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Abstract:
This essay examines Michael Haneke’s film Amour through a conceptual migration: it shifts the accent from disability, 

lack of autonomy, and absence of self-determination to the idea of misfit. Following Garland-Thomson, I suggest that 
this concept implies both multiple lived embodiments and a questioning of the notion of singularized disabled body. 
Viewed from the perspective of Deleuzian disability studies, Anne’s strokes and her return to the defenseless state of 
childhood do not allow for any affirmative account. The immanence of life (Deleuze) appears in this case as a degraded 
state of being, as a disruption of the parameters that constitute selfhood. The paper argues that a new, materialist, 
aesthetico-political approach to Haneke’s film, centering on the concept of misfit on the one hand, and foregrounding the 
film’s surreal aesthetic on the other hand, allows for an affirmative, non-dualist reading of this work. The protagonists’ 
closed environment – cinematically enhanced through a stifling and oppressive atmosphere – seems to blur distinctions 
between death and life. A key notion here is that of “intra-active becoming” as defined by Karen Barad, a concept that 
allows us to situate the materiality of the misfit, as well as vulnerability and dependence in the materiality of the world. 
Anne and Georges may thus be seen as misfits who are made and unmade through, and with the world’s topological 
becoming (including its reconfiguring of injustice and discrimination). 

Keywords: misfit, materialist, phenomenology, lived embodiment, autonomy.

Misfi t and Agency

My intention in this paper is to address 
the fi lm Amour by Michael Haneke from the 
point of view of a conceptual migration: I will 
shift the accent from disability, lack of auto-
nomy, separation, distinction, and absence of 
self-determination – notions that are antithe-
tical to the att ribution of full subjectivity (M. 
Shildrick) – to the idea of misfi t as defi ned by R. 
Garland-Thomson, a more encompassing con-
cept, capable of conferring agency and value to 
disabled subjects. 
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At fi rst glance, agency and value can hardly be considered core issues for the 
understanding of the fi lm. When analyzing it, a large majority of critics point to the 
paradoxical beauty that surfaces when the two characters confront the dematerialization 
and the decline in front of death through the magnifying lenses of a love able to defy 
social norms. They stress Georges’ refusal to leave Anne at the hospital, where she 
should be artifi cially nourished, or in a hospice, where her loneliness would be more 
dehumanizing than death, underlying at the same time that he is capable of a desperate 
and recovering act, as he asphyxiates his wife with a pillow. The powerful eff ect of this 
movie would come from the fact that it retaliates the materiality of decay in its most 
horrifying and fascinating aspects. 

Viewed from the point of view of disability, in the sense conferred to it by Deleuze, 
and mostly taken over by critics, the irreversible passage accomplished by Anne 
and her return to the defenseless state of childhood would not allow any affi  rmative 
positive stance. Georges rebuff s the nurse who is taking care of his wife: “I hope one 
day someone will treat you the way you treat your patients. So that you have no way to 
defend yourself.” The immanence of life (Deleuze) appears as a degraded state of being, 
as disruption of the parameters that constitute selfh ood. The increasing complicity that 
the man develops with his wife in front of death, also testifi ed by the rare intruders 
from the outside world, would not be able to restore meaning to their lives.

This story defi es meaning. As diff erent from Deleuzian disability, my analysis is 
based on the concept of misfi t, which does not involve that meaning could be restored 
to this unbearable situation. The presence of the closed environment – cinematically 
enhanced through a stifl ing and oppressive atmosphere, Georges’ nightmare, in which 
he inhabits a deserted building, and the poignant surreal scene where he chases a 
pigeon in his apartment after Anne’s death – seems to relativize and pass through the 
diff erences between death and life. Following Garland-Thomson, I would like to affi  rm 
that misfi t introduces the idea of multiple lived embodiments and estranges us from the 
notion of a singularized disabled body. It also implies acknowledgement of a state of 
universal vulnerability and dependence. A key element is that interactive dynamism, 
“intractive becoming” as defi ned by K. Barad (2007) enhances the materiality of the 
misfi t precisely through the discrepancy between body and the world. “Misfi t … 
defi nitively lodges injustice and discrimination in the materiality of the world rather 
than predominantly in social att itudes.” (Garland-Thomson 602). Disorder becomes 
material arrangement. It is also Haneke’s conclusion: the social has no place in this 
rearrangement of the material misfi t.

In order to introduce the perspective of the misfi t in our analysis of Haneke’s 
fi lm, we could assume – completing Thompson’s central presupposition that misfi t 
results from our genuine dis-harmonizing with the world and constitutes, essentially, 
our human condition as it evolves in its natural contingency – that death invades 
life structures through various dysfunctions and disabilities. The dying body is a 
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destabilized body, a body that does not belong anymore to the world. Anne’s retreat 
from the world in Haneke’s movie is suggested by means of pervasive isolation 
and entrenchment. The most persistent perception one gets throughout the movie 
is that of an irrational resistance of objects, beings and bodies to commonly order. 
When the fi lm begins, one has the bizarre feeling that nothing is irremediable, that 
a bett er emplacement of the elevator would be enough so that the claustrophobia 
be dissolved. The old lady in wheelchair should be provided with a bett er access to 
the exterior world and consequently the burden one experiences would be dissolute. 
The craftsmanship of Haneke’s art consists in the fact that he presents us the detailed 
phenomenology of death (Vivian Sabchack 283) as an intrusion, a reclusion and a loss 
of our essential dwelling in the world, which means, of our capacity of fi tt ing into our 
prescribed time and space.

He does this in a transversal, oblique aesthetics since death is radically resistant 
to the order of representation (Critchley 26). In her study, “Haneke’s Amour and the 
Ethics of Dying,” Asbjørn Grønstadt suggests that, compared to photography, which 
has a direct relation to death (see Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida, 1981, as well as 
Philippe Dubois’ studies on thanatography, 1983), the meaning of mortality in cinema 
is anticipatory, avoiding its narrative and focusing instead on the painful and merciless 
view of the disjunction operated in the witnesses, as well as in the viewer. The reason 
why an intriguing disparity persists in the relationship between art and death, and 
especially between cinema and death, is that on the one hand it is an all pervading 
subject, and on the other hand it could never become a mimetic subject: “Delineations 
of death are everywhere present in the fi elds of art and fi ction,” nevertheless “the 
phenomenon of mortality eludes mimetic eff orts” (Grønstadt 188).

Faced with this non-mimetic and non-representational disparity of the aesthetic of 
death, directors choose diff erent “practices of narrathanography” – “the narration of 
death in and by aesthetic works” – (Grønstadt 187): torturing signs of disappearance 
that turn upside down the regime of imminence, “responsibility of legacy upon the 
one who is left behind” (Derrida, 1997) and ruthless seal of fatality. Ingmar Bergman, 
Stanley Kubrick, and more recently Xavier Beauvois (2010) in Of Gods and Men have 
played within these parameters. As for Amour, a large majority of critics declare that 
it off ers on the one hand, through the magnifying lenses of an “unfl inching picture 
of death” (Brevet, 2012), the image of life scarcity and, on the other hand, of its 
uncompromising force of resurgence. This force of resurgence is, in Grønstadt’s view, 
fi rstly, the ethics of love, and secondly, the ethics of relationship: “How mortality 
spills over into lived life and impinges on the ethics of love – this appears to be the 
underlying subject of Haneke’s fi lm” (Grønstadt 189) and further: “The reality of death 
becomes tangible through its remaking of the ethics of a relationship, and through its 
transformation of the body prior to its actual occurrence. In the world of Amour, death 
arrives by increments” (Grønstadt 191).
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Relationship of course, legacy of death (Derrida), ethics as social negotiation 
(Lévinas), but what it seemed most striking to me in this cruel visual exercise is the 
insistence on the inadequacies of the embodied presence as it faces the cultural or social 
world. Confronted with the contingency of our corporeal existence, all the artifi cial 
constructs we mobilize in order to stabilize and secure our life burn into ashes. My 
take in the interpretation of Haneke’s Amour goes towards a cinematic phenomenology 
of the misfi t. This means that besides diff erent att itudes or types of ethics human being 
develops in order to respond to its fragile condition,1 the central point underlined by 
this movie is rather the answer to the question how can we integrate the structures 
of death in our existence so that it becomes a lifedeath condition? Instead of resisting, 
reinforcing, retaliating and reconfi guring, Haneke chooses acknowledging, testifying 
and uncomforting us through a detailed presentation of the protagonist’s misfi t 
situation, equivalent to the discomfort of her corporeal existence disjointed from the 
world. In the phenomenology of misfi t Haneke presents us, death is present as much 
as life. Anne’s decaying physical condition gives us an account of all the modalities 
through which we are rejected from the world.

In this respect, Haneke’s fi lm is revolutionary. It acts counter-current in two senses 
(Grønstadt 189): it talks overtly about death and addresses frontally one neglected 
aspect of the cinematic culture – the old age intimacy. It is as almost transgressing 
a taboo. In an aesthetic environment dominated by commitment to beauty, by the 
obsession of independence, autonomy and autocracy, the fi lm acts with the power of 
a disintegrating bomb. Anne’s loss of autonomy is so precisely described that we, as 
viewers, become gradually entrapped in this powerless and irremediable state. Her 
capacity of negotiating relationships is fading away: her former student disappears 
from the landscape in a quiet way, her own daughter is paralyzed by the atrocity of her 
suff ering, at the same time obsessively remembering scenes of their interconnectedness 
as a family: 

“I was listening to you making love… and this feeling secured me. It gave me the 
certitude that we would never ever be lost for each other. That we would always be 
together.” 

In her gradual dismemberment from the world, Anne’s final stance before being 
suffocated by her husband is a repetitive mumbling: “mal…mal”. “It hurts, it hurts”. 
Deserted by life, she is suffused with life in a final ritual dance of death: Georges 
asphyxiates her in an absolute act of love. Hence the movie title: amour.

This act of love is excruciating. It bursts with outrageous questions regarding the 
western condition of lifedeath and our att itude towards vulnerability and precarity. 
Haneke’s fi lm is not a manifesto; it is a work of art. But, precisely because of this 
merciless view, through which Haneke “wants to rape the viewer into independence” 
and “take away any consolation” (Grønstadt 186), it raises questions and debates 
around crucial issues regarding autonomy and agency.
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The Ethics of Care and the Encounter between Flesh and World

In the following pages, three core questions will be raised: what is that aspect that 
gives value to a life (in Deleuzian terms), what is that eff ective moment that makes 
it complete power, complete bliss?2 Why a large majority of people are insensible 
toward the vulnerability of others, why in other words is there no culture or ethics 
of care? And fi nally, how are we to defi ne this new form of agency delineated less 
by an overpowering body in complete control of its capacities – a world-structuring 
body – and more by a relationship of reciprocal care based on a dynamic, materialist 
“encounter between fl esh and world” (Garland-Thomson 591)?

In order to answer these questions, I will address the topic from, on the one hand, 
the feminist materialist perspective of Rosemarie Garland-Thomson, and on the other 
hand from the sociological perspective of Brian S. Turner, both of them having in 
common the phenomenological background of the Heideggerian “emplacement in 
the world” as inevitable contingency of human existence. “Given that contingency, 
emplacement is crucial to our sense of identity, security, and continuity” (Turner 27).

They shift from an essentialist perspective, grounded in a liberal, normative 
regularization of the individual to a logic of relation, to a culture of reciprocal care. The 
main assumption underlying both texts is that our individual becoming = our passage 
through the world – represents more and more an accentuation of a generalized 
condition that we could name misfi t. Instead of representing a state of exception, a 
fragmentary punctuation between two extremes that collide in an impervious way, 
namely life and death, misfi t is our fundamental atonement to the world, an increasing 
being-exposed to a threatening force, an invasion of death within the structures of 
life. What these two types of discourse have in common is the fact that they stress the 
situation rather than the individual, relation rather than stability. Anne’s gradual decay 
is one of the many misfi ts we could be entrapped in our existential being-in-the world, 
which means fi nite, tragic, vulnerable condition. Because we, as human beings, do not 
have an environment, we build a world in order to shelter us from our constitutive 
precariousness. However, this world is nothing else than the mark of our constitutive 
vulnerability. The world that Anne and Georges have built throughout their entire 
life (their world of culture, acting as music professors) is torn apart by her increasing 
debilitation. The self-evident relation between the human body and the world, which 
sustains us in an anonymous and ordinary way, crashes in the incompatibility of the 
misfi t: “A misfi t occurs when world fails fl esh in the environment one encounters – 
whether it is a fl ight of stairs, a boardroom full of misogynists, an illness or injury, 
a whites-only country club, sub-zero temperatures, or a natural disaster” (Garland-
Thomson 600).

I would not so extensively insist on this aspect of material misfi t if I did not believe 
that it could become a conceptual, phenomenological response to the dominant 
hallmarks of the liberal culture of modernity: standardized human environments, 
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which involve standardized human bodies; normal states in medical scientifi c 
discourses, average in consumer capitalism, ordinary in colloquial idiom, progressive 
in developmental accounts (Garland-Thomson 598). What this average and ordinary 
neglects is the variation of human embodiments, their resistance to the myth of 
autonomy through the notion of dependency and vulnerability (Fineman, 2005). Anne’s 
evolution implies a consequent resistance to all sorts of medical technologies, reaction 
against the far-reaching implications of a medical utopia reinforcing the “mirage 
of health” and the prospect of “living forever.” Anne stubbornly denies any form 
of medical assisted death in her insistence that she would like to consume her fi nal 
moments within her own private space, estranged from all medical support and from 
any illusion of alleviation. In her frontal confrontation with suff ering involving the 
inhuman deforming that it infl icts on her body, we perceive, paradoxically, a profound 
human acceptance of life in what it has most terrifying and subjugating: the powers 
of death. Her att itude, as well as Georges’ commitment to her decision not to go to 
the hospice, in spite of her own daughter’ incomprehension, imposes an assumption 
that was long discussed by Michel Foucault regarding the current biotechnological 
revolution, namely that it most likely anticipates the erasure of man. Not willing to 
accept medical alleviation, Anne stresses her fundamental misfi t as a metaphor of her 
inherent humanity and as avowal of her right to deviation and incompatibility with the 
world. She does not accept to be entrapped in an iron cage, in which life would signify 
machine-supported presence. Her decision is a manifesto for the manifold variation, for 
biological transmutation in the long passage that life accomplishes toward death. It is 
an affi  rmation of varying lived embodiments (including the aging and decaying body) 
in the fl esh-becoming of the world. The opposite project would be, in Brian S. Turner’s 
terms, “the prospect of living forever (that) might require us to inhabit, in Max Weber’s 
pessimistic metaphor, a biological ‘iron cage’ in which we exist courtesy of life-support 
machines” (Turner 39). Anne rejects artifi ciality, machine-supported autonomy and 
accepts instead, in an act of supreme rendering, the misfi tt ed degradation of her body, 
her incongruous emplacement in the world.

What misfi t brings new is the shift from disability toward incongruent dual 
relationships: “Misfi t emphasizes context over essence, relation over isolation, 
mediation over origination. Misfi ts are instable rather than fi xed, yet they are very 
real because they are material rather than linguistic constructions” (Garland-Thomson 
602). Instead of insisting on changing the shape of our body in a dramatic way, so that 
it fi ts into the world, a phenomenological theory of misfi t insists on changing the shape 
of the world, through a larger acceptance of what is inconvenient and disharmonious 
within a standardized voice of autonomy and independence. 

The central passage of Thomson’s theory of misfi t enlarges the concept of misfi t 
as to become a fundamental trait of human condition: “Our conventional response to 
disability is to change the person through medical technology, rather than changing 
the environment to accommodate the widest possible range of human form and 
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function … The concept of misfi tt ing shifts this model. The body is dynamic, constantly 
interacting with history and environment; sometimes it fi ts and at other points or 
moments it does not. We evolve into what we call disability as our lives develop. The 
misfi ts that constitute the lived experience of disability in its broadest sense is perhaps, 
then, the essential characteristic of being human” (Garland-Thomson 603).

The most striking message the fi lm provides is that the shape of our body is able 
to carry stories, and that identity is thus an emplacement in space but also in time. In 
the short time left to them by a merciless condition, the two protagonists retrace and 
refurnish their past: Anne is looking carefully at the photo albums which mirror their 
entire life together and exclaims: “It’s beautiful… life… such a long time.” Georges 
recalls the obstacles that he and his wife have transgressed together, among which this 
last endeavour: “Me and your mother have passed through so many things together”… 
Georges recounts a fi lm that moved him to tears in his youth, about an unhappy love 
story between two young people coming from incompatible milieus that eventually 
had to give up each other. The more he recalled it the more emotion invaded him. 
And fi nally, the crucial story of the movie, whose silent sound induces sleep to his 
agonizing woman: a story from a youth camp where the young boy was obliged to 
eat rice pudding, a meal that he detested. He had a convention with his mother, to 
write her a lett er weekly, in which fl owers would signify that everything was going 
well, whereas stars would signify that things were going badly. He sent a lett er full of 
stars. What a pity that he could not fi nd that lett er. By listening to her husband’s story, 
Anne’s body is fi lled with peace. She breathes quietly. She is suff used with temporality, 
with the bliss of life. At this very moment, Georges throws the pillow on her face, 
asphyxiating her in a tender way, the same way that he is doing several minutes later 
in the fi lm when he chases the surreal pigeon in the apartment. Tenderness is the 
stigma of his fi nal gestures.

Tenderness is Georges’ performativity, his choreography with death throughout 
the movie. If reciprocal bodily care (Fineman) or human att achment (Butler, 2004) 
are the sources of our fundamental vulnerability, and if aloneness seems the ultimate 
misfi t for Butler, then Georges’ tenderness in his infi nite ethics of care, culminating 
with his giving death, seems to restore the crucial fi t to this vulnerable world and 
to transcend the implacability of the decaying passage to death. Thomson affi  rms: 
“Each meeting between subject and environment will be a fi t or misfi t depending 
on the choreography that plays out” (Garland-Thomson 595). Therefore his insistent 
caregiving tenderness restores the choreographic fi tt ing within this generalized 
misfi tt ing. Lifedeath tendencies within this macabre sett lement of death, isolation, and 
entrapment represent the choreography of reciprocity, of relationship and care. This 
devaluating world is reshaped through his patient acceptance of fl eshliness. It is also 
a matt er of dignity, of restoring agency through the ethics of care, by acknowledging 
our fundamental misfi tt ing. To the questions of his daughter, who insists: “Can’t we 
treat this in a more eff ective manner? You’re becoming fool. What are you going to do? 
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Is there no other possibility?” he insists by replying: 

“It will get worse; I’m convincing her to eat and to drink, I’m changing her diapers; 
sometimes she bursts into laughter, sometimes she starts crying; we are singing old 
songs. It will get worse and worse until eventually it will end… I have no time to think 
about your worries. You have your life. Leave us ours.” Of course, he seems to be a 
monster, but a human monster. 

One has to be a monster in order to resist the general condition that medical 
utopia proposes. One has to be a monster in order to imagine an alternative model of 
relationality.

“What makes us vulnerable to misfi tt ing is… not only the fact of our embodiment 
but also the stigmatization and devaluing of the care giving relationship in traditional 
liberal orders” (Garland-Thomson 599).

Thus, in order to address the issues raised beforehand: the insensibility to others’ 
vulnerability, and the existence of new forms of agency based on that essential 
aspect that gives value to a life, I would like to affirm that human rights, as well as 
prospectus deliberation of biotechnological dilemmas should be based on the notion of 
vulnerability inherent in the phenomenological misfit, as well as on the reciprocal care, 
dependency of humans and interconnectedness that defy the illusion of autonomy and 
of a standardized human body. In this respect, I follow Turner’s idea that “human and 
social rights are juridical expressions of social solidarity, whose foundations rest in the 
common experience of vulnerability and precariousness” (Turner 26-27). 

I would also like to contextualize this disquieting movie by making reference to 
the recently published book of Milan Kundera, La fête de l’insignifi ance (The Feast of 
Insignifi cance), where one of the characters affi  rms: “Everybody is talking about human 
rights. Your existence is grounded on no right. Even fi nishing your life by your own 
will, they do not allow it, these defenders of human rights… Your sex, you have not 
chosen it. Not even the colour of your eyes. Or your century. Or your country. Or 
your mother. Nothing from that, which counts. The rights that a human being can 
have concern only futilities for which there is no reason to fi ght or to write famous 
Declarations.”3

Georges’ decision to give death to his wife is a reminder that our fundamental 
human rights are based on nothing else than on our fatal vulnerability. Anne’s misfi t 
is the theoretical ground on which his ethics of reciprocal care could be grounded.

Notes:
1 The triple structure underlined by Arendt in The Human Condition – labor, work and action 

– as counterparts to the fragility of human deeds.
2 Deleuze, Gilles. “Immanence: A Life”, in What is Philosophy?; 27: “We will say of pure 

immanence that it is a LIFE, and nothing else. A life is the immanence of immanence, absolute 
immanence: it is complete power, complete bliss. All transcendence is constituted solely in 
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the fl ow of immanent consciousness that belongs to this plane. Transcendence is always a 
product of immanence.”

3 Kundera, Milan. La fête de l’insignifi ance. Paris: Gallimard, 2014; 126-127: “Tout le monde 
jacasse sur les droits de l’homme. Ton existence n’est fondée sur aucun droit. Même fi nir ta 
vie par ta propre volonté, ils ne te le permett ent pas, ces cavaliers des droits de l’homme… 
Ton sexe, tu ne l’as pas choisi. Ni la couleur de tes yeux. Ni ton siècle. Ni ton pays. Ni ta mère. 
Rien de ce qui compte. Les droits que peut avoir un homme ne concernent que des futilités 
pour lesquelles il n’y a aucune raison de se batt re ou d’écrire de fameuses Déclarations.” 
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