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and the Interreligious Dialogue1

Giovanni Maltese
University of Heidelberg

The present essay explores if and how selected political concepts 
developed by the philosopher Giorgio Agamben can be applied 

Agambian concepts such as ‘Homo Sacer’ and ‘The Cut of 
Apelles’, this paper discusses problems of representation, 
identity and inclusion/exclusion, which are structurally inherent 
in interreligious dialogues. The essay concludes sketching 
the potential of Agamben’s category of ‘messianic-suspended 
identity’ in connection with a method of radical historization for the 
interreligious dialogue.
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1 !is paper was presented on 19 January 2010 for the Horace B. Silliman Lecture Series organized by the 
Philosophy Department and School of Public A#airs and Governance, Silliman University, Dumaguete 
City, Negros Oriental, Philippines. I thank Uli Harlass and the SJ Reviewer for their comments on earlier 
dra$s of this paper.
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Firstly
interreligious exclusion

Secondly within one’s 
own intra Thirdly, the 

intra

inter

all existing

all existing
World Parliament of Religion

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN

2  Italics are to notify, that this is just a hypothetic sentence; we cannot discuss the epistemology implied 
here.
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intra

intra

inter

subjective

self-exclusion

intrasubjective exclusion

3  Of course this is a perspective informed by postcolonial studies (see for example Said, 1978; Spivak, 
1988; Bhabha, 1994).
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Is interreligious dialogue worth 

4

5

AND INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE

Homo Sacer

inter intra
subjective 

4  !is is especially valid if one considers the transnational aspects of today’s politics, religion and 
migration. Netherland-based Filipino Scholar Gemma Cruz-Chia, who has done research on Filipina 
Domestic Workers in Hong Kong, can say “that any study of migrants that ignores the role of religion will 
most likely be incomplete and skewed”, pointing to Sociologist Timothy Smith’s thesis “that immigration 
itself is a ‘theologizing their experience’” (Cruz-Chia, 2007, p. 212).

5  !e term category is used here not in the Katnian sense, but synonymous to tool of analysis.
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Homo Sacer and Citation: The Outside That Is Inside, 

and the Inclusive Face of Exclusion

6

Homo Sacer Homo Sacer

Homo Sacer
Homo Sacer

Homo Sacer 
 zoe (zwh.)

bios (bi,oj)

Homo Sacer

Homo Sacer, 

Homo Sacer 

6  Agamben’s distinction between political, religious, cultural and ethnic is not always clear.

7 It is important to note, that a large part of Agamben’s work, especially for example the tetralogy Homo 
Sacer genealogical in character. !is historical analysis, however, is not that of an Historian, but that of a 
Philosopher who seeks to %nd paradigms for forging new epistemological categories. !is is an important 
aspect, since Agamben’s work has been vehemently criticized from the historic-methodological point of 
view, as can be seen in the reaction to Agamben’s paradigmatic comparison between the rightlessness of 
Guantanamo detainees and the lack of rights of the detainees in the Nazi’s concentration camps (Raul#, 
2004, pp. 610–615).

8 Technically speaking Homo Sacer could be both, male or female. For reasons of space and clearance, 
however, in the whole paper, we will have to avoid the gendered formulation his/her.

9 !is paradox is present ab ipsa polysemia adjectivi as sacer, which means both sacred and cursed.
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Homo Sacer

The Withdrawal of the All, First Glances at the Cut of Apelles and 

First Implications for Interreligious and Intrareligious Exclusion

The Withdrawal of the All

inter
intra

10  For Agamben, this paradoxical simultaneousness is also displayed in the polysemy of the Italian term 
bando (Agamben, 1998).

11 !ere are two more concepts which exemplify the antinomy of inside/outside-simultanity.  Epistemo-
logically speaking, Agamben %nds this paradox in the concept of paradigm. Paradigm, from the Greek 
“paradigme [… *para–deigmh,] what shows itself beside” (Agamben, 2002), though Agamben’s point 
here is more apologetic in nature. Agamben illustrates it with a grammatical paradigm, which is meaning 
within a grammar lesson is derived from the fact that it has been emptied. ‘I love you’ as a paradigm of 
conjugation (I love you, You love…, He/She/It loves… etc.) is emptied of its original meaning. ‘I love you’ 
is completely taken out of any context of meaning, stripped o# its original meaning. Yet it is able to show 
the system of language (grammar) in which ‘I love you’ may be pronounced in a meaningful way. !e 
paradigm is something that stands outside its context; something that has been excluded from its context, 
but is not completely meaningless, since it still belongs to the original context. Otherwise it would not be 
possible to use it as example for explaining grammar. Almost the same could be said of the concept of Cita-
tion (Agamben, 2005, 138#). Agamben a&rms that the essence and powerful subversiveness of a citation 
relies on the fact, that the new meaning performed by it constitutively and simultaneously holds together 
the old and the new context of the quote. A citation makes the most sense if one knows the original context 
it is taken from. At the same time, this context is crossed out, while the present context is dominant. !e 
citation, therefore, contains two meanings at the same time, which are mutually constitutive. For ontologi-
cal implications see also Jacques Derrida’s concept of “sous rature”, (Derrida, 1990, 77#), and additionally, 
in relation to Agamben’s discussion on the “nominal sentence” (Agamben, 2005, 127#), Judith Butler’s 
“performative signi%ers” (Butler, 1993, 208#). Paradigm and Citation, thus, illustrate the outside, that 
draws its meaning from the context it has been ‘cut’ or removed from.

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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religion A
religion B

  

inter intra
inter-

intra

it.

The Cut of Apelles

12  And this may be even more the case with regards to di#erent regional contextes, which calls for more 
interdisciplinarity between theologians and scholars from religious studies, ethnology, sociology, etc.

13 !is is also the Achilles heel of Habermasian approaches to interreligious dialogue, see (Biebricher, 
2005, 248; 240–242). For a discussion of the implications for poststructuralist and post-Marxist politics, 
see (Laclau, 1996; Laclau, 2007). As already mentioned, examples like the World Parliament of Religions 
and their World Ethics seem to be understood by all, but their reasonability applies only to those who share 
the same concept of reason and its political agenda. Postcolonial Studies have shown that certain concepts 
of ‘reason’ can be Trojan horses of a certain politics, if not of epistemic violence (Spivak, 1988). !is must 
be honestly said, especially when the material content of the World Ethics is decidedly shared, which is 
obviously my own case.

14 Cf. the Aristotelian bonmot, which states that the whole is always more than just the sum of its parts 
(Metaphysics, VII, 1041b).
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in
de

de facto

15  !ough its epistemology is not shared, this expression is borrowed from Amos Yong’s realistic approach, 
whose most important feature is a Peircean “contrite fallibilism” (Yong, 2000, p. 100).

16  With regard to newer ecumenical dialogues, see Walter Hollenweger’s critique (for example Hollenweger, 
1999) and the special issue in Pneuma, 2008, 30 (2) and Macchia’s Editorial (Macchia, 2008).

17 Our understanding of subjectivation draws on Michel Foucault studies on power  (Foucault, 1994a; 
Foucault, 1994b). In modern times, man perceives himself as an individual who possesses freedom 
and rights. By the setting of rights and privileges and making them personally available, a process of 
individualization takes place, which o#ers the human being the emancipation from object towards subject. 
!is move, however, from object to subject, puts a yoke on the individual’s neck: he becomes sub-jectus 
to a (meta-)system of rights and duties (Agamben, 1998, 119f).  Following this concept of subjectivity, the 
subject’s presumed freedom and rights is at the price of one’s own subjectivation, in the literal sense of the 
latin term sub-jectus i.e. being thrown under (as participium passivum of subjacere).

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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bíos
Homo Sacer

homo sacer suae religionis. homo sacer suae religionis’, who 
zoè

intra

homo sacer suae religionis

homo sacer suae religionis 

18  In classical Latin sacer stands with the genitivus possessivus, the dativus is used only in pre- and post-
classical Latin. Yet it could be constructed also with a dativus commodi, meaning that the homo is sacer from 
the point of view of or for his religion, such as in homo pro sua religione sacer. With regard to Latin style, 
it should read homo suae religionis sacer or even better homo suae propriae religionis sacer or respectively 
homo suae (propriae) religioni sacer. Here, the shortest and simplest variant was preferred. I thank Stefan 
Meisters for helping me work this out.

19 Looking at the history of the Christian context, one could argue that one of the major and best 
documented schisms, the protestant reformation, (which, all but reformation, ended up in being initially 
regarded as religion, and at least confession or denomination), could be negotiated politically only a$er 
the so-called Religionsgespräche. !us the religious-political Pax Augustana, which celebrated its 450th 
birthday recently, is among other factors the outcome of these Religionsgespräche. A central document of 
this is the Confessio Augustana (Bornkamm, 1956), which constructs an inclusive protestant meta-identity 
at the cost of the so-called Anabaptists and Spiritualists, who were stigmatized and excluded (CA, §§ 5; 
9; 16; 17). Another example are the conservative sects within the Catholic church, which are critic of the 
Second Vatican Council, and which are now being (re)embraced by the politics of Pope Benedict XIV. Best 
known, since some Holocaust-denying expressions by Bishop Richard Williamson (Lipstadt 2010, 571), is 
the case of the Society of St. Pius X and the interreligious implications of their opposition to Nostra Aetate 
(Beinert, 2009; Bischof, 2009; Hünermann, 2009)

20 See also the discussion on the Agambian notion of ‚paradigm’ and ‚citation’ under 2.1, footnote 11.
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The State of Exception: Declaration of Anomy as Legitimization 

Homo Sacer, zwh.
(bi,oj)

“Ausnahmezustand”
 

21 For the poststructuralist notion of 'hybridity,’ see Bhabha (Bhabha, 1994; Rutherford, 1990). !is 
genealogical approach, which studies the history of religion with focus on discontinuities rather than on 
continuities, and tries to explain consistencies instead of inconsistencies, draws from the works of scholar 
of religious studies Michael Bergunder (Bergunder, 2007; Bergunder, 2009a; Bergunder, 2010) and Jörg 
Haustein (Haustein, forthcoming). Although their postcolonial approach is informed by a Derridarean 
epistemology and opposes Agamben’s metaphysical framework.

22 !e Agambian concept of ‘anomy’ as a precondition of normality or, put in another way, normality 
as a result of ‘anomy’ means that a new form of norm (i.e. rule or law) is legitimated by a declaration 
of lawlessness, thus factual anomy for the greek anomoj. Agamben follows Carl Schmitt’s thesis, which 
de%nes sovereign who decides on the exception. In the next chapter we will discuss the concept of ‘anomy.' 

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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23  Such as in the moral panics-campaigns of the Bush-administration, which launched to legitimate an 
exceptional treatment for terrorists (and people suspected to be terrorists), such as waterboarding (Zizek, 2007) 
and Guantanamo, which is still there, also a$er President Obama’s promotion to Nobel Peace Prize laureate.
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inter

subjective exclusion.

Religion Between the Private and the Public

24  We are not evaluating these ‘causes’ here, nor are we analyzing their ideological thrust. On the descriptive 
and formal level they are equivalent, in as they can be used to legitimate a state of exception.

25 In terms of abstractions‚ exceptional conditions’ and declared‚ state of exception are very alike, they 
di#er in range, e#ectiveness and on the level of representation on which they are uttered.

26 Politically speaking, the danger of the state of exception becoming the normal form of governance, is 
certainly one of the motives why some “[l]awyers led by Senate President Jovito Salonga %led %ve separate 
positions, asking the Supreme Court to nullify President Arroyo’s declaration of martial law [state of 
exception] in Maguindanao” when she had declared the state of exception in parts of Mindanao, a$er the 
horrible massacre in the Southern Philippines on 24 November 2009. A few days later the “[t]he Ampatuan 
clan, … [which was presumably responsible for the massacre], who gave President Macapagal-Arroyo […] 
controversial victories in the 2004 and 2007 elections, were labeled rebels” by the same President (Eguerra 
et al., 2009).

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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 which de-fines

27 Due to time constrains, we will have to refrain from elaborating on a de%nition of religion. !us, in what 
follows, we will ex negativo deal with de%nitions of religion, which seem to be misleading in the light of the 
recent global developments and their relation to the discussion on interreligious dialogue. !e notion of 
religion implied here tries to avoid both a functional and substantial de%nition of religion, thus, historizing 
and conceptualizing it through a genealogical and discourse-oriented approach (for further readings see 
the introductive sections in Kippenberg & von Stuckrad, 2003; or Hock, 2002).

28 !e communitarian relations and (identity)political implications of religious individuals, however 
understood, therefore, seem to weaken well-intended suggestions of focusing more on “Spirituality as a 
chance for intercultural theology” (Giordan, 2008) or interreligious dialogue.

29 It is important to note that Schleiermacher’s concept of “Geselligkeit” and his notion of plural interests 
in the context of his Kant-critique also allows an opening towards the public character of religion (Welker, 
1999).

G. MALTESE
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locus rationale

The Messianic, the Cut of Apelles and the Remnant, Katargein, 

Astheneia and Being As Not: Instrasubjective Exclusion and 

Categories of Identitylessness?

30  Schleiermacher’s de%nition of religion as “feeling of absolute dependence” has been criticized by many 
Western thinkers, yet it is irreducible to the present notion of the discourse on religion (Bergunder, 2009b).

31 On subjectivation/desubjectivation see 2.2.2, especially footnote ‚ 17.

32  Non-exclusive identities, in the sense of a non-excluivist position, are, practically speaking, very 
common among religious people with academic background or at least enough intercultural experience. 
Hence, what is attempted here might seem to be trivial. However, a systematic and/or theoretical re=ection 
of such an identity position is rarely ventured. An introductory overview of the underlying classi%cation 
exclusivist-inclusivist-pluralist can be found in (Yong, 2000, p. 39; Knitter, 2002; Bernhardt, 2005).

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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The Messianic, the Remnant and the Cut of Apelles Revisited

Romans

in

the Messianic

Astheneia and Katargein

33  !ough for Paul’s Romans the Messianic is constituted by faith in Jesus as Christ/Messiah, the following 
transfer of Agamben’s concept does not imply %deistic belief in the Person of Jesus Christ, not even in 
terms of historical person. It is su&cient to understand the Messianic as a discursive or theoretical concept 
for a chosen self-denial in the context of interreligious dialogue. Christians, who believe in Jesus Christ 
could, of course, add to this theoretical aspect a theological rationale for engaging interreligious dialogue 
with this attitude and elaborate on the implication of one’s belief in the Word made =esh. !anks to Markus 
Rackow for bringing this objection to my mind.

G. MALTESE
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factum

breathly

remnant

non
(avsqenei,a|)

katargein (*katarge,w)

katargein

(*keno,w) ,  

34 “!ere is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye 
are all one in Christ Jesus”.

35 Radical weakness as characteristic is understood hereas (self-)negation, thus it is not a positive essential.

36 It is this consciously accepted (better: received) lack of power, that distinguishes this concept from 
trivializations, such as ‘Why can’t we all just be friends?’

37 I admit, that the concept of kenos is used here, which stems from another Pauline letter, Phil 2:5#, is 
based on a distinction between form and content, which is problematic in the context of poststructuralist 
philosophy. It may serve as a ‘Christian metaphor’ for the Agambian talk about adynamia and katargein, 
which works with rather tensional than dichotomous abstractions.

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN



35

SILLIMAN JOURNALVOL.  51 NO. 2                JULY TO DECEMBER 2010

Identity As Not

As Not (w`j mh.)

remain 

locus

kairòs

38 It might be helpful to draw parallels between this concept of non-identity and the ego-lessness suggested 
by the Indian scholar of religious studies Vengal Chakkarai (Chakkarai, 1993, pp. 78–82). Yet Agamben’s 
notion of remaining seems to be a regulative for not falling into what has been criticized as “internalization 
of oppression” (Orevillo-Montenegro, 2006, p. 25) which leads to an oppressive(!) sacri%ce attitude.
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(IM)POSSIBILITIY OF NON-IDENTITY: 

TOWARDS AN INTERRELIGIOUS DIALOGUE AS NOT 

Homo Sacer

engaging in interreligious encounter?

Ex negativo: (Suspended) Identity-As Not and Relativism

as-not
As-Not

39 Jürgen Moltmann’s understanding of a radical self-emptying of the God-man (kenosis), which peaks in 
God’s absence at Calvary (Deus absconditus), and culminates in its empty grave (resurrectio), helped me 
conceptualize this (Moltmann, 1974). See also 2.5, footnote 37.

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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remaining 

To Be or Not to Be: Historization as a Move Towards a Self-

emptying, De-activating Remnant-identity

40 Or in the wake of Derrida and Agambian’s notion of the Nominal Sentence: Being a non slave.

41 What follows draws from Michael Bergunder’s formal de%nition of religion and religious movements, 
such as Esotericism (Bergunder, 2010) and Global Pentecostalism (Bergunder, 2007; Bergunder, 2009a). 
Operationalizing insights from cultural and postcolonial studies, his work is unique in its attempt to 
de%ne the object of research of religious studies without essentialistic criteria and keeping the promise of 
thorough methodological transparency. 

42 We put the past in inverted comma, since the bringing together of the contingent events that represent 
what is called the past is a performative act taking place in the present.

G. MALTESE
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other homines sacri suae religionis

(C)losing Remarks

interreligious, intrareligious, intrasubjective exclusion

43 Additionally to the Messianic, especially the Pneumatic of Romans (unfortunately omitted by Agamben, 
arguably due to his relying on Benjamin) o#ers proli%c avenues of articulation for such an approach from 
within a non-non-Christian framework. A promising starting point could be the theologia religionum of 
Chinese-American Pentecostal theologian Amos Yong (2000) and its exempli%cation in his latest book 
on interreligious dialogue entitled Hospitality and the Other (Yong 2008). Freed from its legacy to Percian 
realism this could o#er fruitful venues for our discussion.

EXPLORING GIORGIO AGAMBEN
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44. 

45

ug gugma…”46 
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