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Abstract

In this article | propose a comparative analysis Jofith Butler's and Adriana
Cavarero’s major theoretical works to show how bihinkers, albeit stemming from
different traditions of thought, are presently eygghin a radical rethinking of the theme
of subjectivity in order to deconstruct the modeotion of liberal individualism. By
drawing extensively on Cavarero’s work on narragtid@cs (Cavarero [1997] 2000) and
on Butler's latest book on the impossibility of ansequential narrative account of
oneself (Butler 2005), this article discusses Bigleand Cavarero’s reciprocal

influences and aims at showing that the centralkiss which the two thinkers diverge

' A shorter version of this article has appearedPirtuguese in the Brazilian Journal «Estudos
Feministas» ,vol.15 no.3, Sept./Dec. 2007, pp. ®BB- under the title:Pensadoras de peso: o
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is the question of social transformation. Neveghs] | claim that the task they have set
themselves — and successfully achieved — througlorgoing dialogue, is that of
contesting the hidden ethical and epistemologicaknce inherent in the tradition, in
order to open up spaces of political and ethicalnay that are essentially relational,

based upon an undeniable exposure to othernessiaratability.

Key words: feminist theory, sexual difference, narrative iitgn relationality,

vulnerability

1. Introduction
How to be a feminist without remaining ortleis might be the motto one could use to
describe the intellectual path of two importantnd @ne might add groundbreaking —
thinkers of the present. If there is something thadith Butler and Adriana Cavarero
share, among other things, is exactly this: theind feminists, leading intellectual
figures of the broad and variegated Western femil@adscape, albeit having re-
oriented their recent research outside the fieldsmécific feminist issues. To put it
differently, they would both — and proudly — saytlkémselves that they are feminists,
even if they have gained visibility outside thecstled feminist research. This does not
mean, nonetheless, that they have undergone somge dkiKehre or turn, thereby
renouncing and forsaking their previous feministrkgo On the contrary, their
respective research has the merit of having takersituated, feminist perspective onto
higher ground.

As a matter of fact, Judith Butler and Adriana CGawa belong quite differently to

feminist theory. Butler, since her first major wpfkender TroublgButler 1990), has

pensamento de Judith Butler e Adriana Cavarero.
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been a fierce critic of the so-called heterosexasalentialist matrix of French feminist
thought, while Cavarero — in that same year — pmegdoa feminist genealogy of
thinking, in spite of the overwhelming tradition of masculine metaphygiCavarero
[1990Db] 1995). Butler deconstructed and criticizleel implicit practices of abjection at
work in feminist thought, thereby uncovering a stauing bias internal to feminist
discourse, that of heterosexuality. Cavarero, aitipal philosopher herself,
deconstructed the patriarchal paradigm of politibalught, denouncing the untenable
amnesia at work at its core, namely that of sexlifférence (Cavarero 1992). Both
were, so to say, playing the role a¥docatae diabolideconstructing the potentially
liberating modern spheres of agency: feminism,rébem, Marxism. At the time they
were not alone, of course. My claim is that theyehanevertheless, made themselves
conspicuous ever since, by virtue of a progresabandonment of the limited sphere of
feminist studies, aspiring to a broader, or degm@tpsophical reflection on politics and
ethics. This does not mean that the feminist staimdijpas ceased to be. It simply means
that it has been taken where it should belong:fénanist, or situated, standpoint of

differencehas become the stepping stone for a radical etigrof subjectivity.

2. Adriana Cavarero

Given the patriarchal, oppressive, phallocentriegins of modern ontology (the
«individual» predicated by modern political discaiis a rational being in charge of
himself, independent and sovereign, as long a®sittp a dependent, irrational, non-
sovereign being to rule), Cavarero, in her recamks; envisages the possibility to pose
the question of subjectivity differently: what cosnafter the Subject, one could say,
paraphrasing Nancy? What follows, in other wordsceothe fiction of the modern
individual has proven to be insufficient to accotmt and to include in the political

sphere, different modes of being? The question as anly political but mainly
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philosophical: in order to rethink politics, sayav@rero, we must rethink ontology. Not
simply a separate — feminine — ontology, but arologly that has learned from the
thought of sexual difference the constitutive intance of the symbolical sphere:
without a symbolical order able to represent bodiéxual difference — not simply
biological difference — there is no possibility ekiting the reifying paradigms of
philosophical and political discouréeThis is why Cavarero’s intellectual endeavor
becomes progressively centered on the necessiphibdsophically questioning the
tradition, crucially starting with Plato, not onlyorder to criticize it, but to speculate on
the possibility ofsaying the body in ways that do not constrict it into thimary
opposition posited by metaphysics, nor in the aigampersonal ways in which some
postmodern thinking has celebrated it.

In herCorpo in figure(Cavarero [1995] 2002) Cavarero reads the histbpolitical
thought as characterized by the constant attemgiatmrate models of political order in
which the body is expelled, refused, obliteratedulgh discursive strategies of erasure
and concealment. Crucially, says Cavarero, themalimely structures and paradoxically
legitimizes that political order from which it isx@uded. Needless to say, the
preeminent paradigm of such excluded body is tfhdah® woman: from Antigone to
Ophelia, the female body is endowed with dangeriotegjonal features that legitimize
the need for a disembodied political order baseflatitious entities that radically deny
their maternal, therefore feminiraad bodily, origins. The order of thaolis, as well as
that of the State found their legitimacy, Cavarsuggests, on the need to regulate, order
and rule a potentially feminized world of attachnserpassion, foolishness (Cavarero
[1995] 2002).

One can easily see how the original feminist isetig¢hinking sexual difference

2 This general assumption is at the basis of Cavarearlier works within the philosophical commuynit
of Diotima, active since the early ‘80s at the Umsity of Verona. Cavarero, one of its foundersetbgr
with the Italian feminist thinker Luisa Muraro, iehe research group in 1992. See, among othegs, th
following essays in which Cavarero thematizes ttablem of saying sexual difference and embodiment
within the symbolic order of patriarchy (Cavare@87, 1990a, 1991).
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(Irigaray 1985) is present and working, a decorsing tool able to detect to which
extent the history of philosophy, as the theorétroatrix of the history of political
thought, has at once denied and exploited the badg, with it its sexed nature.
Deconstructing or reading differently the histofyphilosophical and political thought
does not simply mean, for Cavarero, denouncingatsiarchal nature, but also testing
the limits of its legitimacy, both philosophicaldapolitical. In line with the tradition of
feminist thought inaugurated by Luce Irigaray, Gava is convinced that to criticize
and expose patriarchalism does not necessarilytteadlebrate equality, but involves a
more radical questioning of the very mechanismshef theory (Irigaray 1985).. Her
approach to politics remains, therefore, charamddrby an essentially theoretiédhn
which, as in Irigaray, cannot fully attain its reali scope unless it is eager to abandon
the traditionally ‘cold’ logical reasoning typicaf philosophical discourse. To interrupt
the philosophical machinery at the origins of a iderof sexual difference and
embodiment means to explore paths of thinking dstard the dichotomical approach
to knowledge at all levels: not only content bioalorm is therefore in need to ‘become
undone’ via expressive and cognitive means thatataecessarily fully belong to the
severe discipline of philosophyln Cavarero’s texts, ever sinte Spite of Platp the
disembodied language of thought is contaminatedhieatrical, poetic, literary and
visual elements able to express the inadequacyhitdsophical, abstract discourse to
articulate embodiment without reducing it to a meudstratum indispensable to state
the primacy of the mind. By so doing, Cavarero wecs layers of prejudice and
unfairness that, far from producing a rational darahsparent subject, testify of the
masked and oppressive nature of any abstract f@irptrports to represent humanity

in its entirety.

3 1n this respect, Cavarero, albeit remaining sthptigeoretical in her thinking, owes much of hergno
interesting insights on embodiment and sexualitthtopoetical thinking developed at various timaed a
with different aims by some key figures ohalden traditionof female thinking, which enlists, among
others, Maria Zambrano, Karen Blixen, Ingeborg Baatn, Hélene Cixous and Luce Irigaray herself.
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This is why the original feminist perspective ise titarting point of Cavarero’s
enquiry, but it is at the same time overtaken dmebtetically changed, in a more
universal direction. In Cavarero’'s subsequent works fact, the question of
embodiment is not abandoned, but transformed, ssayp in the proposal to think
subjectivity in terms of an embodiment that is mainply a common feature of
femaleness — and, as such, oppressed, conceghtoifex — but becomes inserted upon
a dimension of radical singular difference. Cavargevelops therefore the interesting
notion of «embodied uniquenesssurficita incarnata). The feminist need to give
preeminence to the body, to speak from an embadedipoint that is the site of female
political subordination and oppression is transtedmnto the possibility to think a
radically new kind of subjectivity, where what isstiake is a provocative notion of the
human, based primarily on a singularity which i$,body and mindgthis and not
anothep (Cavarero [1997] 2000)The symbolic order to which Cavarero aims,
therefore, is neither matriarchal nor simply fersinbut stems from the feminist need to
radically criticize universalistic propositions th@ancel out bodily existence and sexual
difference. At the same time, though, the questtii@at symbolic order lies in the
challenge to overcome the binary oppositions upbichvpatriarchalism has founded its
efficacy, highlighting possible ways of conceptmalg the subject that do not erase
embodiment, nor confine it to a pre-semantic sphEne aim is ambitious, and is based
on a daring combination: Hannah Arendt and thedghoof sexual difference.

In Relating Narratives(Cavarero [1997] 2000), she explicitly refers toeAdt's
critique of the ‘sovereign subject’ in developingnation of selfhood that is essentially
relational, that is, based on a constitutive depang of the self upon the other. The
human condition of dependency is visible from histhere the newborn’s fragility is
exposed to the caring gaze of the mother, buttalsioe possibility of vulnerability. To
thematize exposure, fragility and vulnerabilitystarting points of a relational notion of

the self means, for Cavarero, to find a significaxistential scene in which this human
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condition of dependency comes mostly to the fotee Bidentifies it in the common
practice of telling life-stories. The practice ofarrative is a preferred scene of
relationality and reciprocity: not to tell somebouhy story, but to tell somebodieir
story means to deliver them their identity- to @ to a necessary need for unity that
each person perceives as essential to their bilagtity in the form of a story is the
outcome of a relational practice — between thedlthe you — not an essential feature of
each singularity. Identity is therefore somethingeg to me by someone else, in the
form of a life-story, a biography.

Crucial to this proposal of narrative identity ietfact that Cavarero strongly criticizes
each attempt to locate identity in autobiograptsyjfahe need for unity and meaning
could be resolved by the subject taken as separatein charge of herseff as if, in
other words, the self could account for her lifenfran individual perspective. Far from
delivering the need for unity and meaning to theeisaistic practice of the self in telling
her own life, Cavarero’s proposal of narrative iilgriocates the source of meaning in
the other, the one who tells me my life story. Aseault, identity is located in a
relational practice that Cavarero expresses throagtelling oxymoron: identita
altruistica», «altruistic identity», where self and other dat exclude each other but
construe a different notion of identity, where twoterence of the self with itself cannot
but come from outside, from another self who resisaio the self's desire for unity by
telling her story, by putting into narrative the papently senseless path of her
appearance in the world.

Arendtian echoes are hardly avoidable, insofar agafero relies entirely on Arendt’s
fierce critique of identity as sovereignty over @newn acts and deeds. The Arendtian

concept of the self as uniqueness is Cavarero’at pafi departure; uniqueness, for

4on this, see also the decisive anti-essentialist,rather Nietzschean, reading of the Arendtidegcay

of uniqueness, done by Bonnie Honig (Honig 1993)e Ghould add that Honig's reading of Arendt has
opened up a series of rather innovative apprapnatof Arendt's thought, among which one should
include Linda Zerrilli's (Zerrilli 2005) and LisaiBch’s (Disch1994), see also Honig (1995).
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Arendt, is the primary feature of each human bdmog it is not the synonym of
exceptionality: each human being is unique, ndhensense that each possesses unique
qualities, but conversely insofar as she/he care gwrth to the unpredictable.
Uniqueness, for Arendt, can come to the fore amlgation, only in front of others, and
it is strictly dependent upon the testimony of oshie order to be. One can see how
Cavarero’s rejection of autobiography stems exaittyn this Arendtian emphasis on
the self as necessarily related to others, to atside’ able to set the scene for the
appearance of the ‘who’. It is exactly this ‘whohieh expresses the uniqueness of a
person, whereas the ‘what a person is’ does nohcab to say, the distinctive features
of singularity. ‘What | am’ can be told by an alastr language which replaces my
uniqueness with common features: woman, white, faidthss, European, and so on.
‘Who | am’ can be told only in the form of a naivatrecount of my appearance in the
world. To appear means to stand before someboay alsd to depend upon that
somebody in order to receive in return a confiroratf my existence. A life in solitude,
says Arendt, is «literally dead.

The shift Cavarero operates with respect to thisndtian category of uniqueness is
that of inserting into it the unavoidable elemehtttee body. While for Arendt «the
sound of the voice» and the «appearance of the»bady something we all have in
common, for Cavarero uniqueness cannot be thoudghtiependently of embodiment.
In other words, uniqueness alone cannot fully actdar the radical difference that
shapes each singularity, insofar as bodily diffeesncontribute to shape «who someone

iS».

«To use Arendt’s terms, it must be decided if thet that | am a woman and not a
man belongs to the order of my qualiti@hat| am), rather than to my uniqueness
(who I am). At the heart of the first alternative thdsea subject, unique and
unrepeatable, which nonetheless is born ‘neutialfast as sex goes and thus can
make of its feminine quality a hypostasis that ¢enentrusted to the realm of

representation. At the heart of the second altemndhere is a uniqueness, equally
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unique and unrepeatable; birth shows who the newisor namely sexed, and given
over to the contextual and relational realm of egpion [...] From birth, the
uniqueness which appears, and which provokes thd@afuental question ‘who are
you?’, is an embodied uniqueness and thereforaedsgXgavarero [1997] 2000:61).

The shift testifies of Cavarero’s original combipatof the feminist perspective with
the Arendtian one — the latter overtly linked tpreenomenological approach that owes
more to Heidegger than to Merleau-Ponty, and ak saiher blind to the problem of
embodiment. The radicalization of the questionrmbediment proceeds in Cavarero’s
subsequent and most recent wdfky More than One Voic€Cavarero [2003] 2005),
where the aim to locate embodied uniqueness ipliysical element of the voice is at
stake. Every voice is singular, unique, differeminf every other, and as such it is the
material element which testifies of the embodiedqueness and its undeniability.
Through a rereading of the history of philosophyaashistory of devocalization»,
Cavarero proceeds in her deconstructing projecttestawith in Spite of Platp
highlighting philosophy’s proverbial refusal to certo terms with the material element
of embodiment. The voice becomes, in her perspective cipher of an embodied
uniqueness that, as such, cannot be thought oturad terms, since it immediately
announces the sexed nature of the speaker. Morethaugh, the human voice —
necessarily sexed and unique — is not pure soundhe body is not pure flesh,
impersonal and irrational. One of the main merft€avarero’s enterprise is to keep a
position of originality with respect to both the desn and the postmodern approaches,
insofar as, while denouncing the disembodied natfretraditional philosophical
discourse and its contemporary epigones, she doesembrace the post-modern
ambition to overcome the human and celebrate impafs/ersions of subjectivity that
risk an excessive aestheticization of the quesifadentity. The voice, therefore, is the
sign of human uniqueness insofar as it is mates@alndly embodiment that can take the

form of unigueness because itdsstinedto speech. «Speech is not only voice, but
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precisely in the voice it is already given as tlahbodied uniqueness that the
metaphysical ear does not want to hear» (Cava2&@3] 2005, 206).

The quest for an ontology of relationality, namely ontology that discards the
philosophical fictions of Man, the Individual anldetlike, in order to take its bearings
from a body materially dependent, form birth, frothers, becomes, in Cavarero’s latest
works, the endeavor to force the language of pbpbg towards a material
acknowledgement of embodiment, where embodimerguels, is primarily a relational
event, rather than a social one. If there is atdicope for philosophical discourse, that
scope is that of accepting, within its frames, thaterial datum of embodiment not
simply to celebrate a falsely liberating «philospmi the body» — the aim of which is
essentially contained in the structure of the psitpm, where philosophy will
inevitably subsume, delete, or ‘idealize’ the bodyits muteness — but to produce a
notion of subjectivity that keeps together voiemd speech, embodimenand

uniqueness, se#ndother, and where, so to say, relation comes béferdity.

3. Judith Butler

Interestingly enough, the issues at stake in Julititer’s later production reveal a very
strong affinity to those elaborated by Cavarermc8ithe publication oThe Psychic
Life of Power(1997), Butler has thematized a notion of «setfessentially «excessive»
or «beyond oneself», thereby meaning that the spbfeagency and subjectivity cannot
be accounted for in exclusively constructivist terrBomething in agency exceeds the
possibility to explain, rationally and exhaustivetiie conditions of emergence of the
self. Even if there have been previous attemptdeabnstructing the apparently self-
possessed nature of the Subject, as in Nietzsclie Fapud, Butler seems to
acknowledge the need to go beyond even the appawmtt-dogmatic or ‘liberating’

attempts of a ‘genealogy of moral’ and psychoamslyShe parodical notion of drag
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celebrated by Butler icGender Troublg1990) as a way of contesting and resisting the
heterosexual frames of intelligibility and celelmgtthe post-structuralist fall of a solid
and transparent self, has given way, in her latesks, to a more reflexive and ‘tragic’
way of dealing with the questions of identity andbjectivity. Identity is, for Butler, a
complex combination of overarching normative stnoes — which, as such, need to be
deconstructed in their supposed universality —sangular, existential occurrences that,
as such, unavoidably shape our selves. To comertostwith this combination of
normativity and contingency does not mean, for &utkto resolve the question of
identity in the narrative practice of story-tellings does Cavarero, but to acknowledge
the impossibility for the subject to tell her owfelstory insofar as the first part of that
story remains opaque to the self as such. Whileaféaw finds in the mutual act of
telling life-stories a way of partially resolvingd question of self-identity through the
notion of «altruistic identity», thereby structugithe «otherness» to which the self is
from birth related as another concrete person,eBuytbses the problem of «otherness»
or exteriority in different terms.

For her, the problem lies in the structuring noia@afield in which we all are born, as

she maintains in one of her recent wokiecarious Life

«Constituted as a social phenomenon in the pupler®, my body is and is not
mine. Given over from the start to the world of e it bears their imprint, is
formed within the crucible of social life; only &t and with some uncertainty, do |

lay claim to my body as my own, if, in fact, | exdww» (Butler 2004, 25).

The «social conditions of embodiment» are an egdeaspect to Butler's entire
production: her approach to the question of idgntibes not accept to resolve
relationality in a dyadic relationship between thend theyou, but scatters, so to say,
the constitutive otherness in a normative, socialedsion that, as such, cannot be

avoided. The «world of others», for Butler is nohgly a world of other selves, but a
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social dimension in which ‘others’ also stand fbe tstructuring social and cultural
norms. In this respect, Butler’s perspective shawtellectual debt to the Foucauldian
analysis of power and knowledge. The primacy afaato say, structuring impersonal
domain — that of language — over dyadic relatigrsfthel andyou of which Cavarero
speaks) in shaping both body and identity, ascribter to a philosophical tradition
that is very different from that of Cavarero. Theots of Butler's thought are post-
structuralist and deconstructionist (Michel Foutand Jacques Derrida), but behind
them one can easily detect the Hegelian matrix.

Butler’s insistence — frorsender Troublenwards — on the primacy of a set of norms
and regulations (both visible and invisible) in ging identity and embodiment, can be
read as the attempt to emphasize the idealistiemsion of embodiment, rather than the
material one. For Butler, in fact, there is no [lméy of accessing the body in its
materiality insofar as the body is from the starapped» in a network of meanings and
values that even contribute to shape the physioatocirs of the body itself (Butler
1993). Gender is part and parcel of this structuframework, when not the matrix of
all frames. Gender comes before the possibilitamt, it is a sort of gate to reality
through which human beings must pass in orderhgwge full humanity. What happens
to those who do not comply with the gender binafif@ answer to this question, says
Butler, lies in the work of critical thinking, witquestioning the apparent naturalness or
inevitability of the structuring frames of gendetalligibility, undoing their supposed
fixity in order to facilitate those who do not confn to any existing gender norm to
acquire a level o¥iability. This is why Butler would respond to Cavarero’suasption
that each human being is unique and sexed (thestyming that the sexes are two) via
a radical questioning of that assumption, of itsatter of fact» nature: there is no
possibility to access the rock of stumbling of itgalfor Butler, insofar as reality is
always impinged on by an ideality which determingst is real and what is not.

In Butler’s thought, in other words, (and this sedmbe a constant starting point) one
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can perceive the inaccessibility of the body «@slfi and blood»— its always being part
of a frame of intelligibility — not as the idealsteduction of materiality to ideality, but
as the necessary awareness that every «orderaufudse» on the body cannot aim at
telling the truth of the body. There is no truthtleé body, no undeniable matter of fact —
as Cavarero would, contrarily, define tth@tumof sexual difference — but only a series
of discursive strategies that produce bodies aaogrtb certain truth regimes. The
problem, therefore, lies in undoing these truthmeg not in order to ‘liberate’ the body
once and for all — Foucaudbcet— but to produce progressively inclusive, emartcipa
frames of intelligibility that, as such, are suddap to change, revision, amendment
(Butler 2004a).

Nevertheless, as mentioned before, Butler is igeit enough not to reduce the
problem of subjectivity to a social sphere thaalflgtconstructs the self. In her book
Giving an Account of OnesdlButler 2005), she reflects more philosophicality the
«nature» of this otherness to which the self issttutively related and, drawing
intensively from Levinas, poses the question of @ther as something that does not
simply embody social norms and structures. Theralgelationality which shapes our
bodies and selves is marked, from the beginnin@grbgaddress posed to us by another.
This other comes before me and makes requestsrappthereby structuring my being
from the start. This Levinasian interlocutory scentor Butler the proof that the subject
iIs never self-made, autonomous, independent, buérigover’, from the start, to an
exteriority that can be personated, namely takestiape of the «visage», the face of
another human being.

Yet, Butler does not fully accept the Levinasiampgmsal, insofar as she aims at
defining this otherness also in psychoanalytic gerBy combining the ethical
philosophy of Levinas with the psychoanalysis cirdéaplanche, Butler affirms that
this interlocutory scene, the rhetorical structofeaddress as a way of conceiving

original relationality, has a lot to do with theginary impressions made on the infant
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by the adult world

This otherness, though, must not be essentialzags Butler, nor consigned to the
concept of «absence» or «void» of Lacanian ori§in.drawing intensively on Jean
Laplanche, Butler aims at defining this othernessanething that is constructed within
the self in infancy through the impressions of ddelt world. These impressions, given
over to the infant who does not have instrumentdetal with them, become repressed

and therefore constitutive of the unconscious.

«Jean Laplanche, within a psychoanalytic vein, esggomething similar [to
Levinas] when he claims that the address of therptbonceived as a demand,
implants or insinuates itself into what will lateome to be called, in a theoretical
vein, my unconscioudn a sense, this nomenclature will always bergjvhe lie to
itself. It will be impossible to speak without errof my unconscioufecause it is
not a possession, but rather that which | cannot.ow.] To understand the
unconscious, however, is precisely to understandtwhnnot belong, properly
speaking, to me, precisely because it defies tkéoric of belonging, is a way of
being dispossessed through the address of the @tmarthe start» (Butler 2005,
36).

The opaqueness of the subject to itself therefaseahso to do with a primary relation
of the infant not simply with a mother — Butler, the way, never uses that name — but

with a set of adult persons, and it is the relatatth such adult world that structures an

® The knot of psychoanalysis seems to constitutendnidgeable gap between the two thinkers, givea al
their different intellectual backgrounds. As regattle question here at stake, one could summadrize t
gap as follows: for Butler psychoanalysis cannoaibeided, since it is a mode of understanding thg w
in which the self cannot fully account for herdgjfseeking to locate the opaqueness of the sdbet in

a repressed - or unconscious - dimension. Theatttaisk of psychoanalysis is, for Butler, that ohging

to light the unavoidable ties that constitute thl, s1ot in order to overcome them, but to be dbldeal
with a certain degree of anxiety that the primaations of dependence — and their asymmetry —tmigh
instil in the formingl. Cavarero, on the other hand, seems to consigfailliee of total accountability or
narratability of the self to a dimension that, asts remains immanent to the relation itself, witho
seeking to be resolved, made more comprehensiala Yistory of repression that, as such, is foramer
article of faith. For an interesting dialogue oegb topics between the two thinkers, see Butleand.
Cavarero, A. (2005). For a thorough account ofridation between Butler’s work and psychoanalysis,
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unconscious dimension of the self. These initigin@ssions are not simply of care, but

can also be violent.

«The self that | am yet to be (at the point whessrgnar does not permit yet of Bn
is at the outset enthralled, even if it is to angcef violence, an abandonment,
destitution, to a mechanism of life-support, sirtes, for better or worse, the
support without which | cannot be, upon which myywbeing depends, which my
very being, fundamentally and with an irreduciblabéguity, is. This is a scene, if
we can call it that, to which we return, within whiour action takes place, and
which gently or perhaps violently mocks the postafenarrative control» (Butler
2005, 53).

Vulnerability is the core of the relational seligtself one cannot fully account for: to
be exposed to others be this very exposurs what qualifies the human as such. One
can easily detect here echoes of Cavarero’s naticgxposure, vital to her notion of
altruistic identity: each human being is at birkpesed to the world, but primarily to the
gaze of the mother, to whom the baby refers aditsie«exteriority» at disposal. This
maternal scene of gaze and voice, reciprocal amdsg@mantic, is what Cavarero
explores as the possible suggestive metaphor algewerfully approximate the notion
of a relational ontology. The fallacy of autobioging lies exactly in this blindness to
exposure: the autobiographical subject is unablkectept the fact that our constitutive
being exposed, from birth, to others obliterates gbssibility of a self-transparent, self

narratable subjett Exposure, vulnerability and dependency upon sttee exactly

see Bernini, L. (2009).

® |t is worth mentioning that when Butler discustiesroughly Cavarero’s notion of narrative idenstye
seems to be partly mislead in her reading. Shéadt)y confounds biography and autobiography, as if
Cavarero’s notion of narrative identity had to ddthwa simple autobiographical impulse to
unproblematically recount oneself: «In her [Cavaigrview, one can only tell an autobiography to an
Other, and one can only reference laim relation to ayou without theyou, my own story becomes
impossible«. It is not clear whether Butler corhgcinderstands Cavarero’s position, insofar agénss
that she thinks Cavarero proposes an autobiogralphi@ctice, directed to an indispensable you, yet
autobiographical. | stress this apparent misreadtisgfar as what Butler says subsequently seems to
strongly echo Cavarero’s position: «This expostoejnstance, is not precisely narratable. | cargio¢
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what renders impossible an «account of oneselfs: ithwhat both thinkers strongly
stress. And this is their connecting point: frd&iving an Account of Onesetb
Precarious Life Butler's production has progressively centered feflections on the
possibility of a responsible subject in spite o€ tbonstitutive impossibility of the
subject as such to «account for itself». The céquastion to Butler's endeavor is the
following: Is there a possibility of an ethics thdbes not presuppose a totally
autonomous and rational subject? Again, Butlerswar is fully Levinasian: exactly
because ethics comes before ontology| tisethe effect of an interlocutory scene where
the Other makes claims upon me, calls for my beiegponsible for her. This
interlocutory other is what shapes my subjectivit@an| that calls me into question,
asking for an answer, a word, a gaze, a touch. suiestly,| am the effect of these
structuring relations: not only as a conscious ettbjsays Butler contaminating Levinas
with psychoanalysis, but also as a subject whowiar@a of being unable to control,
master, discipline herself totally. The unconsci@islso the effect of this undeniable

relationality: it is the untolénd untellablestory of my dependency.

«Indeed, if we require that someone be able tartedtory form the reasons why his
or her life has taken the path it has, that isbéoa coherent autobiographer of
oneself, it may be that we prefer the seamlessyfabe story to something we might
tentatively call the truth of the person, a truthieh, to a certain degree, and for
reasons we have already suggested, might well begoaore clear in moments of
interruption, stoppage, open-endedness, in enignaticulations that cannot be

easily translated into narrative form» (Butler 2083).

Stoppage, open-endedness, interruption are tharésabf a narrative impossibility

an account of it, even as it structures any accbomght give. The norms by which | seek to makesetf
recognizable are not precisely mine. They are oot lwith me; the temporality of their emergencesloe
not coincide with the temporality of my own lifeo $n living my life as a recognizable being, | liae
vector of temporalities, one of which has my deaghits terminus, but another of which consistshef t
social and historical temporality of those norms Wwkich my recognizability is established and
maintained« (Butler 2005, 24).
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that, as such, is nevertheless pursued, insofariggjuite difficult to live outside any
kind of structure or coherence. The ethical claiadmby Butler in botRrecarious Life
and Giving an Accountestifies of the need to rethink ethics as a radidtical move
against a politics which is progressively assunting tones of an ethics of principles,
where identity, sovereignty, truth, freedom andigeshave become fortified matters,
unquestionable yet ambiguously used to justify enck, aggression, retaliation and
preventive wal To pose the question of a relational ethics -aml from the start
dependent upon you, we are both vulnerable to e#ludr but also to the structuring
effects of social norms and values» — in the ligh& need to rethink politics, is what
both Cavarero and Butler seem to share most clo€élgllenging the political project
of modernity — especially its individualistic cdenies: unrelatedness, self-sufficiency
and sovereignty — both thinkers embark on the efibradically re-thinking the human
moving from its essential condition of dependenmgcariousness, vulnerability. Their
theoretical move, in this respect, has to do witlsplacement of politics away from the
immune individual — a fictitious entity that, aschy has nowadays finally ceased to
convince even within the boundaries of its «ficibnnarrative — in order to relocate it
in the vulnerable — and therefore exposed to othesslf. Politics and ethics must be
thought of within the context of an undeniable giade that, at the same time, is the
cipher of an undeniable relationality.

The political worth of these ethical premises ispegsent difficult to discern; they
remain strongly utopian insofar as violence andeseignty still seem to be the only
available worn out tools used to — unsuccessfullgselve the new and undecipherable

conflicts of the presefit These premises can become political only whenerability

" This is the aim Butler sets for herself mainlyPirecarious Life(Butler 2004).

8 Adriana Cavarero’s latest work (Cavarero 2007)mhezes contemporary forms of violence (body
bombers, preventive war and dsllateral damagesvia the neologism dfiorrorism insofar agerrorism

is too broad a term, too unspecific, too linkedtte modern notion of politics and therefore unable
grasp the unprecedented nature of contemporargngel Cavarero suggests thatrorism might better
suit the understanding of forms of violence tha @imeswhich «offend the human condition at its
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will be acknowledged not only singularly, but aboak socially. Yet this depends
exactly on how and when thHeand theyou can transform into ans And this is the

crucial question on which the thought of Butler &wal/arero diverge.

4. Cavarero, Butler and the question of social transfor mation

It goes without saying that, for Butler, the questof social and political transformation
is linked to the critical and ethical dimensionsawf agency which is never solitary,
exactly because nobody exists by her/himself.

In this respect, Butler’'s critique to Cavarero’sadbf «embodied uniqueness» as a way
of conceptualizing a different ontology of the huntauches exactly on the theme of
political transformation. According to Butler, iradt, there is a need to relate the
intersubjective perspective elaborated by a momntkrental» tradition of thought
(Cavarero and Lévinas) to that of social constwisrtn (Foucault). Butler perceives
Cavarero’s notion of «irreplaceable uniqueness» «bBsund up with existential
romanticism and with a claim of authenticity» (ButR005, 23).

Nevertheless her main critique is not linked torle&ion of uniqueness, but to that of
dyadic relationship, which for Cavarero is essérntahe narrative ethics proposed in
Relating NarrativesHere is the quote from Cavarero which Butler esieely reports

and discusses:

ontological level« (2007, 34). Cavarero therefor@ves from contemporary forms of horrorism in order
to continue in her elaboration of an ontology datienality, of which vulnerability would be, frorhe
viewpoint of violence, the unavoidable condition lmiman life. She therefore proposes to call this
ontology one ofulnerability— a reciprocal exposure in which we are given twearither the other’s care
or harm, «almost as if the absence of harm or ware not even thinkable« (2007, 32). Vulnerability,
other words, is the main targethwdrrorism, insofar as it is the alternative between careduoidg harm —
and not some «pure, gratuitous cruelty« — thahés ¢generative nucleus« of horror. This ontology of
vulnerability has as its political goal that of placing the use of violence from the traditiondlll s
modern viewpoint of thevarrior, in order to locate it in the perspective of thénerable, defenceless
victim (the casual victim of body bombers and ¢thsualtiepproduced by supposediytelligent bomb)
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«The you comes before theve before the pluralyou and before thethey.
Symptomatically, the/ouis a term that is not at home in modern and copteary
developments of ethics and politics. Tyau is ignored by individualistic doctrines,
which are too preoccupied with praising the righitshel, and theyouis masked by
a Kantian form of ethics that is only capable afggtg anl that addresses itself as a
familiar you Neither does thgou find a home in the schools of thought to which
individualism is opposed — these schools reveahsiedves for the most part to be
affected by a moralistic vice, which, in order wmal falling into the decadence of
the I, avoids the contiguity of thgou, and privileges collective, plural pronouns.
Indeed, many revolutionary movements (which ramgmftraditional communism to
the feminism of sisterhood) seem to share a curiimgslistic code based on the
intrinsic morality of pronouns. Theeis always positive, thplural youis a possible
ally, thethey has the face of an antagonist, this unseemly, and thgou is, of

course, superfluous» (Cavarero 2000, 90-91).

According to Cavarero, the real challenge in rédimg subjectivity is that of
displacing thel from its pedestal of autobiographical (and theoca$t narcissism, by
relocating it in the relationship with ty@u The shape this relation will take is always
unique and irreplaceable, since unique and irreplale are its terms. The reciprocal
uniqueness of the two terms, though, can bea@aleonly in the form of a relationship.
What politics and ethics should take into accownthie way in which relationality
contributes to shape a notion of subjectivity, vhis linked, from birth, to the
indispensable presence of another human being. &abbdied uniqueness can become
a part of the world by virtue of a relation, saym/@rero, as it is visible from birth, in the
very exposure of the infant to the gaze of the miotGavarero emphasizes therefore the
centrality of a dyadic relationship between thend theyou as a way of contesting the
individualistic paradigm upon which the modern ootof subjectivity is founded.

The problem for Butler lies exactly in the excliemmess of this dyadic relationship,
grounded on the notion of uniqueness, which shecizes by claiming that it allows

little or no room for social transformation. Onlysbfar as uniqueness is construed as
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«empty category», claims Butler, can it becomeegipus theoretical tool for radically
rethinking subjectivity. But by so doing, says RBujlthe very notion of uniqueness as

irreplaceable — or, in philosophical terms, unrepreable — becomes undone.

«Insofar as ‘this’ fact of singularizing exposuhat follows from bodily existence is
one that can be reiterated endlessly, it conssitatellective conditioncharacterizing
us all equally, not only reinstalling the ‘we’, batso establishing a structure of

substitutability at the core of singularity [my engsis]» (Butler 2005, 24).

Butler maintains that if the aim of a radical qite — which does not have mere
epistemological aims but strives for ethical andlitipal change — is that of contesting
the way in which, in a Foucauldian vein, subjetyiviand power have been
conceptualized in modernity, it is hardly possilbdefurther this critique by simply
relying on the dyadic relationship between Itlzad theyou

For Cavarero, on the other hand, relationalityreducible to the larger political and
social dimension, insofar as, by so doing, the payof embodied uniqueness would
lose its radical quality and become weakened inppasedly collective empathy, in a
super-human — and therefore fictional — «identftthe many».

Cavarero’s strong refusal of the impersonal, ctitecdimension constitutes for
Bulter a double-sided problem. On the one handjiye of the impersonal structures —
language, norms and regulations — by which weeaibme subjects, and without which
we could not exist, there is no uniqueness inltl@n the other hand, the irreducibility
of the dyadic relationship to the collective dimens— as if every relationship were
unique and irreplaceable — according to Butler idgse political efficacy to the
«relational turn». The challenge for Butler is ttkmowledge the structuring function of
norms and attempt — critically, relationally, «ironcert» (Butler 2004, 3) — to

deconstruct them from within, contesting the notha display «ethical violenc&sthat

® The titles of both German and ltalian translatioh&iving an Account of OnesédKritik der Ethischen
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is norms that hindeviability to different forms of subjectivity. The challenge an
infinite critical task, never completed, constiaaly bound to the historicity, sociality
and plurality of norms and subjects produced bynthe

To criticize «ethical violence» means to move woaain of norms, trying to contest,
deconstruct, transform them while at the same teimg aware of their structuring
function. A double-sided attitude towards normspgtelency upon theandrefusal) is
what determines the possibility of critique buttla¢ same time it is also that which
prevents this very critique to lmace for allliberating. To be critical and ethical means
for Butler to participate collectively in a neverding labour against — and within — truth
regimes that exclude and oppress. Whereas for &avambodied uniqueness is «an
end in herself» — unrepresentable according theuditzve parameters of traditional
philosophy and politics, therefore irreplaceabld@n/his public appearance and agency
— for Butler political agency is impersonal insof@s each subject is the result of
impersonal structures of substitutability that perf her/him, that render her/him
representable. The Butlerian subject, thereforeyitiyie of this substitutability, cannot
expect to do away with the truth-regime that readwr possible but can act within that
truth regime contesting, displacing, parodyingubgey order of representability.

By so doing she will also automatically act in thame of others, opening up the
rigidity of collective ethos to further and differe appropriations, to a potentially
transformative critique able to allow neslaims to representabilityrom those who
have been excluded from visibility and viabilityhd possibility of contestation, though,
is dependent upon an interlocutory scene, a scéragldress where the relationship
between the and theyouis, so to say, a structured — and therefore ingoeis- form of

relationality:

«When we come up against the limits of any epistegical horizon, and realize

that the question is not simply whether | can dt wmowyou, or whether | can be

GewaltandCiritica della violenza eticgaclearly display the centrality of the issue dfique.
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known we are compelled to realize as well tigati qualify in the scheme of the
human within which | operate, and thatIncan begin to tell its story without asking,
«who are you?», «who speaks to me?», «to whomsgedk when | speak to you?».
If this establishes the priority of rhetoric to iet) that would be a salutary effect of
these meditations. The mode of address conditindss&ructures the way in which
moral questions emerge. The one who makes a clpon us, who asks us, as it
were, who we are, what we have done, may well havesingularity and
irreplaceability, but they also speak in a languthge is impersonal and that belongs

to historically changing horizons of intelligibifi (Butler 2005, 87).

Butler is here trying to merge together the intbjsctive — or relational — approach
developed by Cavarero via Hannah Arendt's notionupnfqueness, with the post-
structuralist primacy of language, discursive sfyas and their historicity and sociality.
The personal and the impersonal become intertwinedthe complex effort of
transforming theé and theyouinto anus

It is easy to see a continuity between Butler'skgayn feminism and the performative
theory of gender (Butler 1990, 1993) and the maeemt «ethical» production: the
meticulous revision of the frames of intelligibflitof the subject (the Foucauldian
heritage which Butler develops in a very originaininist key) is never separated from
the will to a political agency — aware of its fhllity, amendability and dependence on a
mesh of social relations, but nevertheless vigardte critical work upon oneself — the
revolutionary gain of feminist activism of the 70‘s is never separated from a
simultaneous work on truth regimes of intelligityiland political representability. The
personal dimension (the work on oneself, on one/a difference which for Butler is
never irreplaceable uniqueness) becomes impersainabst collective, in a sort of re-
enactment of theonsciousness raisingctivity of feminist groups in the 70’s. The
collective dimension to which Butler refers is ajwareminiscent of the GLBQ
community and their recent activism known as «Nesmdgr politics» (see, for an

extensive discussion of it, Butler 2004). This «gmactivism» is théile rougewhich
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connects Butler’s earlier works to the present olvesy view the critical attitude was
already present in the practice of parody and degyhent of gender norms and roles: to
be «disloyal» to a regulatory code, to performidt disloyal citation of its functioning is
the way through which the gendered subject can betlome aware of the contingency
of norms and appropriate them critically. Theranghis avowal of parody and critique,
the hypermodern disenchantment towards any utog@m of liberation, the
acknowledgement that gender identities are notioge than fetishes. It is as if, today,
Butler kept telling us to become aware of the ingdabty of a secular eschatology, a
final liberation form oppression, exploitation, clisnination, but at the same time
remain consistent in contesting the violence whglhidden in any truth-regime that
pretends to be exclusive, unique.

In my opinion what Butler is slowly but consistgnglaborating is some kind of
«tragic ethics», conscious of the constitutive ayuities of self and world, but at the
same time devoted to making this awareness ascpablpossible. To state that the self
is from the beginning split, opaque to itself, ueato account exhaustively for its own
actions means to avow a new horizon in which soegetg and «total and final control»
over one’s actions are not the main criterion g (and legitimate) political agency.
As in Greek tragedy, the «agent» is a doer trappex set of pre-existing norms that
cannot be avoided: nevertheless he/she acts, Bintact the motor, the essence of
tragedy itself is action (see Aristotle in Grub&&p Similarly, passivity and activity are
both present in Butler's notion of agency, where rislationship between the subject
and its «constitutive otherness» (be it taee of another human being or the set of
norms on which | depend) is the necessary framéhtrpossibility of an I». The price
to pay, in this tragic ethics, is that of the uasthbility of identity as a «final product»,
of control over oneself and transparency to ongséla «new order» established once
and for all. This is, maintains Butler quoting Fault, a result of modernity: even if the

subject knows his/her own truth she/he cannot bedshy it.
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The paradox upon which the ethics of the non-sagersubject — of which both
Cavarero and Butler speak — is founded, is theeetioe following: the lack of control
over oneself, the dispossession, the destitutiggosad upon us by others is that which
makes a non violent political action thinkable -d grerhaps feasible. In force of my
«non-freedom», always paradoxically acted in refatto others — in the forms of
dependence, address and dispossession — | am ableltome the other's «non-

freedom», her dependence upon me and my respatysibvards her suffering:

«Violence is neither a just punishment we suffer agust revenge for what we
suffer. It delineates a physical vulnerability fravhich we cannot slip away, which
we cannot finally resolve in the name of the subjlbat which can provide a way to
understand the way in which all of us are already precisely bounded, not
precisely separate, but in our skins, given ovegach other’s hands, at each other’s
mercy. This is a situation we do not choose, then$ the horizon of choice, and it
is that which grounds our responsibility. In thinse, we are not responsible for it,
but it is that for which we are nevertheless resgia. We did not create it; and

therefore, it is what we must heed’ (Butler 2005).6
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