120 The Camp as Paradigm

If, on the other hand, the pertinent studies that Hannah Arendt
dedicated to the structure of totalitarian states in the postwar
period have a limit, it is precisely the absence of any biopolitical
‘perspective. Arendt very clearly discerns the link between total-
itarian rule and the particular condition of life that is the camp:
“THe supreme goal of all totalitarian states,” she writes, in a plan
for research on the concentration camps, which, unfortunately, was
not cartied through, “is not only the freely admitted, long-ranging
ambition to global rule, but also the never admitted and imme-
diately realized attempt at total domination. The concentsation
catnps are the laboratoties in the expetiment of total domination,
for human nature being what it is, this goal can be achieved only
under the extreme circumstances of human made hell” (Essays, p.
240). Yet what escapes Arendt is that the process is in a certain sense
the inverse of what she takes it to be, and that precisely the radical
transformation of politics into the realm of bare life (that is, into 2
camp) legitimated and necessitated total domination. Only be-
cause politics in our age had been.entirely transformed into bio-
politics was it possible for politics to be constituted as totalitarian
politics to a degree hitherto unknown, _

The fact that the two thinkets who may well have reflected most
deeply on the political problem of our age were unable to link
together their own insights is certainly an index of the difficulty of
this problem. The concept of “bare life” or “sacred life” is the focal
lens through which we shall try to make their points of view
converge. In the notion of bare life the interlacing of politics and
life has become so tight that it cannot easily be analyzed. Until we
become aware of the political nature of bare life and its modern
avatars (biological life, sexuality, etc.), we will not succeed in
clarifying the opacity at their center. Conversely, once modem
politics enters into an intimate symbiosis with bae fife, it loses the
intelligibility that still seems to us to characterize the juridico-
political foundation of classical politics.

i.2. Karl Lawith was the first to define the fundamental charac-
ter of totalitatian states as a “politicization ,of fife” and, at the
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sainie time, to note the curious contiguity between democracy and
totalitatianism:

Since the emancipation of the thitd estate, the formation of bourgeois
democracy and its transformation into mass industrial democracy, the
neutralization of politically relevant differences and postponement of
a decision about them has developed to the point of turning into its
opposite: a total politicization [torale Politisierung] of everything, even
of seemingly neutral domains of life. Thus in Marxist Russia chere
emerped a worker-state that was “inore intensively state-oriented than
any absolute monarchy”; in fascist Italy, a corporate state normatively
regulating not only national work, but also “after-work™ [Dopolavoro]
and all spiritual life; and, in National Socialist Germany, a wholly
integrated state, which, by means of racial laws and so forth, politicizes
even the life that had until then been private. (Der okkasionelle De-
Zionismus, p. 33)

"The contiguity between mass democracy and totalitarian states,
nevertheless, does not have the form of a sudden transformation (as
Lowith, here following in Schmitt’s footsteps, seems to maintain);
before impetuously coming to light in our century, the river of
biopolitics that gave honto sacer his life runs its course in a hidden
but continuous fashion. It is almost as if, starting from a certain
point, every decisive political event were double-sided: the spaces,
the liberties, and the rights won by individuals in their conllicts
with central powers always simultaneously prepared a tacit but
increasing inscription of individuals’ lives within the state order,
thus offering a new and more dreadful foundation for the very
sovereign power from which they wanted to liberate themselves.
“The ‘right’ to life,” writes Foucault, explaining the importance

- assumed by sex as a political issue, “® one’s body, to health, to

happiness, to the satisfaction of needs and, beyond all the oppres-
sions or ‘alienation,’ the ‘right’ to rediscover what one is and 4l that
one can be, this "right’—which the classical juridical system was
utterly incapable of comprehending—was the political response to
all these new procedures of power” (La volonté, p. 191). The fact is
that one and the same affirmation of bare life leads, in bourgeois



