For the better part of a decade the position of Italian thought in the Anglo-American academy has
increasingly grown in importance. From debates as far ranging as bioethics and bioengineering, to
euthanasia, to globalization, to theorizing gender, to the war on terror, works originating in Italy
have played a significant, perhaps even the dominant, role in setting the terms and conditions of
these debates. Indeed it might well be that no contemporary thought more than Italian enjoys
greater success today in the United States. If twenty years of postmodernism and poststructuralism
were in large measure the result of French exports to the United States -- Derrida, Lacan, Deleuze,
and Foucault -- today a number of Italian philosphical exports are giving rise to a theoretical
dispositif that goes under a variety of names: post-Marxist, posthuman, or most often biopolitical.
Yet the fact that Italian thought enjoys such enormous success in the United States and elsewhere
begs an important question, one put to me polemically recently by a prominent Italian philosopher.
Is there really such a thing as contemporary Italian thought? And if there is what in the world do its
proponents have in common?

By way of responding, it might be useful to recall some details about the recent reception of Italian
thought in the American academy. In the aftermath of the end of the postmodern -- which a
number of American observers savored as spelling the end of the use and abuse of philosophy by
large numbers of literary critics -- two works appeared within a span of three years of each other:
Giorgio Agamben's Homo Sacer and Michael Hardt and Antonio Negti's Empire. Stepping into the
void left by the depature of what in the United States was known as "theory," these works made a
number of bold theoretical claims about political philosphy and individual life (Agamben) and
globalization and collective life (Hardt and Negri). Equally a number of important works of Italian
feminism appeared over roughly the same period. Works by Adriana Cavarero and Rosi Braidotti,
among others, deeply influenced a whole generation of American theorists in fields like gender
studies, political philosophy, and law. Looking back it's difficult to overestimate the influence of all
these figures when accounting for the intellectual success of Italian thought today. Certainly it
became possible for other voices to be heard, Paolo Virno, and more recently Franco Berardi,
Roberto Esposito, and Maurizio Lazzarato among others.

But to take up again the question at hand: what do authors as seemingly different as Agamben and
Negrti, Berardi and Esposito, Braidotti and Bodei, or Cavarero and Virno have in common outside
of the mere fact of writing in Italian? Is there such a thing as a common Italian philosophical
tradition of which they are all a part? Deleuze and Guattari would have said no, arguing that Italy
"lacked a milieu" for philosophy. For them the reason could be found in Italy's proximity to the
Holy See, which continually aborted philosophy across the peninsula, leading to mere rhetoric,
philosophy's shadow. They did admit that Italy had its own "comets," lighting up if only briefly the
philosophical sky. Yet what if Italian thought today does in fact enjoy a milieu? What "event" or
"events" in the recent past might have fashioned a milieu for the emergence of Italian thought?
What would the features of that milieu look like?

Undoubtedly, the decade-long Italian 1968 plays the decisive role. The votes on abortion, the
emergence of counterculture and student and feminist movements, and changes in labor and
production all deeply changed the space in which politics was practiced. But also philosophy.
Indeed one of the central features of the 1968 Italian was precisely the emphasis on politics as
philosophy and philosophy as a form (among others) of politics. We can see this in the place 1968
and 1977 awarded political militancy; in the increasing prominence given to questions of
subjectivization; and more broadly in the birth of new forms of social and political life separated



from those that had previously dominated.

Yet 1968 wasn't enough. It was only with 1989 and the Fall of the Berlin Wall that politics and
philosophy begin to pass intensely into each other, to stay with the language of Deleuze and
Guattari. Although it may seem less the case for those writing in Italy, when seen from outside it
appears that 1989 was experienced in Italy almost more so than in other European country as
trauma, forcing a number of thinkers to re-examine the fundamental political and philosophical
categories that had underpinned decades if not centuries of thought: what meaning would the end of
a certain form of common life have for politics, for philosophy, for culture? Such a calling into
question of the previous understanding of the common had the effect of reterritorializing politics
and philosophy under new terms and territories, one of which will be life, broadly speaking. It is
only when 1968 is considered as the motor for deterritorialization of the political and philosophy
and 1989 as their reterritorialization as biopolitics (though not only) that something like a milieu is
constructed for Italian thought.

What forms does the common's deterritorialization take in contemporary Italian thought? A quick
survey of some of the leading Italian thinkers is instructive. For Cavarero it is the shared singularity
of existence actualized in birth; in Hardt and Negri it is the production of the common in the
multitude; for Agamben it is the Messianic time that remains to each of us; for Esposito we find
immunity and more recently a philosophy of the impersonal; for Braidotti it is the nomadic subject;
for Virno the negation of negation in a force called katechon; for Bifo shared catastrophe and the
shared possibility of digital, biopolitical games are key; for Cesare Casarino it is the form of the
"surplus common" outside of value; for Ida Domijanni it is "female freedom" and the unpredictable
possibility offerd by a politics of difference; and for Remo Bodei it is the recuperation and
potentialization of diaskosmesis in a context of becoming.

This is not to say that proponents of Italian thought share the same understanding of the common
or even celebrate it. Cleatly they do not. Yet the centrality of the common raises a number of
questions about Italian thought and Italian public life today. What does it mean to be or have in
common in 20102 What are the effects of questioning the weight of shared life and what possible
futures are there for the common? How might singularities be thought together so as to create new
forms of life and what kinds of co-habitations or contaminations might reinforce these new forms
of life? These kinds of questions are ones Italian thought has placed at the forefront, questions that
in turn raise fundamental questions about the nature of relationality; of a politics that would seek to
strengthen relations and to extend them in order to create further relationality; and the capacity for
love as Hardt and Negti will say near the end of Commonwealth. Though not only. One can well
imagine others, including a capacity for play, for attention, and for compassion too.

Yet the relationality implicit in these new forms of shared life doesn't only lead to greater capacities
among singularities for relationality. The deterritorialization of the common as biopolitics, the
posthuman or even insurrection raises the specter of power; greater capacity on the one hand and
the possibility of more intense forms of power on the other. How are new forms of the common --
shared singularities, mirror neurons, impersonality -- being reterritorialized today and by whom? A
glance at the massive personalization occurring across social networks is only one example of how
more intense forms of relationality might signal a return to the very terms that an earlier critique of
the common had attempted to uncover. It's a film we've seen before; the common's reinscription in
contexts less open to affect; the confusion of connnectivity with more open modes of relating.



These questions among others will be the foundation for a two-day conference sponsored by the
journal diacritics to be held on the campus of Cornell University on September 24-25, 2010. The
conference, titled "Commonalities: Theorizing the Common in Italian Thought," will bring together
a number of Italian voices so as to think together not only the relation between Italy and the
common but to consider emerging forms of the common and common life today as well as consider
the efficacy of a term like the common for a progressive (bio)politics. Equally, the event, the first of
its kind of recent memory in the United States, is an occasion to register the state of Italian thought
today. When seen from the other side of the Atlantic, no other contemporary thought more than
Italian seems better suited today to offer what Foucault called an ontology of the present. At a
minimum, and pace my doubting Italian philosopher, the editorial and intellectual success of Italian
thought merits a closer look.

Featured at the conference will be some of the leading philosophical figures from Italy today,
including Franco Berardi, Remo Bodei, Cesare Casarino, Ida Dominjanni, Roberto Esposito,
Michael Hardt, and Antonio Negri. The conference will be transmitted over the internet at
commonalities@cornell.wordpress.com A number of Cornell students will be blogging the
conference live over the two days.



