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Guest Editor’s Introduction

In January 2023, Professor Samuel Weber delivered a series of three lectures online at my invitation on
behalf of Shanghai University. When we first conceived these lectures in Paris, the idea was to continue,
somewhat peripherally, his reflections on the experience of the Covid — 19 pandemic assembled in a newly
published book entitled Preexisiting Conditions: Recounting the Plague ( New York: Zone Books, 2022). In
parallel to this thought was the keen interest that the notion of singularity, developed in his previous book,
Singularity: Politics and Poetics ( Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2021), has recently generated
in certain academic circles of literary and critical theory in China. We therefore agreed that the themes of the
lectures would combine a number of important issues in these two recent works while remaining open-ended,
allowing current as well as future projects to settle in as they develop.

Professor Weber proposed an overarching title, “Reading as Compassion, ” for the lecture series. The title
immediately appealed to me as I felt it was exactly what we needed after having lived with the pandemic for
almost three years. By the time the lectures were delivered, China was swept by a violent outbreak of
Omicron, spreading from big cities to rural areas. The title became thus all the more pertinent, as the reality
coincided with some of the content in the lectures, calling for more sympathy toward the vulnerable population
affected by the pandemic and more reflection on the survival of the human species in general.

”

The meaning of the title, “Reading as Compassion,” would only gradually unfold as the lectures were
delivered at an intermittent pace, in the space of two weeks. “Reading” here refers first, of course, to the act
of reading — of books, political discourses, information made visible by media outlets or social networks, but
it is perhaps defined less by the object of the act of reading than by an attitude of attention paid to the language
itself, to what the German literary critic and philosopher Werner Hamacher calls the “perpetual multiplication
of languages. ” Reading is an enjoyment but also a task to feel and understand language as a slow signifying

2

process, whether the context is literary, political, or social. As for “compassion, ” it can first be understood in
the Derridean sense of appeal for pity, for the right and duty to stand alongside animals as well as the human
beings reduced to a limit human-animal condition. Boccaccio’s Decameron gives another dimension to the word
“compassion. ” Tt transforms an autobiographical experience ( Boccaccio survived his suffering of love affairs
thanks to the pleasant conversation and consolation he received from his friends) into the building of a literary
community. Not only is his decision to write the Decameron an attempt to repay this debt he received from his
friends, but he also places compassion at the heart of his relationship to his listeners and readers. His stories,
in the form of collective narrations, were aimed at appeasing the sadness and suffering that the deadly plague
had brought to Florence in 1349.

Because Professor Weber’s lectures were given in English without translation, and because his references
were ample, erudite and interwoven, I deemed it necessary to give an “overview” in Chinese at the end of
each lecture. These overviews meant to summarize the lectures and provide extra background information on

some of the works he analyzed in details. They also attempted to make hidden links of different parts of his
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lectures more explicit. Inevitably, 1 brought in my own perspective and interpretations. 1 hope that my
readings can contribute to highlight some of the main points of each lecture without reducing any of its original

richness.
Overview of Lecture 1: Toward a Politics of Compassion

Professor Weber starts the first lecture by giving a description of the Covid — 19 pandemic and some
uncertainty in our experience in living it. He contends that in many parts of the world, a growing disaffection
of the population with regard to their government can be felt. Perhaps the most noticeable phenomenon linked
to this pandemic is the growing control of wealth in a small group of people in all aspects of society: “More
than ever in recent memory at least, ° developed Western’ societies are becoming or have become
‘ plutocracies,” with increasing indifference to the general welfare. ” Although this is nothing new, it is taking
forms that call into question the very conditions that enable societies to survive and function. Professor Weber
then introduces the main content of his lecture, which is the struggle between two sets of ideals and values that
deal with the plague: “that of the autonomous individual on the one hand, and that of collective
interdependence on the other.” He does so by examining two classical accounts of the plague: the first is the
one that struck Athens in 430 BC, while the city was under siege by Sparta during the second year of the
Peloponnesian War, and which is witnessed and recounted by Thucydides in his History of the Peloponnesian
War; the second is the Black Death that ravaged Florence in the middle of the 14" century (1349) and that
gave rise to one of the masterpieces of narrative literature, Boccaccio’s Decameron.

The second part of the lecture is devoted to Thucydides’ description and discussion of the plague. We
know that the first Peloponnesian War (431 —421BC) ended with the defeat of the Athenians. The plague that
broke out in Athens was bad enough to take the life of Pericles, the leader of Athens, along with some
100, 000 other Athenians. But in a way Pericles “asked” for it because it was him who ordered to continue
military operations during the plague, putting the “courage” and “virtue” of the Athenian culture above the
safety of individual lives. Pericles lauded the Athenians for their unique ability to “meet danger voluntarily”
and to “take risks and estimate them beforehand;” however, the danger of the plague turned out to be
incalculable for the human mind. The Peloponnesians, under the leadership of their King Archidamus, on the
other hand, acted differently. They left Attica earlier than they had intended because they were afraid of the
infection. In other words, the Peloponnesians proved to be more flexible; they did not hesitate to change their
plans and they also acknowledged that they were fearful of the plague. What is put into contrast here is the
Athenian hubris and the spartan prudence: the former eliminated the time and space for reflection, and rushed
to judgement and action, whereas the latter tried precisely not to reduce the temporal and spatial gap between
language, thought and action.

In the third part, Professor Weber analyzes another classical model of recounting the plague: Boccaccio’s
Decameron. He first points out that the frame of the story is important: written in the middle of the 14" century
(1349 —1353), the text presents a hundred little stories told over ten days and nights by seven women and
three men, who have retreated in the hills outside Florence to flee the plague that will kill almost half of its
population. The place that the group chose to gather before they left Florence and after they returned from the
rural villa is called the Church of Santa Maria Novella. The word “Novella” here signifies both something new
and the short story form, novella. The Church of Santa Maria Novella can therefore be conceived as an
intermediate place between the chaotic city and the idyllic countryside, as well as a symbolic link between the

plague happening in the city and events narrated in the short stories, which are outside the “present” time and
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space.

Professor Weber is interested in the oblique relation between the plague that was occurring in Florence
and the storytelling in the Decameron, which does not recount the plague as such, but short stories each person
chooses to tell based on the themes given on the day: some on human vices, others on tragic love, yet others
on trickery, deceit, etc. What is the relation between the Black Death and these stories, or, to ask it
differently, why does Boccaccio feel the necessity to use the plague as the frame for these “novellas”? Professor

“

Weber suggests that “compassion” in Boccaccio’s address to his female readers in the beginning of the
Decameron might indicate a possible response. But, in order to explain what he means by compassion,
Professor Weber first needs to introduce what he calls the “frictional” narration”. Here in the lecture,
frictional narration is defined as a displaced allusion to the social and cultural “ pre-conditions”; more
precisely, it refers to the fact that the conventional meaning of words prior to their use in the Decameron,
especially the Christian hope of salvation, remains active, but that its re-inscription in the Decameron is
somewhat twisted, displaced, recounted in a “novel” manner. The example he gives is the first story, which
was recounted by Panfilo. It is the story of “Ser Cepparello, ” who is described as probably the “worst man who
had ever been born,” but who is smart enough to sufficiently deceive a friar who has come to take his
confession on his deathbed, so that after his death he is considered to be a saintly character and was indeed
known then as “Saint Ciappelletto. ” We can say that the story ends on a happy note of “returning to God, ” to
his Grace, his kindness, his tolerance. But Professor Weber points out the story does not end here; it ends on
a strange sentence of Panfilo urging his listeners “to praise His name, which is what we began with, and
venerate Him, commending ourselves to Him in our need, in the certain knowledge that we will be heard.”
Furthermore, these last words of the first story of the Decameron are not the last words of the meta-narrative
that frames the text. For after Panfilo has finished his tale with the comforting assertion that “in our need
(...) we will be heard,” the narrative adds one short sentence, which stands entirely alone in the entire
Decameron: “Et qui si tacque, ” which can be translated as “And here he stopped speaking, ” or even more
literarily, “And here speaking stopped.” This interruption of the narrative calls into question the most sure
expectation, which is being heard and being saved, but Panfilo does not reveal the meaning of this sentence.
He “bit his tongue, ” in the same fashion as what Benjamin defines as the “highly political style of writing”:
“To lead up to that which is denied the word” ( Hinzufiihren auf das dem Wort versagte) . Panfilo stops himself
“from speaking what could not be spoken, ” leaving his listeners to decide if humans can indeed be “heard. ” It
is however this word “denied, ” according to Professor Weber interpretating Boccaccio, that provides the basis
for a possible “compassion, ” for it is in this disturbing silence that human beings can relate the story to their
own need for “being heard, ” especially in the times of natural catastrophes such as the plague.

In the last part of this lecture, Professor Weber resorts to Benjamin’s and Derrida’s writings to further
reflect on the idea of compassion. He first discusses Benjamin’s rejection of what was then considered a
dominant notion of politically effective discourse, which is based on a “Wort-an-Wort-Rethen” ( chain of
individual words in sentence) that produces “expansive tendency” and eliminates the unsayable. Benjamin
calls this type of language “crystalline” because it creates an “absolute meaning” that instrumentalizes both the
language and action. The opposite model, the one that he advocates, is discussed in his article “The

Storyteller. ” It is an art of recounting that does not eliminate the space in between words, the space of

2 B

“differential relationality.” Often “purely descriptive, ” it leaves room for complexity and ambiguity of words,
evoking something without necessarily giving an answer. If the pseudo effective political discourse imposes
“absolute” meaning, the modest storytelling in the Benjaminian sense is the work of significance, which is an

ongoing and never completable process.
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How does this complex process, which denies the full meaning of words, relate to what Professor Weber
calls the “politics of compassion”? Perhaps Derrida’s posthumous book, The Animal That Therefore I Am
( Follow) (L’animal que donc je suis) can provide a bridge between the two. Professor Weber points out that
Derrida’s emphasis on the “feeling” for or empathy with animals can be viewed in the larger context of the
philosopher’s reflections on the “politics of compassion” at the end the 1990s. Like the young Benjamin,
Derrida also sees war as involving language, and the past two centuries are not only centuries of war, but also
a historical period in which the West inflicts a precipitous universalization (or “anthropologization”) onto other

29 ¢

cultures, via the capital and technology, but also via an “expansive,” “militaristic” tendency to establish its
ideology as a generalized “absolute proper.” In this sense, Derrida’s wordplay in the title The Animal That
Therefore 1 Am ( Follow)® deconstructs the aggressive political “absolute proper” and reintroduces a
“heterogeneous divergence at the heart of words. ” It also puts an emphasis on the differential singularity of the
“dividual, ” vulnerable, mortal lives that have constantly been denied by the war in the name of species. What
links the differential singularity, however, is not a generalizing proper name ( what Professor Weber has called

elsewhere the “Mono-theological paradigm”), but heterogenous affective experience ranging from anxiety and

aggressivity to joy and hope, and above all, compassion.
[ Notes ]

(D The concept of “frictional narration” is discussed in detail in the chapter four (the chapter on Boccaccio) of Preexisting
Conditions: Recounting the Plague ( New York: Zone Books, 2022).

(2 We will come back to discuss some of Derrida’s neologisms and wordplay, such as “animot” and “je suis” ( meaning both “I

am” and “I follow”) in the third lecture.
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