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Chapter 3

Biopolitics and Probability:
Modifications on Life’s Way

Virgil W. Brower

Despite everything people ought to have learned from my maieutic careful-
ness . . . they will probably bawl out . . . that T know nothing about sociality

Kierkegaard’s joutnal'

This project retraces activations of Kierkegaard in the development of polit-
ical theology. It suggests alternative modes of states of exception attributed
to him. Several Kierkegaardian themes open themselves to ‘something like
pure potential’? in Agamben, namely: living death, animality, criminality,
auto-constitution, modification, liturgy, love and certain articulations of
improbabilities.

Genealogy of Infatuations

It is almost comical, distinctly short of divine. The Dane and Dante are
thought together. Something borders on humour about the way Agamben
twice invokes Kierkegaard in an early essay devoted to the radical naming
of the divine as ‘Comedy . He is included among a solemn few who appre-
ciate the tragic-comic distinction in the development of modern phil-
osophy. But this early engagement seems to strand Kierkegaard exclusively
on the tragic stage — as if lacking any laughter on his side® — associating
Fear and Trembling with the Abraham of Averroes: ‘the tragic situation
par excellence’.*

Something is no less tragic about another way Agamben later invokes
Kierkegaard as a prophet of the state of exception, by which a delimited
extreme becomes a norm. In §2.4 of Remnants of Auschwirz,
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the “extreme situation’ or ‘limir situation’ . . . is analogous to the function
ascribed by some jurists to the state of exception . . . As Kierkegaard writes,
‘the exception explains the general as well as itself. And when one wants to
really study the general, one need only look around for a real exception.’

Agamben does not find it necessary to cite ot reference the text in ques-
tion. This is already an anxious tic symptomatic of an overgeneralised and
unnuanced deployment of Kierkegaard within political theology. Agamben
is not the first to exhibit this symptom. This deployment becomes a self-
perpetuating — perhaps even tactical (considering its dissemination in
wartime) — feedback loop of repeated self-reinforcements thar verges upon
regulatory ‘capture’.® The primary concern would be critical consideration
of what remains uncaptured: beginning with the serious omissions that
have been made to Kierkegaard’s text.

For a thinker so allegedly attuned towards style” as Agamben, there
is tragic inattention to the meticulous pains and ‘maieutic carefulness’
Kierkegaard devotes to the pseudonymous perspectives® of respective texts
through his signature mode of indirection. The deference which Agamben’s
political theology grants to ‘the anonymous ones we call artists [seeking] to
constitute their life as a form of life’, specifically, ‘one who signs [a “work”]
with an ironic false name™ must be extended Kierkegaard’s singular style.

Such referential haste in Remnants is likely self-pardoned by Agamben
because he is simply extracting the first two sentences from a larger quota-
tion already canonised by Schmitt in the first chapter of Political Theology.

A Protestant theologian |Ein protestansischer Theologe] who demonstrared the
vital intensity possible in theological reflection in the nineteenth century
stated: “The exception explains the general and itself. And if one wants to
study the general correciy, one need only look around for a true exception.
[Here, Agamben stops.] It reveals everything more clearly than does the
general, Endless talk about the general becomes boring; there are exceptions.
If they cannot be explained, then, the general also cannot be explained. ‘The
difficulty is usually not noticed because the general is not thought about

with passion but with a comfortable superficiality. The exception, on the
other hand, thinks the general with intense passion.’*®

In Homo Sacer Agamben identifies this ‘theologian . . . as none other than

- Seren Kierkegaard'.!' Schmitt not only omits the title of the text in ques-

tion, but even Kierkegaard's name (the omission of which is, ironically,
perhaps the most astute aspect of the quotation).

Besotted Repetitions

Something almost criminal is at hand. As if constituting a kind of sovercign
command or expropriating control over another’s words, Schmitt’s block
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beyond the probable, God is absolutely not included, though it does not
follow from this that he is present wherever there is venturing beyond the
probable.”

Politics and probability are found entangled and indissociable. ‘The politi-
cal demotes the possible to the probable. Politics takes command of
humanity as probability feigns control over possibility. In politics as such
humanity is perhaps no longer possible. It probabilises the polis — as mega-
data enumerates subhumans — so politics might optimise policing.

Theodicy of Probable Animals

Agamben draws attention to how probability calculus scems reliant upon
enumeration. If the cause of the rupture with . . . classical physics was the
numerical character of the calculation of probabilities’, he then wonders
along with Simone Weil ‘why scientists did not choose to work on the very
notion of probability in order to elaborate a model of calculation that is
not founded on discontinuity but on continuity — instead of changing the
theory of physics from top to bottom’.*

Bad faith in raw numbers potentially burgeons into a form of govern-
mental command. This is indicative of Bernoulli’s ‘law of large numbers,
on which every statistical calculation is based’.*” Kierkegaard shares this
suspicion of reality based on vast enumeration.

How [ironic] that the law is this — that everything that needs numbers in
order to be important . . . the more numbers it needs, the less important it js.
Everything that can be . . . realized, only by means of great numbers, and that
men then regard with stupefied admiration, as if it were really important —
everything of this kind is unimportant. What is truly important is quite the
reverse, it always needs less and less wumbers in ovder to be vealized . . 1%

The reliability of numbers is of course a fraud, they are unreliable; and vet
this is what is offered you in the world, calculated to fool you, so that you
become part of the numbers . .. Numbers are used in order to conceal the
emptiness of existence, they put you in a state of exaltation, like opium, and
50 you are tranguilized by the immense reliability of numbers running into
millions . . . the znimal needs no higher certainty than numbers. "

Kierkegaard, the Anti-Bernoulli, transgresses the law by imagining a
nonlaw of lesser numbers.'” Command again is found malforming
human life into animality, now, through probability (algorithmically self-
optimised by numerical law) rather than sovereignty (administratively
auto-constituted by exceptional law). Kierkegaard indicts enumeration
as a brute logic of animal survival far less than human living. Numbers
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‘tranquilise” animals for Kierkegaard (as sovereign power passivises wild
werewolves into licking the king’s boots). ** Enumerated lifeforms become
more susceptible to such deception. It fools humans into reckoning as ani-
mals, for whom unreal numbers are ‘realised’ as reality itself,

This mechanism fooling folk into ‘becom([ing] part of the numbers’ is
certainly applicable to contemporary information society. Mass datafica-
tion by surveillance and platform capitalism'® tends ‘to replace people
with data trails, turning them into more effective shoppers or workers
. . . the people affected remain every bit as abstract as the numbers danc-
ing across the screen’.!™ Big data is deciphered by parahuman machine-
learning ‘precisely’ by the law of great numbers. The immense algorithmic
mining of it — from a ‘special perspective’’® once attributed by providen-
tial theodicy to god — is appropriated by governmental command over
datafied people, apostate to any Jir-urgy worthy of the name. Today this
virtual gubernation is part of “The Providential Machine’¥” and due as
much solemn attention — which, for Agamben, ever evokes the Dane — as
the comedic name Dante attributed to the divine.
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quantities akin to sequences, successions, sections, agglomerations, aggregaces, or
‘a variety of mathematical entities thar may not be numbets’ and, as such, elude
the critique. Paclo Zellini, The Mathematics of the Gods and the Algovithms of Men,
trans. Simon Carnell and Erica Segre (London: Allen Lane, 2020), p. 117. Yet
Kierkegaard is no doubt influenced by Hegel regarding such numerical problerus,
whose previous critique arguably anticipates Dedekind and Cantor and would stilt
seem to allege cheir subsequent quantities of mere approximations of bad infinicy
by decimal setiality. Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Science of Logic, trans.
George Di Giovanni {Cambridge: Cambridge Universicy Press, 2010), pp. 192,
202, 210-12, 276.

Kietkegaard, The Last Years: Journals 1853—1853, pp. 1634,

"This radical idea is perhaps still saturared in Kierkegaard’s congenital Protestantism
and its institution of a chosen few. This demands a reboot of the Weberian critique
in the present age. However digitally disenchanted, the populus electus personally
persists in believing itself chosen (as in the 2016 US election) via hyper-personalised
algorithmic mictorargeting (by encities like Cambridge Analyrica). Such targets are
prone to constitute themselves silently and secretly elected to personally elect the
new clector. CF. Hobbes: I find the KINGDOM OF GOD, to signify . . . a kingdom
properly so named, constituted by the votes of the people of Israel in peculiar manner;
wherein they chose God for their king . . .". Leviathan (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998), p. 216 [ch. 35, €2]; italics mine.
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Homo Sacer, pp. 105-8; [§6]. Cf. the ‘exception’ to ‘large number’ of the, ‘Anti-
Darwin’ entry in Friedrich Nietzsche, Tuwilight of the Idobs, trans, Thomas Common
{Mineola: Daover, 2019), p. 44.

Consider the ‘State of Exception’, ‘Surveillance Exceptionalism’ and “The New
Priesthood’ in Susanna Zuboff, The Age of Surveillance Capitalism (London: Profile
Books, 2019), pp. 71-4, 112-1, 187-90; Nick Stnicek, Platform Capitalism
{Malden: Polity, 2017), p. 57. See Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression
{(New York: New York University Press, 2018); Colin Koopman, How We Became
Our Data (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2019),

O'Neil, Weapons of Math Destruction, p. 48.

Agamben, Whar is Real?, p. 35,

Giotgio Agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory, trans. Lorenzo Chiesa and Matteo
Mandarini (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2011}, pp. 109-43; [§5].




‘Consistently challenging, informative, and enlightening, the essays in this
volume make a major contribution in situating Agamben’s thought in relation
to existentialist thinkers and themes. They provide a bright new lens through
which to view Agamben’s work.’
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