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Prologue

“WHAT THEN 1S Melancholia?” So inquired Socrates of the courtesan
Aspasia, the lover of Pericles. “Is he mortal?” “No,” replied Aspasia. “What
then?” pursued Socrates, reputedly the wisest man of his age. “As in the
former instance,” explained Aspasia, “he is neither mortal nor immortal,
but in a mean between the two.” Socrates, intrigued now, grew impatient.
“What is he, Aspasia?” Her answer: “He is a formidable ghost (deinos
daimon). . . . But God mingles not with man; . .. [T]he wisdom which
understands this is spiritual; all other wisdom, such as that of arts and
handicrafts, is mean and vulgar. Now these ghosts or intermediate powers
are many and diverse, and one of them is Melancholia.” “And who,” pressed
Socrates, “was his father, and who his mother?” “The tale,” responded
Aspasia, “will take time;

nevertheless I will tell you. On the birthday of Hades there was a feast
of the gods in the underworld, at which the god Zagreus or Overabun-
dance, who is the son of Persephone and Zeus, was one of the guests.
When the feast was over, Penia or Poverty, as the manner is on such
occasions, came about the doors to beg. Now Zagreus, who was the
worse for nectar (there was no wine in those days), went into the cel-
lars of Hades and fell into a heavy sleep, and Poverty, considering her
own straitened circumstances, plotted to have a child by him, and
accordingly she lay down at his side and conceived Melancholia. . . .
And as his parentage is, so also are his fortunes. In the first place he is
always poor, and anything but tender and fair; . . . and he is rough and
squalid, and has no shoes, nor a house to dwell in; on the bare earth
exposed he lies under the open heaven, in the streets, or at the doors
of houses, taking his rest; and like his mother he is always in distress.

[1]
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Like his father too, whom he also partly resembles, he is always plotting
against the fair and good; he is bold, enterprising, belligerent, a mighty
hunter, always weaving some intrigue or other, keen in the pursuit of
wisdom, sorrowful, but not bereft of resources; a philosopher at all
times, terrible as an enchanter, sorcerer, sophist. He is by nature nei-
ther mortal nor immortal. But now he springs to life when he gets his
way, now he dies—all in the very same day. Because he is his father’s
son, however, he keeps coming back to life, but then anything he finds
his way to always slips away, and for this reason, Melancholia is never

completely without resources, nor is he ever rich.

The curious reader may be wondering where they should look for this frag-
ment of dialogue. Let us spare them the effort: it is nowhere to be found. If
it sounds familiar, that is because we have constructed it out of some lan-
guage from Plato’s Symposium, where it masquerades as Socrates’s myth
of the birth of Eros, which he credits not to the historical Aspasia but to
the fictional Diotima. We make this construction, drawing on the Freud-
ian technique of fabricating a narrative audacious enough to force a con-
frontation with a forgotten part of the analysand’s history, not to try the
reader’s patience, but to unsettle the history of philosophy just enough to
help recover the place of melancholia within it: a place unjustly usurped by
love. Having forgotten Freud’s insight that the melancholic temperament
is an expression of love, that indeed love can take the ambivalent form of
perpetual conflict, undying fury, and discontent in the face of injustice, we
have instead grown accustomed to thinking of melancholia as, at best, an
ethical disposition or, at worst, a merely personal affliction. What has been
lost is the understanding, possessed by both Freud and Aspasia, that the
true lover is always melancholic, the authentic melancholic always a lover.

That will come as no great revelation to anyone familiar with the Galenic
tradition, or the history of medieval and early-modern medicine, or heart-
ache. Our point, however, is not simply the obvious one that there exists
an intimate, affective connection between love and melancholy. Our point
is that melancholia, being one of the proper names for love, is an inter-
personal condition rather than a personal one; and being an interpersonal
condition, it exists within the realm of politics. According to Hannah
Arendt, one of the “reasons why philosophy has never found a place where
politics can take shape” is “the assumption that there is something political
in man that belongs to his essence.” Such an assumption, rooted in phi-
losophy’s myopic fixation on man, is fatefully misguided. “Man,” insists
Arendt, “is apolitical.” Politics, by contrast, “arises between men, and so
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quite outside of man. There is therefore no real political substance. Poli-
tics arises in what lies between men and is established as relationships.”
Politics is immaterial, a spirit—a daimon, to borrow some language from
Aspasia. Or perhaps we should say: politics is a ghost, an intermediary
spirit shuttling between human actants (“for God mingles not with man,”
as the wise Aspasia tells us). But for that very reason, Arendt is wrong to
conclude that philosophy has never found a place where politics can take
shape. It did once find a place; but then it just as quickly repressed its
knowledge of that place. It silenced the historical Aspasia’s tale of Melan-
cholia, progeny of Poverty and Abandon, in favor of the fictional Diotima’s
myth of Eros. It replaced the deinos daimon of melancholia, the daimon
of conflict, contestation, and righteous fury, with the doctrine of ideas.
Politics was sealed up within a fable of philosophical love.

With that in mind, let us return to our construction. Like all construc-
tions, ours is staged in order to release the spirit of encrypted loss; it thus
already takes part in a politics of melancholia. Philosophy became mel-
ancholic the moment it turned its back on politics following the death of
Socrates—the one death it could neither forget nor forgive.? But in melan-
cholically turning its back on the daemonic realm of politics, philosophy
also, in the paradoxical way of these things, ended up banishing Melancho-
lia. Socrates was made to speak, long after his own death, of the transcen-
dent love that would drive philosophy to seek the truth that would reform
the polis. Meanwhile, the deinos daimon Melancholia continued to haunt
the outskirts of the city, the lone inhabitant of the lost place of politics,
incapable of forgetting the death encrypted in the name of Eros. This was
the great injustice, the unforgettable outrage: everything that Socrates
was made to say about love in the Symposium—that it was bold, enterpris-
ing, belligerent; terrible as an enchanter, sorcerer, sophist; prone to plot-
ting and intrigue; keen in the pursuit of wisdom, sorrowful but not bereft
of resources; dying and springing to life again, continually; a philosopher
at all times—could also be said, should also be said, about Melancholia.
Melancholia’s place had been usurped; Aspasia had been supplanted; their
words and characters had been attributed to others. The thing about a
spirit, though, is that it can never die; it will always haunt. And so it is
with the daimon Melancholia, who, despite being displaced by Eros, has
nonetheless managed to maintain a furtive, immaterial existence in certain
literary and philosophical texts. Returning to those (mostly canonical) texts,
this book seeks to redress the injustice done to the demigod Melancholia by
restoring his acolytes to their rightful position as the poets, by turns inven-
tive and destructive, outraged and inspired, of political thought.
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We realize, of course, that a critical work on melancholia must seem,
at this point, like an exercise in melancholia itself. After all, wasn’t
the great age of academic melancholia over and done with by the early
aughts? Isn’t melancholia a bit passé? Isn’t W. G. Sebald dead and gone?
The ancient disposition of melancholia did indeed enjoy, after long years
of confinement, a burst of scholarly interest in the last decade of the twen-
tieth century and the early years of the twenty-first. But as if aware of
melancholia’s infernal origins, the representative works from this period—
Postcolonial Melancholia, The Melancholy of Race, The Psychic Life of
Power—all tend to politicize melancholia only insofar as they cast it in
a negative light: an obstacle to authentic political engagement, an afflic-
tion in need of a remedy.? Adding a Foucauldian twist to an uncritical (if
also widespread) reading of Freud’s essay “Mourning and Melancholia,”
these works bequeath to us a vision of melancholia as doubly sinister: not
just morbid and pathological, a species of failed mourning that hinders us
from working through the traumatic legacies of the past, but a mechanism
of governmentality to boot.

Paul Gilroy’s Postcolonial Melancholia offers a simple case in point.
Gilroy’s central claim is that white Britons suffer from—and, more to the
point, inflict—a melancholia that amounts to an unethical form of collec-
tive forgetting, an almost willful refusal to reckon with the shameful burden
of the past. At the most basic level, carriers of postcolonial melancholia
find themselves unable to work through, and, in working through, accept,
the painful reality of the loss of empire. Exhibiting only the most morbid
and pathological characteristics of melancholia, they test the reality of
multiculturalism—test it in the way that Freud says the melancholic tests
the painful reality of the loss of the loved object—and reject it, managing
thereby to forget the shame of the past while at the same time refusing to
acknowledge the loss of empire or confront its lasting costs. Not only, then,
do white Britons refuse to accept what they view as an impoverished pre-
sent; their refusal prevents everyone from advancing into a more egalitarian
future, one freed from the burden of empire’s supposedly glorious past.

The drawback of this thesis, as we see it, is that it is too quick to
cede the power of melancholia, which comes across as little more than
an insidious instrument of reactionary oppression, to the wrong parties.
Misconstrued as ressentiment, melancholia is left drained of its capacity
to challenge, even arrest, existing power formations. Like Anne Cheng, for
whom the raced American subject assumes an identity formation indis-
tinguishable from the denigrated object of melancholia—an object disci-
plined and rejected by turns, an object not fully incorporated into the very
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body (politic) that paradoxically cannot do without it for its own identity
formation—and Judith Butler, who argues that the lacerating and immo-
bilizing grief of the melancholic interiorizes the violent tactics of social
regulation, Gilroy takes what was the conflictual disposition of melancho-
lia and turns it into a form of affective panopticism. No longer recogniz-
able as the spirit of politics, melancholia is hereby transformed into the
opposite of itself: a disciplinary instrument through which the subject of
power, forced to adopt the thwarted position of the abjected lost object, is
denied political participation and full citizenship.

A corrective to this disciplinary version of melancholia was offered
by a second tradition—let’s call it the sorrowful-recollective—inspired by
Derrida’s revision of melancholia as the ethically retentive counterpart
to forgetful mourning.* The wellspring of this tradition, David Eng’s and
David Kazanjian’s preface to their edited collection, Loss, deserves special
comment, which we will reserve for later. A more recent example, and one
that shows just how fluid and heterogeneous these traditions can be, is
Joseph R. Winters’s Hope Draped in Black. There is much we admire in
Winters’s approach, in particular his fruitful campaign to make “strange
bedfellows” of the Black literary tradition and the critical theory of the
Frankfurt School.> We likewise share Winters’s desire to liberate melan-
cholia from the orthodox Freudianism that arguably ends up constraining
the work of Butler and Cheng. And we are fully on board with his critique
of the American model of amnestic progress. Where we part company
is over the potenza—the power and potential —of melancholia itself. In
keeping with what we regard as the self-imposed limitations of a merely
ethical, as opposed to fully political, melancholia, Winters is too quick to
reduce melancholia to a program of remembrance and the recollection of
loss, as if Walter Benjamin’s angel of history, whom Winters invokes, were
not being irresistibly propelled (albeit backward) into the future. Such an
approach, we feel, downplays the poietic dimension of melancholia, its
capacity for making as well as for remembering, “registering,” and “unset-
tling.” If there is hope, it is not only because “expressions of ‘death and

bR

disappointment’” can “simultaneously voice longings for a better, more
just existence”; it is because our situation is utterly hopeless, and hope-
lessness is the mother of political poesis.® That is why, though we have
no wish to deny anyone their historical claim to incomparable sorrow or
question the “heightened receptivity to loss” acquired through the inter-
generational trauma of “race-inflected violence and suffering,” we resist
the idea that the cause of melancholia is temporal rather than lost, or that

the melancholic’s contemplative gaze must be directed backward rather
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than downward—that its perspective must be historical and not, as we
will go on to argue in these pages, drawing on the language of Marxian
critique, natural historical.” As we understand it, the power of melancho-
lia, like that of thought and judgment, belongs to everyone (the pallor of
our canonical representatives notwithstanding). The political melancholic
affirms, sorrowfully but also jubilantly, our common condition of living in
the midst of the worst.

That common condition has been brilliantly diagnosed, and at times
brilliantly countered, by the works of what we will call the affective tradi-
tion, works such as Jonathan Flatley’s Affective Mapping, Rebecca Comay’s
Mourning Sickness, and Jonathan Lear’s Radical Hope.® Indebted as much
to Heidegger and Benjamin as to psychoanalysis or poststructuralist ethics,
these works make a powerful case for understanding melancholy as both
persistent and ubiquitous: nothing less than the Stimmung of a modernity
ushered in by the French Revolution. But melancholy, however ubiquitous
as amood, is not in and of itself political; or, rather, its affirmative political
dimension remains latent if it is treated only as an affective atmosphere
or as the basis for a “counter-mood.”® Where the governmental and recol-
lective traditions leave us with a mostly negatively politicized melancholia
recuperable only as the work of mourning, these later works bequeath us a
melancholia that manifests as a mood to be managed rather than as a form
of thought capable of transforming the outside world. Correspondingly,
they figure a melancholic who has attunement but lacks praxis.

Our melancholic is different. A figure standing both for what needs to
be done and for what remains unrealizable in the world’s political aspira-
tions, our politicized melancholic, far from being indifferent, marginalized,
or affectively disciplined, embodies the universal condition of communal
life: a discontent that so vexes and irritates a community’s members that it
becomes the common symptom binding them together. In that respect, the
affective dimension of the melancholic disposition remains most faithful
to the common cause of a polity. Faithfully, then, this book returns, in true
melancholic fashion, to some of the unforgettable offenses on which com-
munities, whether imagined or historical, have been founded: the death
of Socrates; the fratricide in Hamlet; Woyzeck’s killing of Marie in Georg
Biichner’s Woyzeck; the murder of Moses in Freud’s last text; the violent
appropriation of nature by the invisible hand of the market; the intergen-
erational betrayal of the revolutionary idea that Hannah Arendt detects
in the aftermath of the revolutions of the eighteenth century. Such returns
are neither nostalgic nor recuperative. Rather, they repeat the melancholic
gesture of holding on to the worst—of affirming the common sense that

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

PROLOGUE [7]

there is indeed something rotten, not only in the state of Denmark, but
universally. Yet even as our melancholic practice remains attuned to his-
tories of wreckage and grief, it follows Hamlet in turning the tactical ruses
and surprises of the nocturnal temperament to a different end than self-
laceration or, just as important, self-recovery. Political melancholia, as we
have come to understand it through our readings of literary and philo-
sophical texts, is mournful but also jubilant, catastrophic but also poietic.
It is the name we give to the restive dimension of an ageless affect, an
immemorial mood of unbending disconsolation. And while its presence
can be detected in the recorded histories of successive political orders,
it cannot be said to belong to or arise from any of them. More closely
aligned with what Roberto Esposito, reflecting on the commencement
of a continuously emergent revolutionary beginning, terms “the origin of
the political” than with any conventional concept of politics, melancholia
is political in that it organizes the other volatile sentiments, particularly
shame, anxiety, and wrath, that human culture carries over from its pre-
history.!? Following in the footsteps of a tradition of melancholic thinkers
descended from Aristotle, we argue that those affective registers of melan-
cholia, in affirming the worst, are what enable us to open a space for “the
existence of the unreal” that not only makes us courageous and just but
that also enjoins us to think something new.!

Among modernist proponents of that tradition, Benjamin is surely the
most well-known, and with good reason, as we will see in a moment. Yet
Benjamin was not alone in recognizing what he called the “motorial” force
of melancholia; he had precursors.'? When Kierkegaard, for example,
raised the restlessness of anxiety to the dignity of a philosophical object,
he declared melancholia to be the “ailment of our age”™—but an “ailment” so
dear to him, of such “utmost importance,” that he could never do without
it. “The strange ideas of my melancholy,” he wrote, “I do not give up.”'3 It
is not the destruction of traditional beliefs that causes this epochal ail-
ment. Rather, what occasions this crisis is the melancholic way of think-
ing itself: the revelation of another history and another politics brought
about by what Theodor Adorno, in his study on Kierkegaard, calls the
melancholic’s “specific engagement with historical realien.”** In making
a ruin appear out of the flotsam washed ashore from the tradition of the
forgotten, melancholia makes a crisis. The melancholic, as Kierkegaard
emphasizes, has “uncommon powers” in dealing with reality, even when
he is inwardly shattered by it and his immense capacities are concealed
from him under the guise of providence.'® The melancholic recalls some-
thing essential from history—remnants of long forgotten figures and past
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struggles—and discovers in them the necessity of another path, a deeper
passion. That passion is attuned to an affirmative mode of mourning, of
“standing face to face with nothingness,” of wishing that the echo of your
mourning and your emptiness would reverberate back to you.'® As Adorno
demonstrates, Kierkegaard’s philosophy originates in melancholia, which
becomes something akin to a transcendental affect. From out of a specific
struggle with historical realities, melancholia makes possible not just the
emergence of new truths, but the different aesthetic and attitude toward
life those truths require.'?

Benjamin’s Origin of German Tragic Drama takes this philosophy a
step further. For Kierkegaard, melancholy was the “ailment of our age”
precisely because it named an interior state, albeit one pensively engaged
with historical realities. Benjamin transforms the melancholic disposition
into something impersonal, a generalized mood of the world that sur-
passes any compensatory schemes pursued by the interiorizing “work of
mourning” (Trauerarbeit). Mourning plays, observes Benjamin, “are not
so much plays that cause mourning, as plays through which mournful-
ness finds satisfaction”; they are “plays for the mournful” (119). This is
a historical claim about the experience of the profaned world after the
death of tragedy. But it is also a way of acknowledging that mournfulness,
now freed from the cell of subjective dejection, has become persistent and
pervasive, detectable in all objects and spheres of life. When Benjamin ties
“the theory of mourning” to a feeling “which is released from any empirical
subject and is intimately bound to the fullness of an object,” when he cel-

” «

ebrates the “astounding tenacity of intention” “at the heart of mourning,”

”

“capable of a special intensification” “matched perhaps only by love,” he
thus does more than diagnose melancholia as a reaction to a world sud-
denly emptied of meaning. He describes a world “which is revealed under
the gaze of the melancholy man”: a world in which the subject is appre-
hended by the “solemn” intention “within the object itself.” “Mourning is
the state of mind” that is “bound to an a priori object.” Persevering like
love, “and that not playfully,” as Benjamin is quick to clarify, the melan-
cholic state of mind is more persistent, more pervasive, and more general-
ized than it first appears. “Only called a feeling because it does not occupy
the highest place,” melancholia is shown by Benjamin to be categorical, an
ontology, the a priori condition of life in modernity (139).

What finally makes that melancholic ontology affirmative, and not
merely a new version of acedia, is the place of repetition within it. “The
never-ending repetition” characteristic of the Trauerspiel—its reliance
on grave processions and ostentatious displays, on empty ceremony and
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pomp—*“secures the bleak rule of a melancholic distaste for life,” according
to Benjamin (140). That way of describing the staginess of Trauerspiel may
make it sound as though the genre trafficked in a clichéd version of the
melancholic temperament, which is often accused of being fixated, rumi-
native, spiraling, tedious: repetitive in the worst sense. But what Benjamin
in fact describes is how the melancholic passion for stilted ostentation
and halting procession reveals an enigmatic dynamism stored up in his-
torical phenomena, precisely by bringing those phenomena to a stand-
still, objectifying them, and draining them of their vitality. In the deaden-
ing “depersonalization” performed by Trauerspiel, Benjamin locates the
mechanism of a peculiarly melancholic poesis. Offstage, “the deadening
of the emotions, and the ebbing away of the waves of life which are the
source of these emotions in the body, can increase the distance between
the self and the surrounding world to the point of alienation from the
body” When staged as Trauerspiel, “the concept of the pathological state,
in which the most simple object appears to be a symbol of some enigmatic
wisdom because it lacks any natural, creative relationship to us, was set in
an incomparably productive context” (140). Yet productive how, one might
ask, and of what? One answer to that question comes by way of Howard
Caygill’s gloss on Benjamin’s claim that there will eventually come a point
“where the universe has been taken over by that despair which is actually
its secret hope.” “When there is only repetition,” explains Caygill, “then the
affirmation of it creates a novelty and thus breaks the immanence of rep-
etition.”’® Analogously, the melancholic affirmation of repetition, drama-
tized in “the never-ending repetition” of Trauerspiel’s paradoxically frozen
processions, breaks the immanence of mere repetition by performing a
transmutation of mourning that is truly novel.!® Repeatedly replaying
the alienation of the selfin relation “to the surrounding world,” increasing
the “symptom of depersonalization . .. to an intense degree of mournful-
ness,” Trauerspiel gives rise to a new, and newly redeemed, form of mourn-
ing. The “contemplative paralysis” formalized in the genre’s incessant
repetition reveals that mourning is double: that the self-absorbed object of
mourning does not coincide with itself; that it is outside of itself, different
from itself, a surprise to itself (140).

As Benjamin demonstrates, nowhere is this turn of melancholia
toward affirmation clearer than in Shakespeare’s Hamlet: “ Hamlet’s]
life, the exemplary object of his mourning, points, before its extinction,
to the Christian providence in whose bosom his mournful images are
transformed into a blessed existence. Only in a princely life such as this is
melancholy redeemed, by being confronted with itself” (158). Melancholia
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grasped in this fashion, at the point where it encounters and interrupts
itself, where it is repeated and affirmed and where it is no longer con-
tained in a form but effects a transformation, “inspires itself to new life”
and awakens “within itself the clear light of self-awareness” (158). Even
the most despairing and destitute melancholia, once fully affirmed, would
become something other than mere despair and destitution. In fact, it may
pass over from being affirmative to being, like divine violence or the pro-
letarian general strike, “afformative”: the insertion into history of a cae-
sura, a pause or paralysis that is also a fundamental interruption.2° This
paralysis, wherein “no work is done, nothing is produced, and nothing is
planned,” not even the work of mourning, is the political event of affirma-
tive melancholia.?! It manifests a new sociality, a melancholic collective
attuned to the bleak rule of an empty world, like the mourners in the fro-
zen processions of Trauerspiel.

The reader can be forgiven for thinking that this affirmative version of
melancholia bears only a passing resemblance to melancholia as it is com-
monly understood. How did it come to that? How did it happen, to pose the
question a different way, that the figure who inspired an awestruck Aristotle
to wonder, “Why is it that all men who have become outstanding in philoso-
phy, statesmanship, poetry or the arts are melancholic?” got driven under-
ground, forced to endure a furtive and disreputable existence on the outskirts
of the polis? Should we blame Cassian, who warned his fellow cenobites that
“our sixth combat is with what the Greeks call axndio [acedia], which we may
term weariness or distress of heart”? Or should we blame Pinel, who, after
describing melancholia in the usual fashion (“The symptoms generally com-
prehended by the term melancholia are taciturnity, a thoughtful pensive air,
gloomy suspicions, and a love of solitude”), declared that “nothing . . . can be
more hideous than the figure of a melancholic, brooding over his imaginary
misfortunes”?22 Many commentators would be inclined to point the finger
at Freud and at his 1917 essay “Mourning and Melancholia,” in particular.
We, however, wish to point a different finger in a slightly different direction,
toward an overly deferential reading of Freud’s essay and of its revision, six
years later, as part of The Ego and the Id.

Freud begins “Mourning and Melancholia” by drawing a contrast—too
sharp, in the opinion of later commentators—between the work carried
out by “normal” mourning, on the one hand, and “pathological” melancholia,
on the other. The former process, avers Freud, holds little mystery. Having
first “shown that the loved object no longer exists,” “reality-testing” then
“proceeds to demand that all libido shall be withdrawn from its attach-
ments to that object.”?2 Understandably, this process, which gets “carried

For general queries, contact webmaster@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

PROLOGUE [11]

out bit by bit, at great expense of time and cathetic energy,” can drag
on, and it often arouses an opposition on the part of the ego “so intense
that a turning away from reality takes place and a clinging to the object
through the medium of a hallucinatory wishful psychosis” (14:244). In the
end, though, concludes Freud, experience shows “that when the work of
mourning is completed the ego becomes free and uninhibited again,” ready
to transfer its libido to another object (14:245). In melancholia, by con-
trast, no transference of libidinal energy to a new object occurs; instead,
that free libido is withdrawn into the ego, where, Freud tells us, “it [is] not
employed in any unspecified way, but [serves] to establish an identifica-
tion of the ego with the abandoned object” (14:249). The result, according
to Freud, is an entrenched ambivalence, on the part of the ego, toward
the object—that is to say, toward that portion of itself that identifies with
the object. On the one hand, the ego’s “narcissistic identification with the
object . . . becomes a substitute for the erotic cathexis, the result of which
is that in spite of the conflict with the loved person the love-relation need
not be given up” (14:249). Or, as Freud puts it a few pages later, “by tak-
ing flight into the ego, love escapes extinction” (14:257). At the same time,
however, the melancholic continues to harbor feelings of aggression and
hostility toward the object that abandoned, injured, or otherwise disap-
pointed the ego. “If the love for the object—a love which cannot be given
up though the object itself is given up—takes refuge in narcissistic identi-
fication,” writes Freud, “then the hate comes into operation on this substi-
tutive object, abusing it, debasing it, making it suffer and deriving sadis-
tic satisfaction from its suffering” (14:251). Inwardly directed, played out
again and again (“In melancholia . . . countless separate struggles are car-
ried on over the object, in which hate and love contend with one another”
[14:2561), ambivalence ensures that it is not only love for the object that
the melancholic preserves but conflict, too. As Freud puts it in a famous
passage:

[T]he shadow of the object fell upon the ego, and the latter could
henceforth be judged by a special agency, as though it were an object,
the forsaken object. In this way an object-loss was transformed into an
ego-loss and the conflict between the ego and the loved person into a
cleavage between the critical activity of the ego and the ego as altered
by identification (14:249).

Having declined the reality principle’s injunction to transfer their libidinal
energies to another object, the melancholic gets ambivalence and internal-
ized aggression instead.
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That, at least, is one way of reading the situation. We believe, how-
ever, that there is more implied by, even embedded in, Freud’s diagram of
the psyche than ambivalence or a conflict turned inward. What the dia-
gram gives us instead is a model for neutralizing sovereign power, which
in turn frees us to pursue a politics bereft of the consolations of mastery.
Consider the intersection of identification and the ego ideal. The superego,
Freud tells us in The Ego and the Id, arises out of the nascent ego’s iden-
tification with the ego ideal.2* The gestures of melancholia, meanwhile,
repeatedly stage a history in which the feelings associated with what Freud
calls “the loss of an ideal kind"—outrage, disappointment, disillusionment,
“dissatisfaction with the ego on moral grounds™—get transferred onto the
object, which is then criticized, in turn, by the “institution” or “agency”
that Freud will eventually label the superego (14:246). In “Mourning and
Melancholia,” Freud presents this as a quasi-political parable in which a
“mental constellation of revolt” has “passed over into the crushed state
of melancholia” (14:248). But here Freud misapprehends as capitulation
what is in fact a peculiar tactic of the melancholic. The superego, we know,
needs the ego in the same way a sovereign needs cowering subjects. Like
the sovereign, the superego thrives on the cultivation of particular affects:
dread, certainly, but also the pleasures associated with failure and resig-
nation. Yet Freud says something else about the melancholic ego. He says
that “the complex of melancholia behaves like an open wound, drawing
to itself cathectic energies . . . from all directions, and emptying the ego
until it is totally impoverished” (14:253). This is one key to understanding
melancholia as a political disposition: the fact that it drains the psychical
complex of the affects, the dread and suffering and perverse pleasure, on
which the superego ordinarily feeds. With the ego thus depleted—a situ-
ation too easily mischaracterized as impotence or a lack of agency—the
superego becomes bonded to the object, becomes, as it were, completely
absorbed in the object, like a monarch who, deprived of cowering sub-
jects, spends all day staring at his moldering coronation robes and dented
crown. Far, then, from laying out a straightforward political parable—
cruel and oppressive superego on one side of the barricade, crushed ego
on the other—Freud’s diagram in fact schematizes a self-enclosed system
collapsing in upon itself, with the superego berating and denigrating an
object that is really only a part of the self-same complex: the derivative of
an ego ideal lacerating itself for its own loss.

Freud himself provides us with a compelling image of this dynamic.
Describing the unconscious nature of melancholia—oftentimes, the
melancholic “knows whom he has lost but not what he has lost in him,”
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suggesting “that melancholia is in some way related to an object-loss
which is withdrawn from consciousness”—Freud notes the following:

In mourning we found that the inhibition and loss of interest [in
the outside world] are fully accounted for by the work of mourning
in which the ego is absorbed. In melancholia the unknown loss will
result in a similar internal work and will therefore be responsible for
the melancholic inhibition. The difference is that the inhibition of the
melancholic seems puzzling to us because we cannot see what it is that
is absorbing him so entirely (14:245-246).

That Freud himself should fail to see what it is that absorbs the melancholic
so entirely is instructive, if not altogether surprising. For it never seems to
occur to Freud, as it never seems to occur to certain critics of melancholia,
that there could be a form of melancholia that has nothing to do with, and
cannot be understood by, any would-be sovereign figure: a melancholia that,
far from being beholden to the superego, circumvents it altogether. For such a
melancholia, the superego represents, at best, an obstacle to be overcome—a
pretender seeking to claim credit for a disposition that precedes it—on the
way to accomplishing a larger goal. The melancholic has no choice, then, but
to develop tactics; and here we encounter one of them. Freud confesses that
he cannot see what absorbs the melancholic so completely. And yet Freud
himself remains completely absorbed in the melancholic’s absorption in the
unconscious object. Absorbed by absorption, with no ego to distract him,
Freud becomes lost to the realm of the lost object.

Meanwhile, the melancholic is free to direct her pent-up energies else-
where. “The most remarkable characteristic of melancholia, and the one
in most need of explanation,” observes Freud, “is its tendency to change
round”—the language already evokes revolution—“into mania” (14:253).
“What has happened here,” Freud goes on to conjecture, “is that, as a result
of some influence, a large expenditure of psychical energy, long maintained
or habitually occurring, has at last become unnecessary, so that it is avail-
able for numerous applications and possibilities of discharge”™—among
which we would like to include, not just political action alone, but that
paradoxical combination of discontent and sublime fury which allows us
to contemplate the unreal (14:254). Freud then arrives at the following
conclusion:

In mania, the ego must have got over the loss of the object (or its
mourning over the loss, or perhaps the object itself), and thereupon the
whole quota of anticathexis which the painful suffering of melancholia
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had drawn to itself from the ego and “bound” will have become avail-
able. Moreover, the manic subject plainly demonstrates his liberation
from the object which was the cause of his suffering, by seeking like a
ravenously hungry man for new object-cathexes (14:255).

As Freud interprets it, mania amounts to something like an extreme reso-
lution of mourning: evidence that the subject has at last “got over” the
object. But if mania seems triumphant, it is not because the melancholic
has abandoned the object (although he may have transcended loss, which
is something else entirely); it is because he has devised a strategy to neu-
tralize the superego. What mania signals is not the final convergence of
melancholia with mourning. That would be to misunderstand how melan-
cholia perpetuates and even intensifies the conflict that mourning seeks to
resolve. What mania signals is the next, furious phase in the melancholic’s
project, made possible by abandoning the superego to the object.

But not, let us reiterate, by abandoning the object. Freud contends that
the manic subject, newly liberated from the crushed state of melancholia
that inevitably follows the psyche’s failed revolt against reality, seeks like
a ravenously hungry man for a new object in which to invest their libid-
inal energies. That, however, is to assume that melancholia and mania
are mutually exclusive states. It is also to ignore the possibility that they
exist on a continuum, with mania functioning as a more heightened, and
indeed more radicalized, version of melancholia: a melancholia that has
overcome being crushed and, newly emboldened, returned to a “mental
constellation of revolt.” Recall that Freud characterizes melancholia as
a state of sustained ambivalence, an admixture of love and hate for the
incorporated (and unrelinquished) object, a confusion of fidelity and con-
flict. Eager to identify any evidence that “healthy” mourning always wins
the day, Freud imagines an uplifting scenario in which the emancipated
maniac, having freed himself from the object whose incorporation has
caused him so much suffering, seeks after new object-cathexes. But what
if the melancholic turns manic not because they have relinquished the
object but because they have figured out the true power of cathexis? What
if melancholics were demonstrating their liberation not by seeking new
object-cathexes in the outside world but by cathecting to the object in just
the way that Freud says they do: by investing their free libidinal ener-
gies not in the object as such but in the “vehement passions,” the conflict
of love and love of conflict, associated with it?2°> When Freud observes
that the most remarkable thing about melancholia is its tendency to
turn round—to make a revolution—into mania, he bears witness to the
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liberated melancholic’s recovery of the mental constellation of revolt, now
under the furious, inspired guise of mania.

So: the political melancholic has the power to arrest the would-be,
superegoic master by absorbing the latter’s attentions in the realm of the
object. They also have the capacity to liberate themselves from the suffer-
ing caused by their incorporation of the object, not by ravenously seeking
after new, compensatory object-cathexes (the melancholic is nothing if not
faithful), but by cathecting their libidinal energies to the mental constel-
lation of revolt, the undying love and endless conflict, associated with the
object. With that reframing of the melancholic temperament in mind, we
would now like to raise a more fundamental question: What exactly is
the “lost” object of melancholia? Freud himself is somewhat vague on the
topic, associating it both with the loved object and with an unspecified
“what”™—an ideal, say, or an aspiration, or some grand plan—that is lost
when the object as such is lost. In the specific case of political melancho-
lia, however, the “what” that is lost is politics itself. Here we diverge from
Giorgio Agamben, who in his own reading of the lost object of melancho-
lia argues that melancholy “would be not so much the regressive reaction
to the loss of the love object as the imaginative capacity to make an unob-
tainable object appear as if lost.”26 Melancholia is reassuringly deceptive,
according to Agamben. If the object in question has never in fact been
possessed, melancholia will delude us into believing that it is merely lost;
if the object in question could never be possessed only because it never
existed, melancholia will delude us into believing that it may be appropri-
ated, imaginatively, as something lost. This, we wish to argue, both is and
is not the case with politics, and has been from its origin. We have never
known, nor ever had, politics. But neither is politics “lost” in the way that
Foucault implies when he argues that the death of Socrates ushered in
“a form of veridiction peculiar precisely to philosophical discourse, and
the courage of which must be exercised until death as a test of the soul
that cannot take place on the political platform.”?7 Politics is lost, like the
object in melancholia is lost, only insofar as it has never been possessed.
And therein lies the true cause of melancholic grief, as well as its power of
affirmation. We have had any number of spurious, compensatory objects
in the place of politics—governmentality, war, the sovereign exception,
postpolitical competition, and political economy all come to mind—but
we have only ever known politics as something lost. The political mel-
ancholic has been dissatisfied with every one of those substitutes, every
one of those compensatory objects soliciting their, and our, libidinal
cathexis. The political melancholic is not so naive, however, as to believe
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that politics is merely lost, that it once existed in reality and might thus
be recovered. Even the melancholic sense that politics was lost with the
death of Socrates is lost to the melancholic, for whom no such consoling
fiction will satisfy. Rather, the melancholic counters philosophical veridic-
tion with affirmation: affirmation that politics is lost, and that its loss is
the origin of politics. Affirming that all ideals, including the ideal of loss,
are lost, the melancholic is then free to open a space for the unreal —which
is as much to say that the melancholic enters into open conflict with a real-
ity that continues to demand that they give up their devotion to the lost
object of politics and instead seek another, more wholesome and profit-
able object-cathexis. To this repeated injunction the melancholic says No,
just as they have done for millennia. And thus does their love for the object
escape extinction.

In fact, this is how the melancholic both affirms that love and, by the
same gesture, shows that love to be a power of affirmation. In his preface to
The Description of Misfortune, Sebald programmatically writes that melan-
choly “at the level of art . . . is anything but reactive or reactionary. . . . Mel-
ancholy, the contemplation of the movement of misfortune, has nothing
in common with the wish to die. It is a form of resistance.”?® Melancholia
is to be understood in precisely this fashion, as resistance; but in just that
way it is also the affirmation of another politics, one keyed to division, grief,
and misfortune. The melancholic, writes Sebald, “goes over again just how
things could have happened”; he cannot help but recount, repeatedly, the
“description of misfortune.”?® How can the incessant recounting of mis-
fortune be a political act and create a shift in the meaning of the political?
According to the classicist Nicole Loraux, every politics begins “with a call
to oblivion.” Amnesty—and amnesia—are deployed to renew the bond of
life in the city, but always at the terrible cost of replacing the memory of
misfortune (kakon). Granted, as Loraux notes, there is a good reason for
the members of a polis to put an end to the alliance of “terrible wrath”
and “unforgetting grief” (penthos alaston), for it “wanders” (alaomat) in
the community like an accursed ghost that, in Plutarch’s reckoning, “must
absolutely be avoided (aleuasthai).”3° And yet, Loraux observes, the exhor-
tations made to the Athenian citizens to remember to forget their ments,
their wrathful grief, render visible another strength, a much more formidable
remembering (mneme) and the politics it makes possible:

Wrath in mourning, the principle of which is eternal repetition, will-

ingly expresses itself with an aei, and the fascination of this tireless
“always” threatens to set it up as a powerful rival to the political aei
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that establishes the memory of institutions. . . . I renounce my menis—
is never pronounced. . . . Menis: a word to hide the memory whose
name is concealed by it. Another memory, much more formidable than
mneme. A memory that reduces itself completely to nonoblivion. [. . .]
And just as it was necessary to forget the strength behind the “ills,”
a recurrent utterance shows the renunciation of memory-anger: it is
necessary to deny—assuming that it is possible—the denial that has
stiffened upon itself.?!

Here Loraux brings the forbidden-but-not-forgotten memory of menis
in closest proximity to Nietzsche’s eternal return, and thus to the edge
of affirmation. In the never-renounced menis, “the eternal repetition”
of mourning-wrath, modeled by the Athenian citizen, we encounter a
“powerful rival” to the “memory,” rooted in amnesty and amnesia, of
political institutions.

The unforgetting melancholic is thus not a transformative figure
because she struggles with her melancholic condition. Rather, melancho-
lia is itself the engine of transformation because in it struggle, now rec-
ognized as fidelity to a loss or a sorrow that does not forget and thus is
not to be overcome, becomes political. Melancholia, liberated from being
merely an individual affliction, passes over to a mode of courage, a virtue,
as Badiou might call it, that takes time and involves “holding on, in a dif-
ferent duration from that imposed by the law of the world.”32 This fidelity
to a different time and duration can express itself, according to Benjamin’s
“Theses on the Philosophy of History,” as “courage, humor, cunning, and
fortitude”—each of which can be found in the arsenal shared, for example,
by Socrates and Hamlet. But it can also manifest itself as hatred, love,
unforgetting anger, and grief: in short, as all those vehement passions that
have been unwelcome in the city basically since Pericles gave his funeral
oration, but which are seized, externalized, and deployed by the melan-
cholic to create another “concept of the political”

For who could ever engage in a discourse on melancholia without tak-
ing a stand, or without a transcendental commitment to the persistence
of what Loraux calls “nonoblivion”?33 The sorrow that cannot forget itself
demands an affirmative gesture, an unconditional engagement with the
cause of loss, with the promise of a memory that is more originary than
any institutionalized politics or philosophy.?* As Loraux argues, politics
and philosophy presuppose the fidelity of the melancholic to this inscru-
table thing, the “unforgetful.”>®> The melancholic finds, in the sphere of
sorrow, an insistence of nonoblivion that demands what Foucault calls the
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“courage of truth”: that way of accounting for unforgettable loss which has
not yet become Socratic or philosophical questioning. Keyed to pervasive,
universal sorrow and the inevitability of conflict, the melancholic in this
way reorients “the concept of the political” as one that is at once antagonis-
tic, mournful, and communal. Contrary to Derrida’s double affirmation, the
“arche-originary pledge” anterior to any determinate content, his “yes, yes”
that situates a “vigil” and opens up the space for politics, albeit without giving
a specific position, a politics of melancholia as it is understood here entails
an intensely determined attitude toward an intensely determined thing.36 A
politics of melancholia determines—and in determining, affirms—why one
is always already subject to a vigil, why one takes a stand, remains vigilant, in
relation to the “movement of misfortune” alluded to by Sebald. Hamlet and
Woyzeck are mad in a double sense: they are furies, yes, but they are also lov-
ers, given over to Plato’s mania. It is this madness that makes their mourning
affirmative, and thus melancholic. They are not going to let politics fall into
oblivion just because it is lost.

Arguably this amounts to a different understanding of loss and the
object—and so, too, of the melancholic disposition—than the one encoun-
tered in the restorative version of melancholia exemplified by the preface to
the collection Loss. For the editors of that collection, David Eng and David
Kazanjian, the question “What is lost?” gives way, “invariably,” to another
question—“What remains?”—that in turn gives way to a statement: “What
is lost is known only by what remains of it.”37 Understood in those terms, the
object becomes whatever can be recovered from what Eng and Kazanjian call
“the domain of remains”—a definition that effectively drains melancholia of
its radical potential by reducing it to a form of defiant curation (4). Setting
aside the obvious Lacanian rejoinder that the lost object may not wish to be
recollected any more than the beggar wanted half of Saint Martin’s cloak,
we raise a more basic objection: namely that the object of melancholia is
“known,” if it can be said to be “known” at all, not by what remains of it but
by its absence, galling and overwhelming, from the impoverished domain of
world history.?® The melancholic looks about her and declares, “This is not
it; this has never been it.” The question raised by the melancholic is thus not
“What is lost?” or (perish the thought) “What remains?” It is, “Should a world
that has never been ‘it’ be reassembled at all?”

For that reason, we wish to revise Eng’s and Kazanjian’s otherwise cru-
cial insight that “the work of mourning remains becomes possible through
melancholia’s continued engagement with the various and ongoing forms
of loss—as Freud writes, ‘of a loved person’ or ‘some abstraction which has
taken the place of one. Such as one’s country, liberty, an ideal, and so on™”
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(5). There is indeed something continuous about the work of melancholia,
and it does transpire at the level of Freud’s “and so on.” But where Eng and
Kazanjian take the “melancholic excess” implicit in that “and so on” as
necessitating the work of “mourning remains,” we understand it as Freud’s
tacit admission that melancholia concerns the ongoing accumulation—the
piling up, as Walter Benjamin might put it—of ruins (5). The one mode is
merely recuperative. The other is a process of infinite unmaking, carried
out in the name of what can never be forgotten precisely because it has
not yet been. The one is a version of renunciation, now reiterated as “the
adamant refusal of closure” (3). The other is an expression, manic and
furious at times, of a mode so transitive and impersonal that it could never
be reduced to anything like a conscious recollection of what remains.

This is not to suggest, however, that the melancholic has nothing to
do, no purpose in life. Just because a politics of melancholia entails some-
thing other than constructively mourning what remains of a broken world
does not then mean that it is not affirmative. It is simply affirmative of
the ruination that a program of “mourning remains” takes it upon itself
to remedy. Once again, this way of understanding melancholia requires
a correspondingly new understanding of the object. Earlier we argued
that the melancholic cathects to the loving conflict (and conflictual love)
associated with the object more than to the object as such. In fact, it may
be—and the actions of a figure like Hamlet bear this out—that the only
reason the melancholic retains the lost object at all is so they will have a
pretext for continuing the conflict and love which they would otherwise
have to relinquish. Freud himself intuited as much. The self-reproaches
and complaints of melancholics, he observes, “are really ‘plaints’ in the old
sense of the word”: “reproaches against a loved object which have been
shifted away from it on to the patient’s own ego” (14:248). Strictly speak-
ing, then, the reproaches voiced by the melancholic are not self-reproaches
(although they might be misinterpreted as such) so much as objective
complaints: the externalization, in plaintive speech, of an internalized
sense of injustice. The melancholic is the lead plaintiff in what turns out
to be a collective action taken against the outside world.

Perhaps, then, when speaking of the melancholic object, we should
not speak of an object at all, or at least not in the strict, Freudian sense of
a loved object retained through incorporation or a “what” whose remains
we mourn. Perhaps we should speak instead of a particular disposition
toward the object that the melancholic externalizes, literally objectifies, in
the world around them. Perhaps, borrowing some language from Adorno,
we should speak, not of the object, which implies something determined
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by the subject (including the mourning subject), but of “objectivity.” In
Freud’s theory of melancholia, where narcissistically internalized libidi-
nal energy forms an identification between the ego and the abandoned
object, one can still hear echoes of the bourgeois belief that there exists an
identity of subject and object. It was that identity which Adorno, follow-
ing the example set by Benjamin, made it his business to disintegrate,
precisely by demonstrating that not only the identity between subject
and object, but the categories of subject and object themselves, are never
immune from the natural forces of decomposition, decay, and dissolu-
tion.3? As the fact that Adorno’s thinking was influenced by Benjamin’s
work on the Trauerspiel suggests, however, this was an understanding of
the relation of subject to object already arrived at by the melancholic.
Long before Adorno, the melancholic grasped that the object, when
properly understood as objective—that is, as both a source of truth and
as something that, existing in the material world, was prone to decay—
announced the dissolution of the reality whose dictates, Freud tells us,
the melancholic strenuously rejects. Benjamin was of course invariably
sympathetic to what we have taken to calling the politically melancholic
disposition. But when Adorno, building upon Benjamin’s work in the Ori-
gin of German Tragic Drama, proclaims that “the objectivity of history . . .
is natural history”—that historical reality, like the secure identity of the
subject, remains open to the same natural decay that befalls any material
object; that the eternal decay of all objects is the objective truth disclosed
in history—he, too, is speaking in the language, or at least the tonality, of
the political melancholic.#® What Freud could not see, and what genera-
tions of commentators have repeatedly dismissed as sullenness, alienation,
despondency, or worse, was simply the melancholic’s absorption in natural
history. Meanwhile, what Adorno clearly perceived was that such absorp-
tion repeated, in objectified form, the melancholic’s own disconsolate and
conflictual disposition toward the lost object.

At its most basic, the term natural history refers to Adorno’s insight
that the second nature created by society’s “natural law of motion” leads to
“the negation of any nature that might be conceived as the first.”4! Nature
and history, observes Adorno, writing under the influence of Benjamin’s
own, earlier ruminations on the concept of natural history, are present in
one another: nature is “present as transience” in any historical formation,
while history is present in nature “as something that has evolved and is
transient.”*2 Just as the presence of transient nature means that no histori-
cal formation can ever resolve itself into a given, inevitable, “natural” state,
so too does nature remain subject to historicization, to transformation by
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humans—to its own form of transience. And just as all historical forma-
tions succumb, in time, to the natural forces of evolution and decay, so
too are humans never simply fated to be engulfed by natural forces that
exist entirely outside of or apart from their own nature, their own capacity
for historicizing action. Insofar as nature is worked on, it is implicated in
history; and insofar as nature is implicated in history, it is never merely
anomic and abysmal. “The attitude of melancholic contemplation,” as
Adorno calls it, doesn’t just remain absorbed in such natural history; it
is an outgrowth and an engine of it. This comes across most clearly in a
lecture that Adorno delivered on January 12, 1965. There Adorno seeks to
clarify why, in his view, “the relationship of nature and history provides us
with the primal image of interpretive behavior.”4? Evoking Benjamin’s Ori-
gin of German Tragic Drama, Adorno reminds us that this primal image
of natural historical interpretation has been with us for a very long time,
“handed down,” as he puts it, “through intellectual history in the form of
allegory.” He then continues:

Beneath this gaze, the profound gaze of allegory, which is perhaps
the model for the philosophical gaze as such—because the attitude of
melancholic contemplation may well be the attitude on which philo-
sophical inquiry has been founded—nature stands revealed. Nature, I
say, reveals itself beneath this gaze as history, just as in all allegory the
death’s head owes its central importance to the fact that as a natural
object its own expression reveals its historical nature. Conversely . . .
beneath this gaze history stands revealed as nature in so far as it turns
out to be permanent transience.**

Such a melancholy attitude, because it “perceives transience in everything
historical,” is not just recollective of the past, according to Adorno; it is
also “critical,” given over to the dialectical negation of both nature and his-
tory. Thus “we might even say,” picking up on Adorno’s argument,

that the transition from philosophy to criticism represents something
like a secularization of melancholy. This is a melancholy that has
become active, not a melancholy that makes do, that remains stuck fast
in an unhappy consciousness, not at home with itself, but a conscious-
ness that exteriorizes itself as a critique of existing phenomena. Such a
melancholy is probably the pre-eminent critical, philosophical stance.
In other words, if you read the phenomena of history as the cyphers of
their own transience or their own natural deterioration, they will also
always be defined by their own negativity.*5
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If melancholia has been misconstrued as dejection rather than absorption—if
we have squandered, as it were, our philosophical inheritance—it is largely
due to having forgotten this understanding of melancholy and, with it, our
capacity to recognize natural historical dissolution as the objectification
of our critical consciousness. The shadow of the lost object has fallen, not
only across the ego, but across the objectivity of history, which is natural
history.

This collective forgetting of a melancholia inseparable from natural
history has had effects both immediate and far-reaching. Immediately, it
is has led politics to submit to the logic of our own historical formation,
where capitalism thrives on the assumption of groundlessness and flux—the
assumption, that is, of a wild, anarchic nature anterior to law and order and
in need of a strong, guiding hand, preferably of the invisible sort. Worse still
it has meant that we continue to submit to a much older, and indeed persis-
tent, logic, a logic that might be said to constitute the primal sin of political
philosophy. From the moment that Pindar’s sovereign law (nomos basileus),
conjured to justify violence “with the strongest hand,” joined forces with the
Sophists’ fantasy of a natural “right of the strongest,” political philosophy
has stumbled over the egregious conflation of might with right, violence
(Bia) with justice (dike), that constitutes the inner workings of both sover-
eignty and government. (Agamben would go so far as to claim, in fact, that
“the hidden paradigm guiding every successive definition of sovereignty” is
precisely Pindar’s sovereign nomos, which works by melding the principle
of superior force with a force of law said to have originated from a natu-
ral source.*6) Precisely because of that initial misstep, however, political
philosophy has never stopped dreaming of a noncoercive nomos and an
immemorial physis capable of eluding the grasp of sovereignty and govern-
mentality even while remaining essential to their self-conception. Consider,
for example, the idea of chora (space) in the Timaeus, Plato’s dramatized
theorization of cosmogony and natural history.*? Plato’s reflections, “as in
a dream,” on the unsettled and yet indestructible chora seem to be driven
by a single-minded pursuit of a third, bastard nature capable of breaking
open the dichotomy between a changeless sphere of commanding, lawful
being (a “source” and a “father,” 50d) and an anomic nature of becoming
and semblance apprehended by changeable opinion (doxa). Here and else-
where in his political philosophy, Plato tends to multiply the terms nature
(physis) and law (nomos) to avoid the false alternative between a sovereign
nomos that becomes one with nature, as in Pindar’s poem, and the Sophis-
tic notion of an anomic, brute nature anterior to nomos. For such a notion
of lawless nature serves either to justify the violence of the strongest or, in
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Hobbes, the intervention of the sovereign into the state of nature. Mean-
while, Plato’s chora, this nearly incomprehensible space, formless and yet
capable of receiving and giving form, compels us to think a nomic nature, a
nature suspended between the hypernomic order of unchanging forms and
the anomic sphere of visible nature: a physionomos.*® It is as the Athenian
remarks in Plato’s Laws: such a physionomos would replace and displace
Pindar’s “decree of nature . . . that the stronger should rule and the weaker
should obey” (69oc). The Platonic pursuit of physionomos effectively derails
the operative fantasy of the Sophists that a physis can be severed from its
nomos—that underneath law and logos roam the unfettered forces of a wild
state of nature in need of despotic rule. Taking up Plato’s unfinished project,
then, the political melancholic remains absorbed not just in natural history
but, more specifically, in the pursuit of physionomos.

It is with this idea of a physionomic natural history in mind that we
come around, in good melancholic fashion, to Albrecht Diirer’s much scru-
tinized engraving Melancholia I. This engraving, which Diirer dedicated
to the Emperor Maximilian I, makes a strange gift for a prince. As Erwin
Panofsky points out, the engraving’s saturnine figure wears keys, signify-
ing power, and a purse, signifying wealth: meet emblems for the power of
the emperor over the Earth.# Yet the image sends mixed signals; for it
also depicts the power of melancholia to dismantle the emperor’s Earthly
realm. The saw, nails, and plane, scattered seemingly without sense, sug-
gest that Melancholia is aligned more with the undoing than the building
of a world, more with derailing current orders than with restoring old ones
(let alone mourning them). Nor is Melancholia unaware of what it can do.
As if cognizant of their own transformative powers, the engraving’s satur-
nine figure and child exhibit a strange sort of resolve, at once frozen and
purposeful. Together with the dog and the bat, they form a community
of melancholic creatures bound together only by an affect that possesses
them, citizens of neither of the orders, worldly or divine, that they take it
upon themselves to undo. The night vision of the bat, the ghostly light of
the rainbow, and the lurid gleam of the comet seen in the background of
Diirer’s work catalog the nocturnal weapons of melancholia: nimble in
twilight and obscurity, attuned to spectral forces and to the transformative
events of natural history, winged and prophetic.

Meanwhile, the saturnine figure’s baleful stare and clenched fist (a new
motif introduced by Diirer into the iconography of melancholia) hint at the
resolve and power latent in the melancholic temperament. There is a fury
at the root of that temperament, yet it would be a mistake to reduce that
fury to anger or, worse, ressentiment. The peculiar fury of melancholia,
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and the clenched fist used to signify it, associate melancholia with stasis,
the ancient term naming a standstill in the workings of the polis, the stale-
mate that obtains once the norms and rules that ordinarily govern civic
life have been dismantled.?® Even today, the melancholic stands accused
of bringing political life to a grinding halt. To this accusation we say, Yes,
exactly. Stasis, a standing still in order to stand up (or a standing up that
is also a standing still: the term derives from the pregnant moment when
someone stands up to challenge someone else), is an insurrectionary ges-
ture: a baleful stare, a clenched fist. Frozen and yet momentous, almost
imperceptible and yet striking enough to captivate those who witness it,
the stasis inaugurated—inaugurated at every moment, one might say—by
the melancholic gesture introduces a genuinely revolutionary time into the
regulated time, the dependable tick-tock-ticking, of the polis. This revo-
lutionary, melancholic time is a plodding time, a patient time. Set to the
speed of natural historical phenomena, it is revolutionary in the way that
Saturn revolves around the Sun.

And in its plodding, revolutionary way, that time carries us back,
returns us, both temporally and spatially: temporally, to the early days of
the polis; spatially, to the scene of the polis’s first encounter with itself. In
458 BC, shortly before the performance of Aeschylus’s Oresteia trilogy, a
section behind the orchestra was cut off from the theater located on the
Acropolis in Athens: the skene. It was in this separate structure, hidden
behind the playing area, withdrawn from the view of both the audience and
the chorus, that all the inadmissible acts and unimaginable horrors that
might haunt the city could now be staged—staged, but not witnessed.>! In
the case of the Oresteia, those acts and horrors include not only Agamem-
non’s murder but also, in the Libation-Bearers (the most ghostly of the
three tragedies), the taciturn powers of Apollo and Agamemnon’s ghost,
whose presence can be felt “from the other side of the mound where his
dismembered limbs lie entombed.”>2 Just as important, the skene conceals
from view Electra’s and Orestes’s plan to kill Clytemnestra, a plan that also
involves the secret schemes and machinations of Pylades, the courtier and
secret counselor avant la lettre. Along with acts of murder, brooding gods,
and restless spirits, the skene thus harbors, while also hiding from view,
the presence of strife: in the house, in the family, in the souls of the actors,
and in the city. The fallout of stasis, its humus, so to speak—its fertile
breeding ground and residue—lies dormant in the skene. As a gathering
place for a forgotten history, the skene becomes the backstage haunt of
strife, the site where its catastrophic past and future is stored as though its
melancholic contents retained a glimmer of redemptive power.
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The question of stasis—or rather, of what to do with stasis—thus
becomes the abiding, if unstated, question at the heart of the Oresteia.
In Agamemnon, for example, Cassandra furiously affirms stasis: “Let the
insatiable spirit of strife [stasis] raise a cry of triumph over the family”
(1116-7). Meanwhile, the chorus can only lament its ruinous powers, fol-
lowed by a death wish: “Io, Earth, Earth, if only you had swallowed me up /
before I saw this man lying / in the lowly deathbed” (1538-40). It is the
presence of stasis, sitting like a crypt not only between the opposing fac-
tions but in their midst, in oikos, that prompts the silencing discourse at
work in the trilogy. Words are chosen carefully or else become a means of
deception. Secrets are kept and plots hidden from sight. Either muteness,
the blockage of information itself, is on dramatic display in the Oresteia,
or else the cacophonous sounds of the vengeful furies.

But while emerging from oikos, the institution of stasis—its status as
a permanent, if muted, feature of civic life—combats oikonomical stasis
by partitioning it further, making finer critical cuts within its seemingly
self-contained economy. As J. Peter Euben notes, Orestes’s political focus
is striking, particularly compared to how his mother triumphantly justi-
fies the killing of her husband. Unlike Clytemnestra, who harps on private
wrongs, Orestes begins his speech after the murder of his mother with a
vow to break the rule of “the twin tyrants of this land” (973). In Agamem-
non, the aftermath of the Trojan War gets redirected into the oikos, with
the fall of Troy repeated in the downfall of the House of Atreus. In the
more melancholic Libation-Bearers, a wrathful Orestes returns home and,
having avenged his father, brings the force of downfall out of the oikos and
into the city. The fall of Troy, which had become the downfall of the House
of Atreus, now becomes the downfall of tyrants. Perhaps, then, Agam-
ben is on the right track when he claims that, ultimately, “stasis does not
originate in the oikos; it is not a ‘war within the family, but forms part of
a device that functions in a manner similar to the state of exception. . . .
Oikos is politicized and included in the polis through stasis.”>3 In that case
stasis, traditionally considered the greatest calamity that could befall a
city, is to be welcome, for it makes politics, which is coterminous with the
overcoming of tyranny (“the twin tyrants of this land”), possible in the
first place.

Now if there exists anything like a determinate politics of melancholia,
a tactics or program, it will be found here, in the melancholic’s ability to
effect stasis. Stasis is, in the first place, temporal, a time of standstill. It
is also gestural. Yet in both these ways, stasis—and the frozen gestures of
fury in Diirer’s engraving only emphasize the point—is structural, even
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diagrammatic. Look again at the dismantled tableau of Melancholia I. The
melancholic, having picked up on the underlying mood of the polis, then
reintroduces that mood in the frozen gestures of stasis. That which he
extracts from his historical formation, he then reinserts, this time as an
inert diagram, a frozen constellation. Surrounded by the ruins of both the
material and cosmic orders, the static figure of Melancholia—seated, per-
haps, or forever on the verge of standing up—succeeds in rearranging her
historical formation so thoroughly as to redirect the onlooker’s attentions
into the workings of natural history. This is a genuinely revolutionary ges-
ture not only in the usual sense of reversing an intolerable situation but in
the sense that, by introducing the furious, frozen gesture of stasis, the mel-
ancholic allows for the possibility of a new and, strictly speaking, unthink-
able discourse. Unlike the other discourses available to us—those of the
master, the university, the analyst, and the hysteric—this new discourse,
the discourse of the melancholic, cannot be established by a quarter turn
but only by a revolutionary reordering: an impossible inversion of object
over subject, knowledge over master.>* A thorough overturning—truly, a
re-volution—of the power latent in the discourse of the hysteric, the dis-
course of the melancholic introduces the possibility of the impossible and
thus provides the political subject with a cause so immemorial, it can only
seem new.

In that respect, our understanding of melancholia differs from that
found, for example, in Esposito’s work on melancholia and community.
Esposito compares melancholia, which he describes as being “made of
nothing and impossible to appropriate,” to the putative lack of das Ding,
the Thing.5® But here it would do to recall the genealogy of the Thing
as psychoanalysis understands it. The Thing first appears in the Project
Jor a Scientific Psychology, where Freud imagines the process by which
“a human-being learns to cognize” in relation to “a fellow human-being.”
“The perceptual complexes proceeding from this fellow human-being,”
conjectures Freud, “will in part be new and non-comparable” to the
subject’s own, whereas

other visual perceptions . . . will coincide in the subject with memo-
ries of quite similar visual impressions of his own, of his own body. . . .
Thus the complex of the fellow human-being falls apart into two com-
ponents, of which one makes an impression by its constant structure
and stays together as a thing, while the other can be understood by the
activity of memory—that is, can be traced back to information from
[the subject’s] own body.?6
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Picking up on this idea of a bifurcated fellow human being, split between
a visual register we recognize and a “new and non-comparable” compo-
nent that we judge to be “strange and even hostile on occasion,” Lacan
then draws a connection between the constant, structurally inert Thing
detectable (but not understandable) in the fellow human being, and the
implacable death drive.>? What Lacan draws out is thus the Thing’s asso-
ciation with destruction: with externalized sadism and a disruption of the
pleasure principle. And that association becomes even stronger when we
consider that, from the perspective of the subject, the Thing is “new and
non-comparable,” a description that calls to mind Adorno’s observation
that ““the new; the dialectically produced, actually presents itself in history
as the archaic.”®® The appearance of the new, an appearance precipitated,
according to psychoanalysis, by a judgment leveled against the Thing in
the neighbor, signals transience and so occupies the same register as the
archaic—the register, that is, of something so “strange and even hostile”
that it announces the passing away of what is given and familiar.

We thus agree with Esposito—what melancholic wouldn’t? —that com-
munity is not a substantive res, and certainly not our res.>® We agree, in
other words, that community is impossible, precluded from cohering by
the Thing.6° But if the Thing makes community impossible, that is not
because it is nothing, not because it is lacking in a groundless, insubstan-
tial way—not because it fails to assemble, as the Heideggerian overtones
in Esposito’s use of the term Thing would imply—but because it is all too
real, in the properly Lacanian sense of being constant and inert, lacking
from the place of lack. Esposito assumes that the melancholic is fixated,
Hamlet-like—or, rather, pseudo-Hamlet-like—on the delinquere, the failure
or crime, that cuts across community.6! But what absorbs the melancholic
is not a lacerating fault, exactly, but rather, as Benjamin perceived, a realm
of infinite perishing or eternal passing away. The “crime” in this case—the
crime that is actually the source of our secret hope—is not that the ghost
is dead but that the ghost remains unburied. The Thing, missing from
its grave, missing from the place of foundational lack beneath the polis,
is always (and therefore never fully) perishing, eternally (and therefore
never fully) passing away. The Thing is simply one of the names we give to
indestructible transience.

Melancholia, then, as commentators have long perceived, comes down
to an absorption in the Thing. But it is not the Thing as a gathering or
assembly at the site of groundlessness; nor is it the Thing as a simple fault
or lack. It is the Thing made unforgettable and indestructible: unforget-
table by having never been “known” in the first place, indestructible by
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virtue of its having been encrypted, lodged in a state where it is always
perishing, never past. It is the Thing as the lack even of lack, even of the
groundlessness that allows for assemblages. It is the Thing as the objec-
tivity of history. In this respect, the melancholic has a particular (non)-
relationship with the law. It is not the nomos that concerns her, since the
nomos, to follow Esposito’s logic, is predicated on a lack or fault that draws
each subject into a guilt history registered by the delinguere aspect of com-
munity. For the melancholic, there is no foundational crime anterior to
or under the law. There is not even what Esposito refers to as the primal
murder of community as such. What the melancholic perceives instead is
the delinquent nature of law itself, the scandal that brought nomos into
existence and that continues to inhere within it. That scandal is simply
this: the violent separation of nomos from physis, either under the guise
of a nomos justified by a spurious conception of natural strength (that the
strong should rule the weak) or a nomos called upon to subdue, while also
claiming for itself, a wild, brutish nature anterior to the law. That violent
separation, as the melancholic unconsciously recognizes, is neither right
nor just. It therefore must be reversed.

Earlier we imagined the melancholic looking about her at an impov-
erished world and declaring, “This is not it; this has never been it.” Now
we need to amend that declaration somewhat, if for no other reason than
to distinguish the stance of the melancholic from that of the hysteric. For
in fact the melancholic looks about her and declares, “There is nothing
but this; the eternally perishing, indestructible Thing is what we have.
It is the new cause of a new community, the basis for a thinking of the
unreal.” The seduction (or perhaps the danger) of mourning has always
been that it will endorse the ancient, decisionist logic of krists by putting
an end to crisis: by declaring, in essence, that the diseased body is dead,
the great wrong righted, the rituals dutifully enacted, the crisis master-
fully resolved. Melancholia, by contrast, perpetuates and intensifies crisis.
Where mourning installs lack at the center of community, melancholia
reorients community around those permanent causes that confound kri-
sis: disease, discontent, dissolution. A preponderance of the black bile, as
the ancients well knew, keeps any body, including the body politic, in a
state of permanent disequilibrium.

The melancholic is typically regarded as unhappy or despairing; but
he only despairs of the nomos, which, existing on the order of a spuri-
ous second nature, cannot be redeemed. The melancholic’s hope lies
elsewhere, in the physionomos. Pitched somewhere between the hyper-
nomic realm of unchanging forms and the anomic realm of visible nature,
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physionomos names a nomic form of nature—in short, a natural historical
nature, a critical nature. Freud was surely correct to note how the mel-
ancholic exhibits little interest in maintaining life. But what Freud could
not have known, although he clearly intuited as much, is that the life
eschewed by the melancholic is the “life” we now identify as the prod-
uct of the sovereign exception: life as something qualified by sovereign
power, animated by sovereign power—in short, biopolitical life.6? That is
a life which the melancholic has no interest in perpetuating. Rather, the
“life” that interests the melancholic is the natural historical life realized
in the death drive. This is a physionomical life, a life neither qualified by
nomos, to which it remains indifferent, nor natural in the sense of being
available as the grounding of law. This life, this life that concerns the mel-
ancholic, is more akin to the chora theorized in Plato’s Timaeus: formless
and yet capable of taking form; indestructible because subject to constant
destruction; unforgettable because encrypted in the unconscious; revolu-
tionary because caught up in incessant transformation; a realm of crea-
turely delight not subject to the intervention of nomos into physis. Head
bent, the melancholic gazes into this realm, his eyes set, not on despair,
but on future happiness.
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110-11, 134, 218; corrupting, of philoso-
phy, 63; dispositifs (apparatuses) of,
65; juridical, 109; knowledge and, 61,
108; political, 43, 60-61, 241; and pow-
erlessness, 34-35, 61, 211; and power
relations, 26on27; and power rule,
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251n21

Republic (Plato), 30-64

republican tradition, 252n40

Resistance, the, 234-36

respectability, acquisition of, 84

ressentiment, 4, 23

return, rule of, 172

revelation, 140

revolution, 7, 13-15, 26, 29, 45, 89, 92;
Arendt and, 6, 220-44; capitalism and,
213, 218; Freud and, 157, 182, 186; natu-
ral history and, 240-44; poetic, 237;
poverty and, 240-44; and revolution-
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