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In isolation, a puzzle piece means nothing — just an impossible question,
an opaque challenge. But as soon as you have succeeded in fitting it into
one of its neighbors, the piece disappears, ceases to exist as a piece.... The
two pieces so miraculously conjoined are henceforth one, which in its turn
will be a source of error, hesitation, dismay, and expectation.

Georges Perec, Life: A User's Manual, 1987 [1978]
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Note on the lllustration of the Cover

Angelus Novus was painted by Paul Klee in 1920 using an oil transfer
technique he had invented. It was purchased the following year by Walter
Benjamin, who had it hung in the successive places where he lived and found
in it an inspiration for several of his works, writing that having seen it could
make the viewer “understand a humanity that proves itself by destruction.”
In the ninth thesis of his posthumous essay “on the philosophy of history,”
he describes it as the angel who, caught in a storm blowing from Paradise,
contemplates the catastrophe of past events while being irresistibly propelled
into the future. When he fled Germany in 1933, he brought it with him, but
had to leave it in Paris with Georges Bataille, as he continued southwards to
reach Spain. Just as he had crossed the border, in 1940, he was arrested and
kept in custody in a hotel, where he was found dead the next day. At the end
of the war, the artwork was passed with other possessions on to Theodor
Adorno, who was at the time writing his Minima Moralia, before ending
with Gershom Scholem, whose widow eventually gave it in 1987 to the Israel
Museum, in Jerusalem. This “angel of history,” as Benjamin called it, has
therefore an intimate and lengthy relationship with the Frankfurt School, in
its most tragic period. Coincidentally, the epigraph of the preamble of
Georges Perec's Life: A User's Manual is a quotation by Paul Klee, which
reads: “The eye follows the paths that have been laid down for it in the
work.” Let us, then, follow these paths.



Preamble
Minima Theoria

If life fulfilled its vocation directly, it would miss it ... Thought waits to be
woken one day by the memory of what has been missed, and to be
transformed into teaching.

Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia, 1974 [1951]

In the opening paragraph of his dedication to his friend and colleague Max
Horkheimer, of Minima Moralia, the bulk of which was written in exile in
the United States during World War II, Theodor Adorno refers, with

bitterness and nostalgia, to “what the philosophers once knew as life.”' Tn
modern societies, he continues, material production has effectively reduced
this life “to the rank of appendage,” the sphere of consumption offering no
more than an “appearance of life,” or rather, a “caricature of true life.” In
these conditions, what he calls the “melancholy science” of the thinkers of his
time — an ironic reference to Nietzsche's “gay science” — “relates to a region
that from time immemorial was regarded as the true field of philosophy,” but
is now “lapsed into intellectual neglect, sententious whimsy and finally
oblivion: the teaching of the good life.” It is worth pausing on the fact that
the German expression das richtige Leben is translated in French as juste
vie: in fact, the term has the dual sense of “good life” and “right life,”
illustrating a semantic tension present at the heart of moral philosophy,
between the ethical relationship to the self and the ethical relationship to
others.

However we interpret the term, this pessimistic observation by Adorno, the
most significant figure in the first generation of the Frankfurt School and
hence one of the founders of “critical social theory,” sounds the death knell of
the full moral life — whether it is said to be true, right, or good. All that
remains is an “alienated form,” whose impasses Adorno strives to
demonstrate through a series of short, somber meditations on the most
mundane facts and the most ordinary objects of the contemporary world.
These meditations thus offer what Rahel Jaeggi calls “a critique of capitalism
as a form of life,” in other words, not only as unequal relations of production,
but also as a degraded mode of existence: according to her, they put forward
both “an ethics and a critique of ethics” — the possibility of a different life

and the impossibility of bringing it into existence.” Indeed, Adorno's
deliberately fragmentary reflections on the cultural practices of his era pose
the question of what social and political preconditions would make it
possible to institute “an order more worthy of human beings.” Meanwhile, he
acknowledges, we are far from that place, given that “our perspective of life
has passed into an ideology which conceals the fact that there is life no
longer.” This is the manifestation of a “hopelessness” that is rendered all the
more acute for being written in the shadows of the ruins of Nazi Germany.

Since Adorno's text was published, more than six decades have passed, and



capitalism, which is now barely even mentioned by name — having been
superseded by the ambiguous euphemism “neoliberalism” — seems still more
triumphant and less contested than it was when Adorno wrote his essay. At
the same time the tragic lessons of World War II and its genocides, which
cast a painful shadow over the thinking of Adorno's contemporaries, seem to
be fading as a politics of identity comes to the fore and authoritarian
tendencies are exposed — the violence and uncertainty of a troubled world
serving to legitimize all kinds of exclusion and repression. Worrying signs of
a new “age of anxiety” — to borrow the title of W. H. Auden's long poem
written during the same postwar period — these vicissitudes of democratic

life affect human lives in profoundly differentiated and often unequal ways.3
In other words, Minima Moralia has lost none of its pertinence, even if its
analyses need to be adjusted to contemporary reality in order to ponder
anew the “damaged life” of the book's subtitle. Here the paradox of Adorno's
reflection needs to be emphasized. Faced with the enormity of the
catastrophe of World War II and the Nazi regime's project of extermination,
he makes what Miguel Abensour calls “the choice of the small,” which “is

inherently bound up with a revolt against the world of war and terror.”’
Hence the minimalist title; hence the shift of focus to the singularity of the
individual; hence the affirmation of the relevance of philosophy as defense of
life — whether true, right, or good.

In this book, I propose a different orientation, resituating individuals both in
society and in the world: in society, that is, in the relational space that
constitutes them; in the world, that is, in the global space within which they
move. Rather than the disruptions of the ethical subject to which Adorno
devotes his reflections, I attempt to grasp the tribulations of the political
community. In place of the cultural developments he calls into question, I
focus on deciphering structural facts. To this end, in place of Adorno's
critique of ways of life, I propose a critique of the treatment of life and of
lives, and more specifically of those vulnerable and precarious lives to which
many human beings are reduced. My question is not: how are we living? Or,
how should we live? But rather: what value do we attach to human life as an
abstract concept? And how do we evaluate human lives as concrete realities?
Any discrepancy or any contradiction between the evaluation of life in
general and the devaluing of certain lives in particular then becomes
indicative of a moral economy of life in contemporary societies.

By moral economy, I mean the production, circulation, appropriation, and
contestation of values as well as affects, around an object, a problem, or
more broadly a social fact — in this case, life. This concept borrows both from
E. P. Thompson's analysis, in which he explains the eighteenth-century
English food riots in terms of the moral economy of agricultural laborers
(that is, in terms of the norms and social obligations that govern their
expectations and their practices), and from Lorraine Daston's reading in her
study of the production of knowledge in the seventeenth century, where she
emphasizes the role of the moral economy of science (in other words, the

values and affects shared by scientists).5 I depart from these analyses,
however, on several key points. Unlike Thompson, I do not restrict the moral
economy purely to the domain of goods and services, but extend it to any
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