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The Science of Subtraction. The gesture of
Ettore Majorana

In his recent film Oppenheimer (2023), Nolan illus trates how the stra‐ 
tegic alli ance of know ledge, tech no logy and power (the ‘Manhattan
Project’) even tu ally resulted in a ‘universal cry of pain’:
Hiroshima, Nagasaki...

1

Yet, the tragic end of the Second World War led to a global pact that
was estab lished under the control of the victorious nations. Maybe as
Oppen heimer also intended, this pact saw the atomic bomb and its
nuclear evol u tion become a kind of  guarantee  – albeit a para dox‐ 
ical one – that Hiroshima would not be repeated.

2

No further repe ti tions of that pact, plus jamais  ça!..., are in prac tice
valid. The events in the Middle East show that all repe ti tions, sooner
or later, become real. The Bomb is no longer a deterrent, it does not
simply imply capturing the peace in the logic of war, as Oppen heimer
wanted, but it is the best way, the only way, to impose a  new
pax  augustea, a desert, which contem plates geno cide and heinous
aggres sions on peoples and states that allegedly have the whim to
evade the forms of neo- colonialism.

3

Summer  2025: this war has then, again, the face of science. Those
who pursue, strengthen, the “Manhattan projects”, dominate. It is a
domin a tion that no longer accepts compromise, as demon strated by
the events in Ukraine, where we see the  new smart inven tions of
scientific labor at ories being tested on the people, as it happens
in Gaza.

4

In a period when it would really be out of time, if not purely idiotic, to
think of another possible use for science, with this issue of K we wish
to test a posthuman chance, that of a radical, uncon di tional, pure
rejec tion of the link between science and the power that gives death.
With Ettore Majorana we propose to give a name to this refusal. We
have followed the hypothesis – which it would not be a crime to call a
poetic one- of Leonardo Sciascia  (La scom parsa di  Majorana [The
mystery of  Majorana] 1975), according to which Majorana glimpsed
what Fermi, in 1934, could not see: the exper i ments on radio activity
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carried out by the via Panis perna group could lead to the breaking of
the uranium atom. Majorana wrote to his sister: “Physics is on the
wrong track”. According to Sciascia, this was the reason why the bril‐ 
liant phys i cist from Catania, decided to disappear.

In this respect Majorana’s gesture can certainly be traced back to an
“instinct of preser va tion: for oneself, for the human species” as
Sciascia argues, but it is also a move ment that even before opposing
the possible scen ario of the Bomb and extinc tion, disap points a
specific set- up of social rela tions and the orient a tion of science in
which they are expressed.

6

Mean while, by disap pearing without leaving a trace, Majorana will
have made his person the very figure of the status of the real in the
prob ab il istic universe of contem porary physics  (Agamben, Che cos’è
reale? La scom parsa di Majorana [What is real], 2016). In this way, his
disap pear ance is a way to imagine an escape route; i.e. to evade any
compli city by vanishing. The only chance left is to abandon the work.
Sciascia writes:

7

In the precocious genius - such as Majorana was - life has an
insurmountable measure of time, of work. An assigned, an
imprescriptible measure. And as soon as a work has reached its
fulfilment, its perfection; as soon as a secret has been fully revealed,
as soon as a perfect form has been given, i.e. a revelation to a
mystery - in the order of knowledge or, to put it roughly, of beauty:
in science or literature or art - as soon as all the above mentioned
happen, death comes next. And since he is a “one” with nature, a
“one” with life, and nature and life a “one” with the mind, the
precocious genius knows this without knowing it. Making is for him
imbued with this premonition, this fear. He plays with time, with his
years, in deceptions and delays. He attempts to dilate the measure,
to shift the boundary. He attempts to evade the work, the work that
when it is concluded, it concludes. Which concludes his life.

A subtrac tion to the work, from the work. We call it deser tion. If
in  the War of the  Worlds, Bruno Ponte corvo, another boy from Via
Panis perna, chooses to take sides against western imper i alism (but
the arms race is perhaps the root of the ruin of so- called real
socialism, as Malevic had guessed), Majorana, on the other hand,
shirks, he aban dons that know ledge, that whole world. He deserted.
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In April 2022, eight students from Agro Par isTech, one of the leading
agri cul tural engin eering schools in France, created a media- political
scandal because on the evening of their gradu ation cere mony in the
pres ti gious “Salle Gaveau” in Paris, they called on their class mates to
“defect”, rejecting the “oppor tun ities” offered by their school, because
the know ledge they had learnt in it only led them to parti cipate in
social and ecolo gical destruc tion. At the heart of the call of the young
deserters is precisely their desire to escape the overt destruct ive ness
of scientific knowledge.

9

Majorana’s gesture perhaps anti cip ates this deser tion, but above all,
for us, it becomes an indic a tion of  a lifestyle. The deser tion from
science is also the inven tion of another way of exist ence within the
cata strophe, within the war, which (does not) come true, which (does
not) come to an end, because it decides not to be found any more,
not to be caught any more: to disap pear like Hamlet or Vitan‐ 
gelo Moscarda.
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Majorana, as histor ians of science like to point out, could not have
fore- seen the atomic bomb. So, he would not have disap peared for
that reason. Above all, he is not against our history, nor is he against
the atom bomb. They want to reas sure them selves that he is not a
star va tion scientist. We respond: “It doesn’t really matter!” The
gesture  of disappearing calls into ques tion the idea that the Bomb
can defend civilisation, because it expresses a rejec tion of the science
of war and the values that sustain it. It allows another way of (not)
being in the world within, or along side, the Bomb. The act of non- 
doing, to the point of self- deletion, is the gesture that remains for
men and women when there is nothing else left to do. Majorana’s
defec tion, from this point of view, is radical and pure in the very
sense that it shirks any possible new capture within the logic of
power and know ledge, of that know ledge and power capable of
denying even the prin ciple of reality: the fine- tuning of the final solu‐ 
tion to Gaza.

11

If the horizon is the cata strophic one of the war of the worlds, it is
about exper i menting with new ways of exist ence within the end. An
inoperative way of life, outside the world. The issue brought forward
by Majorana’s disap pear ance is above all that of rejec tion. Majorana
may not have fore- seen the bomb, but he disap pears because he
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refuses to continue oper ating in this world. This gesture of with‐ 
drawal, this refusal, cannot be that of a neur otic man, it is rather that
of a saint (of a warrior who unties every bond with the viol ence of
war) who renounces everything, who goes to the deserts, and above
all wants to live up to the cata strophe we are living.

In the current cata strophe, it is better to with draw one’s forces from
the game without hoping to improve things a little, since the very
char ac ter istic of the atomic age is to tear apart man’s very possib ility
of inhab iting the world. And, after all, for whom to side in a ther mo‐ 
nuc lear war? Who wins it? Is Israel really winning its war even though
it is humi li ating and devast ating the entire Middle East? What
remains of a victory that liter ally leaves no trace behind?

13

Leave no trace. Majorana’s choice makes us think, as we said, and as
Sciascia points out, of some literary silhou ette of the desti tu tion of
the world. His gesture of dissolving himself (in the sea, in a remote
coun tryside, in a convent, on the streets of some small town?) repeats
that of various “starving artists”, such as Bartleby or Kafka’s fasting
man. They all let bodies and iden tities evap orate, they become
ghosts, because they feel that these are the new forms of man in
capit alism and total war that leaves nothing behind, the empti ness of
forms. Nuclear painting under stands this well, imme di ately after
Hiroshima: ‘Forms disin teg rate: the new forms of man are those of
the atomic universe’ (Baj, Dangelo, Nuclear Art, 1952).

14

With Majorana the great theme of spec trality, the theme
of modernity par excellence, penet rates science. What happens when
a scientist turns away from his monocle and becomes imper cept ible?
The bour geois and the well- meaning say that he is insane and that he
has always been strange. Imagine for a moment, if female and male
scient ists working in the Defence Research and Analysis Insti tutes in
London, Moscow, Tel Aviv or the USA meta morphose them selves into
shadows today...

15

Just imagine it... Can we manage it? As Anders said, the problem with
atomic warfare is also the lack of imagin a tion. That is why even the
Bomb is still the unthought of Western- style democracy.

16

After all, it is also because it is unthink able that dangerous destroyers
of humanity can only ever be the others, those who don’t even have

17



The Science of Subtraction. The gesture of Ettore Majorana

5

the Bomb, and who above all have never used it. That is why, faced
with the unthink able, the radical defec tion of scient ists is the only
way to truly, ethic ally, i.e. polit ic ally, come to terms with Hiroshima.
The only course of action that prevents  its recurrence. Perhaps the
“peace” pact, the creation of the UN in October 1945, was already
born as a rotten exper i ence because Hiroshima could only repeat
itself, every single day, since that 6 August 1945. The prolif er a tion of
nuclear weapons has never been a deterrence, but rather the
continu ation without continuity of Hiroshima, like a litany of new
explo sions every day, en attendant to a total disintegration.

Today we are here, the bomb is approaching, and so we think of
Majorana or another boy from via Panis perna, Franco Rasetti, who
aban doned physics a subject comprom ised by death, and began
studying geology and botany. They express, for us, the same will to
break the science/war combin a tion. They say little and make no
mani festos for peace. They flee, they disap pear, they commit them‐ 
selves to studying the Cambrian; yet they are precisely defusing the
Bomb, even the mech anism of its repetition.

18

Because the Bomb has exploded, and it keeps on exploding, there is
no longer a prop erly human world. The gestures of deser tion attempt
to create niches within the desert to re- inhabit it poet ic ally, as the
communities with no more fear at the end of  McCarthy’s The Road
(2006) do. Those char ac ters too have aban doned the world, the roles
and func tions they had in it, they have disap peared. They too, like
Majorana, hid inside the cata strophe not to one day find the old world
again - that is no longer possible - but to open the doors of
another city.

19

Can one defect in Gaza today?

Up there we build a second city,

doctors without patients or blood,

teachers without packed classrooms

and screaming students,
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1  Hiba Abu Nada was born in 1991 in Mecca, Saudi Arabia, to a family of
refugees from the Nakba of Bayt Jiria. A poet and novelist, she is also a
science student like the boys and girls of AgroParisTech: she holds a
bachelor’s degree in biochemistry, and a master’s degree in nutrition from
al-Azhar University in Gaza. On 20 October 2023, she was killed in an Israeli
Air Force airstrike that hit her home in Khan Yunis. Ideally and humbly, we
dedicate these pages to her with eyes full of tears.

new families without pain or sadness,

and journalists photographing paradise,

and poets writing about eternal love,

all from Gaza, all.

In paradise there is a new Gaza that is

now being formed, an unbesieged one.

(Hiba Abu Nada, 15/10/2023, in Il loro grido è la mia voce, 2024). 1


