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In his introduction to the English edition of Deleuze and Guattari's Anti-Oedipus, Fou-
cault writes that it "is the connection of desire to reality (and not its retreat into the forms of
representation) that possesses revolutionary force... " (xiii-xiv). We would like to consider
the possibility that what Foucault means by this connection is the /abor involved in the
construction of the world via the imagination.

Our argument consists of paradoxical movements. To begin with, we focus on the po-
litical aspect of the postmodern by reading a distinctly pre-modern text: Lope de Vega's
Fuente Ovejuna. We argue here that in Lope's play about a collective rebellion of the mul-
titude, one already discerns the contours of a certain '‘postmodern’ conception of the subject
in terms of a productive and collective praxis.

Next, we take up the discussion of the postmodern at the point of crossing of philosophy
and poetics, as we examine the role of mimesis in subject formation as a passage from
dynamis to energeia (potentia to actuality).

Both lines of inquiry--on the concepts of multitudo and mimesis--converge, finally, at
the point which marks the political crux of all aesthetics, which is the problem of agency-
that is, of the subject.

In his book on Spinoza, L 'Anomalia Selvaggia, Antonio Negri writes,

Politics is the metaphysics of the imagination, the metaphysics of the human constitution of
reality, the world. The truth lives in the world of the imagination; it is possible to have ade-
quate ideas that are not exhaustive reality but open to and constitutive of reality, which are
intensively true; consciousness is constitutive; being is not only something found (not only a
possession) but also activity, power; there is not only Nature, there is also second nature,
nature of the proximate cause, constructed being. (97)

Postmodernism defines the political space as an open one in which the subject engages in a
productive and constitutive struggle-in the interpretive effort involved in the construction
of community. We link this project to a reading of Aristotelian mimesis as labor, which in
Fuente Ovejuna is figured in terms of what we might call a "theatricalist poetics”-a mak-
ing of the self that is essentially theatrical, as it operates in terms of a dramatic construction.
Our use of 'essence’ here reflects our attempt to propose what for sorne might seem like an

' See, for example, the first line of Aristotle's Poetics re: the "potential” of poetry. Later, "The potential of tragedy
exists even without a performance and actors" [50bl7].
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untimely recuperation of a theory of the political actor in terms of an ‘essential’ character-
istic, by which we mean, the construction of being. Negri writes that, “[o]ntology is not a
theory of foundation. It is a theory about our immersion in being and about being’s con-
tinuous construction” (Labor of Dionysus, 287).

Our own understanding of the relations between essence and construction rests on the
nexus of power and poetics, another name for which is “sovereignty.” That sovereignty can
be viewed not as an exclusively political concept but also as one related to the problem of
reference has emerged in recent philosophical work. Giorgio Agamben, for example, argues
that sovereignty “is the originary structure in which law refers to life and includes it in itself
by suspending it.”> For Agamben ‘constituting power,” which one might translate as
‘agency,’” cannot be understood apart from a necessary relation to sovereignty, or ‘absolute
power.’

Negri takes a different position. For him, the pressing political questions for us today
are precisely those which raise the possibility of the collective construction of community
apart from the inevitable relation to sovereign power that Agamben describes. Negri asks,
“Is it possible to conceive community outside of sovereignty as a separate and autonomous
entity?. . . Is a juridical and political theory possible that takes away the necessity of the one
as foundation of the multitude?” (Labor of Dionysus, 308).

We introduce this debate on the relation between agency and absolute power because
we see it in fact as a re-presentation of a situation already dramatized in Lope. As you may
recall, after having killed their Commander, the entire village of Fuente Ovejuna is tortured
by the Catholic Kings’ inquisitor in order to attribute the crime to an actor. Yet no one will
confess, and the frustrated Judge must report back to his sovereigns:

Trecientos he atormentado

con no pequeifio rigor. . .

Hasta nifios de diez afios

al potro arrimé. . .

o los has de perdonar,

o matar la villa toda. (2373-2384)*

2 Agamben uses Nancy’s term, ‘ban,’” for “law’s potentiality [dynamis)] to maintain itself in its own privation.”
One can not know if he who has been banned is outside or inside the juridical order. The “force of law is that it
holds life in its ban by abandoning it” (Homo Sacer 29).

Agamben asks, “Since the ban is a form of relation, is it possible to think the political beyond relation?” (HS 29)..
Negri argues that constituting power (the “praxis of a constituting act”) is not reducible to the principle of sove-
reignty. Negri’s “constituting power” is the “act of choice that opens a horizon, the radical enacting of something
that didn’t exist before” (HS 43).

3 “I tormented three hundred (of them) / not with little harshness / I even made ten year old children

ride the rack. / You must either pardon them / or kill the whole town.” (My translation.)
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To which the King replies in the play’s penultimate lines,

Pues no puede averiguarse

el suceso por escrito,

aunque fue grave el delito,

por fuerza ha de perdonarse.

Y la villa es bien se quede

en mi, pues de mf se vale,’

hasta ver si acaso sale

Comendador que la herede. (2445-2452)°

The truth of the event cannot be ‘subjected’ to reason here (“averiguarse”—sujetarlo (la
verdad) a la razén). In its resistance to written representation, history becomes impossible
to determine, and we are left with a real aporia: an undecidable occurrence which yet re-
quires a decision in order to reinstate a juridical order. In the meantime, the political space
has been cleared, as sovereign power is momentarily suspended. Into this vacuum, the vil-
lagers insert their own, founding, collective act of resistance. Thus, in a situation in which
no decision is possible, it is the multitude itself that produces the meaning of the event.
Another name for this collective production of meaning is ‘labor,” a term which has to
understood as the work involved in the production of subjectivity. Negri cites Marx’s
Grundrisse:

[T]he communal substance of all commodities and hence exchange values is that they are
objectified labor. . .[T]he only thing distinct from objectified labor is non-objectified labor,
labor which is still objectifying itself, labor as subjectivity.

(Marx, Grundrisse, 271-2, qtd. in Negri, Marx Beyond Marx, 66)

We are presented with a highly ambivalent—(in the sense of a double valence or
power)—condition. On the one hand, the scene bears out Agamben’s argument as ‘consti-
tuting power’ in Fuente Ovejuna will continue to operate in relation to sovereignty—even
if this relation is precisely one of its absence. At the same time, the play confirms Negri’s
position, too, in that constituting power releases itself here—if only during a kind of interim
term—from absolute power: “de mi se vale / hasta ver si acaso sale / Comendador que la
herede.” “Hasta ver.” We must wait and see what follows.

While he argues that “a political theory freed from the aporias of sovereignty remains
unthinkable” (Homo Sacer 44), Agamben nevertheless recognizes the strength of Negri’s
argument for a “constituting power” independent of sovereignty, in that this would “open
the way for a new articulation of the relation between potentiality and actuality” (Homo
Sacer 44). It is precisely this “new ontology” that we are attempting to investigate by con-
sidering the possibility of new political relations between actuality and potentiality. Much
depends on how one thinks “potentiality.”

* valer (with prep. de): recurrir al favor o interposicién de otro para un intento.

S “Although the crime was grave, / since the event cannot be found out (resolved)

in writing, it must be pardoned. / It is best that the village remain / in me, since the town gets favor (protection)
from me, / until it can be seen if there appears perhaps another Commander to inherit it.” (My translation.)
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As well as on how one thinks new poetic relations. Our attempt is to read a particular
paradigm—Aristotle’s concept of energeia and Spinoza’s concept of the body—in Fuente
Ovejuna. Laurencia, who has been violated by the Commander, goes before the people of
Fuente Ovejuna, with her hair disheveled, and asks: “Doesn’t my hair tell its own story?
Don’t you see the blood on my skirt? Don’t you see the bruises / Where they clutched me?/
Where they hit me? / Don’t you see anything at all?”” She asks for imagination, for her peo-
ple’s capacity to perceive her as having been objectified—(violated)—and to transform this
perception into an understanding of her continuing to be violable—to which they can then
oppose their collective action. Imagination, in its link to the body, here, is the main concept
which leads us to a new understanding of the subject.

Through the reception of Aristotle’s Poetics in Renaissance Italy and Spain, we can see
how the status given the imagination in the Poetics meets what we will later find in Spinoza
as the affirmative role of the imagination in the constitution of knowledge.® In the reception
of Aristotle’s Poetics, we find the “first authoritative recognition” that in literature the “de-
parture from truth [is] its essential element . . .[and that] the poet’s task consists of lying. . .
[L]ies have a natural pleasure for man” (Forcione 22).

Spinoza’s concept of imagination and its constitutive role for knowledge is clearly
stated by Paolo Cristofolini: “Imagination is the capacity to make present things which
could also not be.”” “[I]n Spinoza imagination follows all the vicissitudes of the affects; and
with the affects of joy and desire, it goes from a state of passivity into one of activity, under
determined conditions.”® The “force of this reading is that instead of making imagination
guilty for the dangerous relationships it can entertain with the body, it conceives of the
body as a ‘force for the imagination itself’”’(Fadini-Pascucci 12). We can now see how in
Spinoza the imagination is strictly related to the body.

The body, in turn, is composed of many individuals. I quote from the Ethics II, postu-
lates I and IV:

Postulate I: The human body is composed of very many individual parts of different natures,
each of which is extremely complex. . . .

Postulate IV. The human body needs for its preservation a great many other bodies, by
which. . .it is continually regenerated” (Ethics 11, Postulates). (76)

® By this I mean the ‘optimism of reason’ as reason’s third stage in the constitution of knowledge (beatitudo).

7 The quotation continues: “Imagination is the capacity to make present things which could also not be, in the
sense of expressing in representation the idea of change which comes out of the encounter/dis-encounter of the
thing with the body. Thus the capacity of representation goes together with the knowledge of what composes the
encounter/disencounter with the external thing and also as non-knowledge of the essence of it- external thing. The
imagination’s potentia is an un-endless/inexhaustible source of communication, and it makes psychical life fluid”
(Fadini-Pascucci, Immagine-Desiderio, 12).

8 “We see joy and desire expressed in the passage: ‘Beyond Joy and Cupidity which are passions, there are other
affects of Joy and Cupidity which refer to us as active’ (E III58). This passage can be also examined from the
point of view of the imagination, in its fusing itself with these active affectivities” (Cristofolini’s La scienza
intuitiva di Spinoza quot. in Fadini-Pascucci, Immagine-Desiderio, 11-12).
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And the scholium to Ethics II pXVII’:

[T]he affections of the human body whose ideas set forth external bodies as if they were
present to us we shall call images (imagines), although they do not reproduce the shape of
things. And when the mind regards bodies in this way, we shall say that it ‘imagines’
(imaginari)” (Ethics 11, Postulates.)'°. (78)

Now, as the individual is composed of many bodies, and since images are affects of the
body, we see how the imagination can become a source of community. The affects indicate
movement, and translate themselves into images—they become pictures."’

Movement is also a component of the definition of dunamis '* in Aristotle’s Book Theta
of the Metaphysics:

[I]t is evident that actuality is prior to potentiality. And I mean prior not only to the definite
power which is said to be the source of change in something else or in some other aspect of
the same thing, but to any source of motion or of rest generally. . . . The logical priority of
actuality, then, is clear. For what is potential in the primary sense is potential because it can
become actual: what has the capacity to build means what can build; what has the capacity
to see means what can see; and what is visible means what can be seen.'®> (Metaphysics,
Theta, 1049b1-10).

If we compare this to the passage 55a22 in the Poetics , where Aristotle writes: “[It] is
necessary that the author . . . should bring the play before his own eyes . . . as if he were
actually present when the events happened . . .,” we discover that the term he uses for ‘ac-
tually present’ is “an enargestata” (in footnote: for “energestata”), the things which are in
energeia. So what has no reality yet, the possible,"* becomes actual and acquires presence
through imagination.'” Here the poet’s task discloses itself in all its force: he opens up an
entire world unknown to reality itself, that of possible things (the dunata), changed by other
things than themselves, which can come to be, or not, but which speak of the “knowledge

® “If the human body is affected in a way (mode) that involves the nature of some external body, the human mind
will regard that same external body as actually existing, or as present to itself, until the human body undergoes a
further modification which excludes the existence or presence of the said body” (Spinoza, Ethics IPXVII).

1% Spinoza continues “. . . the mind does not err from the fact that it imagines, but only in so far as it is considered
to lack the idea which excludes the existence of those things which it imagines to be present to itself. For if the
mind, in imagining non-existing things to be present to it, knew at the same time that those things did not exist in
fact, it would surely impute this power of imagining not to the defect but to the strength of its own nature, espe-
cially if this faculty of imagining were to depend solely on its own nature; that is if this faculty of imagining were
free” (E 1 def.7). Imagination can render free.

"' All these movements and reactions of our body to the impulses of the external world translate themselves into
the form of impressions, affections of the body, or, in one word, images. As the mind is the idea of the body, so
the images, with which the external things present themselves to us, are the ideas of the movements which happen
in our body under the impulse of external causes” (Cristofolini quoted in Immagine-Desiderio, 12).

2 Michelet in 1836 defines dynamis, puissance as such: “Puissance est: 1, le principe du mouvement ou du chan-
gement residant dans une autre chose, en tant qu’elle est une autre. C’est le sens propre. . . . La puissance est: 2,
la faculte” d’etre change® et mis en mouvement par une autre chose, en tant qu'elle est une autre.” Examen Criti-
que de I’ouvrage d’Aristote intitule® Metaphysique. »

" The passage continues: “And the same reasoning applies to other cases; so that the reason [90] or knowledge
[181] of the actual must be present before [82g] there is knowledge of the potential” (Metaphysics).

" Given the possible as what can be or not be, necessarily true or possibly real, and the impossible (adunata) as
what its opposite cannot not mean necessarily true (Michelet). The adunaton is affected by not-being.

' This is what we mean by ‘labor.’
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of the potential.” In the terms that concern our present worries, they speak of the labor of
the reality to come. This is what Fuente Ovejuna, many in one collective body, did.

As Derrida and others have taught us, the question of the subject— “Who's there? (as
Hamlet famously opens)—is, first of all, a question of language” (Keenan 13). “;Sabe el
Maestre que estoy en la villa? . . . jsabe que soy Ferndn G6mez Guzmén?” Fuente Ovejuna
begins with the question of whether the Commander’s presence has been recognized, a
question which recurs repeatedly throughout the text.'® As the thematics of sovereignty and
recognition are so much at its center, the play rather naturally lends itself to readings—(like
this one)—which focus on the construction of the subject. Anthony Cascardi connects the
comedia’s outcome—in which the villagers do not ask to rule themselves but on the con-
trary desire to be re-inscribed into a relationship of service to the sovereigns (only this time
the right ones)—to the history of Spain’s resistance to modernization. Cascardi argues that
the comedia form was one of the “imaginary mechanisms through which Spanish society
resisted social transformation,” and that it illustrates what Foucault describes as the sub-
jects’ “desire to seek their own domination” (Cascardi 3, 46).

While Cascardi’s account includes all of the necessary terms—‘imaginary mechanism,’
‘subjection,” ‘resistance,’” and ‘transformative work,’—it places them in a mistaken con-
figuration. For it is in its resistance to—and not its complicity with—absolute power, that
the ‘transformative work’ of the imagination is best understood in Fuente Ovejuna. If the
notion of sovereignty can be understood, as we believe it can, as that which structures the
hegemonic reading of an image, then Lope’s play shows us the liberating side of a reading
that is powered by the collective imagination.

Perhaps we see this most clearly in action in Laurencia’s climactic speech. After having
been raped by the Commander, she staggers into the sala del Consejo de Fuente Ovejuna
and demands: “;Conocéisme?” “Do you know me?” Again, the question of recognition.
But now the village fathers, including her own father, do not recognize her:

Laurencia: Vengo tal,

que mi diferencia os pone

en contingencia quién soy. [en duda]
Esteban: jHija mia!
Laurencia: No me nombres tu hija.17

“My difference puts you—{[the fathers]—in doubt of who I am.” Laurencia has been
changed, violated. ‘Do not name me.” ‘Do not call me,’ she says, as she can no longer re-
spond, no longer corresponds to the name that formerly placed her in the various orders

' In addition to opening act I, it appears again at the beginning of act Il — (Cimbranos asks, *“;Esté aqui el Co-
mendador?” And Ortufio: “;No le ves en tu presencia?’ 1105-6) — and once more when he is about to be killed:
“Yo estoy hablando; yo soy vuestro sefior” (1886-87). By his point, however, the villagers no longer recognize
him as their “lord.” So that while they kill him and then mutilate his body, they invoke the names of their new
lords, the “Catholic Kings,” Isabel and Fernando, of whom the young Master will come to say by the end: “Son
sefiores soberanos / y tal reconozco yo” (2149-50).

' “I come in such state that my appearance makes you doubt who I am. / My daughter! / Don’t call me your
daughter.” (My translation.)
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—familial, caste, gender—that structured her as a subject. Her—(and our)—uvision of this
structuring has been changed:

Esteban. ;Por qué, mis ojos? ;Por qué?

Laurencia. Llevome de vuestros ojos

A su casa Fernan Gémez. . .

iQué dagas no vi en mi pecho!

iQué desatinos enormes. . .

Mis cabellos, ;no lo dizen?

(No se ven aqui los golpes,

de la sangre y las sefiales? (1722-1752)

(Vosotros, que no se os rompen

las entrafias de dolor,

de verme en tantos dolores? (1756-1758 my emphasis)18

Words produce a kind of ‘seeing’ here which is then felt in the body, and the body, in
turn, ‘speaks.” Laurencia demands a reconstruction of the event based on the imaginative
capacity of the villagers to ‘see’—a capacity that depends on the specific labor of express-
ing the body as a speaking picture: “Mis cabellos, ¢no lo dizen?” The production of mean-
ing requires her audience to ‘see’ as if we/they had been there. Consequently, Laurencia
places the village elders in the position of the Aristotelian poet, who “should put [the
events] before his eyes . . . seeing them very vividly as if he were actually present at the
actions [he represents] (Poetics xvii, 22-23). Laurencia’s speech transforms the villagers
into authors, moving them from a state of passivity to one of activity with respect to their
own construction. -

Her recreation of the scene of violation through a kind of ekphrasis—the creation of a
visual ‘image’ via words—produces that powerful [bodily] reaction that leads to what we
are calling the “situation of suspension” at the end of the play, in which constituting
power—agency—releases itself, if only momentarily, from sovereignty.

If we follow Spinoza here, the essential role of imagination as productive and construc-
tive human power has already been theorized for us. The reading of the signs of her viola-
tion, which come in the form of an image, produces an emotional response—understood in
terms of a Spinozian affect—an increase in the body’s power of activity (E III def. 3).
“[TIhe affections of the human body whose ideas set forth external bodies as if they were
present to us we shall call images (imagines)” (78). Specifically, this ‘seeing’ is what pro-
duces the affect that will bind the new community of Fuente Ovejuna.

'® “Why?, my eyes, Why?/ . . .Fernin Gémez took me from before your eyes to his house. What daggers didn’t |
see in my chest! / What enormous insanity! My hair, doesn’t it tell it? / Can’t you see here the blood and bruises
from the blows?. . . And you, aren’t your insides / torn apart from the pain of seeing me in such pain?” (My trans-
lation.)
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After killing the commander, the villagers prepare for their trial at the hands of the
Catholic Kings:

Esteban. Ahora pues, yo quiero ser

agora el pesiquisidor,

para ensayarnos mejor

en lo que habemos de hacer. (2097-2100)"

In a scene which we ‘see,’ the villagers play-act their torture in order to prepare for their
resistance to the judge’s questioning. Later, (in a scene which we do not see but which is
reported) they are ‘really’ tortured offstage. Their rehearsal collapses the double stage be-
tween spectacle and life. Mimesis is actualized in the spectator’s bodies—again, in the
Spinozian sense of the movement produced by an ‘affect.” Three hundred tortured bodies
refuse to speak a name other than the collective village name, as the pueblo takes control of
the scene of interpellation. This is the power of energeia. As they move from a position of
passivity to one of activity via their own theatrical anticipation of their torture, they ulti-
mately create a new status of being. Again, what we are emphasizing is that this resistance
to law’s attempt to write a verdict on their bodies works via an imaginary act, through a
collezgtive praxis which transforms them from the object into the collective subject of poli-
tics.

What is the relationship between the founding of the community and this collective self-
authorship? In place of the written evidence needed to find out what happened, which has
proven to be unproducible, the villagers offer their own bodies as a kind of alternative
writing—one which is, juridically speaking, unreadable. Resistance takes the form of a
bodily ‘poetics’: the desire to determine the historicity of the event cannot overcome this
poetic construction, which effectively steps in for history.*!

The connection between energeia and the construction of the subject as the result of de-
sire (Spinozian affect) centers on the question of agency. Lope’s play presents a postmod-
ern concept of the subject in the sense that, as Deleuze writes, “[t]here is no longer a sub-
ject, but only individuating affective states of an anonymous force” (Spinoza’s Practical
Philosophy, 128). This takes us back to the questions of agency with which we began. Op-
posed to the Enlightenment view of the subject and politics as calculable, we propose for
re-consideration today Lope’s representation of a collective subject figured in terms of its
productive capacity.

Finally, since we began with a quote from Negri, we will close with one last one, but
this time in the form of a question. Negri asks: “How can freedom from below be related to
absoluteness?” The answer he offers is that Democracy will appear as “constituent power”
(Dionysus 311). “When the subjects have become autonomous producers of wealth, knowl-

' “Now then, I now want to be the questioner / in order to better rehearse / what we need to do.”

X 1t is precisely this move from object to subject that marks, for Agamben, the “birth of democracy” (Homo
Sacer9).

2! See Aristotle’s Poetics: “[I]t is the function of the poet to relate not things that have happened but things that
may happen. . . . For this reason poetry is more philosophical and more serious than history. . . . The reason is that
what is possible is believable. . .”” (viii 51b5ff. Janko translation, 12).
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edge and cooperation, without the need of external command, when they organize produc-
tion itself and social reproduction, there is no reason for an overarching sovereign power
external to their own power” (Dionysus 312). In the Political Tractatus, Spinoza writes,
“For absolute sovereignty, if any such thing exists, is really the sovereignty held by a whole
people.” (PT, VIII, 3)?

Is this conception of sovereignty as “absolutum imperium,” as Spinoza calls it,” utopic?
Is it a dream? Perhaps. For now it remains for us, like the ‘hasta ver,” an open question. Yet
if this conception of the power of the subject was already on the threshold in the seven-
teenth century, now in our ‘postmodernity,” we see our task as the effort to realize it—
through our own collective and productive labor.
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