into the dialectical obstacle, that the being of this 

figuration already seems to presuppose the subject. Staying within the Cartesian paradigm, wasn’t 

it exactly the prior givenness of the subject that allowed for the invocation of its conceptual 

apparatus in the first place? This is why, for Nancy, “the Cartesian establishment of the Subject 

corresponds, through the most binding necessity of its own structure, to the instantaneous 

exhaustion of its essential possibility.”102 The identity that is granted through the identification of 

identity and difference, presupposes – as Lacoue-Labarthe puts it – “an original attribution of 

identity”,103 but such an attribution – according to what Nancy calls the “binding necessity” of the 

Cartesian structure – already necessitates a more primordial subject which might be the attributor 

of said identity.  

 

Granting identity to oneself through the identification of this self with something else rests on the 

presupposition of the difference between these two: a difference which once again rests on their 

prior self-identity, and so on. No matter how far back we draw this regress, we won’t hit upon the 

"originally attributed identity”, that would allow us to initiate the dialectical movement through 

which we might end up with a subject “of” non-identity with itself, a subject that could 

“re-appropriate to itself, in advance and absolutely, the exteriority and the strangeness of its 

predicate”.104 What we never quite reach, then, is exactly that pre-political essence of the political 

subject – the being that has appropriated “in advance and absolutely” its own political predicate, 

and who thus might ground the political without itself being essentially moved by the political. In 

that sense, and in the words of Lacoue-Labarthe, we might say that the politics of the subject 

becomes “the sphere of the fictioning of beings and communities”.105 It becomes the field of 

figurating in mimesis an essence which is taken to be anterior to said mimesis, but which – given 

105 Ibid., 82. 

104 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction”, 6. 

103 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 81. 

102 Jean-Luc Nancy, Ego Sum, 16. 

101 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 81. 
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the necessary imposition of mimesis for establishing any essence in the first place – ultimately 

becomes the field of a self-consolidating “fiction” – a “fictioning” of that which is taken to be prior 

to any such fiction. This structure constitutes what Lacoue-Labarthe often refers to as 

“onto-typology”.106 

 

This “onto-typology”, however, leaves open the question of how – if the antecedent subject which 

“becomes” figurated, which appropriates its figuration, is itself nothing but the product of a 

politico-mimetical retrojection – mimesis is to be understood in the first place? If, as 

Lacoue-Labarthe has to insist, “no subject, potentially identical to himself or related to himself, can 

pre-exist the mimetic process”,107 what then constitute the relata of the primordial (and 

paradigmatically Cartesian) mimesis? Confronted with this seeming deadlock we face the 

temptation to “elevate” the very lack of any such pre-mimetic relata to, or as, a pre-mimetic relata, 

such that the figuration would no longer be said to figurate some positive prior being, but rather 

figurate lack itself. If there simply is no relata prior to the mimetic identification, then this would 

perhaps entail that the representational structure introduced through mimesis, should simply be 

thought of as the presentation of that which is constitutively re-presented. If something is, 

constitutively, in representation, isn’t it then immediately presented in such representation? As 

John Martis puts it in his reading of Lacoue-Labarthe, we might here think of “a subject presented 

in and as the necessary representation(s) of its ‘own’ self-loss.”108 

 

If we got ahead of ourselves here, however, then we could very easily end up making the claim that 

while there is no positive anterior essence of the subject, there nevertheless is an “antecedent” 

nothingness, a “primordial” différrance, a “foundational” lack, to which a particular 

representational configuration could still be said to correspond. A conclusion which 

Lacoue-Labarthe would, I believe, have to reject, on the basis that it would re-inscribe the lack of 

pre-mimetic relata which haunts the metaphysics of the subject into a “transcendental” structure of 

mimesis, itself only made possible by the metaphysics of the subject. Or, to put it in terms that 

108 John Martis, Representation and the Loss of the Subject, . 

107 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 81. 

106 Cf. Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 82 & 86. 
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make the problem explicit, it would transform the lack of a subjectum into lack itself as a subjectum. 

As Marie-Eve Morin puts it, commenting on Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe’s reading of Lacan, “the 

lack or gap at the heart of the subject becomes the foundation of a subject certain of itself as 

noncoincidence”.109 The political form of such a subject could then very easily come to re-double 

the logic according to which the political is understood as the concurrent figuration and realization 

of an antecedence, the only difference being that this antecedence is conceived as a lack. This mode 

of the political would constitute a case of what Lacoue-Labarthe calls “the negative variant [...] of 

onto-typology”. We will discuss this structure further in the next section, where Heidegger’s 

Dasein is discussed. 

 

DASEIN AND THE RISK OF RE-INSCRIPTION 

At this moment what continues to confront us is how the mimetic being is to be thought “in its 

possibility”,110 which is to say, how we are to understand it beyond the idea of an original subjectum 

that is subsequently figurated. Lacoue-Labarthe suggests the following conditions for this imitatio: 

First of all, the “imitant has to be nothing in and of itself or must, in Diderot’s words have ‘nothing 

characteristic of itself.’ It therefore must not already be a subject.”111 Instead, it should be conceived 

as “a ‘being’ (in the sense of being something which is, an essent) originally open to (ouvert à) or 

originally ‘outside itself’, ek-static.”112 Here it becomes obvious that the being Lacoue-Labarthe has 

in mind fundamentally resembles that which Heidegger has developed under the name Dasein. As 

Heidegger writes in the Zähringen-seminar: “Da-sein is essentially ec-static.”113 This Heideggerian 

advancement, then, opens a horizon within which any thinking of the anti-subjectum of mimesis 

will have to maneuver. If Dasein is that being which is always already in the world and always 

already with others, then it seems as if it might grant us the opportunity to understand how our 

being is constituted “through” mimesis without the givenness of any substantial pre-mimetic 

relata. We might even say that the field of “always already” political and mimetic being from which 

an essence is retrojected as its own anteriority, is the field of Dasein’s being. 

113 Martin Heidegger,“Zähringen 1973” , in Four Seminars, 71. 

112 Ibid., 81. 

111 Ibid., 82 

110 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the political, 82. 

109 Marie-Eve Morin, “Translators Introduction”, in Ego Sum, xvi.  
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Lacoue-Labarthe, however, is quick to point out the risk of a problematic reversal. As he insists, the 

openness or “aptitude for all roles”114 that this ec-static being entails “should not in turn be 

considered as subject or support”.115 That is, Dasein must not ultimately be thought of as an 

“originary” being – a new and transfigured subjectum – to which a particular “being-in-mimesis” 

could be said to “correspond”. If this were how we came to understand it, then we would 

immediately re-enter the dialectical temptation to sublate the lack of a subjectum to lack itself as a 

subjectum. This risk is perhaps the reason Derrida insisted that the “before” to which he was 

alluding, should not be thought to retain any “ontologico-transcendental meaning.”116 The 

insistence on this when it comes to Dasein, however, might initially seem odd. Wouldn’t we think 

that Dasein precluded such a gesture? Isn’t Dasein exactly that which isn’t a subject, but which, in 

the words of Critchley, “comes before the subject – exists prior to the division or separation of 

entities into subjects and objects”?117 This before, however, is also what brings with it a certain risk, 

one that, for Lacoue-Labarthe, ultimately comes to allow for a paradoxical re-introduction of the 

presuppositional logic.118 This risk is at stake, to put it very succinctly here, in the motif of the 

“proper” or the “authentic”119 – a term that could be understood to point towards a mode of being 

in the world, a way of being Dasein, that properly “corresponds” to or “appropriates” the 

“antecedent” essence of Dasein itself: that it is without any essence. If this conceptual risk is not 

contained, then we might – while certainly imbuing this field of antecedence with a constitutive 

negativity or non-substantiality – nevertheless come to repeat the politics of the pre-supposed 

subject that configures the political as the figuration of something already given. As 

Lacoue-Labarthe puts it, we could thus easily end up, again, with “the 'negative variant’ of 

onto-typology”.120 How are we to understand this simultaneous opportunity and risk of Dasein?  

120 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 82. 

119 Two distinct renditions of Eigentlichkeit. For a discussion, Cf. Jean-Luc Nancy, “The Being-With of Being-There”, 
Continental Philosophy Review. 

118 To be sure, what I attempt here and in the following is not an exegetic account of Heidegger’s thought. If that was 
the aim, it would obviously demand a much more thorough effort. Rather, it is simply an attempt to interpret, with 
and through Lacoue-Labarthe, a certain risk of reversal that presents itself paradigmatically in Heidegger, and that faces 
any thought aiming towards a “post-subjective” articulation of political being. 

117 Simon Critchley, “Prolegomena to any Post-deconstructive Subjectivity”, 19. 

116 Jacques Derrida & Jean-Luc Nancy, “‘Eating Well,’ or the Calculation of the Subject”, 107. 

115 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 82  

114 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the political, 82 
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If we are to put it succinctly, then the logic could perhaps be the following: Dasein is, 

fundamentally, in Heidegger’s words: “that being which, in its Being, has this very Being as an 

issue, comports itself towards its Being as its ownmost possibility. In each case Dasein is its 

possibility”.121 That is, Dasein is a pure ec-stasis – it is never primordially enclosed as a subjectum, 

but always related to itself “in its Being”. For Heidegger, Being can never ultimately be identified as 

a particular being.122 Those are the stakes of the “ontological difference”, and the reason why 

Dasein’s Being is always a “being-possible”.123 Dasein – as being-in-the-world and as being-with – 

has “in the first instance [...] fallen into the ‘world’”,124 that is, fallen into a particular and historical 

“interpretation of Being”125 (and thus also of its Being) as a being. But, given the ontological 

difference, it can never fully be that which it is (interpreted as). It is always in excess of this particular 

interpretation. One would therefore think that any “onto-typology” would here be meaningless. 

How could the political possibly be understood as the field of figurating an anterior essence, if that 

which characterizes our Being is exactly our constitutive transcendence over any such essence? 

Here, however, the risk of “negative onto-typology” presents itself. It might be understood in the 

following sense: Even though Dasein can never become identical to any essence, it can nevertheless 

perform something like an “appropriation” of this constitutive excess. It is such an appropriation 

which could be understood as the structural form of the “proper” or “authentic” – that is, the 

appropriation of the antecedent structure of one’s Being, that said Being always transcends one’s 

contingent being. In that sense, the non-essence of Dasein can itself assume the function of an 

essence which the political, in turn, has as its “negative onto-typological” task to figurate. 

 

If such a logic is in fact present in Heidegger, then – to Lacoue-Labarthe – it reaches its most acute 

articulations in the years prior to, and in, his infamous Rectoral address of 1933. As in the 

following example, also referenced by Lacoue-Labarthe, from 1929:126  

126 Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 18. Of course, I am not making the claim that Heidegger’s 
Nazism could somehow be “explained” by the risk of a “negative onto-typology”, nor is this the claim Lacoue-Labarthe 

125 Ibid., 245. 

124 Ibid., 220. 

123 Ibid., 183. 

122 Ibid., 26. “The Being of entities 'is' not itself an entity (Seiendes).” 

121 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, 68. 

 

41 



 

 

Nothingness must not be a cause for pessimism and melancholy, but must lead us to 

understand that there is only genuine reality where there is resistance and that it is 

philosophy’s task to snatch man from a life that would be limited to using the works of the 

mind and snatch him from that life to throw him back up [in a way] against the harshness 

of his destiny.127  

 

The “nothingness”, here, which names the fundamental “groundlessness” of any interpretation of 

Being, itself becomes configured as an antecedent principle of our being – and thus as something 

which some configurations of the world, some figurations of a subject, could – better than others – 

correspond to or figurate. As Nancy puts it: “Dasein does not have to become [devenir] but to 

come to itself [advenir] in the act of taking responsibility for an essential non-essence.”128 This 

“essential non-essence”, then, could be said to be what comes to prescribe a destiny that the subject 

as this non-essence will have to traverse or realize in order to “come to itself” in a work. We might 

say, therefore, that Heidegger’s investment, in the “Rectoral Address”, in the motif of “the spiritual 

mission” enacted by “the German people”, could be understood as a “negatively onto-typological” 

figuration of the “proper” way of being as being-with.129 A figuration which takes “The German 

People” as its “subject”, and “the spiritual mission” as its “destiny” (the route in which it remains 

identical to itself as its essential non-essence). The content of this destiny would then simply be that 

of realizing a world that “corresponds” to the anterior essence of Dasein, which is nothing but the 

fact that it is without essence. This destiny is paradoxically “naturalized” through the “primordial” 

non-existence of any naturality – that is, through the pre-subjective structure of Dasein inscribed, 

negatively, in the locus of the subject. As he writes in the oft-mentioned Paragraph 74 of Being and 

Time, “our fates have already been guided in advance, in our Being with one another in the same 

world and in our resoluteness for definite possibilities.”130 

130 Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, 436. 

129 Martin Heidegger, Die Selbstbehauptung der Deutschen Universität - Das Rektorat 1933/34, 1. Cf.  Jean-Luc Nancy, 
“The Being-With of Being-There”, 3-4. 

128 Jean-Luc Nancy, “The Being-With of Being-There”, Continental Philosophy Review (2008), 2. 

127 Martin Heidegger, “Davos Colloquium (1929),” cited in Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, The Fiction of the Political, 18. 

makes. Rather, using a formulation Lacoue-Labarthe provides elsewhere, we might talk of “what – in his thought – did 
not forbid his investment” (Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe, “Transcendence Ends in Politics”, 405). 
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To conclude this section and take stock, we might then say the following: On the one hand we 

came to the conclusion that before the subject can be, a field of ec-static and mimetic being has to be 

“there already”, as the place from which the subject is first retrojected. On the other hand, if we 

want to affirm, in the spirit of Heidegger and Derrida, that the who which comes after the subject is 

somehow before the subject, or more “primordial” than the subject (like différance, mimesis, Dasein 

etc.), then this advancement needs to wrestle with the fact that the subject, in the first place, was an 

anteriority, and thus that any primordial openness or non-essence can still come to function as an 

anterior structure, a quasi-subjectum of negative onto-typology, in relation to which political 

existence can be figured as more or less “proper”. The political subject was always a particular way 

of being or retrojecting this very “before” – a way of circumscribing someone by pre-supposing its 

anteriority. 
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III.​  THE DIS-ENCLOSURE OF THE POLITICAL SUBJECT 

 

In this final chapter, I want to turn our attention towards what I will read as attempts at making 

the who of the political audible, without immediately reinscribing it in the politics of the subject. 

Let me begin by reiterating the following. This who is not something, or someone, that we might 

hit upon in some oceanic field beyond the politics of the subject. As I aimed to make visible in the 

first chapter, the “deconstructive” gesture is not one that claims to have somehow performed an 

“overcoming” of metaphysics, and which is now ready to act as what Derrida once called an 

“engineer” – a figure creating ex nihilo the conceptuality suited for his post-metaphysical 

existence.131 Instead, the effort must be aimed towards allowing the metaphysical tradition to 

showcase a certain excess, something “in it” that isn’t reducible to it – what Nancy, most notably in 

his Deconstruction of Christianity, has called a dis-enclosure. It is, as he writes there, “not a question 

of repainting the skies, or of reconfiguring them: it is a question of opening up the earth – dark, 

hard, and lost in space.”132 That is, our concern is not to re-configure a subject beyond the politics 

of the subject, but to locate that some-one to whom we are exposed in the very (non-)world of its 

aporetic enclosure. 

 

WHY STILL THE WHO? 

When posing the question, who comes after the subject?, Nancy writes that “the subject is the 

thought that reabsorbs or exhausts all possibility of being in the world (all possibility of existence, 

all existence as being delivered to the possible), [but] this same thought, never simple, never closed 

upon itself without remainder, [also] designates and delivers an entirely different thought: that of 

the one and that of the some one, of the singular existent that the subject announces, promises, and 

at the same time conceals”.133 Adriana Cavarero, in an essay towards which we will turn in what 

follows, provides a strikingly similar formulation: “Who comes [after the subject] is that one – a 

male or female, one of us – that the subject itself, declaring to count for everyone, is always 

133 Jean-Luc Nancy, “Introduction”, 4.   

132 Jean-Luc Nancy, Dis-Enclosure: The Deconstruction of Christianity, 1. 

131 Jacques Derrida, “La Structure, le Signe et le Jeu dans le Discours des Sciences Humaines”, i L’écriture et la 
Différence, 418. 
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announcing and yet nevertheless is always canceling”.134 In both of these quotes, what is at stake is 

the double bind to which the first chapter was dedicated. The subject announces something, which 

it also conceals or cancels. Let us say, now, that what is announced is the possibility of a mode of the 

political which is no longer pre-determined by some other “highest being” and the “cosmological 

order” it prescribes, but which is ultimately determined by and for every one of “us”. At the same 

time, as we have seen, the subject is also what conceals or encloses this announcement by inhabiting 

the same “logical” locus as that which it replaced. 

 

This conjunction entails, as argued in chapter 1, that if we simply “obliterated” the subject, if we 

wholly refused the idea of an us or a we, by and for whom the political is, then the political could 

very well be lost in its entirety, or at least returned to a pre-modern conception dressed in the 

clothes of our modern vocabulary, that is, to a field of pre-determined vectors of power, technique, 

apparatuses of subjection, etc. Such a restoration, however, would not ultimately constitute an 

abandonment of the metaphysics of the subjectum. Even if it could succeed in forcing through a 

de-coupling of the human and the subjectum, such a de-coupling would simply return us to a 

pre-Cartesian conception of the subjectum by depositing it elsewhere. This “depositing”, moreover, 

would itself rely on the subject as its propounder. 

 

The subject as the archimedean point tying together the human and the subjectum thus shouldn’t – 

and couldn’t – be overcome by a simple “de-coupling”. On the contrary, it shall, and can only, be 

grasped as a singular opportunity. This opportunity only presents itself once the aporias of the 

subjectum become visible, which, again, rests exactly on the immanentization of the subjectum in 

“us”. As Nancy reminds us in a quote I have already mentioned, “the Cartesian establishment of 

the Subject corresponds, through the most binding necessity of its own structure, to the 

instantaneous exhaustion of its essential possibility.”135 The possibility which is exhausted in and 

through Descartes is not only the possibility of the subject, but of the subjectum as such. Once 

being for a subject has been identified as the hallmark of Being in its entirety, our aporias must be 

identified as aporias of the subjectum as such, and not just as our local inability or finitude relative 

135 Jean-Luc Nancy, Ego Sum, 16. 

134 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics,” 99. 
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to a “highest being” or an infinite located elsewhere. Only here does our finitude expose itself, as 

Nancy writes, as an “infinite finitude”.136 Retaining the “who”, then, comes to mean that we take 

stock of ourselves as “infinitely exposed to our existence as a nonessence”.137 In other words, it 

means that we affirm the dis-enclosure of our being from the subjectum which is already inherent to 

the Cartesian articulation of their identity, without at the same time circumscribing “us” as 

determined by a subjectum located “somewhere else”. As Nancy writes: 

 

From all sides, then, whether as the subject-unconscious, or as subject-history, subject- 

language, subject-machine, subject-text, subject-body, or subject-desire (and everywhere 

where the subject is declared to be simple effect-of-subject), these new subjects have so far 

only produced the aggravation, or in a simpler and more massive way, the exacerbation of 

the status of the Subject: the consolidation of the substratum as such, which substrates 

itself, if one may say so, all the more and all the better now that it claims to sink deeper 

outside of the figure of the conscious subject, of the subject as creator or as master.138  

 

In a somewhat reductive sense, we thus might say that confronted with the aporias entailed in 

conceiving of the human being as a subjectum, two distinct trajectories of auto-deconstruction seem 

to present themselves. The first is the one that re-deposits the role of subjectum elsewhere, like those 

gestures mentioned in Nancy’s quote, thus obliterating the actuality of the notion of the who. This 

route, however, is untenable, in that it rests on the paradoxical simultaneity of a subject as the 

propounder of this depositing, and the reduction of said subject to something which is ultimately 

nothing but a product of the very “elsewhere” that it institutes. The other route is the one that 

attempts to retain the who in order for the subjectum to remain suspended exactly in and as “our” 

“infinite finitude” – it is not that something else is the subjectum; it is that “we” are the 

non-subjectum, the being whose ground cannot even be found in ourselves. This “who”, we might 

say, is exactly what the subject dis-encloses.  

 

138 Jean-Luc Nancy, Ego Sum, 13. 

137 Ibid., 155. 

136 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Birth to Presence, trans. Brian Holmes et al. (Stanford University Press, 1993), 155. 
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These two routes are of course not simply “theoretical” but also represent two distinct political and 

historical “trajectories”. The first of these is the one that, in Manfred Frank’s words, “factually 

threatens human subjectivity”.139 As argued by Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback, for example: 

“Fascism exposes how, in the age of planetary technique, man ceases to be the subject of history, as 

the new subject becomes technique; technoplanetarian capitalism”.140 That is, this fascism “pounds” 

on, or results from, the aporias of the subject, by affirming or aligning itself with that 

auto-deconstructive trajectory through which the human ends as the effect of another subjectum. 

The who, then, needs to be retained – not as a “new” ontological structure which would 

immediately constitute a new subjectum, but as the “dis-enclosing” exposure to an announcement – 

the desertion of ground as such, and thereby the impossibility of any total enclosure of the political 

– which the subject entails, and thus never ultimately manages to foreclose. 

 

How, then, should this who be conceived? In what follows, I will present a reading of articulations 

found, first, in Adriana Cavarero, then in Sylvia Wynter, and ultimately in Nancy himself. These 

theorizations should in no way be thought of as constituting a polemic. Rather, my ambition is 

that they can contribute three slightly different, but nonetheless cross-pollinating, ways of 

maneuvering in the landscape in which we find ourselves. With Cavarero, I aim to make visible a 

positive theorization of this who as a constitutively relational and embodied being. With Wynter, I 

want to expand this theorization towards a “negative” determination of the who, as a being that 

necessarily undoes the dominant political subject. Finally, with Nancy, I want to return to the 

conceptual risk laid out through Dasein, and discuss how this who avoids being re-inscribed – as an 

“essential non-essence” – in the temporalities of the political subject. It should also be stated that 

my readings are, at least in part, an inscription of Cavarero and Wynter’s work into a conceptual 

architecture that is not fully their own. This is necessary so as to mobilize their work in tandem 

with the problem as I have sketched it with Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, but it also, of course, 

comes with the caveat that certain key elements of their work are, inevitably, forgotten or glossed 

over. 

140 Marcia Sá Cavalcante Schuback, The Fascism of Ambiguity: A Conceptual Essay, trans. Rodrigo Maltez Novaes 
(Bloomsbury Academic, 2022), 35. 

139 Manfred Frank, What is Neostructuralism?, 6. 

 

47 



 

 

CAVARERO AND THE SPACING OF THE WHO 

Let us turn, here, towards a positive articulation of the “dis-enclosed” who. In the essay “Who 

Engenders Politics”, by Italian feminist and classicist Adriana Cavarero, the guiding terms when it 

comes to such an articulation are singularity and unicity. As she writes, “who you are consists in the 

embodied uniqueness that, here and now, appears to me as I look to you”.141 The tie between the 

who and this unicity, however, is founded in a peculiar fashion. It is not simply that the 

“unquestionable reality of the existing being as unique”142 answers to a particular “conceptual” 

need, to which we have chosen to give the name who. But more specifically that unicity as such is 

only ever addressed through the vocabulary opened by the spacing of a particular mode of 

questioning, that is, asking who are you? This, Cavarero argues, is “the only question that we can 

coherently pose to a unique being”.143 In that sense, Cavarero immediately prohibits us from asking 

what singularity is. Referring to the exact introduction by Nancy in which he posed the question, 

who comes after the subject?, Cavarero insists that it must be understood not as concerned with what 

this who is, but, rather, with asking “who is who?”144  

 

Unicity, then, or being a who, is not to be grasped as some determination which is true of each and 

every being, in the sense that it could be listed among their predicates. Nor is it reducible to the fact 

that no two beings ever have the exact same predicates.145 This is obvious, at least from the fact that 

unicity, taken to be such a predicate, would immediately be inscribed into a self-annulling dialectic. 

If everyone had unicity among their predicates, then no-one would have it, and then everyone 

would have it, and so on. In that sense, to be a singular who cannot be understood within the 

grammar of the subject, that is, as something which a subject essentially is. As Cavarero makes  

explicit, “the who is not a substance”.146 Contrary to the subject, then, the who must be understood 

as something which only ever exist in the concrete meeting between embodied, sexuate and 

vulnerable existents. It is “expositive and relational. (...) it consists entirely in a relationship of 

146 Ibid., 91. 

145 Ibid., 92. 

144 Ibid., 99. 

143 Ibid., 91. 

142 Ibid., 93. 

141 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics”, 93. 
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reciprocal appearing one to another”.147 We might claim, then, that a key element of Cavarero’s 

gesture consists in affirming the  lack of self-enclosure introduced by the “primordial” invocation of 

mimesis – but transposing this lack into the concrete relationality arising in the meeting between 

embodied beings. “The plurality necessary for uniqueness”,148 as Timothy J. Huzar puts it, is not 

simply my need of a mimetic model to identify myself, but our need of each other as those to whom 

we are exposed. The unicity of the singular who is only ever as – and here Cavarero echoes an 

Arendtian formulation of the political – the “expression of an embodied singularity that bursts 

into the general order of speech”.149  

 

If uniqueness, then, is only ever as the expression of uniqueness towards an other, then we might 

attempt the formulation that uniqueness is itself without any “anteriority”. Giving an expression of 

one’s embodied singularity would then not mean that I “hit upon” the representations in the 

“general order of speech” that “correspond” to my singular pre-mimetic being. To the contrary, 

that which grants me singularity or whoness in the first place is only in and through the relational 

spacing – the spacing provided by an other to whom I must express myself, an other that asks who I 

am. The singularity Cavarero articulates does not consist in something which is logically prior and 

subsequently figurated, but rather, in being “someone that always has a face and a name,”150 that is, 

in being someone who has always already been born and thus born into the relational split between 

distinct embodied beings. This, for Cavarero, comes to entail that “the who is never without the 

what. Indeed, the who is not an originating substance, a pure reality, to which is added, in the 

course of life, the variable multiplicity of the what.”151 In the vocabulary provided by 

Lacoue-Labarthe, we might then say that the who is not a pre-mimetic essence which is then to be 

onto-typologically “figurated” in mimesis, but a being who is always already inscribed in mimesis 

151 Ibid., 100. 

150 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics?” 91. 

149 Adriana Cavarero, Surging Democracy: Notes on Hannah Arendt’s Political Thought, 83. 

148 Timothy J. Huzar, “On the Politics of the Who: Cavarero, Nancy, and Rancière”, in Political Bodies: Writings on 
Adriana Cavarero’s Political Thought, 61. 

147 Ibid., 93. 
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on the basis that it is always already with concrete others – that it is “born from within this 

relation”.152 

 

Where, then, does this leave the who? First and foremost, it is exposed as communicable. Not as a 

communication that transubstantiates a prior essence into representation, nor a communication 

which always falls short of fully performing such a transubstantiation. Instead, it concerns a 

constitutive being-communicable, a “communicability liberated from communication”153 as María 

Acosta puts it. The often-invoked name, in Cavarero’s work, of this being, is the “narratable 

self”.154 This self – to re-iterate – is not a self which subsequently narrates itself, nor a self which is 

subsequently narrated by others, but the self as narratability. Never as an enclosed or finished 

narrative but always as the open-ended and persistent narratability that permeates the spacing 

between singular existents. In this spacing, the self is itself as “a story”. But, once again, this “story is 

not something that gets added to the uniqueness of the who, as if this who could be separated from 

his/her story (...), or as if the “who” could be a substance that life fulfills and to whom a story 

happens”.155 On the contrary, “he or she is an unrepeatable existing being whose identity coincides 

perfectly with that lived life that is his/her story”.156 The point must be that this coincidence 

between the identity and the story is constitutive. Not because a prior identity is, by necessity, fully 

expressed in its own articulation, but because there is no such prior identity. Identity thus simply 

means the “life story” which we are never finished giving in that spacing between singular 

embodied beings opened by the grammar of the who. This conception, according to Cavarero,  

 

is in a position to threaten both the presumed universality of the metaphysical subject and 

the obligatory fragmentariness of the postmodernist subject. Both camps of the 

contemporary gigantomachy, in fact, understand identity as a notion that has nothing to 

do with the only question that we can coherently pose to a unique being: who are you? The 

metaphysicians rather prefer to continue to ask themselves what is Man or the individual? 

156 Ibid., 91. 

155 Adriana Cavarero, “Who Engenders Politics?” 91. 

154 Cf. Adriana Cavarero, “The Desire for One’s Story”, in Relating Narratives. 

153 María Acosta, Political Bodies: Writings on Adriana Cavarero’s Political Thought, 258. 

152 Adriana Cavarero, “Elena Ferrante and the Uncanny of Motherhood”, Political Bodies: Writings on Adriana 
Cavarero’s Political Thought, 274. 

 

50 



 

The postmodernists instead ask themselves how many different things constitute the 

centerless subjectivity that follows the collapse of the subject.157  

 

It is obvious that what Cavarero here denotes with the word “postmodernism”, is exactly what we 

would end up with, if – in the deconstruction of the subject – we weren’t wary of the who.158 To tie 

back to our discussion in the beginning of this chapter, what she calls “post-modernism”, by 

continuing to ask the metaphysical question of what the subject is, rather than who it is, ends up 

depositing the function of subjectum elsewhere, and thus inadvertently comes to ally itself with that 

auto-deconstructive trajectory in which a particular fascism can take hold. The insistence on the 

“life story”, and on the displacement from what to who, thus constitutes Cavarero’s attempt at 

showcasing another avenue opened in confrontation with the aporias of the subject.  

 

We might articulate this displacement in the following sense: Asking the question, “what are you?” 

or “what is the subject”, which are the paradigmatic questions of the both the modern and the 

“post-modern”, we take as our object something which is constitutively anterior to the question 

itself – that is, anterior to the spacing provided by the very questioning, the being-in-question. It 

remains, no matter how de-centered this subject is from the modern subject, a way of asking about 

the subject that presupposes that there is something there – prior to the spacing that the question 

itself inaugurates – which the subject is. The subject as addressed by a “what”, then, is the subject 

as an anterior essence that predetermines a particular figuration in mimesis – a particular answer to 

the question. As such, the question of the what “sets the stage for” a political subject in the 

onto-typological form characteristic of the politics of the subject – a figuration of an antecedent 

essence. The question, “who are you?”, on the other hand, is first and foremost characterized by 

being without such an anterior referent. It doesn’t set a hermeneutic scene in which the being of 

158 At one point in the text (Ibid., 98) Cavarero identifies Judith Butler as an example of such a “postmodern 
feminism”. While I don’t fully agree with this identification, the example might nevertheless be informative. We might 
say that, for Cavarero, Butler re-instates the politics of the subject by displacing the function of subjectum in a “what”, 
rather than doing away with it. In their case, this “what” would be the discursive material provided by the existing social 
identities, the “symbolic codes”,  and the singular human is thereby “reduced” to a function, an “effect”, of this other 
subjectum. Butler thereby forecloses the political as the “strategic re-blending of identities”, and thus also invests 
themselves in an unholy alliance with those political formations that pound on this exact sort of reduction and its 
concealment of the announcement of the subject. 

157 Ibid., 91. 
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such an anterior is pre-supposed. This also entails that there is no meaningful way to conceive of a 

“right” or a “wrong” response – the question does not pre-suppose an anterior something to which 

the answer might or might not correspond. Therefore, as Cavarero writes, “the question of the who 

remains without an answer”.159 Instead of “pretending” that it takes aim at a field of essences 

already given, the question “admits” that it is itself, as a question, that first opens the space for that 

which it asks about. “Who are you?”, then, as the foundational question of the political, would 

perhaps be the question that allowed for a mode of the political that is not “founded outside itself” 

– founded in something taken to be anterior to political spacing itself. As Timothy J. Huzar writes, 

the who thereby constitutes a “short-circuiting of the ways of thinking about politics that are 

central to the Western tradition.”160 In other words, it would compel us to think a mode of the 

political which doesn’t constitutively circumscribe it as the realization, in the world, of an anterior 

essence, but which admits what the politics of the subject in a sense already exposed us to – that the 

political has no subjectum, that it is first opened as the politico-mimetic spacing of a question posed 

between singular beings. 

 

This theorization, however, still doesn’t completely eliminate the risk discussed in the section on 

Dasein, that is, the risk that this “primordially” relational and narratable who itself might come to 

constitute an essence – the subject of a negative onto-typology. To put it another way, it seems to 

leave open the opportunity of appropriating the very lack of pre-relational anteriority as an 

anteriority, and thus once again circumscribing the political as something performed by a subject, 

albeit one “defined” by its lack of any self-enclosed essence, and towards the realization of a world 

that “corresponds” to said subject. In order to begin to articulate a response to this risk, I want to 

turn towards the work of Sylvia Wynter. Here, I believe, we will be granted the means to articulate 

the contours of a who – what she terms “the human species” (and what we could be tempted to call 

the whoman species) – that remains in-appropriable as an essence, since it is nothing but an 

un-circumscribable excess that persistently un-does any such essence “from within”. 

 

160 Timothy J. Huzar, “On the Politics of the Who,” 61. 

159 Ibid., 93. 
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WYNTER AND THE WHOMAN SPECIES 

What we have hitherto conceived as the retrojection of an essence is articulated by Caribbean 

scholar Sylvia Wynter as the “over-representation of Man”.161 The principal violence of this 

overrepresentation is that it allows for the conflation of our “present ethno-class (i.e. Western 

bourgeois) conception of the human”162 with “the human itself”,163 and thus the circumscription 

of the political as “the ongoing imperative of securing the well-being of [this] present 

ethno-class”.164 In other words, the circumscription of the political as the project of realizing the 

world as a work in accordance with the essence of Man. What is immediately striking in Wynter’s 

way of manufacturing this conceptual architecture, is her insistence on what is seemingly an other 

political subject – what she calls “the human species itself/ourselves”.165 In order to grasp what is at 

stake in the manichaeism that this insistence produces, “Man vs human”,166 and in order to 

understand that “the human” is not ultimately the site of another political subject in the form that 

we have conceived it, but rather the site of the dis-enclosed who, we first have to understand what is, 

for Wynter, the metaphysical “procedure” of over-representation.  

 

In a conversation with Katherine McKittrick, Sylvia Wynter writes that “the representations of 

origin, which we ourselves invent, are retroactively projected onto an imagined past”.167 This 

imagined past, we might add, is not simply, although perhaps officially, the arche of a 

world-historical anthropo-genesis. Rather, it is the arche instituted each and every time a subject is 

pre-supposed, that is, each and every time a particular configuration of the human in the political 

world is retrojected as the pre-political origin of said world. The retroactive pre-supposition of such 

an arche “is the condition of inducing in all subjects the mimetic desire for the group-collective 

symbolic life of its genre-specific referent-we”.168 In other words, insofar as a particular way of 

168 Ibid., 34. 

167 Sylvia Wynter and Katherine McKittrick, “Unparalleled Catastrophe for Our Species? Or, to Give Humanness a 
Different Future: Conversations,” in Sylvia Wynter: On Being Human as Praxis, ed. Katherine McKittrick (Duke 
University Press, 2015), 34. 

166 Ibid., 261. 

165 Ibid., 260. 

164 Ibid., 260. 

163 Ibid., 260. 

162 Ibid., 260. 

161 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom: Towards the Human, After Man, Its 
Overrepresentation – An Argument,” in The New Centennial Review 3, no. 3 (2003), 327. 
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“being-in-mimesis” is prescribed as corresponding to an anterior political subject (the 

“genre-specific referent-we”), the political will be circumscribed as the (violence aimed towards the) 

fulfillment of said desire, which is ultimately simply the desire to “be ourselves”.   

 

What in the work of Wynter is thus named the “referent-we”, the structural space of an 

over-representation, is then analogous to what we have, with Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, called 

the political subject – and what, with Cavarero, we could configure as the space of essences 

pre-supposed each time we ask concerning the what of the political being. In each case it is, with 

Wynter, the “meta-transcendental ‘donor figures’ [...] conceptualized as the extrahumanly 

mandating source of their respective story line’s symbolically encoded ‘second set of 

instructions’.”169 Here, in the co-articulation of the transcendental and the “extrahuman”,  the 

motif of a simultaneous announcement and concealment at stake in the subject is once again 

activated. If, as we came to claim earlier, the primary announcement of the subject was the 

annulment of what Wynter calls the “extra-human mandating source” – that is, of the “highest 

being”, the being that mandates or sanctions Being, conceived of in the mode of an extra-human 

being – then the “referent-we” as such a “mandating source” constitutes both the site of this 

announcement and the concurrent concealment.  It is an announcement insofar as it secludes the 

outer mandating source – but, through the immanentization of the metaphysical function of 

“mandating” into the human being itself, it is also a “concealment” that makes the human itself 

foreclosed by its “representation of origin”. The “extra-human” is absolved, but concurrently 

re-cast in the mode of that which is “extra human” (the over-representation of some human 

“essence”). This extra human functions, in the political world, as a “second set of instruction” – a 

prescription of how the world is to be ordered in accordance with said conception of the human. In 

our present political “climate” this functions as the naturalization of specific 

colonial-gendered-classbound divides, exclusions and plunders, insofar as the “dominant 

ethno-class”, Man, retrojects its own “genre” of being human as the extra human “mandating 

source” of the human in its entirety, thus allowing the claim that only its particular mode of being 

169 Ibid., 38. 
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human is, properly understood, human, thereby legitimating “the subordination of the world and 

well-being of the latter [the human] to those of the former [the extra human]”.170 

 

We are thus back where we started our reading of Wynter, and we are ready to ask what it is that 

leads her to articulate this binary between the dominant ethno-class, the extra human Man, and 

humanity as such. Is the point, here, that “humanity”, as the opposite of Man, is a category which 

could finally expel the political subject as such, or is the point that it, while remaining a political 

subject, could be so without being based on an exclusion? Is “humanity” something beyond the 

political subject, or is it the idea of a “better” political subject? My claim, here, is that neither of 

these routes are satisfactory.  

 

On the one hand, if “the human” was conceived as something entirely beyond the 

politico-metaphysics of the subject, then it would immediately collapse into oblivion. It would be 

nothing but the name of a saving grace from elsewhere – and thus it would simply constitute the 

re-introduction of the extra-human subjectum in the name of the human. On the other hand, if 

“the human” is taken to be simply another form of retrojected anteriority, albeit one which has its 

aims set at being universally inclusive, then the very possibility of this category would seemingly 

come to annul what was in the first place the kernel of our critique. The point of this critique 

wasn’t simply that the present configurations of the “we-reference” were contingently founded on 

an exclusion – but rather, that as configurations of a self-identical essence retrojected as our extra 

human arche, they were, by necessity, the result of an excluded or invisibilized difference – that is, 

the exclusion of the constitutive mimetic difference (or différance) entailed and traversed through 

the production of this self-identity in the first place. Thus, it isn’t the particular content of our 

retrojection, but the very form that it institutes, the politics of the subject as such, that rests on an 

exclusion. No matter how seemingly inclusive a notion of the political subject one could imagine, it 

would nevertheless rest on an exclusion, an “other”, the object of which is, minimally, the 

movement traversed in the acquisition of its mimetic model. This “minimal” exclusion constituted, 

for Nancy and Lacoue-Labarthe, the reason that any we-reference aimed at immanence would 

170 Sylvia Wynter, “Unsettling the Coloniality of Being/Power/Truth/Freedom,” 267. 
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always have an “other”. Even if the we-reference came to “include” all human beings, it would 

include them only in their capacity as participating in a particular configuration of their essence, 

and it would be as this capacity that they came to be included in the political. In the words of 

Cavarero we might say, that even if some specific narrative might constitute a what that could 

include everyone, it would nevertheless rest on the exclusion of narratability as such – a 

narratability which was the condition of possibility of the what being established in the first place. 

 

My suggestion, instead, is that “the human” in Wynter’s work could, and should, be conceived 

negatively, that is, as nothing but the name of those and that which is excluded from being a 

political subject. This has to be understood in two senses simultaneously. On the one hand, it is the 

name of those who, contingently, are excluded from the dominant representations of the extra 

human ground. Insofar as the dominant rendition of this ground is the white bourgeois man’s 

retrojection of himself as the extra human arche of the human as such, then “the human” is of 

course the concrete lives and life-forms of all those who are – in accordance with this particular 

crystallization of the political subject – deprived of being recognized as human. On the other hand, 

and concurrently, “the human” is the name of that which “in” each being is prohibited from 

participation in an essence – that which, in each being, continues to disturb immanence. And as we 

have seen, that which causes this disturbance is not some predicate among others, but exactly the 

“differential” qua constitutively mimetic/narratable whoness that allowed for the production of a 

self-identical essence in the first place and which can thus never be wholly expelled.  

 

“The human”, then, is not the name of another being beyond essence, or of another essence beyond 

exclusion, but of the fact that the essence itself collapses since it rests on the exclusion of its own 

possibility. If the self-identical cogito rested on its mimetic articulation in order to come into being, 

but at the same time expelled such an original supplement, then “the human” is the name of the 

being perpetually confronted with the inherent collapse of its own anterior “we-reference”. The 

politics of this being cannot be thought as aiming towards any final life-form that appropriates this 

collapse as a negative subject. Instead, they must be thought as the persistent re-narrativization and 
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de-sedimentation of our we-references. As Wynter writes, “the maps of spring always have to be 

redrawn again, in undared forms”.171  

 

Let me finish off, here, by returning to Nancy with two interrelated tasks in hand: grasping more 

thoroughly the being of the being persistently confronted with, and exposed to, the collapse of its 

own anterior essence – and articulating why this being doesn’t fall prey to a re-inscription in 

“negative onto-typology”. 

 

NANCY AND THE PRIMACY OF MITSEIN 

What, in Nancy’s own work, responds to his question as we have interpreted it? What, in his work, 

responds to the need of configuring a mode of the who that no longer functions as a subject? Or, to 

articulate it from an angle that is perhaps more true to the necessary approach: In what way does 

the political subject show itself as the site of a dis-enclosure? It is obvious that giving a thorough 

answer to this question would exceed the space which I am left with here. In fact, it would certainly 

be possible to traverse the entirety of Nancy’s work and find a myriad of interrelated attempts 

functioning in different contexts, and showing themselves as the point of excess in different 

interpretative motions. Instead, therefore, of trying to perform some elaborate synthetic 

exposition, I want to use this final section on Nancy primarily in an effort to engage with that 

questioning of Heidegger propounded by Lacoue-Labarthe, with which the second chapter 

concluded, and with which we seem perpetually to be confronted – how does that which “comes 

after” the subject avoid being re-inscribed in the political temporalities of the subject? In doing so, I 

will mostly limit myself to two of Nancy’s seminal texts, namely The Inoperative Community and 

Being Singular Plural. Throughout this reading, it will also be possible for us to gather together a 

wide array of the motifs that have been developed throughout this text: The questions of 

temporality as developed in dialogue with Lacoue-Labarthe echo here in Nancy’s idea of “first 

philosophy”. Cavarero’s notion of the who as a primordially relational and “spaced” being resonates 

in Nancy’s notion of being singular plural. Wynter’s idea of the who as a political disturbance 

171 Sylvia Wynter, “The Pope Must Have Been Drunk, The King of Castile a Madman: Culture as Actuality, and the 
Caribbean Rethinking Modernity,” in Latin America, the Caribbean and Canada in the Hood: The Reordering of 
Culture, ed. Alvina Ruprecht and Cecilia Taiana (Carleton University Press, 1995), 35. 
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caused by a constitutive excess of the we-reference is heard in Nancy’s insistence on the community 

as “unworking”. I won’t explicate these systematically throughout, but it will be obvious that they 

are what ventriloquizes my engagement. 

 

The form of the question was the following: How do we avoid re-inscribing the “pre-subjective” 

Dasein into the temporalities of the political subject? In other words, how do we avoid turning the 

constitutively open relation to Being into an anterior “essential non-essence” that once again 

prescribes the destiny and proper appropriation of the political? If we transpose this question to 

our context, then, it is the question of how we avoid conceiving the singular being who is without 

an essence that precedes its relationality – who is without a stable we-reference – as an anterior 

essence, as a new and fixed we-reference. How to think a being whose relationality is “originary”, 

without reinscribing that “originary” relationality as an anterior essence? 

 

Allow me, all too briefly, to sketch a movement in Nancy’s work, that will allow us to see how this 

question might be posed in his context. In Being Singular Plural, Nancy makes the principal claim 

that “Being is put into play among us; it does not have any other meaning except the dis-position of 

this ‘between’.”172 In other words, and mirroring much of what has already been developed, the 

meaning of Being is never given prior to a sharing – it only occurs in and as this sharing itself, in the 

space between us. That which is “absolutely alone” – the anterior and self-identical essence of the 

subject – can only be the object of a retrojection “from” a world that is already underway between 

us, and as such it is necessarily implicated “in a relation that it refuses and precludes by its 

essence.”173 Only through or as the spacing – “betweenness” – provided by narratability, mimesis 

etc., does anything like the meaning of Being take place. Therefore, as Nancy writes, “a single being 

is a contradiction in terms. Such a being, which would be its own foundation, origin, and intimacy, 

would be incapable of Being, in every sense that this expression can have.”174   

 

174 Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, 12. 

173 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 4. 

172 Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, trans. Robert Richardson and Anne O’Byrne (Stanford University Press, 
2000), 27. 
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It is for this reason – this primacy of the with in Being  –  that Nancy attempts a re-rendition of 

what he calls Heidegger’s “first philosophy”,175 in which Mitsein is to be conceived as the point of 

departure.176 It is, according to Nancy, the circumscription, in Heidegger, of Mitsein into the logic 

of the “proper”, and the terms of “the people” and its “destiny”, that reveals that “the whole 

existential analytic still harbors some principle by which what it opens up is immediately closed 

off.”177 What is necessary, then, is to “refigure fundamental ontology with a thorough resolve that 

starts from the plural singular of origins, from being-with.”178 If the guiding horizon for the 

Heideggerian text was the Seinsfrage, then, as Critchley notes, Nancy’s displacement consists in the 

insistence that “the Seinsfrage has to be posed and pursued through the Mitseinsfrage”.179 

 

Here, however, our question arises: How do these levels of primordiality – the sharing “necessary” 

for singularity, the Mitsein “necessary” for Sein etc. – avoid their re-inscription into the temporal 

logic of the politics of the subject? How do we avoid conceiving the “singular plural” of our being 

as an anterior essence to which a particular political figuration might correspond, and in 

accordance with which a particular work is prescribed as that which must be realized or produced? 

It might seem, at first sight, as if Nancy gestures towards the exact sort of appropriation that 

Lacoue-Labarthe warned us about in Heidegger. He writes, for example, that “we must 

reappropriate what already made us who ‘we’ are today, here and now, the ‘we’ of a world who no 

longer struggle to have meaning but to be meaning itself.”180 Doesn’t this seem to claim that we 

must live, or find a way to live, in accordance with the singular plural as an anterior essence? That 

the “properly” political is something performed as, and prescribed by, the essence – or “essential 

non-essence” – of this being? 

 

This reading, however, relies on an underestimation of the disturbance Nancy aims to cause by 

insisting on the primacy of Mitsein. If the principal gesture of insisting on this primacy is that there 

180 Jean-Luc Nancy. Being Singular Plural, 4. 

179 Simon Critchley, “With Being-With? Notes on Jean-Luc Nancy’s Rewriting of Being and Time”, 
Phänomenologische Forschungen 3, no. 2 (1998), 54. 

178 Ibid., 25. 

177 Ibid., 93. 

176 Ibid., 26 

175 Ibid., 26. 
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can be no self-circumscribed absoluteness that doesn’t simultaneously expose itself to its own limit, 

to an excess that it cannot contain, something that it is with, then this must also hold for any 

figuration of Mitsein itself. In that sense, even if one attempts to conceive of Mitsein as an 

“anterior” structure of our being, and to figurate it into a political subject that appropriates said 

structure or “corresponds” to it, Mitsein would still remain as the impossibility of the enclosure of 

such a subject. Mitsein, therefore, as the fundamental condition of Being, cannot be understood as 

the substitution of one anterior “principle” for another. To the contrary, as Nancy writes, 

“being-with escapes completion and always evades occupying the place of a principle.”181 It is not a 

new anterior essence, which a particular subject could be said to represent. It is what necessarily 

exposes any such essence to its limit and thereby to its lack of self-enclosure.  

 

Mitsein, then, is not something which “comes after the subject” in the sense of substituting itself for 

it or taking its place – nor is it some-thing – like a collectivity or a social bond – which “precedes” it, 

and which thus in turn functions as an anterior essence. Rather, it is the name of what persistently 

renders the completion of the subject’s self-enclosure impossible. This is why, for Nancy, in The 

Inoperative Community, the community which he “proposes” is not one that is tied to some 

particular configuration of the world to be realized in a work, but rather the very function of a 

persistent “un-working” – it is “nothing other than what undoes [...] the autarchy of absolute 

immanence.”182 It is not another subject that has its aims set at undoing the previous subject, nor 

the lack of a subject sublated to the position of the subject, but the inherent incompletion or 

non-totalizability of any subject. In that sense, the “who” which comes “after the subject” is not 

something or someone that could be realized or brought about – it is never “put to work”, and it 

does not prescribe a project. It is, as Nancy writes, “not a matter of making, producing, or 

instituting a community”.183 To the contrary, “incompletion is its ‘principle’, taking the term 

‘incompletion’ in an active sense, however, as designating not insufficiency or lack, but the activity 

of sharing, the dynamic, if you will, of an uninterrupted passage through singular ruptures.”184 

 

184 Ibid., 35. 

183 Ibid., 34. 

182 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Inoperative Community, 4. 

181 Ibid., 93. 
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This insistence that “incompletion” is not to be understood as a lack, but as an “activity”, allows us 

to return to the Heideggerian moment. As we recall, there, the “nothingness” – the lack of ground 

– still ran the risk of becoming the new and negative site of a particular opportunity and destiny. In 

contradistinction to this “sublation” of the lack of subjectum as a new subjectum, Nancy insists that 

this “nothing” has itself already “exploded”.185 What this means, for Nancy, is that this lack is itself 

always dispersed in a sharing, and thus that it cannot be appropriated by a subject towards an 

immediate non-immediacy that corresponds to its “essential non-essence”. Contrary to what 

remains at stake in the “proper” of Dasein, the primacy of Mitsein entails that this nothingness 

could never be “mine”. As Nancy writes, “the origin is together with other origins, originally 

divided”.186 The point is, then, that by insisting on Mitsein as the “original” horizon and space of 

Being, the announcement of a lack of ground that echoes from the Heideggerian moment, can no 

longer be circumscribed by this lack itself as a ground – since it in turn is also divided, dispersed 

and shared. The “nothingness” of our pre-political antecedence, the lack of essence, cannot be 

figurated into a new essence as or in accordance with which the political is traversed, since any such 

figuration would simply confront us “again” with a new collapse, a new excess, a new un-working. 

What is shared and dispersed in Mitsein, then, is not simply the world, but also the groundlessness 

of said world – and thus, any attempt at figurating this groundlessness itself already exposes its lack 

of self-enclosure. Mitsein is, by definition, that non-aloneness which any attempt towards 

immanence – even an immanence of Mitsein itself – cannot fully subsume, insofar as this excess is 

what grants it the possibility of Being in the first place. If incompletion is an “activity” rather than a 

lack, it is because the who of the political is not ultimately an “onto-typologically” negative subject 

to be figurated, but rather is the un-working excess of the subject as such.  

 

The “who” which, for Nancy, “comes after the subject”, thus cannot be figurated without at the 

same time being displaced as that which disturbs said figuration. As Nancy writes in one of his last 

texts, “a perhaps insurmountable difficulty threatens the ambition to state the being of the sharing 

of being [l’être du partage de l’être], which cannot in any respect “be” other than by undoing 

186 Ibid., 13. 

185 Jean-Luc Nancy, Being Singular Plural, 3. 
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[défaisant] being (substantive, subject) in its very act (verb, transitive).”187 This difficulty, we would 

have to insist, is not one to be “overcome”. Rather, it constitutes the very site of the political if it is 

to be understood beyond the logic of pre-supposition and realization. If the politics of the subject 

was a mode of the political founded in a pre-political essence necessarily retrojected from a political 

world that had always already been articulated, then the “who” which comes after the subject, 

would in a sense simply have to be the being exposed to this ungrounded exteriority implied in any 

immanence. This who is someone for whom the question of the who remains without an answer, 

but poses itself persistently as a political question – that is, a question inaugurating a space without 

any anterior reference, not even the lack of anterior reference itself. Such a being is not one we 

could strive to become “some day”, it is who we already are as the dis-enclosed excess of the subject. 

 

 

187 Jean-Luc Nancy, The Disavowed Community, 5. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Faced with the question, who comes after the subject?, we were immediately struck by its peculiar 

structure. On the one hand it seemed to proclaim a certain “overcoming” of the subject – on the 

other hand it insisted on the who. This double bind, which has permeated the entirety of the text, 

was first and foremost founded in the fact that the very means with which the subject might come 

to be deconstructed, are not found “outside” said subject, but in its own structural form.  

 

This form, as we came to analyze it, was first and foremost founded in an immanentization of the 

function of ground. The politics of the subject designated a mode of the political that was founded 

in the self-enclosed essence of the political subject itself. In other words, it was a mode of the 

political in which the political as such was understood to depart from the subject, be traversed as 

the subject, and thus have as its necessary aim to realize the essence of the subject. However, insofar 

as the announcement of this mode of the political was an “immanentization”, then this also 

entailed, that no “other” or “outer” mandating source could be counted on to secure the 

self-identity of this subject. Therefore, the pre-political essence of the subject could only be granted 

“through” the political world of identifications – through the appropriation of a “model”.  

 

This led us to the conclusion – that the pre-political subject of the political, could only ever be 

understood as a retrojection from the political. The politics of the subject, then, took the form of a 

circumscription of the political as the effort of realizing an “officially” pre-political essence – while 

the very determination of this essence, at the same time, constituted the hidden object of the 

political. In this tandem, it thus became necessary – most visibly in Nazism – to “defend” the 

immanent subject which one presumed to be given. A “defensive logic” which – given the 

constitutive exteriority entailed for immanence to be achieved in the first place – ultimately 

constituted a “suicidal” endeavor.  
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If the conclusion thereby reached, was that “something” came before the subject, then the question 

came to take the shape of how this “before” is to be understood. Insofar as it couldn’t be grasped as 

the appropriative meeting between already self-identical relata, the place to which we had to turn 

instead, was the “primordially” ec-static being of Dasein. This being, however, also came to 

showcase the risk that the lack of any primordial essence, could itself be turned into an essence. A 

mode of the political based on such a being could thus still be circumscribed as one traversed as, 

and towards the realization of, its ec-static “subject”. In other words, the political could continue to 

be the field structured by the concurrent figuration of a subject that “properly” corresponded to its 

“primordial” (lack of) essence, and the destiny of realizing a world prescribed by said figuration.  

 

What thus became our task was to think the who of the political as someone who could never be 

figurated in the political as its pre-political ground or destiny. Here, Cavarero provided us with the 

idea of the singular being who only ever is in the relational spacing opened by a question that 

presumes no prior referent – the question who are you? Wynter provided us with the “human 

being” as the name of that which, insofar as any “we-reference” rests on the exclusion of an other 

(at the very least the other entailed through the movement of identification), always disturbs the 

solidity of any we-reference. And finally, Nancy, through the invocation of the primacy of Mitsein, 

came to understand the who as that which, in any presumed immanence or “work” (even the 

“work” of Mitsein itself), always remains involved or implicated as a non-circumscribable excess.  

 

This excess, we might finally say, is nothing but the field of a shared groundless exteriority, to which 

the politics of the subject – in the very moment of its immanentization of the function of 

subjectum – already exposes us. The movement from an external ground to an immanent ground 

“dis-encloses” our political being as a constitutively ex-ternal groundlessness. Mitsein, then, 

although it “comes first” in a transcendental sense, cannot constitute the form of anteriority 

characteristic of the subject. It is not something as which the political takes place, nor is it the 

prescription of a horizon for the political. To the contrary, it is the name of our persistent exposure 

to the fact, that we could not finally know who we are as the beings for whom the political is – it is 
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exactly this shared un-knowing of ourselves that is the political, once it is no longer foreclosed by a 

being that is taken to precede and prescribe it.  
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