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Abstract The thesis of this paper is that “biopolitics” in fact means biolinguistics. 

More specifically, the thesis is that biopolitics – defined as the grip of political power 

on the human body and life – is but a consequence of the main biological character 

of Homo sapiens: language. Politics (economics) and religion are but consequences 

of the basic anthropological fact that human beings are primarily speaking beings, 

that is, the animals of language. Therefore, from an anthropological perspective the 

intrinsically biolinguistic nature of human animals is the ground of biopolitics. Every 

form of dualism (body on one side, psyche, Power, and God on the other) derives 

from the original dualistic structure of language. In the last part of this paper, an 

analysis of Agamben’s thought about language will argue in favor of this thesis. 
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Our age does indeed stand in front of 

language just as the man from the 

country in the parable [of Kafka] 

stands in front of the door of the Law. 

What threatens thinking here is the 

possibility that thinking might find it-

self condemned to infinite negotia-

tions with the doorkeeper or, even 

worse, that it might end by itself as-

suming the role of the doorkeeper 

who, without really blocking the en-

try, shelters the Nothing onto which 

the door opens (AGAMBEN, 1998: 

54). 

 

Here we see how first philosophy is 

always above all the thought of an-

thropogenesis, of becoming human 

(AGAMBEN, 2015: 182). 
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1. When did biopolitics begin? 

What is biopolitics? Foucault’s famous definition is as follows: «a power that exerts 

a positive influence on life, that endeavors to administer, optimize, and multiply it, 

subjecting it to precise controls and comprehensive regulations» (FOUCAULT 1978: 

137). A “bio-power” in this context – that is, a political power that exerts itself on 

human life; a power whose specific raison d’être is to control and exert influence 

over human bodies and, by extension, the human biology – is not a modern phenom-

enon. In modern Western culture, biopolitics has dramatically increased its efficacy 

and range of action. However, the inseparable connection between politics and the 

human body is neither a modern nor a Western phenomenon. Politics has controlled 

the human body from the beginning of human history, making humanity itself an ex-

ample of such (self-) control. As such, biopolitics relates mainly to neither capitalism 

nor totalitarianism; rather, it relates to anthropology. Our thesis is that Foucault was 

not entirely right when he wrote that “bio-power” began with «what brought life and 

its mechanisms into the realm of explicit calculations and made knowledge-power an 

agent of transformation of human life» (ivi: 143). 

In particular, it is not anthropologically correct to say that «for millennia, man re-

mained what he was for Aristotle: a living animal with the additional capacity for a 

political existence», while «modern man is an animal whose politics places his exist-

ence as a living being in question» (ibidem). In fact, the «capacity for a political ex-

istence» always signified a capacity to act on «his existence as a living being». There 

has never been a moment in human history where the body was not controlled by 

politics. 

Paradoxically, what Foucault seems to neglect is the anthropological and constitutive 

role of language in human life and body/mind. Language, which significantly alters 

the internal constitution of humanity, is much more than a simple means of commu-

nication (CIMATTI 2015). Politics implies and embodies a separation between Pow-

er, on one side, and the body, which is ruled by such a Power, on the other. Indeed, 

this very distinction derives from the basic structure of language. Politics, like reli-

gion, is based on a separation: here there is this body, while beyond it there is a 

transcendent force – Power, State, God, Market, and so on – that governs it. What is 

at stake is exactly this separation, giving rise to the questions: How does such a dual-

ism enter into human life? How does the unitary natural human life become internal-

ly divided? The thesis of this paper is that these forms of dualism are merely conse-

quences of the original internal dualism of language. Transcendence enters into hu-

man life through language (CIMATTI 2013).  

Language is by nature dualistic, and dualism hence penetrates human life via lan-

guage. To speak of something is to separate that which is spoken of from the person 

doing the speaking. Such a separation thus cannot pre-exist language. Take the case 

of a non-human animal such as a cat. The cat is chasing a mouse. The mouse is the 

direct object of the cat’s attention, and vice versa. However, there is no cognitive 

separation between them. That is, there is not a Subject on one side, and an Object on 

the other. It should be stressed that the physical separation between the cat and the 

mouse is not what is at stake here. The point is that the cat does not think of the 

mouse as an “object” in the world, just as it does not think of itself (even implicitly) 

as a “subject”. The cat and the mouse are part of a unitary vital action flow. In order 

to chase the mouse, the cat does not need to think about it in advance. When it sees a 

mouse, it immediately starts chasing it. The world of the cat is not made up of ab-

stract “mental entities”; on the contrary, it is full of concrete perceptual objects that 

attract its attention – perceived objects which immediately transform themselves into 
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actions. In natural animal life, objects are actions (GIBSON 1966; RIZZOLATTI 

LUPPINO, 2001). As a non-human animal, the cat’s mind is an “action mind”, 

which simply means their mind is always in contact with the world. There is no cog-

nitive separation between what a cat perceives and what it does; perception, thinking 

and action are strictly connected (STOFFREGEN 2010). In non-human animals, the 

mind is not separated from the body. There is no dualism in animal life. Non-human 

animal cognition does not imply that the mental “presence” of an object of thought 

involves a separation of the thought itself from the rest of the world. The cat does not 

think of itself as a “cat”, nor does it think of the mouse as a “mouse”. It is too busy 

acting in the world to spend time considering itself as something different and sepa-

rated from the world. Language thus brings about a tremendous change to animal 

cognition by this definition. Take the case of the invention of “sex”, according to 

Foucault himself:  

 
By creating the imaginary element that is “sex”, the deployment of sexuality es-

tablished one of its most essential internal operating principle: the desire for 

sex–the desire to have it, to have access to it, to discover it, to liberate it, to ar-

ticulate it in discourse, to formulate it in truth. It constituted “sex” itself as 

something desirable. And it is this desirability of sex that attaches each one of 

us to the injunction to know it, to reveal its law and its power; it is this desira-

bility that makes us think we are affirming the rights of our sex against all pow-

er, when in fact we are fastened to the deployment of sexuality that has lifted up 

from deep within us a sort of mirage in which we think we see ourselves re-

flected–the dark shimmer of sex (FOUCAULT 1978: 156-157). 

 

Initially, sex was not a separate “entity” in respect to Power and Politics. Rather, 

there was simply an animal body that – like the body of the cat – had no cause to 

think about itself at all. The “discourse” about “sex” constituted “sex” as a peculiar 

object of attention and desire. “Sex” as a specific and autonomous entity did not pre-

exist discursive and knowledge practices. Clearly, the human body – qua mammal 

body – has always had a peculiar sexual anatomy. However, the point here is that 

this constitution was not an object of specific and explicit reflection. Just as the cat 

has a sexual life, so the “natural” human animal had a sexual life. However, this sex-

ual life was not reflected upon as an activity concerning “sex”. It is the ethical and 

scientific discourse about “sexuality” which invented the object “sex”. The point is 

entirely clear to Foucault, for whom the very existence of “sex” depends upon «the 

centuries-long rise of a complex deployment for compelling sex to speak, for fas-

tening our attention and concern upon sex, for getting us to believe in the sovereignty 

of its law when in fact we were moved by the power mechanisms of sexuality» (ivi: 

158). 

“Sexuality” discourses hence invented the object “sex” – and by “discourses” Fou-

cault means language. While the human body always has been the object of dis-

course, it does not follow that a “natural” human body never existed, even if such a 

“natural” state ended in the moment Homo sapiens began to use language (YUSA 

2016; XIMENES 2016). As that which makes Homo sapiens specifically human is 

strictly linked to language, we may say that if humanity began with language, then a 

“natural” human body ever existed. An «apparatus for producing an ever greater 

quantity of discourse about sex» (ivi: 27) has been at work since the moment human 

animals began to use language.  
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Therefore, the biopolitical device is in fact a biolinguistic device. At the origin of 

bio-power and biopolitics there is the original connection between human biology 

and language1. Language is thus the very origin of the biopolitical nexus. The thesis 

of this paper is that when we speak of biopolitics, we are actually speaking of lan-

guage and the cognitive effects of language on the human body/mind.  This is not an 

original thesis2; however, it highlights an implicit assumption that is present in the 

main modern biopolitics theorists, specifically Foucault and Agamben. Consequent-

ly, when we speak of a “biopolitical device”, we are in fact speaking of a “biolin-

guistic device”. And it is this device that literally transforms a young mammal of the 

Homo sapiens species into a human being. That is to say that a specimen of Homo 

sapiens is not human from his/her birth. He/she becomes human only when the cul-

tural system of language “enters” into him/her. The point that I want to stress here is 

that when language “enters” into a human being, politics and religion simultaneously 

do the same. Language acquisition is therefore much more than the simple acquisi-

tion of the capacity to communicate. Rather, acquiring a language involves a com-

plete transformation of the “natural” body of the newborn. The key feature of this 

transformation is a radical dualism that will henceforth designate the human animal 

as a being dividing into “flesh” and “person” (ESPOSITO 2015); “body” and “mind” 

(CIMATTI 2007); and “profane” and “sacred” (CIMATTI 2009).  

 

 

2. Becoming human 

In this section, I will analyze in detail an exemplar case of the above transformations. 

Specifically, the discovery that we are an autonomous center of action – a subject. 

My aim is to show how the acquisition of language causes the “original” human or-

ganism to bifurcate into the subject (the I) and the body. That is, how language intro-

duces transcendence into the human world. First, the meaning of “transcendence” in 

this context requires examination. Taking the aforementioned example, the non-

human animal (in this case a cat) identifies itself with the world it perceives and 

feels, in which its actions occur. There is neither another world where it would like 

to live, nor another world – in respect to the present existing world – it thinks about. 

The cat does not imagine or conceive the possibility of another world. There is simp-

ly one world – the world in which it was born and where it lives, without any con-

ception of the meaning or existence of a “world”. The life of the cat is to the world in 

which it lives. There is no distinction between its own life and the world where such 

a life takes place. In this sense, there is absolutely no transcendence in the life of the 

cat, whose life does not extend beyond the here and now. We may say that the world 

of the cat is full, in the sense that there are no gaps. No desires or possibilities, for in-

stance, that refer to something absent. There is only the world that “is”. This does not 

                                                           
1 It is worth noting that the concept of “biolinguistics” used here is quite different from the usual defi-

nition, which simply refers to the genetics of language (JENKINS 2000). In this paper, however, “bio-

linguistics” means the inextricable connection between human nature and language – between biology 

and culture. Practically, this means that the faculty of language coincides with human nature (CI-

MATTI, 2000). For example, according to this definition of “biolinguistics”, both Chomsky and Fou-

cault are wrong in their famous 1971 discussion about “human nature” (CHOMSKY, FOUCAULT 

2006). The former, because he did not recognize the role of history and culture in the formation of 

“human nature”; the latter, because he did not acknowledge the relevance of the question of “human 

nature”. 

2 In fact, the connection between language and politics is at the core of Aristotle philosophy; see LO 

PIPARO (2004). 
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mean that a cat or other non-human animal cannot imagine something that is not pre-

sent in its world. A hungry cat, for example, can imagine the food it does not current-

ly have. The point, however, is that the cat can only imagine those things that relate 

to the world in which its life occurs (MITCHELL 2002). The cat might, for instance, 

be able to imagine a mouse or some milk; but it is difficult to think that it could im-

agine a world made only of mice and milk. Take the case of a little cat that plays 

with a ball of wool. It may well be that the cat is pretending the ball of wool is a 

mouse. Such pretense is not so detached from reality. There is a thing, which is being 

used as if it were another thing. However, the cat’s imagination remains strictly at-

tached to its present world. The distance between the real thing (the mouse) and the 

pretend thing (the wool) is negligible, from which we may conclude that there is no 

transcendence in the cat’s world. The non-human world is self-sufficient, lacking 

nothing, and therefore without God. As such, a cat neither “believes” in God nor is 

an atheist. If a cat can be said to believe in anything, it would believe in its own 

world. 

 “Transcendence”, however, relates to a present world that is somehow insufficient. 

Similarly, “imagination” simply means that the world as it appears does not contain 

all that there is. To imagine something signifies that what is being imagined is not 

immediately present. The object of the thought is something that the world does not 

(yet) contain. As such, there are more things in the mind – e.g. fantasies, feelings, 

memories – than there are in the world. “Transcendence” means that the one who is 

imagining does not fit into the existing world; that a separation exists between the 

one who thinks and the world being thought about. More simply, “transcendence” 

means not being a cat. All of which gives rise to certain questions: How did the hu-

man being become such a strange animal that it believes the world to be insufficient? 

This “poor” world for which we must imagine new objects in order to make the real 

world similar to the imagined one – how did it come about? To answer such a prob-

lem (and Homo sapiens is such a problem), we might begin with the question raised 

by Giorgio Agamben in Homo sacer: «What is the relation between politics and life, 

if life presents itself as what is included by means of an exclusion?» (AGAMBEN 

1998: 7). Agamben seems to refer solely to politics; however, such an act of «inclu-

sive exclusion» (ivi: 8) is the distinguishing feature of any act of language (SALZA-

NI 2015). Within the same act, a double and seemingly contradictory movement 

takes place whereby something is simultaneously included and excluded. Agamben 

gives the example of human biological life: «man is the living being who, in lan-

guage, separates and opposes himself to his own bare life and, at the same time, 

maintains himself in relation to that bare life in an inclusive exclusion» (AGAMBEN 

1998: 8).  

Take the case of a child who is been taught her own name, Anna. In the course of 

time, she learns to turn her head when someone says the word “Anna”. When some-

one asks her “What’s your name?” she learns to say “Anna”. Some years later, she 

can write “Anna” in her diary, in reference to herself. What did Anna really learn? 

The conventional answer is that she learned to name herself. Such an answer is too 

simple, however, as because it exactly presumes what should be explained. In order 

to assign something a name, we must previously know that the thing being named 

exists as an object. The same problem applies to the person naming the object: How 

can Anna learn to be the object people call “Anna”? The conventional explanation 

hence misses the point that to be an object is more complex than is usually assumed. 

To return to the case of the cat: from our point of view, the cat is an object. In fact, 

we have a name for it, “cat”. Nevertheless, is the cat a “cat” from the cat’s point of 
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view? We must say not. Which means that being a cat does not at all imply the 

knowledge of being a cat. On the contrary, nothing in the cat’s life indicates that it 

knows it is a cat. It can live a long and happy life without any notion of its “cat-ness”. 

The fact that we say that a cat is a “cat” does not prove that being a “cat” is quite so 

simple. The overlooked factor here is that we refer to objects using their names. Usu-

ally, we identify an object through the name by which we refer to it. Clearly, the ob-

ject qua material thing does not need the name to exist. However, the object we ex-

perience is not the simple thing in itself; rather, it is the thing that we name. When a 

thing “receives” a name, it assumes a particular “visibility”. It stands out from the 

rest of our perceptual field. Contrarily, a thing that has not yet received a name is 

easy to neglect. This is not to say that a thing whose name we do not know is invisi-

ble; rather that simply perceiving something is not enough to draw our attention to it 

– a point that is demonstrated by the existence of innate behaviors in animals (DE-

VANAND, MEISSNER, BAKER 2006). The evolutionary explanation for the exist-

ence of innate behaviors is that the simple perception of a stimulus does not at all 

imply that the perceiving animal pays attention to it. An innate behavior – e.g. a mat-

ing ritual – is an example of a biological device that “automatically” transforms 

things into objects. Therefore, a thing is not (yet) an object – a point that is frequent-

ly overlooked. In human animals, this type of transformation is mediated mainly by 

language (KNOEFERLE, CROCKER 2006; COVENTRY et al. 2010; MISHRA 

2016). A process of naming focuses our attention on the named object. In this sense 

(and only in this sense), the very existence of objects qua “objects” is strictly con-

nected to language.  

Let us return to Anna. What is at stake here is “Anna”, not Anna, whatever this may 

be. Important here is the way in which the biological thing that her parents call “An-

na” transforms itself into the object calling herself “Anna”. First, before Anna starts 

calling herself “Anna”, she is a living being more or less like the cat. A special cat 

who is able to use sophisticated language (in comparison to cat language), perhaps; 

but nevertheless, not very different from a cat or any other non-human animal. She 

lives, but, like the cat, she does not know who she is and that she is living. The evolu-

tionary and psychological problem is that Anna does not yet have an instrument at 

her disposal that allows her to pay attention specifically to herself. It is not sufficient 

to assert that Anna was born equipped with a complex mental apparatus (see, for ex-

ample, TREVARTHEN 2011). A newborn is innately equipped with the capacity to 

tune its behavior to the adults that take care of it. For example, it can feel what it per-

ceives in the adults’ faces, and vice versa, which makes perfect sense from an evolu-

tionary perspective. However, to stay emotionally in contact with another body does 

not at all imply that one can stay in contact with oneself. It is not empathy for other 

people that requires explanation, but rather the capacity to feel empathy for oneself. 

The problem – and human anthropology contains precisely such a problem – is how 

to pass from Anna to “Anna”. That is, how to pass from being a mammal like the cat 

to a human version of the same.  

According to Vygotsky, such a transition finally occurs when the child internalizes 

the external social signs of language. In the beginning the child learns to respond to 

the parental commands and requests. For instance, when parents say, “Don’t touch, it 

is dangerous”, or, “Do you want some water?” On the receptive side of language ac-
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quisition, the first uses of propositional language3 the child experiences consist of 

warnings and imperatives. On the active side, the child soon learns to name objects 

in order to make the adults give it the object it wants. The child learns a new kind of 

activity mediated by language: «at the beginning of the child’s formation of speech is 

not the discovery that each thing has its name, but a new method of dealing with 

things, specifically their names» (VYGOTSKY, LURIA 1987: 10). The name is an 

action on those objects that the child cannot directly grasp. From the very beginning, 

language implies distance and separation. Adults, through the directive language they 

use to catch the child’s attention, implicitly teach it to pay attention to the objects in 

its world. In this sense, language is much more than a communication device; it is a 

powerful cognitive device, which literally transforms the child’s body/mind. The 

most important cognitive discovery that language opens up is that the world is made 

of objects, and that each object has a name. An object is an “object” by the fact of it 

having a name. Prior to language acquisition, the child perceived the world as in the 

same way as the cat – a world made up of things-actions, the majority of which are 

useless and unattractive. Language, however, makes the world full of objects, each of 

which can potentially be very interesting. This is a radical change in the child’s per-

ceptual world by which it suddenly transforms itself into a set of objects:  

 
When speech comes into play, […] [the child’s] perception is no longer con-

nected with the direct impression of the whole; new centers fixed by words and 

connections of various points with these centers arise in the visual field; percep-

tion stops being “the slave of the visual field” and, independently of the degree 

of correctness and completeness of resolution, the child perceives and transfers 

an impression deformed by the word (ivi: 12). 

 

The main change that language acquisition brings about in the child’s body/mind is 

that it can now pay attention to what would otherwise not directly attract its atten-

tion. When Vygotsky and Luria wrote that «perception stops being ‘the slave of the 

visual field’» they meant that it is now the child who “decides” where to address 

their attention. The child can take such a decision with the help of the word, which 

makes it look preferentially at the reference (the object) of the word being uttered in 

that moment. As such, the child’s decision and the use of the word form a unitary 

pattern of action. The most important object that language leads the child to discover 

is the psyche itself. Just as the word can direct the child’s attention to an external ob-

ject, so can it direct its attention to its own actions: 

 
with the help of speech, in the sphere of tings available to the child for trans-

formation, is his own behavior. Words directed toward solving a problem refer 

not only to the objects of the external world, but also to the child’s own behav-

ior, his actions and intentions. With speech, the child is, for the first time, able 

to control his own behavior, relating to himself as if from the sideline, consider-

ing himself as a certain object. Speech helps him master this object by prelimi-

nary organization and planning of his own actions and behavior. The objects 

that were outside the sphere of activity available for practical activity, owing to 

speech, now become accessible for the child’s practical activity (ivi: 16). 

 

                                                           
3 So-called “baby talk” is not yet propositional language. Moreover, it is a human variant of mamma-

lian communication behavior that adults use to establish contact with newborns (KAYE 1980; FALK 

2004). 
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This is a crucial passage in the life of the child. Biopolitics begins right here. From 

this moment on, the child can control its own behavior. Such control is carried out by 

the child’s actions; that is, on its own body. The very existence of this control im-

plies that a separation now exists between the psyche and the body: the psyche is the 

subject, and the body is the object. As we have seen, this biopolitical dualism is also 

a biolinguistic dualism. Henceforth, following the introduction of a deep and insu-

perable dualism, the child’s body will no longer coincide with its psyche. The psyche 

is transcendent in respect to the body. The language the child uses is the social lan-

guage it takes from its parents and other adults. This means that the main human in-

ternal cognitive device is made up of social relations, and as such coincides with the 

«interiorization of social speech» (ivi: 23). Practically, the child’s psyche is made up 

of social psychology. When the child thinks of itself, it does so in the same manner 

as the broader society, as it can only contemplate and think to itself by means of the 

social language that it has acquired: «speech, being at first an intermental process, 

now becomes an intramental function» (ivi: 25). Therefore, the installation of lan-

guage into the child’s organism produces a biopolitical separation between psyche 

and body. Nor can the political consequences4 of such an installation be neglected: 

the psyche is not at all the autonomous “owner” of the body; rather, the mind is the 

“spokesperson” of the implicit and explicit values and norms of society at large. In-

deed,  

 
every higher mental function was formerly a unique form of psychological co-

operation and only later was converted into an individual method of behavior, 

transferring into the psychological systems of the child the structure that, even 

in the transfer, retains all the basic traits of symbolic structure, changing only its 

situation basically (ivi: 41).  

 

The psyche of the child is made up of (that is, spoken of by) social discourses. In 

fact, when Agamben says that «the production of a biopolitical body is the original 

activity of sovereign power» (AGAMBEN 1998: 6), it should be stressed that lan-

guage itself is one such “sovereign power”.  

 

 

3. The “event of language” 

According to Agamben, a “sovereign power” is a power able to establish what he 

terms the peculiar “relation of exception” that he defines as an «extreme form of re-

lation by which something is included solely through its exclusion» (ivi: 18). Take 

the case of the development of Anna’s psyche, which coincides with the capacity she 

acquired to use social language to speak of and to herself: «the sign initially acts as a 

means of social connection in the behavior of the child, as an intermental function; 

subsequently it becomes a means of controlling […] [her] own behavior and […] 

[she] just transfers the social relation to a subject inward into […] [her] personality» 

(VYGOTSKY, LURIA 1987: 41). When Anna thinks of herself using the words of 

the social language, she is hence performing what Agamben describes as an act of 

“sovereign power”. On one hand, she pulls Anna – this mute and mysterious animal 

which exists outside of language – into the world of language. Consequently, “Anna” 

can now take part in the social and political life of her community. On the other 

hand, this “sovereign act” radically excludes what the proper name “Anna” does not 

                                                           
4 And the psychic ones (CIMATTI 2016). 
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include. “Anna” pushes away Anna. Each biolinguistic act can pull in something 

(language, politics) just as it pushes away the same concrete entity it has just named. 

The terrible price to pay to enter into language is to lose what gives each entity its 

singularity. “Anna” can enter into language and therefore into politics only because 

the real unnamable Anna has been thrown away. At the same time, Anna is now at 

the service of “Anna” – that is, “Anna” qua psyche – as «the soul is to the body as 

the master is to the slave» (AGAMBEN 2015: 4). 

Agamben shows us that language embodies a crystalline force, which is beyond hu-

man control. Nothing seems more obvious than the fact that language is at our own 

disposal. In Homo sacer, however, Agamben illustrates the autonomous and invisible 

force of language. When it comes to language, we only see the apparent relation of 

inclusion – the referential character of language – without noticing the correlative re-

lation of exclusion. The point is that one cannot have inclusion without exclusion. 

Both actions are necessary. Taking into account this “extreme form of relation” – i.e. 

exclusion – means that the original connection between Language and Right be-

comes apparent, and «the sphere of law shows its essential proximity to that of lan-

guage» (AGAMBEN 1998: 20). Consequently: 

 
language is the sovereign who, in a permanent state of exception, declares that 

there is nothing outside language and that language is always beyond itself.  

The particular structure of law has its foundation in this presuppositional struc-

ture of human language.  It expresses the bond of inclusive exclusion to which a 

thing  is  subject because of the fact of being in language, of being named. To 

speak [dire] is, in this sense, always to “speak the law”, ius dicere (ivi: 21). 

 

That there is “nothing outside language” means that the world of language, which is 

also the world of Right and Politics, only picks up “objects” by discarding unnama-

ble things. At the same time, “language is always beyond itself”, as without things 

there would be no “objects”, either. In this sense, language is the “sovereign […] in a 

permanent state of exception”. Language is one such “state of exception”, as the 

“naming rule” it applies to everything does not apply to itself. Indeed, when lan-

guage names a thing, it makes an “object” of it. However, language disposes of such 

a “sovereign” power only because another power, which might rule over it, does not 

exist5. It is language, and language alone, which establishes what remains inside (is 

included) and what is left aside (is excluded). As such, language is always a pre-

sumption that does not presume anything (SALZANI 2015). For this reason: «the 

sovereign exception (as zone of indistinction between nature and right) is the presup-

position of the juridical [linguistic] reference in the form of its suspension» 

(AGAMBEN 1998: 21). Language pulls out (suspends) itself from the possible enti-

ties to which it applies its own power, and as such is never a thing (neither is it an 

“object”: language is precisely the power by which to posit this distinction). For this 

reason, we take language to be a “sovereign power”. Equally, this is the logic by 

which language coincides with biopolitics: «the original political relation is the ban 

(the state of exception as a zone of indistinction between outside and inside, exclu-

sion and inclusion)» ivi: 181). This “ban” is a linguistic act that establishes that 

someone is included in the Law by means of her/his own exclusion by the very same 

Law. The bandit, for instance, is paradoxically someone who stays within the Law 

                                                           
5 The impossible existence of an absolute meta-language is another formulation of such a “sovereign 

power” (CIMATTI 2015a). 
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because he is expulsed by the space of that same Law. The bandit stays simultane-

ously inside and outside the Law. This is precisely the function of language, which 

pulls something in qua “object” by means of the contemporaneous expulsion of the 

very thing just named. To stay within language means also to be expulsed by lan-

guage. For this reason, «negativity is the human means of having language» 

(AGAMBEN 1991: 85). In respect to language, we human animals may be consid-

ered a type of bandit.  

Language is a power that places itself in a transcendent position in respect to both the 

speakers and the world. The very fact of language in each linguistic act can be set 

apart as the unnamable presupposition of any other utterance: «the very structure of 

transcendence, which constitutes the decisive character of philosophical reflection on 

being, is grounded in this scission. Only because the event of language always trans-

cends what is said in this event, can something like a transcendence in the ontologi-

cal sense be demonstrated» (ivi: 85-86). Therefore, transcendence enters into human 

life with language. This is also the original point at which biopolitics appears in hu-

man life. Underlying the insertion of language into humanity, is the original nucleus 

of language, the oath, which is «defined by the verification [inverarsi] of words in 

facts (an eipēi ginetai, precise correspondence between words and reality)» 

(AGAMBEN 2011: 21). An oath is a word that is immediately something real. The 

English translation here does not capture the full meaning, as “verification” seems to 

imply a comparison between a word and its referent. That is, “verification” still pre-

sumes an initial difference between word and object, while the Italian “inverarsi” 

highlights the indistinction between them. There is not a word that is confronted with 

a referent; instead, there is a word that in the very moment of its utterance is the fact 

of it being uttered: «the oath is, in fact, that language that is always realized in facts» 

(ibidem). Such a perfect coincidence between saying and being is comparable to the 

word of God; indeed, «the words of God are oaths» (ibidem). That God “talks” by 

means of oaths shows the constitutive and original connection between language and 

transcendence. With God, there is no difference between the word and the thing, 

purpose and action, the possible and the real. If God is language, this means that bio-

politics has been at work from the very birth of humanity, as there is no Homo sapi-

ens without language (and therefore, by extension, without God).  

The oath represents the metaphysical model of language that reveals the full scope of 

its power. That is, a word, which coincides with reality – a word that is reality. A 

word that is no longer a word but rather the identity of language and the world. The 

“event of language” is an original and founding act «in which words and things are 

indissolubly linked.  Every naming, every act of speech is, in this sense, an oath, in 

which the logos (the speaker in the logos) pledges to fulfill his word, swears on its 

truthfulness, on the correspondence between words and things that is realized in it» 

(ivi: 46). In the “event of language”, the peculiar character of language is clearly 

shown. On one side, there is the word, which includes the thing being named in the 

world of language; on the other, there is the world that the word does not include in 

itself – i.e. the world which is excluded by the word. Language does this to create its 

own reality: in the “event of language”, «naming and denotation ([…] the assertorial 

and veridictional aspect of language) are originally inseparable» (ivi: 46-47). In the 

very act of asserting something, the thing being asserted becomes immediately real. 

There is no distance between language and world, as «the verbal act brings being in-

to truth» (ivi: 55). As the “event of language” is immediately true – inside it, word 

and world are one thing and the same – language does not refer to anything external: 

«what is essential here, certainly, is the self-referential character of the performative 
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expression» (Ibidem). In such a «metaphysical ‘performance’» (ivi: 56), the very na-

ture of language is revealed.  

Let us now return to Homo sacer, to «the original political relation [that] is the ban 

(the state of exception as a zone of indistinction between outside and inside, exclu-

sion and inclusion)» (AGAMBEN 1998: 181). Indeed, such an “original political re-

lation” is a biolinguistic relation; it is hence no coincidence that it is deemed a “ban”. 

The oath is precisely one such “state of exception”. Take the case of someone who 

swears, in respect to a certain situation in the past, that things happened just so. By 

means of such an oath, two events occur contemporaneously: the fact of saying 

something; and the assertion that the reported fact is precisely what happened. The 

oath establishes the nature of the fact. It draws it into a space of “truth” (language is 

one such space), and at the same time excludes all the infinite features of the reported 

fact that the oath does not take into account. The same may be said of the relation-

ship between Anna and “Anna”. The proper name “Anna” refers to features of Anna 

that are only pertinent for language (and politics). However, there is much more to 

Anna’s life than can be found in “Anna” or in “her” psyche. Thus, “Anna” expels all 

Anna’s infinite unnamable vital characters. For this reason, the “event of language” 

is a “state of exception”, as it attributes to itself a “sovereign power” as a means to 

establish what is to be saved and what is to be damned – i.e what there is and what 

there is not. There would be no biopolitics if there were no language. At least, this is 

true of a language that finds its own metaphysical origin in the oath. Biopolitics is 

hence more a question of language and ontology than of ethics or politics:  

 
legein, ‘to say’, means in Greek ‘to gather and articulate beings by means of 

words’: onto-logy. But in this way, the distinction between saying and being 

remains uninterrogated, and it is the opacity of their relation that will be trans-

mitted by Aristotle to Western philosophy, which will take it in without the 

benefit of an inventory (AGAMBEN 2015: 117). 

 

 

4. Final remarks 

Homo sapiens is an animal «whose language places his life in question» (AGAM-

BEN 2011: 69). The seemingly simple fact that human animals “have” language 

completely changes their own lives. The function of language is far broader than 

merely allowing for mutual communication; its main object of action is the human 

world itself. The «metaphysical ‘performance’ of language is to establish a radical 

and unhealable separation between immanence and transcendence, psyche and flesh, 

power and ‘bare life’» (AGAMBEN 1998: 181). The double “inclusive exclusion” 

action, which marks any “event of language”, produces biopolitics and religion, eco-

nomics and ethics, science and poetry. This long list of dualisms began when Homo 

sapiens began using language not to communicate, as all others living animals do, 

but to speak to itself, that is, to consider itself a “thing” that can be named (VYGOT-

SKY, LURIA 1987; CIMATTI 2000). In that moment, language stopped being a 

“simple” means of communication and began taking shape as a biopolitical device. 

Since language is still of a type founded on oath, «this means that […] the event of 

anthropogenesis – the becoming human of the human being – is still happening» 

(AGAMBEN 2015: 208). Therefore, the consequence of such a continual and indefi-

nite process of anthropogenesis is that «the fracture between life and language, be-

tween the living being and the speaking being» (ibidem) continues to occur; and 

Homo sapiens is but one such separation.  
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The biopolitical grip on human life resolves itself in the biolinguistic nature of Homo 

sapiens.  The problem of too many dualisms within the human world is rooted in the 

«pre-supposing relation» (ivi: 119), which characterizes language thus:  

 
as soon as there is language, the thing named is presupposed as the non-

linguistic or non-relational with which language has established its relation. 

This presuppositional power is so strong that we imagine the non-linguistic as 

something unsayable and non-relational that we seek in some way to grasp as 

such, without noticing that what we seek to grasp in this way is only the shadow 

of language (ibidem).  

 

Any “event of language” simultaneously poses what it says and, conversely, what 

cannot be said. Within the single act, something is pulled in and something is pushed 

out. The so-called non-linguistic world is merely the hidden face of what is being 

said. An identical «onto-logical relation runs between the beings presupposed by 

language and their being in language» (ibidem). As language establishes that some-

thing deserves a name, so the same language pushes another thing into a condition of 

dark silence. The entire human ontology is constituted by language. This does not 

mean that reality is not real; rather, it means that the possibility to think of the world 

as a collection of “objects” is a by-product of language. The very existence of lan-

guage produces an ontology – that is, a world made of nameable entities. In this 

sense, language embodies the perfect and prototypical example of a “sovereign pow-

er”: 

 
It is in the structure of presupposition that the interweaving of being and lan-

guage, ontology and logic that constitutes Western metaphysics is articulated. 

Called into question from the point of view of language, being is from the very 

beginning divided into an existentive being (existence, the primary ousia) and a 

predicative being (the secondary ousia, what is said of it): the task of thought 

will then be that of reassembling into a unity what thought – language – has 

presupposed and divided (ibidem). 

 

If biopolitics presupposes a more original biolinguistic ground, a solution to the 

“modern” biopolitical problem cannot be sought within the very same categories, 

which still depend on and presuppose such an origin. A political or ethical solution to 

biopolitical power appears illusory, since both politics and ethics imply exactly that 

which they might seek to overcome. In particular, a form of politics that is not 

marked by the original aporia of the separation between power and “bare life” does 

not exist, since such an aporia underlies all human anthropology. Homo sapiens, qua 

loquens, is such an aporia. Nowhere does Agamben seem to explore the possibility 

of a different human life – that is, a way of being human that does not presuppose a 

relationship with language and may appear more similar to non-human ways of life 

(CIMATTI 2013; 2014) than to the way we generally approach humanity (AGAM-

BEN 2015a):  

 
It is perhaps time to call into question the prestige that language has enjoyed 

and continues to enjoy in our  culture,  as a tool  of incomparable  potency,  ef-

ficacy,  and  beauty. And yet, considered in itself, it is no more beautiful than 

birdsong, no more efficacious than the signals insects exchange, no more pow-

erful than the roar with which the lion asserts his dominion. The decisive ele-

ment that confers on human language its peculiar virtue is not in the tool itself 
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but in the place it leaves to the speaker, in the fact that it prepares within itself a 

hollowed-out form that the speaker must always assume in order to speak—that 

is to say, in the ethical relation that is established between the speaker and his 

language.  The human being is that living being that, in order to speak, must say 

“I”, must “take the word”, assume it and make it his own (AGAMBEN 2011: 

71). 

 

What could humanity be if it was not necessary to “take the word” – that is, to assert 

its own autonomy as a subject, as an individuated psyche (CIMATTI 2000)? If it 

could use language without being used by language? The «coming politics» 

(AGAMBEN 2015: 213) will be a politics that no longer separates power from “bare 

life”, and therefore language from life. Agamben defines such non-human political 

“form-of-life” as «a life that can never be separated from its form, a life in which it is 

never possible to isolate and keep distinct something like a bare life» (ivi: 207). It is 

still a human life, as it presupposes some “form” (humanity cannot be without some 

kind of transcendence), but mainly it is a “life”, albeit one that no longer divides it-

self into psyche and flesh. In the hypothesis of a “form-of-life” lies the extreme pos-

sibility of “reassembling into a unity what thought—language—has presupposed and 

divided”. Finally, the question arises as to what language might become in a life 

characterized by such a “unity”? The answer – poetry – may also be found in Agam-

ben: «what, in fact, is poetry, if not an operation of language, which deactivates and 

makes inactive [inoperose] its own communicative and informative functions, to un-

close them to a new, possible use?» (AGAMBEN 2014: 59; author’s translation).  

References 

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (1982), Il linguaggio e la morte, Einaudi, Torino (Language 

and death. The place of negativity, eng. tr., Minneapolis, University of Minnesota 

Press 1991).  

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (1995), Homo sacer. Il potere sovrano e la nuda vita, Einaudi, 

Torino (Homo sacer. Sovereign Power and Bare Life, eng. tr., Stanford, Stanford 

University Press 1998).  

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (2008), Il sacramento del linguaggio. Archeologia del giura-

mento, Laterza, Roma-Bari (The Sacrament of Language. An Archaeology of the 

Oath, eng. tr., Stanford University Press, Stanford 2011). 

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (2014), Il fuoco e il racconto, Nottetempo, Roma. 

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (2014), L’uso dei corpi, Neri Pozza, Vicenza (The Use of Bod-

ies, eng. tr., Stanford University Press, Stanford 2015). 

 

AGAMBEN, Giorgio (2015a), Pulcinella. Ovvero divertimento per li regazzi, Notte-

tempo, Roma. 



RIFL (2017) Vol. 11 n. 1: 168-182 

DOI: 10.436/20170604 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

181 

 

CHOMSKY, Noam, FOUCAULT, Michel (2006), The Chomsky-Foucault Debate: 

On Human Nature, The New Press, New York. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2000), La scimmia che si parla. Linguaggio, autocoscienza e li-

bertà nell’animale umano, Bollati Boringhieri, Torino. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2007), Il volto e la parola. Psicologia dell’apparenza, Quodlibet, 

Macerata. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2009), Il possibile e il reale. Il sacro dopo la morte di Dio, Codi-

ce, Torino. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2013), Filosofia dell’animalità, Laterza, Bari-Roma. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2014), «Linguaggio e immanenza. Kierkegaard e Deleuze sul di-

venir-animale», in Aut Aut, 363, pp. 189-208. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2015), Il taglio. Linguaggio e pulsione di morte, Quodlibet, Ma-

cerata. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2015a), «Una “ferocia psicotica”. Wittgenstein e Lacan», in Il 

cannocchiale. Rivista di studi filosofici, XL(1), pp. 29-57. 

 

CIMATTI, Felice (2016), «Frankenstein on Language and Becoming (Post)Human», 

in  Ecozon@, 7(1), pp. 10-27. 

 

COVENTRY, Kenny, LYNOTT, Dermot, CANGELOSI, Angelo, MONROUXE, 

Lynn, JOYCE, Dan, RICHARDSON, Daniel (2010), «Spatial language, visual atten-

tion, and perceptual simulation», in Brain and Language, 112(3), pp. 202-213. 

 

DEVANAND, Manoli, MEISSNER, Geoffrey, BAKER Bruce (2006), «Blueprints 

for behavior: genetic specification of neural circuitry for innate behaviors», in Trends 

in neurosciences 29(8), pp. 444-451. 

 

ESPOSITO, Roberto (2014), Le persone e le cose, Einaudi, Torino (Persons and 

Things: From the Body’s Point of View, eng. tr., Cambridge, Polity Press 2015). 

 

FALK, Dean (2004), «Prelinguistic evolution in early hominins: Whence 

motherese?», in Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 27(4), pp. 491-503. 

 

FOUCAULT, Michel (1976), Le volonté de savoir, Gallimard, Paris (The History of 

Sexuality, I, eng. tr., Random House, New York 1978). 

 

GIBSON, James (1966), The senses considered as perceptual systems, Boston, 

Houghton Mifflin. 

 

JENKINS, Lyle (2000), Biolinguistics: Exploring the Biology of Language, Cam-

bridge University Press, New York. 

 



RIFL (2017) Vol. 11 n. 1: 168-182 

DOI: 10.436/20170604 

__________________________________________________________________________________ 

182 

KAYE, Kenneth (1980), «Why we don’t talk ‘baby talk’ to babies», in Journal of 

Child Language, 7(3), pp. 489-507. 

 

KNOEFERLE Pia, CROCKER Matthew (2006), «The Coordinated Interplay of Sce-

ne, Utterance, and World Knowledge: Evidence From Eye Tracking», in Cognitive 

Science, 30, pp. 481-529. 

 

LO PIPARO, Franco (2004), Aristotele e il linguaggio, Laterza, Roma-Bari. 

 

MISHRA, Ramesh Kumar (2016), Interaction Between Attention and Language Sys-

tems in Humans. A Cognitive Science Perspective, Springer, Berlin. 

 

MITCHELL, Robert ed. (2002), Pretending and imagination in animals and chil-

dren, Cambridge University Press, Boston. 

 

RIZZOLATTI Giacomo, LUPPINO Giuseppe (2001), «The Cortical Motor System», 

in Neuron, 31(6), pp. 889-901. 

 

SALZANI, Carlo (2015), «Il linguaggio è il sovrano: Agamben e la politica del lin-

guaggio», in Rivista Italiana di Filosofia del Linguaggio, 9(1), pp. 268-280. 

 

STOFFREGEN, Thomas (2003), «Affordances as Properties of the Animal-

Environment System», in Ecological Psychology, 15(2), pp. 115-134. 

 

TREVARTHEN, Colwyn (2011), «What is it like to be a person who knows noth-

ing? Defining the active intersubjective mind of a newborn human being”, Infant and 

Child Development 20(1), pp. 119-135. 

 

VYGOTSKY, Lev, LURIA, Alexander (1984), Orudie I znak v razvitii rebënka, in 

Sobranie sočinenij, vol. VI, Pedagogika, Moskva (Tool and Sign in the Development 

of the Child, in The Collected Works of L. S. Vygotsky, vol. 6, Kluwer, New York 

1987). 

 

XIMENES, Joana Rossello (2016), The centrality of speech for human thought, in 

Anna Maria Di Sciullo ed., Biolinguistic Investigations on the Language Faculty, 

Benjamin, Amsterdam, pp. 55-77. 

 

YUSA, Noriaki (2016), Syntax in the brain, in Koji Fujita, Cedric Boeckx eds. Ad-

vances in Biolinguistics. The human language faculty and its biological basis, 

Routledge, London, pp. 141-152.  


