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Abstract

Muselman and the Ethics of Witness: Agamben’s Orientalism
Im, Kyeong-kyu*

This paper aims at critically reviewing Giorgio Agamben’s theorization
of witness and ethics and his characterization of so—called Muselmann or
‘walking dead in Nazi camp. In his book Remnants of Auschwitz,
Agamben argues that almost all the ethical principles of the traditional
philosophy have proved to be inappropriate to locate the proper place of
testimony in relation with Muselmann whom he isolates as a new ethical
element in Auschwitz studies. And he attempts at mapping the new
ethical territory by reestablishing testimony as an ethical act that puts
into question the rigid binary opposition between human and inhuman,
political life and bare life, Jews and Muselmann. However, this paper will
argue that Agamben's theorization of witness and Muselmann has an
important omission. That is to say, Agamben does not dig deep into the
origin or the historical background of the word Muselmann although it is
at the heart of his theory. In fact, he makes it a rule to provide
etymological explanations for every important word in his books. In
Remnants of Auschwitz, for example, he begins with Latin origin of the
word testimony. As for Muselmann, however, he does not do so. Here, I
will read this important omission symptomatically and argue that he is

trapped in Eurocentrism and Orientalism.

Key Words : Giorgio Agamben, ethics, witness, Muselmann, Orientalism
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