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I found Andrea Cavalletti’s, The Immemorial: The Subject and Its Doubles, a rewarding struggle of
a book about the inner logics of the category of the self. The primary difficulty of reading
Cavalletti is that there are too many interlocutors — psychoanalysts and philosophers — potentially
creating a struggle for the reader to understand the inter-relationships and dialogues among them.
In turn, this review will attempt to pull out some recurring themes and characters in the book.

Descartes and his mind-body bifurcation appear throughout in the book almost as an organizing
principle. Psychoanalysts and philosophers who were contemporaries of Freud appear amply,
including the recurring reference to Maine de Biran and his peers, lesser-known names in Anglo-
American conversations about psychoanalysis. There are many snippets from case files of
psychologically afflicted patients who are in the care of these psychoanalysts.

The primary set of ideas that appears in many forms throughout the book is a question about the
nature of mind/body distinction and how the self is constructed, maintained, and at times,
threatened. Early in the book, Cavalletti writes:

Time is the accident of accidents. Epicureans used to say. Time itself, the measure
of ‘la poésie du temps, avec ses illusisons’ (the poetry of time, with its illusions), as
Jean-Marie Guyau would go on to say against Immanuel Kant, is nothing other than
an effect of perspective and, above all, ‘de perspective spatiale representee a
I’imagination’ (of spatial perspective represented to the imagination) (4-5).
The temporal illusion arises from a set of perspectives which are spatially routed. I wish to
treat these keywords carefully in this review — effort, doubleness, the man/animal partition,
and property.

In the discussion of Maine de Biran (who is a recurring figure in this book) and his peers
and commentators like Renouvier, Cavalletti says that the “psychosomatic individual,
endowed with consciousness and a personal will, appears where a force impresses itself on
its body, where a body suffers and resists” (42). This primary force of bodily sensation and
awareness, the author opines, brings about the self, much before any action unto the world
has occurred. Following Maine de Biran, this force comes to be called “effort”. A
consciousness arises when the self realises the bodily sensation of pain, as something
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intimately one’s own, distinguishing their self from that of another. In Biran’s work, this
effort is not ceaseless, in fact, there is a “clear break™ (44). There is one self before, one after.
The break is visited by phases of loss of the self or by “disappearance of the personal sense”
(44), often in the time of sleep, when the thinking self may be asleep, but the sensory self is
still at work.

In Maine de Biran’s insistence on a concept of doubleness, a subject, endowed with
consciousness is always already double. This has serious implications in the examination of
the ‘mirror-stage’ in the work of Lacan where the subject is split. In Biran, as Cavalletti
explains, there is a doubleness inbuilt in the subject. He says that the “history of
consciousness” (55) burdened with memory, is essentially a history of “the exhausted
consciousness” (55) — one that has endured pain. This primary doubleness and the authentic
consciousness lay in ‘effort” — the effort to distil a self out of the physical, material state of
being. In this discussion of making an effort to mark out consciousness as distinct from
stupor, Cavalletti calls consciousness “the suffering of suffering”; “distinct from sensation as
it is inseparable from it” (57). Consciousness awakens unto itself ‘in suffering’ and is
doubled by the consciousness of consciousness itself — “there can only be an “I”” or
personality when one distinguishes an impersonal life that is ignorant itself” (57). This, I
believe, is the most powerful offering of Cavalletti’s book.

The exegesis of Biran and others through which he distils a theory of a primary
doubleness. Anthropologists and sociologists, following Erving Goffman in Presentation of
the Selfin Everyday Life (1956), are accustomed to the idea that the self actualises through
socially enacted dramaturgy, so there is a social double to an inner self. But Cavalletti’s
argument is anterior to the social dramaturgy — there is a primary effort to distinguish from
the lay of the world and call upon the “I”” as separate from the “it”, and the “am” from the
“is”.

It is again from Biran that Cavalletti derives a theory of doubleness — as the history of the
conscious person. It is the pained ‘I’, the suffering subject where the distinction arises
between the resistant ‘suffering’ body (56) that has known pain, and the return to the senses
as “awoken into consciousness in the double being” (56). In this “suffering of suffering” (57)
lies the possibility of a recognised 1. Cavalletti says:

There is no active consciousness that is not in turn pure passion (just as there is no
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will that is not simultaneously evidence of habitual and involuntary action) and
there can only be as ‘I’ or personality when one distinguishes an impersonal life that
is ignorant of itself (57).

Cavalletti further offers the provocation that this doubleness has activeness and passivity
simultaneously built into it. Following Biran, he says that “every consciousness is an effort
to overcome resistance.... But consciousness or compos sui must appear as the limpid,
manifest affirmation of activity over passivity, rejecting and dissimulating the latter in the
body’s stunned condition: the liberated luminosity of the will thus projects its characteristic,
crepuscular show” (57).

As Tunderstand it, there is an unconsidered, unaware self, that distinguishes itself, after
experiencing pain, to the aware self. This process requires a tremendous effort in not only
pulling oneself out of the reverie of being, but also actively deploying effort to distinguish
the world at large from the possessive circumstance of owing oneself and fighting for it in a
tumultuous world.

It is in the discussion of Georges Canguilhem that we find in the book, the most
important fulcrum of the doubleness argument that Cavalletti is forwarding. He writes in
this discussion:

... The definition of the subject as a thinking being or of the soul as a judging being,
is the correlate of the impossibility of attributing a soul to beings who do not seem
to possess the faculty of judgment, inventive capacity, or authentic language. The
indubitability of the cogito thus closely corresponds to the man/animal partition (and
therefore the man/animal one in man), since the cogito is a natural light... and not
an instinct, a natural impulse to protect the body or directed at corporeal enjoyment,
etc. (65).
Thus, those with the knowing/judging faculties exercise sovereignty over animal-machines
in an economic and not a political manner. They exercise an instrument use-sovereignty
over the capacities of the animal-machine. The author makes the case that this partition now
relegates man totally to the domain of the soul — the domain of “politico-economic
sovereignty” (65) ‘of an altogether novel corporeal slavery.’
The man/animal partition thus comes to mirror the soul/body hierarchy. One is capable

of making decisions, exercising judgment, having full sway over the existence of the other.
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This stems from the new definition of the body as ‘inanimate’ and ‘animate’ — at one level,
mere physical and material capacity for work (broadly construed) and at another level, the
power to direct this capacity to do and be different things. This is where the doubleness is
demonstrated the second time in the book. He says, at the end of the chapter “The Time of
Force™:
And this closure — this biological bond — of temporality is a type of governance, that
produces and contains its subjects by anchoring itself in the basilic despotism of the
soul over the body and by spreading it, according to the gradation of temperaments,
characteristic personalities, form the intimacy of the effort to the entirety of
society...(77).
Cavalletti furthers strengthens this argument of subjectivity’s inherent doubleness by
showing a sense of primary property relation that a person has over their body, especially
manifest in its “resistance of death” (86). Life and property both unite in the person
rendering a “closed form designed to defend weak borders, which both rejects and ends in
privation and death”(86). The ‘spectre of the end that constituted what is one’s own’
grounds the effort that Biran theorises, in a ‘corporeal spatiality’, meaning that it resides
primarily in the vessel of the body. There is also ‘one reality’ which the intelligence and
effort of self-consciousness render through attention and protection of the body, by
intuition, reasoning, and a fundamental ‘sympathy’ for the self (113).

There is a discussion in the chapter “Panorama”, especially of Henri Bergson’s
scholarship on perception and memory, where the relationship of perception to the past is
discussed. This is a distinct deviation from the earlier focus on effort, doubleness, and the
birth of personhood. In the following chapter “No One’s Dream”, the author extends the
Bergson discussion the scattered and precarious nature of “I”, based on broken chains of
memories. The last chapter, titled “The Unforgettable”, returns to the question of duplicity
between biological and conscious life. With the example of dreaming, the author, following
Biran, establishes that there can be consciousness in a sleeping body (162).

The last three chapters, I felt, were not as counterintuitive and provocative as the first
five. The provocations of this book, on consciousness, mind/body distinction, effort,
doubleness, animality-within-humanity, and the property-life dyad are most valuable for the

domains of philosophical discussion on the birth of the subject, personhood, consciousness,
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as also on the study of science and its others. The relationship of property may have
repercussions on jurisprudence. The character Maine de Biran appears right through the
book; it is him and his patients (glimpses of whose experiences are available in some
chapters) that animate the main stakes of this book. The translation from the Italian reads

well, and is deeply rooted in quotes from the original texts (in French) wherever relevant.
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