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Leaning Out, Caught in the Fall

Interdependency and Ethics in Cavarero

JUDITH BUTLER

Adriana Cavarero’s postural ethics values inclination understood as what
deviates from the straight and narrow path of philosophy and from its
masculinist norms.! For Cavarero, geometrical models are important not
only for understanding the masculinist presumptions that go along with
the Homo Erectus that conventionally informs moral philosophy, but also
the feminist or feminine deviation conventionally disparaged as unruly
inclination in need of mastery and containment. For Cavarero, inclina-
tion is inclination toward another, a posture of desire and love and an im-
plicit relation of care, characterized by a responsiveness to those who are
dependent. In a way, the insistent verticality of the masculine norm, con-
flated with a moral norm, requires the inclined body it disparages. The
body that leans or strains outside itself, offering or seeking support, al-
ways somewhat unbalanced, is presupposed by the upright body. For how
did that upright body rise up and stand as it does? It was not born into
the world a standing person, which means that the upright body is formed
in dependency. In the beginning, no one stands. But the point can be more
broadly generalized: even now, for those who can stand, or who some-
times stand (and not all of us can), no one stands on her own. We talk
that way, for sure: “It is time for you to stand on your own!” or “Finally, I
am out from under some form of dependency and can stand on my own
two feet.” The exhilaration of that self-standing is not to be underesti-
mated. It is the “jubilant” moment in Lacan’s mirror-stage. But I want to
add to this formulation: all bodies from the start require support to stand
on their own, if they are able to stand at all, and they never outgrow that
requirement.
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We may think that it is possible to distinguish between groups of
people who require support to stand and those who do not, but disability
studies has taught us to reflect upon the forms of support that everyone
requires getting and staying vertical in a world. Of course, not everyone
can stand, and all of us potentially can become a person who cannot
stand. There are, of course, some who are too young to stand and some
who are too old, and there are those who require technical supports to
stand or to move. It should be of concern to all of us when supports for
standing or moving are not always in place; when, for instance, public
spaces are not accessible. But the more general point here is that for
those who stand or for those who establish forms of uprightness without
precisely standing, as many people in wheelchairs do, this is the result
of an established domain of infrastructural support provided by public
or private means, including machines and devices, chairs, crutches, and
curb stops, technology in broader and narrower senses, platforms, path-
ways, sidewalks, elevators, lifts, roads, and floors. So this leads to a general
point about the available figures we have for expressing self-sufficiency,
for whether able-bodied or not, no one actually stands on their own.
Standing can only figure self-sufficiency by eliding the infrastructural
conditions of its very possibility. This means as well that the sort of
standing that humans do is conditioned and formed by objects and ma-
terial conditions that are constituent moments of standing upright as
a human.

I would add here that this is a largely unpursued point implied by
Lacan’s well-known discussion of the mirror-stage, where the “stade” in
stade du miroir draws on the notion of the theatrical stage or platform,
operating as a minor proscenium. Feminist critics have rightly pointed
out that it is probably a mother who stands behind the infant, propping
him, and not, as Lacan claims, a trotte-bébé.> As important as that criti-
cism has been for pointing out the elision of the maternal, it would be
wrong to assume that a technical support simply substitutes for the
mother, as has been widely argued, effacing her acts of care. After all,
maternal care also requires technical and material supports, platforms,
and ambulatory devices. And the infant, not yet able to stand or move
on her own, is supported by humans whose genders span a spectrum
and by technical instruments belonging to the infrastructure that lets
the various postures of autonomy assume form and become part of the
very form assumed. But parents of whatever gender are not simply sup-
ports, since they have to be supported to do the supporting they do. So
even as a parent intervenes to stop a child from falling, someone has to
intervene to stop the parents from falling as well. In other words, no
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human can be simply identified as support without in some sense re-
quiring support as well.

If standing proves to be possible, it happens for no one without a prac-
tice that is repeated in time, an iterable negotiation of gravity and space.
So though we speak about standing as a state, it is the body’s form of rec-
tilinear equilibrium achieved again and again through time, and never
once and for all—that is a precarious bodily form. Falling is part of the
practice of standing both as experience and potential, and learning how
to fall—rather, learning that one sometimes can learn how to fall—usually
comes late, if it comes at all; the primary absence of motor control never
quite loses its grip on the human, no matter how adult and self-standing
that creature may seem; losing balance and hoping that someone or some-
thing catches one in the fall is part of the constitutive anxiety of subject-
formation, the potentially perilous incline at the heart of every upright
figure. The upright figure, no matter how self-standing it claims to be, is
implicitly in the process of warding off an infrastructural disaster, even
when its proprioceptive orientation is working well. If it wishes to appear
as radically self-standing, it can do this only by standing on something
that permits or enables the very posture. Posture always indexes that de-
pendency, that problem of the fall, that potential situation of no one or
nothing checking the fall.

Cavarero wagers that we might find “two postural paradigms” that cor-
relate to two distinct forms of subjectivity, two ways of negotiating au-
tonomy, the first of which is individualistic and the second relational. And
in some ways these two postural paradigms correlate with masculinist
and feminist perspectives, respectively. I agree in the most enthusiastic
way with her brilliant and precise efforts to expand upon the notion of a
relational ontology in relation to Levinas and to the problem of care and
to make more incisive and compelling existing criticisms of individual-
ism. Frankly, there is no one upon whom I rely philosophically in the way
that I rely on her. I am leaning on her all the time—no adequate number
of footnotes can capture this form of reliance. I know no one whose work
has such a mix of erudition, imagination, and precision and who makes
these arguments as well as she does. Cavarero does not have to make the
argument about the uniqueness of the person to me, since I know already
the uniqueness of Cavarero. So let me mention three points on which I
utterly concur:

1. The doctrine of individualism consistently elides and defers the un-
derstanding of our ethical relation to another. The claim that is made
on me by others precedes the formation of the differentiated “I.”
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What Cavarero calls the “accusative me” is primary.’ I am called
upon, and only then do I waken to the other, the other’s life and so,
at the same time, to the interdiction against taking that life. I will
return to the profound politics of nonviolence that we find here
toward the end of this essay.

2. Ethics is articulated through interdiction and prohibition, but the
relation to the other, in a Levinasian vein, is not simply a matter
of checking desire or aggression. One is born into a relation that is
precontractual; it is involuntary, passionate, and susceptible and
bound up from the start in what might be understood as a cove-
nant, a form of ecstatic belonging that precedes any egological
stance and whose ethical import has to be recovered and animated
within an ethical and political culture that assumes the primacy of
the ego. The prohibition against killing must be understood as a
broader argument against violence. The problem of violence can-
not be adequately posed or answered from within an egological
framework. On this, there is profound agreement between us.

3. The first-person “I” has a relation to masculinity that is deftly ex-
posed by Virginia Woolf and Cavarero’s incisive reading.* The first-
person masculine tends to be bent on its own self-centering; it is, as
it were, inclined toward itself and what we might call its rectitude.
When women become figured as the repository for all inclination
and inclination is deemed unruly and unmasterable, then the self-
inclination that forms the reflexive structure of the “I” is elided, and
that elision forms the basis of the idea of the subject as above all
inclination. And when this particular allocation of inclination pro-
ceeds, we also find that women are never identified with forms of
thinking, since forms of thought and embodied forms are meshed
in the masculinist geometrical imaginary. If women do think, they
are muddled, or they are figured as monstrous or masculine (or
monstrously masculine), or beneath their reason it is assumed that
they are driven by irrational passions and unbridled metonymy.

Perhaps my departure from Cavarero is already evident in the brief
sketch with which I began this essay. I want to ask whether the inclining
figure shadows forth in the upright figure such that the two are not radi-
cally distinct and never fully oppositional. It is not just that the upright
figure can fall, and has surely fallen, started out on the ground, and that
the inclining and caring figure seeks to catch the fall, but she sometimes
finds herself falling as well. In fact, both figures of embodiment are con-
fronted with problems of gravity and balance that require infrastructural
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support (if not public services). Further, to be upright at all means to have
emerged from an inclination of some kind, a leaning out, a losing of bal-
ance, risking potentially disastrous encounter with unwilled gravity that
can break a body, especially when no one or nothing is there to catch or
hold the body, or when infrastructure, the provision of support, turns out
to do the very damage from which one needs protection and repair.

So let us consider that for Cavarero, inclination is related to geometry,
to the incline, but also to the body, to the differential allocation of recti-
linearity and inclination to the masculine and feminine, respectively. But
there is another dimension—namely, the relation of inclination to ethi-
cal relationality. Cavarero turns to Hannah Arendt’s “Some Questions of
Moral Philosophy” to illuminate the importance of inclination to moral
dispositions. She cites Arendt: “Every inclination turns outward, it leans
out of the self in the direction of whatever may affect me from the out-
side.” Here as elsewhere, Arendt offers Cavarero a chance to elaborate
on the geometrical imaginary, one that is starkly counterposed to the im-
age of the moral man who “conforms to a vertical axis.” Over and against
the free and autonomous moral man given to us in the philosophy of
Kant, Cavarero, with Arendt, offers an alternative geometrical imaginary,
where, as she puts it, “the thrust of inclination knocks the I from its in-
ternal center of gravity and, by making it lean to the outside, ‘whether to
objects or to people, undermines its stability.”® The moral dispositif fig-
ured by inclination destabilizes structural equilibrium. “An inclined I,”
she writes, “leaning toward the outside is no longer straight.”” And when
one falls in love, not only is there a felt sense that one’s balance has come
under attack, but one’s center of gravity has moved over to the other: one
is leaning, stretching, straining toward an other in such a way that grav-
ity no longer holds. It is not that I am here and leaning over there. I be-
come this leaning over there and no longer know how to find or keep my
balance and frankly do not care. As Cavarero puts it, “In the case of ‘fall-
ing in love’ and other sweeping passions, inclination is not only a power-
ful force that pushes the self outside itself, but also an oblique plane on
which the self slides without bannisters.” “Inclination,” she writes, “bends
and dispossesses the 1.8

There is something queer in this most compelling set of arguments,
for the upright posture is from the start formed by a history of inclining
and leaning out, enabling or disabling care, faltering and falling, a his-
tory that does not precisely come to an end, even for the most self-standing
of the able-bodied among us. When uprightness serves as the geometri-
cal imaginary for masculinist individualism, it does so precisely by for-
getting or projecting that history of dependency, exposure, inclination,
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and falling. If and when it is projected outside, in another figure, then it
is perhaps our task as readers to track the mechanism of that external-
ization and disavowal and to accept as a methodology that difference.
After all, the difference is wrought through disavowal, and if we accept
that difference as a point of departure, we cover over and continue that
disavowal. So perhaps we might seek those traces of undoing in the fig-
ure of uprightness itself. Does it somewhere admit to its own impossibil-
ity, to the inclination that potentially floods its rectilinearity?

In her chapter entitled, “Kant and the Newborn,” Cavarero seems
to find in Kant’s moral philosophy the exemplary modern instance of
the ontology underwriting the “free, rational, and autonomous self,” em-
phasizing the ways in which he disparages “Neigung” or inclination (also
translated as “propensity”).” She notes the way in which the life of the phi-
losopher is distinguished both from the maternal act of caring and the
infant in need of care. So one question I have is whether Kant turns out
to be upright as he claims to be and whether this effort to externalize and
disavow this sphere of dependency and passionate inclination comes back
to haunt his position in a rather queer way.

Since Cavarero has launched us into a critique of rectitude, which in-
cludes a critique of straightness, I am wondering if I might then follow
up on the queer aspect of her remarkable readings and suggest some di-
rections based on this incisive and consequential book. She cites Lorenzo
Bernini, who points out that “heterosexuality is traditionally associated
with moral rectitude.”® Many good jokes and some serious theory could
follow, tracking the relation between, say, rectum and rectitude, both of
which call upon some notion of what is right and straight. Can there be
a bodily posture of rectitude without the rectum? If the upright posture
requires—or implies—the rectum, then a certain form of inclination is
presupposed by a form of rectitude built upon its denial. In other words,
precisely what is required for rectitude is denied.

As is known, the term “queer” is now used in many ways. I am old
enough, however, to remember that in English and in the United States,
across several class contexts, it was a paralyzing insult, a stigma that did
not simply hurt one’s feelings at the time of being addressed, but consti-
tuted one as unaddressable, perhaps more of a stain than a stigma. As a
young person, if you were called by that name, you became someone no
one would talk to; it was an address that stopped all further address: you
are someone who cannot be addressed; an interpellation that has to en-
act what it prohibits to take effect. The worst kinds of slurring are still
addresses to someone, perhaps part social display (I am the one who has
the power to confer stigmatization on this person, a speech act performed
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for others, present or imagined, but also an effort to exercise the power
of interpellation: “You are what I say you are; my speech defines you”).
At least in my neighborhood, not being regarded or interpellated as
straight could get you beat up or ostracized, so straightness seemed to
promise a protection from violence; that is, if you could walk that walk,
or pass in some way, you would be left alone from that kind of harass-
ment. Of course, interpellations of this kind missed their mark, and that
missing is a queer feature of any act that seeks to constitute a subject in
that way (a strange sort of subject-formation that has the social negation
of the subject as its aim). It was odd to think that one could say “yes” to
queer or to subject it to a chain of significations that exceeded and con-
founded the initial interpellation. Queer’s resignification as a term of sub-
versive pride occurred within social movements mainly organized to
fight untreated HIV, emerging from and countering the confused shame
of sexuality and fatal illness in the 1980s, but also to draw attention to
the images and narratives that seemed to imply erasure or fatality. In Epis-
temology of the Closet, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick also insisted that the
oblique angle, the non-straight narrative trajectory, could be found right
at the center of the most exemplary models of straightness. The straight
line of heterosexual narrative could not stay straight; the swerve, the
oblique angle, were both part of the very life of straightness and the po-
tential for the undoing of its compulsory or normative character.

Kant, of course, is a strange example, since he is not only unmarried,
as Cavarero reminds us, but widely regarded as a sexless creature whose
main physical activity in life seemed to be that peripatesis around Konigs-
berg. He seemed for the most part to walk without assistance, and yet in
that city, an imperial center, there were streets and paths, and there was
a state who quite explicitly sought to protect his vocation and his citizen-
ship. He was free to walk in public, and he belonged to the public sphere
in which he walked. If Kant’s moral philosophy is the exemplary instance
of modern rectitude, then we should look closely to see whether the em-
phatic verticality he is said to embody is really so straight after all.

There are two occasions that come to my mind when Kant writes about
the loss of gravity and the problem of vertigo, both of which unsettle the
upright posture. The first appears in his discussion of the sublime in the
Third Critique. The second is from his book The Conflict of the Faculties,
where he reflects upon the perilous consequences of walking and philos-
ophizing at the same time. It seems that for Kant, the sublime is precisely
that which inclines the mind toward the limits of its concepts. Kant writes
that “the mind feels itself moved in the representation of the divine in
nature, while in aesthetical judgments about the beautiful it is in restful
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contemplation.”" He continues, “This movement may (especially in its be-
ginnings) be compared with a vibration (eine Erschiitterung), i.e. to a
quickly alternating attraction toward, and repulsion from (Abstossen und
Anziehen), the same object.”> What is most overwhelming or passionate
(Das Uberschwengliche) for the imagination, that toward which it is driven
in the conception of the intuition, is “an abyss, in which it fears to lose
itself.”" It makes sense that the imagination might fall into such an
abyss, since it is a sensuous way of knowing, and the sublime opens onto
an infinity that exceeds and destroys sense itself. It cannot be that a body
is simply wandering about that abyss intact; the abyss marks the limit of
all bodily wandering, figuring the unknowable beyond. And it cannot be
that the body falls into the abyss, but only that the body meets its limit
there, and the abyss is precisely the unfathomable. For Kant, as is known,
this feeling of the inadequacy of what imagination can offer to satisfy rea-
son’s demands is linked with a feeling of respect, of pain, of humility, but
it is also said to be “a moral feeling.”* Whatever that nonmathematical
magnitude is that is called infinite is that for which no image or figure
can suffice. This is one reason that the commandment Kant most favors,
the one he calls “most sublime,” is the one that communicates the inter-
diction against making “to thyself any graven image, nor the likeness of
anything which is in heaven, or in the earth or under the earth.” No
graven image of the most powerful, that which exceeds intuition, con-
cept, and image. I point this out only to show that there is surely an in-
clination, something that drives the imagination toward this limit, and
before which failure and pain are encountered, the occasion for humil-
ity. So whatever emerges in these discussions is not an all-powerful “I”;
not the masculine form of the first person, but its wreckage in the face of
a power it cannot fathom. Indeed, in the next section, Kant writes, it would
appear that no feeling of the sublimity resides in our own nature, for sub-
limity is rather a form of “subjection (Unterwerfung), abasement (Nier-
dergeschlangenheit), and a feeling of complete powerlessness, is a fitting
state of mind in the presence of such an object”; the sublime that, of course,
does not, strictly speaking, conform to the necessary conditions of an ob-
ject. In Kant’s word, it is the “abyss that threatens to overwhelm
everything.”®

Perhaps something similar is at work in the final section of The Con-
flict of the Faculties, published in 1798, six years before his death at the
age of seventy-four.”” There Kant writes on the distinction between the
faculty of philosophy and the faculty of medicine in the form of a letter
to a Professor Hufeland, who has written a treatise on the art of prolong-
ing life. Kant’s writing here is insistently autobiographical, preoccupied
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with various medical problems of his own, taking up gout, insomnia, and
sporadic spasms that interrupt his reading and afflict his vision. For the
most part he argues that firm moral resolution can alleviate physical suf-
fering, and Cavarero’s view is confirmed that for him neither women nor
children are really capable of that virile form of self-determination. In
one section entitled, “On Pathological Feelings That Come from Think-
ing at Unsuitable Times,” he remarks that thinking is a scholar’s food and
that sometimes it is necessary to resolve “to go on a diet with regard to
thinking.”®® For instance, according to Kant, one should not eat and think,
since the double task will result in hypochondria. The other instance he
provides is walking: if one thinks and walks at the same time, it can bring
on vertigo (or Schwindel). The man who thinks philosophically while
walking will become drained of energy. But why is he at risk of vertigo?
Thinking seems to interrupt or weaken the mechanical operation of the
feet. One has the sense of falling, or of losing orientation in space and
time. One has, as it were, lifted oneself out of the parameters of space and
time by thinking, started to move outside the body upon which one is re-
lying for the walk itself. Oddly, one cannot easily stay upright and mov-
ing while one is thinking, which suggests that the thinking I works in
another direction from the walking body.

Of course, in the case of the sublime, the power of the thinking I is
made more powerful as it moves toward the thought of the nonmathe-
matical sublime, that magnitude for which there is neither number nor
image. The abyss that threatens self-loss—exerting its own push and
pull—marks the limit of what the embodied thinker can know, but also
the capacity of the embodied thinker to steady himself. The simultane-
ous action of walking and thinking indicates the need to depart from the
mechanics of the body in order to begin philosophical thinking. In both
cases, the possibility of a fall seems to be there alongside the act of think-
ing. A man can entertain himself with thoughts (engaging in a kind of
imaginary variation of ideas), but he cannot think, since thinking pulls
in another direction from where the feet are going. He loses balance, be-
comes dizzy, and cannot advance in any direction.

Kant here concedes the possibility of the undoing of the rectilinear
subject. He cannot stand up straight all the time and must guard against
the possibility of losing his balance and orientation. He comes up against
the constraints of the body all the time, working with and against them.
Toward the end of his letter, he remarks on the various involuntary pro-
cesses that aflict his body and interrupt his thinking, and in the final note
he remarks on the growing problem of losing his sight: “A certain bright-
ness suddenly spreads over the page, confusing and mixing up all the
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letters until they are completely illegible.””® At such a moment, his reliance
on an able body for reading and writing is called into question, and though
he tries in the face of the medical profession to assert the healing powers
of moral self-determination, he becomes increasingly preoccupied with a
body that is losing its sight, its upright posture, and whose coordinated
movements are not to be assumed. He reflects on his own living and aging
body, wondering at what point it no longer makes sense to live, calling him-
self “this candidate for death” who is tolerated among the living only
because of the animal functions that one still performs.?

I do not mean to defend Kant against the many criticisms of his moral
theory and his presumptions of moral autonomy, but rather to show that
he is not quite the exemplar of individual moral autonomy for whom the
vertical and able body is taken for granted. Further, he is hardly above
inclination, especially at those moments in which he is pushed and pulled
in relation to the sublime and its threatening void. He is, in fact, almost
falling, time and again, into a bottomless void, a figure for radical ground-
lessness. As much as he proffers a morality based on radical autonomy,
he also offers, at least in the Third Critique, a way of thinking about the
sensus communis that could also be understood as non-egological, the ba-
sis of an impersonal and shared sense of judgment—a judgment pro-
duced in the course of its communicability—the one that Arendt herself
found most important for trying to think about morality under dictator-
ship. This form of judgment seems tenuously connected with moral au-
tonomy, understood as the prerogative of a distinct and arelational “I.” It
would be interesting to know how Cavarero accounts for Arendt’s turn
to Kant for her own moral reflections; not so much the categorical im-
perative, but the Third Critique, to think about forms of judgment that
have to be made under historical conditions that are in no way presup-
posed by existing legal convention. But I will leave that question open.
Here are some others, and then finally I will return to the topic that con-
cerns us perhaps most urgently, the argument for nonviolence outside of
egological terms.

To do that, however, we have to return to moral philosophy, and it is
here that the notion of inclination proves central. As much as moral phi-
losophy emerges in part from an inclination that departs from the model
of rectitude, I am wondering whether geometry and morality are also pre-
sumed to relate to one another. Indeed, I find myself wondering whether
there might not be a Pythagorean presupposition in Caverero’s Inclina-
tions. Can the spatial character of geometry account for the temporal di-
mension of inclination? What happens when inclination takes narrative
form, or when it occurs within the breaks and departures from narrative
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coherence? Are bodily inclinations like the incline of a geometrical plane?
At what point, if any, does the parallel between somatics and geometry
break down?

Contemporary moral philosophy, informed partially by psychoanaly-
sis, surely asks us to distinguish between what our inclinations might be
and what acts we perform. A subject might have an inclination to under-
take an act, but the body may not express that inclination. So it is one
thing for a subject to have an inclination or to be disposed in a certain
way and quite another for a body to manifest that inclination by bending
or leaning. It is also possible to bend or lean without having an inclina-
tion to do so, especially if one is forced to bow or is involuntarily pushed
against a barrier. Inclination can be closer to a predisposition than to a
disposition, distinct from an embodied posture or movement, although,
yes, sometimes an inclination that is felt is also embodied in a lean or a
stretch or a reach. It is only in the last of these cases that it makes sense
to understand morality as following from inclination.

So perhaps it serves us to distinguish among a predisposition, a dis-
position, an inclination, and a bodily movement or posture. Indeed, it be-
comes important to make such distinctions and not presume their
immediate overlap when, for instance, we are inclined to move or act in
a certain way but also restrain ourselves from giving bodily form to that
inclination. That seems most emphatically to be the case in relation to in-
clinations of destructiveness that translate into physical acts of destruc-
tion. Ethically considered, the gap between the inclination and the
embodied action remains an important one, for we may find ourselves
wishing to destroy others or ourselves and constraining ourselves from
doing so, at which point the inclination remains unacted and, thus, mor-
ally neutralized. If there were no difference between an inclination to act
and the act that embodies the inclination, then we would have no choice
but to act on inclinations, even those that are most destructive. But the
fact is, we have a choice, even if it is a hard one, even if it does not feel like
a choice, and the moral task is to engage in a process of working-through
rather than acting out.?!

Cavarero directs our attention time and again to the relation of care
that is figured between mother and child, counter-posing this figure to
the erect, self-sufficient, and thinking man, the consummately uncaring
figure. Rectitude implies the loss of care; care implies inclination and the
defeat of rectitude. She is careful not to assume that all women are
mothers, or that they are all by nature caring; nor does she indict men
for all being figures of rectitude. She is dealing with generalizations that
do not always fit the instance. So it makes no sense to find examples of
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uncaring mothers and caring fathers, since all that is surely possible with-
out the dominant norms becoming fully dislodged from their place. The
larger problem seems to be the hegemonic rule of egology and the as-
sumption that the self is arelational and that its drive toward self-
preservation licenses the violence it unleashes in the name of defending
or continuing its own life. Does violence emerge precisely when the ego
takes precedence over the relational? If by ego, we mean not only an ego-
centric position, but a desire to preserve and enhance the self, considered
as the ontological basis of politics, then perhaps the moral status of self-
preservation has to be subject to a critical reconsideration. I have always
thought that self-preservation is overrated as a moral ideal. Cavarero goes
further, arguing explicitly for both a version of altruism and of pacifism.
I cannot do justice to the fine turns of her argument in the closing chap-
ter of Inclinations, but they involve a rich discussion that (a) counters
Hobbes with Levinas and then (b) qualifies Levinas with Arendt.??
There she writes of Levinas, “In the ‘face-to face” encounter . . . there
is no longer an I characterized by the conatus essendi, a selfish and pos-
sessive I, but an I, a me, that already has been dispossessed by the ‘thou
shalt not kill” that is expressed by the face of the other; which precisely
constitutes me through this ‘thou.””?* Are we to assume, with Hobbes, that
violence follows from the ontology of the possessive and selfish “I” and
that it is then prohibited through a binding insight into a primary dis-
possession in and through ethical relationality??* Cavarero’s position in
Inclinations condenses part of her contribution to the coauthored volume
Thou Shalt Not Kill: A Political and Theological Dialogue, recently pub-
lished by Fordham University Press.”> And we should not underestimate
the contribution that egologically based politics make to violence, but
what about the contributions of group psychology that tends to dissolve
the ego into group formations, including fascist and nationalist ones?
Speaking of Freud, what about the death drive, which seeks to destroy the
individual life as fiercely as the life of the other? Indeed, something of
that drive may well be at work in the Kantian sublime, showing how the
figure of the erect, masculine, and independent individual is wrecked
from within precisely by inclinations, or drives, that run counter to self-
preservation and set us on a circuitous or quick route toward death. In
other words, what if we include among those inclinations most morally
salient those tendencies or propensities that ward off destruction and self-
destruction alike? What difference would that make to the oppositional
framework that pins Hobbes against Levinas? For Hobbes, it is unre-
strained self-preservation that leads to violence; but for Freud, self-
preservation cannot account for those forms of violence that yield no
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pleasure and know no end, repetitive, deteriorating, and potentially fatal
to both the ego and the world.

So if we are to take seriously the commandment not to kill, we would
have to take account of those forms of destructiveness that take aim both
at individuation and the social bond. Cavarero is surely right that we can-
not understand what it would be to obey that commandment, or live
within its terms, without a sense of the relational ontology that the com-
mandment articulates. The commandment links this life with another life
that it is obligated not to kill, the preservation of which is obligatory. It
not only prohibits murderous action but articulates a relation that must
be preserved. Moreover, the interdiction establishes that relation as prior
to the ego. Can it establish that relation as prior to the death drive? Or
does the prospect of that form of destructiveness imply an ongoing strug-
gle and an ethical imperative to work through such inclinations so that
they do not emerge as acts? If the commandment articulates a covenant,
which is more primary and nonvolitional than any contract, could it be
understood as a form of ethical community (borrowing from Hegel) or
relational ontology that is always negotiating the destructive powers of
egology and the death drive? If we accept that destructiveness is among
the inclinations that can and do assume bodily form, what challenge does
that possibility pose to the commandment not to kill? We may be tempted
to think that restraining destructive inclinations requires a consolidation
of the “I,” strengthening the ego, or subjecting the ego to the superego, but
following Cavarero leads to another perspective, one that Freud could not
fathom in the 1930s as he registered the rise of European fascism. It was
perhaps in the communities of resistance that one could see most clearly
how leaning, reaching out, and affirming invariable dependency could
lead to a form of community that sought to establish the conditions of
survival against a violent onslaught.

For Cavarero, the priority of the ethical relation cannot be adequately
captured by the discourse on dependency, and I see why she makes this
claim. The susceptibility to the ethical claim made upon me is not the
same as the dependency or vulnerability I may feel as an infant in rela-
tion to those who offer, or fail to offer, what sustains me. And yet, inter-
preting the covenant as interdependency allows us to understand that to
take another life is at once to attack the life that is mine, and in several
senses. First, the other life is bound up with my own, since lives are de-
fined from the start by their interdependency. From the start, they do not
steady themselves: they lean into a body, a structure, that facilitates the
way to uprightness. What I “am” is this dependency on a “you,” he, and
they, which means that specific to my singular ontology is this social tie
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of dependency on other living beings (one could rethink Levi-Strauss’s
influential discussion of the kinship defining power of pronouns along
these lines). So the I may burrow inside the self to find what defines it
essentially only to find that it is defined essentially by the social relations
in which it is constituted and that articulate interdependency.

This is another way of qualifying Levinas through a return to natality,
one that borrows more from Freud than Arendst: for if none of us ever fully
outgrows dependency, then we can dispute the scheme according to which
we are dependent only in childhood and then assume independence in
adulthood. As anyone familiar with psychotherapy can tell you, child-
hood stays with us, and dependency is never fully surmounted. That de-
pendency is not restricted by socially dyadic forms but extends to systems
of food distribution, the politics of housing, ecological politics, and global
health care. Further, I may calculate that my life is separate from the other
life by virtue of the bounded character of my body, its finitude, and its
singularity. But the body is, as Cavarero has argued, always exposed and
so defined from the start by its susceptibility and vulnerability. I am ex-
posed to an obligation, but am I not exposed as a living creature, one
whose life is bound up with dependency? The boundaries of the body are
exposed to a world in such a way that they do not mark off my singular
and separate existence; what I call that “singularity” is in fact sustained by
various social relations and infrastructural conditions, by the environ-
ment, shelter, food, by modes by which life itself is coproduced with agents
both human and technical. So there is no sustaining of singularity outside
the context of constitutive sociality and ecology. And by listing sociality
and ecology in that way, I do not mean to separate them absolutely as sep-
arate spheres, since the social is embedded in the ecological at the same
time that the ecological is defined by the social. So when we speak about
my life or your life, we are already, with the term “life,” naming a connec-
tion that can be variably sustained or ruptured, which means that the “I”
is, prior to its individuated state, even prior to the possibility of self-
reference, a living creature, which means that its ties to creaturely life and
to living processes precede and condition its individuation and continue
to sustain and limit the claims of individuation itself.

So if we turn to the question of nonviolence, how would such a frame-
work change our way of thinking and acting? We agree that it will not be
only a question of a vigilant ego (or superego) imposing restraints on it-
self but a radical rethinking of the vigilant ego and its superegoic accom-
paniment in light of a version of ethical life conceived as ethical
relationality: whether or not that ethical relationality is a living interde-
pendency is a question we have yet to pursue.
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According to Cavarero, the absolute prohibition against violence in
Levinas implies an opposition to all forms of war and empire. Signifi-
cantly, no already existing “I” receives this commandment. The sum-
mons inaugurates the “I” into a primary relation to the commandment,
such that whatever the “I” might be is understood only in terms of that
binding ethical relation. The task is not to love one’s neighbor as one loves
oneself if that means that self-love becomes the model for loving the other.
For Levinas, the commandment implies a departure from all narcissism
or the destitution of the subject. But if aggression does not only emerge
from a drive for survival, but can take form precisely as an attack on
survival—of the ego and the other—how then do we rethink pacifism?
This was the substance of Freud’s rejoinder to Einstein, since the death
drive and human destructiveness more generally now take aim at the
conditions of survival, offering up a fatal destitution of the subject of
precisely the kind that Levinas rightly rejects.?

I propose to conclude with this suggestion: the postulation of a primary
interdependency prior to the process of individuation would seem to coin-
cide with this notion of an “I” that is from the start outside itself in its con-
stitutive social relations. It is living, but that life does not yet belong to the
life of the ego. It is bound up with others, sometimes intolerably so, and
aggression is there, if we accept Melanie Klein, at the outset. This is clearly
different from what Levinas means by a primary ethical relation, and Cava-
rero is right to caution us against the conflation of the one with the other.
And yet, the ethical obligation not to kill seems to follow from both per-
spectives. Am I bound to you from dependency? Or I am bound to you by
a summons into covenant predicated upon and articulated through the
commandment not to kill? Do these overlap? What follows if we affirm
that those bonds of interdependency are not only primary but ambivalent
ones, that aggression can emerge in the midst of intolerable forms of de-
pendency, and that the death drive can operate in a way that seeks not only
to break relational bonds but the claims of the ego as well? This threat to life
emerges with the onset of life, so a living politics might obligate us not only
to affirm interdependency but to struggle with—and work through—the
aggression that emerges from the fact that we do not stand on our own and
never have. Or the maternal aggression that emerges as she gazes down at
that infant, threatening or even extinguishing the life of the child.

We have yet to fathom the implications of such forms of destruction
to the task of politics, but perhaps it will make a difference to remember
that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. argued in his famous “Letter from Bir-
mingham Jail” that interdependency serves as the condition of nonvio-
lence. “It really boils down to this: that all life is interrelated. We are all
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caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied into a single garment
of destiny. Whatever affects one directly, affects all indirectly. We are
made to live together because of the interrelated structure of reality. Did
you ever stop to think that you can’t leave for your job in the morning
without being dependent on most of the world? You get up in the morn-
ing and go to the bathroom and reach over for the sponge, and that’s
handed to you by a Pacific islander. You reach for a bar of soap, and that’s
given to you at the hands of a Frenchman. And then you go into the
kitchen to drink your coffee for the morning, and that’s poured into your
cup by a South American. And maybe you want tea: that’s poured into
your cup by a Chinese. Or maybe you’re desirous of having cocoa for
breakfast, and that’s poured into your cup by a West African. And then
you reach over for your toast, and that’s given to you at the hands of an
English-speaking farmer, not to mention the baker. And before you fin-
ish eating breakfast in the morning, you've depended on more than half
of the world. This is the way our universe is structured, this is its interre-
lated quality. We aren’t going to have peace on earth until we recognize
this basic fact of the interrelated structure of all reality.”*

Of course, Dr. King’s description relies on a certain version of the
global division of labor, and we might question how the division of labor
comes to inform his concept of interdependency. Is he assuming, for in-
stance, a capitalist mode of production? That still leaves the more worri-
some problem—namely, that people can make this very recognition of
interdependency and rail against it, seeking the dissolution of global
interdependency in favor of renewed nationalism or explicit racism. The
obligations of cohabitation follow from the fact that we produce the con-
ditions of/for each other’s life. We cannot want our own lives without
wanting other lives to live, nor can we destroy the one without destroy-
ing the other. The form that concerted action must take is one that can
recognize and work through the aggression in and against interdepen-
dency, the ambivalence that informs and imperils all social bonds, includ-
ing those that sanction our ethical conduct. The task is to find those
public ways of continuing to work through those forms of ambivalence.
The task would not be to resolve them into false harmonies, but to en-
gage the struggle without which it is not possible to honor the obligations
of cohabitation among those who sometimes wish each other dead. Luck-
ily, that destructive inclination does not always take form as an action
but can be the part of our shared condition on which we can work, with
which we are obligated to struggle, guided by inclination toward a differ-
ent future—leaning out, working through, catching the fall and being
caught in time.
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