The smallest and most minimal of beings
Justin Clemens

In 1990, | was completing an Honours degree in English Literature at the University of Melbourne
when | contracted tonsillitis.

From the moment | was born, | was sickly. One doctor — exasperated by the undiagnosability of my
continuously-fluctuating condition — suggested to my mother that | was suffering from an allergy...
to her. She was not pleased by this suggestion, which, even if it had been true (it was not), was
gross and unactionable.

As | got older, my malaise mutated into more recognisable forms. Especially when there was
pressure exerted by school examinations, | would often collapse with one or another kind of
infection. By the time | reached university, this had concretized into a ritual end-of-year tonsillitis.

Tonsillitis is a common disease treatable with antibiotics. That year, however, my throat swelled as |
started my final essay for the entire course. | had just finished two long pieces of work, including my
thesis. | was tired and desperate. However, the lecturer in charge was notoriously unwelcoming of
submissions for extension. | decided simply to work through.

The essay was on the writings of Samuel Beckett; in particular, on his novel trilogy Malloy, Malone
Dies, and the Unnamable. If you do not know these works, you may still have some sense of
Beckett’s extreme and singular attentiveness to the micrological details of abjection, poverty,
misery, and obscenity, to absolute profanity. Think of Beckett’s film Film, for instance, starring the
incomparable Buster Keaton: at once enigmatic and comedic, slapstick and profound.

Over that long weekend, | became the characters | was writing about. My throat was too swollen to
speak or to swallow. | could feel the ooze of pus with every word | scribbled down and scrubbed
out. This was still in the days before universal computing, and | can still hear the scritch-scratch of
the nib of my cheap blue Bic grating on the lined sheafs. Then it was done. | submitted the essay
and went straight to bed.

Two weeks later, | was still in bed.
Usually antibiotics clear up tonsillitis almost immediately. This time was different. My throat

remained swollen, | couldn’t think straight, | was unutterably lethargic. The months dragged on. The
doctor finally returned a diagnosis of Chronic Fatigue Syndrome — at that stage, a relatively new



nomination — and sent me to a specialist reminiscent of medicos from World War Il movies. He
rubbed his hands together excitedly whenever he took my blood.

It was like being a child again. | had no job, no money, and was living with my mother. | slept twenty
hours a day. | could barely read. Many friends simply drifted away, as there was nothing to be done
for me. All | could do — and | did it barely — was watch movies on my VHS player. | floated in and
out of consciousness.

The video store down the road quickly ran out of classic movies. | turned to genre flicks, horror first.
Horror wasn’t for me. | watched a lot of SF. What then? Kung Fu movies were the only genre left in
stock. Before that, I'd only ever watched Bruce Lee films — Enter the Dragon and so forth — and,
perhaps, a few odd Shaw Brothers films from the 1970s.

That was how | came across Jackie Chan. The names of the films bore little relation to Hollywood
genres: Snake and Crane Arts of Shaolin; Fearless Hyena; Drunken Master; and so forth. The plots
were often minimal. The characters were typically stock. The voice dubbing was appalling. But
Jackie Chan was transcendent. | had never seen anyone move like that; moreover, he was smart and
funny. You couldn’t say that about Chuck Norris. | was further heartened by the realization that
Jackie Chan’s parents lived in Australia, in Canberra to be exact. There is now a science centre at the
Australian National University named after the star.

After a year or so of watching Jackie Chan, | slowly began to improve. When | did, despite the best
efforts of my doctors, | enrolled in a kung fu school in Melbourne and began training. | was not a
natural, but | was an enthusiast.

A few years ago, | saw a TV interview with Chan in which he spoke of the early years of his career.
Bruce Lee’s genius then dominated the field, and Chan spoke of the problems of competing against
the many other talented martial arts masters of the time. Then he came across the films of Buster
Keaton: Keaton, Chan said, offered in his athleticism and humour a way of circumventing Lee’s
domination of martial arts characters, plots and settings, revealing new sets of possible relations for
the genre, and new possibilities of action for Chan personally.

Mediaeval European theology was obsessed with the problem of how to conceive of the status of
the reality of relations. Of all the categories that make up reality, relations are the most mystifying
and elusive. It is relatively simple to consider ‘number, weight and measure’ as real, for instance,
but what, precisely, is a concept of a relation that isn’t just imaginary or projected onto the objects?
It can’t be nothing — but it can’t quite be something either. We can know perhaps a little of it, but
not too much — or it would not be a relation but already a substantial being.

St Thomas Aquinas’s definition turns out to be exemplary: a relation is an ens minimum, the
smallest of beings. As the philosopher Rodolphe Gasché explains: ‘Minimal things are not merely
things at their barest, things at the verge of ceasing to be things, but also things that are already
something other than things.’ This is the fundamental paradox of the thinking of building relations:
to be realistic, we must accept the minimal nature of relations, but, in doing so, we must also affirm
that they alone might thereby take us places we could never have foreseen at the start.



| was once very sick from studying Samuel Beckett; | became better through watching Jackie Chan; |
find today we all found new potentials for creation and action in our diverse cinematic relations to

the comedian Buster Keaton.

We can sometimes build the most successful relations — multiple, affective, unexpected and
profane — without conscious planning.
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