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Agamben and the im/potentiality of music
Michael David Székely1

Abstract
In this essay, I will address both Agamben’s discourse on potentiality—primarily
with respect to the essays “On potentiality,” from Potentialities: Collected essays in
philosophy, and “What is the act of creation?” from The Fire and The Tale— and his
discourse on music, notably with reference to an essay from What is Philosophy? (a
text that is ostensibly about music and politics, but which intersects fundamentally
with the relationship between philosophy and poetry as well). My goal is to ultimately
bring together these two broader discourses on potentiality and music to articulate an
account of the latter by way of the former, with an emphasis on improvisation as a
particularly compelling example of this relationship.
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Introduction
A personal anecdote…

In addition to writing about music, I am also
a musician. In my case, this means that every
time someone asks me about my job, or career,
or more specifically about my philosophical in-
terests, I feel compelled to offer the caveat that
it is simultaneously rewarding and precarious
to write about something you also do, to the-
orize about something you also practice. The
reward is that music and philosophy constitute
the two most sustaining disciplines in my life,
and I believe there is a profound connection be-
tween the two. The precariousness rests in the
fact that, to state the obvious, philosophy is, of
course, not music, and doing philosophy is, of
course, not the same thing as doing music. In
writing about music, I also carry a certain fear
– a fear of forcing music into being something
it is not. At the very least, I risk losing sight
of music as music precisely by writing about it.

Will my potential reader recognize that it is,
in fact, music that I have written about? Will I
recognize this?

Undoubtedly, this essay runs the same risk
I have just articulated. But part of the impe-
tus for this writing is to articulate how certain
ways of framing and articulating the ontologi-
cal relationship between philosophy and music
have proven provocative and compelling in this
regard, notably through the work of Giorgio
Agamben, particularly his own writings on
music, as well as his discussions of potentiality.
To be clear, while Agamben broadly references
artistic creation (or, as he will come to prefer,
poiesis) as a way of contextualizing his thoughts
on potentiality, he does not do so with respect
to music. Meanwhile, when Agamben does,
in fact, discuss music elsewhere, he does not
tend to refer to potentiality. I wish to thread
these two discourses together to articulate mu-
sic (and improvisation in particular) as an apt

1 Temple University (� orcid.org/0009-0007-5430-4973).
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heuristic for Agamben’s understanding of po-
tentiality.

My interest in bringing together what, for
Agamben, have been the separate projects of
1) engaging with Aristotle and Deleuze on the
question of potentiality and 2) engaging the in-
tersection of music, philosophy, and poetry has
to do with how these projects reflect similar
concerns I have involving the relationship be-
tween philosophy and music. I share the sense
that philosophy and music are not only similar,
but that, somehow, they need each other in
some way. What remains unclear to me, how-
ever, is whether they are similar because they
need each other, or whether they need each
other because they are similar. At any rate,
the aforementioned concerns notwithstanding,
there is a sense in which I am, paradoxically,
compelled by the view that philosophy is (or
should aspire to) a kind of music.

In what follows, I will first address Agam-
ben’s discourse on potentiality, primarily with
respect to the essays “On potentiality,” from
Potentialities: collected essays in philosophy, and
“What is the act of creation?” from The Fire
and The Tale. I will then turn to an essay
from Agamben’s What is Philosophy?, osten-
sibly about music and politics, but which in-
tersects fundamentally with philosophy and
poetry as well. My goal is to ultimately bring
together these two broader discourses on po-
tentiality and music to articulate an account of
the latter by way of the former, with an em-
phasis on improvisation as a particularly com-
pelling example of this relationship.

Potentiality, impotentiality
For Agamben, “the concept of potentiality has
never ceased to function in the life and history

of humanity.” From here, he frames his more
particular task as “an attempt to understand the
meaning of the verb ‘can’ [potere]. What do
I mean when I say: ‘I can, I cannot’?”2 “I can”
occupies this curious positionality whereby it
“does not refer to any certainty or specific ca-
pacity, but is, nevertheless, absolutely demand-
ing.” “I can” “does not mean anything – yet
it marks what is, for each of us, perhaps the
hardest and bitterest experience possible: the
experience of potentiality.”3 As Claire Cole-
brook observes,

Agamben is critical of the notion that hu-
manity’s potentiality must arrive at its ful-
fillment, and here he follows Heidegger in
arguing that if we want to understand the
human in its specificity we should look
not for some achieved essence but at all
those cases in which humans fail to arrive
at themselves.4

As Agamben observes, “Aristotle opposed po-
tentiality [the power of something to become
or produce, as opposed to what is merely pos-
sible] to actuality [the realization of that po-
tential], dynamis to energeia, and bequeathed
this opposition to Western philosophy and sci-
ence.”5 Yet, as he also makes clear, one of the
fundamental reasons for Aristotle doing so was
to preserve potentiality, to offer an account of
the continued existence of potentiality.6 Here,
Agamben notes Aristotle’s difference with his
fellow Athenians, the Megarians. As opposed
to the Megarians, “who maintain that all poten-
tiality exists only in actuality, what Aristotle
wants to posit is the existence of potentiality:
that there is a presence and a face of potential-
ity.”7 After all, like the Megarians, we might

2 Agamben, Potentialities, 177.
3 Ibid., 178.
4 Colebrook, “Agamben: aesthetics, potentiality, and life,” 109.
5 Potentialities, 177.
6 Ibid., 180.
7 Ibid.
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also be tempted to view all potentiality as exist-
ing only in actuality. Or, similarly, we might
attribute some means-ends teleological impera-
tive to potentiality as necessarily and inevitably
bound to actuality, the culmination of which is
the dissolution of potential (something as actual-
ized when it achieves its potential; we speak of
things, including ourselves, as “fulfilling their
potential”). But Agamben does not merely
wish to re-emphasize the significance Aristotle
attributed to the preservation of potentiality.
He wishes to claim that all potentiality, in fact,
presumes “impotentiality”:

Dynamis, potentiality, maintains itself in
relation to its own privation…its own
non-Being. This relation constitutes the
essence of potentiality. To be potential
means: to be one’s own lack, to be in re-
lation to one’s own incapacity. Beings that
exist in the mode of potentiality are capa-
ble of their own impotentiality; and only
in this way do they become potential.8

In his essay, “What is the act of creation?”
Agamben brings his analysis of potentiality and
impotentiality to the context of art and litera-
ture (a thread I will later extend to the context
of music). In this essay, Agamben also takes
up Deleuze’s discussion of the “act of creation”
(which, as it turns out, includes a musical ref-
erence):

Deleuze defined the act of creation as an
“act of resistance”… Each act of creation
resists something – for example, Deleuze
says, Bach’s music is an act of resistance
against the separation of the sacred from
the profane… To resist always means to

free a potentiality [potenza] of life that
was imprisoned or offended.9

In a broader methodological sense, his use of
the Bach example reflects Agamben’s general
sympathy with Deleuze’s insistence on differ-
ence (here, in terms of resistance) as fundamen-
tal, and on articulating difference as both non-
binary (here, in terms of blurring the line be-
tween the sacred and the profane) and affirma-
tional (here, in terms of freeing up the poten-
tiality of life). However, Agamben amends
Deleuze’s account in two key respects.

First, Agamben believes that something re-
mains “unspoken” in Deleuze’s account of the
act of creation: “[For Deleuze] to resist always
means to free a potentiality [potenza] of life that
was imprisoned or offended; however, even
here a real definition of the act of creation as
an act of resistance is missing.”10 Agamben’s
discourse on potentiality – and, concurrently,
impotentiality – is meant to address this omis-
sion. For Agamben, Deleuze is surely right to
insist that, while ostensibly resistance is a way
of saying No, it is, in the same breath, a way of
saying Yes. Resistance is a way of saying Yes
to other possibilities. By resisting, we affirm
other possibilities. But more than this, we resist
in order to keep alive the possibility of other pos-
sibilities. As such, reading the act of creation as
an act of resistance is a way of understanding
the sustaining force of potentiality, and, for both
Deleuze and Agamben, artistic creation brings
this understanding into stark relief.11

Secondly, with this in mind, Agamben’s
reading of Deleuze on resistance seems to en-
tail a plea to, in one sense, recall the No of
resistance, not as a way of supplanting the Yes,
but rather to re-affirm both. Deleuze’s under-

8 Ibid., 182.
9 Agamben, The Fire and the Tale, 33-34.

10 Ibid., 34.
11 Meanwhile, Agamben articulates his reservations about the term “creation,” notably when it comes to the arts.
As such, he issues the caveat that he will insist upon framing creation “in the simple sense of poiein, ‘to produce’ ”
(Ibid., 35). We recall that the capacity to produce is, of course, one way of describing potentiality.
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standing of resistance hinges upon reading op-
position vis-a-vis an “external force,” whereas,
for Agamben, “the potentiality liberated by
the act of creation must be a potentiality that
is internal to the very act, just like the act of
resistance must be internal to it.”12 Or later:
“The potentiality-not-to is a resistance internal
to potentiality, which prevents the latter from
simply being exhausted in the act and pushes
it to turn onto itself…that is, to be capable
of its own impotentiality.”13 Here, Agamben
again recalls Aristotle, who “opposes” dynamis
to energeia, and yet, “at the same time, he links
them.”14 Thus, in essence, dynamis is not op-
posed to energeia, just as resistance (in Deleuze,
for example) is not opposed to creation, and
impotentiality is not opposed to potentiality.
On the contrary, impotentiality – adynamia – is
a third term added to potentiality and actuality
(for Deleuze, the “virtual” and the “actual”), but
this might be somewhat misleading, since it is
inextricably bound to potentiality – indeed, by
way of preserving it.

The goal of the preceding section was to
engage Agamben’s thinking on potentiality,
notably the crucial role impotentiality plays
in the preservation of potentiality. We now
turn to Agamben’s discussion of music and pol-
itics, which, as I suggested earlier, is ultimately
marked by a deep concern with philosophy and
poetry as well. Again, the crux of this project is
to bring together Agamben’s discourse on po-
tentiality and “museical” foundation of music
we will address in the following section as way
of addressing the distinct ontological character
of music.

Philosophy, music, museic
Music invites a distinct ontological dilemma.
How does music offer itself to us? Musical be-
ing seems particularly tied to musical becom-
ing. In one sense, music offers itself to us before
all is said and done. Musical meaning is pre-
discursive, existing before language. To put it
another way, language picks up where music
leaves off. In another sense, music offers itself
to us after all is said and done. Musical mean-
ing is post-discursive, existing beyond language.
To put it another way, music picks up where
language leaves off.

Claire Colebrook suggests that “Agamben’s
work on aesthetics is always more than an ex-
amination of any single work of art but de-
volves on art’s potential to revive an original
openness to experience.”15 This is reflected in
Agamben’s essay, “Appendix: the supreme mu-
sic. Music and politics,” which also engages the
relationship between music and poetry, sound
and speech, and gesture and communication.
The essay culminates with the observation that
we have lost a sense of the experience of the mu-
seic, a loss which Agamben sees as concurrent
with the “eclipse of politics.”16 “Current politi-
cians are unable to think,” he observes, “since
both their language and their music go amuse-
ically around in circles.”17 As such, Agamben
comes to the following interrelated conclusions:
first, “philosophy is today possible only as a ref-
ormation of music”18; second, “the political task
is today constitutively a poetic task.”19

For Nietzsche, “language cannot get over its
coarseness and continues to speak of antithe-

12 Ibid., 36.
13 Ibid., 48.
14 Ibid. (my emphasis). Here, I render “opposes” in quote marks and emphasize the word “links” to suggest that we
can no longer speak of opposition in the usual sense.
15 Colebrook, “Agamben,” 108.
16 Agamben, What is Philosophy? 106.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
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ses where there are only degrees and many
subtleties of gradation.”20 Similarly, Agam-
ben describes the loss of a sense of the museic
that informs the current eclipse of politics as
presuming the reality of (a) language as “chat-
ter…[which] seems to have lost all awareness
of its intimate nexus with what cannot be said…a
language without margins or frontiers.”21 In
the context of the present essay, I want to
read such an “awareness” in correlation with
Agamben’s semi-Aristotelian quest for mastery
through potentiality. More specifically, this
awareness is the very mark of impotentiality, of
potential-not-to, of “what cannot be said.” In
another sense, this awareness marks the thresh-
old between music and poetry that forms the
primary thread in Agamben’s essay, despite its
overall objective concerning the present status
(the very “possibility,” if you will) of (doing)
philosophy. But therein lies a provocative ten-
sion in Agamben’s project.

Agamben’s primary interlocutor in “The
supreme music” essay is Plato, for whom music
had an apparent edge over the other arts (e.g.
epic poetry) given its mathematical significance
and intimate understanding of harmony (even
the guardians-cum-philosopher kings had to
have musical training). Still, music would, of
course, nevertheless fall short of the epistemo-
logical privilege of philosophy. As Agamben
writes,

With Plato, philosophy emerges as a cri-
tique and an overcoming of the musi-
cal organization of the Athenian polis.
The latter, embodied by Ion, the pos-
sessed rhapsode…involves the impossibil-
ity of accounting for one’s knowledge and

one’s action, that is, of “thinking” them…
Against the museic, the claim of philoso-
phy as the ‘true Muse’ and ‘supreme music’
involves the attempt to go back beyond
inspiration toward that event of the word
whose threshold is shielded and barred by
the Muse… For this reason, in the Repub-
lic, Plato can define philosophy as…the
Muse herself… What is in question here
is the proper place of philosophy…22

Part of my rationale for re-tracing Agamben’s
steps in the “Supreme music” essay is to dis-
cern what his reading of Plato and philosophy
means for the ontological status of music.

Yes, for Agamben, as well as Plato, it is
the case that philosophy must go through mu-
sic to attain the significance we might hope
for it. Would it be fair, then, to characterize
Agamben’s account as Platonist – not merely
in its shared concern, but in its culmination?
To what extent is his “Supreme music” essay
still about music? Is it rather ultimately about
philosophy (a work of meta-philosophy, as it
were)? As it was for Plato, is the “supreme mu-
sic” for Agamben ultimately philosophy itself ?
After all, we recall Agamben’s suggestion that
“philosophy is today possible only as a refor-
mation of music.”23 Naomi Waltham-Smith
cautions us not to mistake Agamben’s use of
the Platonic link that marks the title of his essay
as suggesting

that philosophy supersedes music to re-
place it, as Plato appears to suggest. Or,
insofar as philosophy does substitute for
music, it is only because music’s excess of
life always already leads it into technicity

20 Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, 55.
21What is Philosophy? 106 (my emphasis).
22 Ibid., 103-104.
23 Ibid.
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and prostheticity. Philosophy is the end
of music because, to the extent that music
aspires to this supreme condition, it ex-
poses itself to the other, which is to say to
death and self-destruction.24

Again, for Plato, a certain kind of musical train-
ing – formal, mathematical, properly virtuous –
was mandatory for philosophers. But training
is a means to an end. That is, music is the means
for philosophical ends – alas, the realization of
philosophy itself. However, for Agamben, this
leaves the museical quality of this musical train-
ing behind. In Agamben’s adaptation of Plato,
music becomes indispensable for philosophy
precisely on account of its museical and poetical
(or, as he also puts it, “proemial”) foundations.
Philosophy needs to first become museical in
order for it to also become poetical.

I read Agamben’s affirmative claims regard-
ing philosophy’s own indebtedness to music
(and poetry) as a critique of Plato’s account,
but also a shifting of emphasis – from the epis-
temological to the ontological.

The Muse sings and gives singing to man,
since she symbolizes the speaking being’s
impossibility of integrally appropriating
the language in which he has made his
vital abode… There is music; man does
not limit himself to speaking, and rather
feels the need to sing because language
is not his voice, and because he dwells
in language without being able to turn
it into his voice. Singing, man celebrates
and commemorates the voice he no longer
has… For this reason, emotional moods
necessarily belong to music before belong-
ing to words…25

Furthermore, in reference toHeidegger’sBeing
and Time, Agamben recalls how

the original opening of man to the world
does not take place through rational
knowledge and language, but through a
Stimmung, an emotional mood that this
very term refers back to the acoustic
sphere (Stimme means voice)… The pri-
mary opening of man to the world is not
logical but musical.26

In essence, we seem to have an inversion of
Plato’s view, and in two senses. First, there is
the suggestion that music has a certain primacy
over philosophy (or at least Plato’s view of phi-
losophy). Second, and as an extension of the
first, this musical “opening to the world” is thus
framed in terms of sound (as opposed to speech)
and an “emotional mood” (as opposed to logical
deduction), both of which Plato would have
seen as essentially not only outside the realm
of philosophy, but as therefore also outside the
realm of knowledge – distractions, if not detri-
ments as well. Similarly, this “museicality” of
music that Agamben articulates through his
reading of the ancient Greeks (which he di-
rectly links to the Muses themselves) has a bio-
logical basis as well, which I apprehend as an-
other expression of the pre-discursive character
of music, as reflected in the above commen-
tary on Heidegger, etc. Consider the follow-
ing exchange between the multi-media artist
Bjork and the biologist David Attenborough
in collaboration with Bjork’s transdisciplinary
Biophilia project:27

Attenborough: Your voice is a very odd voice,
Bjork, isn’t it? I mean, really…the fact that
your larynx can produce this incredibly ex-
traordinary range of sound… It can’t be just

24Waltham-Smith, “A music worthy of the name: or, Agamben’s museicology,” 180.
25What is Philosophy? 99.
26 Ibid., 99-100.
27 Channel 4, “When Bjork Met Attenborough.”
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an accident. That range of sound was at one
time or another valuable and functional…and
that you are exploiting it in a way which
would have made sense ancestrally.
Bjork: That makes a lot of sense…yeah.
Attenborough: Actually, the human larynx
is capable of so much more variety of sound
than is required for language…and that, to a
biologist, would mean that there was a function
of the human voice which preceded language.
So that it’s actually singing that is more fun-
damental to us than speaking.
Bjork: So we were actually all born free jazz
singers…just chatting away…
Attenborough: Yes!

We have seen how, despite his affinity for the
view that philosophy and music are inextrica-
bly linked, Agamben adapts – inverts? – the
Platonic arc of this relationship. He does this
by recalling the museical – and, in turn, pre-
discursive, biological, and proemial – founda-
tions of music, which, in essence, prefigure
and give birth to language and speech, via po-
etry. But perhaps some further delineation in
terms of the relationship between music, po-
etry, and language in the context of Agam-
ben’s discourse of impotentiality is warranted
to give more context to this broader assertion
concerning music as the origin of language, as
the becoming of language, and the function of
poetry.

Agamben writes: “What is poetry if not an
operation in language that deactivates and ren-
der inoperative its communicative and infor-
mative functions in order to open them to a
new possible use?”28 In other words, poetry
opens up the potentiality of language by serv-
ing as an impotentiality (“deactivates,” “ren-
ders inoperative”) in relation to language. In
one sense, we see poetry as also – and more
directly? – the becoming of language. But
here again, if music, as has been suggested, is

also the origin of poetry, then our path still
leads back to music. In another sense, does
this also presume that the function of impoten-
tiality applies similarly to music and poetry as
it does to poetry and language, i.e. that mu-
sic is poetry’s impotentiality, just as poetry is
language’s impotentiality? Does music “deacti-
vate and render inoperative” poetry in the same
way that poetry does language? Admittedly,
this is less clear to me presently. What does
seem clear is that, for Agamben, music gives
birth to poetry, which then serves the function
of impotentiality for language. What is this
function? The preservation and opening-up
of potentiality. When poetry serves this func-
tion for language, when it renders language
“inoperative” – as language’s impotentiality –
it seems to be simultaneously serving a musical
(or again, “museical”) function.

Methodologically, in the final section of this
essay, we will use Agamben to read Agam-
ben. That is to say, in one sense, we will recall
Agamben’s discussion of im/potentiality in or-
der to extend and apply it to music, and partic-
ularly to improvisation; in another sense, we
will see why Agamben’s discussion of music –
to which I wish to add improvisation – suggests
a compelling “case study” for im/potentiality
in action.

Music, improvisation
In “Agamben and Schoenberg,” Adam Kotsko
recounts:

In one of Schoenberg’s lectures on the
origin of the twelve-tone system, he said
that he came to the realization that the
tonal system was increasingly breaking
down due to experimentation with disso-
nance. It had reached the point where the
rules were so constantly violated that there
seemed to be little point in keeping them –
yet when he and his students attempted to

28“What is the act of creation?” 55.
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compose in a “non-tonal” way, they found
that they could not sustain long pieces and
that they were constantly falling back into
the old tonal patterns. Only once Schoen-
berg developed his own set of new rules
for making use of the raw materials of the
tonal system (i.e., the twelve tones of the
octave) did the attempt to escape tonality
become sustainable.29

We might contextualize the Schoenbergian
“experimentation with dissonance” described
by Kotsko as having been both heightened and
diversified in the hands of modernist compo-
sitional approaches in the wake of atonalism
(we will address two such examples in a mo-
ment). In this context, atonality becomes a
kind of Lyotardian postmodern moment within
said modernism, wherein the disruption of
tonality vis-à-vis atonalism is a dialectical (but
non-oppositional) seed of eruption borne of
musical tonalism. A parallel (if not unsympa-
thetic) reading might render Schoenberg’s “so-
lution”30 (i.e. “his own set of new rules for
making use of the raw materials of the tonal
system”31) as an attempt to solve the problem
of the breakdown of tonality, wherein “at-
tempt[ing] to compose in a ‘non-tonal’ way”32
meant not being able to “sustain long pieces,”33
and thus “constantly falling back into the old
tonal patterns.”34

With this musical-ontological dilemma in
mind, we return to Agamben’s distinction
between potentiality-to and potentiality-not-
to. The example of Schoenbergian atonalism
seems both fitting and provocative in this re-

gard. Potential-to (potentiality operating within
music): the “experimentation with dissonance”
that occurs within tonalism. Potential-not-to
(impotentiality operating within music): the re-
sponse of atonalism to tonalism (which, put
differently, constitutes a kind of musical cri-
tique of tonalism). But again, if we are conven-
tionally predisposed to thinking of “potential”
as merely what is possible35 – or, ultimately,
in terms of a teleological necessity to become
actualizable – then the challenge here is to re-
think the breakdown of tonalism and the re-
sulting birth of atonalism in light of the preced-
ing discussion concerning the “act of creation”
and resistance. Again, “potentiality” is both
potential-to and potential-not-to. Or, to put
it another way, potential-not-to is to be appre-
hended less in terms of opposition to potential-
to and more as something that confronts, en-
gages, and even enhances potentiality as a kind
of becoming. In this sense, the resistance of
atonality to tonality is an expression of tonality,
a becoming-tonality; it is the impotentiality
of tonalism’s potential. Perhaps a third term
is needed here in light of the limitations of
the tonalism/atonalism binary. Schoenberg al-
ludes to the notion of a “pantonality,”36 which
is echoed in the “coexistence of dissimilars” de-
scribed by Cage in Silence (notably, Cage also
renders this phenomenon as a “disharmony”
that “is simply a harmony to which many are
unaccustomed.”)37

When it comes to a range of 20th cen-
tury composers and theorists who were so
compelled by the aesthetic shift instigated by
Schoenberg, we find the adoption of a stance

29 Adam Kotsko, “Agamben and Schoenberg.” Accessed 17 May 2025. https://itself.blog/2012/01/04/agamben-
and-schoenberg/.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
33 Ibid.
34 Ibid.
35 In essence, this is what Agamben (via Aristotle) calls “generic” potentiality (see, for example, Potentialities, 179).
36 Schoenberg, Theory of Harmony.
37 Cage, “Experimental music,” in Silence.
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concerning improvisation that is, at best, un-
certain, if not skeptical, and, at worst, hostile.
It seems to me that the crux of this stance was
informed by at least two overarching concerns.
For composers, there seemed to be a presump-
tion that improvisational musical practice was
philosophically akin to a kind of Cartesianism
that privileged the hierarchical dualism of sub-
ject over object – in this case, improvisation
as being, in its very nature, unable to discon-
nect (subjective) ego and sentiment from the
(objective) imperative of the music as a whole.
For these theorists and composers, improvisa-
tional musical practice seemed to be viewed as
a more specific (and often negative) iteration
of the tension between music and language –
in this case, improvisation as being incapable
of nothing less than letting music be music.

Thus, for example, Cage, who was, of
course, influenced by Schoenberg. In the inter-
est of liberating sound – in essence, affording to
sounds an objectivity unto themselves – Cage
saw no room for the apparent ego-drivenness
and subjective whim of improvisation. Or,
in a piece featuring only discursive instruc-
tions (the first of which is a caution of sorts
for the performers to not play anything at all
until they feel absolutely compelled to do so),
Stockhausen – also influenced by Schoenberg –
seemed to be after something like the elimina-
tion of improvisation (granted, a gesture I find
somewhat ironic, given what could be consid-
ered a thoroughly improvisational musical act).
Meanwhile, in the context of a semiological
erotics of music – wherein music reflects the
tension between materiality and signification
– improvisation struck Barthes as too authorial,
too insistent, too individualistic to be receptive
to the gestures, citations, and re-readings that
contribute to writerly (or musicianly) pleasure.
Or, as the more sympathetic Derrida confesses,

it’s not easy to improvise, it’s the most dif-
ficult thing to do. Even when one impro-
vises in front of a camera or microphone,
one ventriloquizes or leaves another to
speak in one’s place the schemas and lan-
guages that are already there. There are
already a great number of prescriptions
that are prescribed in our memory and in
our culture. All the names are already pre-
programmed. It’s already the names that
inhibit our ability to ever really improvise.
One can’t say whatever one wants, one
is obliged more or less to reproduce the
stereotypical discourse. And so I believe
in improvisation and I fight for improvi-
sation. But always with the belief that it’s
impossible. And there where there is im-
provisation I am not able to see myself. I
am blind to myself. And it’s what I will
see, no, I won’t see it. It’s for others to
see. The one who is improvised here, no,
I won’t ever see him.38

On the one hand, Agamben’s discourse on po-
tentiality and its applicability to music would
seem to echo the skepticism of composers like
Cage and Stockhausen. If the musical gestures
of Cage and Stockhausen in some sense empha-
size addition by subtraction, reduction, simpli-
fication, detours of the musical signified, sus-
pensions of the spiritual-musical ego, cautions
to not pre-empt our musical encounter as lis-
teners with what we want or expect to hear
(Cage), or as players with, say, slick performa-
tivity (Stockhausen), then improvisation, in a
simplistic reading, would seem too demonstra-
tive and lacking in restraint to admit impoten-
tiality in Agamben’s sense.

On the other hand, just as it would be mis-
taken to read impotentiality as the denial of,
or simple opposition to, potentiality, so impro-
visational practice can be said to stake its own
claim by way of the museical quality of mu-

38 This quote is from an unpublished interview Derrida gave in 1982. It was cited in the documentary about
Derrida entitled Derrida (Zeitgeist, 2002).

July 2026 – Volume 9 145



Agamben and the im/potentiality of music Székely

sic Agamben has emphasized. When Agam-
ben writes that “something comes to expres-
sion that cannot be said in language,”39 yes, he
is staking a claim for both the pre-discursive
and post-discursive character of music that we
have alluded to earlier – but he also seems to be
making a plea to recall the origins of language
in order to rejuvenate language. Music is not
language, but it is the becoming of language.
Music reflects the limits and boundlessness of
language. It is in this sense that music appears
as the im/potentiality of language.

If potentiality (as “pure”) in music entails
the preservation of impotentiality – i.e. where
musical meaning and encounter are tied to the
play of starts and stops, sounds and silences, ac-
tions and reactions (proactivity and receptivity)
– improvisational practice resides in the imme-
diate apprehension of such elements mediated
by the collective subjectivities of the musicians.
This is to say that the improviser is, at any point,
negotiating these elements as an expression of
aesthetic and ontological freedom and mastery.

Freedom: one expression of im/potentiality
in Agamben’s sense, wherein “to be free is not
simply to have the power to do this or that
thing, nor is it simply to have the power to
refuse to do this or that thing. To be free is,
in the sense we have seen, to be capable of
one’s own impotentiality.”40 Agamben once
again finds traces of these concerns elsewhere
in Aristotle, particularly in the latter’s descrip-
tion of thought (nous) as remaining with poten-
tial, and, as such, remaining “free.” In what is
perhaps his strongest statement concerning the
significance of impotentiality for potentional-
ity, Agamben’s defines “pure potentiality” as

“potentiality that, insofar as it is capable not to
pass to the act, remains free…”41

Mastery: another expression of im/potential-
ity in Agamben’s sense, wherein potentiality –
and, in turn, the mastery of this potentiality –
entails the “potential to not-do, potential not
to pass into actuality.”42 Agamben’s reading of
Aristotle on mastery is inspired by the latter’s
own conception of “acts of creation…which
for him coincided more soberly with the exer-
cise of the technai (the arts in the most general
sense of the term).”43 Here, Aristotle cites ex-
amples from the architect to the cithara player
to the sculptor, as well as the grammarian, “and,
in general, anyone who has a knowledge or
a technique.”44 In a general sense, Agamben
seems to appreciate this “sober” gesture of Aris-
totle because of the vital aesthetics it seems to
endorse. But crucially, he observes how, in
true Aristotelian fashion, this knowledge or
technique is presumed to be fulfilled through
“habit, that is, the possession of a capacity or abil-
ity.”45 Traditionally, the cultivation – or culmi-
nation? – of this habit is what would be called
mastery. Here, in the language of “potentiality”
and “actuality,” mastery would mean the actu-
alization of knowledge and technique through
habit. For his part, Agamben also wishes to
draw out the relationship between potentiality
and mastery, but with one key adaption: im-
potentiality. First, an important clarification:
“Contrary to a common equivocation, mastery
is not formal perfection but quite the oppo-
site: it is the preservation of potentiality in the
act.”46 For me, this later passage helps contex-
tualize an earlier comment where Agamben
alludes to mastery in terms of how “the one

39What is Philosophy? 97.
40 Potentialities, 183.
41 Fire and the Tale, 49 (my emphasis).
42 Potentialities, 179-180.
43 Fire and the Tale, 36-37.
44 Ibid., 37.
45 Ibid. (my emphasis).
46 Ibid., 42.
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who possesses – or has the habit of – a poten-
tiality can both actualize it and not actualize
it.”47 When the American composer and im-
proviser Bill Dixon said, “You can play every-
thing you know,” he was making more than a
epistemological claim concerning encounters
with the conventions and habits of formal mu-
sical language and knowledge. He was making
an ontological claim about the im/potentiality
of improvisational practice. In his commentary
on Dixon’s music, Ben Young observes how
“skills honed through decades must be at the fin-
gertips to be spontaneously deployed in impro-
vising.”48 You can play everything you know
does not mean you will play everything you
know. That you hone skills through decades
to be spontaneously deployed in improvising
does not mean that you will deploy those skills
uniformly. Not surprisingly, improvisation is
rightly observed for its immediacy, for being
an example of “composing on the spot,” so to
speak. This is another way of talking about
the freedom that improvisation affords. In the
language of a “generic” potentiality, improvi-
sation would in this sense be all that is possible.
However, the concern with such a view is that
it obfuscates the mediacy of improvisation. As
such, improvisational freedom and mastery lie
in this very negotiation of the ontological vi-
cissitudes of music, of musical elements and
musical subjectivities. demand of potentiality,
or, as we have seen, the push-and-pull of po-
tentiality and impotentiality, the potential-to
and the potential-not-to.

In another essay in the collection The Fire
and the Tale, Agamben’s broader debt to Hei-
degger (particularly “The origin of the work
of art”) is again apparent: “We better compre-

hend a phenomenon if we do not confine its
origin to a remote point in time…the whirling
origin that archaeological investigation tries to
reach is a historical a priori that remains im-
manent to becoming and continues to act in
it.”49 Agamben analyses what he calls “vor-
texes” by way of a discourse on origins and be-
coming, and the ramifications of this for subjec-
tivity. More specifically, Agamben sees origin
as a vortex, as no longer preceding becoming,
but rather as occurring simultaneously with
the becoming of phenomena. As such, this
“whirling” origin (as Agamben also refers to it)
operates similarly to potentiality. This corre-
sponds to Agamben’s description of the subject
as a vortex of becoming.50 It also corresponds
to his description of the poet as, by definition,
plunging into this vortex, through the act of
naming: “Names…are the vortexes of the his-
torical becoming of languages, whirlpools in
which the semantic and communicative ten-
sion of language clogs up into itself… In a
name, we no longer say – or do not yet say –
anything: we only call.”51 By “naming,” we
have the general sense of putting something
into words to accomplish some kind of discur-
sive understanding. But again, for Agamben,
the naming in question here is more specif-
ically the naming of poetry. It is naïve and
misguided, he argues, to imagine “that names
come first, discrete and isolated as in a dictio-
nary.”52 Names, like words in general, come
to meaning through context, through move-
ment, etc. As such, “the name is actually a vor-
tex that perforates and interrupts the seman-
tic flow of language, not simply in order to
abolish it.”53 Thus, it is ultimately the poet
who accomplishes this naming, who “plunges

47 Ibid., 37.
48 Liner notes to Bill Dixon’s Vade Mecum (Soul Note Records, 1994).
49 Fire and the Tale, 59-60. Bergson on duration also comes to mind here.
50 Ibid., 61.
51 Ibid.
52 The Fire and the Tale, 62.
53 Ibid.
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into this vortex…who take[s] back signifying
words from the flow of discourse and throw[s]
them into the whirlpool.”54 For the purposes
of the present essay, I wish to draw out two
main observations.

First, it is interesting to note that, even
though Agamben does not refer to potentiality
or impotentiality at all in the “Vortexes” piece,
it seems quite clear that so much of its discourse
– e.g. of origin as that which ”remains imma-
nent to becoming and continues to act in it,”
of vortexes as where the “tension of language
clogs up into itself,” of naming as that which
“perforates and interrupts” the flow of language
– clearly evokes his discussion of potentiality or
impotentiality, particularly the relevance of the
latter for the former. In short, these examples
speak to the operation (or “inoperation”?) of
impotentiality.

Second, I wish to suggest that, in a crucial
sense, what Agamben ascribes to poetry and
the poet here, I want to extend and apply to
music and the musician as well, particularly to
the improvising musician. The subject-as-a-
vortex-of-becoming is the improvising subject.
The improviser’s starting point is the same as
their ending point. Or, if you will, the im-
proviser is constantly refreshing their frame of
reference. Their vigilance concerning what
might occur in the musical encounter is also a
demand: improvisation as adaptation. In a cer-
tain sense, this “throwing into the whirlpool”
that Agamben observes with respect to poetic
naming is, again, arguably both more immedi-
ate and more constant (and, as such, precarious)
in the context of music, and especially impro-
vised music – as part of what improvising is, as
part of the what the improvising musician does,
but also what the improvising listener must do.
Thus, as a result of this distinct ontological char-
acter of improvisation, we also see potentiality
expressed more readily as it unfolds. Meanwhile,

on the one hand, it is unclear to me what the
proper analogy for poetic naming would be in
the context of improvisation. If the poet names,
what does the improviser do? On the other
hand, we recall that Agamben refers to this
naming as not so much a saying/not saying,
but rather a calling. Undoubtedly, this speaks
directly to Agamben’s overarching discourses
around language and poetry, but here again
impotentiality appears, if indirectly (this kind
of naming disrupts, resists language in order to
preserve the potentiality of language). More
specifically, for me, to speak of “calling” rather
than a “saying/not saying” is to evoke music, or,
as Agamben might say, the “museic.” Indeed, it
evokes something more than a general way of
talking about music that distinguishes it from
language, despite its links to language: When
we call, we put something into motion, into
movement – we call to something, or to some-
one – but here, through museical means. But
calling also evokes musicological discourse and
practice, e.g. antiphonal “call-and-response,”
to “call,” or to announce, a theme, motif, ges-
ture, etc.

As a brief, but fitting corollary to our discus-
sion of freedom and mastery – particularly as
they pertain to improvisation – it is worth not-
ing what Agamben says about the relationship
between potentiality and style: “The style of a
work does not only depend on the impersonal
element, that is, the creative potentiality, but
also on what resists and almost enters into con-
flict with it. However, the potentiality-not-to
[impotentiality] does not negate potentiality
and form, but, through its resistance, some-
how exhibits them.”55 This is the experience
of music as it unfolds. Or, perhaps we could put
this more emphatically: this is how we experi-
ence music: we experience music as it unfolds.
Music is a particularly compelling example for
recalling what Claire Colebrook, in her com-

54 Ibid.
55 Ibid., 44-45.
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mentary on Agamben, calls the “open relation-
ality” of art – that is, art as “a relation or po-
tential to, where the infinitive is not governed
by anything that already is.”56 Improvisation
calls upon this relationality through the vital
play of potentiality and impotentiality it engen-
ders. It is expressed in the thresholds between
sound and silence, speeds and slownesses, action
and non-action, and in the negotiation of col-
lective subjectivities. Improvisation recalls for
us the persistent imperative of im/potentiality.
Dynamis is never completely enclosed within
energeia – something deeply and particularly
embedded in the practice of improvisation.
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