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IAN COOPER

Law, Tragedy, Spirit : Hçlderlin Contra Agamben

This article takes references to Friedrich Hçlderlin in the work of Giorgio Agam-
ben as a basis for proposing a broader view of their philosophical relationship, par-
ticularly in respect of the themes treated by Agamben in The Time that Remains:
A Commentary on the Letter to the Romans. Hçlderlin is a frequent but elusive
and ambiguous point of reference in Agamben’s work, and the essay begins by ex-
amining Agamben’s invocation, in Homo Sacer, of Hçlderlin’s translation of, and
commentary on, a Pindaric fragment (›Das Hçchste‹) in the context of the ›inclu-
sive exclusion‹ and the dynamics of so-called ›bare life‹. This establishes Hçlderlin’s
suggestive place in Agamben’s account of law. In a further reference to Hçlderlin
(this time to his commentaries on Greek tragedy), Agamben implies Hçlderlin’s
significance for his understanding of poetry (as put forward in The End of the
Poem). Furthermore, here Agamben suggests that the Hçlderlinian concept of cae-
sura bears on his own thought, and thereby connects Hçlderlin to the terms of the
political theology, derived from Paul, developed in The Time that Remains.

The thrust of the essay consists in an interrogation of Agamben’s concepts of
›remnant‹ and ›divided division‹, which underlie his messianic political theology.
Hçlderlin, it is argued, is important for the conceptual structure developed by
Agamben in his reading of Paul, and also offers a decisive alternative to the as-
sumptions of Agamben’s project. Questions of law and representation – central
themes of The Time that Remains – are treated in Hçlderlin’s essay �ber Religion
(On Religion), which also links these to the violence which Agamben says law in-
evitably generates. Yet, the article argues, �ber Religion suggests a clear difference
from Agamben’s political theology, and so a problem for any attempt to co-opt
him for the broader terms of Agamben’s philosophy. Where Hçlderlin develops
a view of law and representation as opening to a sphere of determinate, relational
existence in which law and representation are not dispensed with but rather artic-
ulate – in their fulfilment and limit – an experience of freedom in love, Agamben
takes the messianic division of representation and law to signal a potential over-
coming of relation (and so freedom from the sovereign ban explored in Homo
Sacer). Hçlderlin, it is argued, is both closer to the complexity of Pauline messianic
vocation in its relation to law than Agamben, and a powerful corrective to the para-
doxes of Agamben’s political theology, defined by the minimal conditions of re-
lation which it needs to admit in order to proceed beyond relation. This is dis-
cussed with reference to Agamben’s notion of vocation as a revocation or ›nullify-
ing‹ of determinacy, and the Christological implications of Hçlderlin’s analysis of
law and desire as it develops from the essay Urtheil und Seyn (Judgement and
Being). Dieter Henrich’s analyses of Hçlderlin’s thought are employed here.
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In its final section, the essay returns to that area of Hçlderlin’s work mentioned
by Agamben in his account of poetry – the theory of tragic drama. Antigone can at
first sight be seen as exemplifying some of Agamben’s claims about the ›produc-
tion‹ of bare life: the play demonstrates how what Hçlderlin calls the ›lawful cal-
culus‹ of tragedy turns its heroes over to lawlessness while keeping them subject to
law – placing them outside the polis but maintaining them in a coercive relation to
it. At the same time, Hçlderlin’s conception of tragic caesura introduces the idea of
a remnant to representation which brings it close to The Time that Remains. How-
ever, the Hçlderlinian tragic remnant is explicitly named as Spirit, in which rep-
resentation is not abolished but transfigured, or brought closer to what the essay on
religion termed the (spiritual) perfection of law. While Agamben seems to find in
Hçlderlin a confirmation of that ›messianic‹ time in which law and relations are
rendered inoperative and a utopian potential emerges, Hçlderlin’s conception of
the tragic in fact proposes a reconstitution of law and relational existence under the
aegis of (Pauline) love. The essay concludes that Hçlderlin thereby offers a power-
ful (and more properly tragic) alternative to Agamben’s political messianism and
its disdain for determinacy.
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Žižek, Slavoj/John Milbank, The Monstrosity of Christ : Paradox or Dialectic?, Cambridge

2009.

/ SUB Goettingen )



Full-length article in: JLT 6/1 (2012), 195–212.  
 
 
 
  
How to cite this item: 
 
Abstract of: Ian Cooper, Law, Tragedy, Spirit: Hölderlin Contra 
Agamben. 
In: JLTonline (20.02.2012) 
Persistent Identifier: urn:nbn:de:0222-002101 
Link: http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0222-002101 




