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“The house is burning [la casa brucia]”, Giorgio Agamben (born 1942) writes 
in the midst of the COVID crisis in 2020.1 In his Homo Sacer series (consisting 
of works that cover the mid-1990s to the mid-2010s), the Italian philosopher had 
painstakingly unpacked the workings of modern “biopolitics” – the governance 
of life itself – and its main instruments, such as “the state of exception” and “the 
camp”, drawing on the work of Michel Foucault and Walter Benjamin, and trans-
lating their findings for a late-twentieth- and twenty-first-century context. During 
the pandemic, Agamben launched a sequence of polemical online and offline 
interventions – causing a significant stir among fellow philosophers and writers, 
including old friends such as Jean-Luc Nancy – in which he sees the anti-COVID 
measures rolled out across Europe and the world as biopolitics in optima forma, 
and as the final, totalitarian stages of biopolitical governmentality (see Where Are 
We Now?), even as the death throes of European civilisation. In his short poetic 
text, When the House Burns Down [Quando la casa brucia], Agamben paints 
a bleak, (post-)apocalyptic picture of our predicament as it unfolded during the 
pandemic:

We live in houses, in cities burned to the ground, as if they were still stand-
ing; the people pretend to live there and go out into the streets masked amid 
the ruins as if these were the familiar neighbourhoods [familiari rioni] of 
times past. 

(House 3; Casa 8)

In our plague-ridden times, we dwell, masked and faceless, among the ruins of our 
life-world, but also ‒ as we will see ‒ among the ruins of language and politics. In 
the quote above, many of the key elements of Agamben’s political thinking recur: 
the house (the oikos) as a site of politics; politics is not exclusively a public matter 
(of the polis), but also involves the familiar, the customary. The oikos is home to 
the family, it is our doorstep to the world; the house opens to the community; it is 
where we learn to speak, where language as such is transmitted to us; it is where we 
first recognise the faces of others, where we discover our openness to the other, to 
the world; it is within the house that we learn and find familiar gestures, customs, 
argot. For Agamben, politics is the obscure dialectics between oikos and polis, 
Volk and demos, language and communication. The house and the familiar are 

2

“Tutti i popoli sono bande”
Giorgio Agamben’s Populism

Joost de Bloois

DOI:  10.4324/9781003382850-4

10.4324/9781003382850-4

http://dx.doi.org/10.4324/9781003382850-4


“Tutti i popoli sono bande”  49

“Tutti i popoli sono bande”

not the opposite of politics, but its condition sine qua non. And it is this particular 
house that is central to Agamben’s political thought that has caught fire.2

It is revealing that, in the original Italian text, Agamben uses the term familiari 
rioni as the site of these ruins. Comparable to “the hood” in English or le quartier in 
French, “rioni” suggests familiarity, community, history, and a common language; 
the rione as collectively lived experience ‒ a form-of-life in Agamben’s own par-
lance ‒ rather than a purely administrative denomination. It is in the neighbourhood 
that the people dwell3: “people” in the sense of a collective form-of-life, a shared 
history, a common language or argot, common gestures, and common experience. 
The neighbourhood is understood here as an extended family of sorts. The rione 
is where the family becomes people before the people are turned into demos (and 
as such gain access to the public and the universal). Agamben’s visceral reaction 
to the anti-COVID regulations that were imposed in Italy and elsewhere in Europe 
(A che punto siamo?; Where Are We Now?) can perhaps in part be explained by 
the fact that the pandemic confined us in our homes: the house no longer signified 
openness to the communal world of the rione, but effectively became a prison of 
sorts. The “epidemic as politics” (Where Are We Now?) constitutes the triumph of 
the polis over the oikos: the epidemic allows for the administration, the regulation 
and, consequently, the extreme reduction of communal life. There is a persistent 
spatial-geographical element to Agamben’s understanding of politics: it is a poli-
tics of proximity and presence.

Agamben’s reflections in When the House Burns Down show us some of the 
principal elements of Agamben’s political thought: a politics of proximity, of the 
home versus the State, of authentic speech versus empty exchange, and of the cus-
tomary as collective form-of-life, that is to say, as the collective experience of 
shared language, gestures, emotions, and behaviours. This constellation of ideas 
by which Agamben addresses the question of politics, seems peculiarly close to 
at least some of the fundamental binaries of (contemporary) populism: proximity 
against globalisation, community as cultural, historical, linguistic entity against 
the purely administrative idea of universal citizenship, and perhaps the most fun-
damental of such binaries: “true” politics as directed against the State; the politics 
of proximity, of a living, embodied community, against the abstracting, calculating 
machine that is the State. Such a politics implies a “politics of truth”: it presupposes 
a subject simultaneously seizes the truth about itself and about the essence of poli-
tics. The subject, here, is a truthteller, but only insofar as it is part of a community 
as form-of-life: a historically, linguistically, culturally specific community.

This begs the question: is Agamben a populist, albeit an unlikely one? “The peo-
ple” are a recurring figure in Agamben, one of his more persistent conceptual perso-
nae (alongside, for example, the pulcinella or the nymph).4 Through a tracing of the 
notion of “the people” in Agamben’s work, we will see that “the people” stand out 
as an important form of political subjectivity for Agamben, despite and at times at 
odds with his attempts to formulate radically singular subjectivities (be it collective 
forms) such as the “whatever singularity”, “the coming community” or (individual 
forms such as) Bartleby.5 In this chapter, I argue that we can speak of Agamben’s 
philosophical populism, in the sense that the fundamental elements of politics are 
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ascribed to “the people” (the properties of the political in Agamben are structurally 
embodied in the people). What emerges in Agamben is a political subject that is not 
“the citizen”, “the consumer”, or “the commune” but, fundamentally, “the people” 
as a historically, culturally, linguistically specific form-of-life that as such speaks 
the truth of politics, even speaks the truth of humanity as a political animal. In par-
ticular, observations on “the people” seem to gain prominence in Agamben’s more 
recent work, taking on an unmistakable poignancy in his (post)pandemic reflections.

The Camp and the Court of Miracles

In “What Is a People?”, Agamben explains how the notion of “the people” in 
Western political thought is, in fact, split. “The same term [Agamben writes] names 
the constitutive political subject as well as the class that is excluded ‒ de facto, if 
not de jure ‒ from politics” (Means without End 29). In modern European political 
thought “the people” designates two contradictory ‒ if not mutually exclusive ‒ 
entities: the people as “the whole of the citizenry as a unitary body politic” (Means 
29). The people designate both the formally recognised political subject (endowed 
with agency) and the people as those who are subjected to politics, as the “com-
mon people”, those for whom the body politic remains inaccessible. Crucially, 
for Agamben, both conceptions of “the people” coexist as the people are always 
already included within and excluded from politics:

It is as if, in other words, what we call people was actually not a unitary 
subject but rather a dialectical oscillation between two opposite poles: on the 
one hand, the People as a whole and as an integral body politic and, on the 
other hand, the people as a subset and as fragmentary multiplicity of needy 
and excluded bodies; on the one hand, an inclusive concept that pretends to 
be without remainder while, on the other hand, an exclusive concept known 
to afford no hope; at one pole, the total state of the sovereign and integrated 
citizens and, at the other pole, the banishment ‒ either court of miracles or 
camp ‒ of the wretched, the oppressed, and the vanquished. 

(Means 31, italics in the original)

On the one hand, we have the people as an abstract and universal political subject; 
on the other, we find the people as the polar opposite: the people, precisely, as an 
indigestible remainder that cannot be integrated into any universalising dialectics, 
as it is irreducibly particular, embodied, locally situated. Agamben thus identifies 
a binary integral to Western political thought (and praxis) between the people as 
subjects for the State (and integrated into the latter) and the people as marginalised 
and rejected by the State, between a subject-for-government and those who remain 
ungovernable: the working class versus the Lumpenproletariat, the citizens versus 
the plebs, the subject of human rights versus the refugee, the citizen versus the 
undocumented migrant, and so on.6

Revealingly, the quote above mentions that the two paradigms (in Agamben’s 
sense of the term)7⁠ of the people are the camp and the court of miracles: two spaces 
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of paradoxical, simultaneous inclusion and exclusion. Both are spaces of banish-
ment. Enabled by the State, the camp is the materialisation of the zone of indistinc-
tion between exception and rule, the manifestation of the political-juridical state 
of exception within which “naked life” is produced (understood as the reduction, 
via the law, via politics, of human life to pure biological life exposed to the work-
ings of State power without mediation) (Means 40‒1). The court of miracles8 is 
an informal ban of sorts [a ban-lieu]: a space within the city (polis), populated by 
another type of “people”, in which another community is possible. The camp and 
the court of miracles are two sides of the (bio)political coin: a site of absolute pow-
erlessness and a site of struggle and resistance. For Agamben, “the people” ‒ “as a 
subset and as a fragmentary multiplicity of needy and excluded bodies” ‒ are to be 
located in the court of miracles. The absolute destitution and dehumanisation of the 
camp dweller, the Muselmann (Homo Sacer 185‒86), is inversely reflected in the 
resilient figure of the slum dweller of the metropolitan underworld. The “court of 
miracles” here is a reference to Guy Debord and Alice Becker-Ho9 in whose work 
we find a similar romanticising of the figure of the thief, the Gypsy or bandit-poet 
such as François Villon⁠, that is to say: of the supposedly ungovernable, shape-
shifting, travelling, and indigestible minuti popoli ‒ the polar opposite of the good 
citizen whose existence is entirely experienced through the State. In Agamben’s 
court of miracles, Debord’s Parisian underworld dwellers resonate with Pier Paolo 
Pasolini’s anti-modern working-class boys roaming the wastelands of Rome’s new 
towns. ⁠ For Agamben, “the people” are not primarily a socio-economic category (a 
class), but rather an anthropological and even ontological category10: the expres-
sion of an authentic “people-ness”, as defined through speech, customs, and codes; 
“the people” as synonymous for human life in so far as it signifies resistance to the 
expropriation of experience (by the State and modern technocracy).

In “What Is a People?” and Homo Sacer, we can identify two vital elements of 
Agamben’s populism. Firstly, we see how, in Agamben’s analysis of “the people” 
as a political subject, the original structure of politics in Western thought ‒ the 
biopolitical fracture at the heart of politics ‒ not only translates into the binary 
people/citizen but becomes indistinguishable from it as the latter precedes and 
informs the former. “The original political structure” is that of simultaneous inclu-
sion and exclusion (Means 31‒32). To constitute itself, the body politic always 
needs to exclude that (and those) which threaten its integrity or homogeneity: the 
body politic thus provides its own outside. This split (that takes the form of vio-
lent expulsion or banishment) is anything but accidental. It is, in fact, infinitely 
repeated because, without it the body politic (the State, the city, the nation, the 
commonwealth) cannot lay claim to universality; it is structural to the very pos-
sibility of politics in European thought and political practice. Fundamentally, this 
structure of inclusion-exclusion constitutive of European politics necessarily con-
stitutes politics as biopolitics: in order to constitute itself as political (as bios), 
the body politics needs to expel deviant bodies by branding these as zoe, naked 
life. However, in Agamben, this split always already takes place within “the peo-
ple”: between those granted a political existence (the people-with-a-capital P: the 
citizen, the bourgeois) and those whose existence is reduced to bare life (the slum 
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dweller, the Gypsy, the Jew) ‒ before finding its terrifying climax in the camp, this 
structural exclusion will have been actualised in the ghetto, the rione, the court of 
miracles, the banlieue.

Secondly, what is effectively excluded from the body politic is the indigest-
ible, non-universalisable part of humanity: that is to say, those who resist the fact 
that their identities are being defined vis-à-vis the State (the thief, the worker, the 
Gypsy, the Jew); precisely those who are defined as embodied and clearly located 
(who belong to the oikos or the rione but not the nation-State), who use a common 
parlance (“minor” languages such as argot, Yiddish, Rom), who share traditions, 
customs, secret gestures. The split between the people and the People does not so 
much derive from an originary biopolitical split between zoe and bios (the “anthro-
pological machine of the moderns”, as Agamben calls it in The Open 35), on the 
contrary: this split is always already located within “the people”. The existence 
of “the people” serves as the precondition for Agamben’s analysis of European 
political thought as biopolitics. The history of politics in the West thus becomes 
synonymous with the various genealogies of the people against the State,11 the 
oikos against the polis, of collective forms-of-life and their resistance against their 
technocratic reduction to bare life, of the original autonomy of the people against 
their usurpation by some form or other of (State) sovereignty. What we see in 
Agamben, over and again, is this skeletal structure of populism.

Popolo minuto, popolo grasso: The People, the Form-of-Life, and the 
State

As we argued above: “the people”, in Agamben, speak truth to (biopolitical) power 
[potestas]. They do so in the sense that, for Agamben, in their argot, gestures, and 
multiple cultural histories “the people” express the pure potentiality of human 
life (as form-of-life); as Agamben repeats throughout his oeuvre, the form-of-
life signifies “a life that can never be separated from its form, a life in which it is 
never possible to isolate something such as naked life” (Means 3‒4). As such, the 
form-of-life is entirely political: it opposes the original structure of modern poli-
tics, precisely by refusing “life” to be expropriated by the State, either by being 
absorbed into the sphere of State politics (citizenry, democracy, national identity) 
or by being reduced to “naked life” by the State, and subsequently expelled from 
the latter. The form-of-life, in Agamben, is “a life for which what is at stake in its 
way of living is living itself” (Means 3‒4). In all its particularity, the form-of-life 
thus expresses the potentia of human (linguistic, cultural, historical, collective) 
life.

It defines a life ‒ human life ‒ in which the single ways, acts, and processes of 
living are never simply facts but always and above all possibilities of life, always 
and above all power. Each behaviour and each form of human living is never pre-
scribed by a specific biological vocation, nor is it assigned by whatever necessity; 
instead, no matter how customary, repeated, and socially compulsory, it always 
retains the character of a possibility; that is, it always puts at stake living itself 
(Means 4).
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The form-of-life defines human beings as “beings of power” (essere di potenza) 
whose lives, by this very fact, are immediately political as they transcend mere 
biological fact. As forms-of-life, we are beings of power in both meanings of that 
term: a “power-to-be” (an ontological force) and engaged in some form or other 
with power (in conflicts over the forms our lives, and the communities in which 
these are shaped, may take) (Means 4). For Agamben, this potential ‒ the very 
essence of politics ‒ transpires into the customary; in fact, the customary (lan-
guage, culture, customs, argot) is, in Agamben, the only place where something of 
the hidden essence of politics can transpire, in opposition to modern State politics. 
Agamben needs the plurality, the anti-universalism of the customary to highlight 
its inexhaustible potential. Therefore, the form-of-life can refer to a kind of, rela-
tively benign, late-Foucauldian ethics of self-fashioning,12 but can just as easily 
veer into a traditionalism or folklorism.

Here, Agamben’s philosophical/biopolitical populism diverges from political 
populism, i.e., from modern populism understood as an attempt to conflate “the 
people” ‒ without remainder ‒ with the State, to transform the people-as-potenti-
ality into the people as the subject of (and for) the State (either along bloodlines in 
the racist State or as a universal category in the democratic State). For modern pop-
ulism, “the people” are both what “always already is, as well as what has yet to be 
realised” (Means 32). Agamben claims that “populism” conceives of “the people”, 
at the same time as the “pure source of identity” and that (and above all, those) who 
need to be, over and again, purified “according to exclusion, language, blood, and 
territory” (Means 32). Agamben identifies a double bind in the very heart of mod-
ern populism: it is because the people lack an essence, because “the people” is a 
notion that is always already split, that populism can propose its politics of national 
identities; its politics of abstraction and purification, its conflation of State and ter-
ritory, of “the citizen” and “the people”. Even more fundamentally, if we follow 
Agamben, populism taps into the very human potentiality that it immobilises by 
reducing potentiality to its idiosyncratic expression (this language, this cultural 
history, these customs). The concept of “the people” thus “coincides with its own 
abolition; it must negate itself through its opposite in order to be” (Means 32).

As we will see, for Agamben any modern sense of the State (and State-sanctioned 
identities) is rooted in an original civil war (stasis): 

[the notion of “the people”] always contains a more original split than the 
one between enemy and friend, an incessant civil war that at once divides this 
concept more radically than any conflict and keeps it united and constitutes it 
more firmly than any identity. 

(Means 32) 

Agamben remains a Hobbesian at heart: modern politics originates in the civil war 
of people against people that realises the original lack of essence of the (“split”) 
people and “resolves” it in a single gesture. However, whereas European political 
thought ‒ from Hobbes to Marx to Habermas ‒ as well as political history ‒ from 
communism to Nazism to liberal democracy ‒ begins its story in the aftermath of 
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civil war, from the perspective of the victorious State, Agamben’s deconstructive 
genealogy takes us back to this original divide, to those moments where the out-
come of the civil war remains undecided, where the populus (the citizenry recog-
nised by the State) stands opposite to the plebs (the indigestible, accursed share), 
the popolo minuto to the popolo grasso.13 But this is no less a reductive reading: 
“the people versus the State” now becomes the determining historical dynamic. 
Instead of economism, we now get populism as the prism for political analysis. 
If there is potentiality (potential) and anarchy (anarchè) in Agamben, it is only in 
so far as it is always already expressed through culturally, historically, socially, 
linguistically situated collectives – i.e., forms-of-life.

In Agamben, the original scenography of political modernity thus is the produc-
tion of a homogeneous, universal “people”. Political modernity is determined by

the plan to produce one single and undivided people ‒ an ultimately futile 
plan [progetto] that, however, has been partially realized in all industrial-
ized countries. The obsession with development is so effective in our time 
because it coincides with the biopolitical plan to produce a people without 
fracture. 

(Means 34)

Agamben repeatedly uses the term progetto: modernity is the project of the manu-
facture and subsequent instrumentalisation of an undivided, homogeneous, and by 
that very fact, inauthentic, artificial, inert people; a people to be merely included in 
the (equally artificial, machinic) body politic of the Leviathan, a part of the State, 
no more than a technological-economic artifice (hence the emphasis on the indus-
trial production of a people).

In Agamben, “the people” are inherently falsely represented because they are 
structurally impossible to represent by a modern universalist State (as modern uni-
versalism is to be implemented by technological-industrial means). Agamben’s 
“people” are decidedly technophobic:14 popular language, customs, and gestures 
remain unmediated by (communications) technology. This echoes Heidegger’s 
and Pasolini’s critique of the instrumentalisation of the world by modern technol-
ogy, as well as Ivan Illich’s notion of “the vernacular” (versus the domination 
of the universal grammar of modernity) (Illich; see also Christiaens).15 The his-
tory of modern political thought reflects the ontological project (situated earlier 
and earlier by Agamben as his oeuvre progresses into pre-modern genealogies)16 
of universal instrumentalisation: ⁠in our epoch, the condition for anything to exist 
is the double subjection to technological instrumentalisation and economic com-
modification. This results in the “anthropological mutation” described by Pasolini 
in his text on the “disappearance of the fire flies”17⁠: the rapid eradication of “paleo-
industrial society” in Italy has led to the collapse of popular forms-of-life into a 
consumerist-technocratic void carefully surveyed by “the armies of technocracy”, 
only to be resisted by the people: the vitalist and inoperative remainders within the 
people, the heavily romanticised and eroticised Lumpenproletariat from Pasolini’s 
Accattone (The Procurer, 1961) or Mamma Roma (1962). In a sense, for Agamben, 
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all peoples are diasporic, as they dwell in modernity, their communities constituted 
not on national territories and in administrative entities, but by a common language 
(that is both secret and archaic), customs, rituals, and gestures. It is because they 
constitute a form-of-life that the modern State seeks to undo them (by assimilating 
them, either through democratic seduction or violent coercion). In this light, “the 
Jew” or “the Gypsy” are merely particular actualisations of the perennial figure of 
“the people”: “… the Jews are the representatives par excellence and almost the 
living symbol of the people, [Agamben argues] of that naked life that modernity 
necessarily creates within itself but whose presence it is no longer able to tolerate 
in any way” (Means 34).

There are two interrelated matters of concern here. Firstly, the model for (authen-
tic) political subjectivities (even if radically plural) remains that of the people as 
anti-universalist, anti-State, disruptive of the technological-capitalist dispositive, 
opposed to the progetto of modernity. This model is itself exclusionary: for exam-
ple, the “planetary petty bourgeoisie” (The Coming Community 62) (which would 
include most academics…) cannot be “the people”, modern citizenry cannot be 
“the people”, technological mediation cannot produce a people,18 the people can-
not unite in their struggle against a virus. It is only those who disrupt the potentially 
murderous fiction of “the People” who may count as “a people”. In Agamben, 
“the people” are perennially engaged in this titanic fight against the Leviathan. 
Secondly, even if he opposes the idea of a privileged political subject, political sub-
jectivity in Agamben is above all situated, a plurality of local histories, languages, 
cultures, and customs. It is significantly more “operative” than Agamben admits: 
a lot more located, situated in geographical terms, in terms of cultural history, of 
linguistic context. We end up with a kind of (hyper-)regionalism, a pre-modern 
patchwork of languages and cultures; an ante-Hobbesian tribalism without the 
bloodshed attached to populism and fascism.

“All Peoples Are Gypsies and All Languages Are Jargons”

Crucial to our understanding of Agamben’s peculiar “populism” is the central role 
played by language. The ontological potential (potentia), or power-to-be, of the 
people resides in language. In Agamben, potentia is fundamentally an anthropo-
genic power: it is the potential to give shape to life that allows for the form-of-
life to exist, for bios to resist zoe. The openness that we are finds its expression 
in language. In this sense, language is political by its very existence; ultimately, 
politics is rooted in the very fact that we speak. Moreover, through language, the 
people resist the universalising mechanisms of the State: the people speak this 
language against the universalising “cold flame of communication” imposed by 
the State. Crucially, in speaking a particular language (Italian or German, or rather: 
Neapolitan or Swabian), the people affirm not only their dwelling in a specific, 
situated culture but at the same time confirm the openness of language itself. To 
speak a language is always already a confirmation of (pure) communicability 
without which there simply would not exist a plurality of languages, cultures, and 
communities.
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Hence Agamben’s fascination for argot. “[A]rgot is not properly a language 
but a jargon”, Agamben writes (Means 64). Argot disrupts the unity of a (national) 
language. Argot is a kind of secret language, closely related to the rituals, customs, 
histories, and hidden laws of particular communities, as it is spoken in the court of 
miracles and the Gypsy settlement. Argot splits language in two: the use of argot 
shows that, against the universalising codification of the official language, another 
language persists, a secret language that, as such, reveals how any language sup-
poses communicability itself. Argot leads us back to “the factum loquendi … the 
simple fact that human beings speak and understand each other” (Means 64). 
Gypsies and gangs speak in tongues, thus performing the fundamental split and 
openness in language, a type of speech that is for Agamben the quintessential 
political act. In the end, “… all peoples are Gypsies and all languages are jargons” 
(Means 67). As Agamben claims:

Political theory, in fact, must presuppose, without the ability to explain it, the 
factum pluralitatis ‒ a term etymologically related to populus, with which I 
would like to indicate the simple fact that human beings form a community 
‒ whereas linguistics must presuppose, without questioning it, the factum 
loquendi. The simple correspondence between these two facts defines mod-
ern political discourse. 

(Means 66)

Factum pluralitatis and factum loquendi are thus intimately related: we are capable 
of forming communities, creating forms-of-life, because we are capable of commu-
nicating; language and speech actualise the potential that we are. This potentiality, 
for Agamben, is a profoundly political power: to speak is to confirm our potential-
ity qua potentiality (that is to say, as plural: each language, each culture, each com-
munity is different). In “the people” factum pluralitatis and factum loquendi come 
together and find their ‒ always particular, always differentiated ‒ expression. The 
people literally speak truth to politics. Their argot allows the people to resist being 
expropriated by the State (to being forced to speak the universal language of the 
State) and to speak the truth of politics itself, as the entwining of factum pluralitatis 
and factum loquendi. Although Agamben is far removed from a right-wing pop-
ulism that opposes a pure, unified national identity ‒ a mythical people “without 
remainder” ‒ to outlaws (and “remainders”) such as Gypsies, Jews, gangs, and 
secret societies all speaking their own argot, he does see “the people” as the expres-
sion of a “true”, a more authentic form of politics, as it is rooted in a particular 
language, culture, and community. The primordial political subject for Agamben is 
the people but not the demos.

Agamben boldly claims that “… all peoples are gangs [tutti i popoli sono 
bande] and coquilles, all languages are jargons and argot” (Means 66). Politics, for 
Agamben, is the logic of the gang, of the tribe, of the particular. The world of gangs 
is the world of secret codes, of what remains hidden from the law and the State. In 
contrast to traditional (right and left) political populism, here, “the people” exist 
structurally outside of the boundaries of the State, as they cannot be assimilated into 



“Tutti i popoli sono bande”  57

the body politic. In Agamben we have, at the same time, Debord’s and Becker-Ho’s 
romanticisation of both the underworld and the traditional (as what remains indigest-
ible to the Spectacle), as well as a Heideggerian-Pasolinian celebration of the popular 
as the embodiment of anti-universalism, anti-instrumentalism, or anti-technocracy.

The European Leviathan

As we saw, Agamben is opposed to contemporary (right-wing) political populism 
insofar as the latter conflates people and nation-State, and thus acts as the gate-
keeper of what is included (or not) into the authentically “popular”. However, 
Agamben does not shy away from a politics that is a priori rooted in the customary 
or the linguistically specific. What Agamben does reject is what he calls “the very 
principle of the inscription of nativity [into the body politic] as well as the trinity of 
State-nation-territory that is founded on that principle” (“Beyond Human Rights” 
94). The political geography of “the people” cannot be reducible to national ter-
ritories. Rather than a static and reductive “topographical” definition of the peo-
ple, Agamben proposes a “topological” one: as the articulation and performance 
of “place”, a kind of continuous performance of situated cultures, languages, and 
customs in so far as these remain ungovernable by the State (“Beyond Human 
Rights” 95). ⁠ This idea of a “performance of place” is poignantly illustrated by 
Agamben’s somewhat astonishing plea for a “Latin Empire”. In a polemical op-ed 
piece, Agamben picks up on Alexandre Kojève’s proposal for splitting post-war 
Europe into political formations that would no longer be confined to the borders of 
the nation-State, tentatively called “Empires” by Kojève (i.e., an “Anglo-Saxon” 
versus a “Latin Empire”). In contrast to the nation-State as well as the European 
super-State, such “Empires” would “not be based on abstract units that were indif-
ferent to genuine cultural, lifestyle and religious ties” (“The ‘Latin Empire’ Should 
Strike Back”, my emphasis). Against a purely administrative sense of our identity 
as citizens that remains an empty, a mere legal matter, Kojève opposes a genu-
inely lived sense of cultural and religious co-belonging. In turn, Agamben rejects 
“This Europe that strives to exist on a strictly economic basis, abandoning all true 
affinities between lifestyles, culture and religion” (“The ‘Latin Empire’”) to make 
a counter-proposal quasi-identical to that of Kojève: the splitting of the EU into 
“Empires” or zones of cultural, linguistic, and religious affinities; an industrious 
Germanic Empire of the North, and a contemplative Latin Empire of the South. In 
other words, Agamben advances a political rationale based on forms-of-life rather 
than administrative architectures; a populism understood as peoples giving form to 
their collective existence in their languages, customs, and rituals.

Not only is there no sense in asking a Greek or an Italian to live like a German 
[Agamben claims] but even if this were possible, it would lead to the destruc-
tion of a cultural heritage that exists as a way of life. A political unit that 
prefers to ignore lifestyles is not only condemned not to last, but, as Europe 
has eloquently shown, it cannot even establish itself as such. 

(“The ‘Latin Empire’”)
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Even if Agamben’s reverie of a Latin Empire does not sound like a viable alterna-
tive to the current juridical-economic foundations of the EU, and for matter seems 
at odds with the realities of multiculturalism in many European nations, it does 
perfectly capture Agamben’s populism. The latter is certainly not so much nativ-
ist – a populism rooted in the birthright of those who “where here first” – as it is 
“regionalist”, since it privileges singular, authentic ways of being that are both 
supra-national (Greco-Latins versus Anglo-Germans) and, within these larger 
blocs, local and idiosyncratic (Friulian or Frisian). The basic unit for politics is the 
form-of-life understood as the lived experiences of the different peoples of Europe; 
what binds these peoples is not their arbitrary geographical location, but a shared 
language of living.

In Leviathan’s Riddle, Agamben stresses that, for Hobbes, the Leviathan (and 
the EU here obviously functions as a modern-day Leviathan) compares to an 
automaton. The emblem of the modern State is a mechanical device, an “engine 
that moves itself by springs and wheels”, as he quotes Hobbes (Leviathans Rätsel 
20). Agamben remains a Hobbesian as he returns over and again to the figure of 
the Leviathan as illustrating the mechanism of the modern State. For Agamben, the 
body politic remains an artificial body, a kind of mechanical Turk, all smoke and 
mirrors. The sovereign figure of the Leviathan is an artifice, “something of an opti-
cal illusion” (Leviathans Rätsel 28). In fact, in Agamben’s analysis, the body poli-
tic as represented in the body of the Leviathan is the product of a prior operation of 
separation. For “the people” to be assimilated into the body politic (to be identified 
with the sovereign or State), it first needs to be split into two (again, Agamben 
stresses the fundamentally split nature of “the people”): “The people are the sover-
eign, on condition that it splits into a multitude of citizens and a people”, Agamben 
writes (Leviathans Rätsel 24). Crucially, Agamben departs from received readings 
of Hobbes in which the Leviathan represents the transubstantiation of the anarchic, 
“disunited” multitude (the multitudo engaged in the war of all against all) into the 
people of the body politic (the popolus elevated into the serenity of State rule). For 
modern politics to emerge, like the Leviathan rises from the sea, the multitude must 
disappear. “The multitude has no political meaning, it is the unpolitical element on 
whose exclusion the city is grounded”, Agamben paraphrases (Leviathans Rätsel 
30‒2). For him, however, the transition is perhaps not as smooth: “The people ‒ the 
body politic ‒ exists only instantaneously in the moment in which ’it appoints one 
man or an assembly to bear its person’ (Leviathans Rätsel 17); but this moment 
coincides with its vanishing in a dispersed multitude. The “body politic” is an 
impossible concept, which lives only in the tension between the multitude and the 
sovereign” (Leviathans Rätsel 26‒8).

In his reading of Hobbes, Agamben stresses how the multitude does not morph 
into “the people” without remainder. Instead, it is at best momentarily that “the 
people” and the sovereign coincide, in the very moment of elevation (or re-articu-
lation) into the body politic. The composition of the body politic splits the people 
into citizens and yet another multitude: the accursed share of the people that is 
excluded by sovereignty, those who are not allowed to dwell in the city: the her-
etic, the foreigner, the Gypsy and the Jew, the proletarian, the stateless refugee, 
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the plague sufferer. “The people” who compose the body politic of the Leviathan 
are in fact the product of a recombination of the original disunited multitude and 
the subsequent exclusion of a “dispersed multitude” (Leviathans Rätsel 26‒8). It is 
this “dispersed multitude” that becomes the subject of biopolitical governance; the 
unrepresentable multitude needs to be surveyed, managed, governed (Leviathans 
Rätsel 32‒4). We now understand why Agamben remains a Hobbesian at heart:

Hobbes constitutes the moment in which the internal contradiction, that 
marks the concept of people, comes fully to light. … this fundamental politi-
cal concept is always divided in two opposite meanings: people and mul-
titude, demos and plethos, political body and demographic population, the 
powerful and the rich on one side, and the excluded and the poor on the other 
…. The people are the absolute presence which, as such, cannot be present 
and can, therefore, only be represented. If we call “ademy”, from the Greek 
term for people, demos, the absence of a people, then Hobbes’s state ‒ like 
every state ‒ exists in a condition of perpetual ademy. 

(Leviathans Rätsel 34‒6)

In his political thought, Agamben will essentially hold on to this schema that he 
identifies in Hobbes. On the one hand, the people are invoked as “absolute pres-
ence”, as the absolute referent (or justification) of sovereignty (of the State that 
exists and acts in the name of the people). On the other, “the people” can never be 
absolutely represented, as a part of the people is structurally excluded. The State 
exists in a state of “ademy” resulting in the irreducible split of the people into citi-
zens and plebs, the People and the multitude of gangs, families, tribes, minorities, 
subcultures, etc.

Agamben’s analysis of the Leviathan highlights two of the key ingredients of 
what we may call his populism. Firstly, the State and the body politic are a type 
of artifice; the body politic is an artificial, incomplete body (a reassembling of the 
multitude of the people, a mechanical Turk). Secondly, the concept of demos ‒ the 
people as citizens ‒ cannot capture the multitude of the people: the people are not 
the demos. The people are in fact ‒ as we have seen ‒ structurally absent. There is 
a void at the heart of Western politics, and that void has the shape of the people. 
For Agamben, this begs the question: “What if the task at hand were to disarticulate 
them [the juridico-political and the economic-managerial] and force into the open 
this ‘ungovernable’ that is simultaneously the source and the vanishing point of 
any and all politics?” (Democracy in What State? 4). The people are ungovernable, 
and as such, they are what keeps politics alive. “The people” represent a politics 
that is irreducible to empty juridical formalism and technocratic and biopolitical 
governance, and that is capable of overcoming the structural “ademy” of State-
approved democracy.

Ultimately and perhaps uncomfortably, in Agamben, we discern many of the 
binaries implicit in modern-day populism: the people versus the State, the particular 
and the customary versus the false universal, the truthful language of the people ver-
sus the deceitful language of power, experience versus instrumentality, modernity 
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versus tradition. Agamben proposes a kind of spiritual regionalism ‒ an Empire 
that consists exclusively of local values, languages, and customs, as opposed to the 
meta-institutions of the State. Agamben’s ideal here seems to be a kind of pre-mod-
ern patchwork of languages and cultures, a hyper-sophisticated tribalism. The task 
at hand here is at the same time political and linguistic, cultural and even ontological 
‒ but only insofar as these things are always embodied in “the people”. We can ask 
ourselves where this leaves the figure of the philosopher: spokesman of the people?

Notes
1	 I would like to thank the anonymous reviewers for their insightful comments and sug-

gestions, or their “shadow work” as Ivan Illich rightfully calls it.
2	 For a critique of the apocalypticism underpinning Agamben’s political philosophy, see 

for example Simon Critchley’s The Faith of the Faithless.
3	 In this text, I propose a reading of Agamben that emphasises the pre-eminence of 

Heideggerian figures of thought in his philosophy – as they resonate with Debord, 
Pasolini (but also Illich) ‒ as recently underlined by Agamben himself (Il tempo del 
pensiero).

4	 In Deleuze & Guattari, the “conceptual persona” is not simply a mouthpiece for trans-
mitting concepts, but, on the contrary, a generator of new philosophical concepts, him-
self/herself situated in-between character and concept. The pulcinella and the “nymph” 
are such protagonists of Agamben’s reflections in Pulcinella and Nymphs.

5	 See Agamben, The Coming Community and “Bartleby, or On Contingency”.
6	 For a similar argument, addressing Pasolini’s legacy in Agamben and others, see Vighi.
7	 “A paradigm is a form of knowledge that is neither inductive nor deductive but analogi-

cal. It moves from singularity to singularity” (The Signature of All Things 15).
8	 In French history, the cour des miracles designates an inner-city “free zone” or slum 

– the equivalent of the modern-day “no-go area” – populated by thieves, beggars, pros-
titutes, and washed-up students (and poets). The occupants of the court of miracles used 
their own jargon and had their own forms of social organisation. The cour des miracles 
spoke to writers such as Victor Hugo and Guy Debord.

9	 See Debord and Alice Becker-Ho.
10	 See also Agamben’s discussion of Marx’s conceptualisation of the “proletariat” in The 

Time that Remains 29‒32.
11	 Moreover, as we will see, this struggle is recast as a struggle between the living and the 

machinic.
12	 See Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Volume Three: The Care of the Self.
13	 In the Italian Renaissance, the popolo minuto (“the little people”) referred to the new 

urban lower middle classes and poor in opposition to the emerging bourgeoisie or popolo 
grasso (“the fat people”).

14	 As opposed to Agamben’s de facto Italian contemporaries, whom he castigates for their 
extensive mobile phone use in What Is an Apparatus, for example (15‒17).

15	 Illich is a prominent reference in Agamben’s polemical writings on the pandemic.
16	 See Agamben, The Kingdom and the Glory.
17	 See Pier Paolo Pasolini, “Disappearance of the Fireflies”.
18	 See Agamben’s “Requiem for the Students” (Where Are We Now?).
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