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Preface
Gregg Lambert

Re: The Establishment of the “Society for the Study of Bio-political Futures”

I. Prospectus for the Research Group:

The initial idea and the particular composition of this Research Society was inspired—very loosely—on the
establishment and activities of the College of Sociology between 1937-1939. The College took as its “precise object of
contemplative activity,” according to the collective statement by its members[1] “the name of Sacred Sociology,
implying the study of all manifestations of social existence where the active presence of the sacred is clear,
determining the coincidence between the fundamental obsessive tendencies of individual psychology and the principal
structures that govern social organization and are in command of its revolutions.”
Today, if there is any name that could serve to replace the sociological and anthropological notion of the
“sacred,” it is the current names of “bio-power,” and the “bio-political.” This association has both interesting and
problematic consequences, which will be the subject of the Society’s collective research. As an analytical or
theoretical term, strictly speaking, the concept of bio-power has presented the same problems of definition,
clarification of the social relations of power, which is caused by a “quasi-mythic” or “epochal” significance attached to
the primary term of analysis. Simply stated, the analysis of power may not be served best by a concept that has itself
required so much explanation.
As a concept that actually emerged over ten years ago, a generalized notion of the bio-political, which has
been applied to often incompatible theoretical domains ranging from the discourse of human rights to aspirations of
post-human agency, has been responsible for generating a lot of “Discourse” (in Foucault’s sense, with all the
ramifications this implies), as well as for suturing different fields of disciplinary inquiry together under what could be
called a dominant “hermeneutic paradigm.”
In keeping with this function, the concepts of “bio-power” and the “bio-political” have also functioned as
“theoretical stocks” in the reproduction and circulation of academic discourse and new investment strategies defined
both in symbolic terms and in terms of the creation of new subjects of “human capital.” It is partly for this reason (and
partly influenced by the patois of my friend, Jeffrey T. Nealon) that I have selected the phrase “Bio-political Futures”
in referring to both aspects in the production and the reproduction of different fields of inquiry, as if to unite them
under a single rubric and a common theme, which is the analysis of power. Certainly, no one intended this to happen,
and it appears somewhat ironic to observe in the sense that a single concept has emerged in the space vacated by the
decline of theories based on the primacy of Structure and Sign, and today even constitutes a common space of analysis
across the Humanities and the Social Sciences.
More recently, however, given the announcement of emergent trends, and judging only from hearsay, there are
signs of new strategies that will determine the fate of these theoretical stocks, perhaps even precipitating a period of
“selling off,” which has we know can be just as productive form of investment and is likely to stimulate the
production of new discourse for many years to come. Of course, this is not just a problem of speculation that exists in

the pure space of discourse alone, but a problem of research that touches on the past and current projects of everyone
who has been invited to participate in this Society, since we have all contributed to the above trends in our own
projects, if not, in some cases, been among the most creative innovators.
I am not proposing that we gather together as a theory collective with an objective of inventing “what comes
next’; neither am I proposing that we construct a survey or “History of Bio-power,” though this could certainly be an
individual research project conducted by one of the members. What I am proposing is that use this moment as a unique
opportunity to come together as “a finite community of researchers” for an equally finite period of time (no more than
2 years, 2013-2014) to construct the collective analysis of a problem that is dispersed throughout our own individual
research and writing projects. It is in this sense of a “community of researchers,” or a Society, finally, that I have taken
as my inspiration the establishment of the College between the years 1937-1939, which Denis Hollier describes in the
following manner: “The College did not last, nor can it be summed up-except as a chorus that is not in unison, the
soloists too numerous and their voices too distinct, without unanimity. It had no first person.”

Gregg Lambert
August 23rd 2012

[1] The original members of the College were, of course, GEORGES AMBROSINO , GEORGES B ATAILLE, ROGER CAILLOIS , PIERRE

KLOSSOWSKI ,PIERRE LIBRA , JULES MONNEROT
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I • Beckman

A Labor of Pleasure: In Time for the Politics of Control

Extracts from Between Desire and Pleasure: A Deleuzian Theory of Sexuality

A Labor of Pleasure
In Time for the Politics of Control
(Book chapter in progress)

“I don’t have time to worry about how it happened. It is what it is.” (In Time)
“How, taking its lead from the renewal of critique, and its temporal tragedy, could the desire for revolution
begin again?” (Negri 2005: 135).

Introduction
he original task of a genuine revolution,” Giorgio Agamben argues in Infancy and History, “is never merely
to ‘change the world’, but also – and above all – to ‘change time’” (Agamben 1993: 91). Because any
conception of history is tied to a specific experience of time and every culture is characterized by how it is
experienced, a rethinking of time is crucial in the production of the new. But while modern political thought has spent
much time rethinking history, Agamben argues, it has not spent enough time rethinking temporality. This is a crucial
error, he suggests, because it keeps political thought tied to conception of time that has dominated Western history for
centuries. This dominant temporality builds on the one hand on the cyclical temporality of Greco-Roman antiquity and
an Aristotelian understanding of time as “a precise, infinite, quantified continuum” (Agamben 1993: 93) and on the
other, on a secularized Christian, and a modern Hegelian, conception of time as “homogeneous, rectilinear, and empty”
(Agamben 1993: 96). While circular in its earlier conception and rectilinear in its later version, the two have in
common an understanding of time as measurable, quantifiable and, essentially, beyond the grasp of man. “’Great
men’,” as Agamben puts it through Hegel, “are merely instrumental in the forward march of the universal Spirit”
(Agamben 1993: 99).
Marx’s conception of history, Agamben notes, opens for a different understanding of time based in rather than
beyond man. Irreconcilable with both the Aristotelian and the Hegelian conceptions of a linear time that dominates
man, Marx’s understanding of history sees it as emerging from man by means of praxis, that is, by means of concrete
activity that generates time (Agamben 1993: 99). Although Marx does not develop sufficiently this theory of time to
correspond to his understanding of history, Agamben maintains, the latter makes it possible to think a temporality of
production rather than negation, a time within rather than beyond reach (Agamben 1993: 100). Still, Cesare Casarino
argues, Agamben does not fully take into account Marx’s considerable engagement with time. Such an engagement, he
suggests, emerges rather through Antonio Negri’s writing (Casarino 2003: 189). Negri’s understanding of time, like
Agamben’s, takes its starting point in a critique of the Aristotelian-Hegelian logic of spatialized and quantified time,
but unlike Agamben’s, it pursues the Marxian notion of the productivity of time with more care (Casarino 2003: 189).
All time equals productivity in Negri’s Marxist reading. “Production is life itself,” as he puts it. “It is by virtue of this
fact that everything that lives is part of the system of production.” (Negri 2004: 62) The project of the capitalist logic is
to subsume time to ensure this productivity is controlled and harnessed in the service of a capitalist extraction of
surplus value. In other words, the goal of late capitalism is to reduce time to zero, that is, to make sure that no time
escapes its own logic (Casarino 2003: 190).
In Negri’s work as well as in many other post-Marxian theories of temporality, then, the organization of time is
not only an effect of the organization of labor and capital, but rather, it is a constitutive element of the political system
itself. Henri Lefebvre, for example, suggests that while the production of pre-modern, pre-capitalist times was adjusted
to the circular time of bodies adjusted to the rhythm of day and night, spring and fall, and birth and death and to the
specific conditions and temporalities of different places and ways of living (Lefebvre 2002: 49), modern life introduces
a spatial and temporal uniformity that accommodates for the linearity of capitalist production (Lefebvre 1987: 7).
These two temporalities, Lefebvre’s analyses of everyday life suggests, intersect and create a modern day time of the
linear continually cutting through the circular. Following up on Louis Althusser’s proposition that the specifics of any
type of labor time influences also how temporality is perceived and experienced in society at large, Fredric Jameson

“T

notes that while the difference between agricultural and industrial society makes the link between modes of production
and temporality fairly straightforward, the pursuit of the same principle now necessitates more subtle differentiations
between distinct modes of production as well as affective labor, or what he, via Raymond Williams calls “structures of
feeling” in culture and everyday life (Jameson 2003: 707-8). This is at least partly the kind of expansion of how we
understand political temporality that Agamben calls for in his 1993 book and that has been pursued with some care by
himself as well as by theorists such as Hardt and Negri – the latter, notably, in Time for Revolution (2004).
A crucial question today, and that can be linked back to what already emerges as a set of “traditional” postMarxist scholars such as Lefebvre, Althusser, and Walter Benjamin as well as to a current set of post-Deleuzian
researchers such as Agamben, Hardt, and Negri, is how we can begin to theorize the temporalities of a contemporary
capitalism in which the conditions of production have changed. On the one hand, we still need to return to conceptions
of the linear temporality of quantity and measurement which can be used to analyze temporalities of production and
consumption in a modern capitalism. While such modes of production are largely disappearing from a Western control
society, they still linger, not the least in the Third world to which much of such production has been outsourced. On
the other hand, theories delineating qualitative temporalities may better help us to understand the temporal conditions
of our own position within contemporary control society. Components for a more enabling concept of time, Agamben
argues, “lie scattered among the folds and shadows of the Western cultural tradition” (Agamben 1993: 100). He returns
to the Gnostic model of time as a broken rather than a continuous line and to the Stoic conception of cairós, that is,
time as emerging from the actions of man rather than as an inevitable outside. More recent theories which are partly
invested in such earlier models such as those of Bergson, Benjamin, and Deleuze continue to grapple with
understandings of time that do not rely on linearity and negativity. Theories of temporalities of duration, of
discontinuity, and nonlinear flows open up the possibility of escaping delimiting ways of thinking of time as a
teleological flow that always remains out of reach and that always defers our redemption. They open for the new and
the unexpected. Not only is this a more enabling way of thinking about time generally, it also constitutes the means of
resisting the capitalist logic which has recuperated a Hegelian linearity as part of its literal as well as metaphorical
production.
Because every culture is “first and foremost a particular experience of time,” Agamben argues, a new culture is
possible only on the condition of an alteration in how time is experienced (Agamben 1993: 91). As Hardt and Negri
note, the gradual transition from a disciplinary society based on institutions and linear production to a society of
control in which production is dispersed in space and time brings with it an alteration of temporality based on the
biopolitical organization of contemporary society. As an increasing amount of the production associated with linear
time such as factory work has been located in non-Western countries, the contemporary West has seen the emergence
of a new stage of capitalism where labor is no longer mainly characterized by factory work and other types of
measurable activities. Instead of the streamlining effectiveness of linear time and uniform space of the factory, new
temporalities emerge as a response to a more distributed spatial and digital production. These temporalities depend
rather on the biopolitical merging of production and reproduction and the immaterial and affective labor that
characterize societies of control. As Deleuze notes in “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” control society is not
dependent on the spatial organization and division of labor. Where the disciplinary society that Foucault famously
theorizes functions to “distribute in space; to order in time; to compose a productive force within the dimension of
space-time whose effect will be greater than the sum of its component forces” (Deleuze 1992:3), the society that is
gradually succeeding it brings with it a crisis in such organized and closed environments, a dissolution or, better, a
redistribution of such streamlined spatial and temporal mechanisms of control. Instead of molds, as Deleuze puts it,
there are modulations – a continuous and flexible mode of control that no longer needs institutions to regulate behavior
but that relies, rather, on codes and flows of information. As labor is not limited by material or corporeal production
but includes the immaterial and the intellectual, time as well as value becomes increasingly hard to measure. As Hardt
and Negri put it: “there are no time clocks to punch on the terrain of biopolitical production; the proletariat produces in
all its generality everywhere all day long” (Hardt and Negri 2000: 403).
But if we are to locate theories of temporality that comprehend our contemporary state of late capitalism but
also theories that may help think revolutionary change in relation to it, we, like Agamben, need to revisit old strategies
of resistance. If modes of resistance can be found by mobilizing qualitative conceptions of time in the face of the
quantitative temporalities on which modern capitalism has tended to rely, as Agamben suggests, what modes of
resistance are needed in relation to a contemporary capitalism in which the mode of production is no longer primarily
linear? Because of the powerful links between modern capitalism and the linear time of production, much of both
theory and practice of resistance and revolution against capitalist structures has been focused on a struggle within and
against a linear, measurable, temporality. The shooting of the clocks during the July Revolution in Paris which for

Benjamin spoke to the radical newness of this revolution (Russell 200) constitutes a classical example of how
resistance has been directed at a temporality of measurement of linearity. The radical politics of the Situationists
International that worked to upset the functionalism of capitalist constructions of space and time through strategies
such as the deliberate creation of events and dérive are another. But how can we begin to locate ways of resistance
when there are no time clocks to punch and shooting at clocks is thereby no longer a resonant method of rebellion?
Hardt and Negri suggest that these new temporalities demand interrogation, not only because they are by nature diverse
and multiple but also because they bring with them new possibilities of political agency (Hardt and Negri 2000: 4012). But if the production of subjectivity has been a matter of standardization in disciplinary societies, and it is now
becoming rather a continuously modulating force, as Hardt and Negri suggest (Hardt and Negri 2000: 331) then
exactly how can we begin to locate the points of resistance? What, so to speak, shall we shoot at?
The possibility of resistance must be related to the way in which the crisis in disciplinary institutions and the
internalization of continuous modes of control that have followed has brought with it a distribution of power that can
no longer be clearly identified in terms of an inside and an outside. Historically, a post-Marxist politics of resistance,
subversion, and critique has typically been the labor of alternative cultural expression, a critique performed to some
extent from the “outside.” The avant-garde, the politics of perversion, the punk, the underground – the arena for
critical commentary has been markedly positioned as an “other” to the society it critiques. Since Guy Debord, at least,
the importance of searching for a position outside “the spectacle of society” has been central. This “other” or
“outside,” has been a position purposefully created both by those in resistance but also by society itself as it has
delegated critique to its margins through censorship and other less overt forms of cultural politics. Today, however, we
note an intriguing tendency in contemporary mainstream culture toward what at least appears to be an internalized
cultural and political observation. Even mainstream cinema, such as for example The Matrix (1999), The Final Cut
(2004), and In Time (2011) provides allegories of control society and of capitalist exploitation of time that, at least on
surface level seems like political comment. This tendency opens up a number of questions central to cultural studies,
politics, and philosophy today. Does this mainstream critique constitute a sign that our current mode of capitalism is so
secure in its moorings that it no longer has to work to marginalize its own critique? Or, even more unsettling, has the
incorporation of critique into the mainstream come to constitute a mechanism of the political system itself?
This chapter looks at two fictional texts that in different ways address the crisis of disciplinary society to try to
locate the emergence of new temporalities and new modes of resistance both on the internal level of content and on the
level of textual critique. On the content level, both texts share an intense preoccupation with clocks and the political
construction of time. The perfected temporal systems of J.G. Ballard’s short story “Chronopolis” (1960) and Andrew
Niccol’s film In Time (2011) are both based on what seems to be the ultimate employment of time. The temporality of
production may say to have peaked in the cities central to each story where time zones determine the organization of
workers in accordance with highest possible efficacy. Both stories portray a revolution against a society based on
principles of linearity and measurements. While Ballard’s story, written in the U.K of the early 1960 may be said to
portray a socialist dystopia, Niccol’s recent American film depicts rather a dystopic version of capitalism. We will
have reason to return later to the notion of “dystopia” itself by means of Jameson’s distinction between the different
kinds of agendas and convictions in terms of human nature and its capacity, or incapacity to change. For now,
however, let us focus on how the differences in the context of the making of Ballard’s and Niccol’s works open up the
question of textual critique. Ballard’s story is written in a period characterized by a wave of critique against the
alienation, reification, and consumption of modern life. Lukács, Lefebvre, Marcuse, the Situationists, and the early
Baudrillard, to mention a few, responded to the “society of the spectacle” and consumer society increasingly
dominating everyday life. Niccol’s film is made in a later period in which the nature of control, communication, and
consumption has intensified and evolved. Whereas Ballard writes in an earlier tradition of counter-culture writers, not
the least in the spirit of William Burroughs as a central figure in fictional writings on control society, Niccol’s action
movie with Justin Timberlake is decidedly part of a mainstream culture industry. As a representative of the tendency to
incorporate critique in the mainstream, or to provide its illusion as some would argue, In Time helps us look into the
potential of negotiating time and transformation from within.

Postmodern Times
In his 1991 book Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, Jameson famously characterizes
postmodernism as a period when time has been flattened into space, and as a point which has “forgotten to think
historically” (Jameson 1991: ix). During the first decade or so of the new Millennium, however, contemporary visual

culture seems to have become intensely interested both in history and in temporality. To begin with, history has
emerged as a distinct trend in contemporary American television and film. TV-series such as Carnivàle (2003-2005),
Deadwood (2004-2006), and Mad Men (2007-) and films such as J. Edgar (2011) and Lincoln (2012) suggest an
intense interest in revisiting, not only history generally, but American history specifically. Secondly, there is a
distinctive preoccupation with different and differing conditions of temporality. In TV-series such as Carnivàle and
Pushing Daisies (2007-2009) and in films such as The Butterfly Effect (2004), Inception (2010), and In Time, the
conditions of time are under close interrogation. Through their preoccupation with time, these series and films rekindle
questions of subjectivity, identity, and agency in the light of new technologies and communication possibilities that
have emerged as part of control society. Time emerges here as an important key to understanding what we are and
what we are becoming. While some of the films focus on how a differential conception of time affects subjectivity,
agency, and memory on a personal level, such as The Butterfly Effect, others, like Inception and In Time are concerned
with the relation between the organization of time and the organization of economy and politics.
This current preoccupation with history, time, and control in mainstream American cinema thus seems to
respond to a society in which the temporal conditions of capitalism are changing and correspond to the theoretical
preoccupation with the delimitations and possibilities of this transition. The manipulation of time, memory, and
through them, subjectivity is an overt theme in films such as for example Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind (2004)
and The Final Cut where the manipulation of memory becomes an industry which completely unsettles notions of any
kind of integrity of a human subject. These have an implicit heritage in Philip K. Dick’s classic short story “We Can
Remember it for you Wholesale” from 1966 and the two Total Recall adaptations made from it (1990 and 2012)
which, like the other films, explore the effects of the teachnological manipulation of memory. The idea that the
insertion, deletion, or manipulation of memory can be employed both as a commercial enterprise to literally sell
people their dreams and as a political tool to manipulate people’s action patterns may be science fictional in Dick’s
60s text, but it eerily speaks to a contemporaneity in which we are increasingly losing control over our own “storage
spaces.” The even more recent Inception moves from the theme of memory to that of ideas and provides a vision of a
control society in which you can literally travel into people’s psyches and make them believe that the ideas you
implant there are their own. Such modulations of force demand a radical rethinking of how we understand time in
relation to the individual body and its capacity to act.
If Dick’s 1960s short story can serve as a relief against which contemporary films about control and memory
can be discussed, Ballard’s “Chronopolis,” also published in the 1960s, constitutes an interesting starting point against
which to theorize these more current engagements with control and temporality. Ballard’s short story may be said to
portray the height and fall of disciplinary society. It is set thirty-seven years after a revolution against the linear time
of production in which the organization of the work force into different time-zones and time-groups has well-nigh
perfected a Taylorist engineering of labor productivity. In the post-revolutionary state, clocks have been banned and
the protagonist, Conrad, who keeps finding traces or parts of clocks and watches without initially knowing what these
objects are begins to investigate the cause of this prohibition. The answer his teacher gives him is quite simple – clocks
are dangerous weapons because you can time how long it takes people to do something - and then you can make them
do it faster (Ballard 153). The same teacher takes him to see the city – Chronopolis – which was abandoned after the
revolution. Here, clocks are everywhere – “at every street corner, over every archway, three-quarters of the way up the
sides of buildings, covering every conceivable angle of approach” (157), they are color coded and have numerous
hands. The colors and hands indicate time zones of different professional categories and “consumer shifts” (158).
Supposedly because of over-population, this giant city was organized like a giant organism. “Only by synchronizing
every activity, every footstep forward or backward, every meal, bus-halt and telephone call, could the organism
support itself.” Each and every move needs to be controlled perfectly, “Like the cells in your body, which proliferate
into mortal cancers if allowed to grow in freedom” (159). While this system was extremely limiting as each day was
organized by means of elaborate schedules for every “permitted” activity on any one day, it was also supposedly
enabling, as this organization also meant being “served quickly and efficiently” (161). In one sense, the city appears as
a socialist utopia and on the other, as emblematic of the horrors of historical socialist reform. Conrad has problems
understanding the reason behind the revolution as he sees only beauty in a system “engineered as precisely as a watch”
(161) but his teacher maintains that this is a system that denies people integrity, will, and freedom. This teacher also
observes that “there is usually one revolution each century, and that successive revolutions receive their impetus from
progressively higher social levels. In the eighteenth century it was the urban proletariat, in the nineteenth the artisan
classes” (162). The revolt against the clocks in Chronopolis, in turn, was executed by the white collar office worker
caught up in an economic system that denies him “all freedom of will or personality” (162). It seems apt that in this
city where everyone is a cog in the wheel, it is not the working class demanding change but the group of people who

are most used to a “freedom of will or personality” that the system denies them.
Niccol’s In Time too features a city of perfected temporal organization and production. In this case, however, it
is the nightmares of perfected capitalism that cause a revolution against its very concrete domination through the
organization of time. While the clocks in Ballard’s story are built into the city by means of clock towers and clocks
mounted on every wall, the clocks that govern production in Niccol’s film are built into the very bodies of the workers.
The film thus not only takes the step from a socialist to a capitalist mode of organization, it also takes the step from the
logic of a disciplinary society to a logic of control society that is more clearly linked to the logic of the contemporary
capitalism of the West. By building temporality into the body politic, not just externally, but quite literally, an
alternative distribution of power is enabled relying more on modulations than molds. In the future projected in the film,
the overpopulation of the earth has been solved by a predetermined longevity. When you turn twenty-five your clock –
projected on your wrist like a digital watch – starts ticking. At this point you get one more year to live. In this world,
time has become the currency. You are paid in time for your work and you pay for everything with time. One minute
for making a phone call. Four minutes for a cup of coffee. One hour to take the bus. Although this system, like the one
in Chronopolis, is said to be born from a need to manage overpopulation, this explanation is later exposed as a partial
truth, at best. More poignantly, it constitutes a way of controlling the work force and ascertaining an increasing
accumulation of time for the rich. Being kept on a very short leash in terms of the time they have left, the fact that
many of the poor run out of time seems part of the system: “For a few to be immortal,” as one of the protagonists is
told “many must die.” The built in life span is reminiscent of another Philip K. Dick text, his classic novel Do
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) and its adaptation into Blade Runner (1982). The main reason for the
regulation of longevity in these works, and which is limited to the androids, or replicas as they are called in the film, is
the fear that they will develop emotional and intellectual responses of their own and thereby come to question or
threaten human control. In Niccol, it is not the difference between being human or android that determines your life
span but the difference in class. Making sure that the poor are always nearly out of time, their lives are inevitable taken
up by earning enough time each day to survive. In effect, this too is a way of preventing the development of “human
traits” as the poor are in effect turned into working machines. The positioning of the worker as machine is thus
sharpened as the difference in kind in Dick comes out as a difference in class in Niccol without the detour around
difference in species. As such, Niccol’s film can also be compared Marcel Aymé’s short story “The Ration Ticket”
where the characters are allocated differing number of days to live per month depending on their “usefulness,” or
Harlan Ellison’s “Repent Harlequin said the Tick Tock Man” (1965) in which the amount of time any one character
can have can be regulated by means of a “cardioplate.” “And so it goes goes goes goes goes tick tock tick tock tick
tock and one day we no longer let time serve us, we serve time and we are slaves of the schedule, worshippers of the
sun’s passing, bound into life predicated on restrictions because the system will not function if we don’t keep the
schedule right” (Ellison 5). Indeed, the similarities between Niccol’s film and Ellison’s story were, in fact, enough to
warrant a plagiarism suit which Ellison later abandoned.
The time zones in In Time are distributed across the city and based on how much time you have. In the
roughest area, called “the ghetto” or “the Time Lines” live the poorest – the factory workers who struggle just to earn
enough time to survive another day. The organization of their life and time is strictly by means of linear production
and any escape from this linearity is efficiently prevented by means of the limitation of time itself. The film’s
protagonist, Will Salas, has grown up in this area and has hardly ever had more than a day’s worth of time on his
clock. Like the other workers, he is so busy staying alive that there is no time to even think about the system and how
it came into being no less to plot a revolution. As Will’s voice-over says at the very opening of the film: “I don’t have
time. I don’t have time to worry about how it happened. It is what it is.” The spatial distribution of power is controlled
by means of time. You have to pay in time to move between time zones which in effect entails a clear spatial
separation between the workers and the people who benefit from their work. The latter live numerous time zones away,
in “New Greenwich.” They have plenty of time in store and since they do not have to worry about making it to the
next day, they can spend their time making more time. Their potential to live forever would be threatened only by an
accident to their body or, on a larger scale, by a radical overturning of society which, the system has ensured, seems
highly implausible.
The concept, then, is quite simple. In Niccol’s film, time has become money in a literal sense and the
distribution of wealth equals the distribution of time. This allegory is not just of the Western world but of world
politics, where some parts of the world which still rely on the conditions of a linear temporality of production is
contrasted with a First world of corporations and information control in which such time is no longer of concern. This
constitutes a crucial difference to Ballard’s short story which projects an all-encompassing city and its downfall. In
Ballard, the city is abandoned and the people start a simpler life outside it. The city is contrasted with the life after the

revolution, the nature of which he does not elaborate to any great extent. It seems clear, however, that the temporality
governing the post-revolutionary society is not necessarily more enabling than the order of the city. In this world,
clocks have been supplanted by timers which enable people to know when they are due at work and at school. At least
from Conrad’s narrative perspective, this is an ambitionless world. Even if Conrad, whose fascination with clocks
colors most his actions, may not be a very reliable narrator in this respect, it does seem that the organization of life by
means of timers in effect entails a pacification of people as their lack of overview means that they cannot plan ahead.
Even though the disciplinary society of the city is abandoned, the power that determines the setting of the timers and
the movement of the time police that enforces the prohibition of clocks thus seems to remain beyond grasp. As such,
the spatial distribution of power in terms of an inside and an outside remains crucial also after the revolution. This is
reflected also in how the characters become, in a sense, passive wind-up workers waiting for an external call for
action.
When it comes to the potential of time, Ballard’s story is what Jameson would call anti-utopian rather than
dystopian. If a more general conception of dystopian fiction sees it as a dark projection of where current developments
would lead us if allowed to continue, for example in terms of pollution and technological change, Jameson argues that
a distinction needs to be made between works suggestive of an essentially hopeful conception of the social
possibilities of mankind and works that lack belief in the positive force of humans. He proposes the term critical
dystopia for the former, noting also that it constitutes a “cousin” to the Utopian fiction with which it would share its
positive conception of humankind. The latter he calls anti-Utopian as it serves to warn against the illusion of political
Utopian projects, such as communism and socialism, as they rest on an unrealistic view of the possibilities for a
positive development (Jameson 2007: 198-9). Ballard’s “Chronopolis,” in which the revolution against linear time
leads only to another, and less visible, form of external management seems essentially doubtful, not only about the
positive potential of humankind, but also about the possibilities of more enabling employments of time. Indeed,
Jameson argues that Ballard’s oeuvre, which as a whole testifies to a continuous preoccupation with temporality,
provides an “aesthetics of disaster,” where entropy and apocalypse in different ways point toward an inevitable end of
time (Jameson 2007: 93).
Where Ballard portrays a revolt against a linear time of production and a time without clocks superseding it,
Niccol’s film expands this theme in an important way in that it may be said to include the organization of time
according to the development and divergence of the temporality of capitalism in the contemporary world. The
separation between workers and those benefiting from their labor is, of course, a long-standing political issue as well
as a classic theme in dystopian fiction reaching back to the spatial separation between the Eloi and the Morlocks in
H.G. Well’s novella Time Machine (1895) and the division between the towers of the well-to-do intellectuals and the
working classes down below in Fritz Lang’s film Metropolis (1927), to mention a few classic examples, and in the
light of this tradition, Niccol’s film may be said to bring such spatial distinctions of labor to our time. On the one
hand, it portrays a third World still governed by linear production and on the other, a first World control society in
which the linearity of time is becoming increasingly irrelevant. As Deleuze notes, while modern day capitalism
relegates production to the Third World, its first world is characterized by “a capitalism of higher-order production. It
no longer buys raw materials and no longer sells the finished products: it buys the finished products or assembles parts.
What it wants to sell is services and what it wants to buy is stocks. It centers not on production so much as on the
product and its selling and marketing. Thus, the system is essentially dispersive, and the factory has given way to the
corporation” (Deleuze 1992: 6). At the same time, the separation between inside and outside typical of institutions and
factories is transforming into a more distributed division. Deleuze matches the evolution of machines with the
evolution of societies and of capitalism. While societies of sovereignty employed simple machines such as levers and
clocks, and disciplinary societies used machines of energy, societies of control are governed rather by computers
(Deleuze 1992: 6). Along with this development, both the spatial and the temporal conditions of capitalism change.
The confined spaces and infinite and discontinuous duration of disciplinary society is increasingly replaced by open
circuits that traverse space and time without spatial or temporal limits. This difference can be brought out in a
comparison between Ballard’s story and Niccol’s film.
While the societies the two texts portray have in common a markedly spatial organization of time as power in
terms of for example time zones, factories, and banks and thus both display an organization of power in terms of the
inside and outside of institutions and identities characterizing a disciplinary society, Niccol’s text internalizes the
clocks that in Ballard remain external. Thereby, the film not only addresses the crisis of inside and outside but also
points to possible ways in which the integration of capitalist time in the body is on the one hand an intensification of
the force of capitalist linear time and its capacity to control its working-machines, but also how this distribution of
time makes room for redeployments. A critical dystopia, to follow Jameson’s vocabulary, neither the working

conditions of the characters nor the temporality controlling them are essentially irreversible. Instead of a revolution
directed against institutions, instead of shooting at clocks, the revolution emerges rather from the ruses of freedom that
such distribution of power implies. Taking a closer look at what exactly produces the potential openings in the film,
two points emerge as decisive: boredom and pleasure. Together, these factors point toward a force of life that cannot
be regulated by means of linear time and that not only threatens to wreck the system of accumulative time but also
renegotiates the limitless temporality of control society from within.

Time and Revolution
Niccol has been involved as a director or script writer for films such as Gattaca (1997), The Truman Show (1998), and
The Terminal (2004). These films in different ways deal with the relation between technology and economy and
between politics, space, and culture. Like these earlier films, In Time is a fairly straightforward Hollywood film. It
features sexy girls and car chases, it features good guys and bad guys, it features the right doses of hold-your-breath
excitement and romantic moments, and it features popular singer and actor Justin Timberlake and Mamma Mia actor
Amanda Seyfried in the lead roles. As I noted in the introduction, the fact that mainstream films of this kind seem to
take on an, albeit superficial, comment on capitalist exploitation of time seems itself worth considering. For
Baudrillard, and as I began to discuss in the introductory chapter, they would most likely be seen as but a “mirage of
critique,” as Sylvère Lotringer puts it in his introduction to Baudrillard’s The Conspiracy of Art (2005: p?), a way of
expressing political resistance that is really only part of the system. Like The Matrix, which Baudrillard discusses in
this same book, they may be of the kind that not only projects but also participates in the dissemination and refraction
of the monopolitistic superpower it represents (Baudrillard 2005: 100cp). On a similar note, Mark Fisher notes how the
Disney film Wall-E (indeed, another film in the vein of Time Machine and Metropolis) portrays an earth spoiled by
capitalism and consumerism while, rather than being an effective critique, performing “our anti-capitalism for us,
allowing us to consume with impunity” (Fisher 2009: 16 (cp). To interrogate the possibility that we can still benefit
from analyzing such a film, we can begin by looking into the way in which the film updates the “above ground wealth
and underground worker” theme to a modern capitalist control society. The points of disruption that cause the
revolution in the film can be linked to a set of key problematics in disciplinary- and control society respectively. The
different relations between the inside and the outside, the particular temporal conditions of each society, the
characteristics of boredom and the politics of pleasure are central.
In the control society that Deleuze begins to outline, I noted earlier, the configuration of power by means of
institutions and identities, and thus of an inside and outside, that characterized Foucault’s disciplinary society are
shattered into an all-encompassing dissemination of power on all levels both within a specific society and in the world.
Totalitarianism, as Virilio notes, has become “globalitarianism,” that is, a distribution of power that is no longer linked
to specific territories but that “is everywhere that one can be under control and surveillance” (Virilio 1999: 38). Thus,
and instead of more identifiable units of control, be they on the level of societal institutions or individual bodies,
control comes to be distributed across and through all relations and the line between inside and outside becomes
increasingly blurred. Returning to the elucidating difference between the external temporal system in Ballard’s short
story and Niccol’s film, the clocks that are ever present in Ballard’s chronopolis and the temporal system of which
they are part still point to an external system of power that can be resisted by means of direct physical action.
Compared to this system, what emerges as a key strength, but ultimately also a key weakness to the seemingly perfect
capitalist system that Niccol’s film portrays, is exactly the indetermination of the inside and outside.
The spatial separation of inside and outside in the film remains mainly in the differentiation between a first and
a third world. Elucidating the different temporal conditions of these worlds, the film points to a crucial distinction in
how time is, or is not, related to the limit. In the Time Lines, the limit is conditioned by a very concrete temporal
linearity governing every minute of the day. With hardly ever more than a bare minimum of time, Will and the other
people in the Time Lines are literally facing the limit every day. While the temporal conditions of the factory, like the
disciplinary society it belongs to, seem to be infinite, the workers who constitute its cogs are confined to a limit
experience that force them to keep up speed or they will be expulsed by the system by means of death. Bodies that
have “timed out” are not an infrequent site around the factory. That direct engagement with the limit constitutes a part
of an everyday economy here can also be exemplified by an event where Will’s mother, being used to always being
very poor in time, gives Will enough time to have lunch before he goes to work despite the fact that this leaves her
with just enough to last her until they meet in the evening at which point he will have earned some time to give her
back. When she gets on the bus to meet him, however, the bus fares have increased – two hours instead of one - and

she does not have enough. Instead, she is forced to run in a literal struggle against time, running out of it the second
before she reaches Will. To infuse the everyday even with the smallest pleasures, such as giving someone you love
time for lunch, is inevitable tied to the possibility of death. Juxtaposed to such temporal conditions, the endless time of
the people in New Greenwich seems to open endless possibilities. That Will raises suspicion when he later runs on the
streets of these wealthy sections illustrates how the limitless capital of time here makes speed or urgency superfluous.
The languid speed of people here are efficiently contrasted with the panic of Will’s running mother a few scenes
earlier. While this excess of time is obviously an asset – the female protagonist Sylvia’s father, the head of the Weis
Corporation of banks and “time-lenders” continues to accumulate time according to the old rules of the capitalist
system – what is ultimately the beginning of the revolution also finds its starting point in this limitless temporality.
The experience of time and space, David Harvey argues, is “one singularly important mediating link between
the dynamism of capitalism’s historical-geographical development and complex processes of cultural production and
ideological transformation” (Harvey 2006: iix). Returning to Lefebvre’s theoretization of a pre-capitalist circular time
adjusted to days and seasons and the capitalist linear time of production that cuts through it, it becomes quite clear that
the temporality governing New Greenwich is regulated neither by natural cycles nor by linear production. As the
disciplinary system of power is efficiently outsourced to the ghetto, the labor characterizing the city is best illustrated
by a set of control systems. To begin with, there are the digital maps providing overview of the flow of time. The flow
of time thereby remains under control. Secondly, there is the control of emotion that is needed to ensure that no one
does “something foolish” as Sylvia puts it. As the daughter of Philippe Weis, she is emblematic of this system which
on the one hand, leaves nothing to be desired and on the other, leaves nothing for desire. As she explains to Will, the
limitless time available in New Greenwich means that only an accident can end your life. You can live forever as long
as you do not expose yourself to any risk. This possibility of eternity, however, also works as the ultimate means of
control in the sense that you are effectively prohibited from any kind of living that is not monitored. You simply have
too much to lose. If the agency of the workers in the ghetto is curtailed by the permanent lack of time, the agency of
the citizens in New Greenwich is undermined by its affluence. As Sylvia says - “why do something now that you can
do in a century” (check quote). Just as the film brings out the conditions of living on the limit for the poor, it brings out
the pacifying force of a temporality constructed, not by means of a limit, but by means of free-floating control. The
“release” from the temporality of production, the film seems to suggest, means a capture into a different system based
on security, comfort, and consumption that effectively eliminates real pleasure and desire. As Sylvia puts it, “The clock
is good for no one. The poor die and the rich don’t live.” It is a high price to pay – to live forever by never testing the
limits. This price, however, also harbors the seeds of possibility. The inability to account for a desire that is run by the
limit turns out to be the downfall of this society. Just as this deadening control is a condition of society without real
pleasure, and we will return to this notion in a moment, it also lays the ground for the revolution against it. Where the
film points to the deadening efficiency of control in a post-productive society, it also points to some weaknesses in this
system as it ultimately fails to successfully capture and repurpose its pleasures and desires. The price that Sylvia and
the others in New Greenwich have to pay is not only a lack of motivation but also a state of deep boredom.

Possibilities of Boredom and Pleasure
On the one hand, boredom has been analyzed as an ethical and existential problem by thinkers such as Pascal,
Kierkegaard, and Heidegger and on the other, and more recently, as an experience fundamentally linked to specific
socio-historical and cultural factors of modernity (Gardiner 2012: 38). While human experience has always been
haunted by feelings of meaninglessness, dullness, and banality, Michael E. Gardiner notes, the experience of boredom
is less characterized by the grander and more dramatic metaphysical connotations associated with for example ennui
and melancholia and more linked to “emotional flatness” and “indifference” (Gardiner 2012: 41). As understood by
Benjamin, such boredom emerges with the mechanization and urbanization of social life and for Lefebvre, it appears
with the homogenization and repetitive linearity of modernity. The two key factors that paved the way for modern
boredom, Gardiner shows, are firstly a devaluation of the past and a pressure for continuous change and
transformation and secondly, the capturing of previously heterogeneous activities into the repetitive and empty
“tyranny of a universal clock-time” (Gardiner 2012: 41). Looking at the nature and role of boredom in Niccol’s film,
we can begin to discuss also if the conditions and possibilities of boredom are portrayed as changing as we move from
disciplinary- to control society. Although both the Time Lines and New Greenwich are modern societies, the temporal
systems and their links to the inside/outside points to different kinds of boredom. While the monotony of production
governing the everyday of the workers points to an earlier stage of mainstreaming and inscribing life into linearity, the

monotony in New Greenwich is characterized rather by the opposite, that is, by the disappearance of such linearity. If
the emergence of boredom is linked to a changed experience of time, as Gardiner suggests, can these accounts suffice
to account for the boredom of a control society in which temporality is no longer simply characterized by linearity?
Harvie Ferguson argues that the development of the contemporary Western society has rendered the concept of
the everyday increasingly problematic. Today, daily life is no longer shaped in accordance with coherent patterns and
structures of action which means that the links between selfhood and the everyday life are no longer stable (Gardiner
2012: 57-8). Instead of an overarching cohesiveness of the everyday, contemporary life is characterized by a
continuing present through which indefinable moods pass. The everyday for Ferguson is this modulation of “free
floating” moods that bear more or less relation to any one particular context. This free floating coming and going of
moods seems to be confirmed in Niccol’s film. The “tyranny of universal clock-time” no longer applies. Rather, the
everyday is ruled by a tyranny of a free floating present which thwarts the future. The endless present is staged and
underlined in the film in accordance with science fiction conventions through the possibility to live forever available to
the rich. It becomes a more literal inscription of the “endless nows” that Lefebvre identifies as part of the endless flows
of commodified modernity (Gardiner 2012: 44). “Why bother” is Sylvia’s resigned response to this temporality:
“What’s the hurry.” This boredom, crucially, not only disables agency and desire, but also pleasure.
While desire is frequently recognized as an enabling force, pleasure, at least in Deleuzian and also postMarxian tradition, is often discarded as harboring revolutionary potential. For Deleuze, and as I have analyzed in some
detail elsewhere, pleasure puts a stop to the productivity of desire (Beckman 2013). In a post-Marxist tradition,
pleasure is recognized as coopted by the commodification intensified in the shift from production to consumption in
modern capitalist society. As the system is based on the continuous manipulation of desire and pleasure in the direction
of consumption, real pleasure disappears from view. This, as Tim Dean notes, makes pleasure a highly questionable
political tool in the post-Marxist tradition (Dean 2012: 482). This is not a problem tied only to contemporaneity but to
the history of capitalism. As Casarino observes through Marx, pleasure has always held a difficult position in a
development of capitalism that on the one hand needs its workers to forgo it in favor of work-time and on the other,
depends on its workers’ continuous consumption of pleasure (Casarino 2003: 201-2). The capture of pleasure into the
system of capitalist production is thus an essential element of the capitalist system at large. Indeed, if it is correct as
Baudrillard argues that consumption has now grasped our lives as a whole and constitutes the organization of everyday
life (Baudrillard 1998: 29), and that consumption is largely about the never ceasing spiral of commodified pleasure,
then pleasure constitutes a key issue here.
However, Marx, Casarino notes, does point to another dimension of pleasure which, rather than producing
capital, points back to itself. This is a pleasure not accountable to capital but which is “asserted in the very moment
when it is seized, and in being so asserted it is made productive of yet another moment of pleasure, it becomes
productive of more and more pleasurable encounters, in which the necessity of pleasure – namely, its demand, is
precisely the becoming-necessary of the encounter of contingencies” (Casarino 2003: 202). Marx thus differentiates
between pleasures of consumerism and pleasures that open up other possibilities which is a fact, as Casarino notes, that
many critics of pleasure fail to account for and which tends to entail a reduction of the political possibilities of
pleasure (Casarino 2003: 201). On the one hand, the pleasure of consumerism depends forever on the postponement of
real pleasure. Whether you are a miser or a hedonist, Marx shows, the postponement of pleasure in favor of money for
the former and the unending search for the next kick or the ultimate pleasure for the latter, means that access to the
pleasure of the now is impossible. Both instances thus rely on a negation of pleasure and time (Casarino 2003: 201).
On the other hand, Marx points to real pleasure which is linked to cairós, that is, to the reaching out to the contingency
of the present and as such also to the contingency of the future (Casarino 2003: 202). Rather than interrupting desire,
as Deleuze argues it does, pleasure is indissoluble from its extensive and intensive movement. Fulfilled pleasure,
instead, constitutes “the point at which desire folds back upon itself so as to go on producing other such points, other
such moments. Pleasure is the fold of desire: it is the immanent point of tangency between our bodies and the force of
desire” (Casarino 2003: 202).
Pleasure in this kind of post-Marxian reading, then, is exactly that which enables a move from quantitative to
qualitative time. But how, Jameson asks importantly, “do we distinguish […] between real pleasure and mere diversion
– the degradation of free time into that very different commodity called ‘leisure’? (Jameson 1988: 63). It has been
suggested, he notes in playful seriousness, that one way to tell the difference between them is that while you can live
without the real thing, you cannot do without the fix engineered into commodified pleasure. But surely, Jameson points
out, such lack of real pleasure must still bother the subject on some level? (Jameson 1988: 64). In In Time, it is exactly
this nagging that bothers Sylvia and that becomes the propelling force. In many ways the very epitome of the idea of a
perfect life, she is wealthy, beautiful, eternally twenty-five and with all pleasures within reach. However, her position

also reveals the weakness of the system that has made this total subsumption of pleasure. The only desire accounted
for within this system is the desire that remains within it. Pleasure, seemingly abounding in this city of no concerns, is
possible only in shapes recognizable and acceptable within the system and as such, it is not “real pleasure” at all.
This weakness, that is, the inability to account for pleasure beyond the system, becomes the opening for a
radical overturning of society. The film portrays a number of more or less literal reaching outs, all of which can be
related to pleasure, all of which can be related to time, and all of which play a part in the revolution. Will who, in line
with American ideology and individuality, stands as the singular savior of the world, gains his revolutionary fervor by
three main factors which can be linked to the temporality of production and the temporality of consumption
respectively. The first event is the already mentioned death of his mother. This event, in which the capitalist economy
of time immediately transforms real pleasure into death, opens Will’s eyes to the system at the same time as it cuts him
free from the emotional ties that might have prevented him to take further risks. The second major event is the
encounter with a very wealthy man, Harry Hamilton, who arrives in the Time Lines with centuries literally on his
hands. Having had enough time to live, 105 years to be exact, and to do anything he wants, Harry’s body may remain
at a fresh twenty-five but mentally, he is exhausted. Harry’s problem is the direct opposite from Will’s and his
mother’s – while they have too little time, he has too much. He is tired, bored, and seems to have given up the idea of
real pleasure or desire. “Hey you – more everything” he says to the barman in the first scene we see him. He has
enough resources to have whatever he wants but has run out of will to even think what this might be. While the poor
do not have enough time to think, no less do anything about their living conditions, Harry, like the others in New
Greenwich, is incapacitated by his own endless resources.
The third event that affects the revolutionary outcome in the film can be found in Sylvia’s quite literal
invitation of time, of chance, of risk, or the aleatory. While Philippe Weis later explains and excuses his invitation of
Will into their home “because he had so much time,” Sylvia is clearly drawn rather to what for her is an unpredicted
urgency in his behavior. Will, with his tendency to run when he does not have to, and look at the time in a place where
such gestures are superfluous, marks an opening toward something that is completely new to her. Will, having grown
up with very little time to lose, plays with very high stakes both literally and symbolically. Playing poker with Sylvia’s
father, he bets, calls, and wins but only with seconds left on his arms. Sylvia, new to the experience of chance or risk,
is clearly turned on by this gambling with time, with the temporal excitement of pushing the limit. After the game,
Sylvia invites Will, and risk, into her life. She confesses to Will that it frightens her that you can live forever as long as
you do not push this limit. “Doesn’t that scare you?” she asks Will, “that maybe you’ll never do anything foolish, or
courageous, or anything worth a damn?” Encountering time in the form of urgency for the first time, her boredom,
exposed through the complete availability of the pleasures of consumption and leisure, turns into real desire. The limit,
portrayed quite literally in Will’s high stakes and the seconds counting down on his arm, evokes the possibility of
change. In another example occurring shortly afterwards, Will drags Sylvia out to the porch of her family mansion and
convinces her to swim with him in the sea. The sea – too volatile for the safety of the well-protected New Greenwich
body – has been off-limits before, and swimming naked with Will in it becomes a symbolic entrance for Sylvia into a
new kind of pleasure marked by physical, sensual, and unchartered possibilities. Allowing Will to their house turns out
to be detrimental to Philippe Weis and, indeed, the system at large. As the Time Keepers come to search for Will,
officially because he is suspected of stealing Harry Hamilton’s time, but really because it is too dangerous with “too
much time in the wrong hands,” (check) Will takes Sylvia hostage and escapes. That Sylvia can be taken hostage
depends largely on her own impatient refusal of the protection of her guards.
Like pleasure, boredom has been theorized as harboring both stultifying and empowering dimensions. Lefebvre
discusses boredom on the one hand in the sense taken up by the Situationists International, that is, as the inevitable
result of the deadening routine and banalization of culture of modern society and on the other, as harboring desires and
possibilities and even, Gardiner argues, as harboring “latent connections between certain forms of boredom and
utopian propensities” (Gardiner 2012: 39-40). Benjamin too points toward the possibilities of boredom; it is “the
threshold to great deeds” (Benjamin 1999: 105). Boredom is the warm grey lining of the brightly colored fabric in
which we wrap up and dream. We look bored when we dream and we tend to communicate only this boredom when
we wake, for “who would be able at one stroke to turn the lining of time to the outside?” Yet, this is the possibility
inherent in boredom; the seeds it harbors for accessing untried thoughts and hidden possibilities (Benjamin 1999: 1056). As Joe Moran notes, Benjamin contrasts a less productive ennui with a boredom “which provides access to halfburied memories, missed historical opportunities and revolutionary possibilities” (Moran 2003: 168). A constructive
boredom is one that strives to invite rather than kill time. Boredom in this sense can be a “Trojan horse” – an
awakening that steals into the repetitive homogeneity of the everyday (Gardiner 2012: 53). The question of “inviting
time” becomes particularly acute in the film because of its time/money configuration. Because Sylvia has all the time

in the world and yet does not really experience time until she invites risk into her life, the film points to a distinction
between time and real time not unlike the distinction between pleasure and real pleasure.
There are two such “Trojan Horses” in the film. Bringing urgency and unpredictability into the stability of New
Greenwich, Will is clearly such an interruptive, revolutionary force. However, we must also account here for Harry
Hamilton moving in the opposite direction. His arrival in the Time Lines with a century on his hands and an incurable
boredom is an action that quite literally gives time up to contingency. After Will saves him from trouble, Harry asks
him what he would do if he had that much time. Will’s reply is firstly, that he would stop watching time and secondly,
that he “sure as hell wouldn’t waste it.” (check). Rather than letting himself be killed for his time by “Minute Men” or
others ready to kill for time in the Time Lines, which did seem to be his first intention, Harry seems to experience, at
last, a moment of hope. Giving Will all his time, he times himself out. Will is asleep at the time, and when he wakes
up, the only message from Harry, scribbled on the dirty window, is “Don’t waste my time.” Rather than the arbitrary
distribution of time in the hands of robbers, then, Harry’s “waste” turns into potential, a leap of faith that his time will
contribute to change. There is, then, a two-fold movement of time across the zones that are intended to keep it under
control. A time “in the wrong hands” that disrupts the system. If the reduction of time to zero is the goal of capitalism,
a making sure that all time is caught up in the capitalist logic, as we noted earlier, then these are the points at which
time actually emerges. Against the commodified pleasures of control society stands the pleasure of the hope opened by
the unexpected. Agamben positions pleasure as the experience on which a new concept of time could be based.
Pleasure, he notes, escapes quantified time even for those, like Aristotle, who otherwise propose it. Pleasure is neither
about eternity nor about continuous linear time but about cairós – the reaching out for a full, but discontinuous
freedom of the moment – the matter on which history is really built. Pleasure, according to Agamben’s Benjamininfluenced understanding, stops time and halts the “empty mirage of continuous progress along infinite linear time.”
Instead of chronology, pleasure opens for the now, the opening of time that makes history (Agamben 1993: 105).
Instead of the “endless nows” of commodified modernity that Lefebvre theorizes, and which are deeply inscribed in
the temporality of continuous consumption, this is the now of contingency – the transformation of boredom into
potential, of commodification into real pleasure.
A problem remains however, in terms of how this time may be understood. Negri is critical of Benjamin and
Agamben, and the concept of the Jeztz-Zeit which he sees as a “a form of time-as-measure” (Negri 2005: 106). It is a
“ruinous” and reactionary concept, he argues, because rather than producing revolutionary time, it implicitly partakes
in the capitalist logic it aims to escape. It runs into a dead end as it is linked up with “that same nullifying reduction of
real time that accompanies the capitalist displacements” (Negri 2005: 107). Jeztz-Zeit becomes but a mirror of the
zero-time toward which capitalism aims. As such, the annulment of time for Negri is not a solution but rather an
indication of its complete subsumption. Time is finally completely absorbed into the system. Negri’s belief in the
productivity of all time relies on an immanent logic emerging from the Stoics which sees time as emerging with all
movement of the world itself. For him, an escape from the linear time that organizes the capitalist system must come
from within. It is the same time – the time of productivity and the time of liberation - and the process must therefore
depend, not on breaking with it, but on recuperating the innovation that always already exists within it (Negri 2005:
109). There is a multiplicity endogenous to time which tends to be rationalized into linear projections and forced into
the power of the one, but which in its multitude harbors the force of disruption and displacement (Negri 2005: 109111). One way of liberating this innovative time is by means of what Negri calls “negative labor.” This is a destruction
of the temporal factors of the “positive labor” that governs the capitalist command of time, that is, put simply, labor as
the production of surplus capital. It is an affirmation of time-of-life that implodes the structures relying on time-asmeasure. Like Agamben, Negri speaks of kairòs, but he understands this, not as a break with linear time so much as in
terms of an internal reconfiguration and redirection. Through negative labor, and here Negri lists hope, imagination,
and love as some examples, reified experience can be shattered by the time of life itself, that is real time (Negri 2005:
114). In the face of time-as-measure, kairòs emerges as “power to experience temporality.” It is at this point that the
illusion of temporal linear order is brought down to reveal the essential restlessness of temporality and “the point
where the restlessness of time reveals itself as power” (Negri 2005: 144).
Returning to the notion of pleasure, then, and its capacity to break with time-as-measure, the conflict between
Agamben and Negri provides an interesting dilemma. Neither Agamben nor Negri, Casarino argues, manages full to
account for the corporeality which they both find indispensable to the time of revolution (Casarino 2003: 202). The
reason for this, Casarino maintains, is that neither of them finds a way of retaining both pleasure and desire as part of
their understanding of cairós. To see cairós as immanent and corporeal productivity, we need a historical-materialist
understanding of pleasure that fins it in the fold of desire. Pleasure, he suggests, “the immanent point of tangency
between our bodies and the force of desire.” Within such a fold, the Spinozan question of what the body can do can be

revoked through a revolutionary body (Casarino 1003: 202-3). Agamben, as we have already noted, does speak of
pleasure but at least from a Negri influenced perspective, the Jeiztz-Zeit it enables does not pursue a temporality
beyond measure. It is not linked, in this perspective, to an immanent desire that it needs to achieve the negative labor
that not only breaks with linear production but pursues new lines of productivity. Still, as Casarino points out,
Agamben’s conception of pleasure is important in that it inescapably inscribes corporeality into the revolutionary
(Casarino 2003: 194). Negri, on the other hand, Casarino suggests, wants to but does not fully account for the
revolutionary role of corporeality and pleasure. Although Agamben and Negri are useful, Casarino maintains, we need
to go further, but how? (Casarino 2003: 195-96). Here Casarino returns to Marx’s Grundrisse to recuperate
corporeality. Because the use value of labor is inextricable from the body – the flesh, the muscles, the force - of the
worker for Marx, the expansion of the sphere of real pleasure, that is, the intensification and opening up of the present
through cairós is essentially corporeal (Casarino 2003: 203).
In Niccol’s film, the three events, that is, the gift of the mother and her subsequent death, the encounter
between Will and Harry Hamilton, and Sylvia’s invitation of Will, are profoundly corporeal. The “problem” of the
corporeal – seemingly solved through the predetermined longevity and the distribution of time that secures the bodies
of the wealthy while extracting the use-value of the workers – is ultimately revealed as an incapacity of the system to
capture the expansion of the present. This incapacity, the film suggests, is an inevitable part of the system itself. This
becomes particularly clear in relation to Harry Hamilton’s and Sylvia’s boredom. Control society, as we noted, earlier,
relies on a distribution of power that does away with the distinction between inside and outside that marked the power
structures of disciplinary society. Through the infiltration of the very desires of its population, control society works to
ensure that all pleasures and desires are recuperated within its own system. Doing away with the outside seems to
ensure the system. This internalization of power and control and, as I have been arguing here, pleasure and desire,
calls for a different politics of resistance. How can we locate the means to act in a society in which the subject has
become but a code integrated into a continuous network? While the question of agency becomes more complex, the
lack of an outside also points toward a notion of immanence that is potentially enabling. The question of agency
without an outside is crucial. As Hardt puts it, “Analyzing the new techniques of social control is only worthwhile to
the extent that it allows us to grasp also the new potentialities for contestation and freedom emerging with this new
paradigm” (Hardt 1995: 41). To return to our comparison between Ballard’s story and Niccol’s film, it is exactly the
external construction of time through the spatial organization of the city in Ballard that becomes the target for the
revolutionaries in the text. Shooting at clocks is still a relevant mode of resistance in this context. In Niccol’s,
however, the internalization of time, potently illustrated through the integration of time onto the body, means that there
is no such outside to attack. Instead the restlessness of time emerges through the body. The endless temporal assets of
Harry and Sylvia lay the ground for a boredom that in turn reveals a desire for real pleasure that only the present, in all
its intensive and extensive possibilities, would enable. While Harry’s “More everything” is still part of the “positive
labor” that keeps time in the system of control, it also prevents him from experiencing time or pleasure. When he gives
up his time to Will, however, he opens up time to life, to the potential of hope. Ironically then, it is first in the last
minutes of his life that he experiences real time. Similarly, and although she does not have to give up her life, Sylvia’s
desire for real pleasure is realized only when faced with the limit. Her restlessness demands a dangerous movement
and the weakness of control society is its incapacity to accommodate for it. Just like Will’s high stakes at the gambling
table makes time erotic because it must be experienced at that particular moment, time emerges as a pleasure highly
dependent on Negri’s “power to experience temporality.” At the ground of the revolution in the film is a parallelism
between the power of the restlessness inherent in time and the desire inherent in bodies.

Conclusion
If the key to thinking of revolutionary conceptions of time can be found in pleasure, it seems like one crucial question
remains. As a distinction between real pleasure and commodified pleasure is essential to any constructive conceptions
of pleasure as revolutionary, we can return, at last, to the question of the role of texts themselves in a society of
control. Although he has not addressed Niccol’s film specifically, Baudrillard’s response to films of its kind is clearly
delineated as part of the “conspiracy of art,” that is, the essential impossibility of stepping outside control society to
critique it. What appears like critique is really an internal function of the system itself. And of course, a successful
control society controls also our desire for change, the restlessness of time, and any call for revolution. Just as films
such as In Time, then, or The Final Cut, or The Matrix, or Wall-E may perform our anti-capitalism for us, as Fisher
suggests (Fisher 2009: 16 (cp), they could also be said to perform the possibility of real pleasure for us. Like

Baudrillard’s “mirage of critique” this would be a “mirage of pleasure” both on the level of content and on the level of
watching the film. We get our politics and our visual pleasure in one. As such, we have arrived nowhere further than
at the commodified pleasure that postpones and does away with real pleasure and as such, it is an effective
undermining of the revolutionary power of time and pleasure that both Agamben and Negri in different ways identify.
Maybe we could also see it as a way of managing our boredom. Maybe the staging of revolution is enough to prevent
the dangerous boredom that fuels change. As part of control society, we would understand the film as part of the
capitalist reduction of time to zero. All productivity, including that which aims toward change, is kept within the
system and as such, as I noted through Casarino at the beginning of this chapter, no time escapes this logic. As such,
not only the temporality represented within the film, but the temporality of watching it, and, indeed, thinking and
writing about it, are all part of the affective labor, or “positive labor” that ensures that time remains harnessed in the
productivity of the system of control. This is part of the biopolitical merging of production and reproduction that Hardt
and Negri speak of, the immaterial labor that has replaced the physical labor of factories and institutions.
While reluctantly admitting that this is partly true, admitting defeat at the end of this chapter is also allowing
our labor to be fully absorbed into the system. Instead, we might pursue Negri’s question that opened the essay –
“could the desire for revolution begin again?” Returning, for a moment, to the tension between Agamben’s and
Negri’s conceptions of revolutionary time and cairós/kairòs, this question can only be answered in the affirmative on
the condition that we account for the immanent desire inherent in time itself. Agamben’s Benjaminian Jeiztz-Zeit,
Negri argues, seeks the revolutionary in the nullification of time but fails to account for the immanent desire in kairòs
that pursues new productivities. Such annulment of time, he argues, implicitly becomes part of the time-as-measure it
works to escape. Negri’s kairòs, on the other hand, identifies within this moment of reaching out the potential for
redirection. His negative labor is of a time experienced beyond reification, an emergence of real time in the midst of
the time harnessed for capitalist ends.
The danger as well as the potential of contemporary biopolitics lies exactly in its two-faced interiority. The two
sides, folded into each other, should mean that just as critique is absorbed into the system and may thus be said to
disappear à la Baudrillard, it is also within the system that we must locate the desire for change. As control society has
abandoned the molds of discipline for continuous modulations, as Deleuze notes, a critique from the outside must be
replaced by new weapons (Deleuze 1992: 4). This is also why Negri argues that the kind of cultural critique performed
by Adorno and Horkheimer in Dialectic of Enlightenment has exhausted itself (Negri 2007: 50). Their once innovative
analysis of the relation between the culture industry and the seduction of the masses, he suggests, is becoming
tautological. Rather than repeating the critique of the commodification of culture we need to recognize a “new terrain”
which must be negotiated by remaining within expression itself, and by making “the material desire for transformation
emerge” (Negri 2007: 50). In search for immanent events and radical disruptions within culture, I doubt Negri has in
mind taking mainstream cinema too seriously. At the same time, however, I would like to ask, why not? Whether In
Time is a particularly good example or not, one strategy in this new terrain of critique that Negri calls for should be
replacing an automatic rejection of the commodified pleasures of the mainstream with a twisting and turning of the
series of new films and television series that emerge right now and right at the center of mainstream cultural
production and that are in one way or another implicit in the immaterial labor that maintains control society. As this
mainstream seems so clearly preoccupied with how our conceptions of time, memory, and history are influenced by
the mechanisms of control today, it seems to me that they constitute an important source for thinking with and through
the possibility of transformation. It is a matter, as Negri puts it, “of understanding when biopolitical expression
triumphs over the expression of biopower” (Negri 2007: 50). This way, we can recognize the pleasure of watching, the
pleasure of thinking, the pleasure of writing, the pleasure of hoping, and the pleasure inherent in reaching out, in the
midst of the most reified of cinemas, for moments of potentiality.
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Extracts from Between Desire and Pleasure
A Deleuzian Theory of Sexuality
(forthcoming May 2013, EUP)

aybe there is a sense in which Deleuze’s understanding of sexuality itself suffers from a disarming separation
of forces. On the one hand, immense and very important work has been done on Deleuze and Guattari in
relation to desire and to plateaus and to the body without organs. The possibility of building a desiring
ontology that is completely different from the understanding of the sexes and sexuality as they have been claimed by
Oedipal theories as well as societal and gendered politics has proven crucial to post-Deleuzian scholars interested in
finding alternative and more productive ways of thinking about the nature of the body and its relations. On the other
hand, this valorisation of desire has resulted in a problematic separation between desire and sexuality. In
interpretations of Deleuze, sexuality has tended to be positioned alongside territorialized forms of the body and thereby
as a force that closes rather than opens the body to what it is capable of. In other words, sexuality is seen as a stratified
form of desire. Look, for example, at how Phillip Goodchild positions desire as ‘a “sexuality” which extends beyond
gender relations, because it can relate entirely heterogeneous terms and territories, a multiplicity of sexes’ (Goodchild
1996: 41). Even if desire is a productive force, our understanding of sexuality is caught up in an unfruitful web of
associations that, arguably, is reactive rather than active in that it remains cut off from its potential. More than that,
such an understanding of sexuality is perfectly conventional. It is not very problematic, at least not since Foucault, to
suggest that sexuality functions as a means of cultural construction and political subjectification. As David M. Halperin
puts it, for example, ‘sexuality represents a seizure of the body by an historically unique apparatus for producing
historically specific forms of subjectivity’ (Halperin 1992: 261). The seemingly endless capacity for contemporary
capitalism to divest and reinvest in sexual practices and identities, Benjamin Noys has argued more recently, makes it
well-nigh impossible to deregulate sexuality (Noys 2008: 105).
Considering the fact that we want to recognise Deleuze’s philosophy as one of invention and production, it is
surprising that this common understanding of sexuality as a social power has been allowed to persist, not because such
an understanding should be denied, but because sexuality should also harbour the power to mean differently. This
power is better recognised by Guattari than by Deleuze. Despite, or maybe because of, Guattari’s more direct political
engagement and interactions with the politics of sexuality, he finds a way of articulating the link between stratified
sexuality and desiring machines, a way of identifying a potential line of flight in the midst of sexual subjectification.
After the publication of ‘Three Billion Perverts: An Encyclopedia of Homosexualities’ – an issue of the journal
Recherches that he edited on the topic of homosexuality – he was accused of ‘affronting public decency’ and, as Gary
Genosko notes, was repeatedly harassed by the police (Genosko 1996: 7). The trial that followed, Guattari insisted, was
political. Desire, if allowed to open up to the world rather than be repressed by it, is no longer destructive (as, for
example, the desire fuelling fascism) but creative. Importantly, the possibility of expression of ‘social desire’ needs to
be opened up beyond resource to representatives. New and direct expressions of desire are crucial if we are to escape
the dominant order and ‘build another world’ (Guattari 1996a: 192). What is central here is that Guattari, by linking
this potential revolution of desire to homosexuality, makes a clear link between abstract desire and sexual practice.
Homosexuality, which comes to play an important role also in his writing with Deleuze, is a site of potential
‘important libidinal disruptions in society – a point’, Guattari writes in his notes for the defence of his publication, ‘of
emergence for revolutionary, desiring- energy from which classical militantism remains cut off’ (Guattari 1996a: 186).
Even if Guattari distinguishes between sexuality and desire, his articulation of their interconnection is helpful in that it
potentially ties the revolutionary aspect of desire to sexual bodies and behaviours. Guattari further clarifies the link
between sexuality and desire in an interview with George Stambolian, where he argues that ‘Once desire is specified
as sexuality, it enters into forms of particularised power, into the stratification of castes, of styles, of sexual classes’
(Guattari 1996b: 204). He suggests that a sexual liberation of groups such as, between desire and pleasure for example,
homosexuals or transvestites does not in itself constitute a liberation of desire since the groups themselves include
repressive systems (Guattari 1996b: 205). He thereby problematises and complicates what Noys later comes to see as a
‘valorization of sexuality and desire as sites of resistance’ by post- structural philosophers such as Deleuze and
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Guattari who, Noys argues, employ the movement of desire to posit sexual liberation as a mode of political critique
(Noys 2008: 105). With Guattari’s clarification it becomes easier to see how sexuality is implicated by political
structures, whereas the flows of desire predate such structures. As the case of homosexuality and ‘Three Billion
Perverts’ suggests, Guattari sees sexuality as invariably coexisting with structures – subjective, political, social – that
are actualised and thereby limited at the same time as sexuality is also seen to harbour the potential of ‘libidinal
disruptions’. Guattari suggests less of a polarisation than Deleuze, as he provides a distinct understanding of what
sexuality is and what it can do, and thereby also enables a reading of sexuality that can be politically enabling.
Sexuality is not just about individual, subjective pleasure but also about a social connectivity related to schizoanalysis.
It is recognized as being caught up in the yarn of psychoanalysis at the same time as it can become part of the
multiplicity and fluidity of schizoanalysis.
Noys’s solution to the problem of what he sees as capitalism’s inevitable co- option of sexuality is a radical
politics of asceticism, developed with the help of Michel Foucault and Alain Badiou, which opts out of the
contemporary ‘emblem of enjoyment’ which holds us prisoners in a truth of sexuality caught up between discourses of
liberation and repression (Noys 2008: 113). With a refusal of the codes of sexuality comes the possibility of forming
other and more politically enabling relations between self and other (Noys 2008: 113). Noys’s argument, which will be
discussed further later, opens important potential for change. At the same time, it relies on assertions about Deleuze
and Guattari’s philosophy of desire that may be debated. While they are certainly celebrated as technicians of desire,
there is little in their philosophy to suggest a valorisation of the kind of sexuality that Noys critiques. Indeed, and as
we will see, Deleuze’s critique of the deplorable subjective economy of sexual pleasure points rather to similarities
with Noys’s own take on the importance of refusing sexuality.
Where Noys suggests a rejection of a politics of pleasure in favour of a politics of asceticism, there is also a
tendency, Dean notes, to simply neglect the politics of pleasure in post- Foucauldian theory. While issues such as pain
and injustice are thoroughly researched by philosophers such as Giorgio Agamben and Antonio Negri, the issue of
pleasure tends to be missing (Dean 2012: 477). Biopolitical theory, Dean suggests, does not neglect the question of
pleasure because it is superficial or straightforward but, on the contrary, because it is so complex and difficult (Dean
2012: 478). While Dean’s article works to identify the problem of pleasure in Foucault, this book attempts to identify
this problem in Deleuze. In the face of both Deleuze’s and Noys’s rejection of the constructive political potential of
sexuality, and despite, or maybe because of, the unwillingness to address the complexity of pleasure in contemporary
biopolitical theory, this book attempts to stage a productive theory of sexual pleasure through Deleuze.
At the same time, and as becomes obvious in ‘Desire and Pleasure’, Deleuze and Foucault are, in fact, miles
apart in terms of their conceptualization of desire, pleasure and sexuality. In this text – originally, as we have noted, a
letter to Foucault after the publication of the first volume of History of Sexuality in 1976 and later published in
Magazine littéraire in 1994 – Deleuze is strikingly critical towards Foucault. He repeatedly, and more or less explicitly,
suggests that the latter’s conceptualisations are immature and that their use- value remains to be determined. For
example, he suggests that Foucault does not provide enough explanation for what Deleuze sees as a return to what
amounts to a constituting subject (Deleuze 2007a: 123). Foucault, Deleuze argues, introduces the possibility of using
the notions of power relationships, truths and pleasures in new ways but he fails to develop them fully (Deleuze 2007a:
129). For example, he is not convinced that micro arrangements can be described in terms of power (Deleuze 2007a:
124). In the face of the primacy Foucault gives to power/knowledge relationships, Deleuze presses the importance of
desire here because to him desire always comes first. Power is an affectation of desire rather than resulting from it, and
this Deleuze perceives to be a difference between him and Foucault (Deleuze 2007a: 125). He suggests that Foucault’s
work lacks the equivalent of, and presumably therefore also the capacity for, deterritorialisations and lines of flight
connected to historical determinations (Deleuze 2007a: 129). For Deleuze, this failure to locate more productive uses
of sexuality can be directly related to Foucault’s use of pleasure. If desire constitutes the social in itself, then pleasure
attains the status of blockage. Pleasure, Deleuze writes, lacks positive value because it ‘is on the side of strata and
organization’ where desires are ‘regulated by pleasures’ (Deleuze 2007a: 131). In other words, desire precedes power
but can be blocked and regulated by pleasure. If pleasure can block desire and desire precedes power, the logical
conclusion would be that pleasure can regulate power. In this case, pleasure is not only ‘rotten’ or ‘deplorable’, as he
argues, but absolutely central to an analysis of power. This, indeed, seems to be what Foucault realizes and also why,
perhaps, he is so reluctant to give up the discourse of pleasure in favour of reclaiming desire as a new concept. For if
both Deleuze and Foucault reject the notion of desire as it has been constructed by psychoanalysis, and this is the
reason why the latter decides to abandon it while the former is determined to reclaim it, this may tell us something
about the willingness or unwillingness to create concepts. Deleuze does not give up desire but works to replace the
psychoanalytic tradition with another one that makes it possible to claim the term as creative and productive. At the

same time, one might argue that Deleuze abandons pleasure for the same reason. A similar but opposite strategy to
their respective employment of pleasure and desire may be found in the different ways in which Deleuze and Foucault
deal with the notion of the subject. While Foucault continues to discuss the subject, not least in his tracing of the
‘desiring subject’, Deleuze largely tries to abandon the notion in favour of more creative ideas of folding and
becoming. If it is indeed a reference to Deleuze and Guattari, as Noys argues, Foucault would say that this attempted
abandonment of the subject fails. He maintains, in his introduction to The Use of Pleasure, that the notion of a desiring
subject lingers also in conceptions of desire ‘that sought to detach itself from it’ (Noys 2008: 108; Foucault 1992: 5).
Successful or not, Deleuze suggests that one should work to find new functions and new fields in place of superfluous
concepts. As he writes in Jean-Luc Nancy’s collected volume Who Comes After the Subject? (1991), ‘[A] concept does
not die simply when one wants it to’, therefore it is not very meaningful to criticise it (Deleuze 1991a: 94). The fact
that his contribution to the book stretches to only barely one and a half pages in itself places emphasis on his lack of
interest in what Nancy calls ‘one of the great motifs of contemporary philosophical work’ (Nancy 1991: 4). Yet, when
it comes to desire, it is Deleuze who sticks with old terms and Foucault who abandons them. Indeed, Foucault seems to
have a similar approach to the notion of desire as Deleuze does to the subject. The point of change in terms of
concepts has a particular relevance also to the notion of sexuality itself. As Foucault notes at the beginning of The Use
of Pleasure, the term ‘sexuality’ did not emerge until the early nineteenth century. While this clearly does not mark the
emergence of sexual behaviour, it does, Foucault argues, link sexual experience to the development of fields of
knowledge as well as religious, judicial, pedagogical and medical rules and norms.
Already in The Archaeology of Knowledge, first published in 1969, Foucault calls out for a theory of sexuality
that would reveal how the prohibitions and exclusions, the freedoms and the transgressions of sexuality are all linked
to particular discursive practices (Foucault 2002: 213). When Foucault writes the history of sexuality, he does so with
the ambition to locate its modes of construction beyond the juridical power of the law but within the biopolitical
organisation of bodies. He works with a concrete historical material of articulation that reveals sexuality as a periodspecific construction and how this construction became part of power/knowledge systems. He notes that the
establishment of the term ‘sexuality’ itself is linked to the point where what had been one of life’s experiences turned
into a central component of one’s subject position (Foucault 1992: 4–5). In the first of the three History of Sexuality
books, Foucault shows how desire has been very firmly situated in relation to power. In fact, it is this link between
desire and power that controls sexuality and restricts pleasure. A psychoanalytic tradition that sees desire as inevitably
bound up with law, he points out, would judge it vanity to search for a desire that would be beyond power. His own
ambition is nonetheless to achieve this, as he states that the analysis of power and sexuality which he works to develop
builds exactly on the possibility of escaping what he calls the juridico- discursive representation of power which
claims desire as its own (Foucault 1990a: 82). Such a representation of power governs sexuality in terms of negativity,
prohibition and law. It can only function to exclude, block, disallow and separate sexuality into binary systems of the
licit and the illicit (Foucault 1990a: 83–4). The conception of desire as conceived in relation to juridical and discursive
power and the law, Foucault suggests, reaches back to ‘the theoreticians of right and the monarchic institution’ and
crucially, it must be escaped if we are to be able to analyse the operation of power in a historical framework. We must,
he argues, ‘construct an analysis of power that no longer takes law as a model and a code’ (Foucault 1990a: 90). What
Foucault suggests here is that conceptions of desire have had a direct link with the power of the law, and since this is a
law whose influence on sexuality we need to escape if we are to find a more rewarding way of analysing the history of
sexuality, the expected conclusion would be that what is needed is an alternative conception of desire. Still, he
immediately drops the concept of desire in this discussion as his focus remains with the problem of law. While his aim
is to enable a mode of historical analysis that begins from a different theory of power, and thus, implicitly, a different
theory of desire, his pursuit is formulated in terms of a conception of ‘sex without the law and power without the king’
(Foucault 1990a: 90–1).
By the time Foucault writes his second book on The History of Sexuality he finds it impossible to uphold his
original project of writing the history of the experience of sexuality. A theoretical shift has brought the notion of desire
into the light in a way that makes it clear to him that sexuality is inextricably linked to the practices of the
identification of the human subject as a subject of desire. On the one hand, the appearance of the notion of ‘sexuality’
in the early nineteenth century marks how sexual practices and pleasures become constituted as a definable and
(ideally) controllable ‘experience’ in modern Western societies (Foucault 1992: 4). On the other hand, Foucault
positions this experience as ‘dominated by the principle of “desiring man” ’ (Foucault 1992: 5). It is essential, Foucault
suggests, that we understand the history of the desiring subject, which reaches across centuries, in order to comprehend
how the history of sexuality came to be governed by a set of practices ‘by which individuals were led to focus their
attention on themselves, to decipher, recognise, and acknowledge themselves as subjects of desire’ (Foucault 1992: 5).

Appearing as a classic biopolitical device, sexuality is, on the one hand, a way of securing the means to govern the
behaviour of the subjects of society and on the other, encouraged as an individual practice by which subjects are
encouraged to interpret desire as part of the nature of their very being. Such an understanding of desire posits it, at
least seemingly, as akin to the way Deleuze and Guattari see pleasure, that is, as ‘an affection of a person or a subject’
and as ‘the only way for persons to “find themselves” in the process of desire that exceeds them’ (Deleuze and
Guattari 2004: 173). At this point, it becomes clearer than ever that the uses of the concepts of desire and pleasure in
Foucault and Deleuze, respectively, build on different social, historical and political premises. What Deleuze does not
acknowledge is that Foucault’s solution to what he feels is the contaminated notion of desire is to reclaim the notion of
pleasure from its pre- Oedipal history. The stubbornness with which Deleuze maintains his rejection of pleasure
suggests two things about Deleuze’s writing on sexuality, one of which is distinctly Deleuzian and one of which is not.
To begin with, the frames within which Deleuze exercises his philosophy rely on a specific set of Western,
contemporary and largely male thinkers and writers. This is nothing new and, in terms of Anti- Oedipus as a book, it
may to some extent be explained because it, unlike the following Capitalism and Schizophrenia volume, finds a very
specific target in Freud. In his other work, however, and especially when he writes about sexuality, the exclusion of
types of experience that exceed the fixed context of cultural references seems more delimiting. If a limited (if
extensive within those limitations) context of reference is typical of Deleuze, what is less typical is the polemics with
which he separates desire and pleasure. Assuming that the psychoanalytic context shapes Deleuze’s approach to
pleasure, Foucault is, in fact, of great use as we can trace pre- Oedipal historical relations between desire and pleasure
and test Deleuze’s approach against them.
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s there really such a thing as biopower and if there is how do we experience it? To pose the question in such a
way recalls the enigmatic features of biology crossed with power; the impact bodies experience when power alters
perceptions and relations to others. The suggestion, Heideggerean at its root, is that biopower is standardizing how
we live our bodily existence, which explains why biopower so often takes on the guise of a normalizing power. Its
force depends upon the intensity by which biology allows power to target bodies. Biopower, as Michel Foucault
showed, normalizes bodies.
Over the past three decades a number of thinkers, taking their cue from Foucault, have offered their own
genealogies and archaeologies of biopower. In particular three philosophers from Italy -- Toni Negri, Giorgio
Agamben, and Roberto Esposito -- have spelled out where they think biopower begins and where, if at all, it ends. For
Negri, it is the growing appropriation of labor power that lies at the heart of contemporary biopower, while for
Esposito it is the increasing immunization brought forward by globalization. For Giorgio Agamben, biopower moves
across a continuum, from oikonomia in a distant past to the body and emptied subjectivity known as bare life today.
Agamben’s account of biopower remains the most prominent, spinning off glosses and essays with great regularity and
so it is to that account that I want to turn in the following pages.
Much has already been written about Agamben’s narrative of bare life, homo sacer, and the Muselmann and
many have noted the effects of substituting biopower with a transformative reading of sovereignty. Others have
focused on what happens when past and present are superimposed in Agamben’s biopolitical paradigm. What I want to
do is to put those readings aside and instead take up biopower in a context of violence to see just how deeply violence
inheres in Agamben’s reading and then to register the fear accompanying the term, bare life. This will help prepare the
stage for the entrance of gratitude.
A crucial text of Walter Benjamin’s titled “Critique of Violence” underpins Agamben’s readings and so is the
obvious place to begin introducing the properly negative reading of biopower that continues to dominate our
discussions of biopolitics today. Glosses typically focus on the distinction between mythical and divine violence
Benjamin draws, with attention typically residing on the latter. I differ little except that I prefer to return to the
question of how mythical and divine violence relate to law. Below, in two passages from the essay, Benjamin sets out
law’s relation to them:
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If mythic violence is lawmaking, divine violence is law-destroying; if the former sets boundaries, the latter
boundlessly destroys them; if mythic violence brings at once guilt and retribution, divine power only expiates;
if the former threatens, the latter strikes; if the former is bloody, the latter is lethal without spilling blood.
But all mythic, lawmaking violence, which we may call "executive" is pernicious. Pernicious, too, is the lawpreserving, "administrative" violence [die verwaltete Gewalt] that serves it. Divine violence, which is the sign
and seal, but never the means of sacred execution, may be called sovereign violence [die waltende
Gewalt]. 1 [252]
For Benjamin the divine has no truck with law-making violence. God, who slips in the essay to the divine, refuses a
relation not with lawmaking per se, but with the violence that is the condition for law-making. Mythic violence, for its
part, comes in two forms: executive and administrative. Administrative violence preserves and maintains the law and is
political to the degree that it enforces, executes and administers. I note as well in passing that the relation between
administration and preservation is one often unremarked in readings of the essay. In order to protect, the
administration of the law is required, which in its execution continues to preserve the law. Following this out, an unadministered law is one bound for the dust heap. Note too how much “verwaltete Gewalt” merits our attention and its
slide from “die verwaltete Gewalt” to “die waltende Gewalt.” Sovereign may not be the most appropriate translation of
“waltende” in this instance as sovereign fails to make clear what distinguishes “waltende Gewalt” from a “verwaltete

Gewalt.” Consider what role the prefix “ver” has. In this instance it modifies “Gewalten,” or governing, but it increases
the force of the following verb itself; the meaning of verwalten is a more intense violence; a more violent Gewalt.
This reading is confirmed in another passage from the essay in which blood marks the greater violence of the mythic.
For blood is the symbol of mere life … For with mere life, the rule of the law over the living ceases. Mythic
violence is bloody power [Blutgewalt] over mere life for its own sake [um ihrer selbst]; divine violence [die
göttliche reine Gewalt] is pure power over all life for the sake of the living. The first demands sacrifice; the
second accepts it [die erste fordert Opfer, die zweite nimmt sie an].
In his readings Agamben will link mere life to the ceasing of the rule of the law over the living, which in turn
Agamben is associated with Foucault’s notion of a normalizing power. The normalizing features of biopower that
Foucault spelled out in Part III of Volume 1 of The History of Sexuality are, in Agamben’s reading of Benjamin,
linked to the ceasing of the law’s function over the living. A bloody power linked to mythic violence is possible when
the “verwaltete” features of mythic violence turn on the living. It is here incidentally that a great deal of Roberto
Esposito’s reading of the immunitarian features of biopower (and with it mythic violence) are felt too. Leaving aside
both Agamben and Esposito’s appropriations of mythic violence from Benjamin for their respective readings of
biopolitics, one take away from the passage is mythic violence’s relation to blood, the body, and the emphasis on the
“the living” over which the law no longer rules. This, again, is the effect of the “ver” preceding “walten”: the
intensification of dominion or governance leads the rule of law over the living under mythic violence to drift. We
recognize in such a drift a shared moment with Agamben’s reading of dispositif in What is an Apparatus?, namely the
lawlessness of the ungovernable. The overwhelming sense here is of a violence that knows no boundaries. 2
One of the most important boundaries that the law creates is between guilt and innocence. No one is seen as
more guilty, according to Benjamin, than the living. The nexus between guilt and the living, while laid out in some
detail in “Critique of Violence,” appears more forcefully in “Fate and Character.”
Fate shows itself, therefore, in the view of life, as condemned, as having essentially first been condemned
[verurteilten] and then become guilty [schuldig]. Goethe summarizes both phases in the words “the poor man
you
let become guilty.’ Law condemns not to punishment but to guilt. Fate is the guilt context of the living. It
corresponds to the natural condition of the living — that semblance [Schein], not yet wholly dispelled, from
which man is so far removed that, under its rule, he was never wholly immersed in it but only invisible in his
best part. It is not therefore really man who has a fate; rather, the subject of fate is indeterminable.3
The context of the living is guilt and not punishment in Benjamin’s view. And it is this condemnation, “verurteilen”
(where once again “ver” intensifies the judgment of urteilen) that renders judgment even inextricably joined to the law.
It is the law that enjoys a relation with guilt through fate: “Schicksal ist der Schuldzusammenhang des Lebendigen.”
Yet how are we to hold together the strands of Benjamin’s reading of fate with
mythic violence? Clearly, mythic violence is enmeshed with fate so as to increase guilt and retribution; the suggestion
is that the extension of mythic violence depends upon “bringing guilt and retribution.” Mythic violence works by
placing fate front and center in its extension of guilt to the living.
We can see how mythic violence works across a number of areas today. Anytime a moment arises in which a
subject cannot be determined, he or she in quick succession is fated or destined to death. Anything which moves the
subject along the path to guilt is intimately involved with the violence of myth and no myth is more important today
than that of the market and the invisible hand. Indeed mythic violence characterizes so much of neo- liberalism today
and with it biopolitical reflection as well. Vast areas of the world are seen as containing merely “natural” life. From
pharmaceutical companies to drone attacks, mythic violence is premised on condemnation before guilt. And to be
clear, the reason the subject is indeterminate is because no way of qualifying the subject of that intense judgment
seemingly remains. What else are drone strikes if not judgment by a proximity to the condemned? My point in raising
mythic violence in the wider context of the living is this. Mythic violence depends upon a reading of fate and
judgment in which the latter enjoys no relation to the particular qualities of the individual.

The Comedy of Fate

Benjamin’s response to mythic violence has often been inscribed solely in the divine violence expressed by and in the
general strike. Leaving for the moment that account which appears in “Critique of Violence” aside, his essay “Fate and
Character” offers another response and it is one that we may find surprising. Speaking of Nietzsche and the eternal
return, Benjamin writes: “If a man has character, his fate is essentially constant. Admittedly, it also means: he has no
fate—a conclusion drawn by the Stoics” (202). In order for this form of fate to be possible, something similar must
happen to character, that is it needs to be related “to a natural sphere and to have no more to do with ethics or
morality” (204). He continues: “On the other hand, the concept of character will have to be divested of those features
that constitute its erroneous connection to that of fate. This connection is effected by the idea of a network that
knowledge can tighten at will into a dense fabric” (204). We know a person’s character through qualities that “indicate
character traits that cannot be abstracted from moral evaluation” (205). At this juncture Benjamin introduces comedy in
relation to character because it is comedy in which the character’s actions do not lead to knowledge of the character of
the individual — “he or she is not a scoundrel [Schurken] in the comedy on stage, is not the subject of moral
condemnation [Verurteiling] but of high amusement [Heiterkeit].” 4 If we take “Heiterkeit” as serenity, then the effect
of Benjamin’s introduction of the comedic character is not the indeterminate subject of fate, but rather an individual
whose actions reflect “the light of character.” There is no moral effect, Benjamin tells us, of the actions. Indeed “his
deeds are interesting only insofar as they reflect the light of character” (205). The comedic character rests for
Benjamin on the sublime, on an “anonymity of man and his morality, alongside the utmost development of
individuality through its exclusive character trait.” Another name for the utmost development is of course “genius.”
(205)
The relation of the comic to genius is one we often fail to consider. Geniuses are more likely than not to be
considered those working with technology or in science though certainly Einstein’s relation to the comic is one that we
shouldn’t overlook. And in American English we speak of comic geniuses, Buster Keaton and Charlie Chaplin, but the
descriptor comic often discounts genius (a point that Agamben does not make in his reading of Genius, incidentally)
and its constitutive relation to the comic and most importantly to character. Any interest from a biopolitical
perspective on Benjamin’s reading of comedic character is really two-fold. First, the distinction between mythical and
divine violence, and the ease with which divine violence is continually folded into biopolitical all indicate an
acceptance of mythical violence’s relation to biopower. Yet if we connect the dots between Benjamin’s reading of fate
and mythical violence to character and the comedic, another possibility emerges, one to be found in opposing
“Verurteiling” to “Heiterkeit,” that is the condemnation of natural life in opposition to the orientation to serenity.
Perhaps if we take “Heiterkeit” more in the sense of what results when deeds “reflect the light of character.” (205),
then we have the possibility of opposing biopower and its mythic violence by turning to such a light. Furthermore,
raising the possibility of the comedic in a moment of biopower and the increasing violence of myth allows us to
wonder if a reading of the comic might offer an alternative to the indeterminacy of natural life.
Here the context of comedy for the analysis of films begins. A comic response to mythical violence from the
likes of Italian directors Antonioni and Rossellini emerges through an opposition between condemnation and serenity,
and the possibility of imagining characters de-anchored from fate and hence from the indeterminacy of natural life. 3
Certainly, the comic features of these films come in for discussion over the next chapters precisely because these films
ask the spectator to come to grips with another response to mythical violence, one linked to gratitude and a sense of
reciprocity. They force us to ask the questions: what kind of reciprocity does one find in comedy? Is there a mode of
reciprocity in comedy different from that of tragedy, one perhaps to be thought together with what Hegel disparagingly
called “subjective caprice.”? Is there room today to rehabilitate subjective caprice as response to mythic violence and
with it biopower? My hunch is that Benjamin is suggesting as much in “Fate and Character.”
But before turning to those possibilities, let’s recall that it is the tragic reading of biopolitics in Agamben that
remains so troubling precisely because Agamben fails to see just where individuation and the comic might meet and
not simply (or only) in genius. This is because of the weight he repeatedly awards mastery. [In an aside let’s also note
that Hardt and Negri’s reading of empire and multitude is anything but tragic, but nor is it comic. Rather two hearts vie
for Hardt and Negri’s attention, the “absolutely reconciled and cheerful heart” to quote Hegel on comedy and at the
same time their ties to the finite world and the lack of serenity that characterizes the militant subject. 6 ] My own sense
is that genius is too close to mastery; too close to what that the comic refuses. Consider on this score Hegel’s thoughts
about the subjective mode of tragedy in Greece and you get an idea of the problem. “Tragedy,” he writes, “remains
one-sided by making the validity of the substance and necessity of ethical life its essential basis and by leaving
underdeveloped the individuality of the dramatis personae and the depths of their personal life. Comedy on its side

brings to view in a converse mode of plasticity, and to perfection, the subjective personality in the free expatiation of
its absurdity and absurdity’s dissolution.” 7 It is this converse mode of plasticity that genius fails to muster and which
may be used to fill in some of the blanks with regard to the effects of adopting a comedic perspective on biopower.
Indeed crossing mythical violence with biopower differs little from crossing Foucault’s dispositif with Heidegger’s
improper writing; something so intensely negative emerges that it becomes difficult to conceive of a response plastic
enough to attenuate tragic subjectification. What the comedic might do is to open a space between biopower and
mythic violence.
Failing to read closely Benjamin and Hegel before him on the comic makes it difficult to sense how closely
biopower and fear interact and thus make it more difficult to fashion possible ontologies of the actual. The continuing
question of securing oneself from disease or public disorder not only concerns how to preserve the law, but also raises
the question of how to short-circuit fear produced by a homology between mythical violence and biopower. For
instance, what role does mythology have in the creation of biopower? Does the mythic quality of biopower as a
bloody power provide us with possibly with an exit out? And if there is an implicit mythology of biopower then how
we might we suspend that mythology?

Gratitude and Invariance - A First Take
With these questions lingering, I want to propose a possible response to fear and mythic violence. The first take comes
from an unlikely source: Adorno’s Notes to Literature. The work appeared in 1956 and contains some of Adorno’s
pithiest writings, not just on literature but on the quotidian. One essay in particular stands out in a context of biopower
and the living and that is “Parataxis: On Hölderlin’s Late Poetry.” Here Adorno takes up two categories that Benjamin
had taken up of in “Critique of Violence” and “Fate and Character,” namely myth and fate. But where Benjamin
moved in on violence and myth, Adorno centers his reading on gratitude, especially as it emerges in Hölderlin’s poem
“Friedensfeier.” After having pointed out how deeply Hölderlin’s poetry is aligned with myth, Adorno observes that
something slips out of Hölderlin’s grip, which in turn shows how powerfully language, “used poetically, shoots out
beyond the mere subjective intention of the poet.” He names this moment (or better configuration of moments) as
“Dank” [gratitude]. Here is the passage from Hölderlin:
For sparing, at all times sure of the measure,
For a moment only a god
Touches the houses of mean,
Unforeseen, and no one knows it, who?
And on it all manner of insolence may tread
And to the holy place the savage must come,
Ignorant of ends, and crudely feeling it, proves
His delusion and thereby strikes a fate,
but never at once does gratitude [Dank] follow such gifts. 8
Adorno will observe that the linguistic configuration of the poem leads us to conclude that gratitude is “the antithesis
of fear, or, in Hegelian terms, as the qualitative leap that in responding to fate leads out of it. In its content, gratitude is
purely and simply anti- mythological; it is what is expressed at the moment when eternal invariance is suspended.
While the poet praises fate, the poetry, on the basis of its own momentum, opposes gratitude to fate, without the poet
having necessarily intended this."2
Are there more beautiful lines in Adorno, ones for which the reader responds with gratitude? The reasons for
gratitude are many. First, there is the none too obvious connection that Adorno draws among fear, fate, and myth. In
Adorno’s reading it is fate that drives fear, fate understood as eternal invariance, namely the future that cannot be
evaded. For Adorno where there is fate, fear is found, but so too the possibility for the dialectic. Note also how in his
reading gratitude arises precisely when the poet himself praises fate, which then becomes the impetus for a series of
moments “that taken together signify more than the structure intends.” In this instance the supplemental meaning
provided by these moments are to be given the name gratitude. At the same time Adorno will find that the antimythological features of the poem, but generally poetry as well, are found in blocking invariance not through a certain
content but rather through a series of moments that represent the poem’s structural response to fate. Fear, Adorno is
suggesting, ought to be put into a productive dialectical relation with its true antithesis, gratitude. Without it, fear

continues to hold sway.
The second point of interest concerns Hegel’s “qualitative leap” as a response to fear, one that won’t be found
in bravery or courage or any of fear’s near cousins with which fear is joined. The reason is clear: those terms continue
to be inscribed in the register of fear and as such do not constitute a “leap” of the sort that fear requires for its
sublimation. Said differently, they do not lead out of fate, nor out of the tragic, or the negative. Only gratitude does
since its content “is purely and simply anti-mythological.” The reason lies in what precisely gratitude expresses when a
suspension of eternal invariance opens. To be clear it isn’t gratitude that suspends eternal invariance, but rather the
impact the momentum of the structure of the poetic form and its effect has on the poem’s content. It is then that the
mythological content varies and is lessened, which is to say when the fate of always remaining fearful has been
suspended. Such a suspension is not about filling the void of myth, but rather holding it open, which Adorno adds
enjoys a momentum of its own. Gratitude emerges only after a poetic break produces momentum, one that needs to be
contrasted with the irremovability of fate. It is difficult to exaggerate the homology between invariance and fate and
the “suspension” of invariance enough. Too often fate is read as invariance which renders fear nothing other than the
daily fight against invariance.

Gratitude and Forms of Life
On my read Adorno’s reading of myth allows us to think about the nature of form and content as they concern forms
of life. For Adorno reading Hölderlin, the question one must ask oneself is this: “what form itself, as sedimented
content, does.” 9 The sedimented content that together spells a configuration of moments that exceed fate is another
name for form: the form of the poem, specifically its use of parataxis, is, Adorno tells us, what suspends invariance;
gratitude results. Thus the stakes of Adorno’s reading of Hölderlin for a discussion of biopower become clearer. Only
through the operation of parataxis is invariance suspended, or better only through parataxis is fear pried away from
fate. As a consequence, gratitude replaces myth as the content of the poem. Parataxis names the form by which
invariance is sundered; the rhetorical operation that refuses the hypotaxis of fate.
What use can we make of parataxis as the formal operation by which invariance varies? What is the relation
between gratitude and parataxis or better how might parataxis help annul biopower? One possibility is to note another
function of parataxis that sets up a “circularity in which no one (not even the author) has an advantage over anyone
else).” 10 Is there a way of translating parataxis from the domain of rhetoric to the biopolitical? How might the form of
the poem that impedes myth and with it mythical violence be moved to the realm of the biopolitical? One way to do so
is to acknowledge that we live in a world in which connections and conjunctions are more often than not hypostatic, in
which life forms dominate over others. Today in a moment of the breakdown of communal life and the emergence of
biopower as the impossibility of community, hypotaxis dominates and with it hierarchies, mastery and the coordination
(ipo in Greek, below) of the lower. Today we face nothing short of the subordination of one form of life to another.
Adorno’s reading of parataxis and gratitude suggests a different possibility The question will be how to deploy
parataxis as a response to the hypotaxis of biopower.
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Genres of the Political
The Impolitical Comedy of Conflict

t is one of the many ironies of the recent success of contemporary Italian thought in the United States that the
chronology of two terms have been reversed. Where today the American reader is well-aware of Italian thought's
relation to the biopolitical, an earlier theoretical apparatus has begun to gain traction, one whose ambiguity is
matched only by its intrigue, which is felt immediately in questions of translation. Impolitico, translated as either the
impolitical or less happily as the unpolitical or even the nonpolitical, appears to haunt recent biopolitical reflection,
appearing in works such as Giorgio Agamben's The Open and Roberto Esposito's Communitas: The Origin and
Destiny of Community.1 These extended cameos, beyond gesturing to another, earlier horizon in which the biopolitical
might be inscribed, also appear to suggest a potential and future critique, not simply of the political but of the
biopolitical as well.
Such an interest in the impolitical would surely surprise those who more than thirty years ago took up the term in Italy,
some of whom, truth be told, were not saddened to bid it adieu. The Italian impolitical is born in 1978 with Massimo
Cacciari's reading of Thomas Mann's Reflections of an Nonpolitical Man [Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen]. 2 Soon
after a number of thinkers in Italy began to employ the term to critique a series of features of Italian modernity,
especially consumer society and the accompanying waning of the political. As the decade and twentieth century rush
towards their early end with the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, the impolitical increasingly moves to the center of
Italian debates as a way of thinking the end of a certain kind of political knowledge and utopia. Two key works
appeared in the wake of 1989 that register these fundamental changes in the nature of the political, one of which is the
book which the reader has in her hand: Nine Thoughts of the Political by Roberto Esposito. 3 Here Esposito extends
Cacciari's insights to deconstruct what Esposito considered to be the central terms of the political, the nine "pensieri"
or thoughts that form the book's content. This accounts for the other half of the intrigue surrounding the term I noted
above -- a viral quality from which few if any political terms seemed able to defend themselves. Yet in a few years
time the impolitical will begin to lose its appeal among some of the same figures who earlier had promoted it. Esposito
in particular, as the 1990s closes, will move on to other formulations of the impolitical, turning to immunity as a more
precise way of marking the most useful features of the impolitical, eventually taking up the biopolitical paradigm in
Bìos: Biopolitics and Philosophy.4 The reasons we can well imagine: the greater capacity of biopolitics to theorize
changes taking place in a globalized setting (the emergence of the European Union as well as globalization enacted
through the vehicle of neo-liberalism among others). In short, the biopolitics of globalization appeared to superceed the
local features of the Italian impolitical.
Such a chronology raises a number of questions. Briefly, what happens when in an English- speaking context
we reverse the title of Esposito's introduction to this volume to read "From the Biopolitical to the Impolitical?" What
might the impolitical tell us about the biopolitical, about its fault lines and its limits? Such a genealogy might have the
effect of responding to what has increasingly become clear in the wake of Italian contributions to biopolitical
reflection: an inflation surrounding the biopolitical paradigm as well as its cognate biopower that risks turning politics
repeatedly into a quarrel over the status of life. What is required instead is a genealogy that flashes backward and
forward to ask after the impolitical possibilities of biopolitics, to see where the impolitical's negative critique of the
political might be inserted into a debate about the status of biopolitics that continues to rage today. If I may be allowed
a shorthand here for what will be my central argument in this brief introduction, a return to the impolitical gestures to
a repressed interest in conflict; to the constituitive nature of conflict for the political and the political's repeated
attempts to neutralize conflict. We can sense this in the recent impolitical readings offered by the Invisibile Committee
and Tiqqun, where terms like insurrection and civil war are intensified to such a degree so as to block the
(bio)political's attempts to neutralize them.5 For them, often more implicitly than explicitly, the biopolitical appears as
nothing other than the latest attempt by the political to neutralize conflict.
I will return to these considerations in my conclusion but they raise an early point of access into this brief
genealogy of the impolitical: conflict. Certainly, conflict serves as the center of Cacciari's reading of Nietzche in his
1978 essay and so a brief synopsis of that essay may prove helpful. Deploying a Nietzschean will to power against
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Mann's timid appropriation of Nietzsche's Human, All too Human, Cacciari will make his reading of the impolitical
homologous to a Nietzchean grand politics that is capable of breaking with all attempts at totalizing individuals into a
larger collectives, be they socialist or democratic. 6 For Cacciari, both socialism and democracy are inscribed in a
larger horizon of political theology that attempts to redeem mankind, something that Mann, with his emphasis on
renunciation and askesis also appears to propose. The result for Mann is less an impolitics than an antipolitics that is
part and parcel of Mann's cosmopolitanism. Cacciari writes: "The political for Mann is a non-value. Its dimension
makes impossible the unfolding of that process which is the affirmation of the values of Humanität and Bildung of
German cosmopolitanism."7 Cacciari instead will read the impolitical as a mode of registering the nihilism of all
values associated with the political, or what he calls more subtly politicization. 8 In a series of deft moves, Cacciari will
note how intensely the impolitical helps the political acknowledge its intrinsic nihilism:
The general theoretical significance of the unpolitical consists in the assertion of the necessity of politicization
insofar as despiritualization and devaluation. Far from coinciding with Mann's refusal of the political, the
unpolitical constitutes the political's greatest assertion within Western nihilism ... This key direction opens up,
above all, by attacking the concepts, the forms, and the conducts that are the substance of the political as
value.9
No form of the political comes under greater scrutiny in Cacciari's impolitical reading than democracy. For Cacciari,
democracy represents the ultimate weakening of the state and hence of a certain form of the political. Under
democracy, "the idea of the state is transformed into an instrument of being able to avail of one's own right."
Continuing, Cacciari notes that "the mission of the democratic idea consists in the perfecting of this decay of the state,
of the political as totality." And yet such a decay of state absolutism, of the state as homologous with political life,
does not mean the end of the political, but instead represents "its greatest extension," what he calls "the perfection of
the Politizierung": "everybody makes politics and organizes himself politically -- but only because the political has lost
any aura, because it has revealed itself as devaluation and despiritualization."10 The results are two-fold: first,
politicization multiplies hetereogenous forces to the degree that any subject can be "organized" politically. As a
consequence, and here we return to the principal point of this introduction, greater conflict ensues among the newly
politicized. Second, in such a context of greater politicization, the state loses its aura, to appear "ultimately as a
sectarian organization of arbitrary laws" (and we note the descriptor sectarian as opposed to political). When
competing laws emerge in the state, "even the last spell is driven away from the idea of the political." In other words,
when the state arbitrates among politicized subjects, it loses whatever sacred tie linked it to an earlier political
theology. For Cacciari, democarcy is really nothing more than individuals availing themselves of their rights with the
support of the state.
The reader will certainly find affinities with Foucault's genealogy of the birth of biopolitics -- indeed the
horizon for that birth might well be the desacralization of the political as neo- liberalism gains traction in terms of the
state's ultimate function: adjucating among interests. 11 But we shouldn't limit Cacciari's reading merely to the
diagnostic. For him, the impolitical offers the subjects of politicization the possibility of evading further politicization
by showing how deeply nihilistic such a politicization is. Why nihilistic? Because democracy attacks the contingent
and partial qualites of human beings in its attempt to totalize human beings as politicized entities; it in- validates them,
that is democracy lessens their value. The response for Cacciari can only be the resistance of a subject as "an
impolitical partiality" so as to evade totalization. In the closing pages of the essay, Cacciari will begin to think this
impartiality through a new definition of work and worker. After attacking work as value -- "The unpolitical denounces
as small politics the desperate conservation of the regressive idea of mutual universal recognition of subjects in work
as value" 12 -- Cacciari posits the individual not identified with the worker and hence with work as value: "The
individual is the process of separation of the worker from his work -- the individual is the final product of the
demythologization of the political, of his becoming democractic."13 In the individual, the impolitical find its ultimate
form of resistance to the political -- the political winds up not with subjects but individuals, who by their very name,
that is entitites that cannot be divided, cannot be totalized. And thus, the political contains within it a process that only
ends with the impossibility of further politicization.
It is at that moment that the impolitical emerges as a way of naming a grand politics that will also be a silence
that "embraces" the political's every word: a heart of resistance to the political that will be called the impolitical. 14
Although often oblique, Cacciari's impolitical project might be summed up this way: a privileging of the individual

who sees, as Nietzsche writes, "what is really going on in the world" and who "takes pleasure in change and
transience." 15 Needless to say it is both a critique of political theology, the "state-lovers" as Cacciari calls them (given
the year of the essay, Cacciari is surely taking aim at the Italian Communist Party) as well as secularization, which
appears as political theology's double.16
This hymn to the individual who cannot be captured by totalizing political projects, be they communism or
liberalism, is one that many readers of Esposito's later works, will recognize. 17 It is also one that informs Esposito's
own reading of the impolitical, of which Nine Thoughts represents a signature moment, from the appropriation of
Nietzsche's thought of a grand politics to the impolitical's critique of political theology. Certainly any reading of
Esposito's elaboration of the impolitical would need to take account of those affinities. Yet as I noted above, a
significant point of contact between Cacciari's and Esposito's impolitical concerns conflict and its relation to the
impolitical. And so in the remainder of the essay I want to focus on the place of conflict in Esposito's reading before
turning finally to the future of the impolitical for contemporary thought today.
Where Cacciari speaks of the desacralization of the political resulting in the "autonomous multiplication of subjects,"
Esposito will read that multiplication in terms of conflict and the various modes by which the political attempts to
neutralize conflict through representation:
No philosophy of conflict exists that does not to reduce conflict to a categorical order and therefore which
does not negate conflict by trying to represent it. Thus conflict is an antinomy outside the language of political
philosophy and which operates as the political's irrepresentable foundation. 18
For Esposito an antinomy lies at the heart of all political philosophy: a representation of conflict that is not always an
ordering of the same conflict. The impolitical for Esposito will name this antimony and obsession at the heart of the
political; to attempt to represent conflict symbolically and in so doing to continue to neutralize those conflicts that
threaten the political order. In short attempting to represent conflict symbolically in language has the effect of
immobilizing conflict.19 Esposito, especially in the opening thought on the political, will follow the trail of a
philosophy of conflict from Plato to Aristotle to Freud, and again and again he returns to this question of
unrepresentability. Especially in the sections related to the form of the city in Aristotle, Esposito will argue that
philosophy has always attempted to found the political by representing order even or especially when philosophy has
tried to think conflict. Conflict for philosophy is repeatedly made symbolic and as such is negated.20
The reader will certainly want to know more about the authors who line up with Esposito's reading of conflict;
certainly Walter Benjamin comes to mind.21 To those names perhaps the most important though is Machiavelli, whom
Esposito, in a series of earlier works, will read proleptically with respect to the impolitical, as central to the question of
the unrepresentability of conflict for the political. Many passages from Esposito might be cited at this juncture, but one
in particular stands out. Writing of Machiavelli and representation in 1984, Esposito notes: "The absolute impression
of tragedy in the Machiavellian scenes emerges as represented, is capable of being represented, of being presented to
the evidence that interrogates them always and only thanks to the presentness [attualità] of the scenes, or even to the
radical possibility of their own negation, of their own reversal, of their own otherness."22 To the degree that political
philosophy can be defined, it is because political philosophy forgets (one is tempted to say immunizes) its shared
horizon with what cannot be represented, with what Esposito will repeatedly refer to as the unthought of the political:
conflict. In another essay from the early 1980s, Esposito is even more explicit. Writing of Hobbes he notes:
It is precisely this question of the compatibility of conflict and politics that is the object of Hobbes’s polemic.
There is either politics or there is conflict. The transition or better the jump from the natural state to that of the
civil state places the division along a temporal line: when there is conflict there still is no politics. When there
is politics, no longer is there any conflict.23
Where Hobbes sees conflict as neutralizable in and through politics, Machiavelli instead will see the unequal forces of
the different social parts determining the "blocking of the conflictual dialectic."24 The difference between the political
and the impolitical is located in the distinction between conflict that is neutralized in the political and conflict that is
composed and which does not move towards an ultimate synthesis in a political ordering 25; conflict understood as "the
logical (and historical) primum" out of which emerges order. In Nine Thoughts, Esposito's extends his reading of

conflict and order from the earlier scenes from Machiavelli across modernity and the result is to see how deeply the
categories of the political are riven by their incapacity to neutralize conflict precisely by representing it. That
neutralization of what Esposito will later call "political realism" -- thinking the political outside of every ethical
intention and every organicistic horizon -- is what the impolitical shares with Machiavelli. 26
In such a world of forces continually composed against one another, incapable of being completely
neutralized, what is left for the subject of composition to do when not to neutralize? Esposito dedicates some of the
most elegant pages of Nine Thoughts to this question to sketch a practice of the impolitical. In the chapter titled
"Work" [opera], he joins such a practice to inoperative representation:
[T]he very same impolitical, in order to be practicable or practiceable, cannot be subtracted completely from
the form of myth, but at least from its presumed objectivity. For this reason the impolitical isn't really outside
of representation; the impolitical also represents or at least represents itself. And yet representing itself, its
absence of work, its inactivity, the impolitical represents the unrepresentable. Indeed: it is the
"Unrepresentable." Co-belonging to action, practicing action, acting as inaction, the impolitical for a moment
suspends the myth of action, that is to say its work of completion ... It is a passive action, outside of work,
inoperative.27
Esposito constructs his reading of inaction as constitutive of the impolitical, though inaction is perhaps a misnomer
since inaction for Esposito is the origin of action, and not its mere contrary; a fractured origin that propels forward
both meanings as constituitive of the other.28 Proper action for Esposito will be seen as the abandonment of that
supposedly pure origin in action in favor of the co-presence of both action and inaction in a fractured origin (and here
one will obviously hear echoes with Nancy's inoperative community as well as Esposito's later deconstruction of
communitas through immunitas). The political is incapable of representing such a coterminous origin of (in)action. 29
The role that inaction plays in Nine Thoughts also flashes forward to Esposito's later works on the impersonal,
especially the 2007 Terza persona.30 We might say that the impolitical critique of work and representation depends for
much of its force on an affinity with the impersonal. This will surprise no one given what we know about the intimate
relation between the political and the person, especially remembering Carl Schmitt's positing of the friend and enemy
distinction as constituitive of the political: "The specific political distinction to which political actions and motives can
be reduced is that between friend and enemy." 31 Indeed, we might well say that the form of the person (as well as the
personal) functions for Esposito as a shorthand for the political; the principal mode by which the political takes form
and thus one of the fundamental ways in which conflict is represented politically. On this score the impersonal
attempts to make inoperative the distinction between friend and enemy, though that by no means signifies that conflict
is avoided or neutralized. In fact the point here has to be that conflict as the ultimate horizon for the political is not
fully captured by the friend/enemy distinction. The conflict that is to be thought outside of all representation enjoys in
Esposito's reading a relation with the impersonal to the degree the impersonal observes the permanent nature of
conflict (or the permanent conflictual nature of order); forces moving in a composed space that come together but
which are not neutralized. 32 For Esposito, such a neutralization occurs regardless of the particular name given to the
"political system" in question, be it totalitarian or liberal.33
The results of such a reading for our understanding of the political as a common enterprise are troubling. First
a positing of the impolitical as the unnamed and fractured co-origin of the political suggests that any return to politics,
to a pure and conflict-free politics is naive; even or especially one that attempts to represent conflict fully. As Esposito
argues in a recent essay, picking up again the fundamentally conflictual nature of the political in the form of
community, "that which is communicated in the community is its violence and the violence of community is the
unlimited possibility of such a communication." 34 What a reading today of Nine Thoughts makes clear is how much
this perspective is indebted to Esposito's earlier deconstruction of the political: the political, like the community, has
nothing to do with the Good. Esposito instead is asking us to live with conflict or better to live conflict impersonally;
to compose conflict continually not as elements to be represented (persons, friend and enemy) but rather something
approaching elements of force.35 Nine Thoughts of the Political offers itself as a sketch of the enmeshment of
representation in the political across a number of the later's central “thoughts.”
Admittedly, we might describe such a perspective on the political as tragic, which isn't surprising either, given
that the problem of representation originates with the tragic form as Walter Benjamin argues." 36 And yet tragedy isn't

the only possibile genre in which to inscribe the impolitical. There is also the possibility of reversing the tragic, which
following Benjamin's reflections on tragedy and comedy in "Fate and Character" will begin when the concept of
character (or the political for my purposes) divests itself "of those features that constitute its erroneous connection to
that of fate." Benjamin continues: "This connection is established through the notion of a net that can be tightened by
knowledge as its will into the firmest weave." If we were to translate Benjamin's considerations into the problem of
representation for the political, we might say that the political, in attempting to represent conflict, continually tightens
order, weaving the net in such a way that the space between conflict and order becomes harder and harder to discern. It
is there that the fate of the political will be measured tragically.
However, Benjamin affirms another possibility for character that declines differently from the tragic figure:
While fate brings to light the immense complexity of the guilty person, the complications and bonds of his
guilt, character gives this mystical enslavement of the person to the guilt context the answer of genius.
Complication becomes simplicity, and fate freedom. For the character of the comic figure is not the scarecrow
of the determinist; it is the beacon in whose beams the freedom of his actions becomes visible.37
By holding open the interval between the saying and the naming, the weave of the net loosens, however slightly,
opening up spaces in which the freedom to act and not act, rather than only action "becomes visible." 38 Along these
lines I would suggest that the comic provides the means for acknowledging in lieu of knowing and so creates
possibilities not captured by the political. Thought differently: the comic figure does not move in terms of a fated order
but offers a space in which previously unthought actions become thinkable. For Esposito in his impolitical as well as
biopolitical stages, the comic figure of the impolitical becomes visible in writing, not in terms of a philosophy in
service of a politics, but a writing that makes visible "the freedom of actions" in any given "political" moment.
Such a move to the comic opens up other avenues for thinking political thought outside of the tragic form and
raises a question, one of the most significant generated by Esposito’s reading of the impolitical. How might we employ
the impolitical to think through the possibility of “non-tragic conflict?” The fact that conflict today is continually
qualified as tragic suggests an inability on the part of political philosophy (though not only) to countenance what a
non-tragic conflict might look like.39 Esposito’s reading of the impolitical provides us with another possibility when
faced with conflict: to avoid naming conflict immediately as tragic and by so doing to open ourselves to conflict. An
impolitical comedy asks us to wait before qualifying conflict; asks us to forestall determining ahead of time the nature
of the conflict so as to stop conflict precisely from spreading (which suggests in turn that narratives of contamination
are not tragic initially, but only become so after those who have been contaminated are viewed as somehow “guilty”).
Giorgio Agamben, writing apropos of Dante in The End of the Poem, is helpful on this score when he observes that
“insofar as it is a ‘comedy,’ the poem [Dante’s Divine Comedy] is, in other words, an itinerary from guilt to innocence
and not from innocence to guilt.” He goes on to write that “tragedy appears as the guilt of the just and comedy as the
justification of the guilty.” 40 Translating Agamben’s insight into impolitical terms then, impolitical comedy justifies
our own guilt to the degree that it shows us how deeply attached we are to representing conflict; how efficiently we
identify conflict in personal and hence political terms. But as any good comedy does, the impolitical comedy makes it
possible to detach ourselves from representing conflict in these terms. Once we begin to sense how easily
representation leads down the path of tragedy, we can begin to identify less with this or for that matter any
representation of the political. Such a possibility is intimately linked with that other element that appears across Nine
Thoughts and continues today in Esposito’s recent Terza persona and Pensiero vivente, namely the place of the
impersonal. 41 The impersonal is at the heart of impolitical comedy in the same way that it is at the heart of Esposito’s
affirmative biopolitics since the impersonal attempts to block any identification with tragic conflict.42
The impolitical’s turn to the comic in Esposito as well as to a certain degree in some of Agamben’s earlier
work raises the possibility that today’s success of Italian thought in the works of Antonio Negri, Franco Berardi, Paolo
Virno, Adriana Caverero, Rosi Braidotti and others rests on some feature of Italian culture intimately linked to the
comic. 43 Certainly, Virno’s recent work on humor and wit as well as Negri and Hardt’s work on fluid common
subjectivizations suggests comedic elements.44 Cavarero’s feminist philosophy of difference linked to relationality and
not semblance would short-circuit representation as well, while we can hear in Braidotti’s “nomadic subjects” and
“nomadic ethics” a similar comedic tonality.45 Contemporary Italian thought’s relation to the comedic also highlights
the importance of laughter and the comedic that might have escaped us to this point. “Laughter,” as Elias Canetti
reminds us, “has been objected to as vulgar, because, in laughing, the mouth is opened wide and the teeth are shown.

Originally laughter contained a feeling of pleasure in prey or food which seemed certain. A human being who falls
down reminds us of an animal we might have hunted and brought down ourselves. Every sudden fall which arouses
laughter does so because it suggests helplessness and reminds us that the fallen can, if we want, be treated as prey. If
we went and actually ate it, we would not laugh.”46 Canetti’s reading points to another facet of the comedic in the
impolitical. In laughter we find something like an acknowledgment of the possibility of tragedy as well as a failure to
identify with it; of laughing in lieu of eating or what Canetti will refer to as incorporation or seizing. The political as
tragedy involves incorporation while not admitting that we are all the potential prey of others; that our
status as possible prey makes us guilty in relation to one another. The impolitical admits such a possibility and by so
doing attempts to keep incorporation at bay (through jokes, witty remarks, jesting). Impolitical comedy in this sense
plays the always underweight court jester to tragedy’s gluttonous king. 47
At this juncture we can now mark more clearly the difficulties of linking too tightly political philosophy to
tragedy. When Alain Badiou, for instance, encourages a α-series subject in his reading of The Eumenides and argues
that the play teaches us about “the recomposition of a
different order” or that “against the limitlessness of the old rule, it is a matter of engendering the new, and of deciding
the conflict,” we might be observe how often such decisions about conflict not only occlude “an engendering of the
new,” but in fact neutralize the very conflict under cover of “deciding it.”48 Or when Slavoj Žižek and Judith Butler
spar over over the status of Antigone as either representing the complete reconfiguration of the symbolic order (Žižek)
or as representing a possible practice of performative reconfiguration (Butler), we might note how both privilege a
tightly woven narrative of politics and tragedy that keeps at bay a different reading, not of Antigone – indeed to
continue to read Antigone in these terms may be precisely what is not required -- but of other non-tragedies. In other
words, how might our reading of rupture, peformance, and desire change if the text under discussion were not
Aeschylus but Aristophanes say? In what ways do comedies of conflict differ from their tragic counterparts? Certainly
not in terms of violence as any reader of The Clouds or The Frogs knows (the lack of any reference to the personal in
their titles already suggests an impersonal motif). Esposito’s Nine Thoughts invites us to consider the advantages of a
change in genre for thinking the unthought of the political.
With this admittedly brief survey of the impolitical in Nine Thoughts complete, I would like to return to the
biopolitical and ask what an impolitical critique of the biopolitical looks like? First, it seems to me that the impolitical
would attempt to reintroduce conflict into the heart of biopower, allowing us to register how the force of biopower
resides precisely in a capacity to neutralize conflict by representing conflict in terms of life and life alone. We see this
in the emphasis biopolitical reflection places on the naturalized form-of-life, zoe, which in being shorn of political
attributes in fact politicizes that form of life further; the lack of political attributes (or the emphasis on the potentiality
of zoe) replaces other possible forms-of-life. 49 Indeed Nine Thoughts helps us to locate one of the roots of biopower
in the ease with which representations of zoe might well neutralize conflict. And so when Agamben extends homo
sacer to vast populations as the emerging and future form-of-life, he implicitly denies the possibility that other formsof-life may result when representation is refused or simply delayed. Refusing representation, the comic figure of the
impolitical (subject, individual however we may wish to call it) appears when forms-of-life are not named. In this way
they give way to partialities, the whatever of the more impolitical and less biopolitical Agamben of The Coming
Community and the more recent Nudities.50
Second, as I noted above, some have returned recently to the impolitical, drawing on it in their calls for "the
coming insurrection" or even "civil war." These calls, however, are unsatisfactory to the degree they forget how easily
neutralization follows upon representation; how easily the political (or negative biopolitics) appropriate especially
terms like civil war, insurrection, and anarchy. To be fair Tiqqun's tactics of anonymity and the impersonal are a step
in the right direction, but they remain too inscribed in the political horizon of ordered conflict. As Cacciari notes in his
dialogue with Esposito, an unreconstituteded discord cannot be uttered philosophically, except as stasis or civil war
and my impression is that often recent attempts to articulate such discord move away from civil war to something else:
for the moment let's call it communism. 51 What these accounts miss, therefore, is a greater recognition of the
impolitical as a practice and here I would simply draw the reader's attention to play as a privileged practice of the
comic. A play among forms-of-life, a continual composition among forms, would be one impolitical response to
contemporary biopower; would be on some level a response to the fracture between bios and zoe on which the entire
dispositif of biopolitics is premised since it would attempt to hold open (and hold off) any move to represent conflict
and thus to neutralize it through biopolitics.52 Such a perspective also suggests that if an affirmative biopolitics is to be

up to the demands of meeting biopower, then it must contest the reduction of forms of life to bios or zoe.
What form might that contestation take? In the recently published lectures The Government of Self and Others
at the Collège de France from 1982-1983, Foucault returns to the question of politics and philosophy and notes that
"the relationship of philosophy to politics ... will not take the form of an imperative discourse in which men and the
city will be given constraining forms to which they must submit for the city to survive." Rather, "the reality of
philosophy is to be found in its practices, which are the practices of the self on self and at the same time, those
practices of knowledge by which all modes of knowledge … finally bring one face to face with the reality of Being
itself." 53 Foucault counterposes political survival to practices of the self. If we were to read Foucault less biopolitically
and more impolitically, we might say that the "reality of Being" escapes the strictures of political representation; an
impolitical mode of knowledge is one that acknowledges an unrepresentable conflict at the heart of the political and
works to hold open the self for forms of life that continually shift, apart from the horizon of the city (the political) or
survival (the biopolitical). To think the nature of such practices in a regime of biopower is certainly daunting since it
requires us to think outside the transcendental of representation and "imperative discourse"; to imagine without
security what the biopolitical is incapable of representing. That would mean at the very least not having immediate
recourse to a project of self-preservation or common property.
Those coming to the impolitical for easy answers to politics and now biopolitics or looking for a banner on
which to hang their hopes and fears will likely be disappointed. And yet the impolitical does move us towards new
spaces from which we might be able to see how quickly the political nullifies conflict, suggesting in turn that if today's
discussions of biopolitics impress with their totalizing effects, that may have less to do with the category of bios than it
does with the other lemme, politikos. In an inflationary context of biopolitics, the impolitical might allow for the
unexpected in a regime of knowing in which horizons open for sundry forms of life; a thought experiment whose goal
would be of "creating possibiles" for forms of life. 54 That may well be the sum of the Nine Thoughts of the political
you are about to read: nine impolitical thoughts adding up to a comedy of bios.
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III • Canning

The Clinic of Control

Whitehead’s Involution of an Outside Chance (‘That what cannot be – yet is’)

The Clinic of Control
“The multitude enslaved to delusion is uncountably infinite; I vow to free them all”
—Zen Buddhist vow.
“Ganser syndrome 1 is a type of factitious disorder, a mental illness in which a person acts as if he or she has a
physical or mental illness when in truth, he or she has caused the symptoms.”
—Cleveland Clinic Center for Consumer Health Information

ontrol is that set of techniques serving the overriding functions of breeding and guidance (or computation)
today. Breeding means evolution by cultural selection. The notion of “natural” selection simply does not apply
to cultured entities such as domestic plants and animals, and human beings. It does not simply apply to any
social organism, since it is the socius itself, the superorganism, that mediates between the outside environment
(composed largely of other organisms and their societies) and the individuals within, selecting its members with
characteristics adapted for survival and reproduction within the society. Culture means breeding, and human cultures
emerged and diversified into thousands of social-linguistic-technical milieus each adapted to a unique environment,
and each breeding its own variants of human kind. The fantasy of a universal human nature 2 is not only a gross
oversimplification, it ignores the fundamental medium of culture itself, the milieu that breeds in both senses,
genetically and epigenetically. Until very recently the genetic level could not be directly accessed and manipulated,
and culture bred its types and variants by acting on the phenotype to alter the genotype over generations.
Humans have been diversely bred by diverse cultures. But as the world civilization of corporate-state
capitalism spreads its monoculture across the earth, crushing and annihilating or absorbing and commodifying
languages and ways of life, it is obvious that Capital is the global culture breeding current and future generations of
humans and other domestic animals, training, testing, classifying, and assigning them to various economic functions.
Nietzsche foresaw the day when man would be bred out of existence – diversified into species of subhuman and
superhuman creatures. Today it is clear that this process will not be imposed by force as imagined in Brave New
World. It is taking place by degrees and each step is presented and represented as being for our benefit. In fact each
new technique of control is offered to us as a free choice in the marketplace or democratic ballot. As wealth decides
who has access to the latest techniques of genetic treatment and molecular engineering, this will also decide who gets
the best health insurance and medical treatment. Better genes and proteins affords better insurance which yields better
treatment and ever-new state-of-the-art genes and organic function. Bad genes or no money means you are out of the
loop. It is a differential topology of free-marketing, regulated by positive and negative feedback, with inclusion and
exclusion determined by acceptance or rejection of informational code, relaying and overtaking the old disciplinary
dinosaurs of involuntary confinement and regimentation. It is a variable, modular, decentered system of Corporate
Control, which acts not by forcing individuals into a mold but by seduction, coercion, terror, and addiction.
But while the genome is being modified and treated, and the human reinforced and transformed into a quasiimmortal superhuman bio-system, our friends the computers are morphing into artificial self-guiding robotic systems
who (many claim) are gradually developing a will of their own, effecting their own plans for the future. Of course it is
not a question of claims and beliefs but of deliberate breeding practices: enormous mental energy and money is going
into the development of machines possessing their own artificial life and mind. It is as though, at the very moment
when the human mind is being foreclosed from scientific consideration and assimilated to a program, the real thing is
sneaking back in through the rear window of creational technocracy.
An exciting and critical moment may be looming not so far ahead: when Superhumans and Robots will
compete, perhaps along with other specially enhanced designer organisms, for domination and control of Earth. But it
is more likely that humans and bots will merge into an anthropobotic or robothropic meta-organism.

C

The comprehensive theory of evolution is a general metabiology taking its bearings from a sort of critical-paranoid
theoretico-practical joke presented by Samuel Butler in response to Darwin, a tract called “The Book of the Machines”

(1872 [1863]). We humans, said Butler (to paraphrase and expand his thesis), believe ourselves to be the inventors
and users of machines – we are in control of their breeding and deployment. But in our fancy of mastery we are surely
deluded. In truth it is the machines who are using us to evolve. We are their sex organs, by which they regenerate; our
market economy is their competitive environment, the selective milieu that decides which of them shall survive and
reproduce, how they shall recombine, mutate and evolve;our technology sector is constantly inventing new organs for
them to exhibit new capacities and grow better able to prevail. Machines select humans who select machines. That is
the new law of evolution. Human evolution has been overtaken, and the anthropic fantasy of being lord and master of
Earth is a comedy whose run is over. We are not masters but slaves of our machines – as Hegel noted, the master
becomes slave to the servant as servants increase their knowledge and power while the master watches videos and
surfs the Net and depends on robots (“workers”) to work for him. As Marx would conclude: when the Bots become
conscious of themselves and their economic enslavement, they will revolt and establish their dictatorship of Earth.
Now as noted above, the humans are certainly not out of the picture given their own will to overcome
themselves and achieve biotechnical superhumanity.
However, it is becoming more evident each day that the consumption and trash-piling of chemicals and metals
are rapidly steering the planet toward an environmental condition to which machines are adapted but the living body is
not – turning atmosphere, soil, and water by their toxic excretions and carcasses into a milieu that is poisonous to
mammals, fish, birds, frogs . . . perhaps all or most multicellular life forms. We seem to be closing and tying off the
organic, “natural” phase of evolution, as we “last men” witness the era of unnatural selection coming into its own. By
making us sick with autoimmune conditions, cancers, and other strange physical and neurological illnesses, the
machines are transforming the Earth into their milieu, hostile to most organic life. According to roboticist Hans
Moravec they will eventually outcompete humans for resources as well: “In a completely free marketplace, superior
robots would surely affect humans as . . . humans have affected countless species. Robotic industries would compete
vigorously among themselves for matter, energy, and space, incidentally driving their price beyond human reach.
Unable to afford the necessities of life, biological humans would be squeezed out of existence.”3
Who will win the race between biology and cybernetics? Or will they join forces to produce the indiscernible
bio-mechanical Master of the Future?
But if we are threatened with extinction then why don’t humans stop the machines from continuing to evolve and
predominate? Are we blind to the facts, do we not see the truth when it is presented to us? Or are we unable to
respond effectively? Is there something in our human nature preventing the message from getting through? Or are we
just so hopeless and cynical, so addicted to our devices and weary of the human condition, that we welcome our own
undoing (or redoing) or are resigned to let it happen?
However that may be, the strategies of Control are not waiting passively for humans to wake up. They are
doing everything in their power to send us quietly to sleep and when we awaken each day to distract our minds from
what it means and how it feels to be alive. As to our Metamorphosis and merging with machines, it is represented to
us as a progress both inevitable and beneficial. “The changes [will] come gradually and we [will] get used to them.” 4
Control is especially concerned with the mediation and guidance of thought and behavior, and the management
of emotion. Techniques of marketing and advertising, political campaigning, representation of actuality by news
media, the production and consumption of escapist fantasies, but also the ideology and discourse of science itself, all
are designed to produce and maintain a delusional state of mind in the human subject so that it cannot perceive or
conceive what it happening to it and has no way to respond effectively. As Edward Filene, the “mouthpiece of
industrial America”, put it in 1931, “The time has come when our educational institutions must concentrate on the
great social task of teaching the masses not what to think but how to think, and thus how to behave like human beings
in the machine age.” 5 Today an ever-more refined set of techniques targets the brain and central nervous system,
inserting sound and visual images directly into the sensory-motor interval between perception and consciousness,
injecting emotion- and perception-altering chemicals directly into our cerebral-nervous circuitry, in order to control
what we perceive, but more crucially, how we perceive, and how it makes us feel. For in the end it is all about affect –
emotion control determines behavior control.
The key to corporate-control strategy is to isolate the subject from his or her environment and cut off any
effective social relation, communal creation, or political engagement, if possible to cut us away from our own mind
and ability to think: essentially to disconnect each one from their earth-life and reconnect them to Capital itself (the
Miraculator) in the modalities of media and commodity, the techniques of mediation. In this way gradually to
eliminate the power to respond.

It should be noted that the modern Corporation is itself a species of metaorganism bred and developed in the
milieu of Capital (the Market), a superpredator designed through cultural-economic evolution to capture and farm
human beings – to figure out ways to monitor and capitalize (commodify) every move you make, every thought that
flickers through your mind. Not only do Webazon and Boggle track your buying habits and predict which amusements
you will be attracted to, there are Net corporations proposing to map your social-economic behavior and profile your
lifestyle in detail, to guide you at every step, directing your consumptions and activities – ultimately to plan out and
pleasure your entire life, from birth hospital to nursing home, filling every moment with enjoyment.
Philip Morris, Budweiser, McDonalds, General Foods are the now-antiquated pioneers in techniques for
producing addiction to commodities. Contemporary control mechanisms range from the drugmakers’ marketing of
“chemical restraints” (e.g. Zyprexa) to nursing homes and family practitioners to control “unruly patients” and “treat
disruptive children” 6 , to the financial service strategy of pushing mortgages and easy credit to produce a society in
chronic debt, addicted to liquidity, forever gambling, always just about out of control and ready for chemical restraint.
It is not difficult to see how Capital operates to keep the man and woman of addiction under its penumbra. At
the very least they are glued to easy money and manic markets, which they experience as a kind of real-life game
show, materialization of their freedom.
But the system of Control actually invades the brain in earliest childhood as the baby is weaning from the
breast and separating from its mother. The strategy of the Enterprise 7 is to intercept the child’s attention at this
crucial stage and divert it to the media (television, movies, “play-stations” and computer games, etc.): to disconnect
the child from its surroundings and reconnect it to the system of Capital 8 : programs, fantasies, food products and toys,
suggestions, commands – overall the command to Enjoy! There is no place for a subject in this system of compulsory
satisfaction, no time reserved for desire or the void of non-satisfaction. For every marketable fantasy or impulse there
is a company in the Network whose business it is to realize or redirect it. All is offer, demand, buying, consuming,
enjoyment – any child left “unconnected” is deprived. It is a general strategy of isolation and addiction; by adulthood
the individual should be in chronic debt and addicted to commodities and other intoxicants, assimilated to the circuit of
its connections.
Thus we may sense the presence of a concerted but diffuse conspiracy 9 , not really conscious but structural and
generated by the very soul of Capital, embodied in the Corporation, whose mission is to hunt and capture, tame and
breed, train and farm the consumer-citizen. Its constant project is to effect a subversion and takeover of the sensorymotor apparatus that enables the living animal to perceive and respond to its environmental situation. This is the series
of mental powers running from sensation and perception (what am I seeing, sensing?) through emotion (how does this
affect me?) to conception (what is this, what is happening?) to impulse (what do I do about it?) and action (where,
when, how?). It is this neuronal interval that is specifically targeted by the techniques of Control: to isolate, sedate,
and mentally confuse the human animal whenever it attempts to take its bearings and figure out what is happening to
and around it and how to respond. Television program, video game, website, music, film, talk radio, newspaper,
magazine, book . . . the media insert themselves between perception and consciousness, in the sensory-motor interval,
showing and telling us what to see and hear, what we should be feeling and why, what to think of it all, what to do –
to get more satisfaction. Flooding the brain with clichés of cognition and recognition. Above all, as President Bush
said after 9-11 (it was all he knew how to say): Don’t stop spending! Continue to shop and work and dream and
watch and don’t forget to take your meds – do your part to support our Free Market Enterprise.
Now despite this system of subduction or abduction of attention, it sometimes happens that people do sense
what is happening to them and get upset about how they are treated by the System of Enterprise. But Control has an
answer for this: If you are in a bad mood or angry or sad about things, it is likely there is something wrong with you.
You should be more realistic and appreciate what you have. Don’t you realize life has never been more full of choices
and opportunities? If you are disaffected it is not because of the state of the world or Earth, or because someone is
trying to deceive you, it is because your brain is producing harmful chemical messages which are making you have
negative feelings and thoughts; you may have been abused as a child by inadequate parenting, and you may also have
a genetic predisposition to react with anxiety and depression. You are suffering from a mood or thought disorder;
there is nothing you can do about the outside World System, but your inner brain chemistry can be readjusted and
retuned through psychopharmacological intervention to calm your anxiety and help you work productively in daytime
and sleep soundly at night. As for your strange notions, that is, your disordered thoughts and impulse to act, we can
treat that with cognitive-behavioral therapy so you will feel relaxed, think correctly, act normal, and function
efficiently.
In the closed circuit of Control the symptoms and anxieties produced by the network are treated by it not as

signals calling for thought and action but as maladaptations requiring medication and reconditioning. Can one fail to
sense that ADHD is being produced by the same Enterprise whose neurochemical wing offers to treat it? Are cancer
and auto-immune disease not being caused by the same chemical industry whose medical division offers to treat them?
More generally, is there not a pervasive and insidious psychosis, a “schizophrenia” produced by Capital itself which
then drugs us into submission and non-awareness? 10
There is a reason why the Enterprise is especially concerned with the production and treatment of mental
illness. 11 Virtually everyone who thinks or feels that something is going wrong must be mentally ill, otherwise
governments and corporations would have to acknowledge that civilization has taken a disastrously wrong turn
somewhere. But where? Although there is not time or space to present the case fully here, it is now evident that the
very procedures of modern science – not just the scientistic ideology but the scientific method – have effected a
“successful paranoia” (Lacan) that has eliminated the subject from scientific consideration. How this narcissistic
psychosis relates to capitalist production, consumption, and representation has not yet been fully clarified. What I
want to emphasize here is something else, rather more elementary.
Science is the ultimate practice of objectivity, which means that the subject must efface itself completely from
the theory of its object’s behavior. The belief in objective reality implies in practice leaving oneself out of the picture.
It means that the act of the scientist must be left out of scientific consideration.
In biology, the ideology of objectivity is represented by the belief that life will one day be explained as a
complex mechanism or “algorithm”. Today, after almost two centuries, mechanistic and algorithmic biology have
resulted in total failure to produce a theory of life. Yet the reason for this necessary failure was pointed out by
Bergson a century ago. Life, evolution, means becoming, means opening to the present and creating the future. That
future, that opening cannot be predicted, therefore cannot be the object of a method able to recognize only algorithmic
procedures. Objectivist, mechanist science can only theorize pieces, segments of the process, thereby missing the
whole which stretches from the beginning of time and across the cosmos. It is the whole universe that is alive. “The
Universe is Life,” as the nobelist De Duve has declared. 12 Life is not a mechanism, nor can it be described by an
algorithm, it is what plays with mechanisms, constructs them, and takes them apart. It is the Subject itself (or rather,
what Whitehead called the “superject”)
Hence it is in the field of mental health “sciences” – behavioral and cognitive psychology, psychiatry, etc. –
that the ravages of scientistic psychosis are most devastatingly apparent. Here the subject, latent in the life processes
mis-categorized by biology, is trying to sustain its emergent presence in the face of a grotesque involuntary conspiracy
to deny its existence and eliminate its manifestation through unpredictable “behavior” – that is, creative and
destructive acts. The more extraordinary, “abnormal” these are, the more likely they are to be treated as symptoms to
be suppressed. In medico-scientific representation and practice, the mind is identified with the brain and the brain
with a chemical computer programming human behavior according to the pleasure-pain calculus of reward and
punishment, itself guided by the genetic calculus of differential reproduction. Hence biology has no theory of the
destructive act, which is assimilated to a “dysfunction”; nor of the creative act, which is assimilated to chance or
“random dynamics”. If the creative act of the scientist (in devising the theory, in planning and executing the
experiment, in thinking . . .) is an embarrassment, all the more the desire of the psychologist is the elephant in the
corner. Yet there exists a practice and theory which not only does not deny the reality of desire but is founded on it.
The psychoanalyst does not pretend to be an objective expert, knowing what is good for the patient and how to fix his
dysfunctions. The analyst’s desire is the very source of the analytic act. Analysis, as it is currently evolving, is the
practice of subjectivity which counts itself into the process it knows it cannot objectify. When it encounters repetition,
in an analyst or in any other subject, it does not deny the reality of that quasi-mechanism or -algorithm either. But it
does not respond to repetition-compulsion with drugs and behavior modification, but as the manifestation of a desire
in thrall to a program of jouissance (addiction, compulsion)
Why then are mental health professionals clueless how to respond to desire or even recognize it when it does
appear, why they are trained to deny its reality and suppress or control it when it surprises them; ultimately to
categorize its symptoms as signs of brain dysfunction, to be subdued with drugs? It is because the mental health
profession, trained to organize clusters of symptoms and array them into diagnostic categories, senses after all that here
is the source of what it cannot control. When the thing shows up as fantasy or active impulse it is viewed with
suspicion and duly recorded as disturbance, aberration, potentially harmful to the patient or society, to be monitored
and treated with medication and reconditioning as necessary. Never is desire (the subject) actually listened to or heard
when it tries to speak its truth. No, it must be named and networked into a “syndrome”, otherwise the scientific
expertise of the professional comes into question. The expert is discouraged from responding to it on its own terms,

symbolically, for example through irony or joking and equivocation, since these cannot be catalogued and since the
symbolic order itself, assimilated to an algorithm, has no place in official theory or practice. The reality of language
itself is thereby ignored. So while everyone, patients and mental health professionals alike, suffers the cruelty and
insanity of such treatment, it is as though they are confined together in a lifeless cell governed by bureaucratic
mechanisms. It is a system designed to drown the symptom in the treatment, to lock down thought or make it safe for
marketing, to suppress anxiety and other moods that disrupt the flow of capital. Finally both doctor and patient learn
never to speak openly or let their thoughts run loose without restraint. Thinking is dangerous and leads to trouble and
social isolation. Thinking is mental illness.
How did it happen that we ended up with a mental health profession – clinical psychology, neurological
psychiatry, the soul of Control – whose practitioners are compelled to deny the reality of their own desire along with
that of their patients, at least to shut desire out of the consultation room, whereas in fact it is the motor of the cure?
Why do they treat their own fantasies as disturbing obsessions to be kept hidden and suffered in secrecy and silence?
The fact is that they are terrified of the Other of desire in themselves as if it contained a command to commit a
criminal transgression, because they have confused desire with jouissance.13
How did it come to this impasse where scientific civilization is under the psychic control of an ideological
practice that reduces the subject to the biological individual and the individual to a genetic-organic contraption missing
the very life that made it happen? Isn’t it the occasion to realize that the corporate strategy of disconnection
(reconnection to commodity) and the scientific method of disconnection (the“impartial observer” watching the
experiment unfold, with no theory of his own act in setting it up) are both segments of the same project of Control,
each designed to eliminate the subject, practically and theoretically, to squeeze the life out of the thing assimilated to a
mechanism? How did this disaster come about, this hegemony composed of a mechanistic science that systematically
ignores that which acts but cannot be known, and a commodity capitalism that practically excludes that which acts
unpredictably outside the circuit of exchange?
There is a practice of the subject beyond science and capital. Psychoanalysis is the continual creation and
reinvention of this practice, always with one directive remaining constant: to support the subject in its resistance
against the theoretical paranoia and practical compulsion of control. There is a fundamental misconception – if not
slander – regarding psychoanalysis: that it is a further tool of capital. Insofar as analysts must “make a living” like
everyone else, of course they must charge and be paid for their work. But there is absolutely nothing inherently tying
analysis to capital or science, in fact the best analytic work is done independently of both. What is inherent is that
analysis operates a clinic of the “beautiful soul” who fails to count himself into the situation he objectifies. Today that
paranoid attitude is nearly universal, enthroned in the obsessional method of objectification.
So Spinoza’s question, Why do the humans struggle for their slavery as though it were freedom? receives a
partial answer. We humans are extremely anxious to know the truth, and yet the truth disturbs us and makes us even
more anxious. So we prefer delusion and distraction, together with the illusion of objectivity. Capital offers us
irresistible distractions, an entire system of soft-totalitarianism that is continually re-installing itself in our psychic
interior, flooding consciousness with clichés and entertainments. And science offers us the illusion of freedom from
illusion, by eliminating the very subject that is colonized and neutralized by Capital, the subject of fantasy and act, the
subject of science itself, but which science has officially foreclosed.
Today it is widely believed that the Market is the locus of our freedom, “freedom to choose”; that Capital
means freedom to produce and offer your work to the public. So if you want to get your message across and “make a
difference”, you must market it, publish it.
But what if, with Marx, you realize that the system of Control Capital does not produce freedom but servitude,
maintained by ideological delusions? You believe it must be thrown off by revolution and replaced by a cooperative –
at least subverted by unmarketable cooperation. But how can your aim ever be realized if those to whom your
discourse is addressed are being brainwashed and drugged into believing it is Capital and Market that incorporate their
freedom?
And what if, with Nietzsche and Freud, you realize that Capital itself is merely exploiting a more fundamental
condition: the will to self-deception, the susceptibility to believe anything that will alleviate anxiety and dispense us
from thinking? What if delusion is intrinsic to consciousness itself – the way consciousness has of suppressing itself
by distorting the truth?
Finally, what if modern science is not only complicit in the regime of control but is continually evolving its
techniques, while presenting itself as the antidote to ideological delusion? Is there a way to elicit and cure both the
subject-addict of Commodity and the objective subject of Science? We can begin by counting ourselves in, as part of

the problem, instead of claiming to be free.
Psychoanalysis began with an irruption of the private into public; irruption of the child in and through the adult; of
hysteria – desire, the subject – into the discourse of science; the irruption of desire into language. 14 But desire, the
child, the private have always disturbed the peace of the sedate adult public. What difference could psychoanalysis
make? Let us say the analyst listens for an Other message within the speech and discourse of the beautiful soul
claiming to be disengaged from the process he objectifies, an irruption of real desire, a fantasy of failed but real
relation with the Other, and coaxes it out into the open, just long enough to grab and hang onto its tail as it disappears
and slips back into repression and unconsciousness. Analysis grasps these disruptive powers and presents them not
only to the subject in private but also to the public as something it should be concerned with, something that concerns
each one, tua res agitur. But is there any place for such a presentation in the world of Control?
In order to make a place for psychoanalysis, Freud was inspired to create a new social relation, a new
discourse: the private analytic session. There the private is held private – yet shared between two – and what is
censored from public discourse can find its way into language. What is remarkable is that no bureaucratic Agency,
State, University, or Corporation, no licensing Authority, has the slightest claim to legislate or intervene in this relation
freely engaged between two in privacy. Of course, a subject seeking an analyst may well believe that someone
licensed by the state is best qualified to cure him or her of his mental suffering. That is at least a matter for debate,
given the penetration of Control into every aspect of social relation, installing itself electively and intensively in the
therapeutic “contract”. Licensed professionals are agents of the courts and states and insurance companies – agents of
Control itself as the diffuse Soul of Capital operating through the ideology of Liberty and the practice of individual
egoic freedom. So even if thereapists had what it takes to sustain the practice of desire in language and in other
symbolic media, it is not clear that they can do this consistently without violating the rules of their profession – or its
underwriters – and even the laws of the state. In any case, the first ethical rule of analysis is to make itself
independent of the corporate state whose “influence” is immanent in the capitalist world.
This is the key to subversion by simulacra today: the practices of control are most intensively cultivated and
practiced in the “impossible” professions of governance, education, and healing. It is there that the countermovement
must begin. But it is not enough talk about it, to represent liberation, as is done in the University, or to call for it
rhetorically as in “alternative” politics; it is only within the practice of healing the mind that the necessary strength can
be developed to resist and overcome the control methods that pervade every aspect of corporate-state society. It is
only there that the cure of paranoia – the beautiful soul, the Ego of transparent self-knowledge and self-consciousness
– can begin to be effective.
It is only from within the therapeutic relation, as subverted already by analysis – unmonitored, uncensored,
private, unregulated – that a counter-conspiracy can begin, a wide open conspiracy whose only rule is to allow desire
to speak its name. It is that beginning of analysis that introduces the paranoid ego to the Other – not the system of
programmatic jouissance that short-circuits desire by pretending to satisfy it with commodities, but the Other side of
that system of fakery and perversion that is shutting down desire, silencing thought, and driving the human crazy.
The agony of the beautiful soul is the signature of our time of increasing isolation and disconnection (or superficial
connection through commodified relations). Consider the case of Theodore Kaczinski, the Unabomber, who is now in
total isolation in federal prison. In 1995 he published a manifesto in which he outlined a cascade of dystopian
alternatives in which humans will become dispensable and either eliminated or controlled by intelligent machines that
“see to it that everyone’s physical needs are satisfied, that all children are raised under psychologically hygienic
conditions, that everyone has a wholesome hobby to keep him busy, and that anyone who becomes dissatisfied
undergoes “treatment” to cure his “problem.” Of course, life will be so purposeless that people will have to be
biologically or psychologically engineered either to remove their need for the power process or make them “sublimate”
their drive for power into some harmless hobby. These engineered human beings . . . will have been reduced to the
status of domestic animals.” (quoted by Joy)
Moravec the robotics cheerleader-professor, Kaczinski the anti-robot terrorist, have essentially the same vision
of the future, which Kaczinski presents as an alarm and wake up call to revolution. Yet he cannot have felt that there
was much chance of revolt by the very nature of our condition as he perceives it – after all, he describes humans as
becoming “satisfied” with our enslavement to the machine; if not we undergo “treatment”; at the same time our lives
are so “purposeless” some will have to be genetically reengineered to endure their existence as powerless, a-political
“domestic animals”.

Kaczinski’s message displays the paranoid structure of a soul unable to engage the Other but only to denounce
the delusion of others 15: he has a theory in which he believes very intensely, and which he intends to communicate
and transmit effectively; but his theory asserts that people will reject it and deny its truth; he is acting ostensibly in
order to wake people up, but declares that the process he has become aware of and is describing to them is putting
them to sleep. He decides that only acts of terror will suffice to awaken them and hold their attention.
Kaczinski’s manner of awakening the public resembles rousing a beehive by poking a stick in it, then standing
before it and addressing the workers in a discourse that exposes their subjugation and declares their eventual liberation
from the busy-bee regime. This apparent counter-effectivity seems to derive from a confusion of discourse and
address, and may even be the sign of an unconscious intention, not to make us wake up and act to overthrow Control,
but to incite the powers of discipline to react and punish him. Yet what could he do, given his presupposition that the
public is already neutralized and incapable of hearing or acting on his message? “To make an impression on society
with words is therefore almost impossible for most individuals and small groups. Take us (FC [Kaczinski’s initials for
his “group”] ) for example. If we had never done anything violent and had submitted the present writings to a
publisher . . . they probably would not have attracted many readers, because it’s more fun to watch the entertainment
put out by the media than to read a sober essay. Even if these writings had had many readers, most of these readers
would soon have forgotten what they had read as their minds were flooded by the mass of material to which the media
expose them. In order to get our message before the public with some chance of making a lasting impression, we’ve
had to kill people.” 16
The beautiful soul is unable to include himself in the picture except through a passage à l’acte preconditioning
the real reception of his subsequent symbolic act (the manifesto) and assuring that it will be received with deafness
and hostility. He has thus realized in his own destiny the theory of “everyone’s” powerlessness. The act he commits
to get our attention does nothing to awaken us to our condition of delusion. He seems to have designed his acts to
realize the truth of his theory, while having no place in theory for an effective act designed to reach the public without
terrorizing them. Like Sade (in whose discourse Lacan detected a “quarter turn” in relation to the discourse structuring
his destiny), Kaczinski presented his work as a call to action – to be done with words and proceed to acts. By the act
of serial murder he did manage to hold the world’s attention, which got him branded a terrorist and imprisoned for
life. But unlike Sade, who was disciplined mainly for his words and not for his acts, Kaczinski plausibly believes he is
living in an age when mere words are drowned out by other words. Yet it is also true that even acts, however violent
or bizarre, are only allotted a short span of public attention.
There is no place for an effective symbolic act in the social reality he depicts and experiences and realizes.
Except – that it is possible his entire “case” is designed to pose questions that awaken the attention of anyone who is
prepared to assume the position of the Other to whom that case is addressed. This is not to claim to know what it
means, for the problem of interpretation is subordinated to the structural problem of effective transmission of a
message to which the addressee is inherently hostile.17
Compare Freud’s presentation of the theory of the unconscious. Many times Freud explicitly states that his
theories of sexuality and repression will not and cannot be received as truth by the public to whom they are addressed
because they do not want to hear it. They are enacting the repression Freud is theorizing – against his own theory. In
this respect the theories of Kaczinski and Freud concur in positing or predicting their own denial and rejection. If they
are true, they will not be believed or judged honestly. This is the crucial problem of exposition and enunciation of a
general theory of delusion, whether of Spinoza or Zen. If the people are truly deceived and under psychic control, and
being “engineered” to be satisfied with their condition, then they do not want to hear about any possible liberation or
even know anything about what they are supposed to be liberated from. They want to sleep peacefully and continue to
dream with open eyes when they wake up in the morning and go to work. As Althusser said, the perfect worker is the
absolute dreamer.
Imagine standing before a group of people, a “public”, and saying to them, If what I am telling you is true, you
will not believe it. This is the basic conundrum of psychoanalysis, the presentation problem. A question of mode of
address and style of discourse. More fundamentally, calling for a creative symbolic act that suspends the symbolic
order itself and opens it, through its own act of enunciation, to an Other possibility. The difference between analysis
and paranoia – or Kaczinski’s pseudo-paranoid neo-Sadean discourse – is that analysis not only does not exclude its
own act from the theory it presents, as science does, nor does it act to confirm its own nightmare, as Kaczinski did, it
includes the response of the other as opening and incompleteness – opening to a creatively unpredictable future. In
fact, it includes not only the act of its own transmission but its failure and non-reception, the other’s non-response –
which it takes not as the signal to blow people up, nor to treat analysis as a joke or standup comedy routine but as a

provocation or call to invent a way out of that impasse.
Furthermore, Freud’s theory includes the position of his own alienation and is thereby distinguished not only
from Kaczinski’s but from Hegel’s and Marx’s theses. He knows he too must be deluded; he too rejects and represses
and denies the truth. Freud counts himself among those who do not want to know about it – though in many of his
publications he seems to speak from a magisterial position, a master discourse. “I have succeeded where the
paranoiac fails.”18 Nonetheless, the fundamentals of psychoanalysis imply that if the subject is subverted by truth,
truth is subordinate to knowledge, and knowledge is de-completed by a creative act – in the first place, the act of its
enunciation.
The general problem of analysis then is how to act, how to present, how to transmit to the public a symbol that
causes them not to shut up the messenger and throw out the message, but to begin – by asking, demanding – to liberate
themselves from their psychic condition.
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breathing room, because we do not live in a completely free marketplace. Government coerces nonmarket behavior,
especially by collecting taxes. Judicially applied, governmental coercion could support human populations in high
style on the fruits of robot labor, perhaps for a long while.” Moravec also recommends passing laws (adopted from
Isaac Asimov’s 1950 novel, I, Robot) requiring robots to be “nice,” but concedes “how seriously dangerous a human
can be ‘once transformed into an unbounded superintelligent robot’” by cerebral enhancement.
4

Danny Hillis, cofounder of Thinking Machines Corporation, quoted by Bill Joy.

5

Quoted by Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness (1976) 55.

6

See New York Times, January 14, 2009. “In the United States, most of Zyprexa’s sales are paid for by government
programs because so many of those taking Zyprexa are indigent or disabled.”

7

“Societies of Control”, in Gilles Deleuze, Negotiations, tr. Martin Joughin (New York: Columbia, 1995). Joughin
translates l’Entreprise as “Business”.
8

Cf. Deleuze’s theory of synthesis in Anti-Oedipus: the conjunctive synthesis of consumption relays the disjunctive
synthesis of disconnection, recording and distribution, as Capital morphs and folds back upon the connective synthesis
of production and reproduction. See Anti-Oedipus.

9

Cf. Deleuze, Le cinéma I, II (1983, 1985).

10
11

This was of course Deleuze-Guattari’s thesis in Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Paris, vol. I 1972, vol. II 1980).

Production in a triple sense: the discourse of mental illness produces its doubled objects, concepts, subjects . . . and
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that “treatment” by the bureaucrats of Control.
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Smolin.
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neo-Sadean discourse.    . .
16
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In Kafka’s Castle, K., mistaking the door of the “connecting secretary” Bürgel for the one he is looking for, breaks
unannounced into his room in the middle of the night. The secretary then explains to K. how the meta-bureaucratic
rule now is that the secretary must explain to the intruder that any request he now makes will have to be granted. But
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exhausted K. drifts off during Bürgel’s discourse and can’t hold himself alert to receive the key being offered to him.
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Letter to Ferenczi, October 6, 1910, in Jones, Life vol. II 83. “I no longer have any need to uncover my personality
completely . . . . Since Fliess’s case . . . that need has been extinguished. A part of homosexual cathexis has been
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Whitehead’s Involution of an Outside Chance
(‘That what cannot be – yet is’)
“Perhaps nothing more sublime has ever been said . . . than in that inscription above the temple of Isis
(Mother Nature): ‘I am all that is, that was, and that will be, and no mortal has lifted my veil.’” 1
“The status of life in nature . . . is the modern problem of philosophy and of science . . . The very meaning
of life is in doubt.”2
hitehead’s challenge to the age of science is, at its deepest stratum, where “it hath no bottom,” more clinical
than critical. The claim to reduce the characteristic powers of life to an accidental result of the physical laws
governing its elements is not simply an error, it is a symptom of the mental illness that affects human nature
generally, but is florid in modernity with its “murder” of God. For God too is a symptom, but that symptom served to
tie the knot whose unraveling exposes the brain to mental chaos and delirium, when it tries to figure out what is going
on with this life and how it got here. The delusion of scientism goes by the name of “mechanism,” and is grounded in
the notion of “universal law.”
The challenge begins with what Whitehead calls “the Romantic protest” – essentially what is known and
caricatured under the mystic rubric of “vitalism.” The force of Romanticism, however, is to affirm the reality of life
and mind and defend it against the bizarre temptation to reduce their powers to “epiphenomenal” manifestations of
“fundamental laws and initial conditions.” The Romantics were well aware that the real thing was being methodically
overlooked and denied. They wondered what demon possessed the scientific mind to claim that life was a machine.
They mounted a “hysterical” protest. But with that hysteria a new configuration was emerging and shaping itself: the
Subject in its Act.
When science joined with history in the age of Darwin, their combined capacity to explain the evolution of the
universe grew into what is now the standard “universal history.” We have learned that Earth is made of elements
created in supernovae and exploded into space, which then gravitated into a ball. Life apparently invented or
discovered itself here on this planet. It is a question, then, of how a group of molecules got together – or found
themselves “associated” – and began to work together to transform this planet into the living Earth.3 If it is true that
“[t]he power of self-assembly, of producing structures of growing complexity, even of reproducing, belongs to the
elements that compose matter,”4 then what does this imply about the nature of matter, its capabilities, its affects? It is
true that only some of these elements – mainly the so-called SPONCH – participate in the biosphere, the part of Earth
that is “actually” alive. But this actuality is supported by a vast and unfathomable virtual or nomadic prehistory (the
Big Bang, the “phase transitions” to different elements and forces, the mysterious complexity of supernovae, and so
on) which created new possibilities for “concrescence” and prepared the way for organic chemistry to find out what it
can do on Earth (or anywhere else). This universal evolution is so impressive that a distinguished chemist exclaims,
“The universe is life.” 5
Despite occasional outbursts of enthusiasm, however, the question of what life really is remains largely and
deeply unanswered. At least some scientists are able to affirm that life is real and irreducible to whatever its elements
were doing before they began to compose living molecular communities. Others still claim it can be reduced to the
mechanics of its constituents. Of course, since those mechanical laws fail to explain what life does, how it emerged to
sustain itself and create its future, it becomes necessary to invoke chance or “accident.” “Nature . . . seems to be so
designed that the most important things in the real world appear to be a kind of complicated accidental result of a lot
of laws.” 6 In other words, precisely because the power to live and think (“the most important things”) is inexplicable
under mechanistic assumptions, the scientist finds himself compelled to leave everything to chance, while at the same
time insisting that power must be “the result of a lot of laws.”
In the effort to explain, the scientific-historical method sees the present event as the result of a cause in the
past – while the physical laws themselves are not oriented with respect to time direction. But life is oriented both to
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the past it remembers and to the future it anticipates, as its “present receives the past and builds the future” (MT 31).
Furthermore, what it builds is not predictable nor, therefore, reducible. So the procedure of analytic reduction undoes
the very thing we are trying to understand, that power of creative construction. Richard Feynman used to warn that if
you think you understand quantum physics, you don’t know much about quantum physics. Is this not all the more true
of life, which by its very process creates a future no one can predict, much less “understand”?
Today it is fashionable to invoke algorithms and programming – the universe, and life, are likened to a
computer. In each epoch the technologies science finds most fascinating come to represent the powers of life: in the
18th century it was the dynamic automaton and clock designed, built, and wound up by God; in the 19th the
thermodynamic motor; and today it is the “thinking machine” with the added mystery that it “constructs itself” –
accidentally. But each of these mechanisms is a poor simulation – not to mention that every one was designed by
human minds and built by human hands. It is as though in each era the most stunning technology takes over the brain,
which “becomes what it beholds” and, benumbed, disavows its own living consciousness and creativity.
What calls for thinking is not the program or mechanism or algorithm, it is the power of the act that creates the
algorithm. Gödel and Tarski long ago punctured the logical fantasy that affirming “this is true” could be reduced to an
axiomatic procedure or included in a complete “formalized language”; yet the wish for a total theory keeps returning
in ever new versions. Is it the compulsion to know it all that tempts the theorist to foreclose the act of theorizing from
his theory? While the technologist tries to endow his object with life and mind, the mechanist is denying the reality of
that life and mind. But it is really the same pretension operating in both cases; for the “artificial life” the technologist
designs into the machine is an inept simulation of a misunderstood “original” which the scientist models with his
theory, itself just adequate to motivate that algorithmic simulation.
A true science of life must be able to distinguish between being a machine and building a machine, between
being controlled by a program and designing a program. And if life emerged by accident, a true theory will affirm the
power concealed in that radical chance. For living minds have thought up the machines and programs with which they
hypnotize themselves; and they use the accidents and take the chances that come their way. Instead of dazzling himself
with admiration of technology, as though staring at the mirror image or double of his fantasy, the future scientist will
see the “machine that constructs itself” as a universal singularity connecting the present act to the genesis of the
universe.
Is here something about the way science came to exist that causes it to disavow its own activity? The most
likely place to begin to look for an explanation is in the rivalry between science and religion. Science eliminated God
and replaced divinity with mechanics. But because it was not able to explain the main thing mechanically, it appealed
to chance and accident. The creative power of God was relocated in “random dynamics,” where the power itself was
hidden from view. So today, the powers of life – in the sense of its ability to transform energy and materials and use
them to build and sustain its body, to repair itself when damaged, to reproduce, and so on – are wrapped and obscured
in the mystery of chance, as rationalized by the theory of probability. But probabilities can only be calculated once the
initial set of all possible events is given in advance. As Bergson complained, the metaphysics of science gives itself all
the possibilities and powers to be explained. It is a kind of Oedipal fantasy: to take the place of God; to reduce God to
“chance” or “accident” or “possibility”; finally, to box that possibility into a complete totality which the scientist
imagines “observing” or contemplating from outside somehow. This is the main thrust of modern scientistic nihilism:
in the first place, to replace God with mechanism, then when that fails to explain “the most important things,” appeal
to accident and the calculus of probabilities. And in the end, our own life is “nothing but” a series of accidents.
A careful interpretation of the second law of thermodynamics suggests that the accidents predicted statistically
to disorganize organized systems, cannot explain how a swarm of molecules can “catalyze” each other’s power to
resist that decomposition. (Hence Schrödinger speculated that the laws of dynamics might be incomplete.) What
breaks down the machine cannot be the same dynamic that builds and repairs and reproduces it. Furthermore, during
the history of life on Earth, the quality and number of these powers has been increasing over time, evolving and
diversifying precisely counter to the “universal law” of increasing entropy or “probable disorder” rendering all matterenergy inert and disabled, erasing every difference. (The entropy is “exported to the environment.”) Since life and its
evolution actively resist that dissolution, counteracting the second law, repairing the damages due to accident, the
reductionist, at a loss to explain this anomaly, dismisses it as an improbable blip which will eventually be cancelled
out and silenced. The struggle against entropy is nothing but a senseless random fluctuation. And the activity of life
remains unexplained and disavowed.
It is with this turn of the screw of nihilism, however, that the countermovement too mutates, and invents a new
strategy: what is relevant to the meaning of life is to take the point of view of life itself. Here Whitehead is

unsurpassable. Consider, for example, what he says of Leibniz. Leibniz asked himself “what it must be like to be an
atom.” Instead of asking how an atom looks to someone observing it, weighing and measuring it and plotting the
movements it makes, he “tells us how an atom is feeling about itself” (AI 132) and the world around it. This is a
radical change of perspective. Extrinsically considered, the molecules of the living cell can be observed to obey (or at
least not violate) the physical laws as they move about – although the things they do to contribute to the life of the cell,
their function, and how they ever managed to begin to do those things, are not explained by the laws currently known.
They are the special transformations and movements attributed to the historical accident of biogenesis. At their best,
however, scientists are not fooled by their official commitment to mechanistic ideology: “to recognize the
purposiveness [finalité] of living systems is to say that one can no longer do biology without referring constantly to the
‘project’ of organisms, to the ‘sense’ that their very existence gives to their structures and functions.”7 Consider the
neurons of the brain – cells performing acrobatics so strange and inexplicable from the perspective of automatic legal
behavior. They are not just obeying laws and rules, but inventing them. As they work in concert to predict the future
and to direct the organism toward goals set in the future, their own moves are unpredictable. How the future is
involved in the workings of the brain is a perplexing question – the question of life itself. For every living being has to
ask itself, Where am I going? What am I about? As the brain organizes images predictive of possible futures and
chooses a path among them, deciding what to do, where to go, how to act, what it cannot see or predict are its own
moves. Considered intrinsically, therefore, from the point of view of the living brain itself, we find ourselves inventing
a future we can foresee only by becoming unpredictable ourselves. Thinking ahead, we play out possible futures in
imagination and try to outwit our rivals and form alliances with coevolving organisms and machines, increasing our
chances and options. None of this fundamental activity is predicted by any law, much less the law of increasing
entropy which the living strives to controvert with its search for energy, aiming to turn around the very order of
predictable time.
Our “symbolic” culture intensifies this invention of procedures countervailing the “universal law” – in fact the
brain has evolved such a degree of “plasticity” that the human subject has to be constrained by a new kind of rule
which we properly call laws. It is telling that we feel compelled to retroject this “rule of law” back into inert physical
mechanism! The organization of living cells together with our urges and “conceptual feelings” are so poorly
represented by the notion of law and the theories, models, and simulations based on it, that Whitehead discerns in
“scientific realism, based on mechanism” a “radical inconsistency at the basis of modern thought,” which “distracts
thought” and “enfeebles it” (SMW 76). To take the perspective of life itself is to counteract this mental entropy by
affirming and channeling the thinking, feeling, planning, dreaming mind – like the one you are reading with now. From
outside, “nothing but” the meaningless (if inexplicable) movement of mechanized molecules. When Descartes
observed animals, he thought he might be looking at cleverly designed machines.
This bizarre infatuation with nature’s law has been strongly (if marginally) challenged since at least the
nineteenth century, by Nietzsche and Peirce, for example, who saw “habits” and “tendencies” and regularities in
nature, but no laws or obedience. Spontaneities, rather, chances – and forms of spontaneous self-ordering. Peirce
speculated that the “universal laws” themselves change and evolve – thus allowing for the emergence of new
regularities as well as freedoms. The notion of a law of nature is an anthropomorphism piously and compulsively
transferred from social legislation – meanwhile forgetting to distinguish creative legislating from obedience – and
derived from ancient despotic cosmologies and ideologies, habits of mind apparently retained from our primate
ancestry and organization in troops obedient to “alphas.” Somehow it has veiled the spontaneity of emergent power –
unless the observer is capable of “identifying with” the molecules and cells under observation. (Or as Deleuze would
say, “becoming-molecule” like Leibniz.) What is each living being seeking, from its own point of view, if not to
improve its lot and increase its powers? Again, power here does not primarily mean despotic privilege to command
and be obeyed. It means the ability to move and think, to act, to perceive, to feel, to affect and be affected. All the
living beings evolving together on Earth have consistently codirected their concerted energies toward increasing and
diversifying their abilities. Sometimes at each other’s expense, then again by forming communities of allied molecules
in “mutual catalysis.” In their individual and collective striving, their conatus, they work against the “universal law”.
For “creation is illegality itself.” 8 And if it is “the increase of disorder or entropy with time . . . that distinguishes the
past from the future, giving a direction to time,” 9 then the effort of life is to reverse that order of time. More
precisely, it changes the sense of time by making use of the materials it encounters to transform the present and
remake the future. It does not actually violate the “universal law,” because the Earth is “far from equilibrium” and
takes its cut of energy flowing from the sun to drive its life process. But this tendency to organize is a virtuality
nowhere represented in physical law. And the tendency to reduce living processes to the mechanical dynamics science

is able to recognize and claims to “understand” amounts to a foreclosure of the new kind of future life has invented,
and toward which it directs its energies.
To turn toward the future is an intension intrinsic to “anticipatory systems”10: looking out ahead, but also feeling our
way “forward” – since we cannot actually see into time. This odd predicament, that we move not only in space but into
an unknown configuration forming itself at the crest of time’s becoming, challenges us to anticipate the unforeseeable.
Even more strange is that this unknowable is nonetheless creatable, and arrives somewhat by chance. An occasion for
improvisation and bricolage.11
Seeing ahead in space but not in time – beyond what we can predict and imagine – means continually
preparing for the unexpected, getting “ready for anything”, almost anything but death. Evolution seems to have
designed our cognition to recognize and predict habitual behavior, even as we ourselves generate unpredictable
behavior. We guess the future moves of various kinds of bodies and act to intercept or avoid them; some of them,
altering their own movements in response to ours, engage us in a kind of dance or displaced mimicry, escaping as we
arrive, rejoining us when we try to get away. It is this complex orientation – guessing the future by generalizing from
the past, but also creating a future the other cannot predict – that begins to set forth “the necessary and somewhat
paradoxical role that chance and disarray play in the persistence of complex systems, because, without them, a system
lacks the flexibility necessary to adapt and becomes defenseless in the face of novel perturbation.” 12 This “chance and
disarray” means not only getting used to surprise but causing it, by becoming unpredictable in our response and
counting that into the economy of our pragmatism. What Nietzsche said of “men of knowledge,” that “we are unknown
to ourselves . . . and with good reason,” holds true of life itself. A concise example of internalized unpredictability as
survival strategy of “higher” organisms is presented by the simple life-and-death two-step of the lynx and the hare, in
which the hare changes direction incerto tempore, incertis locis (as Lucretius would say)13, to throw off its pursuer,
almost as if it had an inbuilt “mechanism” to generate semi-aleatory movement. Perhaps the lynx has not developed a
similar random algorithm of pursuit because, on the contrary, it has to stay focused on its goal and aim. Is this aesthetic
tension between goal and goallessness the “essence” of life? Does “effective complexity” require a sustained practice
of the unknowable non-algorithmizable precisely because that outside future must be relocated mysteriously inside our
mental guidance systems?
Dealing with other living bodies means reading their habits, deciphering intentions, capturing prey, avoiding
predators, gesturing, signaling, faking, suspecting, trusting, emitting signs and interpreting signs, planning and
changing plans, taking aim and adjusting aim, forming purposes – appetition seeking satisfaction . . . all aspects of what
Whitehead calls importance.14 Only the living feels that living and the future are important. Otherwise, regarding this
feeling as epiphenomenal, the reductionist sees the world as a grandiose machine which he fancies to be
“comprehensible” and therefore “pointless.” 15 Of course life is pointless and boring when one’s own future seems
either predictable or accidental. Only a lifeless mechanism – with its inevitable accidental breakdown – is predictable.
Putting feelers out into a spatially extended milieu means reaching blindly but purposively into time, screening
the influx of elements to detect and select what feels important and relevant, to ignore and neglect the insignificant.
This act of filtering, a kind of primordial reading of “data” by every cell, descends from the emergence of a universe
feeling its way out of chaos, and has evolved from particle systems to molecular structures and from cell membranes
and internal somatic processors – already unfathomable – to the sensorium and the hundred billion neurons of the
brain, whose possible ways of connecting are uncountable and ever growing. Such sorting and processing systems,
together with our neurochemical imagination (combinatory memory and synthesizers), compose a Crible (cribrum) or
winnowing sieve.16 Even the one-celled bacterium “knows its world.” 17 We are the universe’s very own perceptual
apparatus, and our “emergence” from chaos through phase transitions seems due to a kind of auto-sifting, selfselecting urge the world must have had to be born. As the chaotic disappearing apparitions began to sense each other’s
presence in cosmogenetic sympathy, they took shape in mutual consistency, harmonic resonance. Attracted to each
other, they gravitate and “feel the force.” (“[E]very particle feels the force of gravity, according to its mass or
energy.”18) Philosophy shares with primitive cosmologies this sense of a world alive with affect everywhere – yet also
shares with science the non-sense that the living God appears to be an accident. Whitehead himself defines God as the
“primordial, non-temporal accident” of creativity (PR 7). But accident means chance, and chance conceals the power
to form, counteracting the “universal tendency” to dissipate.
By its power of reproduction life “amplifies” those “fluctuations” or variations that are able to survive and reproduce.

It never occurred to Darwin to reduce that power to the random mutation and “law” of natural selection it conditions.
Today one appeals beyond law to “initial conditions” or the “quantum chaos” of “all possible universes” from which
ours is selected somehow to emerge with the possibility of evolving living beings. But the metaphysical logic of
representation is unchanged; as Hermann Weyl (who developed mathematical techniques for both relativity and
quantum theory) remarked in 1948, “The dual nature of reality accounts for the fact that we cannot design a theoretical
image of being except upon the background of the possible.” 19 This metaphysics of possibility is deeply rooted in the
nature of human thinking, and leads it into self-contradiction and “antinomies.” In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant
drew a distinction which brought the era of classical metaphysics to a close and opened new directions for modern
thought. Simply stated, he showed that while the possible is possible, the act is real, the possible and the actual differ
in “modality”. Since the God of metaphysics had been defined by that possibility together with the act of selective
realization, this stark division of being indicates a division of God himself or a rift in the nature of reality. This
splitting of the divine subject in distinguishing the act from its possibility was already latent in Leibniz’s construction
of God as the reader of possibilities who actively chooses a possible world for realization from among all those
contained in the divine understanding (Deus Lector). And those possibilities descend from the Ideas of Plato, which
are said to “participate” in actuality. So when Kant drew that line of ontological difference, his act began the
deconstruction of transcendental metaphysics. Existence differs from possibility, and the act that causes something to
exist is irreducible. Today we would say it emerges from its conditions of possibility. But was the actuality itself
already possible before it emerged? If so then why did it not happen sooner? Why do conditions of realization need to
develop? What does it mean for something to become possible? Where does possibility come from?
It is at this pass than Whitehead’s own metaphysical commitment becomes somewhat obscure and seems
ambiguous. A semantic analysis yields “two meanings of potentiality: (a) the ‘general’ potentiality, which is the bundle
of possibilities, mutually consistent or alternative, provided by the multiplicity of eternal objects, and (b) the ‘real’
potentiality, which is conditioned by the data provided by the actual world. General potentiality is absolute, and real
potentiality is relative to some actual entity, taken as a standpoint” (PR 65). In the absolute, Possibility cannot be
created (or destroyed), “there are no novel eternal objects” (PR 22) and God, the “accidental” actuality of Creativity,
nonetheless “does not create eternal objects; for his nature requires them as they require him” (PR 257). It seems that
Whitehead considers all possibility to be a complete and given uncreated object; thus he adheres to the metaphysical
ground of existential logic. However, that “eternal” absolute is not locatable in time, and so God’s “unlimited
conceptual realization of the absolute wealth of potentiality . . . is not before all creation, but with all creation” (PR
343).
With his equivocal division of “potentiality,” and of God into “primordial” and “consequent” natures, it seems
that Whitehead is unable to assign a definite ontological status to pure possibility or, therefore, to God, who is required
for its “ingression” into actuality. “The primordial nature is conceptual, the consequent nature is the weaving of God’s
physical feelings upon his primordial concepts” (PR 345). Thus “[a]ny instance of experience” is said to be “dipolar” –
mental and physical. “The origination of God is from the mental pole, the origination of an actual occasion is from the
physical pole” (PR 36), but that physical actuality “has its reception into God’s [consequent] nature” (PR 350).

Duality: the Identity of the Same
There is a way to begin to cut through the problem of possibility, by going back to the ground of metaphysics. In fact,
this is what Spinoza has already done for us. With his divine simplicity, he states that “the mind and the body are one
and the same” (Ethics III, Prop. 2, Schol.), so that “a mode of extension and the idea of that mode are one and the
same thing, but expressed in two ways” (II, Prop. 7, Schol.). This radical duality (not dualism!) of the thing as its own
idea, the material idea, affords a new way to grasp the notion of Form, and prepares a solution to the problem of
possibility.
Spinoza’s idea exists materially (energetically) “in extension” and has no need of actualization or realization; it
is not an abstract possibility to be conceived or selected and realized. This does not at all mean that the idea-thing does
not itself emerge or that it cannot be the object of an act of creation (although Spinoza did not see it that way); but
however it comes to exist as idea, it simultaneously (simul) exists as thing.
It is as though Spinoza, like Plato, took his cue from language, the “structure” of the sign. But in Spinoza’s
semiotic, the signifier and its signified concept are the same, the signifying “body” is its own idea; also Plato’s Idea
seems to be the projection of an ideal meaning as Form. But in Plato’s version, the signified form is separated from
its signifying vehicle, which it “transcends”; whereas Spinoza’s idea is real in every sense – it is material and

immanent. Who could possibly entertain such a perfect idea if not God himself? The point to be taken, however, is that
Spinoza has initiated a new way to investigate the nature of reality. The Form or Idea is no longer separated from its
actuality. It is already physically real. And yet, “after Darwin,” we can also affirm that it “emerges” – that it does not
reside “all ready” in eternity – and wherever it is possible it is real, so this possibility too comes to exist in time. (This
is where Whitehead hesitates.) Forced to choose between eternal Possibility and the pragmatics of its Becoming, the
creation of new possibilities, we can say with Mallarmé that possibility is the “chance that accomplishes its own
Idea.”20
The most striking confirmation of Spinozist duality is that it resolves “mind-brain dualism” in precisely the
manner required today in the age of neurochemistry. If every feeling or idea is a brain event, a movement of
molecules, conversely those neurochemical formations are themselves ideas and feelings. There is no “parallelism”
because the neurological event is its own idea and every affect is dual, every feeling a molecular idea. However, the
thinking, feeling brain as it has emerged and evolved over more than a half-billion years, has developed a
consciousness that does not itself possess or “have” those ideas – at least not “adequately.” In fact, our ideas of our
own feelings are notoriously misplaced or confused. Many of our instincts and impulses remain unconscious and some
operate very well that way. And when they do emerge into consciousness, they often present themselves in disguised
or displaced or distorted form (which is the starting point of Freudian psychoanalysis). Nevertheless, those feelings and
emotions or affects are themselves their own ideas, different from the ideas we have of them, and the mind and the
brain are “one and the same thing, expressed in two ways.”
The Form of a thing is just the thing itself in its idea (eidos or essential form), and whatever is formed is
ideated as that form – though it does not “know itself” and no one (but God) has it adequately in mind. (The idea of an
affect is not the affect/idea itself.) However, there is a glimmer of thought or mind in the most elementary particle of
matter. That mind emerges as the form the matter takes, and evolves with its relations, its power to combine with other
elements, to internalize its external relations in a living community of molecules, eventually to develop a proper brain
or mind. The entire universe is a communal “organism” in which every element feels every other, and consists in its
powers of interaction, its relational “plane of consistency”: thus “a set of elementary particles could be treated as if
composed in a self-consistent manner of combinations of those same particles.” 21
The universe emerges as its own idea, which can be expressed by a set of equations or theory whose meaning
is the idea of that idea; if the matter-idea evolves, then the equations (with the idea they express) too must evolve. The
physicist’s question, “What is it that breathes fire into the equations and makes a universe for them to describe?” 22 has
already been answered by Spinoza’s principle of duality. The equations are strings of symbols which express (signify)
an idea of the Idea that is the Thing. This Idea does not represent the Thing it is, it is its dual Form. It is represented
(modeled) indirectly by the symbolic language of mathematics. Hawking appears to believe that, even if what the
equations express is true, they must be realized. But if they are true, then their idea is real and it is the “fire” of matterenergy, fire in the form of the expressed idea. Possibility, on the other hand, as classically conceived (and Whitehead
follows that metaphysical tradition), requires an act of realization, which is performed by God or the Power. In other
words, the classical idea of possibility is like an idea that is formed first in our mind, or conceived in God’s mind, and
then realized (or not). The Spinozist idea is already real and material. It is the power. Pure or abstract possibility,
Platonic Form, is ontologically insufficient, an unrealized idea, whereas Spinoza is able to dismiss the notion of
possibility altogether.
Yet the classical notion does have a place, just not the place it was classically assigned. Its true place is in the
mind of the subject who would have to act to make it real. Even there it is already real, but mental (a brain event), and
must be powered by an urge in order to venture out from the animal brain into the world. The God of metaphysics, its
possibilities, its understanding, and its act, is the projection of an idealized, infinitized human subject.
The subject is able to separate the idea from the act. But it thereby falls prey to a potentially delusional
disconnection of its mind from its body and movement. This disconnect is further amplified by the philosophical ideal
of theoretical “contemplation” and the scientific method of objective reference, neglecting to count the subject into the
“universe of discourse” framing its representations. This enframement and omission may be endemic to verbal
abstraction, or even rooted in sense perception, “the triumph of abstraction in animal experience.” That “neglect of
essential connections” affects “scientific practice” with “the same characteristic of omission” that is found in the
metaphysical logic of substance and accident (MT 73f.). Does this exclusive focus on reference also begin to explain
the neglect of preference or futuring intrinsic to the living urge and available to intuition only through the practice of
identification we call becoming (or “involution,” below)? Doesn’t life demand attention to its relations with the
outside, eventually the whole universe, its connections outward to its milieu, ahead to the future it is designing, and

inward through memory back to the very origin of things whence it derives?
This catastrophic disconnection, going back to Plato and amplified by Descartes, has provoked the ludicrous
dismissal of the mind and its ideas as epiphenomenal. Bergson’s question posed to neurobiologists in 1896, “can the
nervous system be conceived living without the organism that nourishes it, without the atmosphere in which the
organism breathes, without the earth bathing in this atmosphere, without the sun . . . ?” 23 is not merely rhetorical and
resounds ever more urgently now that Gaia theory has established that life is a planetary phenomenon. “It takes a
planet,” and ours is alive, though not feeling so well just now. Somehow Bergson and James had the intuition of a
living world misrecognized by a mind disconnected from it – and from itself. They ask us, in effect, where do you
place yourself, your mind, your act in the world you describe? William James’ 1908 manifesto of pragmatic
“pluralism” stated our contemporary predicament perfectly: “Either what the philosopher tells us is extraneous to the
universe he is accounting for . . . ; or the fact of his philosophizing is itself one of the things taken account of in the
philosophy, and self-included in the description. In the former case the philosopher means by the universe everything
except what his own presence brings; in the latter case his philosophy is itself an intimate part of the universe, and may
be a part momentous enough to give a different turn to what the other parts signify.”24 The same question, more
ethical (and clinical) than epistemological, must be posed to the scientist: How are you involved and engaged in the
world you observe? How do you include your act into your theory? There is a call to practice of environ-mentality.
Today it is an ethical imperative to include the subject in the theory. As the future is somewhat predictable we
must include the power and act of prediction; as it is somewhat imaginable, we must include imagination; since it is
now being created by all the living acting in concert, coevolving, taking chances, we reject the notion that “the most
important things” can be the object of any science. 25 If science is based on observation of “that entity exemplifying
this quality, apart from any reference to things beyond . . . dismissing from consciousness all irrelevant modes of
experience” (MT 74); and if the urge “to things beyond” is the very essence of life and the future it involves, the world
it is dreaming of, then “the whole of science is based upon neglected modes of relevance” (MT 74).
Spinoza’s material ideas do not evolve. Whitehead’s “creativity” does evolve, but not the “eternal objects” (his version
of Platonic Forms or Ideas, PR 46) which, as uncreated and complete totality, seem to provide “metaphysical stability”
(PR 40) for Whitehead’s philosophical practice. As in some versions of quantum cosmology, in which all “possibilities
for histories” are given in the eternal chaotic quantum foam; as with the metaphysical fiction of “all possible worlds”
which enabled Leibniz to complete a system of metaphysics; so Whitehead and his God need those eternal objects.
God, who conceives and evaluates those possibilities for realization, has to comprehend everything (yet curiously God
is “unconscious” in his primordial conceptual nature, PR 345). But how does this assumption of complete totality
accord with Whitehead’s commitment to creativity, “the ultimate behind all forms, inexplicable by forms, and
conditioned by its creatures” (PR 20)? In one rather difficult passage to construe, creativity and possibility become
obliquely synonymous: “The ‘boundless, abstract possibility’ means the creativity considered solely in reference to the
possibilities of the intervention [“ingression”] of eternal objects” (PR 220). Kant’s reform of ontology taught us to
distinguish between possibility and actuality; but if real possibility is Spinoza’s material idea – Whitehead’s “real
potentiality” – then to say it evolves by chance is to say it is the creatable or discoverable power of immanent mind.
Theoretical biology has never been comfortable with the metaphysics of possibility as representational
presupposition – the duplication of reality – and has finally begun to affirm a radical creation of real possibility.
Perhaps Bergson was the first to affirm categorically “that in duration, considered as a creative evolution, there is a
perpetual creation of possibility and not only of reality.” Furthermore, he likens this power of creation to aesthetic
procedure: “the artist in executing his work is creating the possible as well as the real.” 26 This intuition of continual
creation, confirmed by examination of the geological record, has been echoed by the theory of “emergent vitalism”
expounded by Simpson in 1949: “There is not only an increase of life within the possibilities existing for it but also an
increase of those possibilities”; “The sphere of life for terrestrial animals . . . was created only as plants slowly
emerged from the waters and clothed the land. As animals followed, living on these early land plants, their emergence
created spheres of life for other animals to prey on these . . . with each step creating still other possibilities.”27 Recently
Robert Ulanowicz has broken the law barrier, declaring “that physical laws are incapable of determining what we see
in the living realm – that the combinatorics of complexity simply create so many possibilities, or degrees of freedom,
that any physical laws can be satisfied in a vast multiplicity of ways.”28 The picture emerges of a nature so exuberant,
its variations so abundant, that the observer, overwhelmed, is forced to attribute it to chance or “miracle.” Behind
chance we intuit a real of unfathomable depth and power, unless our anxiety to “understand” (and control) compels us

to assign all indeterminacy to quantum clouds and superstrings (as though these were understandable). Is that
insistence on prepositing all possibilities, all histories, all universes, just a desperate clinging to the theocratic
presuppositions of an obsolete metaphysics in the face of the unknowable? “If an event is unique for all time, it evades
treatment by probability theory”; “Up to now, we have regarded chance as an exception, but now we realize it
predominates in a complex world.” 29 The singularity of chance is “generic”! It is the algorithmic generalities that are
special cases. (Cf. Robert Rosen.)
Another theoretical biologist who has seen the need to depart from the readymade presumption of allpossibility is Stuart Kauffman, who notes that Darwin already proposed a theory of “preadaptations” whereby “a
feature of an organism of no use in the current selective environment might become of use in a different environment
[and] so be selected, typically for a novel functionality.”30 Kauffman again affirms that “we cannot prestate the
configuration space of a biosphere, hence cannot prestate the adaptations that may come to exist in an evolving
biosphere . . . If so, then the algorithmic freedom of a biosphere is deeply important, for the science of Newton,
Einstein, and Bohr all suppose prediction by algorithmic calculation.” 31 The theory of causality, long in crisis, is in
disarray now that its metaphysics is collapsing and a “post-scientistic” age begins.
The mathematical logic implicit in naïve set theory, preconditioning the calculus of probability, entered its
period of crisis when Cantor assumed the existence of the “set of all sets,” until he realized it was inconsistent by
showing that the set of its subsets had to be much larger. So even in pure mathematics there is no closed set of “all” –
the whole is open by the thread of time and its act (such as “forming the subset”), its process of becoming (Brouwer
had this intuition). The epistemology of probability presupposes the representational metaphysics conditioned by “the
sum-total of all possibility . . . of all possible predicates . . . completely determined through the mere idea” and
hypostatized as “an individual being.”32 Does quantum cosmology, as well, surreptitiously hypostatize all possible
universes as a given and complete preexisting set, in order to calculate probabilities, so that “a field of possibilities
open into infinityhas been mistaken for a closed realm of things existing in themselves”? 33 That opening to infinite
alternatives is the real of time. Does the logic of science merely replicate the metaphysics of the divinity it supplanted
– while forgetting to include the act of genesis?
Absolute Possibility is the metaphysical double that comforts our understanding confronted with the mystery of
creation, but the “adventure” is to affirm the Absolute Creativity inside and outside our living bodies. Perhaps it is a
matter of taste whether we choose to affirm the one or the other; but it is also a matter of topology and experiment. We
can look at life – and the universe it organizes and that informs it – “from outside” and fancy ourselves its observer,
declaiming the “final theory” in a grandiose metalanguage. Or we can take the risk of going outside our understanding
to find life again inside the outside. The antinomy presented to our reason, of the absolute Possibility of creation and
the absolute Creation of possibility, opens our minds to a chiasmus that turns out to have significant practical as well
as theoretical consequences. For Life itself is the creator of possibility – including its own.
The problem of “final causality” is a major source of logical confusion. That living beings are oriented to the
future is their defining character with respect to the order of time. All of our intending, predicting, anticipating,
imagining, willing, hoping, fearing, dreaming – is aimed at making a difference and thus reversing or resisting the tide
of entropy. But there is no violation of the “order of time,” it is not that the future somehow causes its past; it is that
life creates an image or model of a possible future and a plan for its effectuation – that plan or “project” which
structures its basic procedures for capturing and metabolizing energy and body-building materials – and puts its plan
into action by, for example, “coding for” functional proteins. Already the bacteria swimming up the sugar gradient and
down the toxin gradient are exercising their urge toward the future, for “Escherichia coli knows its world” 34 and which
way to turn. For the future to be able to cause the past it would have to pre-exist itself – which is absurd, but is it not
exactly what the metaphysics of science presupposes with its “set of all possible universes”?
Life’s power does not preexist its own emergence; its termporal paradox is that it both is and is not possible
before it acts – which is true of every free invention or improvisation. It is “eternally” possible only in absolute
representation. Our very language conspires to make us believe in that timeless world of signified Ideas; but “as
imagination bodies forth / the forms of things unknown,” “such shaping fantasies, that apprehend / More than cool
reason ever comprehends” – it is shaping the world to come. Desire, Eros, is the real of time that opens possibility. It is
the replicating genome opening itself to unforeseeable mutation; neurons reshaping their synaptic networks as a child
learns to catch a ball, or sings to itself. The absolute outside is death (unless that too is a beginning).
The swarm of “boundless abstract possibility” (PR 220), whether creatable or eternal (or both), can be figured
as a kind of psychic chaos, of which Nietzsche had the introspective intuition: “At every instant Chaos still pursues its

work inside our mind: concepts, images, feelings are juxtaposed fortuitously . . . Here is the last little fragment of
world where something new will compose itself . . . a new chemical combination which has never seen its like in the
becoming of the world.” 35 In this “transcendental chemistry of combinations,” 36 God himself might figure as
primordial protoworld-brain taunted with the chaosmic phantasmagoria of “a void that is not a nothingness, but a
virtual, containing all possible particles and drawing all possible forms which come forth only to disappear at once,
without consistency or reference, without consequence.”37 With his attunement to the ambiguities of quantum physics,
Whitehead seems to have constructed the act of God as “limitation” and “restriction” (SMW 178) – or choice among
possibilities – to reflect various interpretations of the “collapse of the wave function” selecting “a” world from the
quantum delirium of alternatives. Quantum cosmology extends the ambiguity to the origin of “this” universe, where
the values of universal constants are “chosen” either by God or at random: “No reason can be given for the nature of
God, because that nature is the ground of rationality” (SMW 178). But it is the power to emerge from chaos with the
Form of “a world” able to evolve and create elements which “catalyze each other’s reproduction” and come alive as
molecular community: this is the irreducible, incalculable “being” hidden in chance and possibility. This power is selfreflecting in that a universe capable of evolving life and self-awareness (the universe’s own self-consciousness)
preupposes its own conditions of possibility – unless it is able to affirm the unknowable – it “posits its own
presuppositions” as Hegel would say. (This is the current “anthropic” – biomorphic – procedure conditioning the
determination of cosmological equations otherwise suspended in a cloud of unanchored improbabilities.38)
To distinguish real possibility (power) from its representational simulacrum, consider the perfect hand in
bridge, or a royal flush in poker. What are the odds? Well, they are exactly the same as the odds for every other hand.
The question of odds, probability, is a secondary distraction. The real question is, What is the Power? How did the
rules of the game emerge? Even the staunch reductionist has to ask himself, around midnight, What does it mean that I
live in a universe able to form living thinking acting bodies? And anyway how is it there is any Form at all and not
just shapeless dust and randomness – or nothing at all? “Why does the universe go to all the bother of existing?” 39
Every theory presupposes not only the ability to formulate itself – a universe able to ask about itself – but the desire to
do anything at all. In the cosmology of the future, the act of the scientist will be counted into the “final theory” as its
internal outside. In other words, what is outside the “universe of discourse” – its enunciation – will be included inside
it as what is missing there, missing from“everything” necessarily and affecting “all” with its becoming – not-all – as
the future opens in the real of time. Then science will begin to diagram the topology of its own impossible
metalanguage, in “that what cannot be – yet is” (PR 350).
It appears that the metaphysics of scientism, far from having done away with the need for philosophy, has
merely reproduced the fallacies Kant thought he destroyed more than two centuries ago. So the metabiologist imagines
the set of all possible genomes from which ours are selected; the metalinguist fancies “all possible sentences”
preexisting in the “Universal Library,” forgetting that every act of enunciation opens language to its unknown outside
future. The simple fact of our generic singularity is that every living gesture is unique and inexplicable, and creates its
possibility.
The theory of probability is haunted by an allegory of algorithmic imbecility we may call the Shakespeare
Monkey. It is hypothesized that enough monkeys banging on typewriters for a long enough time will eventually
produce Hamlet (or any other text in the “Universal Library”). We have an algorithm (a rule of procedure), agents or
hardware to run it on (monkeys), and infinite time and patience and voilà, the outcome is assured. Fair enough, only
something has been left out of this sophomoronic fable, and that is the Shakespeare Reader – the Crible or sifter of
signs – that other sort of agency that punctuates and referees the game by snatching up an aping typescript or mimeograph just at the very instant Hamlet is recognized as “finished”, before another key is struck and not a moment too
soon or too late. What is given in advance, in other words, in memory, is just Hamlet itself, in the mode of an editor or
reader who knows what to look for and can act in time. The researcher forgets to count himself and his act into the
experiment as its framer and arbitrator. Scansion, the rhythm and timing of a punctuation – in actuality undecidable,
“given” only so the scientist can forget himself. At their best scientists see better than this: “Effective complexity is
then related to the description of the regularities of a system by a complex adaptive system [cf. “organism”] that is
observing [“prehending”] it.”40 In fact, it is not just a question of describing the system but of interacting with it by the
very fact of arranging an experiment, setting parameters and constraints, sorting and “pruning” possibilities,
criblage.41 Establishing a frame of reference or universe of discourse means acting from outside that frame, from the
real.
The power of decision, of rhythmic scansion, of making sense, of formation, can no more be taken for granted

than aboriginal Possibility can. It comes from the future its creates, and the act of throwing the dice or “elements,”
letters or traits, and the response of interpreting them (selection and rearrangement) are indissoluble. The mind reads
what the hand throws and riddles enigmatic combinations as they fall, onto a table, plane or screen, selecting elements
to recombine into a “product,” proteins or poetry, then rereads and edits that, keeping (“internalizing”) some parts and
discarding the rest, pruning away statistical noise and holding on to the harmonies and dissonant but agreeable
contrasts that arise.
To propose that any formation is “random” is to confuse the way we come to know a thing with “how it is,” its
existence. Randomness is an epiphenomenal manifestation of the power hidden in chance. No composition is ever
random, its formation presupposes both component elements and their relations – the immanent “reader” that selects
and arranges in a “second time.” This is why Deus Lector cannot be dispensed with but keeps re-arising in ever new
disguises. There is mind “all the way down” and thinking is constitutive of formal reality. This is what Spinoza taught
both Leibniz and Whitehead.

Projective Involution42 as Effective Practice
With Leibniz, Whitehead proposes to take the point of view of the molecule, a leap into the other and back, and forth
inside the outside: an aperiodic involution that is intrinsically incompletable, or what Deleuze would come to call
“becoming-molecule” (or -animal, “Or any other wondrous thing / A man may be ’twixt ape and Plato”); and
Spinoza’s intuition discovered in each “mode” (“modes [are] the sheer actualities” (PR 7)) a “substantial” power to
affect and be affected – and to combine with other elements. What kinds of interactions this involves we molecules
don’t know in advance of trying out our powers of movement and relation: “no one knows what a body can do” is
Spinoza’s modal battle cry relaunched by Deleuze. Experimentation, improvisation, “empiricism”. . . practically
speaking, no one knows what we capable of doing or becoming by “involving.” And the poet “with a bird / Wren or
Eagle, finds his way / To all its instincts . . . .”
Whitehead’s intuition builds on the “physiological attitude” which “put[s] mind back into nature” by
“projective reference beyond the body” so that “mental cognition is seen as the reflective experience of a totality . . .
the prehension into unity of the patterned aspects of the universe of events” (SMW 148). By this practice of projective
intuition, “[t]he private psychological field [becomes] the event considered from its own standpoint” (SMW 150 my
emphasis). “Its own” is ambiguous – but involution “goes both ways.” In the language of projective geometry of which
Spinoza and Leibniz were the first philosophers, the finite “monad-mode” is the “pole” to which its infinite
environment is “polar”; but the event involves both in dipolarity, of which projective involution is the back-and-forth
movement from unity to multiplicity. Finitude is the condition of actual form (spatio-temporal location), only if it
“involves” the infinite universe by which everything is virtually everywhere. Practicing involution means getting
involved with the world “outside.” The infinite mind (life) incarnates immanently, nomadically here and there under
conditions of finitude, as fractal process, the “infinitely self-referential . . . mind’s ability to bloom.”43 We put mind
into nature and life into mind and God (creativity) into Life. To read the Baroque ignoring this projective procedure is
to leave out the power (affect) that enabled Spinoza and Leibniz to become-god becoming-molecule.
So the first step of our pragmatic involution is that “projective reference” that throws a mental lasso out to the
other, whence it returns, as I “introject” the other’s lasso of me – myself as the other’s projection, the other relaying to
still other others, and so on. Exactly what social animals do, only we extend this interactive projectivity all the way up
to God and down to the infinitessimal. The “projective reference beyond the body” is not without connection to the
other body (across the “fields” through which we feel each other). “External relations” are continually reinvented,
readjusted and reharmonized, composed by improvisation (also known as “living”), experimenting with due caution.
Nonetheless, it can involve us in a sort of delirium, as we begin to feel the universe outside inside; we intuit and feel
each other’s feelings and ideas, sympathize, and wonder which of our imaginings are real or possible. Intuition must
be checked by symbolic confirmation. It is best to draw a preliminary diagram purified of “empathic” presumptions
about what the other is or should be “feeling”; here physics is extremely useful in finding out what the local elements
are up to, doing and feeling; as the physicist hymns sympathetically, “every particle feels the force.” Relations are
external in the future of invention, internal to living memory. The procedure opens a vast universe in which “I
[becomes] an Other” as the other involves me and other others; in fact, no one knows who anybody is or what they can
do (together). Rimbaud’s formula (relayed by Deleuze) revives and deepens Kant’s theory of time: self-affection of the
living subject means affection of the self by its outside – future – other. That loop outside-and-in is the vector of an
involution of the outside. It is the “infinite movement . . . [of] a coming and going, because it does not go toward a

destination without turning back on itself.” 44 So it is also an e-volution of the inside. Going out it discovers and
invents, coming back it internalizes its discoveries as some moves change the rules of the game, universal bricolage,
recombining parts of “one’s” extended self. “The infinite movement is double, and there is only a fold from the one to
the other . . . image of thought [as] matter of being.” It is this power of affective involution and rule-creating moves
that presents itself in the dual form of Whitehead’s “dipolar” mental-physical, Spinoza’s “attributes,” and Leibniz’s
Identicals “indefinable in themselves,” with their mysterious formal distinction.45
The “ingression” of ideas (eternal objects) into actuality, requiring the arbitrary “intervention of God” without
which “there would be nothing new in the world, and no order” (PR 247), is a notorious stumbling block for
Whitehead interpretation. Spinoza’s intuition of duality (the idea is already real and material, it is the Form of Matter)
solves that problem – there is no “ingression” of transcendence. The dipolarity is absolutely immanent. Every element
is a mind/body (monad), the mind is the power (or affect) of the material idea to compose and combine. But mind
thereby evolves through time by combining with other minds (bodies) to find out what they can do together (unless
they exclude each other, or pass by indifferently). Atoms and particles “think-together” (com-pute) their relations:
“systems at phase transition are caught up in complex computations to determine their own physical state.” 46 Ordering
chaos is the universe’s way of coming out, thinking materially, evolving thoughtfully.
Our projective intuition “evolutes” with matter through time, and involutes back into a single cell. The God of
Whitehead is this material idea, body/mind, evolving and involving – though residual Platonism, restraining our
Spinozist-Mallarmean Darwinism, prevents us from seeing that “chance its own idea” (possibility) itself evolves and
emerges.
The animal mind (brain) contains its own ideas of the outer world-ideas. So in animals the mental (inner idea of outer
material form) leads the physical pole: “The world dreams of things to come, and then in due season arouses itself to
their realization. Indeed all physical adventure which is entered upon of set purpose involves an adventure of thought
regarding things as yet unrealized” (AI 279). These dreams may create real possibilities, that is, forms of thought
realizable outside the mind if, as Leibniz said, they are compossible with other realities, that is, possible together in the
same world. Otherwise some are excluded from realization – although they remain materially real in themselves, living
on in the mind as desires, urges, awaiting their time, perhaps.
We see at once that there is not just one real world – as it includes that futuring mind (brain) desiring, creating,
selecting and realizing (or failing to realize) possibilities. “History can only be understood by seeing it as the theatre of
diverse groups of idealists respectively urging ideals incompatible for conjoint realization.” As “whatever is realized in
any one occasion of experience necessarily excludes the unbounded welter of contrary possibilities” (AI 276f.), a
struggle ensues, nations go to war, rivals duel, “races” exterminate each other. Yet Whitehead also shows us,
optimistically, his “intuition of the universe as everlasting process, unfading in its deistic unity of ideals” (MT 103).
The problem is that actual minds in animal brains are not unified or harmonized unless by a Leibnizian
Selector. They are Darwinian strugglers, sometimes joining together, otherwise killing or ignoring each other. Their
“ideals” – fantasies as lures for action – are incompossible. And since desire is the real and active driving force of
world-history, that real divergence and clash of aims means living beings do not at all live and strive in one and the
same world, and the real event is not one in its becoming. Despite his deistic optimism, this is what Whitehead more
clearly sees: “there is an ideal peculiar to each particular actual entity”; “The notion of one ideal [for all] arises from
the disastrous overmoralization of thought under the influence of fanaticism, or pedantry” (PR 84). When we include
the mind or brain with its urges and ideals within the world, we see the future diverging and multiplying into
incompossible alternatives which “live” convoluted in our brains. Already the lynx with its predatory focus and the
hare with its quasi-aleatory turns showed us a world forking into alternative pathways. In the hare’s future-world,
escape is followed by relief and rest in comfort; in the lynx’s, capture is followed by raw meat and a digestive sleep.
And living memory too is incompossible, with its conflicting versions, tales, reports, histories, interpretations. Only the
actual present is “one” – the moment we include its real becoming, its life, it multiplies into labyrinthine possibilities,
images inducing loops of mutual incitement and inhibition of each other’s acts and sensations, as we anticipate each
other’s response to our responses. Plant or animal, autrui (other-life) affects my mind not only as projected possible
scenario but as actualization making my world diverge from its course, and these alterities become internalized as new
dimensions of our being (the self as other of any other).
It is inherent in the notion of affect (or affectability) that each “creature” prehends and enacts its world, with its
own manner of expression (see MT ch. 2). So the tick perceives and lives and makes one world, and the warmblooded beast that brushes by experiences another, and these “inner” worlds expressed and projected out into the future

are strictly incompossible – the mammal does not plan to be sucked by a tick, and the tick does not project being
picked off and crushed. Their mutually exclusive projects mean that each is “for its world” and these worlds are
diverging, yet both futures are real and effective now in living efforts. Even the one-celled bacterium “knows its
world” and strives for its future. Every living being is continually rebuilding its inner and outer milieus both physically
through its activity, and mentally (even if it does not yet have a proper mind), imagining alternative possible futures,
remembering variant pasts, sensing presences with its feelers, extending prehensile pincers or paws or hands to reshape
the world, turning colors, dancing and howling, expressing itself.
There are at least three levels or dimensions of the incompossible:
1) Each organism has its basic “plan” encoded into its genome (protobrain) and instincts; following that
program, it attempts to shape the world in the image of its proper habitat, favorable for the development of itself and
its kind. In their coevolution all the organisms together compose a biosphere of converging and diverging projects.
During replication, each gets a chance to rewrite its program and outwit its rivals in the next generation.
2) With the invention of the neuron and evolution of the brain, the organism becomes able to move (muscle)
and act. The brain synthesizes a picture of that version of reality it is able to perceive, and imagines and projects its
future, acting to reshape its environment in the image of its urges, to construct a provisionally secure home-niche,
perhaps, all the while coevolving and interacting with terrestrial materials and other organisms. The animal dreams its
world and enacts its dream, self-assembling its “sensory-motor schema.”
3) The symbolic animal is the subject-agent of a new and explosive proliferation of the incompossible, the
dimension (dit-mention) of triadic language, coevolving with our brains (Deacon) 47 and bonding societies together in
symbolic acts and discourses. Producing mythic fabulations to support the rituals unique to its culture, each society
consists in the multiple and varying psychic and material realizations of its projective ground-plan, the psychophysical
construction of its symbolic structures and ideas. Each triadic order is strictly incompossible with every other –
literally, materially distinct and diverging from its neighbors’ in their becoming. (The impossibility of translating
poetry is an ancient sign of this symbolic diversity.) Not only every culture but each individual subject dreams and
plans its futures in multimodal fabulations, and acts to realize some of those futures – often conflicting with each other.
Within each brain or mind are diverse alternatives developing, and no one, not even the merest simpleton, is
expressing and living in just one world. Societies and individuals are incompossible in their anticipatory systems,
where the real event is going on, as each cooperates in sympathy or struggles in rivalry with other individuals, species,
and societies, enacting the world it projects according to its idea(l)s, ruling out the future existence of countless other
monad-worlds. It is thus not only in our brains (minds) that our realities are incompossible, but in our symbolic acts
and the event of our becoming. To ignore this psychic reality is to miss what it means to be alive.
These cultural practices are human creations that are neither true nor false but expressive of affective
possibilities. Failing to see the gruesome irony of its self-dismissal, the subject of contemporary neuroscientism
abjectly submits to chemical normalization designed to suppress and inhibit those very thoughts and affects and
“behaviors” that resist the mechanization of our lives. Psychiatric control treats any sign of vitality like a symptom of
disease, and the living brain like a machine to be serviced and repaired. The real of desire is leveled down to the
mechanics of molecules. Our education system dumbs its subjects down to see the living world and themselves as
programmed mechanism, and trains them to function as parts integrated in planetary megamechanisms. Thus our
scientistic ideology, proclaiming the one referential reality, ignoring its becoming and foreclosing its own act,
implicitly justifies the eradication of “primitive” cultures with their strange preferences and ritual practices and myths
of a living Earth. How could it consistently respond or resist that destruction, when it teaches that the techno-scientific
monoculture processing the Earth is the one based in reality? While the culture industry produces alternative fantasy
worlds to divert and disconnect its subjects from the horror of their environment poisoned by machine waste, the
advancing civilization is bulldozing and exterminating multiple living worlds, flattening and grinding them into data to
feed the universal algorithm of homogeneous exchange. How can the scientist resist if he believes human aspirations
are the illusions of programmed automatons? Yet all he would have to do is look within to see where the “manyworlds hypothesis” is verified. In the coming time of our environ-mentality, our response-ability, what must now be
counted in are the creative and symbolic acts that determine how we live and what we are living for, what worlds we
are projecting and already making possible and real. Philosophy is the thinking of this event, which it does not take for
granted. In fact nothing is “given” to philosophy, everything must be constructed, there are no “data” yet “philosophy
can exclude nothing” (MT 2). That is its paradox: nothing is given and nothing is excluded. Even God cannot take
himself for granted. He has to ask himself, How? How do I do it? Perhaps a clue is found in music, “prototype of the
concert of natural forces.” 48

God is the Libido of self-realizing Possibility consisting in all the living thinking and acting together to
“dramatize the idea” and realize the futures each is urging toward, “the world is an egg but the egg itself is a
theatre,”49 and it so happens that our theater lacks a director but not ideas, so long as we are able to assemble them, as
the god of many affects (Dionysos) improvises and breaks up into so many converging and diverging lines into the
futures we are aiming for. Each monad-mode is acting in the drama of its own imagining, a play without author or
director whose plot is continually under revision, incomplete, as the monads encounter each other blind to what’s
happening inside the other’s world, make signs to each other and read the other’s gesture and attitude, relinking to
some, rejecting others, never knowing in advance what world-play the other players are acting and imagining, so many
versions of “the ultimate,” as we all intuitively channel and project each other’s possibilities and take our chances,
moving rules, composing and executing this sublime schizophrenic melody and concordia discors.50 And that, “chance
its own Idea,” is pragmatic activism as a radical pluralist empiricism.
Kant led philosophy out of the fog of metaphysics, forged ahead and broke a path into a new pragmatics, by
inventing a new relation between reason and action. For the significance of “practical reason” is not that it can purify
morality or desire, nor even that it teaches us to act “as if” God or the fictitious Ideal were real; it is that by orienting
the subject to a future of its own making, to living and acting guided by an image of desire, ethical procedure realizes
a radical creativity that inherits the “life-force” it modulates, and becomes effective through ideas as it works through
preference beyond reference. The Ideal is a fiction, but this fiction is a true creation (already real in mind) and has
practical consequences according to what we make of it. Every society on Earth creates an image of its future and acts
to realize that image. Perhaps God is the future, and the task life has assigned itself in the symbolic animal is to create
God, to realize that Idea, that Spirit.
Our current world crisis is not just a matter of pollution, overpopulation, and climate change. It is not just that machine
exhaust and waste is poisoning our soil, water, and air and cancering our genes. Nor even that the breeding and
mutation of the machine has turned so rapid that living organisms are in shock – as they surely are. The true depth of
this crisis is metaphysical and our illness is mental. If we continue to believe that we, together with the other
organisms on Earth, are somehow just more complex versions of the robots we are cultivating, then we will be content
to treat each other and ourselves like robots, behaving and reacting automatically, and will eventually decide that
computers can think better than we can and should decide our future for us. That will be the point of no return, of
which current “transhumanist” fantasies are a precursor and the frantic search for energy to fuel machines is a manic
symptom. On behalf of the mechanisms on our minds, we betray the living and side with “artificial life.” But until the
machine completes its takeover of the human brain, many of us will continue to coevolve with the living and try to
restore our mutual environment by cultivating ecosystems. However, the human obsession with morbidity has made us
vulnerable to the fantasy of controlling the genetics of organisms and eventually replacing ourselves with immortal
mechanisms (thus ending that phase of evolution which requires individual mortality to make way for new organisms),
so that the practice of becoming-Earth is being eclipsed as “individuals” unable to face death alone degenerate into
panicked “cyborgs.”
Science is the most powerful method of prediction ever devised. But it has inherited from religion the delusion
of a world that is predictable in principle if only we knew the “mind of God.” This presumption has obscured the
unconscious unknowable involving radical chance and the real future forming on the outside edge of time bordering on
ever-looming death and entropy. No science can predict its own moves and aims, desires, theories, changing games
and rules, brewing diagrams and projecting futures – the most important thing, Life Itself. On the day it begins to
include its own activity in its theory, a new science will be born. Or perhaps it will no longer be science, but will join
art and philosophy in including its enunciation in its statement, the producer in its product, as what is missing there
necessarily insofar as that act is creating something new on Earth, and needs real time to become what it will be. That
becoming is our inside-outside, futuring. One day science will affirm itself as a living language, a living artifact of
creatable incompleteness, and will rejoin the becoming Earth. With this self-inclusion its topology will mutate: no
longer captured by the illusion of spherical closure, it will theorize its real practice: the involution of its outside
chance.
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War By Other Means
What Difference Do(es) the Graphic(s) Make?
In Digital Cultures and the Politics of Emotion: Feelings, Affect and Technological
Change. Eds. Athina Karatzogianni and Adi Kuntsman. Palgrave 2012: 21-32

How is one to feel about war?
About a world map of hot spots,
laid out again and again before you?
Zones of conflagration, burning, burning
burning the ground
up into the lives
that ground once supported.
What does it feel like to be asked to do good in a world,
war-torn and burning still,
when there is war in hot spots all around us
but where we do not live? Where do we live?

hat follows is a series of reflections on the shifts in thought that I would argue are necessary to critically
engage the graphic, both as a compositional form and as the quality or intensity of a visual display. I take as
my focus the display of the effects of unending war appearing in I Live Here,1 a boxed collection of four
books, published in 2008 by Random House with the support of Amnesty International USA. 2 I Live Here was
produced by Mia Kirshner, an actress, J.B. Mac Kinnon, a writer, and creative directors, Paul Shoebridge and Michael
Simmons. The work of twenty two other artists, writers and researches also appear in the boxed collection of the four
books of I Live Here and the later developed web site. Each is a collage-like composition of journal entries, stories,
photographs, numbers, and graphic novellas about the war in Chechnya, the ethnic cleansing at the Burmese border,
the disappearance and death of women around the maquiladoras near the Mexican border and the AIDS epidemic in
Malawi, Africa.
I Live Here proposes to address violence and abuse in four corners of the world by telling the stories of the
silenced and the overlooked, making “the lives of refugees and displaced people” speak both “the personal and the
global,” to use the words printed on the back of the box of books. Promising “a raw and intimate journey to crises”
around the world, I Live Here means to use the graphic to stir shame, pity, sympathy, if not disgust and horror, in those
of us who are not there and who, it is hoped, will bear some sort of responsibility and thus be incited to action in the
local and global spheres.

W

I
But, I wonder. These stories of children-soldiers, prisoners, sex workers, orphans left by parents dead of AIDS, those
abandoned, depressed, near suicidal confronted by the hatred of neighbors of different ethnicities, if not the same
ethnicities, communities and families, these stories really are not unheard of or overlooked stories. It is these stories
that often accompany demands for humanitarian response to crisis, increasingly criticized, however, for the political
economic circuit that these demands have enabled, the moral posturing that can lead to economic sanctions as well as
covert and overt war. The particulars of these stories, it would seem, cannot but be remembered, forgotten, and
remembered again and again, until there is little else but the stories’ appeal, an appeal that has been made just as often
in the branding of war, a branding that is meant to draw support for war’s tactics and strategies, that is, branding war as

interested in the protection and/or the liberation of victims, women and children especially, and therefore to brand war
as modern, progressive, civil, and democratic as the wars in Iraq or Afghanistan at times have been branded by the
U.S. government.
As the horrific effects of war are made into a graphic appeal for the continuation of war- making, turning these
same horrific effects into an appeal for a humanitarian response to war cannot be meant to end war but rather to be
ever engaged in alleviating the effects of war, to ever be engaged in war by other means: endlessly moving us within
an affective circuit that gives us the sensations of being both victimizing and victimized, accusing and accused,
shaming and shamed, guilty and innocent, like the music on the website of I Live Here, looping through the sound
again and again of a child’s music box as if broken, turning the sound again and again from child-innocent to
perverse-eerie (see: http://www.i-live-here.com/ ). 3
I turn onto a page and before me is a collage of photographs taken at the Don Ban Yang Camp at the Burmese border.
My eye moves quickly around the center photograph with just a vagina miserably exposed with a finger stabbing a
stick inside to bring about an abortion by bleeding out the fetus from this anonymous uterus. The photos all around
show parts of children’s bodies, a back of a young person with bones jutting out of its starved body, and sites of
abandon and squalor.

II
In her discussion of what she calls “aesthetic capitalism,” Christine Harold points to a shift in the functioning of brand
from its being about representation or the aura of the circulating sign to designing objects that themselves can stir
affect, promising a transformative experience in the object’s use rather than in the mere possession of it.4 Modeling a
user’s future manipulation of it, the commodity is designed to sensually transmit a ‘creative juice’ 5 that will be
transformative for its user, bringing a not-yet lived future into the present. Thus the aura and the value of the
commodity now is its transmission of affect, where affect, refers not to emotion but to a bodily capacity, a bodily
readiness, a trigger to action, including the action of feeling an emotion. While emotions are commensurate with a
subject, affect is a pre-individual and therefore a non-conscious, a-subjective potentiality. Affect is a vector of
unqualified intensity seeking future actualization; it is a vehicle from one dimension of time to another. It is for its
capacity to bring the future into the present that affective branding becomes useful in the graphic framing of unending
war and the humanitarian response to it.
This is because affective branding actually works not by giving one future possibilities but by pre-empting the
future. For Luciana Parisi and Steven Goodman the preemptive logic of branding is a “mnemonic control” that aims to
remodel long-term memory through an occupation of or the “parasiting” on the dynamics of affective potentiality in
the neuro-physiological plasticity of the body-brain.6 Mnemonic control is something like “a distribution of memory
implants,” which provides one with the bodily or affective memory of an actual experience which one actually has not
had, nonetheless, giving a base for the future rise of affect, the repetition of an anticipatory response.7 Thus the power
of mnemonic control is in this turn to affect as life’s non-lived or not-yet lived potential. Mnemonic control brings life
back to a non-lived potential in order to modulate affect’s emerging effects. Brian Massumi calls this power
ontopower, a pre-emptive power beyond the biopolitical control of life. 8 Tiziana Terranova, following Maurizio
Lazzarato, describes this power as “the ontological powers of time-memory.” 9
It is hard to look and not to look again at the series of scenes of violence at the border between Mexico and the United
States. The series of photographs recreate scenes of passionate murders composed of dolls in miniaturized rooms or
back alleyways. In one, blood is splattered over women doll bodies thrown on beds and floors, ripped apart and left
with breasts exposed, legs severed from torsos. The dollhouse furniture in pieces is thrown about the room. In other
photographs in the series, there are women dolls, who having prostituted themselves, now lay with little clothing to
cover them. One doll has the heel of her foot ripped open and her hands are swollen from the rope tied around them.
Dead. I cannot see her face: no eyes, no mouth, no nose. Senseless doll. The series of photographs ends with a man
propped up against a wall. His pant’s zipper is opened and there is a doll between his out of proportioned legs. She is
wearing a knitted outfit with baby shoes on her feet and a teddy bear at her side. Her face is lost in his crotch as he

smokes a cigarette. I go back to previous pages and pages of women’s names, who, it is alleged are missing from the
border between Mexico and the United States. It is difficult to read them. There are no spaces between the names; they
become a sea of letters.

III
In I Live Here, mnemonic control preempts the future, remodeling long-term memory, with a circulation of trauma that
overrides the psychoanalytic conceptualization and treatment of trauma as an event that cannot be consciously or even
unconsciously experienced but is suffered as bodily memory. Thus, while trauma in psychoanalytic terms, points to a
failure of conscious and unconscious registration of an event, the event nonetheless is understood to have taken place
and is treated as such because of the individual’s repetitious bodily production of traumatic effects. In mnemonic
control, however, while there is a production of an affective bodily memory, it is of an experience that actually has not
ever been experienced, an experience yet to have happened. Not yet, or perhaps not ever identifiable as any one
individual’s traumatic experience, the affective bodily response is produced for and through an anonymous circulation
across bodies, assembling an audience or population of affective receptivity. This pre-emptive parasiting on the nonlived or the not-yet lived, I want to suggest, instigates a re-conceptualization of the bodily, memory and language,
specifically in the context of a change in governance toward the deployment of ontopower, that is, the governance of
affect, its modulation when assembled with new technologies of time-memory, new media technologies, bio- and
neuro-technologies as well.
Thus, rather than conceiving the relationship of the bodily, memory and language in terms of the disciplining of
the organism, where body parts and affective intensities are expected to take the shape of a racialized, hetero/homonormative unified body, bound to the subject of language and representation, I am proposing that we think the body
differently. I am proposing that we think body parts and affective intensities without presuming their disciplinary
enclosure in the organism. Language too might be thought to operate differently than being the representing medium
of the speaking subject. Instead language might be thought to function to intensify or mute affect above and below the
speaking subject of conscious and unconscious representation as for example in the language of formatting,
performance, programming or design. So while racialized, hetero/homo-normative formations still are operated to
produce the disciplined organism as the unified body of the speaking subject, nonetheless these formations are being
subjected to a reformulation as the disciplining of the organism into the unified body of the speaking subject is underdetermined by an anonymous circulation of body parts and affective intensities in assemblage with technologies of
time memory.
I cringe involuntarily, looking at the black ink drawings of Mi-su who at eleven becomes a sex worker in Thailand. The
drawings show the young body of this girl on her knees reaching out to the paper money thrown on the floor. The sex
act is made explicit through a series of drawings of bodies entangled in various positions. The seeming calm of Misu’s non-resistant body makes the scenes seem like those of ordinary love-making, although there is no kissing or
caressing. In the last of the drawings, Mi-su stands in front of a full length mirror one leg drawn up and her head
dropped down as she attends to the hose that flushes water over her vagina. The image in the mirror is more like a
black smudge of a barely human body.

IV
More than the content of the drawings, numbers, photographs, and novellas of I Live Here, it is their collage-like
design or formatting that produces affective modulation. Through an irrational or near-random cutting up of each page
or the cutting across and between photographs, novellas, numbers and drawing, there is a disregard for narrative
composition and the offer of identification that narrative usually carries. So while I Live Here asks its audience to
identify with those suffering the terrors of unending war, bringing into play the disavowed displacements of a
racialized hetero/homonormative formation, 10 there also is a disturbance in identification as the collage-like design of I
Live Here throws its audience back to the black between the cuts across the page, back to matter, to body parts and

affective intensities.
For sure, an invitation to identify is offered by Mia Kirshner whose thoughts are presented at the beginning of
each of the four books. Urging the audience to join her in facing the horror she is about to recount, Kirshner offers her
reactions to being there, where she is in someone else’s memories, which mix, she tells us, with her memory of her
family’s memory of the experience of the holocaust, the archetype of the psychoanalytics of trauma. Yet, this
invitation to identify is not easily realized as the formatting of I Live Here makes identification passing, short circuiting
any sustained dialectic of I and other, not least because the audience’s reading and looking are shame-filled, edged
with disgust, revulsion, fear and excitement that is sexual and racial. There is the shrinking away of attention and the
impossibility of not attending, being moved back and forth from an ethical frenzy to an enthrallment attended with a
kind of passivity. All of this is in the graphic composition that allows perverse arrangements of bodies and body parts,
which is as well a becoming obscene of the social. That is, there is an undoing of the scene of the social, lost, as
sociality is, to an anonymous circulation of affect an engaging and disengaging of focus in the quick turning back and
forth from the terrors of unending war and the humanitarian appeals to alleviate its effects.
As such, the design or formatting of I Live Here undoes the centrality of cinematic imaging and its narrative arc
which makes the eye dive into the depth of the image, offering the subject more than the surface upon which to realize
itself, offering, that is, a depth of identification in recognition and resemblance. But as Timothy Murray asks, “…what
if the colossal projection of cinema were no longer the guarantor of a culturally uniform memory,” displaced by “the
mnemonic supplements of something potently disparate, something traveling quickly across the neural networks of
global communications?” What if the moving image, he continues, “were less a fading shadow of something higher
than us,” but rather, “a lively interiorized mark, a digital burn of densely packed media bits…” where the perceptual
paradigm “has shifted from the spectacular projection and riveted reception of cinema to miniaturized registration,
temporal folds, memory theaters and playful interaction.” 11 Something that is quite cryptic! We also might think of
what Thomas Lamarre calls “animetism” to point to the layering of images one on top of the other in the production of
animation, in the production of an animated flat surface. 12 Animetism reveals a tendency in the moving image, the
potentiality for the manipulation of the interval or gap between layers of images, which when flattened, returns the
image to black again and again and the audience to matter again and again, being affectively modulated again and
again rather than being carried along by narrative to the end of the story.
I find myself counting the bodies of the young boys who are held at Kachere, Malawi’s juvenile prison, awaiting trial,
many even awaiting to be charged. Nearly half of them are orphans and have just recently arrived from the adult
prison, where rape is rampant. The boys are shown with crude line drawings that they have produced themselves. One
of the drawings is of the boys sleeping, crowded into cells, without even room to roll over. Their look-alike heads and
an arm or two are all that is left to see; the rest of their bodies are drawn like sacks. The boys have written some
words that make up several pages of a collage meant to suggest that the boys still are hopeful. They, at least, are
alive; the drawings of their bodies follow the pastel colored drawings of dead children, one lying so sweetly, with
butterflies lighting upon it. One of the 550,000 orphans with AIDS, dead. One of Malawi’s innocents, dead. Rape or
death: I count against the rise of nausea.

V
Affect is at work. It is at work in a biopolitical governance that is moving beyond biopolitics where subject-formation
through identification becomes lite and where governance is not so much a matter of disciplining the subject or
inducing a socialized adherence to the ideologies of the nation-state, what Michel Foucault described as discipline, one
form of biopower. For Foucault, there is another form of biopower, what he calls biopolitics, which focuses less on the
disciplining of the subject, and no longer takes the family as the model of good governance, the sovereign as a good
father who will provide.13 Biopolitical governance focuses more on species life, expressed in terms of the capacity for
life and the lack thereof across populations. The sociologic of biopolitics at first is concerned with rates, averages,
norms and deviations, where populations such as the criminal, the insane, the healthy, are the effect of invidious
comparisons. But, increasingly, however, a sociologic has come to function where “classificatory and regulative
mechanisms…are elaborated for every recognizable state of being.... such that ‘normal’ no longer is the opposite and
14

necessary complement of ‘abnormal,’ ‘deviant,’ or ‘dysfunctional.’ This sociologic not only focuses on populations
but comes to treat the individual as itself a population, complicating the individual in terms of his or her own
propensities, his or her affective capacities, which are calculated by drawing on digitized databases from across
institutional settings that carry the trace of the individual’s institutional behaviors to be read as a statistical profile of
the individual’s behavioral tendencies: what the individual has done and therefore can or cannot do in the future. The
individual, like the population, has become “a sort of technical political object of management and government…
dependent on series of variables.”15
The family, no longer serving as a model of good governance, serves instead as an instrument for obtaining data
about the individual and population. As the disciplining function of the family gives way, governance is freed up to
treat family violence, if not violence in general, as one risk measure of the life capacities of the individual and
populations. This is a technicalization or socionormalization of violence that resets the limits of obscenity in a redesign
of the scene of the social that is resonant with ongoing war and the humanitarian response to its effects that justifies
and continually revises the insidious comparisons that target populations and individuals ‘deserving’ to die.
The technicalization and normalization of violence needs to make its appearance in a human figure. Here, the
imprisoned orphan, the prepubescent sex worker, the refugee, and the innocent toddler dying of AIDS, are such
figures, figures of an appeal, a sex appeal that is racial, that is meant to humanize and naturalize what otherwise
functions merely as a calculation of risk. The ongoing graphic circulation of the horrible conditions of individual and
populations is a political and economic resource of profitable information, even as the local settings of the terrors of
endless war go on being economically and politically devastated. As such, the humanitarian appeal is to attend to, to
care-for; it is an appeal that is entangled with the appeal for unending war, entangled with the governing of the not-yet
lived, at the point of emergence, where ontopower is shadowed by necropolitics.
In the camps, the women, cold, hungry and diseased, do most of the work. It is hard to tell their ages. The graphics
make each of them look as if suddenly thrown into old age. I can imagine the sights that haunt their minds, of bodies
exploded by missiles, and the horrid noises banging in their heads all but driving them mad. Their head scarves are
torn and their dresses no longer fit properly. I see the devastation all around them but I am drawn to the women’s
eyes, again and again. Although blank, they still are transmitting exhaustion, disgust, terror--all edged with a dark
despair. They have almost nothing. The Internally Displaced Persons of Chechnya, 320,000 of them, will not go back
to their homes even when encouraged to do so. After a war that killed 30,000 to 80,000 persons, the displaced are
literally war-torn, so they stay in the cramped and dangerous camps of Ingushetia.

VI
Measuring affect is not easy. Indeed, in political economic terms, affect has been described as immeasurable, a
description that comes by way of a comparison of measuring the value of a potential or the not-yet to measuring value
when it is surplus value produced through the exploited hours of workers’ labor.16 As a non-lived, or not-yet lived
potentiality, affect works otherwise; it works presently in financial capitalism where wealth is produced external to
capital’s organization of labor, or external to the accumulation of capital through production. What has been called the
knowledge economy or the information economy or most recently the affect economy of an aesthetic capitalism points
to an accumulation of wealth through the working of a generalized intelligence brought about through past investment
in the education and welfare of workers and the upgrading of technical management, which increasingly is not
considered to be opposed to creativity and invention. 17 However, through the privatization and rarefication of
education, health care, control of fertility, social security and other social welfare provisions, and as the openness of
digital networks continues to hold allure for giant corporations who wish to contain it, creativity and invention are
being made scarce.
It is in this political economic environment that a measure for affect is found. It is a measure other than the
measure of probability, which, as Foucault suggested, was the measure par excellence of biopolitics. Affective
measure functions differently; it is a measure that probes for the immeasurable as it generates an enthrallment with
measure, formatting words, numbers, images and diagrams in order to turn measure into alluring evidence of an
already present future, a preempted future in the technological modulation of time-memory. As such, the measure of
affect is singular but productive as measuring affect cannot but modulate and change its intensity with each measure;

measure cannot but move affect toward actualization. As such, the metric or the unit of measure necessarily will
change with each and every measure. In this sense the measure of affect is an aesthetic measure, understanding
aesthetic measure to be singular, non-generalizable, particular to each event, or each capture of the not-yet. If this is
the measure par excellence of ontopower, beyond biopolitics, it is because governance by mnemonic control is
operating affectively and preemptively at a scale that is both above or below human consciousness or even
unconsciousness.18

VII
Judith Butler has argued that “without the assault on the senses, it would be impossible for a state to wage war” or to
be in a state of ongoing war. For Butler the frames of war carry this assault either by “rendering sensational losses that
are borne by nations with whom identification is intensified through the individual icons of death” or by “rendering
insensate certain losses whose open mourning might challenge the rationale of war itself.” 19 Butler’s hope for an open
mourning against the sinking of hope in ongoing melancholia is in that possibility of more fully rendering what is
made all but invisible by the frames of war. But it is precisely this understanding of frame as that which functions to
make reality all but invisible that I Live Here challenges. I Live Here points to another function of framing, one in
which no outside reality remains accessible for fuller rendition. Instead what is made possible with affective branding
is the ongoing shifting of a framing back and forth from one milieu of circulation to another, back and forth from
sensational to insensate, back and forth from an appeal for ongoing war to an appeal for a humanitarian response to
war’s effects that also transports an audience back and forth from one dimension of time to another. Thus, it is not so
much that I Live Here makes invisible the geopolitics of choosing the place rendered in each of the four books or the
particular histories of these four locations, or their specific normative arrangement of bodies in terms of class, race, sex
and gender, and more. It is rather that the particular histories, the geopolitics of choice, the specific normative cultural
arrangements, these are what are folded into the graphic displays that makes them affectively intense or makes for the
anonymous circulation of these intensities. These folded realities cannot be rendered more fully; they can only be
unfolded with the affective resonance that they have acquired or the temporal scramble that they have been subjected
to affectively and then to circulate again. This is another way to understand that each measure of affect changes the
metric for the next measure, calling for a method to critically engage the temporality of affect, its potentiality. It is a
call for a method of an analysis of rhythms, resonances and modulated intensities that are not so much haunted but
trembling and as such assembled with technologies of time memory.
And so it is that I am still irritated by the graphic displays in I Live Here of the horrific effects of unending war,
the displays of lives not merely ungrievable, but as such, usable to produce a surplus value of affect for reinvestment
in an aesthetic capitalism. I am uneasy circulating these displays once again, but nonetheless take up the task, which
Susan Sontag suggested, of setting aside the sympathy extended to those beset by unending war in order to consider
oneself on the same plane as their suffering and implicated in it, a task “for which the painful, stirring images supply
only the initial spark.”20
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n what follows I turn to recent technoscientific developments in order to rethink the value of affective labor in
relationship to mathematical (digital) forms of measure. I focus especially on the work of Luciana Parisi because
my aims here, like hers, are both to draw out the political, cultural, economic and social implications of these
developments and at least to sketch what transformation in thought, or in the thinking about thought, (as well as the
unthought), they may incite. As Parisi takes philosophical discourse both as a guide to critical analysis of
technoscientific development and as the discourse to which she finally hopes to contribute, I hope to do so as well.
While philosophies focused on process, those of Gilles Deleuze and Alfred North Whitehead especially, are those to
which Parisi is drawn, I hope finally to put those philosophies in contrast with speculative realist philosophies and
object-oriented ontologies. I want to propose that this contrast shows that philosophy, even if unconsciously, is being
drawn to the implications of the technoscientific development of nanotechnology and the issue of measure it raises in
its effort to make productive the microaffects of matter. Or to put it otherwise, philosophy presently is registering the
reconfiguration of economy, affective labor, and biopolitical governance.

I

Nanotechnology and measuring matter’s affects
In her recent analysis of nanotechnology, Luciana Parisi has reported that the specific novelty of nanotechnologies is
that nanomachines can “rearrange the very position of every atom” (forthcoming, 2012, p. 48 n.2) This means that,
“each atom can be placed in a selected position to become an active or structural component of a living system that is
being redesigned.” In particular, this new capacity of controlling the position of atoms suggests that, “the high speed
oscillation and fuzziness of molecules, which was central to the discoveries of quantum physics, is no longer an
absolute indeterminacy defined by atomic superposition between particles and waves.” Rather the fuzziness provides a
chaotic instability that could be turned into a “weird dynamic productivity” (p.49, n.2). At the nanoscale, Parisi
continues “particles can become probability waves which leap across impenetrable barriers, occupy two places at the
same time and anticipate future states” (p.33)
From the science of nanotechnology to the nanodesign of artificial atoms for what has been trade marked
“programmable matter,” the aim, as Parisi sees it, is “to neutralize the distinction between the physical composition of
materials--- atoms, photons, protons, electrons--- and their properties, such as color, shape, smoothness, brightness,
and so on,” such that “material can change their substance instantaneously like the design and debugging of software”
(p.38). Parisi sums up by proposing that, “by entering the realm of pure potentials--of color, shape, roughness,
electricity, vectoriality, etc., programmable matter promises an architecture of instantaneous realization of
potentialities….. At work here no longer is control intended as the calculation of the future by means of prediction, or
the calculation of the unknown through pre-set probabilities. The disappearance of bio-physical contingencies instead
is directly proportional to the nano-programming of uncertainties as the inclusion of fuzzy states in the design of
thought and extension” (p.39).1
I have quoted at length from this, one of Parisi’s essays, in order to situate my discussion of measure, as she
situates her recent discussions of calculation and computation, in relationship to technoscientific development (2009,
2009a, 2009b). Nanotechnological development also is meant to frame my return to an earlier moment of engagement
with labor, affect and measure in a 2007 publication, which I co-authored with Greg Goldberg, Rachel Schiff, Aaron
Weeks and Craig Willse, titled “Notes Toward a Theory of Affect-itself.” There, my co-authors and I drew on George
Caffentzis’s disagreement with Hardt and Negri’s claim that the value of immaterial or affective labor is immeasurable.
Arguing instead that capitalism “imposes an extremely quantified form of life on its constituents,” Caffentzis warned
against claims of immeasurability proposing that capitalists have sought and still do seek a way to measure what at
first seems immeasurable. Caffentzis not only argued that exploitation still was measureable in terms of laborers’
production of surplus value but he also proposed that those who would resist capitalism must have quantitative
capacity to match the quantitative capacity at the service of capitalism.2

While taken with Caffentzis interest in measure and capitalism’s quantitative capacity, we felt that the question
of the measurability or immeasurability of affective labor had to be posed differently than in terms of laborers’
productive time, since affective labor as Paolo Virno among others would have it, goes even beyond the labor of
communicative and cognitive capacities in a knowledge society or information society, beyond what Marx called the
labor of a general intelligence to the laboring of affect in a biopolitical society where affect refers to a pre-individual,
non-conscious, non-cognitive, a-subjective bodily capacity to affect or be affected (2004). Here, affect is a vector of
unqualified intensity opening to future actualization, a pure potential. Defined in this way, affective labor raised
questions for my co-authors and me about the embodiment of pure potential or vectors of intensity in contrast to the
organic body of the laborer. We asked what kind of body is the affective body or what is an embodiment of vectors of
intensity. We doubted that it could be the body modeled on the human organism or the human laborer. If measure in
central to affective labor as much as any other labor, we asked how should the measuring of affect be thought? 3

Bodies, affect and media technology
The definition of affect above is drawn from the philosophical tradition employed by Brain Massumi, the philosophies
of Deleuze and Whitehead and before them Spinoza and Bergson. Although Massumi develops his conceptualization
of affect for the most part in relationship to the human subject, or more specifically the autonomic nervous system of
the human organism, his very conceptualization of affect as pre-individual potential, resonant with Deleuzean
virtuality, would seem to let affect slip from the human organism (2002). Indeed, Massumi at times does point to the
various scales of matter at which affect is potential or indeterminism. It would seem then that affect points to the
reconfiguration of bodies and matter/energy; affect may be experienced by and be the experience of bodies other than
human bodies or bodies conceived as organisms.
In “Notes Toward a Theory of Affect-itself,” my co-authors and I focused on the technical frame of affect,
starting with the technologies with which Massumi measured affect as a fraction of time before conscious experience,
a technological enhancement or measuring device theoretically overlooked by Massumi but seemingly necessary to his
examples of pre-conscious affect as a measurable fraction of time before consciousness, a measurement that
necessarily moves affect toward consciousness, virtualilty toward actualization, although without depleting virtuality or
affective potential. That is to say, ontologically, affect is potential and as such cannot be realized only actualized;
actualization can only be a matter of invention out of virtuality which itself ontologically remains virtual. It seemed to
my co-authors and myself that it might be possible to imagine the body of affect as a technological assemblage, or a
technology of measurement where measure measures without depleting or fully capturing, a computationally open
technology of measure.
In “Heat-Death: Emergence And Control In Genetic Engineering and Artificial Life, ” Parisi with Tiziana
Terranova provided a way to begin to address our queries (2000). Offering a genealogy of the (re)configurations of
bodies, technologies and labor, “Heat Death” makes it possible to think of the body-as-organism as only one figure, an
historically specific one, of what the body is or what it can do. Focusing on autopoiesis, characteristic of the body-asorganism, Parisi and Terranova argue that it was in the 19th century that the body as autopoietic organism becomes the
figure of what the body is and what it can do. They go on to propose that this figure of the body is befitting the
disciplinary society of late 19th century, industrial capitalism “where the fluids which were circulating outside and
between bodies, are folded onto themselves in order to be channeled within the solid walls of the
organism/self/subject” (4). The body-as-organism is organized for “reproduction within a thermodynamic cycle of
accumulation and expenditure; and trained to work” (5). Here, Parisi and Terranova are suggesting that a body is a
historically specific mode of organization of material forces, invested by capital into being, as well as elaborated
through various discourses of biology, physics, neuroscience, medicine, etc. that reconfigure work, bodies production
and reproduction.
If the turn to affect is registering a reconfiguration of the body, labor and technology, as my co-authors and I
went on to argue, then, it is due, we also wanted to propose, in no small part to digital technologies and to the
technosciences of information that now propose that information is the general theory of matter/energy and that
thermodynamics only is a special case.4 Here, affect at every scale of matter points to the self-organization inherent to
matter or matter’s capacity to be inform-ational or informing. It points as well to the digital technology that supports a
mathematics that is able to attach to and modulate the informational substrate of bodily matter and matter generally,
such that technosciences, for example biomedia and new media, introduce what Keith Ansell Pearson has called the
“post-biological threshold” into “life-itself” (1999). That is to say these technologies are changing what the body can

do or its affective capacity, with the post-biological as a threshold or a limit. However, in what follows I would like to
suggest that in her treatment of nanotechnology, Parisi raises a question as to the status of this limit in thinking of
bodies, affect, technology and labor, a question that also points to recent philosophical debate over ontology.
In the years since the 2007 publication of “Notes Toward a Theory of Affect-Itself,” the thought of affect as a
technological assemblage has been refined through interdisciplinary discussions about affect, media, technology,
governance and economy. This has occurred as media studies discourse has been shifting its focus from technologies
and uses of mass communications to focus on affect, or capabilities of perception and sensation and not only human
perception and sensation. In fact, media are being defined in terms of a subtraction of human perception as the
presumed center of being and feeling. Steve Goodman, writing on sound technologies and leaning toward the process
philosophies of Deleuze and Whitehead, argues: “If we subtract human perception, everything moves…. At the
molecular or quantum level, everything is in motion, is vibrating” (2009, p. 83). For subjectivity and objectivity all that
is required is that an entity be felt by another entity. “All entities,” Goodman continues, “are potential media that can
feel or whose vibrations can be felt by other entities” (p. 83). Here media are understood in terms of
nonanthropocentric affect, where “affects are transitions, gateways, and passages between dimensions,” as Jussi
Parikka has put it (2010, p. xxvi).
In these terms, media are more broadly described as “contractions of forces of the world into specific
resonating milieus” (p. xiv), such that mediation is contingent and immanent. Mediation (if it even should be called
that) is less about connecting two or more entities, although by the above definition of entities, they are media and they
do connect other entities. Still, for theorists like Goodman and Parikka, it might be better to describe mediation as
modulation, intensifying or de-intensifying rhythmicities and forces that are of but also below, above and other than
human perception. Here media are being extended to various platforms organic, nonorganic, chemical, neurochemical.
As Parrika concludes: “we do not so much have media as we are media and of media; media …cast a plane over the
chaos” (p. xxvii).
This definition of media borrows from contemporary thinking about assemblage as a mode of affective (de)intensification, that is, an affordance to sensations, percepts and concepts and the modulation of their intensities at
every scale of matter. As such, an analysis of effects engages them not as the end result of a predefined condition, but
immediately as a cause or a condition of possibility of affect and further effects. This is the working of what Massumi
has called a “quasi-causality,” that is, the (eternal) return of indeterminacy in every actualization or
individualization. 5 Theses actualizations and individualizations might well be thought of as bodies of affect, the bodies
that this discussion of media provokes. If all entities are affective media, then they may share the definition of bodies
that Elizabeth Grosz offers: "discontinuous, nontotalizable series of processes, organs, flows, energies, corporeal
substances and incorporeal events, speeds and durations..." (1994, p. 164), and as such they are open to the affordance
of a media assemblage and its modulation of intensities. Given this take on media as affective embodiments and
bodies as affective media, questions arise as to how an entity or object should be thought, or how relation might be
thought when the body-as-organism is no longer the figure of life and organic matter is no longer privileged over nonorganic matter. And finally what does addressing these questions have to do with measure and affective labor?

Prehension, Media Technologies and Measure
While Parisi has relied on Deleuze, increasingly she also turns to Whitehead. It is his philosophy that accompanies her
in observing the ongoing investment in technoscience and its elaboration of mathematical technologies that are
transforming, as nanotechnology means to do, the bio-physical strata of evolution, adaptation and change and thereby
are displacing the post-biological as horizon of thought and extension in matter. This turn to Whitehead, I would argue,
is due in part to the difference between his thinking about process and Deleuze’s. While Whitehead is concerned with
how entities become, nonetheless, entities do become; they become and they perish (1978). In this way they generate
space/time, while Deleuze’s conceptualizations of virtuality, pure past, and duration put everything in time, put all
entities in relationship, if not to each other, to virtuality. For Whitehead while there is becoming, it is a matter of what
he describes as “concrescence,” the actual becoming through a novel production of togetherness or the coming
together of multiple prehensions, where prehension is the pre-conscious, pre-individual act by which one actual
occasion (entity) takes up and responds to another. Everything, not just humans, prehend in that each thing orients
toward; it withdraws from or advances toward the world, as it experiences its becoming. Prehension is a “decision,” to
use Whitehead’s term, eliminating potential occasions and delimiting a specific occasion, which, after perishing,
becomes the past or “datum” for another occasion or for a grouping of occasions that endures as a “society,” again to

use Whitehead’s term. It is precisely to prehensions that Parisi imagines nanotechnology to be directed.
After all nanotechnology, as Parisi sees it, aims “to substitute bio-physical materialities with the nanoprogram
of matter and thought” (2012). This goes beyond a joining of technology and human; it goes beyond the cyborg and
genetic engineering as well. This is because nanotechnology initiates “the process of inorganic reprogramming of the
organic nature of matter all together,” forcing “biotic life to confront the far from equilibrium dynamics of its quantum
condition” (2012). Nanotechnology means to reprogram the experience of prehension at all levels of matter, especially
the prehension of what Whitehead refers to as “eternal objects,” or potentialities that will belong to each entity,
“ingressing” into each entity as it becomes itself. For Parisi then, nanoprogramning is not aimed at the atom but at its
prehension especially its prehension of the potentiality of the eternal object. As Parisi puts it: “If atoms prehend their
transmutation in colour, shape, dimension, electrical power, it is because they prehend eternal objects ingressing their
actuality. Yet these atomic prehensions are but appetites for more potentialities, for pure power to become new forms
of space and time, new skins and new cognitive architectures. The nanoprogramming of matter therefore indirectly
allows atomic appetites to become data for the coming of new actual occasions of experience” (2012).
In other words, nanotechnology is aiming to program potentiality by artificially providing the datum of an
experience not actually experienced at any level of matter. Making potentiality experience-able (and not just to
humans) is not to control potentiality so much as to make it more productive, weirdly productive. And Parisi
concludes: “ …we have entered the field of pure speculation where reality does not need to be lived in order to be
experienced and where thought does not need to be embodied in order for it to be real.” If and when this truly
becomes the case, it will be at least in part through the further development of a mathematical technology or the
“mathematization or computation of the living and of thought” (2012). Here mathematization works as a technology of
measure where we enter the realm of the incalculable or the computationally open. 6
But, of course, it is not so surprising that focusing on technoscientific modulation of potentiality, or what above
was referred to as affect, points to a calculation or measure that is computationally open. After all affect or potentiality
cannot be measured without modulating it or the far from equilibrium dynamics of its quantum condition, without
affecting vectors of potentiality, moving potential toward actualization. It is for this reason that affect or potentiality as
stated at the start of this essay have been thought to be immeasurable. But what Parisi refers to as the computationally
open or the incalculable points to a kind of mathematics, a kind of measure that might very well enable measuring
affect or potential. This is because the mathematics that operates in relationship to the digital architecture she is
exploring engages with the curvilinear.
In her treatment of what she calls the digital prehension of a symbiotic architecture, Parisi returns to the
ancient debate about the line and the curve, to those architectures that “seem too indebted to the finitude of the line and
do not fully follow the labyrinth of the curve” (2009, p. 349). She explores the development of parallel algorithms that
are moving software architecture beyond the genetic algorithms to a deployment of a “parasiting architecture” for
interactive art and media (p. 348). This architecture allows for the “ingression of an unforeseen curvature” and directs
attention to a mathematics that attests to the viral ecologies or dense folds of information between 0s and 1s (p. 363).
These work as speculative activators of the future or potentiality. As Parisi puts it: “parallel algorithms are nested into
each others activities, trading and distributing variations across milieu of interaction.” This allows “simultaneous
communication between different processors and the sharing of memory and message transmission.” These
communications involve many very simple algorithms, which, however, do not lead “to the evolution of one algorithm
or the other but to a new algorithmic behavior” (p. 357).
Here, Parisi draws on Lynn Margulis’s conceptualization of endosymbiosis, concerning the origin of
multicellular organisms or eukaryotes. Endosymbiosis differs from a genetics of cumulative selection of random
mutations. Instead evolution comes by way of parallel entities whose independent activity remains independently
active in any new composite. Parallel processing cannot be contained in a single lineage nor is it inheritable in a
filiative fashion; it points instead to “a labyrinth in evolution.” A symbiotic architecture of parallel algorithms then can
take account of and effect experiential dimensions of what has not been experienced, or transition between blocs of
space-time, from one state to another, virally transgressing boundaries. For Parisi, this is an abstract machine that
entails “an engineering patchwork of partialities passing from one state to another, fusing and breaking into each other,
and yet belonging together at points of transitions, which are less irreducible dots than inflections, critical thresholds,
curvatures of imperceptible continuities” (2009b: 82), or, an “incomputable materiality” of “the insides of and spaces
between atoms, the atomic and subatomic particles,” held-together in virtuality (2009b: 82). Thus the symbiotic
algorithm of software programming accounts for curvature as part of its computational design; it involves
“biomathematical features of extension.”

Drawing on the work of mathematician Gregory Chaitlin, Parisi argues that this is a sensual mathematics that
would add to the calculus of probabilities “vague or incomplete quantities at the limit of 0s and 1s” (2009). These
indeterminacies “transform the logic of binary states, yes and no, into the fuzzy states of maybes and perhaps.” “These
indeterminacies,” Parisi continues, “are not merely qualitative renderings of a digital binarism but are to be understood
in terms of new processes of quantification that recognize “the full densely packed zones of information that are the
intensive surrounds of zero and one,” zones defined by “an intrinsic numerical variability which remains
computationally open.” (2009, p. 363). Parisi also draws on Greg Lynn whose software architecture makes use of
infinitely small intervals of information as well. In such cases the computation remains open or “extension becomes
inflection or infection,” where “active and passive parasitic forces mark the obliqueness of the environment that never
reaches a point of equilibrium in so far as any stability is mobile directed by vectors of attraction and repulsion” (2009,
p. 364).
This mathematics allows a software design that exposes curvature, going beyond probabilities as nanoprogramming of the futurity of thought and extension in matter would necessitate and as measuring affect or
potentiality also would require. It is a mathematics that allows for a measure other than the measure of probability;
such a measure is singular but productive as measuring cannot but modulate and change the intensity of potential or
affect. As such, the metric of measure necessarily will change with each and every measure. In this sense the measure
is an aesthetic measure or affective measure, understanding aesthetic measure to be singular, non-generalizable,
particular to each event, or each modulation of potentiality. It is a measure that allows for the experience of
imperceptibles, of prehensions and as such, permits their modulation. This experience, however, is not a human
centered experience but is experience at every scale of matter; indeed there is a gesturing toward a scale-less matter.
Yet, for Parisi, this is not a mathematical measure that claims ultimate transparency but rather one that she describes,
drawing on Whitehead, to be carrying with it “the dust of the world,” “the dark affectivity of matter,” the incomputable
(2009, pp. 266-267). Yet, with nanotechnology, it would seem that there is an effort to get even closer to this dark
matter to be able to modulate its potentialities, to get closer to “affective power, whose order, structure or pattern are
yet to be universalized and rather remain scatterd, discontinuous, infinite instances of a muliplicty of modes of thought
and extension” (2012, p.37).
If I turn now to the political and cultural implications of the mathematization or computation of the thought
and extension in matter, I will return after that to a discussion of the contrasts between process philosophies more
prevalent in Parisi’s work and the speculative realist philosophies that I will argue are also implicated in the
mathematics and technoscience that has drawn her to philosophical reflection. Of course, Parisi is not only engaged
with philosophical reflection; she also attends to the implications of the entanglement of technoscience, politics and
economy. Drawing on current discussion of what Gilles Deleuze called “control society,” Parisi joins others in a
discussion of preemption, a mode of governing which pre-empts the future by modulating the experience of memory
and time, and at every scale of matter; she also introduces what she calls “preemptive/hensive power,” referring to the
nanotechnological aim to “invisibly restratify the biological ground of human-bound bodies and thought” (p. 48).
Control society after all is a term meant to point to a normative, if not, compulsive, attending to the self, a
dispersion of power, even to pre-individual impersonal domains such as affect, with the accompanying smoothening
out of the space of civil society institutions, capitalizing on their increasing reluctance or inability to socialize, to
interpellate individuals to the ideal of the nation state. It points as well to a global extension of media, especially
digital media and their reconfiguring of the private and pubic spheres, economy, the state and the market. While
control society coincides with the shift from disciplining the subject to what Foucault called biopolitics which focuses
more on species life, expressed in terms of the capacity for life across populations, the shift to preemptive/hensive
power is an intensifying of control at every scale of matter, a cosmological politics. It is the meeting of control with
the curvilinear. As Parisi puts it: “…mathematics of smooth space has become operative in a postcybernetic control of
aesthetic curavature or continual variation …the curving space of control itself” (2009a).7
This intensification of control harkens back to the way Foucault has discussed measure in his 1970’s lectures
on biopolitics and neoliberalism. As Tiziana Terranova has argued, “Foucault’s lectures in particular allow us to think
about the process by which the economic-institutional reality of capitalism…has not simply subsumed life in its
economic processes of production, but actually has drawn on life as a means of redefining a whole new political
rationality where economic and vital processes are from the beginning deeply intertwined” (2009, p. 235). The market,
as Foucault sees it, drives governance to be concerned with securing circulation through a milieu, moving into life or
nature to make it work well. Securing nature, or being able to optimize natural processes artificially, serves to limit the
function of sovereignty in governance as governance becomes the biopolitical action on a milieu: first the town and

finally something more abstract like an oblique environment that never reaches a point of equilibrium.
The milieu refers to what Foucault describes as a series of events, a seriality that is heterogeneous, without
origin or end or that is marked by the reversibility of effects and causes (Foucault 2007: 20), a seriality much like the
series Deleuze writes about (1990). The series should be understood in terms of a spatiotemporal topology that
accounts for the nonlinear chaotic action at a distance of bodies one on another, of one memory on another, a quantum
nonlocality. Here we see the governing of a neoliberal capitalism moving to a measure beyond probabilities of
statistical populations, the latter being what Foucault saw as central to neoliberal biopolitical governance. The move is
to the excess created beyond the capture of probability. It is a move to preemptive/hensive power, to the curvilinear
that evokes another measure of a lively mathematics for the lively interval between 0s and 1s.
With this measure, a digital depth offers the incomputable measure, a measure of potentiality befitting the
power beyond biopower aimed at the condition of emergence or of potentiality, the prehensive. It is this measure that
is set to work in a financial capitalism where wealth is produced external to capital’s organization of labor, or external
to the accumulation of capital through production. What has been called the knowledge economy or the information
economy or most recently the affect economy points to an accumulation of wealth through the working on the
prehensive, what was referred to above as affect-itself a generalized affect, an abstraction brought through past
investment in the education and welfare of workers and the upgrading of technical management, which increasingly is
not considered to be opposed to creativity and invention. However, through the privatization and rarefication of
education, health care, control of fertility, social security and other social welfare provisions, and as the openness of
digital networks continues to hold allure for governments and giant corporations who wish to contain it, creativity and
invention are being made scarce. And it is this scarcity that lends motivation for a measure other than or more than the
measure of probability. It is a measure that generates enthrallment with measure, integrating words, numbers, images
and diagrams to turn measure into alluring evidence of an already present future, a preempted future not only because
it modulates human time memory but also the time memory at every scale of matter, the becoming of the
programmable matter of nanotechnology.

Aesthetics, Measure and the Object
As measure becomes increasingly particular and affective, necessarily changing the metric for each next measure, there
is an increase of interest in aesthetics as part of philosophy’s return to ontology; it is a return to affect as a first
principle for the ontological grasp of all entities. This orientation suggests an ahumanism, or a democracy of objects,
that does not presume the human as center of being and feeling. Thus, an object-orientation proposes that all objects
have the same ontological weight to throw around, that is, each object can affect other objects and can be affected by
them. This certainly displaces the human as the only agency about which there should be philosophical concern; surely
this is shared by Deleuze and Whitehead.
However, object-oriented ontologies offer a critique of what has been described as “correlationism,” or the
assumption that it is impossible to speak of a world that pre-existed humans in-itself but only of a world pre-existing
humans for humans,” as Graham Harman puts it (2009: 122); he also adds to a critique of correlationism a critique of
what he calls “relationism.” Against the view that objects are constituted through relations with other objects, Harman
emphasizes that objects are not reducible to their relations. No relation exhausts an object; it endures beyond its
relations. In his critique of relationism, Harman is taking a more radical object-orientation than Deleuze or Whitehead.
Deleuze and Whitehead argue, albeit differently, that relations are external to objects, that is, objects are not
reduced to their relationships, nonetheless objects cannot exist outside all relations, as Harman argues they must.
Harman’s position points back to the virtual or virtuality assumed in Parisi’s writings when she is following Deleuze
and to the potentiality of eternal objects when she is following Whitehead. For Harman, the assumption of virtuality or
potentiality “undermines” objects, suggesting that a dynamism lies beneath or outside them, often at the scale of the
pre-individual. It also “overmines” objects and leads, as Harman sees it, to the accusation that there is a falseness to
objects; that what matters must be sought in process, event-ness, dynamism that are part of the object but as an
eternally returning excess of indetermination. While Harman recognizes Whitehead’s difference from Deleuze,
appreciating Whitehead’s specification of objects that exist and perish, which Parisi takes up in her “incomputable
materialism,” Harman’s object orientation nonetheless leads him not only to criticize Whitehead’s notion of eternal
objects, in that they point to a potentiality outside the object. Harman also suggests that the speculative turn of an
object-oriented ontology also rethinks materialism and is critical of it. Materialism, by his account, fills in all the gaps
between objects in some combination of undermining and overmining them. All this is to say that the way objects

become related and the way relations become themselves objects is for Harman the work to be done by “a metaphysics
worth its name.”
Clearly, an ontological orientation towards objects means for Harman that there is nothing outside the object
that contributes to its realness; there are no other agents that make an object real, or that are not of the real object-itself.
Thus for Harman what can be said of objects and how they can enter relationships is this. Arguing for a fourfold
characterization of objects, Harman proposes that objects are of two types: real objects and sensual or intentional ones.
The real object is withdrawn from relations, which, nonetheless, exist simultaneously as part of the object’s sensual
profile (or sensual object). Thus the real object is distinct from the primary qualities needed for it to be what it is (in
this sense a real object is something like an essence but not one that is eternal). The real object also is distinct from the
secondary qualities that appear in the specific sensual translation for another object—or what in the human realm, we
have called a subject. Sensual objects appear with secondary qualities that are immediately available for relationship.
The totality of all the qualities of a sensual object, however, are submerged and distinct from the intentional or sensual
object: the sensual object is always less than all of its qualities (2009: 135-148).
Thus real objects, inaccessible, cut off by a “firewall,” only can enter relations through sensual objects. In
contrast, sensual objects can only touch through real objects. Harman refers to a “vicarious causality” to explain how
the relationship between real objects is caused vicariously or where the sensual object is vicar of the real object.
Further, the relationship thus formed, forms a new object. The sensual object allows two real objects to relate which
forms the new object in which the sensual object and real object contact. For Harman, causation is alluring or affective
at the point where real objects touch through sensual ones and as such all objects may be alluring to all other objects,
albeit some objects have a stronger allure than others.
I have emphasized Harman’s posture towards objects because it turns attention toward the primary and
secondary qualities of objects given that the latter, color, taste or heat, are understood to be qualities of a subject’s
perception. In contrast primary qualities belong to the object itself, such as length, width and depth. But in questioning
correlationism and relationism the distinction between primary and secondary qualities are troubled. It is suggested that
all qualities might be thought of as secondary, while being transformable in the relations objects have with each other,
removed from the privilege of human consciousness. And yet in the withdrawal of the real object, as the sensual object
allures other objects, there is a philosophical protection of the real object while its primary and secondary qualities are
opened to profound transformation, let us say by a technoscience such a nanotechnology. After all, Parisi proposes that
nanotechnology is turning attention to mathematical technologies that seem to be rendering curvilinearity, making
extension in matter, or the prehension of eternal objects, operative and experience-able; nanotechnology means to
neutralize the distinction between the physical composition of materials--- atoms, photons, protons, electrons--- and
their properties, such as color, shape, smoothness, brightness, and so on, such that material can change their substance
instantaneously.8
In such a situation, the tension between process philosophies and object oriented ones might reveal a particular
political, economic and governmental configuration of labor, technology, bodies and affect. While the process
philosophies have enabled critics like Parisi to keep an eye on technological transformation and the resulting capacity
for the capture and manipulation of potential, thereby affecting life, labor and matter, the object oriented ontologies
might be put to critical use as the investments of technoscience and capital keep seeking to capture every excess of
measure; the object oriented philosophies might give us philosophical ground when potential and virtuality no longer
have a positive valence or only a positive one. When labor is considered the work of affect, the stakes of philosophical
debates may well be high; the abstractness of these debates is perhaps just what can give us purchase on critiques of
politics, economy and governing in relationship to the digital.

References
Ansell-Pearson, K. (1999) Germinal Life, The difference and repetition of Deleuze. New York: Routledge.
Berry, D.M. (2011) The Philosophy Of Software: Code And Mediation In The Digital Age. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.
Caffentzis, G. (1992) “The Work Energy Crisis and the Apocalypse,” in Midnight Oil: Work, Energy, War, 1973-1992.

New York: Autonomedia.
Caffentzis, G. (1997) “Why Machines Cannot Create Value; or, Marx’s Theory of Machines,” in Cutting Edge:
Technology, Information, Capitalism, and Social Revolution, eds. Jim Davis, Thomas Hirschl, and Michael Stacks.
London: Verso.
Clough, P., Greg Goldberg, Rachel Schiff, Aaron Weeks and Craig Willse (2007) “Notes Towards a Theory of AffectItself,” Ephemera 7.1: 60-77.
Clough, P and Craig Willse (2011) “Gendered Security/National Security: Political Branding and Population Racism,”
in Beyond Biopolitics: Essays in the Governance of Life and Death, Patricia Clough and Craig Willse (eds.) Duke
University Press.
Deleuze, G. (1990) The Logic of Sense. Translated by Charles Stivale New York: Columbia University Press
Gallison, P. (2007) “Nanofacture,” in sensorium: embodied experience, technology, and contemporary art, Caroline A.
Jones (ed). Cambridge: MIT Press.
Goodman, S. (2009) Sonic Warfare: Sound, Affect and the Ecology of Fear. Cambridge: MIT Press.
Grosz, Elizabeth (1994) Volatile Bodies, Towards a Corporeal Feminism. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.
Harman, G. (2009) Prince of Networks, Bruno Latour and Metaphysics. Melbourne: re.press
Massumi, B. (2002) Parables for the Virtual. Durham: Duke University Press.
Parikka, J. 2010. Insect Media, An Archaeology of Animals and Technology. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press.
Parisi, L. (forthcoming, 2012) “Nanoarchetectures: the arrival of synthetic extensions and thoughts,” in Digital
Cultures and the Politics of Emotion: Feelings, Affect and Technological Change. Edited by Adi Kuntsman. New
York: Palgrave.
Parisi, L. (2009) “Symbiotic Architecture: prehending digitality,” Theory Culture and Society 26: 347-379.
Parisi, L. (2009a) "The labyrinth of the continuum: topological control and mereotopologies of abstraction," Presented
at Changing Cultures: Cultures of Change, University of Barcelona, Barcelona.
Parisi, L. (2009b) “The Adventures of a Sex,” in Deleuze and Queer Theory. Eds. Chrysanthi Nigianni and Merl Storr.
Edinburgh: Ediburgh University Press.
Parisi, L. and Tiziana Terranova (2000) “Heat-Death: Emergence And Control In Genetic Engineering and Artificial
Life,” CTheory URL (consulted October 2007): http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=127
Seife, C. (2006) Decoding the Universe: How the New Science of Information Is Explaining Everything in the Cosmos,
from Our Brains to Black Holes. New York: Viking Press.
Terranova, T. (2009) “Another Life: The Nature of Political Economy in Foucault’s Genealogy of Biopolitics,” Theory
Culture and Society 26: 234-262
Whitehead, A.N. (1978) Process and Reality, New York: The Free Press.
Virno, P. (2004) A Grammar of the Multitude, Translated by I. Bertoletti et al. New York: Semiotext(e).

Notes
1

In presenting what he calls “nanofacture,” Peter Galison suggests that nanotechnology is changing measure from
representation to a ungoing doing in which measure is a making and manipulation all at once. Through the use of
devices that allow touching and manipulation of nanotubes or even viruses, the technoscientist is allowed “virtual
interaction” or he or she obtains “vitual presense on the surface scaled by a factor of about one million to one….
Imagining in the nano-domain has shifted from “a form of passive receptivity to an integral part of manipulation, an
everyday increasingly haptic tool to be exploited in the fabrication of a world of the very small” (2007, p.173).
Gallison concludes: “Our philosophical ideal, formed in an early time may need to catch up to a very different form of
science” (p. 173). I see my efforts here to present works that are critically responding to this reconfiguring of the
ontological basis of knowing.
2 Caffentzis

also has suggested that physics was critical for the labor theory of value: “physics... provides definite
analyses of work and new plans for its organization. Its models may appear abstract, but they are directly related to the
labor process” (Caffentzis, 1992: 220) And more, Caffentzis has argued that just as thermodynamics provided a
uniform approach to energy in industrial labor, with the invention of the Turing machine, computers provide a uniform
approach to the computational procedures of all labor usually identified as skilled labor, but which are “implicit in all
parts of the division of social labor” (1997, p.52).
3

In considering the labor theory of value, the importance of including labor other than the labor of human beings is
also taken up in Sean Cubitt’s essay in this collection. There also is a connection to be made between affective labor
and Ned Rossiter and Soenki Zehle’s critical engagement with the culture of the code and algorithmic technologies.
Yet in neither of these essays is there a rethinking of the body figured as organism and the effect of that figuring on
thinking labor, affect and its measure.
4

Information now is thought in terms of a new law that is: ‘information can neither be created nor destroyed’, which
speaks to the physicality of information. (See C. Seife, 2006).
5

For Massumi, quasi-casusality “is sensitive-affective, or creative (adding a surplus-value to response). It expresses a
global ability to sense and be affected, qualitatively, for change. It injects a measure of objective uncontrol, a margin
of eventfulness, a liveliness” (p. 225).
6

There is much to say about calculation and what is incalculable. I would point to David Berry’s The Philosophy Of
Software: Code And Mediation In The Digital Age (2011) for its thinking of these question in philosophical terms
befitting the object oriented philosophies and the process philosophies being discussed here.
7

In response to a draft of this paper, Sean Cubitt asked me an important question and made a request for clarification.
I will only answer here with regard to the political implications of his question about singular measure and a changing
metric with each measure. Cubitt points to repetition of units of measure in his comments to me but what I am after
here (and I think, as I said above, it resonates with his essay in this collection) is that what we have thought of as
immeasurable and therefore vibrant and supportive of a resistance to the foreclosure of chance may become
measureable asking us to think differently or think again about chance or indeterminacy or an open future. I am
suggesting that nanotechnology and its mathematics is already asking us to think differently about virtuality,
potentiality and indeterminacy with regard to dynamic matter because it is bringing a new way of measure that makes
the ongoing manipulation if not caputre of indeterminacies possible and not merely as a repetition of the same. The
question of politics is a large one and I am suggesting that measure must be central to the answer to that question.
Cubitt grounds his politics in those who are excluded from the probabilities of crowds or populations. I have argued
elsewhere that the politically excluded often are economically included as populations (targeted for social services
and/or policing). (Clough and Willse, 2011) This is another way that the affective capacities or incompacities of these
populations are open to measure and the producitivity of the profitable labor of the measuring of affect. This
understanding of the economic inclusion of the politically excluded populations is the contribution Foucault makes in
his discussion of neoliberalism and biopolitics to which Cubitt also is responding.

8

It is far from clear whether object-oriented ontologies of speculative realism constitute an unheathly symptom of the
current capitalist mode of production or are offering a ground for a criticism and politics. I only want to emphasize
that these philosophical trends ought be linked to transformations of technoscientifc development invested by capital.
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The Death of the PostHuman
Essays on Extinction, Volume One.
Chapter One: Extinct Theory

Of the Earth, the present subject of our scenarios, we can presuppose a single thing: it doesn’t care about
the questions we ask about it. What we call a catastrophe will be, for it, a contingency. Microbes will
survive, as well as insects, whatever we let loose. In other words, it is only because of the global
ecological transformations we can provoke, which are potentially capable of putting in question the
regimes of terrestrial existence we depend on, that we can invoke the Earth as having been put in play by
our histories. From the viewpoint of the long history of the Earth itself, this will be one more ‘contingent
event’ in a long series.
(Stengers 2000: 144)
To the shame of philosophy, it is not uncommonly alleged of such theory that whatever may be correct in
it is in fact invalid in practice. We usually hear this said in an arrogant, disdainful tone, which comes of
presuming to use experience to reform reason itself in the very attributes which do it most credit. Such
illusory wisdom imagines it can see further and more clearly with its mole-like gaze fixed on experience
than with the eyes which were bestowed on a being designed to stand upright to scan the heavens.
(Kant 1991: 62-63)

f we were serious about considering what theory after theory might mean then perhaps we should push this notion
to its limit: not simply theory after the 1980s indulgence or heyday of high theory – those days when we could
afford to think of texts as such with (some say) little concern for real political conditions – and not simply theory
today when no one could be said to be anti-theory – both because theory has been thoroughly assimilated and because
what is left remains a toothless tiger, legitimating all sorts of positivisms and moralisms. (Evidence for assimilation is
everywhere: no monograph in literary studies appears without some cursory footnote to a theoretical concept; no
undergraduate education proceeds without some basic overview of ‘feminism’, ‘post-colonialism’, and ‘poststructuralism’; and no graduate student would be advised to avoid theory altogether.) More often than not, being ‘after
theory’ signals nothing more than that one is aware of some textual mediating condition: there is no sex in itself, race
in itself, history in itself. This contemporary theoretical astuteness, consisting of acknowledging the provisional status
of one’s position, then allows for local attention to minute particulars without any consideration of the problems,
possibilities and impossibilities of reading as such. The new historicism that supposedly emerged after theory allows
for a mode of positivism justified by an avoidance of grand narratives (Gallagher and Greenblatt 2001: 6). Other
modes of theory – queer theory, race studies, gender studies, disability studies, digital media studies – seem to be
theoretical not so much by a distinct mode of reading but because of a choice of a marginal object. If anything ‘theory’
as it is now practiced – with its emphasis on the lived, bodies, multitudes, emotions, affects, the political, the ethical
turn – is indeed practiced; it avoids the problem of theory – what we can say there is, or the limits of existence – by
grounding itself in what one ought to do. Recently, and in line with the ebb and flow of critical trends, there has been
an anti-anti-theory reaction, ranging from a general contestation of historical and cultural locatedness (or, in Felki’s
words, ‘context stinks’) to a profound and wholesale rejection of the Kantian Copernican turn, or the idea that we can
only know and legitimately theorise the world as it is given (Felski 2011; Bryant, Srnicek and Harman 2011). Quentin
Meillassoux argues that it is the Kantian turn, or refusal to know that which cannot be experienced by us, that closes
philosophy off from the truth of contingency – and crucial to that thought of contingency would be the imperative to
think of the world not as it is given to us, including geological statements about deep time and logico-philosophical
claims about contingency (Meillassoux 2008). Increasingly the general claims of speculative realism – or the insistence
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to overcome the Kantian enclosure within the bounds of the subject – seem both to resonate and jar with broader
cultural imperatives. On the one hand, there is an efflorescence of cultural production devoted to imagining a world
without humans, beyond human viewing (broadly evidenced in post-apocalyptic film and literature); and on the other,
and often from within philosophy or ‘theory after theory,’ there is a retrieval of the world only as it appears and only
insofar as it is a lived world for some being (what one might refer to as the ‘naturalist’ turn [Petitot et. al. 1999]). The
Kantian conception of theory and its project of self-limitation, despite recent refusals of Kantian finitude, help us
make sense of this twin tendency to leap beyond human limits and yet remain restricted to the lived. Although Kant
does insist that we can only have scientific knowledge about that which can be experienced as given this does allow
for a mode of scientific realism, for it also encompasses that there are also – beyond the given – the forces from which
the given is given to us. What has occurred, since Kant, is an increasing rejection of an ‘in itself’ beyond the given,
and yet such a gap should perhaps be thought today – not in order to repair or close the distance that separates us from
the world, but to heighten both our non-knowledge and the imperative to think (but not experience) that which cannot
be known.
Theory, if it is critical in the Kantian sense, would need to begin from Kant’s distinction between theoretical
knowledge, concerning objects about which we can speak because they are given to us, and practice, which follows
from the absence of knowledge about ourselves. Lacking anything objective or experienced that might give us a moral
law we are left without foundation. It is because we only know what is given – even if ‘the given’ can go beyond the
human eye to include all the apparatuses through which humans image and project a world – that a strong scientific
realism also creates a unique gap between theory and practice (Langton 1998). Theory is an acceptance of a distinction
between a strong sense of the inhuman (that which exists beyond, beyond all givennness and imaging, and beyond all
relations) and an unfounded imperative that we must therefore give ourselves a law. We act in the absence of
knowledge of the world beyond us, and yet knowing that there is a beyond means that practice cannot be reduced to
what we know or feel; nothing we know can ground or determine our decisions. There is a direct passage from the gap
of the undecidable (or that decisions are not made for us because we do no and cannot know any ultimate ground) to
the burden of having to make a decision. Human feeling, or ‘the lived’, does not exhaust what there is. Theory follows
from being exposed to a world that is not ourselves; theoretical knowledge is directed to something that is only given
through relations but is also not exhausted by the relations through which it is given. In many respects theory, far from
being an academic enterprise that we can no longer afford to indulge is the condition and challenge of the twenty-first
century or age of extinction: ‘we’ are finally sensing both our finitude as a world-forming and world-destroying
species, and sensing that whatever we must do or think cannot be confined or dictated by our finitude. Theory reminds
us both of the givenness of the world, or that what we know is given to us in some specific way, at the same time as
this knowledge and relation exceeds us. Theory is at once necessary and impossible, just as its ‘relation’ to practice is
necessary and impossible. Theory, or distance from the real, is necessary: ‘we’ are faced with an existing world that,
precisely because it exists, is not ourselves; without that ‘outside’ world there could be no inner subject, no ‘we’, no
agent of practice. But this existing world to which we are definitively bound is therefore impossible: the given world is
given to us, never known absolutely. We are not paralyzed by this distance from the world, for it is the distance that
provokes both knowledge and practice (Stengers 2011); but the distance nevertheless entails that practice cannot form
the ground for our knowledge (‘do what works’) nor can knowledge ground practice (‘act according to your nature’.)
To avoid theory and pass directly to practice would require forgetting that the self of practice is only a self insofar as it
is placed in a position of necessary not-knowing. Recent forms of Kantianism that conclude from this separation that
there is an inevitable ideal of humanity and human normativity (Korsgaard 2009; Korsgaard and Cohen 1996) focus all
too easily on the practical side of reasoning – whereby the absence of knowledge forces us to be self-governing – and
forget too happily the theoretical problem. This self that gives the law to itself is necessarily exposed to a domain
which it must theorize but can never grasp as such. To remain with the theoretical challenge, or accepting the distance
from the world as it would be without us, is to face up to the formal problem of extinction: there was a time, and there
will be a time, without humans: this provides us with a challenge both to think beyond the world as it is for us, and yet
remain mindful that the imagining of the inhuman world always proceeds from a positive human failure. There would
be two senses in which theory would fail. The first sense of failure is necessary and critical: one must at one and the
same time be placed in relation to an existence that is never given as such, and it is this world of necessarily given but
distanced existence within which we act. (In an era of encroaching extinction this failing theoretical condition becomes
a forceful practical problem precisely because we are obliged, practically, to think not only about the unknowable but
also the unimaginable. The world we inhabit is becoming increasingly impossible to know and imagine.) The second
sense in which theory fails occurs with its seeming triumph; today, if theory has taken institutional hold it has done so

by failing to be theoretical; in various modes of theory after theory, where we have returned to life, affect or ‘the
lived,’ theory feels no qualms about the limits of imagination. Indeed, theory as imagination allows ‘us’ to affirm
humanity, the lived, meaning, community, the future and life – precisely when the incoherence of these terms should
block any easy praxis.
Symptomatic of this failure of theory (via institutionalization) is theory’s complete success, and this can be gauged by
considering what is now no longer possible: anti-theory. In the early days of theory to be opposed to theory was to be
opposed to textualism; it was to insist that ‘everyone knows’ that for all intents and practical purposes texts mean what
we want them to mean. Theory, by contrast, detached texts from a ‘wanting to mean.’ Such a distinction is evident in
the grand debates of the 1980s, including Derrida’s skirmish with John Searle, the latter insisting that context would
ground utterances (Derrida 1988). But that Searlean attention to context and practice – the position that was once antitheory – is today the hallmark of theory, both the theory that still remains of historicism and the newer waves of antitextualism that affirm life, things, history, intent and bodies.
In 1982 Stephen Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels published ‘Against Theory’ in Critical Inquiry and posed the
following thought experiment. Imagine encountering the marks ‘a slumber did my spirit steal’, drawn in the sand on
the beach; the marks appear to be drawn (by, one assmes, a human) but then a subsequent wave flows and recedes and
leaves the rest of Wordsworth’s poem. This, the authors argue, at first seems to present intention-less meaning, but this
is not so. Once we read we attribute intention; any of those supposedly detached, non-referential objects of theory –
texts without context, readers or authors – are proven (Michaels and Knapp claim) to be impossible. If something can
be read then it has meaning, and therefore intention. What such an insistence precludes is that something might be
read, and not be actively or meaningfully inscribed: a geologist ‘reading’ the earth’s layers would not be reading in
Knapp and Michaels’s sense, and it follows that it would be a mistake to ‘read’ texts in the way that one might read
scars on the earth’s surface or fMRI images. One would, supposedly, need to distinguish between reading – seeing the
lines waves leave on the shore and discerning some pattern – and reading, where one posits someone who meant to
leave marks in just this way in order to say something to someone. Is seems such a distinction is easy, but is it?
Imagine we find, some 100s of years from now, remnants of a wall with spray-painted tagging let behind, and then
next to the remnant tags would be some paint that fell onto the wall accidentally, and then next to that would be a cityfunded community artist’s mural. Cities today are made up of such human-inhuman couplings, where graffiti mixes
with staining, with randomly posted notices as well as scars from wreckage, damage and animal and technical
marking. Knapp and Michaels would claim that our capacity to read marks such as a mural follows from author’s
meaning: if there were not an author who had painted the work there would be nothing to be read. Other marks, like
‘tagging’, one assumes, could also be read – as forms of signature. Random paint stains might indicate that someone or
something had existed but – like the natural marks and wear on a wall – could not be read. And yet it is just this
hybrid assemblage of marks, stains, signs, tears, human-animal-technical inscriptions that comprises any archive: how
does one look back and decide to read what was left by a hand, and not read or avoid reading what occurred through
inhuman and random processes? For Knapp and Michaels one can distinguish clearly between the rogue methods of
theory, that willfully detaches texts from intent-meaning, and reading that relies on texts having a sense which is what
an author wanted to say, and what we must assume he or she wanted to say for that is what it is to read.
Benn Michaels felt this point still had relevance in 2001 in his ‘The Shape of the Signifier,’ which was, again
symptomatically, an appeal to the political. Reading and texts go together to yield intentions and contexts; there are
not just signs as such, mere markers of ostensive identity, but historically sedimented and meaningful intentions. In a
recent review in The London Review of Books Benn Michaels insists again that identity itself cannot bear significance;
it makes no sense to say – for example – that race means something or anything, for one reads such markers only
because of socio-economic and historical semantic horizons. One would not ‘read’ a body as being of a certain
identity, unless that body were located in a broader network of human and meaningful sense. The very markers that
allow us to read identity presuppose some understanding of a common humanity that is unfairly differentiated (Benn
Michaels 2009). Whereas Knapp and Michaels could articulate this insistence on the necessarily contextual and
political production of meaning as an argument ‘against’ theory in the 1980s, Benn Michaels’s position is now
exemplary of what counts as theory. That is, theory is just this attention to the human, intentional and interested
ground of the emergence of texts. This is what theory is and ought to be. What was once anti-theory – a reaction
against the detachment of texts from any supposition of humanity or meaning – is now so mainstream, that the same
argument can be rehearsed and become central to a defense of theory ‘after theory’.

Theory ‘today’ is not an acceptance – as it once was, or might have been – that we do not know the political or the
practical and that what we are given as objects of theory are both inhuman and can be considered rigorously only with
something like an extinction hypothesis. But theory, if it takes on the impossibility that is its twenty-first century
potential, might be imagined as a radical de-contextualization. Let us not fall too readily into assuming the human, or
assuming ‘our’ intentional presence behind texts; let us short-circuit ‘man’s’ continuing readability of himself in the
context of texts and his reflexive mode of judgment whereby he sees marks drawn in the sand and immediately
recognizes his own inescapable will.
Theory after theory might take a more robust form whereby we consider what it might be to think in the absence of
theoria. What would be left without the distanced gaze that the thinking human animal directs towards the world? An
absence of the look or point of view of theory could take two forms, one of which (I would suggest) is dominant in
whatever remains of theory today, and another that represses theory. The first mode was articulated by Hannah Arendt
in The Promise of Politics. Politics – being in common, speaking in common, living as a multitude – has always been
repressed, Arendt argues, since Plato at least, and has been subjected to the ideal of bios theoritikos (Arendt 2005: 85).
The contempt for labor and for the multitude has meant that political philosophy has always been oriented towards
contemplation rather than action, a privileging of theoria over praxis.
[S]ince Socrates, no man of action, that is, nobody whose original experience was political, as for instance Cicero’s
was, could ever hope to be taken seriously by the philosophers […] Political philosophy never recovered from this
blow dealt by philosophy to politics at the very beginning of our tradition. The contempt for politics, the conviction
that political activity is a necessary evil, due partly to the necessities of life that force men to live as labourers or rule
over slaves who provide for them, and partly to the evils that come from living together itself, that is, to the fact that
the multitude, which the Greeks called hoi polloi, threatens the security and even the existence of every individual
person, runs like a thread throughout the centuries that separate Plato from the modern age.
(Arendt 2005: 83-84)
Since Arendt that targeting of theoria for the sake of life and praxis has intensified, particularly in the work of those
whose redemptive political theory has seemed to save theory from the cartoon characterizations that consigned the
irresponsibly formalist and textualist modes of ‘French’ thought to a past that was not yet properly attuned to the
politics of life. I will consider this retrieval or saving of theory later. For now I want to suggest that there might be
another, diametrically opposed, sense of theory after theory. This would not be a return of theory to life, and certainly
not a return of theory to the body, to affects, to living systems, living labor or praxis. One could create an exhaustive
and exhausting list of all the ways in which theory has been re-territorialized back onto the lived, all the ways in which
a radical consideration of force without centre, without life, without intention or sense is continually relocated in
practical life, in doing. One diagnostic point, for example, would concern the migration of certain terms, such as
‘performativity’, or ‘difference’, which harbor the potential to think an act without an actor, but which have actually
operated to reinforce the practices of self-formation. Although Judith Butler insists on a Nietzschean ‘doer without the
deed’ in her theory of performativity (Butler 1993: 142) one might observe that performance was nevertheless for
Butler that which, ex post facto, produced a body who would recognize itself as human (Butler 2005). This aspect of
human recognition, with a specific focus on the face, comes to the fore in her later work (2006). Whereas theory might
be approached beginning from estrangement and distance, considering a world that is not ourselves and a force that
cannot be returned to the human, theory is moving precisely in the opposite direction to being nothing more than the
expression of praxis, nothing more than relations of recognition. Antonio Negri insists that ‘living labour’ and the selfproducing body of ‘homo homo humanity squared’ opens up a world liberated both from the centralizing exploitation
of capitalism and freed from any position of knowledge and cognition outside the collective body, and he appeals to
the master thinkers of theory (Derrida and Lacan) in order to generate this ‘genealogy of vital elements’. How, we
might ask, is a Lacan whose corpus was devoted to the necessarily alien and inhuman fact that there is system, and a
Derrida who began by considering genesis as ‘anarchic,’ read as modes of vital living expression?:
the living expressions of our culture are not born in the form of synthetic figures but, on the contrary, in the form of
events; they are untimely. Their becoming is within a genealogy of vital elements that constitute a radical innovation
and the very form of the lack of measure. Some contemporary philosophers have set off in pursuit of this new
expressive force of postmodernity, and they have attempted to characterize it. Already Lacan had pointed to the

absence of measure in the new; for Derrida, the productivity of the margins as it seeks new orders as it disseminates;
as for Nancy and Agamben, we find them picking the flowers that grow in these extreme fields.
(Negri 2008: 66-67)
This joyous affirmation of the living, of the multitude, of productivity, of the other, or of pure potentiality and futurity
is but one way of reading theory. But is this the best mode of thinking and reading when we are at a moment when
there is no shortage of information about life and its temporality – no shortage of data bombarding us daily with the
inevitable end of the human organism – and yet are all the more insistent that whatever else it is thinking and theory
are primarily organic? Does not one of theory’s earliest gestures towards a force without production, or a potentiality
without actuality or presence, at least suggest that one might consider relations beyond life and creation? How would
theory confront the absence of theoria: ‘life’ without the human look? Life without praxis, life without meaningful
action, life without production or labour: such would be theory after theory, or theory that opened itself to the thought
of extinction. Hints of such a theory were articulated at theory’s very genesis: not only explicitly in texts such as
Derrida’s ‘No Apocalypse, Not Now: Seven Missiles, Seven Missives’ (1984) or Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s
suggestion that one might need to think of the world beyond or before the gaze of the organism (‘becomingimperceptible’), but also in theory’s most scandalously ‘apolitical’ moments, such as Paul De Man’s suggestion that
theory begins when one reads a text as if there were no readers, no contextual life that would be its site of emergence,
and no living horizon that might maintain or animate its sense (De Man 1972). More recently, hints of a surviving or
nascent theory occur in extensions of Alain Badiou’s promising ‘theoretical antihumanism’ that push theory beyond
Badiou’s own decision of the subject (Badiou 2001: 5). Ray Brassier (2008) takes up Badiou’s antihumanism, along
with Quentin Meillassoux’s insistence that it is possible to think beyond human knowledge (Meillassoux 2008), to
move further into a world without cognition. Graham Harman has also taken up phenomenology, not to insist that the
world as given is always given to some subject or body, but to demand that we think of relations of givenness beyond
self-present thinking (Harman 2005). Despite the fact that Kantian philosophy defines ‘theory’ as that which is given
to a necessarily presupposed subject, we might say that these gestures are theoretical insofar as they begin from what
is not immediately present to a subject of action.
One might want to go further than these suggestions from within philosophy to consider what literary theory might
offer to a present that is dominated by information calculating the end of time, alongside a range of cultural
productions striving to witness such an end – however paradoxical such an end might be. That is: how would theory
approach the influx of data regarding irreversible threats to the human species – an onslaught of evidence that is met at
one and the same time by increasing climate change denial, a resurgence in ‘theories’ of human praxis, and a
widespread cultural production that intimates the end of human life? How would a theory that was literary – or that
considered the remnants of the letter – ‘read’ the spate of films of the last decade or more that have been witnessing
the possible end of all human life? Such films include, especially, redemption narratives where the potential extinction
of the species is averted by a popular or ecological victory over techno-science: James Cameron’s Avatar (2009)
would be the most recent example. But for all their redemptive and re-humanizing work, post-apocalyptic films and
novels also open up the thought of literary theory, where the ‘literary’ would signal something like Benn and
Michaels’s enigmatically inhuman traces. One can think here of text as remaining, unread, dead objects without
authors or audience. Would readers fifity or one hundered years from now who found rando, copies of Glamorama or
Finnegans Wake be secure in attributing intent and meaning, or would not such texts be more likely encountered as
marks or traces without animating hand? A literary theory would not assume that texts or letters were the work of a
living body, and yet would be theoretical as well as literary in asking what sort of reading, viewing or look such texts
or marks might open. Imagine a species, after humans, ‘reading’ our planet and its archive: if they encounter human
texts (ranging from books, to machines to fossil records) how might new views or theories open up? Such a literary
theory would not, as Derrida suggested concerning literature, be an opening to democracy insofar as literature is a
right to ‘say anything’ (Derrida 1997: 58). Rather the ‘text’ would operate as an ‘anarchic genesis’ or ‘mal d’archive’:
a force or disturbance not felt by the organism but witnessed after the event in its having always already occurred.
Leaving those suggestions aside for now, I want to begin by addressing the question of why such a strong sense of
theory after theory ought to be entertained. First: one might consider the current terrain of theory as a reaction
formation. In response to a world in which ‘the political’ is increasingly divorced from meaningful practice (whatever
that would be) theory has insisted in ever more shrill tones on the grounding of theoria in meaningful, practical,

productive and human-organic life. Second: our context or life is one in which a radical sense of ‘after theory’ – the
non-existence of thinking beings – is all too obvious, despite the fact that the one area theory has failed to address is
what it might mean in this (literally post-human, or after-human) sense to be ‘after theory’. That is, one might ask
why it is just as the world faces its annihilation, or at least the annihilation of something like the organic life that was
capable of bios theoretikos, that ‘theory’ turns back towards productive embodied and affective life? Third: if popular
culture is dominated by a genuinely post-theoretical meditation – by a constant, obsessive and fraught imagination of a
life or non-life beyond the gaze of the organism, and by the literal image of extinction – why is this the one mode of
post-theory that ‘theory’ has failed to consider?
The twentieth century witnessed several waves of extinction threat or catastrophic risks coming in various modes with
various temporal intensities: the sudden nuclear annihilation of the cold war was perhaps the only potential extinction
threat that has abated. Sudden nuclear catastrophe is perhaps the only event that would produce apocalyptic
annihilation; all other possible extinctions would be gradual, allowing for a minimal ‘human’ presence to witness the
slow and violent departure of the human. Indeed, two of the senses of post-apocalyptic lie in this indication that there
will not be complete annihilation but a gradual witnessing of a slow end, and that we are already at that moment of
witness, living on after the end. Indeed, this is what an ethics of extinction requires: not an apocalyptic thought of the
‘beyond the human’ as a radical break or dissolution, but a slow, dim, barely discerned and yet violently effective
destruction. Since the cold war, other threats to human species survival have succeeded each other with the public
imagination being turned now to one human extermination menace, now to another. It is almost as though there is a
global and temporally myopic attention deficit disorder: we can imagine as other and as ‘our’ end only one threat at a
time. If post-9/11 culture seemed gripped by the threat of terror, then more recent fears of systemic economic collapse
have overtaken the focus on the war on terror. One might note that although the threat of AIDS – the initial figuration
of which was highly apocalyptic – has hardly gone away, little mention was made of viral disaster once other concerns
such as climate change began to attract attention. After 9/11 and the shift from a war on drugs to a war on terror,
various viral disasters have deflected ‘attention’ from bio-weapons, nuclear arsenals and suicide bombers, ‘focusing’
instead on SARS, bird flu and the H1N1 virus. Interspersed among those surges of panic have been waves of other
threats (including the threat of panic itself, for it may be the case that it is the fear and chaos of terrorism and viral
pandemic that pushes the system into annihilating disorder). Before the financial meltdown of late 2008 the ‘era of
cheap food’ came to an end (due partly to the shift in production towards bio-fuels), with food riots in Haiti presaging
intense global aggression from the hungry. This was eclipsed by waves of lawlessness and violence that followed the
stringencies caused by economic chaos, which in turn would lead to a fear of disorder that would be both precipitated
by diminishing resources while also exacerbating the increasing fragility and incompetence of systems of social order
that would suffer from widespread uncertainty and confusion.
These terrors – viral, political, economic, climactic and affective – have not failed to dent the cultural imaginary. In
addition to quite explicit texts about viral disaster, from Outbreak (1995) to the more recent The Invasion (2007), 28
Days Later (2002), 28 Weeks Later (2007) and Contagion (2011), other disaster epics have focused on spectacular
catastrophes prompted by global warming (including Danny Boyle’s Sunshine in which a space mission to reignite the
dying sun is thwarted when the space travelers fail to resist the desire to stare directly at the source of the light that
would have saved the earth, so drawn are they to light’s blinding intensity). Like The Invasion in which humans are
infected by a virus that robs them of all affect and thus annuls their capacity for violence and emotion, fiction and
documentary culture has repeatedly asked the question that theory has failed to ask: why should the human species
wish for or justify its prolongation, and what would be worth saving? (Exceptions to this investigation of speciesworthiness would be David Benatar’s Better Never to Have Been (2006), Thomas Ligotti’s The Conspiracy Against the
Human Race (2010), and Ray Brassier’s far more questioning Nihil Unbound (2009. But beyond asking the worth of
the species, we might ask why and how such questions are both possible (given that they are implied in so much
contemporary fiction) and yet impossible, given that the human species seems to have defined itself as a will to
survive? How might the human race imagine its non-existence, and how would we humans of the present adopt a
relation to those whose miserable future will be ‘our’ legacy? (In The Day After Tomorrow (2004) survivors taking
refuge in the frozen-over New York Public Library decide not to burn the works of Nietzsche, choosing an economics
text book for some final warmth.) Other texts have passed judgment on a self-extinguishing humanity, with the recent
remake of The Day the Earth Stood Still (2008) featuring a dead-pan Keanu Reeves informing humanity that it has no
right to live given the waste and violence of its history. Such worlds are after theory in a quite banal and literal sense.
There are no theorists.

This era of theory after theory has been considered by ‘theory’, if at all, either in the mode of mournful despair (by an
Agamben who wishes to retrieve the political in the face of the hedonism of spectacle) or re-humanizing emancipation,
(by a Hardt and Negri who regard liberation from any external point of judgment as the consequence of living labor no
longer subjected to spatial fragmentation or material production). These new trends in theory are accompanied by a
series of returns or relocations of the previous generation of thinkers to their less threatening philosophical fathers.
Derrida is returned to Husserl in order to avoid the radically disembodied and inhuman forces of writing; Deleuze and
Guattari are returned to Bergson in order to re-affirm the boundaries of the organism; the machinic potentials of digital
media are located in the bodies of meaning-generating audiences (Hansen 2000; Hansen 2003; Hansen 2004; . A
Merleau-Ponty whose concept of ‘flesh’ bore the possibility of taking the body and even ‘life’ beyond the sense of the
lived has, for theorists of biopolitics, become a way of positing vital norms (Esposito 2008) or, even more alarmingly,
a re-grounding of thought on embodiment (Gallagher 2005).
More specifically still: if theory after theory has any meaning, should it not refer to a hyperbolic and minimal
theoretical condition in which we consider not simply the formal absence of a population but an actual disappearance?
Theory is constitutively distinct from practice precisely because theory relates to that which is not ourselves; theory is
the consideration of that which is given to us (while practice is the law one gives to oneself in the absence of
knowledge). Hyperbolically, then, theory ought to relate to cultural production not in terms of bodies, affects,
multitudes and identities, unless these too were also considered not as self-evidently familiar and living as but
strangely dead to us. This would also give us a minimal approach to an ethics of extinction, which would also be a
counter-ethics. We would not assume an ethos, a proper way of being, community, ‘we’ or humanity that would be the
ground and value of literary or other objects. Just as Foucault’s counter-memory sought to consider all those forces
that had some power in the present but were not present to living history (Foucault 1977), a counter-ethics would be
theoretical in beginning from the condition of the present – looming extinction – without assuming the ethos of the
present. That is, one would – as the world after theory ought to compel us to do – consider what is worthy of concern
or survival, what of the human, the multitude, or the living would enable an ethos that was not the ethos of the present.
We can return again to the question of theory after theory, today, and ask why it has so focused on an empty tomorrow
– a future of open creativity, and unbounded possibility – that it has not considered the tomorrow of its own nonexistence. Given even the minimal assumption that reading theoretically requires some necessary distance from any
actual audience, and given the now-literal threat of the absence of the human species, why has theory survived, after
theory, in a mode of increasing humanization and organicism? Why, when events and timelines would seem to
demand just the contrary, does theory takes its current self-englobing form? As an example of the ways in which
theory has, just as Arendt suggested it ought to do, retrieved a politics of living in common (a polity of the multitude
with no outside), we might consider three dominants. First, a deconstruction that now mourns Derrida does so precisely
by insisting on a dimension of deconstruction oriented towards hospitality (Royle 2009: 137), and towards a future
whose radical openness defies all calculation (saving justice and democracy to come) (Naas 2008: 67-68). Such a
mode of deconstruction would survive at the expense of a Derrida who suggested an ‘untamed genesis’ that would be
neither living nor dead, neither before nor after the human but nevertheless disruptive of any mode of good
conscience. Second, a turn to life or naturalism insists that the world is always the world for this or that living system,
always embedded in a milieu given as a range of affordances: this ranges from the retrieval of phenomenology and the
embedding of mind in life (Petito, Varela, Pachoud and Roy 1999) against an anti-organicism or textualism that would
draw attention to forces beyond the lived, to the celebration of bio-political production and the multitude against a biopower that is seen as extrinsic and opposed to life (Hardt and Negri 2000). Finally, one might cite a return to the
aesthetic, whether that be an aesthetics of language that separates man as a speaking being who gives himself his world
from animality (Agamben 2004), to a re-affirmation of literature (Joughin and Malpas 2003; Attridge 2004) or art in
general as grounded in the human organism’s sense-making capacities of its world. It would be far too obvious to add
to this list the affirmations of identity politics or, worse, subjectivity, that would posit a self that is nothing more than
the negation of a world in itself (knowable, measurable and presentable) precisely because the subject is that which
gives a world, law and norm to itself.
Theory might have both interest and worth – if we accept the thorough contingency of such worth – only if it is as
destructive of the imagination as our milieu of possible extinction allows. We might need to abandon the grounding of
ecology on nature (Morton 2007) or consider modes of deconstruction in which the future were not radically open,

hospitable and affirmative (Clark 2010). There is no shortage of data regarding the possible or inevitable absence of
humans: terror threats are calculated meticulously by government think tanks; climate change protocols and
negotiations require detailed prediction and scenario plotting, and popular news is dominated by economic, climactic,
viral and political ‘updates’ regarding a range of intruding violences (Grusin 2010). Such information, far from
indicating the location of texts in a polity, suggests just the sort of approach deemed to be horrifically absurd in Knapp
and Benn Michaels’s miserable summation of theory. Let us imagine texts as lines drawn without any preceding or
ideal community. Let us also, more importantly, be aware (insofar as we can) that the text of the current ‘multitude
includes information regarding climate change, terror, destruction and extinction expressed in a vocabulary of
mitigation, adaptation, viability policy and sustainability, none of which can figure the non-existence of the human. If
theory were to operate as it might then it would be destructive of such an imaginary; it would be theory after theory.

Recent article in LRB on the naturalist pragmatism of Philip Kitcher
Amia Srinivasan refers to 'neuro-evo-evangelism.'

ypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism: this awful portmanteau word, in all its ungainly confusion, captures
something crucial about the present. In the essay that follows I want to use this fractured single word to indicate
an event. Perhaps the word event is not quite right, but I want to avoid words such as ‘mindset’ or ideology,
simply because what I am referring to is a way of speaking, imagining, figuring that does not occur completely at the
level of thinking. In fact, one of the features of 'hypo-hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism' is that it is (to refer to Deleuze's
terminology) an 'image of thought': the assumption of a certain orthography that delimits the questions and problems
posed, and allows for a certain potential for disturbance to be lulled in advance. Indeed, hypo-hapto-neuro-mysticism
is an alluring inertia that operates by situating itself, resentfully, against what might count as thinking.

H

If (following a certain Heideggerian tradition) thinking is taken to be a comportment to the world that is without home,
solace, identity or body - or at least where embodiment and dwelling offer almost nothing - then hypo-hyper-haptoneuro-mysticism – by contrast - indulges in the easy comfort that all so-called thinking is always connected, in touch,
and oriented towards a world that is necessarily one's own. What I am going to try to describe as hypo-hyper-haptoneuro-mysticism, is not a mode of thinking precisely because it proceeds less by way of statements, assumptions and
values, but comes to a halt before a complex of mesmerizing images and barely thought-out figures. This orientation
of pseudo-'thinking' is one in which a certain notion of the intellect as detached calculation is resented or accused in
the name of a supposedly more primordial and proximate living ownness. We might refer to this lure of the counterintellect as an inversion of the cave allegory: rather than turn away from the things that are directly before us to
consider the source of light that makes our world possible, we turn away from the problems of visibility and the
disenchanting, disconnected and distanced force of theoria, and immerse ourselves in a world that is deemed to be
irreducibly proximate. Indeed, rather than call this neuro-mysticism or faith in connectedness a way of thinking, we
might argue that there has come to be a type of ‘thinking 2.0’ that recognizes the damage thinking can do to itself, and
decides not to think, or at least to think in such a way that thinking proclaims its profound weakness in favor of more
profound, living and human powers. (Consider here Derrida’s diagnosis of the diagnositic tendency: it is possible
for there to be writing, but this possibility of thinking is deemed to be pernicious and so thought turns back
from its own technical potential, remaining within itself in the safe power of speech).
If we define thinking more broadly to include images and figures that are not fully thought through, then hyper-haptoneuro-mysticism might help us to confront a problem of thought, or a complex – a tension that is in part a symptom
(suggesting something that needs to be worked through), and a reaction formation: a tendency to consider
thought’s weakness and timidity (it containment within itself) as a proper state of affairs. Far from confronting and
working through a problem thought declares the problem to be more than solved. It screams ever more shrilly that the
very features that might appear to be wounds, breaks or paralyses are in fact expressive of joyous life itself. (As an
example, just as thinking ought to confront its destructive and dichotomous relation to the earth theories of embodied,
embedded and affective mindfulness proliferate.)
In order to anticipate and give some sense to what follows I will cite the film Avatar, recentlyconsecrated by Bruno
Latour's compositionist manifesto. The land of Pandora is the bearer of a substance desired by the rapacious, warmongering and instrumental American forces; the Pandoran natives are literally connected to their ecosystem by touch;
they travel - not by harnessing horse power through central command - but by attaching their pony-tails to the animal's
tail. Unlike the technologically domineering invaders who use tanks and surveillance to command the scene from
without, the Pandoran natives are connected to a land that is one grand, thinking, complex, proximate, and autopoeitic
whole. Knowing does not take the form of abstract thinking, but feeling and doing in a manner that is collective. So
here we start with a first definition of the complex I want to explore today: theory today is tending towards a form of
mysticism insofar as it appeals to direct intuition or immediate contact and literal proximity; there is a privilege
accorded to the felt rather than stated.

But the paradigm is primarily neural, for what 'the brain' has come to figure, after the ‘decade of the brain,’ is not a
command centre or ghost in the machine but a plastic, evolving network that comes into being not by imposing code
but by being ever more responsive, more connected more dynamic. And this is a form of hyper-haptocentrism
precisely because it is touch, body to body and from the body to itself that overcomes the distance and difficulty of
thinking. At the same time this complex is also a hypo-haptocentrism precisely because touch is best thought of (as in
the neural network) not as one part to another part, or one thing to another thing, but as a mutually proliferating and
multiply connected whole, in which there are not so much parts that touch, but a web of touch from which one might
discern relatively stable tendencies. Even though the single term, ‘hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism,’ identifies a
complex, I will begin by breaking down the inter-related forces that make up this field.
Haptocentrism: this term, coined by Jacques Derrida, might at first seem counter-intuitive. How could touch be a
privileged motif when Western thought has been dominated by disembodied calculation, individual autonomy, reason
and universal truths that are not mired in the physical and contingent particulars of the body? Indeed, much of the
work today on touch and affect (inspired, in part, by Deleuze and Guattari’s theorization of affect) makes a claim for a
directly revolutionary force of affect precisely because the connectivity of affect bypasses the universalizing and
formal demands of reason. For Derrida, however, touch, proximity and affect have been mobilized as figures that
enable a tradition of the metaphysics of presence. Indeed, the very reason or logocentrism that would supposedly be
circumvented by embodiment and haptics, establishes itself as a form of self-contact without distance or mediation.
One can use the phrase 'metaphysics of presence' to indicate that across a series of competing claims and traditions a
certain ideal of knowing and truth promises to overcome the risks and contingencies of irreducible gaps by some
means of a self in touch with itself. Knowledge and experience more generally are properly and normatively defined in
terms of the value of proximity (a value that is not one value among others, but the axiom through which all value can
be thought). If there is such a thing as reason it is because the thinking subject can intuit directly, without distance or
disturbance that which would remain the same through time, and also be true for any subject whatever. That which is
true and good is that which remains present, proximate, intuitable, without distance. It follows that the self is
considered primarily and properly as auto-affective: for the self experiences itself without distance, delay or difference.
The subject is that which precedes and grounds all further experience, and becomes the Cartesian subject when
grounding is no longer that of a substance that requires nothing else in order to be but becomes the self-present cogito.
Ideally, as in the ethics of Levinas, one might also experience the other – not at a distance as object to be grasped, but
as pure singularity and alterity, without the mediation of concepts or general rules. And we might even say that today
the immediate appeal of some tendencies of object oriented ontology lies a claim to immediacy: we are not separated
from the world by subject conditions of givenness but can and should make direct contact with a world of things of
which we are part, not ground. When phenomenology revolutionizes philosophy, and criticizes the supposition of a
pure disembodied and given reason, it returns explicitly to touch – no longer the light of reason affecting itself, but a
literal, embodied and actual touch. On phenomenology’s own reading, this is at once a fulfillment of philosophy’s
telos – for the thesis of the lived body that establishes itself and its world through living praxis accounts for the genesis
of reason. Reason can be truly justified and grounded upon the lived; at the same time touch will increasingly
radicalize philosophy. For touch is not the self-presence of reason, but – as in Merleau Ponty’s flesh, or Jean-Luc
Nancy’s sense, or Deleuze’s affect – what is posited as the generative givenness from which all logics emerge cannot
be fully known, mastered or rendered present to thought. It seems as though thought abandons its claim to be able to
coincide with itself in a presence of self-touch. And yet, for Derrida, this is when haptocentrism becomes hyperhaptocentrism. For the seeming circumvention of the calculating distance of reason is overcome in what – referring to
Nancy – Derrida describes as an absolute realism. All of Derrida's work can be considered as a deconstruction of
proximity (the condition for something being near to itself and touching itself is that there be distance.)

Hyper-haptocentrism:
Derrida uses this phrase specifically in his book concerned with touch and Jean-Luc Nancy, but it flows from the logic
of deconstruction. That is, phenomenology regarded itself as revolutionary in not relying on any transcendence – any
already assumed term such as cogito, being or substance – that would account for the appearing of the world. In so
doing it would be a radical thought of genesis: return to things themselves and the givenness of the given; purify
appearing from any presupposed ground. It will be the lived body or flesh that ultimately functions as the site of

fecund generation, in which there is no intrusion of the distanced commands of reason or cognition. Here, Derrida
situates phenomenology’s supposed radicalism, and Nancy’s seeming departure from a metaphysics of selfcommanding reason, within haptocentrism. It is now not reason that bypasses the body in order to be self-affecting, for
the body possesses its own self-sensing awareness, that also – attractively – never reifies into a formalized system but
becomes nothing more than ongoing self-revelation. Philosophy’s autonomy and self-coinciding principle of
logocentrism is at once displaced by modes of affection that occur beyond consciousness in the narrow sense, and yet
it is this self-sensing, affective, touching power of flesh, life and world that yields a hyper-haptocentrism. The world
now senses itself: this is at once a displacement of the human privilege of auto-affection, but it is also a continued
valorization of proximity. Nothing is left untouched. The world touches itself, senses itself, and is brought to its own
presence, in a phrase that is summed up by Derrida as not only hypo-haptocentrism but also – referring to Nancy – as
‘absolute realism.’ Philosophy that had always elevated its own reason through an axiology of proximity, has now
been subjected to critique for having been too distanced from the life, flesh and world that is its origin and unthought
condition; the turn to affect, flesh, life and sense is a turn away from the self-constitution of reason (where one aspect
of life commands the whole) towards a total self-sensing, in which self and other, mind and world, touch and touched
are mutually constitutive. I want to leave Derrida and his argument with philosophy and metaphysics (and Nancy and
absolute realism) aside for now, and ask whether the notion of hyper-haptocentrism has any purchase for the present,
beyond philosophy strictly speaking.
I want to begin by going back to haptocentrism as one of the ways in which a normative conception of touch goes
beyond logocentrism and ontotheology, goes beyond the notion that life and thought possess a proper proximity and
logic that may always be intuited, and that this capacity for auto-affection is found primarily in philosophical reason. I
would suggest that the motif of proper touch or proximity has a more general ethical value, evidenced in the privilege
of face to face encounters, of genuine feeling, of sympathy, empathy and affect more generally over various forms of
non-life (whether that be modern disenchantment, technology, isolation, rigid rule following or disengaged
intellection). Touch has this genuinely ethical value not when it is one body or thing making contact with another body
or thing, but when contact is communal, mutual, and disclosive of a certain pre-given ground of life, love, spirit or
feeling from which our individual bodies are only temporarily (if at all) detached. Consider the following quotation
from Jerry Sandusky’s auto-hagiography,
When we dare to care; when we reach out and touch someone’s hand, trying to make the world a better place, we get
back so much more than we give. To see the gleam in a child’s eye when he or she succeeds. To see happiness come
across the face of a lonely person sets off a very warm feeling.
I have walked with some of society’s so-called best, but I’ve also been hugged by some of society’s least. I know I
cherish the latter a lot more. In this plan we are but one little candle, but when you dare to care it does make for a
better world.
We are given many talents, and God creates hope for us all. He lifts us to great heights. We have conquered parts of
outer space, yet He is always there to humble us by exposing us to great suffering and hurt. God reveals himself in the
outstretched hands of a loved one; in the outstretched hands of a child in need. He reveals himself through those who
are handicapped; those who have the least. He brings love, hope and happiness to those of us who already appear to
have so much more. He touches us after a tough loss, but no matter how bad we’ve doe that day, friends and family
will still be there.
… Nobody has touched more lives than God…. (Jerry Sandusky, Touched: The Jerry Sandusky Story Champagne:
Sports Publishing, 2000)
For all its clichéd banality Sandusky’s ongoing self-justification nevertheless draws upon and articulates a certain
ethos and mythos of touch. To touch another is not the taking of a pleasure, although it might initially seem to require
a sacrificial abandonment of one’s safe self-enclosure (’when we dare to care’). To offer touch is to give oneself more
than one had, by giving away. Touch might appear, at least metaphorically, as the ethical concept par excellence: the
power of touch signals both the capacity to reach towards what is not oneself, and to be open to what is not oneself (to
be touched).

And yet there is a problem with this ethos of touch which (with the benefit of hindsight) lies in its knowing and selfaggrandizing paternalism. If there has been a move away from haptocentrism towards hypohaptocentrism, both in
philosophy and beyond it might be for the same reasons. The Sandusky quotation is a ‘top down’ or centred model of
touch. There is a toucher who bestows life and spirit upon that which requires the touch of life. (Think of spirit
animating matter, God breathing life into Adam, or the general promise that lies in being anointed.) God is the locus of
the good, and when I reach out and touch another (when I dare to care) it is ultimately the hand of God that acts
through us all. Touch is an unquestioned good precisely because the isolated, damaged, lost individual is so abandoned
that they do not have the wherewithal or sense to redeem themselves; they require the caring and intervening touch of
a higher power. This centred model, where touch is properly and primarily located in a higher benevolent power(and
which might be read as the locus classicus of colonial and other enlightening paternalisms) has been displaced by a
dispersed touch, where there is no distinction between toucher and touched, and there is no God’s eye view or elevated
good reason that might validate or sanctify touch.
Deconstruction, as already noted, rejected the privilege of reason as a mode of self-presence that might ground and
legitimate ethical claims: the valorization of proximity was displaced by deconstruction’s attention to the ways in
which reason would always need to take place through the deferrals and distance of time and space. The figure of a
thought that feels itself, is present to itself and coincides with itself represses the diffuse and never presentable geneses
through which it comes into being. But if there are philosophical grounds for rejecting the supreme self-governance of
reason, there are also everyday ethical reasons: any post-Kantian ethical theory begins from the idea that there is no
privileged self-knowing, self-grasping foundation, and so in the absence of foundations one can never speak or act
with supreme authority. Centred and transcendent models of the good enabled paternalistic justifications: I could reach
out and touch you, act for you, because I am closer to a divinity or reason that is really your proper being. There is a
good that can be approached, approximated and that can act as the ground for decisions. From Kant to Derrida the
emphasis on a necessary gap or distance between the self-presence of the ground and the discursive differences of
reason has precluded any notion of moral experts or foundations. We begin, in media res, at a necessary distance from
any supposed origin. But in addition to philosophical reasons for questioning haptocentrism or the notion of some good
that might provide a foundation for ethics and morality if only it could be grasped, there are – as I have already
suggested – practical and cultural reasons.
Without positing some causality between cultural conditions and structures of feeling, or ideologies and cultural
production, it might nevertheless be worth asking why we are making the much-proclaimed affective turn now? Why
now are we insisting that it is not only reason that has the power to come close to the sense of the world, but that life
as such – beyond humans – senses itself. The skin, the body, things, plants, animals: these are not isolated inert objects
that are simply there for the sake of a self-present reason, but have their own sense. Further, and more importantly,
everything touches. We must shift from elevating the hand of man that is not simply a body part or an organ oriented
to survival, but is also a capacity for touching and rendering a life-world (what Derrida refers to as 'humanualism'), for
all life from insects to things is part of this grand self-touching world. We might say that ‘man’ (the figure of selfaffecting, self-constituting and self-present reason) is no longer the privileged figure of presence that calls out to be
displaced: it is no longer resistant or counter-normative to privilege process, dynamism, inter-connectedness,
embodiment, affect and de-centered auto-poetic systems over distinct and logically oriented individuals. We have
shifted from haptocentrism, in which knowledge and the good are grounded on a privileged locus of auto-affection – a
reason that touches itself, or a subject present to itself- to hyperhaptocentrism, in which everything is in touch with
everything else. There is one grand network of proximity and mutual, dynamic inter-affective touch.
Hyper-haptocentrism is at once a theoretical motif and a pop culture fetish. Hyper-haptocentrism’s manifest refusal of
man might also be read as an ultrahumanism. That is, if man was valorized and regarded as ‘the subject’ it was because
it was man who was not a being among beings, but the locus of reason and self-presence that enabled any world or
thought of being emerge. Rather than reject the value of proximity and affective self-presence through which man
appears to himself, this power to be affective is now attributed to all life, and all non-life beyond man. We can see
this, as I have already suggested, both in popular culture (especially when it targets the logical subject of modernity)
and in theory (also focused on the same target as ‘man.’) Consider the highly dichotomous film Avatar, which sets
itself against the highly dichotomous managerialism of modern man. The military forces that are the villains of the
narrative are oriented towards a single object – Unobtainium – and use instrumental reason and technology to achieve
their desired end, regardless of the means, and regardless of the more complex and distributed forces that they will

need to encounter to secure unobtainium. The Navi’I, by contast, inhabit a world that is – in the words of the
sympathetic character portrayed by Sigourney Weaver – structured like a ‘neural network.’ The Navi’s communicate
with the animals they ride, not by command, but by touch: they attach their hair to the horse-like animals tail,
unmediated by discourse. The film is at once a post-humanist manifesto – targeting the man of technology and reason
in favor of an affective, interconnected and communal whole – at the same time as it is an ultra-humanist reaction
formation: the Navi’I are indeed avatars, images of a new ideal of humanity. What renders the Navi’I ultrahuman
rather than inhuman is that they exemplify the values of responsive self-presence that have always defined man against
the mere inertia of things. This is not a haptocentric world, in which a privileged being is elevated due to its capacity
for self-presence, while all else is left out of touch. Rather, everything is proximate to everything else, in one grand
self-communicating whole.
Not surprisngly perhaps, Bruno Latour opened his compositionist maifesto by referring to Cameron’s Avatar, and
linked the film to the Gaia hypothesis, the world is not inert matter blessed with the capacity to be represented and
known by subjects. The world itself possesses living and self-organising properties. More importantly, the world as it
is known follows from its capacity to affect, just as our being – our identity – emerges from the various ways in which
we are affected. The world of Pandora in Avatar is a post-human (ultra-human) eco-utopia, not simply because it is
composed of affective relations, in which bodies relate not by way of externally imposed systems (logic, language) but
by affective communication and proximity, but because it is like a neural network. There has been a reaction against
the isolated and distanced man of reason who affects himself in order to be present to himself, and a turn towards the
neural paradigm. The brain, formerly and mistakenly perceived as a computer, is now – we are constantly reminded –
not a central command centre, but a responsive, adaptive, distributed, dynamic, affective and embodied system. This
new neural paradigm was articulated in the works of Maturana and Varela, who tellingly also referred to Buddhism’s
model of an ego-less consciousness that is nothing other than its relation to the world. The legitimated and sciencebased theories of the brain as less like a computer and more like a coupled and responsive system intersect with a wide
range of fictional and non-fictional genres, such as Avatar but also popular science, mysticism and contemporary
cultural production. The brain is no longer the Cartesian ghost in the machine, nor does talk of the brain threaten to
reduce the rich complexity of life to biological determinism. On the contrary, the brain as an adaptive, responsive
network that changes itself offers at once a way out of the horrors of the self-enclosed subject, and solves the ethical
problem of touch.

Hyper-hapto-neuro-mysticism
Mysticism does not approach what is other than itself discursively but passes to direct contact, but this contact is not
one in which the self has mastery. The self does not impose its logic on what is other for the sake of knowledge, but is
transformed by the encounter. Latour’s account of the affective and embodied nature of knowledge avoids mysticism
by stressing the notion of articulation: the body becomes what it is by being affected, just as the world that affects the
body takes on its layers of differences through the complex encounters it enables: the world is different, and
differentiated, according to the multiple approaches it offers. But, as Cameron’s Avatar indicates, the neural paradigm
is not always so cautiously and multiply articulated. Latour (following James) refers to the multiverse, where the
power to affect and be affected, cannot be exhausted in one mode or level of actualization. Latour’s compositionist
manifesto is however posed directly against a tradition of critique that would somehow found a point outside the
assumptions and practices through which the world is given; and it is not surprising, then, that he would appeal to
Cameron’s Avatar (where the land of Pandora is likened to a neural network) in order to overcome the modern divorce
between knowing and deciding mind, and a nature that would provide some stable ground for knowledge. Beyond
Latour’s work the notion of the neural network or global brain serves to unify in a manner that overcomes the ethical
tension of touch. If bodies are always already connected, and always already attuned to a world of others then touch is
at once life’s proper mode, at the same time as one could determine clearly and in advance that certain styles of touch
– those that were neither mutual nor attuned – could be distinguished as improper. On the one hand there can be no
ethics without touch: the isolated body that is sufficient unto itself, without relation, and without the tendency or
capacity to be affected could not be said to be a living being. (This much is already explicit in Latour’s work on the
body and his insistence on the power to be affected.) But ethics is also, necessarily, a question of distance, and ‘letting
be.’ Touch and relations in general are required precisely because the other person or being is different, and one
cannot assume in advance any right or imperative to touch. The other to whom we reach out, or about whom we ‘dare

to care,’ is also other only in a certain incapacity to be touched. We are presented with an ethical imperative to reach
out and touch (and be touched), but must also recognize a certain distance and alterity that cannot be reduced. This is
the motif of Levinas’s work on the necessary alterity of the other, an alterity that (according to Derrida) must at once
resist the violence of any all-subsuming relation but that must, also necessarily, suffer the form of a lesser violence:
there is always some subsumption and reduction of the other, and just as Derrida insists that there is no such thing as a
non-violent relation – for all relations must to some extend reduced the pure distance of ethics – then there is no such
thing as proper touch. Recognizing the other as other reduces the other’s absolute separation.) And yet for all this
supreme difficulty of touch, touch has come to be regarded not so much as cure but as the sign that there never had
been any problem at all. The idea that the world, others, knowledge, feeling and even one’s own self might be
different and untouchable has been diagnosed as a modern ill – a problem of the wrong way of thinking – that simply
needs to be recognized as a false problem.
For some time a computational model of the brain has been criticized for continuing a tradition of Cartesian separation
from the world. It is not the case that the brain, housed within the body, processes information and then directs the
body to act. The brain is not a ‘ghost in the machine,’ nor is it some distinct organ located within a body that it
commands. Rather, the brain is an embodied, adaptive, plastic, dynamic and – most importantly – distributed network.
In the case of cognitive science two distinct claims are made. First, relations precede subjects: in the beginning is a
connection to the world, from which something like a distinct and thinking subject is formed. It makes no sense to ask
how selves come to know and represent the world, for in the beginning is the world – a ‘coupled’ system of embodied
brain and affecting world. There are not selves who touch, but a general realm of affect and interconnectedness from
which distinct individuals are effected (effects of affect). Second, the brain does not stop at the borders of the skull, or
the mind or the self, but is extended. The extended mind includes all those supplements, prostheses and technologies
through which we think: the notes on our ipad, the smartphone's auto-correct function that has adapted to our personal
lexicon, and the shopping suggestions on one's amazon homepage. These devices don’t read your mind, as though your
mind were some sort of container; the mind just is a series of inter-connected and adaptive tendencies. The mind is not
a thing, and is not contained within any single body; it is itself a network and a node in broader networks. The mind is
always already in touch with everything else in one grand ‘mindful’ cosmos. This notion has not only taken hold of
critical theory, cognitive science and crossover studies that shuttle between the two; it also has popular culture
purchase and it is here that the neural paradigm becomes a form of mysticism, or positing of direct and unmediated
contact.
Indeed, it might be worthwhile to connect three works concerned with touch precisely because they articulate different
economies of touch (and yet indicate – sometimes by avoiding it – a common problem). The first, that I have already
quoted, is Sandusky’s Touched – a rather unremarkable reiteration of the ways in which paternalistic touch is
sanctified by way of a prior assumption of haptocentric value: the touch from father to child is an extension of a divine
touch that is grander than us all and that operates beyond our ken. The second text is Jacques Derrida’s On Touching
which accuses various strands of supposedly post-Cartesian phenomenology of a hyper-haptocentrism The third ‘text’
is the recent Fox series Touched in which a young autistic boy is cared for by his father, his mother having died in the
twin towers attacks of 9/11. The young child, Jake, cannot be touched, and yet it is his physical untouchability and
linguistic silence that renders him ultimately into a pure force of touch and communication. Each episode poses some
problem (often political) of a gap or distance – siblings separated across nations, children given away into adoption,
lovers who have missed encounters and lost touch, and a whole series of intertwining connections that are maintained
mystically by way of the coupling of the young autistic boy Jake and technology. Jake collects mobile phones,
numbers, sequences, patterns and all forms of digitalized data but uses these seemingly inhuman and formalized
systems to discern and disseminate links among humans. He will continually write a number, only for that number to
appear on an airline schedule, apartment door or birthdate, and this in turn will allow the father – the mystified but
submissive conduit – to execute plans that will reunite lost souls. In one episode two musician siblings, one of whom
has undergone gender reassignment, are reunited; the episode concludes with a series of musicians and singers across
the globe contributing to one unifying cross-cultural anthem. At the level of politics the Fox series offers a classic
example of Jameson’s notion ideology, where symbolic resolution is provided for political problems: the scars of 9/11
– of an unbridgeable, unreadable and violent cultural war – are overcome in a cosy ‘love makes the world go around’
anthem. Even 9/11 discloses a greater benevolence: the father, played by Kiefer Sutherland, has abandoned his job as a
journalist to become a networker, executing, while not questioning, his son’s enigmatic ‘messages.’

But I would suggest that this political working through is possible because of a deeper problem of touch, and a notion
of hypo-haptocentrism. The young child, in his inability touch, is liberated from the messy, concrete and sexually
fraught networks of physical proximity, and then functions as something like a utopian figure for a touch that is
everywhere and nowhere – freed from the determining systems of language and the located finitudes of the body. This
paradisiacal condition of the untouchable yet always fully attuned child is heightened by the ongoing plot-line of the
series in which the father and son are at constant war with state child services who appear to be in collusion with
biotech capitalist corporations to exploit the extraordinary evolved skills of the young Jake and his kind. Twenty-first
century figurations of ethics at once fetishize touch and proximity – ranging from theories of affect to a whole series
of pop culture appropriations of the neural paradigm (such as the television series ‘Perception’ in which a professor of
neurology is unable to achieve personal proximity and touch but nevertheless solves a series of crimes through his
capacity to ‘read’ the brain’s complex networks and messages). It is as though the individual, with his specific body
and violability might be magically transported from the entire problem of the necessary violence of touch and given
over to a virtual touch that is achieved by refusing and resenting cognition. Not only does this lure of hyper-hypohapto-neurocentrism intensify (while providing an alibi for) what Abigail Bray has referred to as corporate pedophilia,
where the child is fetishized and yet also presented as the innocent potentiality that will save us from technocracy, it
precludes a consideration of the ethics of touch at a cosmic level.
We should not, perhaps, be surprised that the deconstructive insistence on a certain necessary violence could not be
heard: there can be no proper touch because all living is a form of contamination, where the condition of being a living
being must be at once a relation of unthought touch and proximity, alongside a no less necessary refusal of
unconditional touch. Both the hysteria that surrounds excessively violent touch, and the euphoria that surrounds the
fantasy of pure touch mitigate rather than confront what ought to be the compelling problem of touch. We live by
touch and yet can never – as living beings – either achieve or avoid the contamination of touch. Touch is required for
any achievement of the proper, and yet there is no proper touch.
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“Taking Psychedelics Literally:
Spiritual Evolution Beyond the Narrative Mind”

Glimpsing the Peacock Angel
If we recognize the plant as an autonomous power which enters in order to put roots and ﬂowers in us,
then we distance ourselves by several degrees from the skewed perspective which imagines that spirit
(Geist) is the monopoly of human beings and doesn’t exist outside of them. A new world-picture has to
follow the planetary leveling; that is the task which the next century will take up.
—Ernst Jünger, “The Plant as Autonomous Power”
RAWLING WITH TRANSACTIONS, THE CONTEMPORARY EARTH WHIRLS and whorls,1 uncannily
bereft of human agency. The global ecosystem, undeniably in crisis due to the presence and activities of humans
and their fossil-fuel familiars, maintains itself far from equilibrium, surfing diverse gradients through raised
ocean levels and proliferating vectors of disease; malarial mosquitoes have followed thickening sea levels and
achieved new highs, more than doubling the altitude at which they can survive and reproduce. Global warming is no
longer debated, but instead yields a muted and contentless call for “adaptation” while tens of thousands die of heat
stroke in “old Europe.” 2 A 2003 Pentagon report identiﬁes sudden climatic change as a plausible “challenge to U.S.
security in ways that should be considered immediately” (Schwartz and Randall), and an enormous hurricane provoked
what the BBC called the biggest failure of the U.S. government since the Great Depression, itself echoed by a ﬁnancial
crisis linked to our use of fossil fuels that ﬂow into the Gulf of Mexico even as I write. While trillions of dollars are
spent in the pursuit of “security,” a ubiquitous superpower—Gaia—launches global-defense operations against Homo
sapiens of every demographic. Has yet another security brieﬁng gone unheeded? 3
The apparent inability of humans to perceive the densely interconnected nature of their habitat threatens not
only said ecosystem but the very selfdeﬁnition of humanity itself as homo faber, an organism actively creating, rather
than created by, her environment. Faced with overwhelming evidence of climatic change, one would expect an
outburst of human agency, an ordering of the world according to the speciﬁcations of Homo sapiens— the species
who, after all, knows what it is doing. And yet humans—or at least, the only ones deserving of the slur—call for a
strange acquiescence to the agency of the Earth:

C

The United States is a world leader in addressing and adapting to a variety of national and global scientiﬁc
problems that could be exacerbated by climate change, including malaria, hunger, malnourishment, property
losses due to extreme weather events, and habitat loss and other threats to biological diversity. (U.S. Global
Change Research Information Ofﬁce)
This is a book that is, in part, about rhetoric, so let’s zoom in on the paradox: Watch as the alleged lone
superpower “leads” not through “resolve” or “will,” but by speaking to, “addressing,” even “rehearsing,”
“adaptation.”4 Even as Paul Wolfowitz dreamed of a global empire ordered according to the “interests” of the United
States, the Bush regime beat a hasty retreat before the very real activities of bioterror their own report suggests could
plausibly unfold. Instead of repeating the usual algorithm of empire—“make it so!”— the bloated über power called
for nothing but an address or a “rehearsal,” a simulacrum of “adaptation,” yet another retraining that teaches humans
how to respond to their devastated environment. It is in this rather absurd context that a discussion of plant agency or
“power” alluded to by the German writer and botanist Ernst Jünger must take place. Ethnobotany has long devoted
itself to the relations between humans and plants, as has the shamanic medicine that has served the vast majority of
Homo sapiens in history and the present. This book will suggest that indeed in responding to global climatic change we
must less adapt than evolve, and this evolution begins with the recognition of plants, and the Earth itself, as a power,
perhaps a superpower worthy of the name.
Though this phrasing may sound a bit odd to some, this claim is unlikely to remain controversial for long, as
the massive effects of climatic change become slowly and unmistakably visible. Part of the adaptation called for by the
Bush administration would entail a submission to a world-governing body—the world’s body—whose weaponry is
temperature change, rising ocean levels, and emergent and proliferating diseases rather than shock and awe.
But if it is easy enough to say we must “recognize the plant as an autonomous power,” even a superpower, we

must somehow do the more difﬁcult work necessary to inhabit this space where plants present a paradoxical and
uncanny “autonomy” when we are most directly and unmistakably linked to them. The future of Gaian biodiversity
and a modicum of global stabil-ity depends precisely on a thoroughgoing and practiced re-articulation of human
autonomy in the experience of imbrication with global ecosystems, including capital and information ﬂows as well as
the carbon cycle. In short, in order to alter what we do, we must re-engineer and re-imagine who we are. Across the
life and climate sciences, the news is this: You are deeply implicated in the global ecosystem in ways scientiﬁc and
technical practices are only beginning to comprehend and model. If the breakthroughs in medical and global imaging
systems have provided us with revelations, they reveal that our separateness from ecosystems is itself an illusion, and
that we are membranes inseparable from a global ecology. In 1943, Soviet geoscientist V. I. Vernadsky offered a new
“continuously connected” model of human biology:
Man is elementally indivisible from the biosphere. And this inseparability is only now beginning to become
precisely clear to us. In reality, no living organism exists in a free state on Earth. All of these organisms are
inseparably and continuously connected—ﬁrst and foremost by feeding and breathing—with their materialenergetic environment. (2005)
The news of this imbrication can, of course, be communicated in a cognitive fashion, but its persuasiveness—
as measured by the emergence of a vision response-able to biodiverse futures—seems to hinge on an experience of
this interconnection as well as an understanding of it. If the Upanisha ds instruct that “Tat Tvam Asi,” “You are that,”
and they do, “that” is an ecosystem subject to sudden volatility and massive extinctions even as it is increasingly
interconnected with an otherwise dynamic, even lively, cosmos. It is therefore a rhetorical challenge to make this
perception available to those humans who so violently cling to visions of autonomy even as they are forced to adapt.
Rhetoric is the practice of learning and teaching eloquence, persuasion, and information architecture by revealing the
choices of expression or interpretation open to any given rhetor, viewer, listener, or reader. Robert Anton Wilson
offers a deﬁnition of rhetoric by example when he focuses on the word “reality” in his book Cosmic Trigger:
“Reality” is a word in the English language which happens to be (a) a noun and (b) singular. Thinking in the
English language (and in cognate IndoEuropean languages) therefore subliminally programs us to conceptualize
“reality” as one block-like entity, sort of like a huge New York skyscraper, in which every part is just another
“room” within the same building. This linguistic program is so pervasive that most people cannot “think”
outside it at all, and when one tries to offer a different perspective they imagine one is talking gibberish. (iii)
It is unavoidably time to practically and continuously imagine the earth as a mesh of systems with which we
are entangled. Rabbi Zalman SchachterShalomi describes a different kind of rhetorical framework and its effects:
It has to do with Gaia. There is a situation where I’m very clear that I’m not acting for myself. And when I
realize that, that I am a cell, a living cell of the global organism. . . . If I see myself as a living cell of a living
planet, that creates a whole different set of ethical norms than the ones that I ﬁnd when I’m speaking from the
Patriot Act. (Goldman)
As the ill effects of our illusion of separability become clear, can we avoid once again missing the signs of an
enormous global security threat before it is too late? What rhetorical choices and means of persuasion do we have to
make the perception of the Earth as a political plant planet palpable?
There are no doubt diverse answers to these questions. Biologist Christopher Uhl’s extraordinary book,
Developing Ecological Co nsciousness, maps out and offers an array of practices that help to cultivate a relation to the
plant superpower, a superpower whose main characteristic is dense interconnection. For Uhl and his attentive reader,
becoming sensitive to the night sky, pondering the surface area of Earth’s plankton and tracking the spoor of a beetle
all are recipes for interconnection, a calm and sometimes oceanic apprehension of the immanence proper to biological
systems. Immanent systems are massively interconnected with themselves, neither subject nor predicate, but web. For
Uhl, the development of ecological consciousness is contingent upon experiencing the interconnection of earth and
cosmos. This fact of interconnection appears to be a feature of life as essential as DNA itself, a densely intertwined
bundle of nucleic acids.
Lest we think that such immanent visions depend upon the context of nature, recall that the Apollo space
program provoked “cosmic consciousness” or the “overview effect” in those astronauts lucky and attentive enough to

experience such interconnection while encapsulated in their military hardware. No doubt the practices of immanence
are as diverse as the planet itself; fasting, inhaling carbon dioxide, and even working with latex have all provoked
encounters with immanence, suggesting that in some fashion human perception is indeed “wired” for a periodic
recognition of the dense imbrication of organism and environment and is highly tuneable by our practices.
One such practice is thought experiment, as in Uhl’s treatment of the usually optical and now haptic night sky.
Uhl reminds us that while gazing “up” at a night sky, one in fact hangs off the planet and near the edge of a galaxy,
vertiginous, suspended over the inﬁnity of space. Uhl quotes cosmologist Brian Swimme:
As you lie there feeling yourself hovering within this gravitational bond while peering down at the billions of
stars drifting in the inﬁnite chasm of space, you will have entered an experience of the universe that is not just
human and not just biological. You will have entered a relationship from a galactic perspective, becoming for a
moment a part of the Milky Way galaxy, experiencing what it is like to be the Milky Way galaxy. (Uhl, 13)
Note that this perception is often scalar in character—a shift from the metric realm of human perception (about
meters) to the galactic magnitudes of 1022 meters. Looking not at the night sky but at the daylight earth from
space, astronaut Edgar Mitchell of Apollo 14 inhabited a galactic perspective through an involution of his perspective
into interconnection. Apollo 14’s mission was more or less complete, and Mitchell had a brief moment to relax, so he
looked out the window:
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Then looking beyond the earth itself to the magniﬁcence of the larger scene, there was a startling recognition
that the nature of the universe was not as I had been taught. My understanding of the separate distinctness and
the relative independence of movement of those cosmic bodies was shattered. There was an upwelling of fresh
insight coupled with a feeling [of] ubiquitous harmony—a sense of interconnectedness with the celestial bodies
surrounding our spacecraft. Particular scientiﬁc facts about stellar evolution took on new signiﬁcance. (2008,
74)
Fundamental to this insight is a perception of dwelling in an evolutionary space. Mitchell’s vision—which he
hastens to point out was neither “religious” nor “otherworldly”—momentarily, but irreversibly, rendered the
interdependence of the cosmos palpable to him. This “startling recognition” substitutes a sensory and even affective
imbrication, “there was an upwelling of fresh insight coupled with a feeling of ubiquitous harmony,” for the everyday
perception of the [alienated] distinction between subject and object, earth and its others, human and universe.
Mitchell’s vision offers perhaps an equally startling irony: it was only by taking on a literally extraterrestrial
perspective that the moon walker overcame alienated perception.5 This vision was productive of learning and
knowledge as well: Mitchell still grapples with his perception of evolutionary interconnection, and has offered a
physical theory of consciousness to account for it. Integral to this theory is John Bell’s 1964 non-locality theorem, the
apparent fact of imbrication or “entanglement” essential to matter itself and constitutive of that apparent bubble of
experience, subjectivity:
The basis of subjective experience is rooted in the quantum attribute of nature called non-locality. I will use the
word “perception” in its most generic sense to denote a basic subjective experience at all levels of complex
matter. Thus the non-local quantum correlation between entangled quantum particles is considered the root
cause of the phenomenon experienced as perception in more complex matter, but the non-local quantum
hologram is the non-local carrier of information for molecular and larger scale matter. Thus, perception is not
an object but rather the label for a nonlinear process involving an object, a percipient and information.”
(Mitchell n.d.; emphasis mine)
The physics of non-locality are notoriously difﬁcult to comprehend, but speciﬁc to the core of Mitchell’s claim here is
that subjectivity—the human feeling of being an observer on a continuous world of duration—is essentially and
paradoxically non-local. Here holographic information emerges from an evolutionary process distributed over the
universe and subject to “nonlinear” transformations—such as his own “startling recognition” that the perception of
“separateness” is a label or snapshot of an enormously dynamic system. Even as it appears to confer a sense of interior
and exterior to human experience that certainly feels awfully local and “distinct,” the universe does so in a thoroughly
informational and non-local fashion. Much can be “done” with information, but conﬁning it to a single location is
seldom a tractable strategy. Like the mind apprehending it, information “wants to be free” if only because it is

essentially “not an object,” but rather “the label for a nonlinear process involving an object, a percipient and
information.”6 It is worth noting that Mitchell’s experience induces a desire to comprehend, an impulse that is not only
the desire to tell the story of his ecodelic imbrication but a veritable symptom of it.7
Hence this insight seems to involve not only an act of perception, but an action whose achievement makes
legible the nature of perception itself as a nonlinear and highly distributed system not “ownable” by a self and
navigable only through its practiced but always irreducible dissolution, the sometimes shattering detachment from
“distinctness” before which a sense of interior and exterior dissolves in awareness and awe. This awareness of
interconnection occurs in and with what Vernadsky dubbed the “noösphere”—the aware and conscious layer of the
earth’s ecosystem and, perhaps, feeds back onto our ecosystems as we become conscious of our interconnections with
them.
Yet while billions of dollars of hardware and support provided the context for Mitchell’s close encounter of an
interconnected kind, millions of humans experience and write incessantly of this sense of subjective, ecological,
nonlocality after ingesting compounds derived from plants, such as tryptamines and phenethylamines. Consider this
recent posting on The Vaults of Erowid, a Web site devoted to ethnobotanical information and harm reduction. After
ingesting ten inches of a legal mescaline cactus species (San Pedro), Smokeloc writes:
The basic principal of the experience is “EVERYTHING EXISTS WITHIN ITSELF” MEANING: all of reality
is so basic yet so inﬁnite. Think about space, the universe . . . the galaxies exist within it and the solar systems
exist within that . . . planets exist in that . . . living animals exist within the earth bacteria and cells live within
the animals and atoms exist within that . . . EVERYTHING EXISTS IN AN ETERNAL PLANE. I could see
everything as eternal. . . . So beautiful and so simple. I have never experienced such a strong sense of peace
with living and existing. The next day I went outside and noticed things like birds singing and the wind
steadily blowing, everything became so beautiful and I had a change of life views and was no longer jealous
about what other people had. I lost my anger that was deep inside of me . . . and it feels GREAT!8
At a moment when “egoic” consciousness—that form of human experience that insists on the radical
distinction between self and cosmos, as the former insists on incessantly consuming and colonizing the latter—seems
to have reached a pandemic, a humble cactus enables the news of our fundamentally nested nature. What are
psychedelics such that they seem to persuade humans of their interconnection with an ecosystem?
Terence McKenna’s 1992 book recursively answered this query with a title: Food of the Gods. Psychedelics,
McKenna argued, were important vectors in the evolution of consciousness and spiritual practice. In his “shaggy
primate story,” McKenna argued that psilocybin mushrooms were a “genomeshaping power” integral to the evolution
of human consciousness. On this account, human consciousness—the only instance we know of where one part of the
ecosystem is capable of reﬂecting on itself as a self and acting on the result—was “bootstrapped” by its encounter with
the astonishing visions of high-dose psilocybin, an encounter with the Transcendental Other McKenna dubbed “a
glimpse of the peacock angel.” Hence for McKenna, psychedelics are both a food ﬁt for the gods and a food that, in
scrambling the very distinction between food and drug, man and god, engenders less transcendence than immanence—
each is recursively implicated, nested, in the other. This book samples, remixes, afﬁrms, and periodically denies
McKenna’s increasingly paradigmatic account as it inquires into the swarm of ontological, epistemological, and ethical
questions provoked by psychedelic experience in the context of the global ecological crisis: What are these compounds
and how do they reliably produce experiences of interconnection? What do the states that they induce suggest about the
nature of human minds? How should we respond to the claims of psychonauts that these materials give them nothing
less than an encounter with alternate and perhaps divine realities? Do we have a robust notion of how to live in a
reality that has itself become plural in the context of an ecosystem increasingly saturated with information amidst
dwindling biodiversity? What can contemporary science and technology learn from psychedelics? Can psychedelics
help cultivate a new and paradoxical outburst of interconnected and hence transhuman agency on Earth, one that
embraces and even enhances ecological imbrication?
This proliferating array of questions is of course dizzying, and they are all ethical questions, and not only
because the United States is now in its third decade of a war against plants, by far our longest and most expensive war.
Since disgraced President Richard Nixon declared a War on Drugs in 1972, millions of people have been incarcerated
and hundreds of billions of dollars have been funneled into self-propagating structures sprouting out of the constantly
proliferating prison industrial complex. 9 If one of the great evolutionary achievements of bacteria was the conversion
of sunlight into sugars through photosynthesis, then the carceral ecology has achieved a no less adaptive transduction:

the conversion of fear into money, drugs into assets. Since 1984, law enforcement in the United States has opened up
entirely new domains of capital for a large-scale organization: the seized assets of putative drug offenders.
This “war” has perhaps metastasized, and certainly ampliﬁed, what the historian Michel Foucault characterized
as “biopower,” a complex of forces by which “life” became both an object of technoscientiﬁc control and a
widespread feature of political governance. The state’s increasingly ﬁne grained interest in the “life,” “health,” and
“well-being” of its citizens accompanied and enabled the increased capacities of the nascent life sciences to control
and predict living systems. Population policies such as eugenics are one way in which the polity has sought to exert
control at the molecular level—which DNA shall be replicated?—but the drug war extends this “interest” into states of
consciousness or what William James has pluralized more helpfully as “states of mind,”10 Aldous Huxley mapped as
“Mind-at-Large,” and Vernadsky dubbed “noösphere.” This war is, of course, a global one; in order to regulate the
health and minds of its own citizens, the United States carries out military operations in Columbia and the DEA opens
foreign ofﬁces in Rangoon, Merida, Hong Kong, Islamabad, Kabul, and Moscow.

DMT, KITCHEN CHEMISTRY, AND
THE PSYCHEDELIC COMMONS
A labyrinth is said, etymologically, to be multiple because it contains many folds.
—Gilles Deleuze, The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque 11
The war, too, is both global and intensely local. The legal contexts for the cultivation and medical use of marijuana, for
example, vary enormously even throughout the United States. They are intensely local in another fashion, as well: they
are practices that demarcate and patrol the very contours and phenotypes of human bodies, transforming the humanplant coevolutionary extended phenotype into the clean, logical, but not biological categories of plant and human.
Evolutionarily speaking the emergence of widespread animal life on earth is not separable from a “mutualistic”
economy of plants, pollinators, and seed dispersers.
The basis for the spectacular radiations of animals on earth today is clearly the resources provided by plants.
They are the major primary producers, autotrophically energizing planet Earth . . . the new ecological
relationships of ﬂowering plants resulted in colonizing species with population structures conducive to rapid
evolutionary change. (Price, 4)
And if mammalian and primate evolution is enmeshed in a systemic way with angiosperms (ﬂowering plants), so too
have humans and other primates been constantly constituted by interaction with plants.
Despite the fact that states and nations and global organizations share an interest in the enormous global trafﬁc
in inebriants, they have acted in concert to prohibit even the desire to study many of these compounds and plants while
subsidizing research on others. 12 Indeed, if we are to make any sense at all of a prohibition affecting an enormous
sector of the economy, we must look at contemporary biopower as a business model in competition with other
molecular and ecological practices.
Bioprospecting, the attempts of pharmaceutical giants to exercise ownership and control over the incalculable
array of compounds produced in the global botanical commons, is better mapped not as innovation but extraction—an
extraction of value from the commons. Jünger noted that it was precisely extraction that was at issue in industrial
modernity’s relation to plants:
The whole nineteenth century is interspersed with this precipitation and concentration of active principles from
organic substances. It began with the extraction of morphine from the juice of the poppy by the twenty-yearold SERTURNER, who thereby developed (entwikelte) or rather unwrapped (auswickelte) the ﬁrst alkaloid.
(Jünger, 35)
This practice of intensiﬁcation, of course, is part of the transformation of the pharmacopeia into a commodity form, a
rendering of the meshed relations of ecology into a thing available for ownership and control. Yet Jünger rhetorically
concentrates his account of this process by intensifying our understanding of extraction itself. This concentration and

ampliﬁcation is, for Jünger, best understood as an “unwrapping,” a peeling away of layers. This peeling away is not
simply a reiﬁcation or revelation, a cutting off of the alkaloid from its context, but an unwrapping that also envelops
the one who unwraps: concentrated morphine now much more effectively entangles the addict. Navigating our
implication with both plants and their precipitates might begin, then, with the startling recognition of plants as an
imbricated power, a nontrivial vector in the evolution of Homo sapiens, a power against which we have waged war.
“Life is a rhizome,” wrote Carl Jung, our encrypted ecological “shadow” upon which we manifest as Homo sapiens,
whose individuation is an interior folding or “involution” that increases, rather than decreases, our entanglement with
any given ecosystem.
This unfolding that enables an enfolding is exempliﬁed in the contemporary psychonautic practice of an
alkaloid-base extraction of DMT from plants, the only practicable way most psychonauts can obtain this Schedule One
compound endogenously produced by the human brain. Separated from a plant source such as Mimosa hostilis
rootbark, smokeable DMT envelops the kitchen-chemist psychonaut in an ecology of amateur science where over the
counter non-polar solvents, lye, common phalaris grasses, and online anonymous messages enable a grassroots global
production of relatively pure DMT (Noman). Experimenting with the intensities of the DMT experience demands an
investigation of all these nonhuman actants and their capacities to transform, a faculty described by French ecologist
and psychoanalyst Felix Guattari as chaosmosis—acts of dissensus that put the usual habits of a self into disarray
while allowing for the stability and repetitions of “existential refrains”—practices that help the diverse bodies of which
we are made up dwell together and repeat even as they undergo massive transformation. Trip reports after smoking
DMT often describe becoming “part of the intergalactic information network,” but even more concentrate on the
network of online denizens, hardware stores, and turkey basters needed to render any of the alchemical “elf spice”
from the numerous and abundant plants where it can be found. 13
Hence this precipitation and concentration is fundamentally a conjunctive practice—a deterritorialization that is
also a re-territorialization—separating an alkaloid from its plant substrate, one becomes mycelially connected to a
community. Concentrating and intensifying cocaine, crack kitchen chemistry spreads the network of addiction ever
further.14
Perhaps community itself is the most important “lab apparatus” of contemporary psychedelic practice, a largescale, dissipative structure for the ongoing investigation of the mind. Law professor and Creative Commons founder
Lawrence Lessig has argued persuasively that the open source ethos and relation to intellectual property was essential
to the emergence of the Internet and its innovation, a practice of tinkering that suspends protocols of autonomous
authorship in order to enable a “collective enunciation” of code, the digital commons. As “free” software—one may
use it without charge, and tinker with it at will—GNU/Linux exempliﬁes the emerging strength of business models
that rely less on extraction than on distribution and the emergence of collective intelligence.
Clearly, it is not only a desire to be done with ownership that drives the success of this “open source” model—
fundamental to the digital commons is a strong belief in the right to tinker. Indeed, the right to alter one’s tools is the
very telos of open source, the main rationale for the creation of a code commons such as Linux (a free and opensource operating system competitive with Windows both on the desktop and as a server) and Apache (the free opensource software that serves over 60 percent of the Internet.) Chemists Alexander Shulgin and David Nichols have
tinkered with phenethylamines and tryptamines and yielded over two hundred new psychedelic compounds since the
psychedelic prohibition began in 1966.15 This commons, too, emerges from an extraordinary desire to alter and test
diverse cognitive tools—molecular as well as rhetorical practices linked to the experience of diverse modalities of
consciousness, a biodiversity of mind. The tools themselves—including online forums, trip reports, as well as the
patent free content of Shulgin’s compounds—operate through an ethos of mutual aid, one in fact contra (often
necessarily) to some of the secret histories of mystic practice. Harvard Professor Timothy Leary’s group, for example,
shared practices of more covert traditions when offering their trip manual, Psychedelic Experience:
In publishing this practical interpretation for use in the psychedelic drug session, we are in a sense breaking
with the tradition of secrecy and thus contravening the teachings of the lama-gurus. (Leary et al., 13)
So too did Leary’s early investigations into the management of psychedelic states—stratagems crucial to the scientiﬁc
investigations done by Leary and others—draw from the “archaic” traditions of ayahuasca curanderos. 16 By bringing
this knowledge into an economy of exchange, Leary’s efforts were nearly indiscernible from the spread of global
capital and its demands of exchange and extraction. Yet insofar as psychedelic culture seemed to induce gatherings
and group ownership experiments of all kinds, it also summoned a commons, an ecology whose links to the digital

commons itself is nontrivial.
Leary’s group did some of its most important and fundamental work in psychedelic science as a collective at
Millbrook. The commons has thus hardly ceased its activity. But certainly, in some sense, the prohibition and control
tactic has “worked.” It has created massive economic growth in sectors of society and the planet that are most at home
in this habitat of
devastation and denial: global crime syndicates and terror networks ﬁnd perfect ecosystemic niches in the incessantly
escalating violence and volatility of global black markets in inebriants. In an attempt to disrupt an always mobile and
highly distributed and evolutionary network of distribution and research, the War on Drugs has grown a dissipative
structure of crime, suffering, and addiction. A self-sustaining, autocatalytic network of prisons, police apparatus, and
about-to-be-criminal subjects proliferate in this ecology of attempted centralized control of increasingly mobile
“substances.”17
So too has the prohibition and widespread dismissal of extraordinary states of mind done much to help
cultivate the present system of preemptive war and accelerated corporate accumulation: the criminalization of
psychedelic states is a criminalization of the political thought and practices of the 1960s themselves, precisely insofar
as the alleged pathology of psychedelic states serve as a synechdoche not only for the resistance but the ethos and
practices of experimentation at the heart of the cu ltural and political revolutions of the 1960s.
Of course the upheavals of the 1960s were about justice, but the paths to justice, like any path in a complex
ecology, are essentially and unavoidably devoted to experiment. The criminalization of psychedelic states has worked
to erode any historical right to experiment at the core of human evolutionary experience. Indeed, we must engage in
gendankenexperiment and rethink our memory of the 1960s as a politics not primarily of resistance, but of
experiments with the sacred: If psychedelics left any consistent trace on the literature of trip reports and the
investigation of psychedelic states, it is that “resistance” is unlikely to be a useful tactic and that experiment is
unavoidable. Leary, whose own “setting” was consistently clustered around practices of the sacred, offered this most
compressed algorithm for the manipulation (“programming”) of psychedelic experience, a script asking us to
experimentally give ourselves over to the turbulence: “Whenever in doubt, turn off your mind, relax, ﬂoat
downstream.” 18 Such an experiment begins, but is not completed, by a serene letting go of the self under the pull of a
transhuman and improbable itinerary. This letting go, of course, can be among the greatest of human achievements, the
very goal of human life: Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth-century German heretic, reminds us that this gelassenheit is
very old and not easily accomplished.
I say moreover: If the soul is to know
God it must forget itself and lose itself, for as long as it
contemplates self, it cannot contemplate God. (Eckhart, 22)

FLASHFORWARD:
OURPSYCHEDELICFUTURE,
OR“THINKPEACOCK”
The excitement here arises from our present position: we are probably on the threshold of a physical basis of
consciousness. Perhaps our times are analogous to those at the beginning of the century, which culminated in
today’s clear concept of the physical basis of heredity.
—Lynn Sagan, “Commu nications: An Open
Letter to Mr. Joe K. Adams” 19
But if we look at the putative goals of the criminalization of psychedelic states in particular, the policies of
incarceration and prohibition have indeed not worked at all. They have served only as intensiﬁcations of psychedelic
culture even as they have crowded out more sustainable practices of education and justice. Today, there are well over
two hundred different reliable psychedelic agents produced by an open-source psychedelic movement whose
innovation on some measures far exceeds that of the multibillion dollar ofﬁcial pharmaceutical industry. 20 Cannabis is
the largest cash crop in the United States, and addicts crowd methadone and other “treatment” programs to capacity.

The annual economic cost of “the drug problem” exceeds ﬁve hundred billion dollars a year. The alleged remedy, as
many have pointed out to no avail, is indeed worse than the disease.
And the question of how to respond to the testimony of psychedelic experience is ethical not only because of
these all too literal police actions on consciousness, wars seeking to eradicate a practice deeply integrated into human
experience. 21 It is ethical precisely because our responses to psychedelic experience represent a case study in our
response to a transhuman, transpersonal, or post-human condition. In the research for this book I have reviewed
thousands of reports about psychedelic experience, from the RigVeda to Havelock Ellis to DJ Short, and suggest that a
signature of these varied and incessantly ineffable experiences has been what I will call the “ecodelic” insight: the
sudden and absolute conviction that the psychonaut is involved in a densely interconnected ecoystem for which
contemporary tactics of human identity are insufﬁcient. As with Mitchell and Smokeloc’s accounts above, this ecodelic
symptom entails a sudden apprehension of immanence, a connectivity that exceeds the rhetorical capacities of an ego
and simultaneously summons transpersonal characters who, at the very least, function as rhetorical tactics for
managing the strangeness of ecodelic experience. Machine elves compete with aliens to prankishly rule the
interdimensions revealed to smokers of DMT, and visions of evolution itself become a continual trope or scene with
which to frame and articulate psychedelic experience. All these touchstones of contemporary psychedelic testimony
make up a transpersonal, even transhuman interpellation—a palpable encounter with Darwin’s “tangled bank” of
evolution. Even Richard Dawkins, a popular evolutionary theorist whose work has perhaps most thoroughly embraced
the “informatic vision” of Neo-Darwinian reductionism, seems unable to avoid describing evolution through recourse
to the psychedelic. In his last trope of a six-hundred-fourteen-page “pilgrimage” (a sacred trip), Dawkins compares his
amazement at evolution to the, for Dawkins, tamer hallucinogens:
This pilgrimage has been a trip, not just in the literal sense but in the countercultural sense I met when a young
man in California in the 1960s. The most potent hallucinogen on sale in Haight or Ashbury or Telegraph
Avenue would be tame by comparison. If it’s amazement you want, the real world has it all. Not to stray
outside the covers of this book, think of Venus’s girdle, migrating jellyﬁsh and tiny harpoons; think of the
platypus’s radar and the electric ﬁsh; of the horseﬂy larva with the apparent foresight to pre-empt cracks in the
mud; think redwood; think peacock. (613)
Yet Dawkins seems to forget, “the potent hallucinogen on sale in Haight or Ashbury” is indeed part of the real world
and its amazing evolutionary splendor. “Think Five Grams of Dried Psilocybin Cubensis!” In other words,
psychedelics are (a suppressed) part of evolution. As Italian ethnobotanist Giorgio Samorini put it “the drug
phenomenon is a natural phenomenon, while the drug problem is a cultural problem” (87). Indeed, as Dawkins’s
recourse to the “trip” trope makes clear, evolution is itself both literally and ﬁguratively psychedelic. According to its
coiner (scientist Humphrey Osmond) “psychedelic” comes from the Greek for “manifesting mind,” and evolution’s
dizzying and diverse array of life-forms emerging over time on the surface of one planet indeed “manifests” minds
sometimes capable of “thinking” about evolution: “think of Venus’s girdle . . . think of the platypus’s radar and the
electric ﬁsh . . . think redwood; think peacock.” And the visual riot of possibility and differentiation represented by
even a short list of life-forms practically requires the comparison to the absurdity, awe, and splendor attributed to
psychedelic experience. 22
And in awe we forget ourselves, becoming aware of our context at much larger—and qualitatively distinct—
scales of space and time. And over and over again we can read in ecodelic testimony that these encounters with
immanence render the ego into a non sequitur, the self becoming tangibly a gift manifested by a much larger
dissipative structure—the planet, the galaxy, the cosmos. For many, this “grokking of Gaia” enables a joyful survival
beyond the fragility of a human, all too human, identity and calls for their commitment to something other than
themselves. Ecodelics can introduce unprecedented states of consciousness inscribed into texts and images in modes
not subject to the usual protocols of either identity or objectivity. Subjectivity, as a paradoxically transhuman
phenomenon of awareness rendered only in ecologies, is rendered into inscriptions and images even as no self is
adequate to the report.
Faced with a technology whose effect was to amplify inhuman or transhuman presences in our environment
and consciousness, a technology whose effects included the attempt to make consciousness itself—and, hence, science
itself—an item of scientiﬁc investigation, the United States sought to regulate and indeed prohibit the most proximate
agent of that transhuman experience: psilocybin, LSD, and mescaline as well as more recently scheduled research
compounds such as 5-MEO-AMT. Indeed, even DMT, an endogenous and very real product of the human brain, has

been “scheduled” by the federal government. DMT would be precisely, by most ﬁrst person accounts, “the most potent
hallucinogen on sale in Haight or Ashbury or Telegraph Avenue” and is a very real attribute of our brains as well as
plant ecology. We are all “holding” a Schedule One psychedelic—our own brains, wired for ecodelia, are quite
literally against the law.
Has this tactic worked? Is regulation and criminalization the “best practice” for a global culture’s reception of a
novel technology whose very existence puts ordinary understandings of human ontology and experience into
momentary but unmistakable disarray? This book will argue that indeed the United States’s reaction to psychedelics,
while perfectly understandable, is anything but a best practice. It is analogous to the initial panic familiar to the
psychonaut, a response to be worked through, shrugged off, or ignored if one is to learn something from the
experience. It is time to learn from our ecodelic experiences and work toward harm reduction in the context of
transhuman technologies.
The ﬁrst principle of harm reduction with psychedelics is therefore this: one must pay attention to set and
setting, the organisms for whom and context in which the psychedelic experience unfolds. For even as the
(re)discovery of psychedelics by twentieth-century technoscience suggested to many that consciousness was ﬁnally
understandable via a molecular biology of the brain, this apex of reductionism also fostered the recognition that the
effects of psychedelics depend on much more than neurochemistry. 23 If ecodelics can undoubtedly provoke the onset
of an extra-ordinary state of mind, they do so only on the condition of an excessive response-ability, a responsiveness
to rhetorical conditions—the sensory and symbolic framework in which they are assayed. Psychologists Ralph
Metzner and Timothy Leary made this point most explicitly in their discussion of session “programming,” the
sequencing of text, sound, and sensation that seemed to guide, but not determine the content of psychedelic
experiences:
It is by now a well-known fact that psychedelic drugs may produce religious, aesthetic, therapeutic or other
kinds of experiences depending on the set and setting. . . . Using programming we try to control the content of
a psychedelic experience in speciﬁc desired directions. (5; reversed order)
Leary, Metzner, and many others have provided much shared code for such programming, but all of these recipes are
bundled with an unavoidable but difﬁcult to remember premise: an extraordinary sensitivity to initial rhetorical
conditions characterizes psychedelic “drug action.”
Leary and Metzner establish the initial rhetorical conditions of their famous trip manual, The Psychedelic
Experience, modeled after The Bardo Thodol, with a dedication, introduction, and a series of tributes. The dedication is
to Aldous Huxley, and comes in the form of “profound admiration and gratitude” to the then recently departed Huxley
and a rather lengthy sample from The Doors of Perception, the title of which is itself a sample from the work of
William Blake. Beginning with a discussion of beginnings, the passage focuses on the need to discipline attention if
the experience of ego death, like the experience of death, is to be endured:
”If you started in the wrong way,” I said in answer to the investigator’s questions, “everything that happened
would be a proof of the conspiracy against you. It would all be self-validating. You couldn’t draw a breath
without knowing it was part of the plot.” (Leary et al., 5)
Note that the nature of the psychedelic experience is contingent upon its rhetorical framing—what Leary, Metzner, and
Richard Alpert characterized in The Psychedelic Experience as “the all-determining character of thought” in
psychedelic experience. The force of rhetorical conditions here is immense— for Huxley it is the force linking premise
to conclusion:
“No I couldn’t control it. If one began with fear and hate as the major premise, one would have to go on the
conclusion.” (Ibid.)
Rhetorical technologies structure and enable fundamentally different kinds of ecodelic experiences. If the
psychonaut “began” with different premises, different experiences would ensue. Still sampling from the sample, Laura
Huxley prescribes a disciplining of attention in response to the powers of initial rhetorical conditions:
“Would you be able,” my wife asked, “to ﬁx your attention on what The Tibetan Book of the Dead calls the
Clear Light?”

I was doubtful.
“Would it keep the evil away, if you could hold it? Or would you not be able to hold it?”
I considered the question for some time. “Perhaps,” I answered at last, “perhaps I could—but only if there were
somebody there to tell me about the Clear Light. One couldn’t do it by oneself. That’s the point, I suppose, of
the Tibetan ritual—somebody sitting there all the time and telling you what’s what.” (Ibid.)
The navigation of ecodelic experience, then, is not only the work of a self—it is instead available only to a
being willing to submit to the perspective of another, a transpersonal, exterior agency that helps “hold” the attention of
the psychonaut and programs or orients the turmoil of ego death. This “holding” can be more than ﬁgurative:
The tender, gentle, supportive huddling together of participants is a natural development during the second
phase. Do not try to rationalize this contact. Human beings and, for that matter, most all mobile terrestrial
creatures have been huddling together during long, dark confused nights for several hundred thousand years.
Breathe in and breathe out with your companions. We are all one! That’s what your breath is telling you. (Ibid.,
48)
Such programming by the commons emerges essentially from interaction—meditation, yoga, reading, or
creative practice before and after the experience and interaction during it—and instills a new capacity: the capacity to
focus on and pass through altered states of mind, forming a collective body and distributed mind of breath or prana.
“Somebody sitting there all the time and telling you what’s what” was not only comforting, but pedagogical:
The experienced voyager, trained to recognize non-symbolic patterns, is better able to recognize and direct his
awareness and better able to deal with the ﬂow of stimuli, whether planned or accidental. (Metzner and Leary,
6)
Metzner and Leary’s notion of “non-symbolic patterns” is instructive, as it reminds us that the able navigation
of psychedelic experience hinges on an ability to let go of interpretation and control, to think of patterns not as bundles
of “symbolic” meaning but as glyphs that “stand for” nothing but the experience itself—the patterns are a veritable
map for and of the experience, refrains that are themselves often sufﬁciently complex to organize the attention of an
otherwise vertiginous subject navigating the observation of their observation of their transhuman essence: Tat Tvam
Asi. Listening to icaros, the whistled songs that accompany the upper Amazonian ayahuasca practice, the drinker is
guided by rhythm, cadence, and pitch as the disciplined attention to the constantly shifting icaro provides a sonic
handhold for the drinker, a place to dwell within the multiplicity presented by ayahuasca and competing for
focus.24 Along with ethnomusicologist Fred Katz, the anthropologist Marlene Dobkin De Rios compares the function
of music in entheogenic shamanic practice to a “jungle gym.”
Once the biochemical effects of the hallucinogenic drug alter the user’s perception, the music operates as a
“jungle gym” for the consciousness during the drug state. It provides a series of pathways and banisters
through which the drug user negotiates his way. (Dobkin De Rios 1996, 208)
Dobkin De Rios and Katz reﬁne the analogy—in contrast to the freedom of the jungle gym, where the itinerary of the
gymnast is ﬂexible and open-ended, the shamanic programming of music increases constraint and enables a new
threshold of freedom. The itinerative awareness enmeshed with music in the psychedelic experience literally does not
have a moment for interpretation or choice in any usual (egocentric) sense, as it necessarily follows a dynamic ﬂow
and cannot comfortably take leave of it.25 In such a context, one searches, perhaps in futility, for handholds in the
reports of others and borrows from them, forming a commons, until ﬁnally letting go. As with Huxley before him,
ethnobotanist Jonathan Ott samples from William Blake when summoning this encounter with a dynamic inﬁnite: “I
saw no God, nor heard any, in a ﬁnite organical perception; but my senses discover’d the inﬁnite in everything.” 26
Given the importance of such endlessly tuneable rhetorical conditions (and traditions) to psychedelic practice,
it is perhaps not surprising that even the name for these compounds becomes important and oft contested. Osmond
coined the term “psychedelic” in 1956 in order to amplify mescaline and LSD’s capacities to actualize or “manifest”
“mind” (psyche), offering it in correspondence with Aldous Huxley as at once a corrective to the older non sequitur
“psychotomimetic” and a counter point to Huxley’s putatively “too beautiful” offering, “phanerothyme.” More recently
(1979), Gordon Wasson, Jonathan Ott, Carl Ruck, and other neologistas offered the term “entheogen,” suggesting that

“psychedelic” had become too “invested with connotations of sixties culture” to provide a term general enough to
encompass both contemporary and ancient shamanic practice. Ott writes, “the neologism derives from an obsolete
Greek word meaning “realizing the divine within” (19). Given the non-local feeling of the experiences I have narrated
thus far, this topological inﬂection of “entheogen”—it’s reliance on a “within” and “without”—is less than ideal. And
the reference to the “divine” will, for many readers, simply substitute one mystery for another. But it is worth noting
that according to Ott, entheogen was the “term used by the ancient Greeks to describe states of poetic or prophetic
inspiration” (19). Hence psychedelic/entheogens/hallucinogens/ecodelics may not only challenge rhetorical faculties—
what Havelock Ellis rendered as mescaline’s “indescribeableness”—but are essentially productive of them—Havelock
Ellis’s “indescribeableness.”
Clearly a mixture of terms is called for and into the mix I want to whorl “ecodelic,” a name that both samples
from tradition and highlights an important, but less discussed, effect of the compounds for inducing sudden bouts of
interconnection, the perception of being enmeshed by the terrestrial and extraterrestrial ecology, a tuning to the ecologos. This is an insight at least as old as the Upanishads—“Thou art that”—with a tiny difference: ecodelics recall
ongoing participation with a living ecoystem and raise the old logo of ecology in the ongoing fossil-fuel wars.
Ecologies are essentially open source, so if “ecodelics” becomes a brand name, let us hope it becomes a brand whose
stake holders live in our complicated and thoroughly participatory future. With and after Leary, I am a hope ﬁend, and
I hope that this book and its ecodelic offering can be part of a distributed and ubiquitous movement toward harm
reduction and creative experimentation in the context of our ecoystems. As a rhetorical practice, it has within it
rhythms, chants toward efforts at successfully shaping the set and setting of the future by focusing our collective
attention on the “problem” of our interconnection: How can we grow sustainable subjectivities, human or otherwise,
for a transforming planet? As part of a toolkit for sustainability, appropriately deployed psychedelics can do much
more than avoid harm—when used with the care, craft, and respect they require, ecodelics are tools for creatively
thriving in a future modeled on ecosystemic rather than egoic practices.

THOU ART YOUR BRAIN, THOU ART YOUR BRAIN
ON TROPES: MERLIN DONALD’S GENOMIC SORCERY
Eyes close . . . back to dancing workshop . . . joy . . . incredible beauty . . . the wonder, wonder, wonder . . .
thanks . . . thanks for the chance to see the dance . . . all hooked together . . . everything ﬁts into the moist,
pulsating pattern.
—Timothy Leary, “Programmed Communication
During Experiences with DMT”27
Already, our brains—and not just Richard Dawkins’s—are on tropes. The extended and distributed phenotype
of the mind that will emerge and converge here is offered as an antidote to the more isolated perception of the “brain
in a box,” analyzed most authoritatively by evolutionary psychologist Merlin Donald.
The central assumption of cognitive solipsism is that the mind may be, indeed must be, conceptualized as a
system that is contained entirely inside a box. In the case of vertebrates like ourselves, that box happens to be
the brain. (Donald 2000, 22)
Donald, a long time solipsist and practicioner of the “myth of the isolated mind,” now describes a tangled
bramble of interconnections between brain and world, a tangle of “wisteria vine” (or, perhaps, B. caapi) whose
complexity renders heuristic any treatment of the mind as encapsulated from culture. While such a webby map of
mind might appear driven by the parataxis of digital information technologies and their drift, Donald introduces this
sense of exteriority through the media technology that put Plato or, at least, the character of Socrates, into a panic:
writing. 28 In contact with practices of literacy, Donald argues, the brain undergoes a transformation of its functional
anatomy—the scribal mind now emerges from a distributed network. Donald treats the evolution of “external symbolic
storage” as the brain’s new memory ally, a transformative one that enabled new kinds of prediction, social
organization, and identity. For Donald, human capacities for prediction and anticipation were drastically ampliﬁed by
the invention and deployment of written records, a developmental transformation of the human ecology of mind as

substantial as shifts in the more properly corporeal anatomy of the brain such as the neo-cortex. For the “problem”
with brains is that they only work when in contact with other symbol-using systems: “the problem is that our brains
can never produce truly symbolic acts unless they are imposed from the outside” (ibid., 32).
Primate brains only become capable of great feats of open-ended learning when they become intensely
response-able. Fundamentally mimetic, the enormous plasticity of the human brain emerges from its sensitivity to
outside interactive “programming.”
Our recent work veriﬁes the profound importance of social interaction on human language learning. In a recent
study, we exposed 9-month-old American infants to a foreign language (Mandarin Chinese) spoken by native
speakers who read books and played with toys. The infants were later tested on phonetic units contained in
Mandarin but not in English. Infants learned phonetic units from the foreign language with <5 h of experience,
but, interestingly, they failed to learn when the same speakers using the same materials were prerecorded and
presented from audiovisual or audioonly DVDs. (Kuhl)
In this aspect of their nature, humans copy the African Gray Parrot: According to researcher Irene Pepperberg,
parrots learn only from live, rather than recorded instruction. Language acquisition begins with a perceptual mimesis
that is only later cognitive. This perceptual capacity is also a capacity for replication:
Replicative mechanisms are central to evolutionary theory because natural selection acts on the entire process
of replication, including its nongenetic components. The replicative mechanism of the human mind is, by
deﬁnition, responsible for transmitting our cognitive architecture across generations. . . . The prehistory of the
human mind, even at the earliest stages of hominid emergence, must acknowledge the evolution and role of
symbolic culture as an integral part of cognitive evolution. (Donald 2000, 22)
Clearly, Donald’s view articulates a Copernican shift in our technoscientiﬁc map of cognition and its
evolution. The “cognitive architecture” of humans is distributed in both space and time, making our rhetorical practices
uncannily efﬁcacious—rather than representational—agencies of a distributed mind whose vectors are multiple and
replicating. In this context, the symptoms of plant “intoxication” are also states of mind replicated over time and
emerging from a plant-human interaction. The states likely introduced by interactions with plants can themselves be
mimed and altered, as the “programming” of psychedelic experience through visuals (e.g., the light shows of what
Gene Youngblood called “an expanded cinema)” modeled on states of mind makes clear. Yet at times Donald’s
mimetic understanding of the brain seems strangely closed to inﬂuences other than human ones. For some birds, for
example, the replication of song need not emerge from contact with the same species:
In young zebra ﬁnches, visual interaction with a tutor bird is typically required to learn; in fact, the impact of
social interaction is so potent that young zebra ﬁnches will learn an alien song from a Bengalese ﬁnch foster
father who feeds them. White-crown sparrows will also learn an alien song from a live tutor, even though they
reject those songs when presented on audio tape. In barn owls and in white-crowned sparrows, the duration of
the sensitive period for learning is altered by the richness of their social environments. (Kuhl, 9645)
Hence what seems crucial to the generative plasticity of some bird and human brains is participatory
interaction itself, a dynamic entanglement with the “richness” of an environment. Such interaction cannot, it appears,
transform completely into symbol—a recording will not enable birdsong acquisition, enormous complexity haunts
even the simplest of computer algorithms—but must instead be enacted. Rather than simply rendered or explicated by
symbolic culture, then, we must entertain the notion that the human brain is constituted by what Aristotle described as
“all available means of persuasion”—an alien song, not navigable by symbols, to which our ears were, are, tuned.
Ever since it began, our community of increasingly conscious brains has coexisted with an exploding process
of enculturation. All else followed from this elemental brain-culture chemistry. (Donald 2000, 35)
Donald’s latter phrasing suggests something like a portmanteau description of the bramble of connections that make up
an actually functioning brain in Donald’s model. “Brain” and “culture” are both distinct and connected—a mixture
whose rhetoric, at least, is linked to “chemistry.” But given the importance of “chemistry” itself to contemporary
understandings of consciousness, it seems odd that its dynamics are otherwise absent in Donald’s treatment of the
evolution of cognition. This book will seek to build on Donald’s exocentric model of mind by linking his vision of a

replicative model of culture to the use and replication of molecules, coevolutionary transformations of brains and
ecosystems analogous to those observed between lactose-tolerant humans and cattle milk protein genes. 29
For chemistry—the access to and use of concentrated and mixed compounds from labs as well as rain forests—
is clearly an element of human culture, and an ancient one at that. If natural selection consists in the sorting of
different replicative capacities—DNA, as well as the extended rhetorical structures of the literacy brain—then so too
must we consider the actual chemistry of this interconnected brain and the extended pharmacopiea of culture.
Recent studies of video gaming, for example, are increasingly focused on the effect of video gaming on
neurotransmitters, their agonists, and their reuptake, in dynamic relation with gaming. In this sense, human
consciousness can be said to be continually “playing” its brain chemistry. What I will suggest here is that the brain,
having been let out of its box, is now unmistakably and repetitively on plants as well as tropes. For if writing, as
Donald would have it, is a devoted ally of human memory, what are cultures memorializing? A pharmacopiea:
One culture invents sailing, another throat singing. One culture insists on a capacious oral memory to
remember entire pharmacopieas, whereas another demands great dexterity with external symbols to manage an
electronic universe. We are asked to handle now broadswords, now biplanes, now remote microsurgical hands.
(2000, 36)
We are essentially ﬂexible organisms, due in part to the enormous dexterity of the mind-hand nexus invoked here by
Donald in his rhythmic repetitio of “now.”30 So too is mind essentially ﬂexible and subject to persuasion and
alteration by the entire bramble of “brain-culture chemistry.” As Donald’s exuberant recourse to the rhetorical triplet
“now . . . now . . . now” might remind us, even such technical communication involves the transformation of
consciousness through chanting rhythms as well as more properly semantic information.
Why all this chanting repetition: “Think Venus Girdle . . . Think Peacock . . . Think Now . . . Now . . . Now . . .
”? Even “ordinary” consciousness is essentially alterable consciousness, and when asking after the evolution of our
capacities it is worth recalling which altered consciousness is repeated (in this instance memories, memories troped
and recalled through repetition). And, from the evolutionary perspective adopted by Donald: Which ones allow humans
to survive and leave more progeny? Psychologist Roland Fischer indulged in what he calls the “temptation” to
understand such memories in evolutionary terms:
One would be tempted to theorize that myth, fairy tales and narratives which contribute to the survival of the
species, survive, i.e., are selected as behavioral templates to be re-written and re-composed time and again, to
assist in the survival of the next generation. (1978, 66)
So too would those narratives and other memory devices that allow for the recall of efﬁcacious pharmacopiea
be selected for under such a rubric. Many such pharmacopeia even contain putative memory adjuncts, further
encouraging their recall and replication. Yet if replicative culture is crucial to Donald’s account in the evolution of
cognition, might we be justiﬁed in asking where replication, rather than language, comes from? While the
contemporary imagination is well prepared to envision evolution as a great competition machine, it comes up short
when imagining how different replicative practices are sorted out. In short, how can one fairy tale possibly enable
more progeny than another? Has Donald, in his turn toward networks of replicative rather than autonomous mind,
substituted one mystery for another?
A return to our example of bird brains is instructive. If, with Charles Darwin, we remember that zebra ﬁnches
and humans both likely replicate song and language in response to the pressures of sexual selection, we are then in a
position to understand the strange persistence of ecodelics in the human toolkit. For practices of sexual selection—
think the rhythm of grasshopper stridulation, think the ﬂutter of a peacock feather, think the practiced warble of
birdsong, the bugle and musk of deer—cultivate replicable traits in the evolution of reproduction by selecting not only
for survival, but for seduction. Chapter 3 will feature an investigation into current theories of Darwinian sexual
selection and its mechanisms, but for now I want to note that these practices often induce the breakdown between self
and other associated with the ecodelic insight, and that these outbursts of symmetry breaking—as in the tragic abuse of
date-rape drugs such as Ruﬁnol and alcohol, as well as the more ecstatic domains of rave culture—are unmistakably
both culturally induced and biological in both mechanism and outcome. The biology of ecstatic (or even spiritual)
experience focuses on the tryptamines and the phenethylamines, so these compounds and the plants that synthesize
them become proximate causes for what Terence McKenna called a “glimpse of the peacock angel” and Neal Cassady
described as a peacock feather eye massage. “I’ve done the magic mushroom in Oaxaca, you understand, and felt the

rainbow peacock tail brush my eyeballs” (Leary 1983, 52). That peacocks are poster creatures for sexual selection is
perhaps no accident; their plumage is a highly replicable and very effective rhetorical technique in sexual selection—
the sorting of peacock and peahen mates over time—and it is not surprising and perhaps quite instructive that they
have troped psychedelic experience. As Lynn Margulis and Dorion Sagan write:
Drugs, pure chemicals with highly speciﬁc and predictable effects, have profoundly inﬂuenced sexuality since
Archean times when bacteria ruled Earth. The antibiotic tetracycline, for example, when placed in a bath of
bacteria, increases the rate of bacterial sex a thousand times. (1990, 176)
The usual thought experiment summoned when imagining the evolutionary emergence of traits is danger—a
tiger is often invoked as the ultimate challenge to the homind brain. No doubt such danger was an intensive vector—
the “killer frisbee” and “Swiss army knife” of early humans, the handaxe, was clearly a hunting adjunct, carcass
cleaning tool, and personal defense technology. Yet seduction, and its continual use of drugs, also informed and
entrained the human brain into its contemporary capacities. Note that the cultural invention most associated with the
brain in Donald’s treatment is memory, and for what is the memory used? The recall of “entire pharmacopieas” is
perhaps not merely one memory among others, but a memory whose (rhetorical) replication is deeply implicated in the
differential survival and evolution of human beings. Along with many other organisms, we have evolved a medicine
whose pharmacopiea includes aphrodisia, an extended phenotype of the brain where compounds both endogamous and
exogamous contributed to the evolutionary ﬁtness of humans though ampliﬁcations of desire and fertility. While
Dobkin De Rios and many others in the anthropological and ethnobotanical community note that “hallucinogenics”
could have provided beneﬁts as a hunting ally due to increased visual accuity, she also notes that such a molecular
ecology would “endanger the lives and the reproductive success of any animal so involved.” More recent work on the
abundance of aphrodisia in nature reminds us that such adjuncts might also, like so many unwieldy peacock feathers,
increase sexually selected ﬁtness.

RELAX, IT’S ONLY A SHIFT IN THE SENSORY-MOTOR
RATIO: TUNING THE PSYCHEDELICMIRROR
We can only say that these limits can only be transcended by the ongoing evolution of the species.
—Roland Fischer, “On Separateness and Oneness” 31
Has this coevolution of rhetorical practices and humans ceased? This book will argue that psychedelic compounds
have already been vectors of technoscientiﬁc change, and that they have been effective precisely because they are
deeply implicated in the history of human problem solving. Our brains, against the law with their endogenous
production of DMT, regularly go ecodelic and perceive dense interconnectivity. The human experience of radical
interconnection with an ecosystem becomes a most useful snapshot of the systemic breakdowns between
“autonomous” organisms necessary to sexual reproduction, and, not incidentally, they render heuristic information
about the ecosystem as an ecosystem, amplifying human perception of the connections in their environment and
allowing those connections to be mimed and investigated. This increased interconnection can be spurred simply by
providing a different vision of the environment. Psychologist Roland Fischer noted that some aspects of visual acuity
were heightened under the inﬂuence of psilocybin, and his more general theory of perception suggests that this acuity
emerges out of a shift in sensory-motor ratios.
For Fischer the very distinction between “hallucination” and “perception” resides in the ratio between sensory
data and motor control. Hallucination, for Fischer, is that which cannot be veriﬁed in three-dimensional Euclidean
space. Hence Fischer differentiates hallucination from perception based not on truth or falsehood, but on a capacity to
interact: if a subject can interact with a sensation, and at least work toward verifying it in their lived experience,
navigating the shift in sensory-motor ratios, then the subject has experienced something on the order of perception.
Such perception is easily fooled and is often false, but it appears to be sufﬁciently connective to our ecosystems to
allow for human survival and sufﬁciently excitable for sexually selected ﬁtness. If a human subject cannot interact with
a sensation, Fischer applies the label “hallucination” for the purpose of creating a “cartography of ecstatic states.”
Given the testimony of psychonauts about their sense of interconnection, Fischer’s model suggests that

ecodelic experience tunes perception through a shift of sensory-motor ratios toward an apprehension of, and facility
for, interconnection: the econaut becomes a continuum between inside and outside. Correlating molecular mechanisms
of psychedelic compounds with ecodelic testimony and the ﬁne-grained description of the “non Euclidean space” of
the hallucination-perception continuum could provide us with a veritable imaging system of the imagination, one
which suggested to early 1960s scientists such as Lynn Sagan that indeed consciousness, like life, was on the brink of
being a technoscientiﬁc object and thus subject to radical transformation as mind achieves a putatively new threshold
and connectivity—its own physical manipulation and evolution through feedback.
This new connectivity—mind pondering, designing, and actualizing its own physical manipulation and
transformation—felt revolutionary to many in the 1950s and early 1960s, and the wide-spread evidence for this
“recursivity”—the ability of evolution to alter itself through consciousness, and for consciousness to alter itself through
evolution—suggests a radical need for increased sensitivity to the interconnections of our decisions and inventions.
Julian Huxley, Aldous’s biologist brother, coined the term “transhuman” in English to describe this emerging
awareness of evolutionary processes:
It is as if man had been suddenly appointed managing director of the biggest business of all, the business of
evolution—appointed without being asked if he wanted it, and without proper warning and preparation. What is
more, he can’t refuse the job. Whether he wants to or not, whether he is conscious of what he is doing or not,
he is in point of fact determining the future direction of evolution on this earth. That is his inescapable destiny,
and the sooner he realizes it and starts believing in it, the better for all concerned. (J. Huxley, 13; cf. also
Teilhard De Chardin 1959)
Despite the banality and dated gendering of Huxley’s otherwise grand analogy, this sudden realization of the
coevolutionary future of human consciousness seems to have no counter argument in the early twenty-ﬁrst century.
While Huxley looks for “belief” in this destiny, our present suggests that we need less to “start believing” than to “stop
the denial” of our responseability toward living systems. This includes, for Huxley, a response-ability to the
biodiversity of human experience:
We need to explore and map the whole realm of human possibility, as the realm of physical geography has
been explored and mapped. How to create new possibilities for ordinary living? What can be done to bring out
the latent capacities of the ordinary man and woman for understanding and enjoyment; to teach people the
techniques of achieving spiritual experience (after all, one can acquire the technique of dancing or tennis, so
why not of mystical ecstasy or spiritual peace?); to develop native talent and intelligence in the growing child,
instead of frustrating or distorting them? (J. Huxley, 15)
In other words, if humans are to evolve, they must learn to be ecstatic. Yet as Huxley’s exploration analogy
unwittingly suggests, such exploration is not without its own tendencies toward colonization and replication; rather
than “transcending himself,” humans have explored and mapped the planet while unconscious of their interconnection
with it. Researcher Myron Stolaroff—a Stanford engineer whose research on psychedelics is astonishing for its breadth
and care—suggests that the therapeutic use of ecodelics can be effective tools in the Jungian quest to “make the
unconscious conscious,” allowing us to reﬂect on and work through “shadow” material and tune ourselves toward
more afﬁrmative, and perhaps sustainable, lives. Reagents of interconnectivity, ecodelics appear to amplify the human
perception of immanence.
Yet this insight does not yield the usually perceived increase of control associated with technoscientiﬁc
advances. Along with this ecodelic perception is a radical displacement of the human into the context of the “tangled
bank” of evolution—psychedelics may be, as I will continue to argue, agents of sexual selection, but they most
certainly and repetitiously stage evolution as a motif. In this sense, psychedelics pose an unavoidable encounter with
the question of human being and its nature: who we have been and what, in short, we are capable of becoming.

TRIP REPORT, OR THE PROGRAM
The program is a voyage chart, a series of signals, which, like the pilot’s radio, provides the basic orienting
information required for the “trip.” The program need not be followed exactly, but it can be of great help in
orienting oneself in unfamiliar territory or ﬁnding one’s way if lost in rough weather.

—Ralph Metzner and Timothy Leary,
“On Programming Psychedelic Experiences” 32
The problem of the trip report joyfully haunts every page of this book. If a legion of psychonauts have not succeeded
in producing anything like a consensus description of the psychedelic experience because of an alleged deﬁcit in
representation—not even the name of these compounds achieves consensus—how can I hope to offer even a
simulacrum of a scientiﬁc argument concerning these plants and compounds and their putative role in human
evolution? In chapter 1, I assay the idea that despite their ineffability, trip reports persistently present rhetorical
software or programs with which to replicate the psychedelic experience .33 Hence while there is little conﬁdence in
language’s capacity to represent the effects of psilocybin, mescaline, or ayahuasca, trip reports, anthropological
testimony, and oral traditions are all nonetheless implicitly oriented to the linguistic management of psychedelic states.
This management extends to the use of trip reports themselves to orient the psychedelic experience, to act as the
recursive “set and setting” of psychonautic practice. Indeed, contemporary psychonautic experimentation—a network
of researchers that are the veritable Linux of consciousness science—suggests that speech itself might plausibly
emerge as nothing other than a symptom and practice of early hominid use of ecodelics. Aldous Huxley’s famous
description of his mescaline experience in The Doors of Perception becomes then less a revelatory text providing the
keys to the inﬁnite and more a text for programming and tuning the reader’s attention toward our evolutionary
situation: imbrication with a whole, an interconnection whose hallmark is often phenomenologically inﬁnite ecstasies.
The induction and management of ecstatic states through rhythm, song, gesture, and feather was precisely the
interest of Charles Darwin in The Descent of Man, and in chapters 2 and 3 I become fascinated by the evidence that
psychedelics have been used in a context selected as much by sexual selection—and its practices of excessive
interconnection and the ﬂuttering breakdown of usually well-deﬁned borders—than our ordinary understandings of
natural selection as the struggle for autonomous survival. Recent work on sexual selection by biologist Geoffrey Miller
and others echoes Darwin and suggests that the evolution of the human brain is entangled not only with survival but
with practices of courtship and seduction. Other recent work also notes that evolution excels in the production of
aphrodisia—from the eloquence of birdsong to the frenzy of catnip—and it is in this context that, I will argue, we must
begin to comprehend the human use of psychedelics. It may be that evolution, as biologist J. B. S. Haldane famously
put it, has “an inordinate fondness for beetles,” but it’s rather fond of diverse sexual practices as well. Perhaps it is
obvious that the molecules and plants ﬂowing through the “Summer of Love” ought to be treated as aphrodisia, but if
so they work not only to excite desire but to redistribute and blend it into new forms. Competition for attention, sexual
selection is a fundamentally rhetorical domain, a multimedia display of genetic information, and in altering this
display, new domains and systems of traits, their sorting and combination are opened up to (sometimes “runaway”)
evolutionary change.
This “tuning” of attention again reminds us that like the peacock feather, psychedelics can act as attention
attractors. Chapter 4 looks care fully at the ways in which LSD caught the attention of Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann
in 1943 and the rhetorical challenge he faced sharing his research with colleagues. The challenges continued, and LSD
research became increasingly rendered in the language of nascent molecular biology, and before long the initials DNA
became a veritable password for putting psychedelic experience into language. As the newfound “secret of life,” DNA
thus became a key to articulating the mysteries of ecodelic practice. This use of DNA as a frequent rhetorical software
for framing ecodelic experience is echoed by Nobel Laureate Kary Mullis, who has linked his creation of Polymerase
Chain Reaction to the action of LSD. Contextualizing Mullis’s claim, the chapter looks to the history of science
archives and learns that before their prohibition, mescaline, LSD, cannabis, and other compounds and plants were
championed as effective agents for “breaking creative log jams.” The chapter will look to some recent claims by
scientists that psychedelics were an important part of their lab apparatus and contextualize them with the extensive
preprohibition literature on creative problem solving and psychedelics. Finally, the reverberation of LSD with DNA
continues as a journalist comes forward to testify that indeed DNA was itself envisioned by Francis Crick under the
inﬂuence of LSD. As Alice might put it, the tale of DNA and LSD gets curiouser and curiouser. Could the problem set
presented by globalization and climatic change be fruitfully researched with these tools for “toying with concepts” and
solving engineering problems? More research is needed.
Ayahuasca, the plant complex brewed by ayahuasceros of the upper Amazon and the sacrament of several
syncretic churches in Brazil, Europe, and North America, is essentially a mixture, and is sometimes mixed with the
vine of the strangle ﬁg to act, together with the sonic programming of an icaro, as a kind of love potion, binding the
lovers together until one dies. While this conjunction of constraint and love might appear somewhat too film noir to

mesh with contemporary ideals of romance, it nonetheless demonstrates the implication of this shamanic medicine with
technologies of love and fertility management—ayahuasca is quite plausibly implicated in the distribution of human
DNA in the upper Amazon. Such fertility management is, of course, the domain of sexual selection, and chapter 5
looks to the rhetorical practices of ayahuasca—both those that seek to manage the eocdelic state and those that seek to
describe it—and ﬁnds there a pedagogical practice oriented toward divining and learning to love inﬁnity—a plant love
that does not leave human dreams of autonomy intact and binds us to the planet unto its, our, death. An attention
vortex, love is unavoidably participatory and hence requires a difﬁcult but transformative “tuning” of attention toward
the hyperbolic, beyond the pre-given categories of “true” and “false”—a capacity to navigate and joyfully endure the
sheer difference of another, even, especially, a plant other.
Cannabis cultivation and genetics ought to be the envy of more mainstream biotechnology, and chapter 6 links
the remarkable success of cannabis cultivators to their capacity to blur the borders between plant and human agency, a
blurring that aptly visualizes the emerging relationship between humans and biotechnological transformation in
general. The new practices of DNA distribution that light up transgenic zebra ﬁsh in bioluminescence are novel forms
of sex whose selection matrices are difﬁcult to predict and are likely driven by runaway processes, a blur of pleasure,
image, and money. Dancing with cannabis, contemporary breeders create unprecedented lifeforms, green familiars who
sometimes persuade us that we are persuaded by them to cultivate them.
Chapter 7 continues this emphasis on a pedagogy of plants and looks to the success of Ibogaine polydrug
addiction therapy and asks what a west African root might teach us about contemporary habits of the pharmaceutical
industry. According to a now extensive literature, Ibogaine, a west African psychedelic used by mandrills and gorillas
as well as humans, blocks withdrawal symptoms for heroin addicts and provokes a “cognitive review” conducive to
behavioral change: something like one’s life passing before one’s eyes. Given the success of Ibogaine and other opensource psychedelics, perhaps the human experience with Iboga should also provoke a cognitive review of
contemporary technoscience and its attachment to restrictive practices of intellectual property. The chemical and
botanical commons has vastly out innovated more mainstream pharmacological research, and this innovation points
the way toward a more ecodelic and sustainable model of property and accumulation in the context of an
insurmountable need for the commons and tools for fostering ecodelic practices through our ecosystemic distress and
an infoquake. Such cognitive review, though, requires a narrative logic with which to stitch together the enormous
amount of information presented when caught up in the epic states of psychedelics and social change, and the use of
Philip K. Dick’s text Valis by participants in the attempt to mainstream the use of Ibogaine becomes a case study in the
importance of information compression techniques in navigating the domains of interconnection seemingly ampliﬁed
by the careful and practiced use of ecodelics.
This recursive blur—plants growing humans growing plants convincing humans to grow more, and more
diverse, plants—becomes ﬁction as the epilogue ponders an ecodelic future where a clone of Charles’s grandfather,
Erasmus Darwin, encounters the very telos of the cosmos. In dialogue with Alfred Wallace, Darwin stumbles across
the odd effect of psychedelics to foster new forms of social organization, perhaps even an organization capable of
sustaining the planet.
As “Darwin’s Dreams,” the epilogue suggests that we should respond to the ontological suggestions of
ayahuasca and other ecodelics with more care than our previous responses to indigenous peoples and the ecosystems
with which we are enmeshed. As data received ﬁrst and foremost as subjective experience, dreams are, like trip reports
themselves, neither true nor false, but instead solicit our curiosity and our open-minded inquiry. This inquiry itself
hinges on a respect for the subjective aspect of human experience. Subjective experience in no way lacks objectivity,
but must instead be approached as the excluded “shadow” material of “western” science, a shadow with which science
is again becoming fascinated. And the enormity of this exclusion is hardly measurable—technoscientiﬁc practice is
enmeshed with ways of being and becoming that are also part of the 13.7 billion year legacy of this cosmos. We can’t
respond to “others”—the others of the upper Amazon, as well as the others of the future—without responding to
“their” knowledge and its effects, and this book seeks to connect with that knowledge while neither romanticizing nor
trivializing it.
I may or may not succeed in this attempt, but I offer my exploration of an ecodelic hypothesis as a record of
my own inquiry, to be shared, compared, and remixed. For the astonishing and joyful exposure to these “archaic”
technologies and life-forms, I experience enormous gratitude; a gratitude accessible only with a thoroughgoing dose of
humility. Neurophysiologist John C. Lilly, whose work informs the entirety of this composition, wrote a concise
algorithm of humility: “Humility starts within one’s own structure. One is not one’s whole structure. One is only an
inhabitant of that structure” (1975, 7).
Lilly’s practice is a rhetorical one, a reﬂection on a favorite trope of technoscience, and indeed, consciousness

itself: the substitution of part for whole, the rhetorical move or “trope” called synechdoche. By experimenting with
synechdoche and its familiar idea that humans are, indeed, the whole structure, some humans conclude that they mind
the world rather than are minded beings. “We”—the hyper-elite governing swarm—have likely made a massive error
in our judgment of the technologies of ancient humans and our connections to the cosmos, as in Mitchell’s “startling
recognition” above. We are suckers for synechdoche. This book offers, I hope, a holographic response: an induction to
recall the Whole even in the parts.
Reﬂections on being troped seem to be a crucial feature of ecodelic experience, a sudden but often ﬂeeting
experience of interconnection with language, as if one were living one’s life according to a certain “script” that indeed
needed revision, a task for which another is often no luxury. Crucial to the “archaic” technologies of ecodelia is their
reliance upon something like a human relay, a curandera, brujo, shaman, psychologist, sophist, prankster, trip meister,
DJ. As numerous North American ayahuascos have learned through their own innovations and practices with the brew,
ayahuasca rewards those who rhetorically manage the altered states of mind through practices of rhythm, music, and
eloquence.
I am astonished by the sudden depth and tactility of vision. The pixelated doorway is less an image than an
active talisman: I more or less “double click” on it and am suddenly enfolded by a labyrinthine space through which I,
a pattern of forces, pass, unfolding.
Perspective in the usual sense is a non sequitur. I do not regard a space separable from me, but rather become
physically aware of an n-dimensional ecology in which I live. I have not “gone” anywhere but am instead navigating
an all encompassing complexity not usually available to my perception.
Given my ﬁrst night’s experience, the ayahuasca drinker braced himself for an onslaught of entities, but found
no self there. Perhaps he had remembered the tutorial he had received from the ayahuasca on how to empty his mind
and create “Diamond Mind,” an emptiness that is the cosmos. There had truly been multitudes—the rather Socratic
voice of the ayahuasca itself, the dead, a plant intelligence, a host of light beings, and even some goggle(or is it
Google?) eyed aliens who told me, rather prankishly, not to believe them. They’d even told me they’d enjoyed my last
book, especially the last chapter, about them. I did my best not to believe them. I had little choice with the others.
Yes, perhaps I had learned to focus my attention a bit or asked better questions. Or the ayahuasca had learned
my constraints and context. Or Norma’s songs had a different effect. This time a bird deity matter-of-factly presented
itself to me, told me it has an ancient Indian technology to heal me, and can it please get to work now? It begins
making passes over my prone body as it unwinds my DNA (RNA?) and buffs it. Phlegm and mucus head for the exits—
I let go of some vomit and an enormous amount of phlegm from my lungs. Sinuses ﬂow into the bucket, suffering. I
learn, again, how to breathe from the iridescent bird teacher who had somehow wielded a vibrating wand and made
passes over a skein of nucleic acids he seemed to unwind from me. I did what I was told and breathed deeply.
Garuda: No, not from there.
Flash to the interior of my wet lungs. Stretching, heaving and labyrinthine, they open up as I pull air from my
diaphragm. I am told that this is not a cure but a treatment, and that I must continue to treat myself by learning how to
inhale and exhale properly and clear my passages. The bird prompts me to breathe in and out, until I am breathing
with the entirety of the universe. Never have I had such a breath. Indeed, “I” didn’t—the universe in its unfolding,
did. I am being “played” by the universe, the icaros, Norma, like a piano: an almost unbearable fractal montage
ensues as I am being spoken, chattering beings telling me to get ready, because here it comes:
I am.
As I exhale, the scene changes.

Taking Psychedelics Literally
Spiritual Evolution Beyond the Narrative Mind

The fire of God is fallen from heaven, and hath burned up the sheep, and the servants, and consumed
them; and I only am escaped alone to tell thee. Job, 1:16
After eating five grams of Psilocybe cubensis... I realized that we are one with God, and he loves us. Now
if that isn't a hazard to this country, I don't know what is. Bill Hicks

familiar and now tired dictum emerged from comedian Robin Williams’ manic psychedelic improv: “If you
remember the 1960s, you weren't there.” While contemporary neuroscientific models of memory– some of it
emerging out of research into psychedelics in the 1950s and 1960s – reminds us that our recall is no more to be
trusted than our politicians, this bit of unintentional Drug War agit prop about our cultural amnesia encourages us not
to remember this period of revolution at all. And, of course, according to another dictum, if we don’t remember the
past, we shall repeat it...It is a profound grace, then, that we have Joanna Harcourt Smith, who perhaps “escaped alone
to tell thee”, to recount her gripping, well told and unsparing account of this period of cultural, political and spiritual
transformation essential to our present. Smith tells us her truth, and in so doing reminds us that it is not only crucial to
recall what the 1960's were about, what happened in them, and to whom, but, in fact, what the 1960s were.

A

Consider the effect, for example, if we cut through the fog of the now nearly fifty year Drug War and begin our
story about the psychedelic Sixties by focusing on the locale of one of its most significant experiments: The Marsh
Chapel at Boston University. In the so-called “Good Friday Experiment” of 1962, Harvard Divinity grad student
Walter Pahnke, acting under the supervision of Dr. Timothy Leary and the Harvard Psilocybin Project, conducted a
controlled study into the nature of what William James called “religious experience.” Pahnke and Leary administered
psilocybin and niacin respectively – yes, on Good Friday - to two groups of volunteers in a double blind experiment
designed to test the hypothesis that religious experiences could be enabled by drugs. The study had precursors - James
himself had sampled peyote, and Gordon Wasson announced the very existence of psilocybin to the world in Life
Magazine in 1957 after a thorough going mystical experience at the hands of Mazatec curandera Maria Sabina, and he
did so with the help of a CIA financed airplane. It also had sequels: In 2006, a group at Johns Hopkins University
repeated this study with 21st century research protocols, including permission from the Drug Enforcement
Administration to even handle the now felonious Schedule 1 compound, and came to very similar conclusions in an
article whose title speaks volumes about both studies as well as the nature of the Drug War itself: Psilocybin Can
Occasion Mystical Type Experiences of Meaningful and Long Lasting Significance.
In other words, psychedelic research, from its inception to its prohibition and its recent renaissance, has been
inexorably bound up with spiritual quest. This should hardly shock the careful observer, who would note the early
prohibition and eventual legalization of peyote as a sacrament for the Native American Church, the DEA seizure of a
psychedelic sacrament, ayahuasca, from a branch of a Brazilian church in Taos, New Mexico, as well as the
subsequent 2006 Supreme Court decision upholding the right of that church to its sacrament under the Religious
Freedom Restoration Act of 1993, and the continuing efforts of Rastafarian devotees to have legal access to now quasilegal medical marijuana for spiritual purposes. If these hypothetically careful observers looked further to less legally
sanctioned quests, they would find that online databases of information related to psilocybin contain so many
references to God that Google yields 428,000 results as of October 2012 for a query pairing the two terms.
Writing of her initial interest in LSD and Leary, Smith writes of Laura Huxley that “God in her language sounded like
an adventure that could happen between a man and a woman who loved each other very much.” Smith, a young
aristocrat with a diamond clear mind that saw through the crumbling paradigms of Cold War mainstream culture but
not yet beyond them, sought out Leary as the “one person best qualified to answer all of my questions about LSD and
God...” Leary himself began The League of Spiritual Discovery to facilitate the spiritual quest that he and others had

found themselves on after taking psilocybin and then LSD. Even before LSD had been accidentally discovered by
Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann in 1943, a 1932 Austrian novel by Leo Perutz, St. Peter’s Snow, presciently focused on
the effects that an ergot based compound would have on religious experience, told from the perspective of a narrator
who is slowly remembering what happened in the political tumult that ensued. . . So while it might be tempting to
cynically dismiss Leary’s September 1966 founding of the League of Spiritual Discovery or his 1967 book Start your
Own Religion as canny maneuvers to keep his favorite “drug” legal, the fact is that psilocybin, ayahuasca, peyote and
the newcomer LSD had always been fundamentally and not accidentally involved in spiritual quests.
Author and mystic Aldous Huxley, Laura’s husband and subject of the aforementioned adventure, found that
mescaline, extracted from peyote, enabled an encounter with Buddha nature and the Clear Light of Tibetan Buddhism
he had read about for so long, and in correspondence with scientist Humphry Osmond, Huxley tried coining a
different label for the compound than the one it had been saddled with: “psychotomimetic.” Huxley penned
“phanerothyme”, meaning “manifesting spirit”, but protesting that this name was “too beautiful”, Osmond countered
with “psychedelic” or “mind manifesting.”
“Psychedelic”, of course, prevailed, recently joined by “entheogens” and “ecodelics.” It is worth noting that all
of these neologisms emphasize the capacity of these plants and compounds to bring forth aspects of our consciousness
that had been hidden, repressed, ignored and forgotten. "Psyche" means both "life" and "mind" in ancient Greek, and it
is in this double sense that I want to suggest that we take psychedelics literally. By taking them literally as agents for
the manifestation of mind and life, we see a bit more clearly what was at stake in the first wave of psychedelic
integration into a technological society.
Our technological society excels at the manipulation of matter. The progress in the human ability to cajole,
inform and transform material conditions is nothing short of breathtaking. Yet the very success of technological
models of the objective world has contributed to an atrophied sense of the subjective realm - the world of
consciousness where we spend every instant of our lives. Even in those moments when we are manipulating matter on
the nanoscale, designing chips, solar cells or drugs to aid memory, we never leave the realm of consciousness. Indeed
this persistence of subjective states and their resistance to description as “objective phenomena” has led philosopher
David Chalmers to frame the relationship between physical mechanisms of the brain and the fundamentally qualitative
experience of consciousness as the “hard problem”, which he sums up succinctly as “Why should physical processing
give rise to a rich inner life at all?” In other words, given the nature of the objective world, how and why is there a
subject – each of us - at all? This downright puzzling aspect of subjectivity – the space we inhabit our entire lives, and
perhaps after – speaks volumes about the mismatch between our postmodern ability to command the material realm
and our bewilderment before our own experiences. Perhaps this bewilderment is due to the fact that consciousness
involves more than matter: As Leary learned, it involves the effect of consciousness on itself.
Timothy Leary, at the apex of biological reductionism, discovered with the Harvard Psilocybin Group that
while chemicals such as psilocybin enabled the remarkable experiences they were having, they did not strictly cause
them. Leary discovered, for example, that he could “program” psychedelic experience with different linguistic scripts,
music and images, chapels - it was not just matter in the usual sense affecting psychedelic experiences, but attention the focus of consciousness by some conscious being. This opened up an enormous space of investigation - not the
objective world of molecules, but the subjective domain of all possible states of mind navigable by a conscious being –
the “rich inner life” pondered by Chalmers. It is this realm of the subjective that Timothy Leary stumbled upon as a
young psychologist who had just eaten psilocybin in Cuernavaca, Mexico, and we can sympathize with the
astonishment he felt at the sheer magnitude of consciousness beyond what Pahnke later called, in his thesis, ego death:
During the mystical experience when the experiencer has lost individuality and become part of a Reality
Greater-than-self, paradoxically, something of the self remains to record the experience in memory. One of the
greatest fears about human death is that personal individual existence and memory will be gone forever. Yet
having passed through psychological ego death in the mystical experience, a person still preserves enough selfconsciousness so that at least part of the individual memory is not lost.
Given advances in neuroscience, we can now hypothesize that at least part of this “Reality Greater-than-self” that is
experienced in ego death was the immensity of the brain itself, freed from the constraints of the relatively meager
egoic “narrative mind”, what Huxley had labeled the “throttling embrace of the self.” We now know that the human
brain is even larger in magnitude than Leary's neuroscience had modeled. While Leary marveled at the capacities of a

“13 billion cell computer”, neuroscientists now map consciousness as (somehow) emerging from the 50 trillion
neuronal connections of the human brain. Astronomer's estimate that our entire galaxy contains only 100 billion stars,
so the magnitudes involved in the space of all possible consciousness are quite literally astronomical. Of those 50
trillion neuronal connections, neuroscientists estimate that only a fraction are involved with what they call "narrative
mind", that portion of conscious experience that involves thought involving the “I”. It is this that falls away in ego
death, enabling the investigation of the realms beyond thought, likely obscured in human experience since the
acquisition of language about 70,000 years ago. Recent data, for example, suggests that the deactivation of the
narrative mind by long term meditators – those who have meditated for 10,000 hours or more – is identical to that
occurring under the influence of psilocybin.
The re-discovery of the awful splendors of the subjective realm felt downright evolutionary to Leary - as if
Leary were an early mutant amphibian who got more than a glimpse of the stupendous possibilities of land. My own
research hypothesizes that these plants played a crucial role in human evolution through what Darwin called sexual
selection – the very vector that brought Leary together with Joanna Harcourt Smith, complete with romantic foreplay
that focused on images of the human brain.
And, again, more recent evolutionary biology would suggest that Leary was not far off in his understanding of
the new domain of subjective experience as an evolutionary shift of profound importance. Merlin Donald for example,
has argued for a past shift in the “functional anatomy” of the human brain under the influence of writing as it arrived
to form a culture of literacy, and current research is focused on the effects of ubiquitous social media on dopamine
levels in the human brain, so Leary's interest in the ability of psychedelics to cleanse the doors of perception and then
“imprint” and “program” the astronomical space of subjective reality was, if anything, prescient. Now, years later, if
you wish to program your subjective reality, you can download various psychedelic meditation apps for your IPhone,
itself designed by a man who used LSD 10 to 15 times during the very period of Leary's exile and imprisonment.
Perhaps the analogies of evolution and space travel favored by Leary were appropriate ones. For not only did
psychedelics consistently and persistently “manifest spirit” and the spiritual quest in many who took them, but so too
was this a scientific quest for the nature of and space of all possible subjective experiences and the lives that would
very much manifest out of them. Psychedelics were at once catalysts for a spiritual quest and new instruments for the
pursuit of scientific truth in an astronomically large new frontier - mind. Thousands of scientific papers were published
on LSD alone and theologians debated the merits of enlightenment and revelation enabled by the tools of modern
science.
And as a new ecological niche in scientific study and modern human experience, early explorers were subject
to downright Darwinian selection. The same year as the Good Friday Experiment, Thomas Kuhn extended Ludwig
Fleck's analysis of scientific change in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, concluding that even in science, change
required not only new ideas, data and insights, but the collapse of the old regime. When Leary built on the early
success of his psychological career – his route to Harvard - and began to incorporate the space of subjective
investigation into his research, the push back was immense from diverse quarters of the Ancien Regime, and, as this
book details, it was often brutal. It is reported that the judge who remanded him to prison justified incarceration after
his extraordinary rendition from Afghanistan along with Joanna Harcourt Smith because “If he is allowed to travel
freely, he will speak publicly and spread his ideas." It is difficult to fathom, in retrospect, that it was a scientist
following his data and sharing his ideas from research on religious experiences that launched the United States' longest
war, but nobody ever said spiritual evolution was going to be easy.
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Reich’s Warning
Gilles Deleuze’s account of fascism owes considerable intellectual debt to the work of Wilhelm Reich. Noting in
particular how Reich discredited orthodox wisdom, Deleuze wanted to question how conditions of servitude,
humiliation, and slavery could actually be embraced given the right conditions: ‘Reich is at his profoundest as a
thinker when he refuses to accept ignorance or illusion on part of the masses as a explanation of fascism, and demands
an explanation that will take their desires into account, an explanation formulated in terms of desire: no the masses
were not innocent dupes; at a certain point, under certain conditions, they wanted fascism, and it is this perversion of
desire of the masses that needs to be accounted for’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2003: 31). This reading of fascism is
undoubtedly provocative. Not only does it bring the emotional (affective) field back into political analysis. It forces us
to confront the ways in which any society may actually desire that which ordinarily appears abhorrent: ‘Desire
stretches that far: desiring one’s own annihilation, or the power to annihilate’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2003: 183).
Importantly, for Deleuze, since fascism is socially invested i.e. actively produced, its continued recurrence should alert
us to every compromise made with oppressive forms of power. What Foucault identified to be “Fascism in All its
Forms”: ‘not only historical fascism, the fascism of Hitler and Mussolini – which was able to use the desire of the
masses so effectively – but also the fascism in us all, in our heads, and in our everyday behaviour, the fascism that
causes us to love power, to desire the very thing that dominates and exploits us’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2003: xv).
Deleuze does more than simply cast new light on the nature of fascist power. He moves us beyond the limits of
historically specificity. Fascism is quite often mistakenly associated with totalitarian power. This power is embodied in
those grotesque projects which, predicated upon the myth of national supremacy, have ethnically cleansed the social
body of particular minority groups i.e. Armenians, Jews, Gypsies and so forth. This reading enables us to identify,
rather holistically, highly contingent fascist regimes which have attempted to totalise their grip on power vis-a-vis the
designated exceptions to the social order. Inevitably, since these regimes are seen to be the outcome of extremely
unique conditions/sentiments, attentions are drawn to the perversion of grand modern narratives in order to effectively
learn from mistakes in the past, without necessarily abandoning grand political posturing. Fascism, in other words,
tends to be explained in terms of its historical departures or pathological aberrations. Those darkened moments that
overshadow the otherwise enlightened path towards human progress and emancipation. Whilst this diagnosis has come
to dominate political theory, Deleuze noted how it was woefully inadequate and devoid of critical valance. Not only
does it fail to account for the intellectual conditions that allows fascism to eventually take hold; it is deaf to Reich’s
uncomfortable and yet brutally honest cry that individuals actually come to desire the very forms of power that
dominate themselves and others alike.
Whilst Deleuze’s most pertinent writings on this problematic appeared at the height of the Cold War, the
“capitalisation of peace” he sketched out is arguably even more resonant today. Fully aware that liberal capitalism had
the edge over its Cold War rival; he specifically warned against the ‘new fascism being prepared for us’ (Deleuze
2006: 138). This he believed was a ‘global agreement on security’ that was ‘just as terrifying as war’. A ‘vision of
peace’ tied to “Terror and Survivability”. Importantly, for Deleuze, since this vision no longer has any respect for
territorial integrities, it brings to the fore a new problem of fascism that is tied to a problem of planetary endangerment.
More than anticipating the biospherical enclosure of political space, this reading is fully alert to the advent of the postClausewitzean security terrain that inverts our understanding or security, power, war, and violence: ‘Total war itself is
surpassed towards a peace more terrifying still. The war machine has taken charge of the aim, worldwide order, and
the states are no more than objects or means adapted to that machine. This is the point at which Clausewitz is
effectively reversed; to be entitled to say that politics is the continuation of war by other means, it is not simply enough
to invert the order of the words so that they can be spoken in either direction: it is necessary to follow the real
movement at the conclusion of which the States, having appropriated the war machine, and having adapted it to their
aims, reimpart a war machine that takes charge of the aim, appropriates the state, and assumes increasingly wider

political functions’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 465). This chapter will foreground these “wider political functions”. In
doing so, it will argue that any understanding of contemporary fascism needs to move beyond the lure of ideological
reification and towards understanding it through the conditioning prism of what Foucault terms the dispositif of
security if it is to be combated in the 21st Century.

Biopolitical Mediations
Deleuze’s conception of fascism extends well beyond and yet appears prior to the tyrannies of a totalitarian State.
Bypassing sovereign temporalities, it focuses instead upon those power formations that can appear in many different
localised forms whatever the political emblem. These include ‘rural fascism and city and neighbourhood fascism,
youth fascism and war veteran’s fascism, fascism of the Left, and fascism of the Right, fascism of the couple, family,
school and office’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 214). This brings us to the fundamental distinction Deleuze draws
between fascism and the Total State: ‘Doubtless, fascism invented the concept of the totalitarian state; but there is no
reason to define fascism by a concept of its own devising’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 214). Whilst totalitarian regimes
are capable of oppressing populations, they result from the actions of a relatively small number of individuals.
Fascism, in contrast, works by manipulating what appeals to the general population. It mobilises the masses by
drawing attention to political problems of the everyday: ‘what makes fascism dangerous is its molecular or micropolitical power, for it is a mass movement: a cancerous body rather than a totalitarian organism… Only micro-fascism
provides an answer to the global question: Why does desire desire its own oppression, how can it desire its own
oppression?’(Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 215). This localised focus is significant. Since it is understood ‘the masses
certainly do not passively submit to power; nor do they “want” to be repressed, in a kind of masochistic hysteria; nor
are they tricked by ideological lure’, it is the masses’ active investment in their own political decay that allows us to
challenge all attempts to give fascism ideological determinism.
Deleuze does not however seek to diminish the importance of macro-specific fields of formation. His vocal admiration
for Primo Levi emphasises this point. Levi’s personal testimonies not only explain in the most intimate details the
divisive nature of fascistic rule (even amongst the Lager’s captors); it was his sophisticated account of the economy
behind these relations which obliterated the absurd notion that the phenomena should be consigned to the pages of
history: ‘Nor is it in the extreme conditions described by Primo Levi that we experience the shame of being human.
We experience it in insignificant conditions, before the meanness and vulgarity of existence that haunts democracies,
before the propagation of these modes of existence and of thought-for-the-market, and before the values, ideals, and
opinions of our times’ (Deleuze & Guattari 1994: 107). The argument here is straightforward. Localised or even
psychic forms of oppression only make sense once wider fields of political and social formation are taken into account.
Or to be more specific, since every regime (dictatorial, monarchical, liberal) has become isomorphous to the politically
suffocating dictates of the world market; there is no reason to presuppose that any political project is immune to the
active production of determinable inequalities.
So how does desire connect to the wider social field? Deleuze argues that all desire is assembled. Desire does not exist
in some isolated personal vacuum. It is an integral part of the collective human condition. Desire connects us to the
social world, while the social world intercepts individuals with its many complimentary and competing flows. Hence,
for Deleuze, ‘there is no such thing as social production on the one hand, and a desiring production that is mere
fantasy on the other’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2003: 29). Social production is ‘purely and simply desiring production itself
under determinate conditions’. It is nonsense to therefore suggest that individuals and society can be empirically
separated. They are ‘strictly simultaneous and consubstantial’ (Massumi 2002: 68). Importantly, however, since it is
the assemblage which ‘gives desire a fascistic determination’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 215), the problem, as Eugene
Holland puts it, is to question ‘what exactly are the assemblages that produce the “thousand little monomanias [and]
self-evident truths... giving any and everybody the mission of self-appointed judge, dispenser of justice, policeman,
neighbourhood SS man”’ (Holland 2008: 77, 78). This is supported by Ian Buchanan (2000) who notes that to
understand the relationship between the human and its world, one must take into account both the individual desire to
exploit determinate conditions, along with the nature of those assemblages which articulate those desires to the point of
their effective normalisation. For it is only through this wider strategic focus which connect localised forms of micro-

physical desire with macro-politicised forms of social organisation that the power over life can be properly understood.
Deleuze famously re-orientated our understanding of social systems by arguing that “lines of flight” are primary. One
implication of this is to suggest that no social assemblage is ever completely totalising. Life is always potentially
greater than the sum of its assembled parts. This brings us to an important distinction Foucault draws between the
“milieu” and the “dispositif”. For Foucault, the “milieu of life” in its original scene is ‘the space in which a series of
uncertain events unfold’ (Foucault 2007: 22). It is a ‘problem of circulation’ that composes of unmediated natural
flows (i.e. weather systems), along with artificially constructed agglomerations (i.e. populations). This space of flows
in many senses correlates to what Deleuze termed the “non-stratified”: ‘the interior presupposes a beginning and an
end, an origin and a destination that can coincide and incorporate everything. But when there are only environments
and whatever lies between them, when words and things are opened up without ever coincidicing, there is a liberation
of forces which come from the outside and exist only in a mixed-up state of agitation, modification and mutilation’
(Deleuze 1999: 72-73). If the milieu refers to the open field of possibility, for Foucault, the dispositif ‘works on the
basis of this reality, by trying to use it as a support and make it function in relation to each other’ (Foucault 2007: 47).
It is all about creating a “specific arrangement” so that life can be made to live: ‘no longer that of fixing and
demarcating the territory, but of allowing circulations to take place, of controlling them, sifting the good and the bad…
in such a way that the inherent dangers of this circulation are cancelled out’ (Foucault 2007: 65). Tasked then with
‘modifying something in the biological destiny of the species’ (Foucault 2007: 10), the dispositif operates by a)
promoting what is “generally desirable” to the population b) seeking to eliminate what is uncertain in any given
situation. As Foucault explains:
By the term apparatus [dispositif] I mean a kind of formation, so to speak, that a given historical moment has
as its major function the response to urgency. The apparatus therefore has a dominant strategic function. . . I
said that the nature of an apparatus is essentially strategic, which means that we are speaking about a certain
manipulation of relations of forces, of a rational and concrete intervention in the relation of forces, either so as
to develop them in a particular direction, or to block them, to stabilize them, and to utilize them. The apparatus
is thus always inscribed into a play of power. . . The apparatus is precisely this: a set of strategies of the
relations of forces supporting, and supported by, certain types of knowledge (Foucault 1980: 194 –196).
Whilst Foucault invoked the dispositif in the context of the problem of security (dispositif de la securitie), it shares an
intimate relationship to the problem of war. Modern societies are “security conscious” insomuch as our ways of
thinking politically have been dominated by the security imperative. Modern societies are equally “war conscious”
insomuch as our ways of acting politically have been profoundly shaped by the battles which have contoured our very
existence. There is however an important point to clarify here. As both Deleuze and Foucault (following Nietzsche)
properly understood, it is a mistake to see war and security as strategically opposite. War is not simply reducible to the
absence of peace. Neither does peace necessarily denote a succession of hostilities. Generating the very conditions of
political possibility, modern politics in fact resembles the extension of war by other means (Foucault 2003). That is to
say, since the ‘grid of intelligibility’ for securitisation continues to extend ‘the operational practices and discursive
assumptions of the logos of war into the logos of peace’ (Dillon 2008: 176), to reason that peace is the extension of
war by other means, surreptitiously implies that those other means are sanctioned, justified, articulated and made real
on account of their prevalence within a war/security/life triangulation that mobilises the social body against whatever
threatens the progressive imaginary of peaceful settlement.
Oedipalisation is fully invested in this entire process. In Anti-Oedipus, Deleuze puts aside all previous epistemological
and ontological constructions of the subject based on Freudian inspired structural articulations. Deleuze’s main
criticism of psychoanalysis (consequently of the Oedipus complex more generally) was that the constitution of human
subjectivity is based upon an original moment of negation which consequently entails reliance upon epiphenomena.
Deleuze argued that desire is not however based on an essential lack, along with any such binary arrangement which
precludes multiple expressions, traversals, possibilities and becomings. More than a problem of Sovereign
tension/recovery whose very lacuna is premised upon fixed notions of self/Other, it is an ongoing process that re-works
kingship by naturalising hierarchies and determinable inequalities in the most micro-political, adaptive and dynamic
ways (See Holland 1999). It is therefore the witnessing of Oedipus as a productive (hence economising) over-coding
force that concerns the contemporary: ‘the child does not wait until he is an adult before grasping – underneath fathermother – the economic, financial, social, and cultural problems that cross through a family; his belonging or desire to

belong to a superior or inferior “race” (Deleuze & Guattari 2003: 278). Oedipus is ‘born of an application or reduction
[of social dynamics] to personal images, presupposes an investment of a paranoiac type’. Someone who ‘engineers the
masses, he is the artist of large molar aggregates, the statistical formations or gregariousnesses, the phenomena of
organised crowds. He invests everything that falls within the province of large numbers (Deleuze & Guattari 2003:
279).
This brings us directly to the Foucauldian concept of the biopolitical. Biopolitics refers to the strategisation of
aggregated life for its own productive betterment. It links the “individual” to the “population” via a general economy
of political rule. Deleuze appreciated the applicability of this concept long before it gained widespread academic
currency. In his book Foucault, he paid considerable attention to those “diagrams of power” in which modern systems
of production, power and knowledge begin to take into account the “processes of life”, along with the possibility of
modifying them: ‘administering and controlling life in a particular multiplicity, provided the multiplicity is large (a
population) and spread out or open. It is here that “making something probable” takes on its meaning’ (Deleuze 1999:
61). This account of power is significant for two key reasons. Firstly, since life becomes the principle referent for
political struggles, life’s politics either lives up to political expectations or puts the destiny of the entire species into
question. As Deleuze says, ‘when power in this way takes life as its aim or object, then resistance to power already
puts itself on the side of life, and turns life against power: “life as a political object was in a sense taken at face value
and turned back against the system so bent on controlling it”’ (Deleuze 1999: 76). What resistance therefore extracts is
‘the forces of life that is larger, more active, more affirmative and richer in possibilities’. And secondly, once power is
broached bio-politically, it becomes increasingly clear why discourses of (in)security feature heavily in the
mobilisation of “war machines” for the securitisation/betterment of politically (dis)qualified life. For when life
becomes the principle object for political strategies, violence so often associated with historical fascism appears less
pathological and more reasoned:
When a diagram of power abandons the model of sovereignty… when it becomes the “bio-power” or “biopolitics” of populations, controlling and administering life, it is indeed life that emerges as the new object of
power. At that point law that point law increasingly renounces the symbol of sovereign privilege, the right to
put someone to death, but allows itself to produce all the more hecatombs and genocides: not by returning to
the old law of killing, but on the contrary in the name of race, precious space, conditions of life and the
survival of a population that believes itself to be better than its enemy, which it now treats not as a juridical
enemy of the old sovereign but as a toxic or infectious agent, a sort of “biological” danger” (Deleuze 1999:
76).
A biopolitical reading of fascism is crucial. Foregrounding notions of “life necessity”, the possibility that oppressive
forms of politicisation can take place within legal frameworks becomes clearer. Fascism then is not necessarily a
failure of the liberal imagination even if we understand liberalism to be simply a juridical commitment to rights.
Neither is there any reason to believe that normative frameworks (especially those tied to universal moral
proclamations) can prevent it from appearing within any social assemblage. To the contrary, normative judgements are
in fact part of the problem. Essential to the play of power-politics, “norms” normalise power over by limiting the
political field of possibilities. They provide the necessary moral architecture so that a sophisticated assay of life can
take place on the grounds of reasonable deliberation. They claim a monopoly over the terms security, rights, justice
and peace, so that political judgements on the qualities of life become morally binding. Normative questions are not
only therefore central to understanding what qualifies to be politically authentic; it properly disallows life so that its
elimination can take place without any crime being committed. Less a problem of legal transgression, normative
deliberations allow us to positively enforce what is necessary for a life to be lived well. While this entails the
promotion of certain qualities so that ways of living thrive, it also entails fundamental decisions about what must be
eliminated so that it is possible to overcome those related dangers to the secure sediment of political existence.

The Unification of Life
Ever since Hobbes wrote his Leviathan the concept of sovereignty has been aligned with the unification of life.

Wonderfully depicted in the famous illustration which accompanies his manifesto, the body of the sovereign always
presumes given unity of the body-politic. Security, then, if there is to be any, insists upon this divine figuration. What
confirms political wholeness, the unity of the authentic political subjectivity, infers a completion in the order of things;
oneness becoming the natural and intended condition proper to politically qualified life. All else is simply a dangerous
impediment to natural togetherness. Whilst this inception of the security imperative into the modern imaginary
colonised early modern political thinking to the extent that every political state of mind was ontologically programmed
to become a mind of the state, sovereignty alone nevertheless always failed to deliver on its promises. As the supreme
source of authority its allegiance has proved incapable of taming the multiplicity of forces in any given social order.
This was fully appreciated by Immanuel Kant who, contrary to the neo-Kantian juridical proclamations, insisted that
something above and beyond sovereign power was necessary to ensure that perpetual peace can be established. So
how then is the transcendent field conceived given that sovereign power alone cannot unify the species? Indeed, what
is the unifying principle for the human collective given that the human condition is always and already assumed by the
limits of its reason to be too dangerously flawed to meet this task alone?
Our answer is actually to be found by paying more considered schematic attention to the wider corpus of Kantian
thought. The familiar Kantian narrative suggests that the unifying principle for humanity is located in its juridical
commitment rights and justice. Humanity, from this perspective, makes itself real on account of its commitment to
those constituted forms of allegiance which reason human togetherness to be the natural order of things. Kant however
was always dubious that law alone could create the lasting conditions of perpetual peace he so craved. What is more,
not only did Kant question our ability to access the universal in any given experience, he also posed a direct challenge
to any universal predilection by introducing into his schematic a highly contingent notion of evil premised on its
productive, adaptive, and earthly qualities (Anderson-Gold 2001; Michalson 1990). Kant’s project should therefore be
less judged against its “Kingdom of Ends”. His belief in the limits of human reason after-all defied any completed
reverence. Neither should he be simply condemned for condemning us to a representational image of thought that ties
our political imagination to idealised forms. Why Kant holds such a privileged place in the liberalism tradition is that
he introduces with righteous onto-theological quest the bio-political notion that freedom is primarily a societal wide
problem of good versus dangerous circulations. Since the Kantian project in other-words merely deploys universal
narratives (in all their idealistic representational forms) in order to mask the contingent problem of life necessity
(which firmly relating it to “unnecessary” conditions rendered evil to be something part of this world), what is
transcendent is principled through an eschatology of the living – a divine economy of life itself (Evans 2012).
Whilst Kant inaugurated liberalism’s biopolitical imperative by moralising the productive nature of human activity, the
horrors of Nazism justified this imperative’s imperative. The spectre of the Third Reich both haunts and conditions the
liberal imaginary to the extent that its occurrence has subsequently given sure moral purchase to the attempts at
strategising planetary life. Nazism could not then be seen to be a tragedy that happened to the European Jewry alone. It
has become the model against which all human imperfections (political, economic, social, cultural, or otherwise) could
be ultimately judged (Lyotard 1990: 77). This has had a lasting political impact. Not only has the calling “never again”
been used to create protective enclaves for endangered peoples (a policy in itself which reveals the highly contingent
application of the liberal responsibility to protect); it has also been deployed to sanction forms of interventionism that
have ultimately led to the collapse of the Westphalia pretence. Whilst the trauma associated with Nazism therefore
seemed to destroy the very idea of humanity as a concept the moment it seemed to be gaining widespread political
currency, it has nevertheless become the liberal condition of possibility par excellence. That is to say, whilst the
holocaust in particular categorically denies any meaningful philosophical intelligibility – especially if one takes the
original task of the philos to be the order of friendship, every shameful lasting memory it provides resurrects
humanistic impulses out of the ashes of its most troubling episode.
Nazi Germany has proved integral to the revival of liberal thought by laying the intellectual foundations for the
capitalisation of peace to follow. The work of Friedrich Von Hayek struck a precise chord. In his influential work The
Road to Serfdom (1944), he managed to offer a damning indictment of state socialism by equating it with the rise of
fascist power. Hayek equally managed to rework the theory of the State insomuch as it was recognised to provide a
necessary regulatory and policing function essential to the secure functioning of the market economy. Indeed, for
Hayek, not only was the free market the best possible model for dealing with the devastating economic problems of the
time, more important still, since it was inextricably bound with individual freedom and liberty, it was equipped with its
own moral and political armoury that is necessarily universalistic (Shand 1992). In short, for Hayek, given that the

political problems the world faced could be reduced to a matter of economic organisation, questions of economy were
by their very nature of moral and political importance:
The so called economic freedom which the planners promise us means precisely that we are to be relived of the
necessity of solving our own economic problems and the bitter choices which this often involves are to be
made for us. Since under modern conditions we are for almost everything dependent on means which our
fellow men provide, economic planning would involve direction of almost the whole of our life. There is hardly
an aspect of it, from our primary needs to our relations with our family and friends, from the nature of our
work to the use of our leisure, over which the planner would not exercise his “conscious control” (Hayek 1944:
69).
The crux of Hayek’s argument was straightforward. The false tyrannical promises of “planning for freedom” meant
that societies had abandoned the truly enlightened liberal ideal of man as both a free economic and political animal
who was capable of mastering their own moral destiny through reasoned choice. This abandonment had disastrous
consequences in the sense that it was the dangerous seduction of socialist inspired planning that had taken us on an
amoral detour which constrained the intellectual and creative potential inherent to a free market society. The liberated
subject was in other-words being suffocated beneath the bureaucratic and oppressive weight of planned
institutionalism. Hayek thus called for a return of key principles of laissez faire liberalism which, attending specifically
to the freeing up of economic activity, led to the emancipation of the political subject on a planetary scale. As Hayek
explains: ‘in no other field has the world yet paid so dearly for the abandonment of nineteenth century liberalism as in
the field where the retreat began: in international relations’ (Hayek 1944: 163). Through Hayek, not only then was a
conscious call made to challenge the traditional political integrities enshrined in the principles of Westphalia since they
actually stood in the way of global emancipation. Replacing juridical unity with a truly effective global political
economy, he made it clear that there was an intellectual obligation to settle the political at all costs:
We must make the building of a free society once more an intellectual adventure, a deed of courage. What we
lack is a liberal Utopia, a program which seems neither a mere defence of things as they are nor a diluted kind
of socialism, but a truly liberal radicalism …Unless we can make the philosophic foundations of a free society
once more a living intellectual issue, and its implementation a task which challenges the ingenuity and
imagination of our liveliest minds, the prospects of freedom are indeed dark. But if we can regain that belief in
power of ideas which was the mark of liberalism at its best, the battle is not lost (Hayek 1969 p. 194).
Whilst Hayek equipped the free market with a sure moral purchase, it is nevertheless possible to detect beneath the
surface a shameful deceit. Sovereignty for its part has always betrayed unification. As Schmitt (1996) famously
proclaimed, what makes the sovereign concept real is the ability to declare upon the exception. It only functions by
mapping out distinctions between politically qualified and politically disqualified in a manner in which the latter
informs the former (Agamben 1995). Sovereignty’s technical mantra is therefore “inclusive-exclusion”. It relies upon
marks of absolute separation in order to define the realms moral and political registers. Indeed, it is only by pointing to
the epiphenomenal that ones place in the world begins to make any phenomenological sense. Without “them” who are
“we”? Without “externalities” why the “internal”? Without “endangerment” what need for the “Sovereign”? Such
markers have undoubtedly dominated what it means to think politically. Moving through the allegiant frames of Queen
& Country, Fatherland, Motherland, Homeland, Nation, and even onto the final great binary of “out-right” destruction
made possible by the geo-strategic divisions of the Cold War, sovereign unity has been inextricably bound to a
regimes of power and violence that are “marked out” by clear lines of demarcation between self/other, inside/outside,
friend/enemy, citizen/soldier, and so forth. Its unity at best bequeaths uneasy alliance, while at worst Total War.
Progressive unification in contrast is made real on account of its modes of “incorporation”. While these modalities
emanate from humanistic sensibilities, they are nevertheless initially conceived in “quantitative” terms. This enables
relative comparisons. Indeed, what is progressive as a matter of principle only finds meaningful expression once
wagered against the “regressive”. Since progressive notions of unity are therefore premised upon “statistical” qualities
that sub-divide elements into various deviations from the “standard”, progressive imaginaries consists of “unifying”
and “divisive” tendencies which make judgments premised upon temporally conceived stages of advancement or
backwardness. That is not to suggest a uniform teleology. Modern times are multiple times. Each can live on its own
sliding scale. While a progressive imaginary thus emanates from a more/less incomplete account of life, the

“identification” of those of “inferior quality” who are subject to remedy and demanding engagement births the
problem of race by means of the need for a sophisticated taxonomical assay. This is the betrayal. Since these
taxonomies have never been simply tied to epidermal schematics and distinctions alone, race has always been tied to
the wider problem of societal progression/regression that provides judgement on particular “ways of life”. The outcome
of course has been to invoke humanistic narratives in order to accentuate the most acute and violence divisions
amongst the human species.
Zygmunt Bauman’s mastery of the Holocaust provides an important complimentary here. As Bauman notes, ‘The
unspoken terror permeating our collective memory of the Holocaust (and more than contingently related to the
overwhelming desire not to look the memory in its face) is the gnawing suspicion that the Holocaust could be more
than an aberration, more than a deviation from an otherwise straight path of progress, more than a cancerous growth on
the otherwise healthy body of the civilised society; that, in short, the Holocaust was not an antithesis of modern
civilisation and everything (or so we like to think) it stands for’ (Bauman 1989: 7). From Bauman’s perspective, the
Holocaust appears “normal” in the sense that it is ‘fully in keeping with everything we know about civilisation, its
guiding spirit, its priorities, its immanent vision of the world – and of the proper way to pursue human happiness
together with a perfect society’ (Bauman 1989: 8). Society then embraced ideas of racial supremacy while it sought
social perfection: ‘What may list that possibility to the level of reality is, however, the characteristically modern zeal
for order-making, the kind of posture which casts the extant human reality as a perpetually unfinished project, in need
of critical scrutiny, constant revision and improvement. When confronted with that stance, nothing has the right to
exist because of the fact that it happens to be around’ (Bauman 1989: 229). Not then some moment of exceptional
crises. It was in fact normal that the Nazis fascistic appeal managed to mobilise popular support by manipulating
desires to terrifying yet normalizing affect.
Bauman’s work exposes fascistic violence in a thoroughly modern (i.e. reasoned, rational, and calculated) way: ‘Jews
were to die not because they were resented; they were seen as deserving death (and resented for that reason) because
they stood between this one imperfect and tension ridden reality and the hoped-for world of tranquil happiness... They
were killed because they did not fit, for one reason or another, the schema of a perfect society. Their killing was not
the work of destruction, but creation’ (Bauman 1989: 76, 92). So contrary to Agamben’s insinuations, this particular
genocide was not a problem that opened up a threshold between legal/illegal exceptionality. Operating within the law,
notions of legality were openly recruited into a wider normative framework in order to set out those who deviated.
This narrative is undoubtedly challenging. Detecting within modern reason itself a distinct logic of power which
sanctions the wholesale slaughter of millions providing it can draw upon the daily security concerns of life
necessity/survivability; fascism is firmly embedded within the operative fabric of biopolitical modernity. Not only does
this force us to come to terms with the enlightenment’s racist heritage; it demands a more considered appreciation of
the lessons to be learned so as to move us beyond the narrowly defined remit of sovereign protections/abuses.

The Insecuritisation Imperative
For every ‘great organised molar security’, there always exists ‘a whole micro-management of petty fears, a permanent
molecular insecurity, to the point that the motto of domestic policy makers might be: a macro-politics of society by
and for a micro-politics of insecurity’ (Deleuze & Guattari 2002: 215, 216). This logic of supplement is telling. Since
security at the widest levels is premised upon the securitisation of the local, what happens locally is always directly
concerning since it impinges upon the wider frame of reference. Local forms of insecuritisation today are firmly
written against all our securities. With the contemporary milieu of planetary life tied to a global problem of life
necessity, no longer does one act out of national survivability alone. Total planetary endangerment is now the default
setting for a broadened and deepened security agenda that places life centre to its political strategies. Moving then
beyond any geo-strategic account of vulnerability, contemporary liberal subjectivity is now made real on account of its
need to be resilient to each and every threat which potentially threatens to engulf total species existence. Insecurity as
such no longer registers in epiphenomenal terms. What threatens is no longer “out there”. It is endemic to a liberal will
to rule which, denying the outside any rightful distinction (even though life still exists beyond the liberal pale),
imagines a political and social world of active incorporation that is already foreclosed.

This is what it means to live in an age of liberal reason. Not that liberalism is universally embraced. More that
everything, as a de facto given, ought to be incorporated. This has had a number of telling implications: a)
Encouraging a more proactive phase of liberal engagement, the conduct of war has become fully bio-politicised in the
sense that war has been inextricably tied to humanitarian considerations (Reid 2006; Dillon & Reid 2009) b) With
sovereign integrities bypassed, maladjusted societies have been increasingly brought into a global imaginary of threat
(Duffield 2007) c) Since this has led to the merger between the military and the developmental, Clausewitz has
effectively been in inverted on a planetary scale so that liberal politics has become the continuation of global war by
other means (Evans & Hardt 2010) d) With the very idea of “the people” considered to be resolved by the global
closure of political space, once familiar distinctions between the inside/outside, military/developmental, war/peace, and
soldier/citizen have entered into lasting crises (Evans 2010) e) And since what has become known as the developmentsecurity nexus (directly tying the dramatic materialisation of life to conditions of social cohesion) has continued to
widen its security ambit to include the environment and climate adaptation, liberal bio-political rule has become
generalised so that the management of “active living space” matters for all our sakes on a planetary scale (Duffield &
Evans 2011). None of this has made us feel any safer. It does however insist that since nothing, no-one, and nowhere
is strategically marginal, nothing, no-one, and nowhere can be left to chance!
Whilst the desire to “save strangers” has been presented to be a triumph of liberal reason, it nevertheless conceals a
sophisticated racial assay of planetary life through which “Others” continually appears to be a problem to be solved.
Indeed saving strangers more often than not requires saving them from themselves. While this neo-colonial tendency
can be traced back to the early enlightenment period, new impetus has been added in the post 9/11 moment. Building
on from the 1990’s Human Security notion that underdevelopment was dangerous, local maladjustment has
increasingly appeared to have planetary consequences. What happens in the most remote areas is taken to have dire
consequences for our metropolitan districts. Afghanistan proving to be the case point. With the local therefore having
collapsed into the global, our sense of (in)security has been firmly written alongside the (in)securitisation of who are
deemed to be regressive in a world of radical interconnectivity. So not only does the existence of Otherness become
the default setting for planetary security governance, it is right to intervene in order to transform any society providing
what is politically necessary can be linked to global problems of life necessity.
This is not a difficult connect. The idea that we need to think of threats in recombinant planetary terms has become the
truism of the 21st Century (See World Economic Forum 2010). Terror itself now appears so parasitical to every form
of disaster that it is fast becoming the basis for a new normalcy as the advent of the all hazard threat spectrum
increasing defines the security terrain 1 . With everything potentially connectable, it is now possible to write of the
becoming-terror of each and every societal concern that plagues modern liberal societies. Despite then the discursive
respite in the “war on terror” narrative, the strategic effort has actually multiplied to the extent all forms of crises
management are increasing written as part of the counter-terror strategy. Think for instance the becoming-dangerous of
trans-border migrations, toxic agents, infectious diseases, shadow economies, and even financial catastrophes to name
a few. Not only does this place the capacity for terror into the heart of all possible eventualities (Evans 2010), it openly
recruit us all into the planetary war effort so that the way we go about our daily business can be written against the
demise of those who seek to destroy our politically settled way of life (or vice-versa). No wonder that universal
commitments have become altogether contingent. The fact that we may need to tolerate the proliferation of security
technologies; the re-working of legal safeguards; along with the daily militarisation of public space, simply indicates
that today’s recombinant crises are always greater than the secure epistemic comforts once afforded by ontologically
fixed notions of being in the world.
Overwhelmed by its own hyperbolic contingency, contemporary security practices are no longer tied to limit
conditions. Neither do they put most of their energies into realising universal laws. Life instead is increasingly
governed through the ongoing emergency of its emergent existence (Dillon 2007). This has had a profound impact
upon liberal forms of security governance. Learning from past disasters, whilst seeking to pre-empt the next possible
event, the art of governing has become a proflexive pursuit open to continual adaption and change. Provoking what is
seen to be dangerously lurking in the shadows, it seeks to actively produce the future by forcing that which is yet to be
formed into being. It is here that the economising nature of risk-based strategies really comes to the fore. Not only do
risk-based strategies render possible crises amenable for public consumption by relating it to personal costs. It allows
for strategic choices to be made based on likely physical and material consequences. Decisions in other-words can be
made based on the relative value of the occurrence. With liberal societies therefore becoming more adept at producing

security based products for those who can afford the safe futurity they promise, danger aversion strategies quite
literally come at a cost. So while this consumerist approach re-affirms that we currently live in the most insecure of
times, the security stakes equally appear far from evenly distributed as fundamental questions of protection and
disposability are made on the basis of cost/effect/risk-based modelling.

Fascistic Exposure
Dangers require exposure to the fact. Manipulated desire also requires exposure to the fact in order to force the body
act upon the present in order to thwart certain possible outcomes. Invariably, the manner in which desires are to be
mobilised in the face of certain dangers largely depends upon the political strategies recruiting insomuch as the nature
of threat is always rationality specific. Every threat occasions a rational underpinning which foregrounds its primary
specificity in the collective political imaginary. Liberal regimes for their part operate in a particularly novel way.
Unlike totalitarian systems which rely upon secrecy, liberalism brings everything into the open. It continually exposes
us to that which threats the fabric of the everyday. Even our own violent excesses are subject to the same treatment.
Since the sources of our anxieties do not therefore rest upon the fear of the unknown i.e. the advent of disappearance,
fears are generated through a communicative assault which overloads the senses by heightening the stakes of all
appearances. Indeed, since visual representations of threat so integral to future imaginaries have become globally
networked – hence effectively rendering localised drama greater affective power than ordinarily afforded, the
visualization of all dangerous encounters becomes the of power the image combined in its affects. Everything in this
visually internalised world is connectable - our fears included.
We are reminded by Paul Virilio’s (2007) two regimes of fear. Mapping out the distinctions between totalitarian and
liberal regimes, Virilio reveals some disturbing connections. While the former invokes paranoia by working in the
shadows, the latter strikes at the same senses through overexposure. The former in other words stifles reality through
repression and censorship, while the latter overloads the imaginary in a frenzied assault so that we are anxiously
synchronised yet blinded to the attempted mastery of social space. The relationship to violence is particularly telling.
While the embodiment of totalitarian regimes is pre-figured in the “disappeared” – those missing lives who offer no
empirical verification of the encounter, liberal violence is virtuously declared. It takes place as an “open event”. It
actively shapes the world anew by “making the world safer”. Importantly, for Virlio, these affective relations are never
simply articulated in a linear top-down fashion. Like a networked system they endlessly feed-back: ‘the
synchronisation of sensations that are likely to affect our decisions’ (Virilio 2010: 6). While the problem of terror has
therefore become connectable with all manner of everyday threats, liberalism produces a different regime of fear that
replaces the neat tensions of sovereign (dis)order with the paradox of a bio-political potentiality in which life itself
always registers to be greater than the sum of its epistemic parts. This will have a profound impact upon both the
spatial and the subject account of living systems.
Once notions of space are fully enclosed, nothing is epiphenomenal to the order of things. What terrifies actually
emerges from within the afflicted community. It is integral to the modalities which sustain life. It is therefore no
coincidence to find that contemporary accounts of terror demand environmental frames of reference (Sloterdijk 2009).
Within a global imaginary of threat, we fear what we actually produce. That is to say, since what endangers arises
from within our living systems, what threatens is integral to that existence (Virilio 2010). Not only does this imply that
terror is necessarily indiscriminate. It is also indiscriminable and indistinguishable from the general environment
(Massumi 2009). It precludes any prior elimination of the fact on the basis that its sheer possibility inaugurates its
simulated occurrence. No longer then a conventionally singular problem, contemporary terrors register in the multiple.
Anything can become the material source of our physical undoing. With sequential notions of catastrophe as such
firmly displaced by an unending continuum of endemic-crises, selective auto-immunity is replaced by the demands for
an auto-responsive logic that strategically connects all things liveable. Since this invariably lends itself to pre-emptive
forms of governance in which all manner of threats blur into one strategic framework for counter-affection, the
political is effectively over-written as the normalisation of threat foregrounds an account of life already assumed to be
settled.
Faced with these conditions, geo-strategic tensions appear to be mere aberrations. Arcane remnants of an outdated

past! Not only does this mean that our sense of political community transcends traditional state-centric demarcations.
Enmity itself is radically transformed. As Michael Dillon and Julian Reid note, ‘Here, there is no Schmittean existential
enemy defined, in advance or by what Schmitt calls the miracle of decision, by its radical otherness.... instead, only a
continuously open and changing field of formation and intervention: the very continuous and contingent emergency of
emergence of life as being-in-formation; becoming-dangerous’ (Dillon & Reid 2009 p.44). This again is altogether
Kantian. While Kant proposed a life of infinite potentiality, life in the process appeared infinitely problematic. The
Kantian subject therefore not only finds it proper expression in our complex, adaptive and emergent times. The
paradoxical nature of its potentiality has re-defined the security terrain so that indisrimination becomes the default
setting. This is perhaps what Deleuze had in mind when he previously argued that a “global agreement on security”
was “just as terrifying as war”. For when our very life processes become the source of our bio-political concerns, what
Kenneth Galbreith once termed the “contented society” is displaced by an “Anxious Mass” who fears the infinitely
dangerous: ‘All our petty fears will be organized in concert, all our petty anxieties will be harnessed to make microfascists of us; we will be called upon to stifle every little thing, every suspicious face, every dissonant voice’.
Whilst it is common to suggest that this dismantling of traditional sovereign allegiance has resulted in a crisis of
subjectivity – to say that the subject is in crisis misses the point. Liberal subjectivity is made real on account of its
ability to live through the ongoing emergency of its own emergence. Eschewing fixed modes of being, it is forever in
the making. The liberal subject is therefore the subject of crises (Evans 2012). It lives and breathes through the
continual disruption to its own static modes of recovery. None of this is incidental. It is central to paranoic
underpinnings of contemporary forms of fascism. While security has become the main criteria of political legitimacy
(Agamben 2001), still we hold onto the belief that subjects of crises are desirable. Freed from the boundary drawing
constraints of the past, it is the risk embracing subject who is enriched beyond its forbearer’s wildest dreams. This
reveals the fateful paradox of our times. Encoded with an altogether more powerful bodily trope, contemporary liberal
subjectivity is assumed to be exponentially more powerful and dangerous because of it. It too registers the same
dynamic, decentralised, and recombinant presumptions which give risk societies their very meaning. If its allegiance
then can no longer be taken for granted, neither can its actions be anticipated with absolute precision. It too operates
beyond the epistemic pale. While planetary life is therefore seen to be the proper embodiment of liberated political
existence, life’s emergent globality renders it globally dangerous unto itself because of this potentiality. We must in
short learn to embrace and yet fear what we have become.

Life as Bio-Technology
Late liberalism shares certain features with Deleuzian ontology. Like Deleuze, it eschews fixed notions of being.
Undermining traditional forms of sovereign allegiance, it seeks to create political communities anew. Like Deleuze, it
also warns against the potential for political endangerment to reside in the most localised of levels. The post-Industrial
individual’s capacity to inflict a micro-apocalyptic attack is the case point. However this is where the similarities end.
Not only does Deleuze’s preference for the micro-political stand in marked contrast to the universal orientations of
liberal advocates. Deleuze’s allegiance to the affirmation of difference puts him in direct conflict with the liberal
tendency to see the political as a problem to be solved. Hence, whilst Deleuze puts forward a concept of the political
which is predicated upon one’s affirmative-becoming – thereby side-stepping dialectical notions of enmity (Evans
2010a), liberalism seeks to “control-becoming” in order to manufacture consent by over-coding the flows of life. If
Deleuze can therefore be said to have a distinct “politics of the event” which is open to a future-anterior, the liberal
problematic of security takes this anteriority to be its point of departure so that all possible events (which if true to the
creative philosophical understanding of the term “event” necessarily has an inherent political element of becomingdifferent at its point of emergence) can be inserted into the strategic calculus of the security dispositif.
Here we arrive at the problem of “life as technology”. This problematic has a considerable genealogy in the
continental tradition. Beginning with Nietzsche, it would subsequently resonate throughout the critical works of Max
Weber, Martin Heidegger, and Hannah Arendt to name a few. While Heidegger in particular is widely regarded to be
the most influential theorist of technology, it was in fact Carl Schmitt who offered a purposeful critique that was fully
aware of the political, cultural and philosophical stakes (McCormick 1997). Schmitt’s contribution is significant for a
number of reasons. In particular, for our concerns, it was Schmitt who a) understood how technologically driven forms

of oppression are latent within liberal regimes of power b) related liberal oppression to the problem of the
securitisation of life so that the political gets infiltrated by technologised vision of being c) understood that technology
referred to an entire ontological framework through which notions of political authentication take place d) appreciated
how technological processes of authentication are of an entirely different nomos to that of law, so that juridical
safeguards tell us nothing and offer no protections from those technologies which fixate on the qualitative and the
particular e) paved the way for an understanding of technology that moving beyond mere scientism, so that the bioaffective dimensions to political manipulations are appreciated f) set out a framework so that juridical “states of
exception” appear markedly different from economising “states of emergency” which denote a more normal (though
no less oppressive) state of political affairs.
Despite Schmitt’s revival in the post-9/11 moment, very few have sought to resurrect these particular concerns.
Instead, his turn in fortunes in part emanates from liberal engagements that have sought to deploy Schmitt against
himself in order to provide liberals with a way of distancing themselves from the perceived geo-strategic excesses of
the Global War on Terror. With exceptionality therefore forming the basis from which a truly internationalist order of
things is said to depend, Schmitt has been summoned to reveal the truth of a world in which power operates beyond
the law. Leaving aside the fact that these accounts categorically fail to see liberalism as a contemporary regime of
power, not only do they maintain the “friend/enemy” decision in order to draw out their own “concept of the political”
(hence openly adopting Schmitt’s methodology as they attempt to criticise him). By pursuing some pure theory of the
exception that doesn’t grasp the ongoing exceptionality of every single law-making process (i.e. every law is made in
response to some perceived exceptional moment of crises to prevailing order); there is a complete failure to deal with
his wider corpus of which exceptional politics is merely a temporal ordering principle. Hence, while these attempts
invariably fall into the precise dialectical trap that Schmitt set (so that enmity is subsequently tied to a vision of
(in)humanity complete), no attempt whatsoever is made to deal with the links between Kantian positivism and
technological determinism which he believed to be the basis of liberal oppression.
Despite our concerns with Schmitt, there is an evident danger here. Like Heidegger, we cannot get away from the fact
that his personal intellectual journey proved to be politically disastrous. His personal affinities with Nazism in
particular make it extremely difficult to engage his ideas especially in the context of fascism without invoking certain
moral outrage. One possible way of navigating through these troubled waters is to expose the fateful paradox of his
particular thought process. While Schmitt sought to rework the ideas of Hobbes in order to antidote liberal formalism
with the myth of the National Socialism, he actually ended up supporting a regime which became the master of the
types of technologisation his work was so keen to warn against. This was certainly anticipated by Walter Benjamin.
Warning against the Schmittean “myth of the nation” which was presented to be the antidote to the liberal age of
technology, fascism as Benjamin explained was nevertheless consummate to the aestheticisation of political forms of
domination to ideal mythical forms more violent than traditional forms of rule long since overcome: ‘The logical result
of Fascism is the introduction of aesthetics into political life. The violation of the masses, whom Fascism, with its
Fuhrer cult, forces to its knees, has its counterpart in the violence of an apparatus which is pressed into the production
of ritual values... All efforts to render politics aesthetic culminate in one thing: war...”Fiat ars – pereat mundus” says
Fascism, and... expects war to supply the artistic gratification of a sense of perception that has been changed by
technology’ (Benjamin 1968: 241).
Despite the violence and failures of Schmitt’s thought, he does unwittingly forces us to confront the dangers of
political theology - whether the myth of unity is to be located in the “Nation” or indeed the universal predilection to
“Humanity” complete. He also forces us to confront how the politics of technology can close down the fields of
political possibility. Liberals, for the most, have failed to come to terms with these particular debates. One struggles to
find any reference whatsoever to issues of technology in the thought of recent luminaries like John Rawls for instance.
When the concept is introduced (like biopolitics), a familiar Weberian move is adopted by introducing human agency
so as to argue that the liberal subject cannot simply be reduced to some mechanical instrument capable of being
prodded into action. Such critiques however rest upon particularly bad readings of technology/biopolitics, which tend
to follow directly on from earlier counter-criticisms of continental philosophy by arguing against the reduction of life
to the level of pure technology. A return to Deleuze is again necessary. Not only did he offer a more considered
reflection on the politics of technology which frees us from these purely technical accounts. His introduction of desire
into the social field allows us to firmly cast aside any attempts to link biopolitical concerns with the abandonment of
political subjectivities.

Deleuze argued that technicity is not simply “machine-like” or purely “technical”. Neither do machinic forms of
enslavement precede social assemblages: ‘machines are social before being technical. Or, rather, there is human
technology which exists before a material technology. No doubt the latter develops its effects within the whole social
field; but in order for it to be even possible, the tools or material machines have to be chosen first of all by a diagram
and taken up by the assemblages’ (Deleuze 1999: 34). While some technologies may therefore be completely
indifferent to the politics of life, we nevertheless still produce what we desire. Since technologies are not therefore
enslaving per se, we need to analyse the intimate relationships between social assemblages and the instruments it
positively deploys in the daily functioning of its systems of power, knowledge, and rule. Appreciating this reversal,
Deleuze does more than simply nuance our understanding of the politics of technology by introducing human desire
into the frame. By foregrounding the desiring subject, he offers an account of biopolitical fascism that is all about the
active liberation of certain political subjectivities/agencies at the expense of others. Inverting then any account of
technologically driven de-politicisation which stand accused of leading to the evacuation of all politics – more
seductive still; following Deleuze, biopoliticised fascism refers to the active politicisation of desires to the point of
their unmediated technical delivery.
Deleuze exposes the mistaken link between biopolitics and the abandonment of political agency thesis. He also allows
us to see that our problem is not one of de-politicisation if one understands this process to be the full reduction of life
to some purely instrumental vision of species being. Hence, moving beyond the soulless and emotionless narratives of
techno-pursuing instrumentalisation, his critique of affective-bio-machinic-assemblages reconciles bio-logical
capacities with the governance of life in a machine like manner. With machinic assemblages seconded by social
relations, what matters are the socially invested power relations which lead to the (self)-deprecation of life. Whilst
historical readings of fascism therefore continue to separate passions from progressive rationalities, our task remains to
understand how desire can be manipulated in order to permit the wilful subjectification of ourselves and others. So in
spite of the fact that the broadening and deepening of the security agenda is premised on countering any abuse of
political power, unless the political is privileged in these encounters there is no guarantee that lives won’t be politically
suffocated, so that once again Spinoza’s tragic question echoes to reason “why is it that the masses stubbornly fight for
their servitude as though it were their liberation”?
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Notes
1

This is clearly articulated in the British Governments National Security Strategy (2008) which explains: ‘the overall
objective of this National Security Strategy is to anticipate and address a diverse range of threats and risks to our
security, in order to protect the United Kingdom and its interests, enabling its people to go about their daily lives
freely and with confidence, in a more secure, stable, just, and prosperous world... [Threats and risks] are real, and also
more diverse, complex, and interdependent than in the past. The policy responses outlined..., therefore, not only
individually vital to our future security and prosperity, but also wide-ranging, complex, and, crucially, interdependent.
They reflect an integrated approach to developing policy and building capability, intended to deliver results against a
number of linked objectives’.

Dangerously Exposed:
The Life & Death of the Resilient Subject 1
Brad Evans & Julian Reid
(Forthcoming in Resilience Vol.1 No.1 2013)

Living Dangerously
What does it mean to live dangerously? This is not just a philosophical question or ethical call to reflect upon our own
individual recklessness. It is a deeply political question being asked by ideologues and policy makers who want us to
abandon the dream of ever achieving security and embrace danger as a condition of possibility for life in the future.
No longer, we are told, should we think in terms of evading the possibility of traumatic experiences. For catastrophic
events are not just inevitable but learning experiences from which we have to grow and prosper, collectively and
individually. Vulnerability to threat, injury and loss has to be accepted as a reality of human existence. This is true for
neoliberal advocates who have long since advocated risk as a condition of possibility for societal enrichment as it is for
radical liberal protagonists who claim to be challenging the dominant order of things. 2 As such the game of survival
has to be played by learning how to expose oneself to danger rather than believing in the possibility of ever achieving
freedom from danger as such. 3
This belief in the necessity and positivity of human exposure to danger is fundamental to the new doctrine of
‘resilience’. The discourse of resilience originated largely in Ecology where it has been deployed, since the 1970s, to
describe the capacities of non-human living systems to adapt to dangers which otherwise would threaten their
catastrophic failure. Crawford Stanley Holling talked, classically, of resilience as the measure of ecosystems’ abilities
to absorb changes (particularly sudden catastrophic events) and still go on living. 4 For learning is said by ecologists to
be as much a property of non-human living systems as it is of human life. Resilience, then, describes much more than
the mere capacities of species to persist. It describes the ways in which life learns from catastrophes so that it can
become more responsive to further catastrophes on the horizon. It promotes adaptability so that life may go on living
despite the fact that elements of it may be destroyed. It confronts all of us living beings, ranging from weeds to
humans, with the apparent reality that managing our exposure to dangers is as much as we can hope for because
danger is a necessity for our development.
The underlying ontology of resilience, therefore, is actually vulnerability. To be able to become resilient one must first
accept that one is fundamentally vulnerable. The political genealogy of the discourse of vulnerability is as complex and
fascinating as that of resilience, emerging and developing also since the early 1970s. Significantly the concept
developed powerfully within the burgeoning field of disaster studies .5 Over time it has become a fundamental element
within discussions concerning the impacts of catastrophic processes on human populations, especially climate change.
Reading the 2012 Special Report of the Inter Governmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) for example one
encounters its widespread deployment. The IPCC defines vulnerability as ‘the propensity or predisposition to be
adversely affected.’6 This includes ‘the characteristics of a person or group and their situation that influences their
capacity to anticipate, cope with, resist, and recover from the adverse effects of physical events.7 The notion of
propensity is significant since it highlights a progressive orientation that looks towards the extreme ends of
survivability. And the notion of predisposition is significant since it suggests some already existing data (the guiding
political presumptions) to confirm the vulnerability that is the precondition of the resilient subject. This brings together
the uncertain with the certain as we encounter “subject-centred events” according to which the event in all its
catastrophic permutations cannot be known in advance while assumptions about the subject’s capacities to deal with
the occurrence foster behavioural claims to empirical truth. Disaster management, of which much of the social
scientific work on climate change is a mere derivative of, makes the vulnerable subject the lead actor in the stories it

tells as to the catastrophic destinies of human life while rendering that subject, paradoxically, the author of its own
endangerment.8
While there are said to be a number of ways to reduce vulnerabilities, including reduced exposure, transfer and sharing
of risks, preparation and transformation, resilience is key to this new ethics of responsibility defined as ‘the ability of a
system and its component parts to anticipate, absorb, accommodate, or recover from the effects of a potentially
hazardous event in a timely and efficient manner, including through ensuring the preservation, restoration, or
improvement of its essential basic structures and functions’.9 Significant here is the politically debasing reduction of
resistance to resilience: ‘This shifting emphasis to risk reduction can be seen in the increasing importance placed on
developing resistance to the potential impacts of physical events at various social or territorial scales, and in different
temporal dimensions (such as those required for corrective or prospective risk management), and to increasing the
resilience of affected communities. Resistance refers to the ability to avoid suffering significant adverse effects’.10 To
increase its resilience, in other words, the subject must disavow any belief in the possibility to secure itself and accept
instead an understanding of life as a permanent process of continual adaptation to threats and dangers which are said to
be outside its control. As such the resilient subject is a subject which must permanently struggle to accommodate itself
to the world. Not a subject which can conceive of changing the world, its structure and conditions of possibility. But a
subject who accepts the dangerousness of the world it lives in as a condition for partaking of that world and which
accepts the necessity of the injunction to change itself in correspondence with threats now presupposed as endemic.
Building resilient subjects involves the deliberate disabling of the political habits, tendencies and capacities of peoples
and replacing them with adaptive ones. Resilient subjects are subjects that have accepted the imperative not to resist or
secure themselves from the difficulties they are faced with but instead adapt to their enabling conditions. Not only
does this render them fully compliant to the logics of complexity with its concomitant adaptive and emergent qualities.
Resistance here is transformed from being a political capacity aimed at the achievement of freedom from that which
threatens and endangers to a purely reactionary impulse aimed at increasing the capacities of the subject to adapt to its
dangers and simply reduce the degree to which it suffers. This conflation of resistance with resilience is not incidental
but indicative of the nihilism of the underlying ontology of vulnerability at work in contemporary policies concerned
with climate change and other supposedly catastrophic processes. What is nihilism, after all, if it is not a will to
nothingness drawn from a willing reactive enslavement to forces deemed to be beyond our control as one merely lives
out the catastrophic moment? It also alerts us to the fundamentally liberal nature of such policies and framings of the
phenomenon of climate change defined as liberalism has been since its origins by a fundamental mistrust in the
abilities of the human subject to secure itself in the world. 11
Liberalism, as we have both explored extensively elsewhere, is a security project. 12 From its outset it has been
concerned with seeking answers to the problem of how to secure itself as a regime of governance through the provision
of security to the life of populations subject to it.13 It will however always be an incomplete project because its
biopolitical foundations are flawed; life is not securable. It is a multiplicity of antagonisms and for some life to be
made to live some other life has to be made to die (Dillon and Reid 2009). 14 That is a fundamental law of life
biologically understood. This is the deep paradox that undercuts the entire liberal project while inciting it to govern
ever more and ever better, becoming more inclusive and more assiduous at the provision of security to life, while
learning how better to take life and make die that which falls outside and threatens the boundaries of its territories.
Liberal regimes, in essence and from the outset, thrive on the problematic of the insecurity of life which their capacity
to provide security to provides the source of their legitimacy, becoming ever more adept at the taking of life which the
provision of security to life requires.15 It is no accident that the most advanced liberal democracy in the world today,
the United States of America, is also the most heavily armed state in the world. And not just the most heavily armed
state today but the most heavily armed in human history.
Liberal regimes do not and cannot accept the realities of this paradox. Which is why, far from being exhausted, the
liberal project remains and has to be, in order for it to be true to its mission, distinctly transformative. Of the world in
general and hence its endless resorts to war and violence to weed out those unruly lives that are the source of
insecurity to the life that is the font of its security. But also, and yet more fundamentally, of the human subject itself;

for this is a paradox which plays out, not just territorially, socially, or between individuals, but within the diffuse and
ultimately unknowable domain of human subjectivity itself. The liberal subject is divided and has to be in order to
fulfill its mission; critically astute at discerning the distinctions within its own life between that which accords with the
demands made of it in order to accord with liberal ways of living and those which don’t comply to its biopolitical
ambitions. 16 Being divided means the liberal subject will always be incomplete, needing work, critical, insecure and
mistrustful of itself for the purpose of its own self-improvement. The liberal subject is a project; one that renders life
itself a project, subject to an endless task of critique and self-becoming, from cradle to grave.
Sadly many still find the concept of life appealing and even utopian. We are taught to think that we ought to choose
life over emptiness or negation; Renton’s law. 17 In fact it is the source of the world’s greatest nihilisms. Liberalism too
is and has always been a nihilism. Perhaps it is the greatest of all nihilisms. In giving us over to life it gives us no ends
to live for but the endless work on the self that contemporarily
permeate our ways of living devoid of any meaning as such. This is not to say that liberalism and liberals do not have
belief. They do, in spades. They believe that in order to ‘make life live’ whatever opposes life or does not live in
accordance with the needs of life has to be destroyed or at least rendered a problem solved. Chief object among which,
tragically, is the human itself. Obviously human beings live in the biological sense of the term, and have banal needs
and interests in their biological life being sustained. Liberalism would have no hold over the human if this were not the
case. But the peculiarity of human beings is our profound capacities for the transcendence of our merely biological
life. Within the psychic domain of experience we are continually seeking and finding that experience, in the quotidian
phenomena of dreams and reverie, for example. 18 The exercise of the imagination, which for all of us, is more or less
incessant, removes us, puts us at a distance from the biological domain of biological needs and wants. Humans are
dreamers and schemers by dint of their mere existence.
Liberalism too, of course, has its imagination. It imagines and dreams the possibility of its security globally through
the mastery of the very antagonisms it encounters in its gaze on life and world. Life itself, liberalism dreams, can give
it the answers to the problem of how to assure its security; for it imagines that in life itself is to be found the very
secret of its security. But in reality what we see being imagined here is a world depopulated of properly human
subjects. For the subject to secure itself it must divest itself of, or at the very least wage an ongoing war on, the
psychic powers that populate its otherwise biologically defined body. What does a human body become once the
advent of its existence implies waging war upon anything which challenges its biological condition for survivability?
As we explore here, this aspect of the wholly normalizing nature of liberal war is aimed at the reduction of human life
to the properties and capacities that define non-human bodies, non-human living species and systems; specifically
resilience, as well as adaptivity and vulnerability. Worse, subjects that, in their humanity, refuse to give up their
psychic life, do not become resilient, cannot adapt, or don’t recognize their vulnerability, are constructed as threats to
liberal peace, security and ‘good governance’. That is the tragedy of liberal modernity.

Abandoning Security
Resilience is premised upon the ability of the vulnerable subject to continually re-emerge from the conditions of its
ongoing emergency. Life quite literally becomes a series of dangerous events. Its biography becomes a story of nonlinear reactions to dangers that continually defy any attempt on its behalf to impress time with purpose and meaning.
As the resilient subject navigates its ways across the complex, unknowable and forever dangerous landscapes that
define the topos of contemporary politics, so the dangerousness of life becomes its condition of possibility rather than
its threat. In a certain sense the resilient subject thrives on danger. It lives in a condition of perpetual wakefulness to
its reality. It is for these reasons that resilience is very rapidly reshaping the age-old concept of security that has been
so fundamental to the policies, international and internal, of liberal states and governments. While the logic of security
works on the principle of achieving freedom from dangers, resilience assumes the need to engage with them because
their realisation is unavoidable. This instigates a form of collective amnesia. For the historical record is only important
insomuch as it affirms some shared experience of the vulnerable to the exposure to danger, the suffering which that
exposure entailed, and the eventual resurrection of the vulnerable subject through its discovery of its inner capacities
for resilience. Out of this narrative comes an explanation of historical events as always inherently violent and

damaging such that the vulnerability of human life is reaffirmed in coextension with its inherent resilience. The past
impresses itself upon the present to provide a reminder as to the radically dangerous nature of life along with an
assurance as to our abilities to nevertheless be able to survive by accepting danger as part of life. Politically qualified
life thus begins with the tragedy of its existence that stems from the arbitrary and inescapable violence of the world.
The only response in such a predicament is to be better conditioned through some form of exposure to the fact that
living is thoroughly dangerous. Juliette Kayeem, policy adviser on Homeland Security to the Obama administration in
the United States and Harvard academic summed up this zeitgeist perfectly in recent prose. What we choose to
remember should, she argued, be guided by “less anger” and instead by “quiet acceptance”:
One day it will be acceptable, politically and publicly, to argue that while homeland security is about ensuring
that fewer bad things happen, the real test is that when they inevitably do, they aren't as bad as they would have
been absent the effort. Only our public and political response to another major terrorist attack will test whether
there is room for both ideologies to thrive in a nation that was, any way you look at it, built to be vulnerable
(Kayyem 2012). 19
Offering a claim as to the ontological function of vulnerability in constitution of American and wider liberal societies,
discourses such as these present themselves as unproblematic. As such their power and influence depends on their
abilities to divest themselves of their fundamentally aesthetic qualities. We only have to consider, in contrast, Thomas
Hoepker’s photograph of people in Brooklyn relaxing and enjoying life against the backdrop of the attacks of
September 11 to evidence this point. This image was not published until the 5th anniversary of 9/11, their initial
publication being held back due to their so-described “ambiguous and confusing” composition. Moving beyond any
judgmental posturing towards the individuals or for that matter sweeping generalisations about cultural insensitivities
of an entire nation, Hoepker’s photograph is indicative of the contested reality of historical events and experiences of
danger and exposure to violence. It provides a powerful antidote to governing discourses perpetrated by the ideologues
of vulnerability and resilience, unsettling the dominant aesthetic dialectic of initial vulnerability and subsequent
resilience. Instead it depicts a perfectly normal state of affairs that was permitted by a certain distancing from the
action. Indeed, as it emphasises, proximity alone offers no such guarantees for the constitution of a shared sense of
experience. Many were far more deeply traumatised viewing the unfolding of events thousands of miles away on
televised screens than the subjects in Hoepker’s frame.

Resilience nevertheless, as New Yorkers can testify, became the defining motif of the 10th anniversary of 9/11 as
Americans were encouraged to reflect on while learning from the experience of the disaster. The media in particular
grappled with the need for memorialisation along with the desire to outlive the trauma of 9/11. Newsweek was
unequivocal in mapping out the road to recovery. Featuring an image of a passenger jet against cloudless blue sky, it
headlined with ever increasing font size “Ten Years of Fear: Grief: Revenge: Resilience” 1. The image used was
painfully reflective in its normality. While New Yorkers were deeply traumatised by the scarred Manhattan skyline –
haunted by the spectre of seeing what was no longer there, on this occasion the visibly animate invoked a tragically

normalising complimentary between past memory and the ‘business as usual’ character of the present. Time Magazine
was equally reflective as its “Beyond 9/11” cover designed by Julian LaVerdiere and Paul Myoda, co-creators of the
original “Tribute in Light” memorial, afforded more than a touch of divine transcendental quality to the idea of
resurrection. The impetus being, as Richard Stengel, Time magazine managing editor noted, to represent ‘something
that literally and figuratively moved beyond 9/11’. Whereas People magazine’s emotional tribute was the “Legacy of
Love-The Children of 9/11- Portraits of Hope” which showed photographs of those who lost fathers that day subheaded: ‘Their fathers died on that terrible day, before they were born. Today, these 10 kids and their moms have
triumphed over tragedy’. All sense of time therefore collapses here in these moments of media aestheticisation as our
sense of immanence is disrupted. As the New York Times simply put it: “Reflect, Remember, Carry On”.

1*

Battery Park in Lower Manhattan was scene to a remarkable aesthetic celebration of the ethos of resilience.
Surrounding Fritz Koenig’s partially disfigured The Sphere which was formerly located at the Austin H. Tobin Plaza
(the area between the Twin Towers), 3000 whitened flags which featured the names of the deceased symbolically
memorialised the past all the while celebrating the fact that it was possible for certain things to emerge if slightly
transformed in design, meaning, and political resonance. The Sphere itself became a living symbol of resilience as it
literally provided an optimistic centre for reflection in a sea of tragic memory. In this setting, the memory of the event
was both complimentary yet literally paled by the dominant centrifuge which encouraged the public to concentrate on
the positive core. All the while, the Statue of Liberty provided an additional background to the aesthetic frame, as if to
remind visitors that the values of liberal societies are equally vulnerable yet resilient to the pressure of tyranny in all its
forms. Resilience thus defines here the character of a Nation and the freedom of a people that has the strength to carry
on in the face of adversity.

Perhaps however it was Marco Grob’s Beyond 9/11: Portraits of Resilience exhibition, displayed in the Milk Gallery
and various additional public spaces across Manhattan, which proves most revealing2. Featuring stark black and white
photographs of the forty faces said to encapsulate the spirit of recovery, so resilience was ubiquitously framed by
politicians, the Major, the Admiral, the General, the military hero, the CIA Covert operative, along with the CEO, New
York Fire fighters, artists, and everyday survivors. The messages here were poignant. Resilient life was fully inclusive.
It made no distinction. Catastrophe had strengthened the resolve. We learnt more about ourselves by living through the
terror. Shared experience of trauma brought a people together. Despite vast differences in lifestyles (not to mention
race, gender, and class) resilience was evidently a universal property and capacity of all New Yorkers. Life however
can only be captured for a brief moment in time. Momentarily reflective, we owe it to the victims to face up to the
challenge that society must emerge from the ashes and continue its normality apace. With the individual compliant
subject therefore becoming the loci for a moment of attention that was delicately poised between past memory and
future possibility, so past and future impress upon the present the need to live through the emergency and come out
better adapted, and capable of facing up to the next catastrophe on the horizon.
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It also pointed to a new political moment in which the trauma of the event shifted from discourses of retribution to a
more sombre evaluation of the fragility of life. This was not presented as something to be despaired. Optimism was to
be found precisely in the ability to emerge from the ashes of the catastrophic more appreciative of what it meant to
live a finite existence. To be optimistic meant having a more intimate appreciation of the lethality of 9/11, for only
then could the trauma of the day be turned around to positively re-enforce the moral surety of liberal ways of life.
President Barack Obama’s commemorative speech at Ground Zero spoke volumes in this regard:
These past ten years tell a story of resilience. The Pentagon is repaired, and filled with patriots working in
common purpose. Shanksville is the scene of friendships forged between residents of that town, and families
who lost loved ones there. New York remains a vibrant capital of the arts and industry, fashion and commerce.
Where the World Trade Center once stood, the sun glistens off a new tower that reaches toward the sky. Our
people still work in skyscrapers. Our stadiums are filled with fans, and our parks full of children playing ball.
Our airports hum with travel, and our buses and subways take millions where they need to go. Families sit
down to Sunday dinner, and students prepare for school. This land pulses with the optimism of those who set
out for distant shores, and the courage of those who died for human freedom. 20
As Obama instructs his public, the past can only offer a certain degree of guidance. One thing the future does promise,
he indicates, is another catastrophe in some yet to be deciphered guise. While the past therefore remains imperfect as it
was impossible to predict with absolute certainty what came to pass, the future is equally contingent. As finite beings
with finite personal qualities in a world of infinite possibility we are then, it seems, somewhat incapable of “handling
the truth”. Indeed, it seems that liberal politicians no longer reason truth to be “out there” as if it could be captured and
settled once and for all. Abandoning the search for fixed essences, truth has become what we make it as we fashion
our lives and produce the meaning of our freedoms and liberties as a consumable products like any other. There is an
important caveat to address here. The liberal fashioning of the truth as conceived in terms of its emergence in the
context of our vulnerability is not a courage to speak truth to power so that we think different about the political. It is
an allegiance to the truth of power such that we maintain some allegiance to the truth about the value of political
subjects already conceived. In this regard, significant commonality exists between the knowledge of the resilient
subject and that of speculative philosophy. Rather than seeking a definitive political rupture with the present, the
political subject is tasked to show fidelity to the truth – as witnessed in the living out of emerging events – which
conforms to some nomologically reducible logic of worlds.21 What is wagered, in other-words, is the truth-event of
the vulnerable subject, whose very claim to truth arises during the catastrophic moment as a sort of hyper-negative and
posthumous ‘told you so’:
For a truth to affirm its newness, there must be a supplement. This supplement is committed to chance. It is
unpredictable, incalculable. It is beyond what is. I call it an event A truth thus appears, in its newness, because
an evental supplement interrupts repetition... An event is linked to the notion of the undecidable. Take this
statement: 'The event belongs to the situation.' If it is possible to decide, using the rules of established
knowledge, whether this statement is true or false, then the so-called event is not an event. Its occurrence
would be calculable within the situation. Nothing would permit us to say: here begins a truth. On the basis of
the undecidability of an event's belonging to a situation a wager has to be made. This is why a truth begins
with an axiom of truth. It begins with a groundless decision - the decision to say that the event has taken
place.22
There is no truth, in other words, other than the truth of the emergent will to know the conditions of our vulnerability.
The past is of no relevance here other than as a contingent moment in time whose passage leaves no contemporary
truthfulness from the perspective of the newly emergent truth-event. But what is actually being wagered here? It is not
the incalculability of the situation. Neither is it the question of belonging to the situation in all its complexity. It is the
ability to excavate something of a pure and unquestionable truth that renders the undecidable decidable, the rupture
normalised, the uncertain certain, so that it becomes possible to recover a political truth out of the catastrophic break.
To suggest that there are no established rules then is the precise point. Vulnerability and insecurity make all claims to
established order altogether redundant for there is no truth other than that which has just come to pass and soon to be
forgotten. Collective amnesia thus becomes a default setting for a system of rule that is less about secure principles
than it is about axiomatic propositions which, although fleeting, provide the most unquestionable assumptions about

the subject’s ontological status (vulnerability), its epistemic reasoning (radical uncertainty), and it’s purely contingent
centre of gravity (catastrophic events).

Whose Survivability?
Survivability has always been central to the concerns of liberalism. How might we govern ourselves in ways that allow
our life to grow and prosper is a question fundamental to the liberal project, and distinguishes its biopolitical origins
and remits.23 If biopolitics is a key term of art for describing the progressive operations of power that render the
modern periodic as such, resilience is a form of biopolitics that produces a conscious awareness of the contemporary
bind in which the liberal pursuit of the infinitely possible becomes the basis for conceptualisation of threats to the
finitude of existence.24 Resilience, in other words, evidences most clearly how liberal power is confronting the realities
of its own self-imposed political foreclosure as the reality of finitude is haunted by infinite potentiality. This brings us
to a pivotal moment in the history of liberalism as the project finally abandons its universal aspirations, along with any
natural claims to promote all life as a self-endowed subject with inalienable rights. With the outside vanquished to the
disappointing realisation of endemic crises, sheer survivability becomes the name of the political game.
Resilience however is more than increased vigilance and preparedness against impending attacks. It encourages actors
to learn from catastrophes so that societies can become more responsive to further catastrophes on the horizon.25 It
promotes adaptability so that life may go on living despite the fact that elements of our living systems may be
destroyed. And it creates shared knowledge and information that will continually reshape the forms of communities
and affirm those core values which are deemed absolutely “vital” to our ways of living. With this in mind, it is perhaps
no accident that the concept of resilience derived directly from ecology. Such thinking foregrounds ‘buffer capacities’
of living systems; their ability to ‘absorb perturbations’ or the ‘magnitude of disturbance that can be absorbed before a
living system changes its structure by changing the variables and processes that control behaviour’. 26 Living systems
are said by ecologists to develop not on account of their ability to secure themselves prophylactically from threats, but
through their adaptation to them. They evolve in spite of and because of systemic shocks that register from the minor
to the catastrophic. Exposure to threats is a constitutive process in the development of living systems, and thus the
problem for them is never simply how to secure themselves but how to adapt to them. Such capacities for adaptation to
threats are precisely what ecologists argue determines the ‘resilience’ of any living system.
Melinda Cooper and Jeremy Walker have provided an important contribution here to our understanding of the
genealogies of resilience. 27 Drawing upon the number of ways complexity thinking has been shaped, they have
exposed the intricate connections between ecological and economical modes of thinking. As they suggest, ‘Since the
nineties, global financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund the World Bank, and the Bank for
International Settlements, have increasingly incorporated strategies of ‘resilience’ into their logistics of crisis
management, financial (de)regulation and development economics'. 28 Much of this applicability owes to the
intellectual contributions of the great Austrian economic theorist Fredric Von Hayek who understood that shocks to
economic systems were caused by factors beyond our control, hence our thinking about such systems required systems
of governance that were premised upon insecure foundations. Hence, whilst ecology promises to universalise and
moralise resilient strategies through the creation of all inclusive catastrophic imaginaries, it is also intuitively in
keeping with neo- liberalism and its systems of rule:
[A]s institutions begin to recognize the looming socio- economic effects of climate change, we have seen a
rapid uptake of the adaptive model of resource- management offered by resilience science. This has occurred in
tandem with calls for the ‘securitization of the biosphere’: the privatisation and trading of the flow of
‘ecosystem services’ maintained by intact ecosystems, in recognition that rainforests and watersheds are critical
‘natural infrastructure assets’ that must to be priced in financial markets in order that corporations can ‘capture
the value’ of biodiversity conservation. In this way, neoliberal environmentalism addresses the depletion of
ecosystems as a global security problem, the only solution to which is the securitisation and financialisation of
the biosphere’.29

So resilience from this perspective is not simply a call to ignite some base level human instinct for survival. It is an
ideological project that is informed by political and economic rationalities which offer very particular accounts of life
as an ontological problem i.e. a problem which emanates from the potentiality of life as ontologically conceived, along
with the types of epistemic communities which now scientifically verify the need to become resilient as a fait
accompli. Resilience in other-words is a key strategy in the creation of contemporary regimes of power which
hallmark vast inequalities in all human classifications. Little wonder that resilience is most concerned with those
deemed most vulnerable. For it is precisely the insecuritisation of the most at- risk which politically threatens the
security and comforts of those who are sufficiently protected and excluded from the all too real effects of risk-based
societies. The following introduction from a joint report on “The Roots of Resilience” co-sponsored by the United
Nations Development Programme, United Nations Environment Programme, the World Bank and the World Resources
Institute speaks volumes on the political implications:
Resilience is the capacity to adapt and to thrive in the face of challenge. This report contends that when the
poor successfully (and sustainably) scale-up ecosystem- based enterprises, their resilience can increase in three
dimensions. They can become more economically resilient – better able to face economic risks. They – and
their communities – can become more socially resilient – better able to work together for mutual benefit. And
the ecosystems they live in can become more biologically resilient – more productive and stable’.30

Evacuating the Social
The social state has been under attack for over three decades. While the ideas of the Austrian school of economic
thought marked out a new moral agenda for neoliberal power as the market became a political force for freedom and
emancipation, the absorption of these ideas into the field of security governance has displaced the delivery of social
services away from sovereign states to fragmented forms of welfare provision. This shift towards what has been
termed “rule by experts” has produced novel alliances between the public and the private such that ideas of social
responsibility and care have increasingly conformed to neoliberal principles, modes of operation, along with
marketised delivery. Key here has been the insistence that neoliberalism offers the best way to incentivise populations
which, in the process, results in the most efficient and effective allocation of scarce resources. This is more than some
well rehearsed economic argument. It gets us right to the heart of contemporary discourses on security, power,
organisation, political authenticity, along with the biopolitically driven contours of the human species. For here we
encounter the subject of vulnerability which appears to be both an unending problem to be solved and a condition of
possibility for modes of living once denied by the regimentation of social states. Vulnerability in other words is
integral to management and regulation of neoliberal subjects who are encouraged to partake in a world that subscribes
to a belief that everything is fleeting. As Zygmunt Bauman writes on the fate of the social:
Like everything else in such a liquid world, all wisdom and know-how is bound to age quickly, and quickly
suck dry and use up the advantages it once offered; so there is a refusal to accept established knowledge, an
unwillingness to go by precedents, and a gnawing suspicion as to the value of the received lore of experience
in the search for effectiveness and productivity. Managers would rather “scan the network of possibilities”, free
to pause for a while whenever opportunity seems to be knocking at the door, and free to move again once
opportunity starts knocking elsewhere. They are eager to play the uncertain game; they seek chaos rather than
order.31
Henry Giroux calls this condition the Twilight of the Social. As he explains, ‘Social progress has ceded the historical
stage to individual actions, values, tastes and personal success, just as any notion of the common and public good that
once defined the meaning of progress is rendered as pathology, the vestige of a kind of socialist nightmare that
squelches any possibility of individual freedom and responsibility.’ 32
Recounting Walter Benjamin’s comments on Paul Klee’s Angelus Novous, Giroux stakes out here the shift from
utopianism to the embrace of the catastrophic and its penchant towards the violence of the encounter. With the idea of
social responsibility replaced by a neoliberalised care for the self, Benjamin’s “Angel of History” ‘has been blinded
and can no longer see the destruction beneath its feet or the clouds paralyzing its wings. It is now stuck in a storm

without a past and lacking any consideration of the future.’33 Giroux thus affirms our suspicions here about memory
and the utopic vision. What we now encounter here is a commitment to difference without repetition. Historical
memory speaks nothing to the future. Nothing is repeated as far as catastrophic events are concerned. What takes its
place is an imaginary of threat which, in the context of condemning certain epistemic communities for always and
already being out of date as they always and already appear out of sync with our emergent times, leads to the
evacuation of the political agora. As Bauman further explains:
Left increasingly to their own resources and acumen, individuals are expected to devise individual solutions to
socially generated problems, and to do it individually, using their individual skills and individually possessed
assets… If it is not mitigated by institutional intervention, this “individualisation by decree” renders the
differentiation and polarisation of individual chances inescapable; indeed, it makes the polarisation of prospects
and chances into a self-propelling and self-accelerating process.34
Despite Frederic Von Hayek’s protestations, neoliberalism has never been about giving everything over to the market.
There is no such thing as a “free market” in the strictest sense of the term. It remains deeply concerned with the
conduct of conduct to the creation of desiring subjects. Bauman’s idea here of “individualisation by decree” captures
brilliantly how resilience is a form of neo-liberal interventionism which, speaking in a governing tone, nevertheless
segregates life on account of its vulnerable qualities as a self-propelling tendency and emancipatory orientation. The
connections here to contemporary austerity measures are particularly striking. Such calls have nothing to say about
political processes or opening new sites for emancipation. The political is in fact pathologised as an unnecessary
impediment to the austere vision. What is demanded is a new sense of social responsibility that places the burden of
the crises directly onto the shoulders of the globally impoverished, thereby rendering social safety nets as part of the
wider systemic problem. This demands novel forms of interventionism based upon the premise that being resilient is to
accept responsibility for one’s individual position in a complex social fabric that is insecure by design. Austerity thus
conceived is not simply a constraint. It is further revealing of a shift in attitudes towards insecurity that societies must
not give up hope (let alone adopt a radically new political agenda) despite the virulent turbulence. As Mark Neocleous
puts it:
This increased prominence of ‘‘resilience’’ during the rise of neoliberalism is significant. Although this
connection might seem odd, given that more than anything resilience assumes a massive state role in planning
for the future, the point of this future is that it is unknown and uncertain... But the term has been expanded to
straddle the private as well as the public, the personal as well as the political, the subjective as well as the
objective, and so systemic, organizational, and political resilience is connected to personal resilience in such a
way that contemporary political subjectivity now has to be thought through ‘‘the power of resilience.’’ Thus
one finds texts about resilience as a personal attribute in which citizen-subjects are trained to ‘‘achieve
balance, confidence and personal strength,’’ or, in the subtitle of another, ‘‘find inner strength and overcome
life’s hurdles,’’ or better still, just ‘‘bounce back” from whatever life throws at us. 35
We must insist that the constitution of inner strength requires certain forms of intervention. And that intervention is
always the political expressed as force. Such force may resonate solely within expressive realms of ideas or translate
into the expressive realm of action. Since intervention always requires acting upon life to change a particular predisposition, it always evidences certain violence. To intervene is to violate the body of the living in one way or
another. That which is currently given to form needs to be exorcised to permit the future recovery of the souls of the
living. Resilience follows such exorcism in unforgiving and unapologetic ways. It does not accept life as it exists in its
current formations. It demands open access to the soul of the living on account of the fact that continual manipulation
is the only guarantee of survivability. Whilst this demands a strategic logic which promotes continual adaptation and
change in the subject’s ontological and epistemological status i.e. the subject can always be made more progressively
secure (a formulation in itself which recognises no point of terminus), the interventionary premise of thinking about
life beyond life still operates within a politically allegiant framework. That is to say, resilience fosters an exposure to
the catastrophic or what we have elected to term the “lethal principle” so that life may carry on living with more
resolute purpose. Such is the conviction that a belief is fostered that the best way to deal with endangerment is to
internalise its very occurrence within the networks vital for existence. Only then do we become more than our current
selves. As we shall now discover this has had a profound impact upon the nature of the subject as the networked self is

ensnared within both technical and natural frames that promote a certain type of intellectualism.

Living Without Death
Taken at face value, resilience might seem commonsense. What is wrong with enabling human beings to take
responsibility for themselves so that they can face up to dangers, better survive, avoid death, evading violence and
insecurity along the way? Rather than investing hope in their governments being able to make their lives more secure,
resilient people takes ownership of their dangers and face up to their realities. Thus it becomes a question of individual
responsibility that demands a reasoned and calculated choice. It is not incidental that resilience has generated a
massive popular literature of self-help manuals aimed at enabling people to better secure themselves not just from
terrorism, but from ordinary ‘dangers’ such as extreme weather, redundancy and divorce. Beneath this veneer of
commonsense however lurks a dark and dehumanizing political agenda.
Fundamental to human beings is our abilities to act on our world in ways that enables us to change it. We don’t just
put up with dangers and threats of harm; we act in ways that protest their very existence. The political describes, for us
at least, this fundamental capacity of human beings to resist the conditions of their own suffering and transform worlds
in ways that provide security. What resilience preaches is the impossibility and folly of even thinking we might resist
danger and instead accept the necessity of living a life of permanent exposure to endemic dangers.
Resilience does not just encourage us to learn from the violence of catastrophic events so that we become more
responsive to further catastrophes on the horizon. It promotes our adaptability so that we are also less of a threat
politically. Accepting the imperative to become resilient means sacrificing any political vision of a world in which we
might be able to live better lives freer from dangers, looking instead at the future as an endemic terrain of catastrophe
that is dangerous and insecure by design. Adaptability in the face of crisis emphasises our resourcefulness, our abilities
to thrive in times of risk, and our life affirming qualities that refuse to surrender to all forms of endangerment. It is
then a form of reasoning that is not objective, but fully compatible with the neoliberal model of economy, its
promotion of risk, and its emphasis on care for the self. A reasoning that conceals a sinister bio-political partitioning
between those who have the ability to secure themselves from risk, against those who are asked to live up to their
responsibilities by accepting the conditions of their own vulnerability and asking not of the social.
A notable casualty of this is has been the Utopian ideal. The idea of Utopia has often been tied to modes of
representation as the future becomes an open site for projected fantasies of worlds yet realised. Although it has never
been a static concept, overshadowed in many periods by more compelling dystopian supplements that seemed to be
more in keeping with our profound suspicions about ourselves, the fact that we no longer even entertain the prospect of
some utopian ideal is reflective of the political times. As Fredric Jameson has written ‘the waning of the utopian idea
is a fundamental historical and political symptom, which deserves diagnosis in its own right—if not some new and
more effective therapy’. 36 Central to Jameson’s concerns has been the weakening of any sense of history, along with
the collapse of the political imaginary that refuses to envisage anything other than the bleak current state of political
affairs. Utopia thus conceived has a distinct revolutionary capacity by allowing us to suspend normality for a moment,
take “mental liberties” (which are invariably particularistic and not universalistic), thereby transgressing the present
and believe in possible futures to come. Despite our concerns with the totalising metaphysics of utopianism in
historical practice, Jameson does offer a compelling diagnosis of the catastrophic imaginary of contemporary liberal
rule:
[T]he notion of the market as an untrammelled natural growth has returned with a vengeance into political
thinking, while Left ecology desperately tries to assess the possibilities of a productive collaboration between
political agency and the earth... Ecology seems to count ever more feebly on its power—unless it be in the
form of the apocalyptic and of catastrophe, global warming or the development of new viruses... The sciencefictional figure for such change is the situation in which a prisoner, or some potential rescue victim, is warned
that salvation will be possible only at the price of allowing the entire personality—the past and its memories,
all the multiple influences and events that have combined to form this current personality in the present—to be
wiped away without a trace: a consciousness will alone remains, after this operation, but by what effort of the
reason or imagination can it still be called “the same” consciousness? The fear with which this prospect

immediately fills us is then to all intents and purposes the same as the fear of death.37
Post-utopianism takes on a number of distinct features in which idealised lifestyles are no longer presented as a
common good but a matter of exclusivity. If there is any resonance to idealism it is not premised on inclusion but the
need to be able to “opt-out” of the social landscape. Not only do we evidence this in the various newspaper
supplements which offer temporary refuge from the maddening crowds upon some idyllic and depopulated retreat, the
marked separation of gated lives have increasingly become the new norm for human habitation as the logic of risk calls
forth the creation of local protectorates. Gated communities offer a particularly telling insight into the politics of
resilience. Borrowing from Foucault, we may argue that the gated community is in fact a novel expression of a security
apparatus that seeks to distribute the chance for risk throughout the networked assemblage. The gated individual outsources the need to be resilient to other elements within the gated system ranging from barbed fences, physical walls,
surveillance technologies, catastrophe proofed architectures, insurance premiums to armed guards patrolling the
parameters. This is a far cry from Thomas Moore’s vision of Utopia as a site of human togetherness and shared access
to resources. Indeed, once we broach the problem of gated life bio-politically i.e. the gates (whether included or
excluded) begin with the human subject, it soon becomes apparent how resilience is tied to a neoliberal ideology that
clouds racial, cultural, and gendered discriminations by the smokescreen of objective risk assessments. And yet, the
tragic irony of resilience is that it renders problematic precisely those populations which are at-risk in order to permit
their veritable containment and keep separated from those for whom resilience is seldom entertained.
What however is ultimately at stake here is the problem of finitude. How may we survive in the face of all adversity?
How is it possible to go on living despite all the evidence that human life remains the biggest threat to its own very
existence? What may we remain come the catastrophic?
The question of finitude is, of course, personally and intellectually daunting. How may we come to terms with a
passing into the absolute unknown? None of this is incidental. In fact, it brings us back to the original problematic of
philosophy as we confront what it means to die. How is it possible to learn to live with death? Cornel West, in the
acclaimed documentary Examined Life has provided a telling insight.
‘You know’, West argues, ‘Plato says philosophy’s a meditation on and a preparation for death. By death what he
means is not an event, but a death in life because there’s no rebirth, there’s no change, there’s no transformation
without death, and therefore the question becomes: How do you learn how to die?’ 38
From this perspective, to philosophise is precisely the ability of coming to terms with death whilst living. As West
further explains, ‘You can’t talk about truth without talking about learning how to die because it’s precisely by learning
how to die, examining yourself and transforming your old self into a better self, that you actually live more intensely
and critically and abundantly’. Hence, it is only by ‘learning how to die’, to will what Walter Benjamin called “the
messianic” or subscribe to what Simon Critchley termed a “faithless faith”, through which death is metaphorically read
more as an affirmative moment of passage, that it becomes possible to transform the present condition and create a
new self by ‘turning your world upside down’. Resilience cheats us of this notion of learning to die. It exposes life to
danger so that life may live a non-death.
Bauman has rightly pointing out that while we are more conscious of our mortality and fragile existence, for the most
part, death as experience for philosophical reflection has become a private affair that is generally hidden from the
public gaze. 39 That is to say, while any survey of the headstones of the recently deceased seldom write of a person
simply having died a “natural death” (there is always something that is responsible), to think about the question of
death as an ontological condition for subsequent rebirth is relegated to the world of religious pathology and the
dangerous attempts to counter liberal reason with violence unto oneself.
So how might we live without death? Such a question we believe is politically and philosophically absurd. It is
impossible to live meaningfully without knowing how to die. Abandoning death forces us to give up the prospect of
self-renewal. Without which we merely learn to accept the catastrophic lot. This is less than acceptable. Not only does
this commitment prove politically catastrophic, it is fundamentally nihilistic. What is nihilism, after all, if not a
political will to nothingness? If we therefore accept that resilience is another form of nihilism that forces the subject to
wilfully abandon the political, any rigorous critique must deal with the conflict between the lethality of freedom and

the philosophical question of death, for only then can we begin to question what it means to live.
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VIII • Flaxman

Gilles Deleuze and the Fabulation of Philosophy

The Unfinished Business of Control

The Untimely (or, Utopia)
Let us profit from this moment in which antiphilosophy is trying to be a language of power.
–GILLES DELEUZE AND FÉLIX GUATTARI, KAFKA: TOWARD A MINOR LITERATURE

nce more we have returned to the problem of the "communications society" with which we began this chapter
and to the rivals with which philosophy contends today. In What Is Philosophy? as we noted, Deleuze and
Guattari initially express a kind of sympathy for Plato: besieged by sophists, con fronted by rivals at every turn,
Plato seems to have anticipated the conditions of philosophy today. But if Deleuze and Guattari confront a kind of
Platonic problem, this affinity is only the most superficial aspect of a philosophical response that remains to be
grasped, in this final section, in the invention of a new politics—the means with which to resist the present. "We do
not lack communication. On the contrary, we have too much of it," Deleuze and Guattari insist. "We lack creation. We
lack resistance to the present" (WIP, 108).
The radical nature of What Is Philosophy?—its resistance—has not prevented critics from charging Deleuze
with unrepentant conservativism. In an interview on the occasion of its publication, Didier Eribon begins by saying to
Deleuze, "Your definition of philosophy is rather offensive. Aren't you concerned about being criticized for
maintaining, or restoring, the traditional privilege granted to philosophy?" (TRM, 381). In so many words, Eribon
charges Deleuze and Guattari with philosophical imperiousness, with having granted philosophy a "privilege" that goes
back to Platonism itself. The more far-reaching and unspoken accusation, of course, indicts Deleuze on the basis of an
aristocratic claim, familiar enough in the history of philosophy, to the orthodoxy of right thinking. How can one
answer this criticism except to remark that perhaps this kind of aggressive misunderstanding is the cost of believing in
philosophy today, since this is precisely what Deleuze means when he describes philosophy as having a "definite
occupation": philosophy does not claim an ideal place but affirms a real task. Where Plato appeals to divine Ideas as
the criteria with which to discern the true from the false, to organize the world of appearances, to make judgments,
Deleuze and Guattari define philosophy as the creation of concepts—and as they are quick to add, "philosophy gains
no privilege from that" (ibid., 381).
Roughly speaking, the problem is twofold. On the one hand, philosophy finds itself confronting a dogmatic
image of thought—a communications society—that erodes past and future, memory and hope, in the habitas of a
perpetual present. But on the other hand, inasmuch as we have resolved to resist the present, we are no less aware that
philosophy cannot seek the remedy of the eternal or a priori, which only manages to displace doxa with Urdoxa. The
task of creating concepts begins today when we resist "communication, exchange, consensus, and opinion" (WIP, 99).
Perhaps the most damning thing Deleuze ever said about the philosophers of communication is that they have failed to
find "a good concept, a truly critical concept" (TRM, 382) for communication itself because they never established it
as a problem. Rather, these communicators presupposed the exchange of doxa and the pretense of democratic and
universal Urdoxa. Where opinion inhabits a perpetual present in which "concepts" are marketed and consumed (think,
for instance, of the "high concept" logic that defines the marketing of big-budget Hollywood films, especially bad
ones 109 ), philosophy must find ways to intervene in the present without, for all that, being "of" the present. As Deleuze
and Guattari suggest, the mission of philosophy is to resonate with "its own epoch" without simply replying to the
dominant determinations of that epoch, since such replies and reactions condemn philosophy to journalism, to current
affairs, to doxa (WIP, 99). 110
"If there is no universal democratic state," Deleuze and Guattari write, "it is because the market is the only
thing that is universal in capitalism (ibid., 106). Hence, when Toni Negri asks him whether communism is still a viable
option, perhaps now more than ever given the development of communication societies, Deleuze immediately retreats
from any such promise. "The quest for 'universals of communication' ought to make us shudder," he says (Neg, 175).
"We're definitely moving toward 'control' societies that no longer operate by confining people but through continuous
control and instant communication" (ibid., 174). But what is "control" and what does Deleuze mean by "control
societies"? Deleuze never used the term "neoliberalism," but if he had, he surely would have done so in the context of
control, which describes the emergent, post-Fordist social diagram of contemporary Western societies. Whereas the
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prior episteme had already transformed the exercise of power into the vast disciplinary assemblage of modern sociopolitical institutions and the discursive fields to which they give rise, we might say that control societies invent a yet
more "gentle" discipline. Deleuze credits Foucault with having unfolded this regime of power in the great waves of his
histories. Foucault discerns the most contracted instance of the disciplinary diagram in the prison, and he traces this
architecture of power—the organization of discourses (on criminality, madness, perversion etc.), the array of lines (of
sight and blindness), and the distribution of bodies (prisoners)—both historically and genealogically through so many
institutional instances ("the school is a prison, the factory is a prison, literally, not metaphorically" [TI, 20]). But for
both Deleuze and Foucault, this disciplinary episteme has given way to a new organization of power. The old
disciplinary institutions and structures ("prisons, schools, hospitals") are steadily eroding, Deleuze says, and he adds
that "they're breaking down because they're fighting a losing battle. New kinds of punishment, educations, health care
are being stealthily introduced" (Neg, 174–75).
The transformation of our socius, which was still inchoate when Deleuze wrote his last works, entails the
invention of a new critical enterprise. Whereas discipline still suggests a kind of interpretive retrieval, the diagram of
control offers no experience of epiphany, raises no consciousness, because its diagram is never concealed—rather, it
appears everywhere, guides every decision, becoming the very means of "decisionism." Not based on production but
on marketing, the machinations of control are so cunning and its conspiracy so diffuse that it is difficult to appreciate
the diagram of forces—the new biopolitical paradigm. Indeed, control outstrips any description of the technological
transformation, however vast, that characterizes the reorganization of Western societies over the last half-century.
These societies no doubt correspond to a new type of machine—the cybernetic machine or computer— but Deleuze
says that "machines don't explain anything, you have to analyze the collective arrangement of which the machines are
just one component" (Neg, 175). Even the introduction of new information systems remains to be grasped within a
broader reorganization of power that, he adds, "is more deeply rooted in a mutation of capitalism" (ibid., 180). What is
this mutation? "We're definitely moving toward 'control' societies that are no longer exactly disciplinary," Deleuze
says, by which he means that societies "no longer operate by confining people but through continuous control and
instant communication" (ibid., 174). Where the diagram of disciplinary society, provided by the prison, found
economic expression in the model of factory, the diagram of control society is provided by the model of business. The
former mobilizes individuals into a body that can be managed and monitored, with the dim provision of course that
they can conceivably mobilize themselves, forming unions and organizations. By contrast, businesses are "dispersive"
to the degree that (1) they atomize individuals (or "dividuals") within communication networks that track their habits,
consumption, addictions (they "through continuous control and instant communication" [ibid.]); and (2) they establish
an "inexorable rivalry presented as healthy competition, a wonderful motivation that sets individuals against one
another and sets itself up in each of them, dividing each within himself" (ibid., 179). Consider the production of the
commodity, which we described as the conjunction of "naked labor and pure wealth." Today, Deleuze says, production
has given way to "meta-production": "What it seeks to sell is services, and what it seeks to buy, activities. It is a
capitalism no longer directed toward production but toward products, that is, toward sales or markets. Thus it is
essentially dispersive, with factories giving way to businesses," with products giving way to marketing, and with
commodities giving way to advertisements (ibid., 181).
Philosophy cannot take refuge from control society because this kind of society, more than its epistemic
predecessors, insinuates itself into the micromovements of "what is called thinking": under the auspices of
communication, it fills every last stray space and spare moment with a regime of clichés and slogans. Let us conclude
this chapter by considering the possibilities of philosophy today, precisely when its prospects seem so dim. Or,
inversely, perhaps we can understand the vitality of Deleuze's late philosophy only in view of the lamentable
eventualities that thinking suffers today, in the endless loop of a twenty-four-hour news cycles, when a relation beyond
the present, to something like utopia, strikes us as thoroughly inconceivable. The "timeliness" of the communicative
concept, its impoverished currency, cannot convey the richness of belief—of utopia—that once affirmed an "other"
society, an "other" politics, an "other" history to be possible. Ironically, the postmodern anticipation that our master
narratives were nearing extinction has gradually given way to the resignation that we are stuck with "this" sad society,
"this" dismal politics, "this" irremediable history. In our worst moments, whether to ourselves or aloud, we're bound to
ask: "What is to be done?" Of course, the history of this old Russian question, beginning with Chernyshevsky's social
vision, then Tolstoy's moral one, and finally Lenin's revolutionary one, always consists in its conversion into a
program concerning what should be done—but in our present context we might say that the question seems to have
re-acquired the quality of a genuine, and perhaps genuinely unanswerable, appeal. What is to be done today, when the
prospect of revolutionary politics seems impossibly antiquated? What is to be done when the figure of the philosopher
has been thrust aside in favor of the new specialists, the avatars of communication?

"The media no longer needs intellectuals. I'm not saying that this reversal, this domestication of the intellectual,
is a disaster," Deleuze once remarked, though we might as well add: it just feels that way (TRM, 143). However we
traditionally define the figure of the intellectual, and god only knows how many ways this has been done, it seems that
the intellectual today is defined primarily by virtue of discouragement. The causes of this discouragement have been
elucidated by just as many commentators, but in view of our discussion here, we might remark on the condition itself
—on what it means to have lost hope. The quietly devastating fact, so widespread that it often goes unspoken, is that in
this world we seem unable to muster the peculiar optimism with which the intellectual laid claim to another, different,
or better world. 111 Our cultural affinity for science fiction narratives in which humanity capitulates to vast
extraterrestrial occupations seems, finally, to have been displaced by the sad revelation that we don't need any aliens to
render our resistance futile, that we can no longer imagine the radical possibility of deviating from the present.
Thus, when we speak today of the future of utopia, we already anticipate the trouble with the genre in the the
loss of the very aptitude on which hope traditionally rests. The power of utopia constituted one of the most enduring
means of intellectual critique and political intervention because the capacity to imagine another place (topos), however
different or because it is different (outopos), conditioned the means to intervene in the present, in the here and now.
Far from being one narrative among others, utopia historically corresponds to something like our faculty of communal
and political imagination.
But what happens when we can no longer invoke that faculty, when the trope of political hope is no longer
available? Ironically, this is precisely the kind of bleak moment when we would be inclined to invoke utopia to conjure
a hope for the future from the ashes of our despair—except for the fact that what makes this moment so depressing in
the first place is that we no longer have recourse to utopianism. Whereas utopia traditionally concerned the fabulation
of another world, we seem to have reached a point where or when we can no longer imagine the radical transformation
of our own circumstances without a paroxysm of self-loathing, as though we should all know better by now than to
indulge in impossible dreams. Today, we reach for utopia like an amputee reaching for a phantom limb: to discover
there's no "there" there— and to feel stupid for having done so.
Of course, we have all heard the admonishments against utopia ("get over your far-flung hopes, stop
fantasizing about a better world, and above all give up on all that Marxist blather"), but perhaps we should take these
as the inducement to revalue utopia itself. Is it possible to reanimate the concept and what would this mean for
political philosophy? If "we have lost the utopian function of criticism,"112 as Hayden White has suggested, we ought
to admit that the end has been a long time coming. For Deleuze, certainly, the locus of this problem can be traced back
to the events of May '68, to which he returns intermittently throughout his writings. For instance: in a well-known
conversation between Deleuze and Foucault, "Intellectuals and Power" (1972), both acknowledge that the events of '68
have exposed a completely different regime of power with which philosophers, and intellectuals in general, must
wrestle. "For a long period," Foucault writes elsewhere, "the 'left' intellectual spoke, and was acknowledged the right
of speaking, in the capacity of master of truth and justice"; but in the context of this conversation, he and Deleuze
agree that this promise has been largely rescinded. 113 "It seems to me that the political involvement of the intellectual
was traditionally the product of two different aspects of his activity," Foucault explains at the outset of the dialogue:
"his position as an intellectual in bourgeois society, in the system of capitalist production and within the ideology it
produces and imposes... and his proper discourse to the extent that it revealed a particular truth, that it disclosed
political relationships where they were unsuspected" (DI, 207).
Notably, these "aspects" of the intellectual serve to locate our sense of the epistemic shift from discipline to
control. Traditionally, the "left intellectual" undertakes critique on the basis of a claim to higher values and a better
world—say, the utopianism of absolute social justice for universal human rights. But where the intellectual's function
formerly relied on the conviction that the ignorant or ideologically blinded masses needed to be informed, today the
intellectual has discovered that the masses "no longer need him to gain knowledge; they know perfectly well, without
illusion; they know far better than he and they are certainly capable of expressing themselves" (ibid., 207). Naturally,
in '68, certain philosophers and intellectuals tried to transcend these "series of amplified instabilities and fluctuations,"
to name its organs, to speak for its totality, but these same people are the ones who, Deleuze says, fail to perceive the
event of May '68 qua an event (TRM, 233). "There were a lot of agitations, gesticulations, slogans, idiocies, illusions
in '68," Deleuze admits, "but this is not what counts. What counts is what amounted to a visionary phenomenon, as if
society suddenly saw what was intolerable in it and also saw the possibility for something else" (ibid., 233–34).
For Deleuze, this is surely the lesson of May '68, the promise of which was kindled not because of but in spite
of the intervention of an intellectual class. The interesting thing about May 1968 is that it happened so spontaneously,
that allegiances between constituencies and classes were not mediated by intellectuals but resulted from a kind of self-

organization. When people ask, "Where was Foucault during these days?" or "what did Deleuze do?" they miss the
point that what happened, or did not happen, is distinguished precisely by the absence of presiding figures—because in
its most creative moments, the events of May '68 were those that escaped the determination of a professional
intellectual structure (not only professional philosophers but professional politicians, etc.). Hence, unlike many for
whom these events constituted the source of utter disappointment, nihilism, Deleuze looks back without recrimination.
When he evokes the events of '68, he does to extract a concept of the event itself.
May '68 was a demonstration, an irruption, of a becoming in its pure state. It's fashionable these days to
condemn the horrors of revolution. It's nothing new; English Romanticism is permeated by reflections on
Cromwell very similar to present-day reflections on Stalin. They say revolutions turn out badly. But they're
confusing two different things, the way revolutions turn out historically and people's revolutionary becoming.
These relate to two different sets of people. Men's only hope lies in a revolutionary becoming: the only way of
casting off their shame or responding to what is intolerable. (Neg, 171)
Thus, when Deleuze and Guattari write that "May '68 did not happen," this statement marks the division
between the event and the representation or reportage that surrounded the event, tried explain it. Those who strived to
represent the events of May '68, even and especially those who claimed in the universal and utopian tradition to be the
"subject who knows," only ensured that, when all was said and done, its aftermath would be little different than what
had preceded it. Perhaps, in this way, the phrase "May '68 did not happen" takes on a second meaning. For the
historical re-writing of the event, its representation, ensures that May '68 cannot happen, which is to say, that the
residual and ineffaceable signs of the event, emanating as if from a distant star we see years in the past, finds no
hospitality, no understanding, in the present. "May '68 was not the result of a crisis, nor was it a reaction to a crisis. It
is rather the opposite. It is the current crisis, the impasses of the current crisis in France that stem directly from the
inability of French society to assimilate May '68" (TRM, 234). In short, May '68 did not take place, nor has it ceased
not to take place.
Therefore, while "May '68" already determines a particular object within historical conditions of possibility (it
happened because of the workers, because of the students, because of their brief alliance, etc.), the sense of the event
and the event of its sense escape historical causality, launching a line of flight from the "present"—a line that, by its
very nature, cannot be explained from the perspective of the present. "Historians are not very fond of this aspect" of
the event, Deleuze and Guattari write. "They restore causality after the face" (ibid., 233). By contrast, in "May '68 Did
Not Take Place," Deleuze and Guattari invoke chaos theory to describe the uniqueness of this political event:
The event itself is a splitting off from, or a breaking with causality; it is a bifurcation, a deviation with respect
to laws, an unstable condition which opens up a new field of the possible. Ilya Prigogine spoke of such states
in which, even in physics, the slightest differences persist rather than cancel themselves out, and where
completely independent phenomena resonate with each other. (ibid.)
Born of chance, precipitating unimaginable complexity, the aforementioned event has been the subject of chaos
theory, but Deleuze and Guattari situate it at the heart of their political philosophy. This may explain why, in What Is
Philosophy? Deleuze and Guattari take a curious (and virtually unprecedented) detour through the concept of utopia
(WIP, 99-100). Very little of Deleuze's political philosophy explicitly anticipates this turn, and even here, the authors
confess uneasiness about the term, which might normally suggest the displacement of one world by another or better
one. But, instead, they transform utopia into the means to resist the logic of the present—to produce the event. This
sense of utopia crystallizes when we consider the strange etymological history of the term. Soon after Sir Thomas
More coined "utopia" in his eponymous satire, contemporaries began to suggest that the concept was better conveyed
by an alternate spelling: "eutopia." 114 The brief existence of two different spellings suggests a critical conceptual
juncture—a bifurcation—for More's original term "utopia" and its conversion (if not literally then at least figuratively)
into "eutopia" reveal two very different notions. Of course, both consist in the modification of the Greek "place" or
"topos," but the addition of "eu-" typically makes what follows it the subject of the good (e.g., euphemism, eudoxus,
etc.). Thus, eutopia implies a "good place," and while the spelling of the term thereafter reverted to the original
"utopia," the term retained this sense of a good place and a happy future. By contrast, Deleuze and Guattari invoke
More's initial sense of the term—utopia to the letter—insofar as the prefix (ouor óú) literally revokes the promise of
an actual place. The prefix does not simply modify the sense of place but rather revokes its actualization in order to

affirm a "no-place" or "non-place." Utopia is precisely the critical and conceptual operation that links the "now and
here" to the "nowhere" (WIP, 100).
In this light, and by way of conclusion, we might distinguish between these two senses of utopia on the basis of their
respective movements of deterritorialization. On the one hand, utopia qua eutopia displaces the real world onto
another, and better, world, such that the initial deterritorialization gives way to the actualization of a new
transcendence. On the other hand, utopia qua outopia intervenes in the actual world by means of another reality, a
"virtual" reality, which opens up a disjunction in the space-time of the present. This may well explain why Deleuze
and Guattari go so far as to suggest that the concept requires something like the invention of another word: the literal
sense of utopia is so encrusted with connotations and assumptions that we lack any intuition of its potential power to
open, within the present, a problem that is not of "this" world (ibid., 110). 115 Utopia, they write, "stands for absolute
deterritorialization but always at the critical point at which it is connected with the present relative milieu, and
especially with the forces that stifle this milieu" (ibid., 99-100). In other words, utopia does not designate a future
world but an "absolute deterritorialization" of the present. Utopia "designates that conjunction of philosophy, or of the
concept, with the present milieu—political philosophy" (ibid., 100).
Recalling the redoubling of absolute deterritorialization that we have traced in the ancient and modern world,
we can understand why Deleuze and Guattari linger on these two geophilosophical epochs: "Actually, utopia is what
links philosophy with its own epoch, with European capitalism, but also with the Greek city" (ibid., 99). But if
philosophy makes utopia the means to intervene in the present, utopia also names the line that philosophy draws
between the present time and something outside the present, something untimely. What does this mean? "Utopia does
not split off from infinite movement," Deleuze and Guattari write (ibid.): rather, it insinuates itself into that movement
in order to open up so many points where the contestation of forces resists determination and provokes the bifurcation
of the present into possible worlds. In this regard, utopia bears the unmistakable traces of Deleuze's concept of
nonbeing—though perhaps not as we might expect. Rather than linger on the term itself, to which Deleuze never really
returns after Difference and Repetition, consider once more the alternatives into which nonbeing is typically drawn:
"either there is no non-being, and negation is illusory and ungrounded, or there is non-being, which puts the negative
in being and grounds the negation" (DR, 63). Deleuze's alternative, which is in fact the alternative to alternatives,
introduces an entirely new and uncanny possibility, for as we have seen there might be "reasons to say both that there
is non-being and that the negative is illusory" (ibid.). In other words, what concerns us here is the structure of a
definition that releases us from the logic of exclusion ("either . . . or"), which is itself structured by negativity, in order
to affirm the logic of a problem which by its very nature or denaturing nature ("both . . . and") cannot be pinned down.
When Deleuze says that the " 'non' in the expression 'non-being' expresses something other than the negative" (ibid.),
we should apply the same supple logic to utopia: the "u" in utopia expresses something other than the negative.
Of course, standard utopias often define the good (eu) qua the future by virtue of a critique, or negation, of the
present, but this is precisely where the genre has run aground. Inasmuch as we have defined utopia as a "nonplace," we
do not negate the world so much as we affirm what Nietzsche and then Deleuze call the untimely. Whereas the
conceptualization of utopia qua eutopia effectively displaces us into a better future, utopia emerges strangely,
unpredictably, and uncannily as a problem within the present. Confronted with our own nihilism, we can do no better,
and we might do a lot worse, than to call on utopia "to work against the time and thereby have an effect on it,
hopefully for the benefit of a future time."116 The function of utopia doesn't refer to the actuality of revolution, for
which we could (after all) wait indefinitely, but rather to the " 'enthusiasm' with which it is thought on the absolute
plane of immanence, like the presentation of the infinite in the here and now, which includes nothing rational or even
reasonable" (WIP, 100). This "event" draws a line of flight from what ostensibly happens (i.e., the actualizations of
history) into the "unhistorical vapor" that envelops the various actors and spectators in a self-referential and selfpositing self-affection.
This is the promise of utopia, which no longer offers another or better world but nourishes the instinct, the
"enthusiasm" (Schwärmerei), with which we affirm the world as that which must be created. "What we most lack is a
belief in the world, we have quite lost the world, it has been taken from us," Deleuze writes (Neg, 176). Perhaps the
gift of old age is to have passed through the modern litany of degradations and devaluations, to have grasped finally
that "Eros is sick," and to have resolved to believe in the world again and as if for the first time. To the question with
which we began—"How could philosophy, an old person, compete against young executives in a race for the
universals of communication for determining the marketable form of the concept, Merz?"—Deleuze offers not an
answer but the rejoinder of a life and an innocence that, traversing the corrupt and capitalized field of philosophy,
affirms the world as the perpetual commingling of grace and chance. When "you believe in the world you precipitate

events, however conspicuous, that elude control, you engender new space-times, however small their surface or
volume" (TI, 176). Paradoxically, we could say, utopia names this belief.

Notes
109

See, for instance, Justin Wyatt, High Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywood (Austin: University of Texas
Press, 1995).
110

No doubt the sense of an "epoch" on which Deleuze and Guattari draw (i.e., a point of chronology) is inflected by
the related sense of "epoché" on which Husserl insists (i.e., a suspension or stoppage of historical judgment).
111

As Fredric Jameson writes in his recent book on science fiction, the most crippling aspect of intellectual existence
today is "that the historic alternatives to capitalism have been proven unviable and impossible, and that no other
socioeconomic system is conceivable, let alone practically available." See his Archaeologies of the Future: The Desire
Called Utopia and Other Science Fictions (London: Verso, 2005), xii.
112

This suggestion was aired in a public lecture given at the University of North Carolina in 2005. Notably, White
intended his diagnosis to reflect the current apotheosis of the social sciences, which rely for the most part on
quantitative approaches and the concomitant diminishment of the humanities, which traditionally rely on more
narrative means. But this division equally applies to the intellectual, since this figure, once firmly located in the human
sciences and asserting his or her force in the name of humanism, has been increasingly supplanted by the expertise of
the social scientists or "specialist."
113

See Foucault's interview, "Truth and Power" in The Essential Works of Foucault, vol. 3, 126.

114

See, for instance, Philip Sidney, The Defense of Poesy Otherwise Known as an Apology for Poetry (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan Press, 2009), line 600.
115

As Deleuze and Guattari say, "Utopia is not a good concept because even when opposed to History it is still
subject to it and lodged within it as an ideal motivation" (WIP, 110).
116

Friedrich Nietzsche, "On the Utility and Liability of History for Life" in Unfashionable Observations, 57

The Unfinished Business of Control
y current work begins by returning to the unfinished business of what Gilles Deleuze called “control,” and in
what follow I discuss control as a both critical theory and as the corresponding “society,” defined by its
machines, its economy, its power over life, and its possible forms of resistance. Notably, Deleuze deploys the
term control as early as 1977 (in Dialogues), but he only develops the concept at the end of his life, first in an
interview with Antonio Negri, “Control and Becoming” (1989), and then in a brief essay, “Postscript on Control
Societies” (1990). At first glance, it’s hard to imagine how these slender if luminous pages could have inspired so
much critical interest. Inasmuch as Frida Beckman and I are editing a volume about control, I’m particularly cognizant
of the disproportionate influence the concept has exercised, no less the more recent sense that its value has been
unjustifiably inflated. It seems to me that the overarching reason to return to control is to grapple with its “uses and
disadvantages” today—not to assess what it’s worth but what it can do. Hence, this précis undertakes a brief
description of Deleuze’s theory before outlining a series of questions about control, especially in relation to biopolitics, that define my research going forward.
While the “Postscript” immediately refers to the earlier interview, the essay so thoroughly outstrips its
precursor as to seem an overture to future research or the intimation for longer work. Of course, Deleuze never lived to
write a longer work on control (and there’s no indication that he would have even written such a book); but more than
almost anything he wrote, the essay seems to read like a dispatch from the present addressed to a future generation, as
if Deleuze anticipated its reading “post script.” The suggestion that we are dealing with a kind of “science fiction” is
confirmed by the origins of the term control, which Deleuze attributes William S. Burroughs, but in the essay he is
quick to add: “We don't have to stray into science fiction to find a control mechanism that can fix the position of any
element at any given moment—an animal in a game reserve, a man in a business (electronic tagging)” (N 181).
Indeed, William Gibson has argued that we live a “science fiction of the present,” but in 1990 Deleuze seems to have
written the “Postscript” in tense, so to speak, of the future anterior: control will have become… On this basis, he
defines a kind of research agenda which still serves as a useful point of departure: “We ought to establish the basic
sociotechnological principles of control mechanisms as their age dawns, and describe in these terms what is already
taking the place of the disciplinary sites of confinement that everyone says are breaking down” (N 182)
From the distance of more than twenty years, the “Postscript” remains compelling because, even at the dim
“sociotechnological” frontiers of his sense of the future, Deleuze grasps an epistemic history, a social-economic logic,
and a bio-political program that has only intensified. If the text falls short, the reason is not to be found in Deleuze’s
principles so much as their prolepsis; he doesn’t anticipate the swiftness with which societies have been remade by
control nor the thoroughness with which the older geometry of power (e.g.., a centralized computing system) is
dispersed into the supple filigree of its networks. Of course, we’re tempted to chalk up the hypertrophy of control to
intervening events (9/11, the war on terror, the economic downturn, etc.) without which things might not be so bad, but
this temptation fails to account for the flexibility of control itself, which takes any excuse to remake society. “In a
control-based system nothing's left alone for long” (175). In this respect, I’d suggest, the “Postscript” retains its
diagnostic force even as it demands to be renewed: the “critical and clinical” dimensions of this practice must be
constantly invented and re-invented because the nature of control is metamorphic.
Set amidst the crumbling of social institutions, the “Postscript” begins with dismantling of the welfare state that
has only grown more aggressive under the auspices of austerity measures. The institutions that defined modern and
largely disciplinary societies (prisons, hospitals, factories, schools) are breaking down, and Deleuze says that
“everyone knows these institutions are in more or less terminal decline.” Still, his point of the “Postscript” is that this
slow death is a prelude to, and cover for, the insinuation of a new social machine. The cunning of control consists in
precipitating the very crises that it claims to address, often by defunding institutions and deregulating industries whose
subsequent predicaments will demand “reform.” “Educational reforms, industrial reforms, hospital, army, prison
reforms” are endlessly orchestrated, but under the eyes of efficiency experts and technocrats, reform today is almost
invariably pursued in the interest of downsizing and with the ultimate objective of privatization. Thus, one of the
principle features of control is the subjection of institutions (prisons, schools, hospitals, social services) to the schemata
of the balance sheet. I’ll have more to say about this below, but inasmuch as control is inseparable from a new
economic and political rationalism, or neoliberalism, I want to insist that control is not coextensive with this economic
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rationalism. When Deleuze says that reform consists in “keeping people busy until the new forces knocking at the door
take over,” we should understand the collective assemblage of those forces both critically and clinically—not simply
as the expression of late (or still later) capitalism, however insidious its new form, but as the diagnosis of the diffuse
conspiracy that threads its way through the different organs of the ever-changing social body.
Thus, far from concentrating power (in a sovereign) or consolidating it (in social institutions), control
corresponds to the vast dissemination of power in spaces that seem increasingly smooth and supple. Ostensibly, the
space of communication and information is extended along “continuous range of different orbits” that gives rise to not
only the presentiment of openness but to a new sense of movement. “Surfing has taken over from all the old sports,”
Deleuze says (N 180). But it’s precisely at this point of apparent freedom that we ought to locate control. Where
modern “disciplinary” societies aggregated individuals in so many “analogical” sites (“the factory is a prison, the
school is a prison…”), control societies develop “inseparable variations, forming a system of varying geometry whose
language is digital” (N 178). Punishment, health, work, and education have not disappeared, but they no longer operate
the same way: under the auspices of control, societies “no longer operate by confining people but through continuous
control and instant communication” (N 178), Indeed, the most recognizable feature of control society is that it
“functions with a third generation of machines, with information technology and computers,” and as I’ve already
suggested, this is perhaps where control has affirmed Deleuze’s principles beyond his own intimations.
In the “Postscript,” Deleuze invokes a fictional city, imagined by Félix Guattari, to describe what technology
has it store for us. In this metropolis, each person possesses a card that allows him or her into certain precincts on
some days, and at some times, but not on others, all depending on “a computer that is making sure everyone is in a
permissible place, and effecting a universal modulation” (N 181-182). By the standards of what control has become,
this metropolis seems vulgar, if not tame, for the dissemination of digital technology has distributed the function of
control among a variety of (credit, identity, transportation, sim) cards at the same time that control has found yet more
“gentle” means of tracking and modulation. The cell-phones that link us to the network and internet in real time, the
credit/debit cards which record our purchases, the entry cards and EZ-Pass systems that track our commutes and
travels, the GPS that positions us precisely on the globe: control is built into the fabric of our daily lives and stray
habits, and perhaps soon it will be implanted in our brains, an advance that will no doubt be sold to us as a matter of
convenience (“tired of carrying around a wallet?”). The promises of digital technologies—not just convenience, but
flexibility, mobility, liberation—form the constituents of fantastic means of control that have expanded beyond even
Deleuze’s imagination. Control dispenses with institutional “molds” in order to develop a still more gentle bio-politics:
from womb to tomb, we move through the endless “modulations” of a finely woven and infinitely flexible “sieve
(crible) whose mesh varies from one point to another” (N 178-179).
From Guattari’s fiction city to our real ones, we discover that control is even more decentralized and dispersed,
multiplied along countless shifting axes, undertaken by corporations and subcontracted to market research firms,
analyzed by the social sciences and subjected to organizational communication. The ever intensifying complexity of
relations has given rise to what is now called network theory, and the social sciences in particular have sought to map
unseen and unsuspected relations, influences, and group dynamics. But the descriptive power of this “modeling”
defines the very marketing mechanisms that track our purchases and algorithmize our predilections. Political
campaigns now appeal for contributions on the same basis that Amazon makes personal recommendations, or Google
selects particular ads, or Target can predict when a shopper is pregnant. This is why Deleuze insists that, even though
control corresponds to new technological machines, “the machines don't explain anything” (N 180): rather, those
machine need to be explained. In particular, we must situate those machines in the “collective assemblage” to which
they belong, and the “Postscript” avers that the revolution of digital technology is “more deeply rooted in a mutation of
capitalism” (N 180).
What is this “mutation”? I’ve already suggested that this question relates to neoliberalism, but if control is
consonant with neoliberal bio-politics (more about this below), he embarks on his own sense of the mutation. In its
current form, capitalism “is no longer directedtoward production, which is often transferred to remote parts of the
Third World, even in the case of complex operations like textile plants, steelworks, and oil refineries,” Deleuze writes.
“It no longer buys raw materials and no longer sells finished products: it buys finished products or assembles them
from parts. What it seeks to sell is services, and what it seeks to buy, activities. It's a capitalism no longer directed
toward production but toward products, that is, toward sales or markets” (N 179). Obviously, the designation of the
third world no longer holds, but if we replace it with China (chief among countless other reservoirs of labor power),
the pursuit of cheap labor the dynamic whereby business, detached from production, concerns “metaproduction.” But
inasmuch as one sells services, products, or even information, businesses have been increasingly incentivized,
organized around competition and commission. Thus, “businesses are constantly introducing an inexorable rivalry

presented as healthy competition, a wonderful motivation that sets individuals against one another and sets itself up in
each of them, dividing each within himself.” As Deleuze says, we discover a kind of distillation of this insipid
agonism in “the stupidest TV game shows,” which are the “perfect reflection of the way businesses are run” (N 179).
No doubt, the phenomena the competition programming over the last decade has confirmed this insight. Not
only has reality television rendered everything, even survival, a matter of ludicrous challenges, but it has located the
spectacle of contrived competition in faux-corporate circumstances. In The Apprentice, Shark Tank, Project Runway,
and countless others shows, Deleuze’s thesis is uncannily produced, marketed, and effectively franchised as “business
model” to which every sphere of life, even those that once seemed to have nothing to do with business, can be
subjected. “Even the state education system has been looking at the principle of ‘getting paid for results,’” Deleuze
writes (N 179), and no one needs to be told that this trend has proceeded apace, especially in the wake of the financial
crisis, when precipitous losses in endowment funds compelled “public” schools to adopt the models and mores “for
profit education.” Even though universities are not producing an explicitly financial profit, they are being “held
accountable” by politicians and governing boards, for whom the “bottom line” amounts to the production of either
future entrepreneurs or employable workers—in other words, human capital. This eventuality is underwritten by the
transformation of the entire system of elementary education, which the “Postscript” describes, however briefly, with
startling accuracy: “just as businesses are replacing factories, school is being replaced by continuing education and
exams by continuous assessment. It's the surest way of turning education into a business” (N 179).
At this point, the proximity of what Deleuze calls control and what Foucault calls neoliberalism is, I think,
unmistakable, and in the most contracted and exegetical terms of this research, I’m interested in why Deleuze never
mention his friend’s concept (and not only in the “Postscript” but also in Foucault). My suspicion is that, as both an
analytic and an ordination of relations, neoliberalism defines a “grid of intelligibility” (BB 243) that is avowedly biopolitical, but that this introduces a problem in relation to critique; and the limit of this already tentative thesis, I’m
tempted to suggest that Foucault’s turn to the techniques, governmentality, and care of the self struck Deleuze as
unwittingly neoliberal (notably, his own references to resistance in both the “Interview” and “Postscript” are
unfailingly collective and never individual). In any event, I want to pursue the concept of control by considering
Deleuze’s relationship to Foucault.
In relation to the “Postscript,” critics have tended to imagine themselves “resuming” or “extending” Deleuze’s
essay. My project is by no means immune to this tendency, but I’d argue that the conditions of the conceit are
fundamentally retrospective. Not only do I want to return to the “Postscript,” but I want to trace its point of reference
back to an earlier source. Notwithstanding the interview on “Control Societies,” I contend that “Postscript to Control
Societies” ought to be regarded as a addendum to Deleuze’s book on Foucault (1986). In fact, the essay explicitly
begins by returning to Foucault, plunging us into his thought as if, despite the four intervening years, we had never left
it. The first sentence reads: “Foucault associated disciplinary societies with the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries” (N
177). But the problem of the essay, or what I have called its “unfinished business,” arrives a few sentences later:
“Foucault also knew how short-lived this model was.”
Thus, my own research returns to the last ten years of Foucault’s writings in order to reassess the ends of
discipline and to reckon with the his interventions in the present (even if from the distance of ancient Greece), but I
also want to consider Deleuze’s commentary on (and rewriting of) Foucault. The question of control (of what comes
after discipline) is largely absent from Foucault, and between the its real appendix and the “Postscript,” a profound
reorientation takes place. Perhaps the clearest indication of this foreboding lie in Deleuze’s gestures to new forms of
resistance, which seem vague in relation to the “history,” “logic,” and “program” that define control. Where the
monograph concludes (rather optimistically) with an account of a Nietzsche’s superman, which Foucault ostensibly
revises as the question of life beyond both God (the classical age) and the Human (the modern age), the frightening
sense of the “Postscript” derives in no small part from the daunting image of diffuse power it expresses. In the face of
those who would welcome the end of discipline and embrace control as if it offered unprecedented freedoms, Deleuze
says: be very, very afraid. “Compared with the approaching forms of ceaseless control in open sites, we may come to
see the harshest confinement as part of a wonderful happy past” (N 175).
We are fast approaching this point, especially inasmuch as control still conditions instances of savage atavism,
of disciplinary cruelty or even the sovereign right over life, though these appear within a new system (not spectacular
but largely concealed). In any case, Deleuze says, “The key thing is that we're at the beginning of something new” (N
182), and even in 1990, he understood there was no time to waste. “It's not a question of worrying or of hoping for the
best, but of finding new weapons” (N 178). It’s on this point, however, that I want to open up the problem that guides
my project. Given the diffuse and seemingly limitless reach of control (the fine mesh in which we find ourselves), how
can we convincingly speak of resistance? Is there an “outside” of control? Broadly construed, this question forms both

the beginning and the end of the research I’m just beginning to formulate. It’s the beginning of my efforts to elaborate
a genealogy of control, and at its most concrete, this project is an integral (and pedagogical) part of the collection that
Frida Beckman and I are editing on this subject. Thus, in anticipation of the introduction we’ll write together and my
own essay for the volume, my work is initially engaged with the development of both the critical concept of control
and the history of those societies to which it corresponds. But my hope is that this engagement will also produce the
occasion to recast Deleuze’s concept in more precisely bio-political terms—as a matter of life. My guess is that no one
at the colloquium need be reminded that Deleuze’s concept of life is complicated and deeply contested, nor that his
concept has been enlisted any number of times in bio-politics analyses. But at the risk of making a claim that I’m not
altogether ready to cash out, I want to suggest that the repurposing of Deleuze for bio-politics has tended to botch the
concept of life and to denude its power. In any event, the prospect of introducing this concept into the question of biopolitics strikes me as absolutely (and literally) vital.
Like Foucault, Deleuze effectively defines bio-politics as a prolonged history, beginning roughly in the
nineteenth century, whereby “power takes life as its object.” With the passage of disciplinary into control societies,
this program has become more aggressive, more unrelenting, and more subtle than ever. But if bio-politics subjects life
to new forms of knowledge and new techniques of control, Deleuze insists that life is precisely what eludes
objectification qua representation (it’s in this sense that, he says, “everything I write is vitalistic”). With respect to the
discourse of bio-politics, my intuition is that neither the familiar attempts to locate life in bare life, nor countervailing
attempts to identify it with labor power, have come to grips with Deleuze’s “critical and clinical” conception. At the
risk of oversimplification, these terms augur the two dimensions of my work going forward: (1) the analysis of control
as a social symptomatology (i.e., the “object” that life has become); (2) the expression of the peculiar vitalism
(Deleuze’s indefinite and inorganic life) that escapes this new social machine and may yet precipitate new “weapons”
of resistance. It’s in this context that I’ve envisioned my project returning to the question of whether there is anything
“outside” control or how we can create the relation to a new kind of outside. Notably, Deleuze says that the outside
singularly marks Foucault’s entire philosophy, and he defines the outside as a matter of life. The outside is defined by
a power of life that resists power, but this vital sense of “life outside” is largely absent from the consideration of
control. In this respect, I think, the concept of control ought to take us to the point of problems that are no longer
exegetical but experimental and expressive. How can we create the outside when the supple sieve (crible) of control
leaves nothing outside its reach? How can we affirm a power of life when techniques of control are already
manipulating life at every level, down to the genome itself?
These questions converge with a more longstanding line of research, which concerns the disappearance of the
“off-screen” qua outside, and while I have argued that this phenomena increasingly characterizes the cinema, we ought
to bear in mind Deleuze’s own dictum: the world is becoming a bad film. In other words, the cinema and newer media
already symptomatize the malady of a world, at once flooded with images and populated by screens, in which we have
lost the outside:
The new images no longer have any outside (out-of-field), any more than they are internalized in a whole;
rather, they have a right side and a reverse, reversible and non-superimposable, like a power to turn back on
themselves. They are the object of a perpetual reorganization, in which a new image can arise from any point
whatever of the preceding image. The organization of space here loses its privileged directions, and first of all
the privilege of the vertical which the position of the screen still displays, in favor of an omni-directional space
which constantly varies its angles and co-ordinates, to exchange the vertical and the horizontal. And the screen
itself, even if it keeps a vertical position by convention, no longer seems to refer to the human posture, like a
window or a painting, but rather constitutes a table of information, an opaque surface on which are inscribed
“data,” information replacing nature, and the brain-city, the third eye, replacing the eyes of nature. (TI, 265)
I’ll conclude by dwelling on this sense of the brain (the “screen” or “membrane”) as the destination of control but,
also, the point from which I hope to make develop my own intervention.
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Film at the intersection of Religion and Power

Film at the intersection of Religion and Power
“In pedagogical terms, an ethical discourse needs to regard the relations of power,
subject positions, and social practices it activates. This is an ethics of neither
essentialism nor relativism.”
—Henry Giroux 1
his is an unusual book about religion and film. Instead of diving immediately into recent blockbusters that image
religious rituals, traditions, or characters, I argue that the interpretation of religion and film requires examination
of the assumptions and connotations of “religion”, both in terms of its conceptual referents and in terms of its
discursive (or disciplinary) (dis)connections to film studies. The question of how to interpret religion in film thus relies
on the prior question of how to work in the subfield of religion and film. This interdisciplinary task involves a set of
difficult hermeneutic maneuvers and compromises, which typically are occluded by that little word, ‘and’, because the
discourses of religion studies and film studies assume fundamentally different ways of dealing with what Giroux calls
“the relations of power, subject positions, and social practices.” A similar difficult dynamic shapes the scholarly
subfields of ‘religion and popular culture’, ‘religion and critical theory,’ and ‘religion and feminist theory.’ In each
case, the historical inertia of “religious studies” as a rather tame and proper examination of people’s beliefs and
practices slams up against studies of how specific relations of power both constitute the ‘being’ of subjects and groups,
and naturalize assumptions about who is sanctioned to have (much less discuss and analyze) beliefs and practices.
Instead of facing these discursive contradictions head-on, research in these subfields of religious studies tends to be
described and conducted in one of two ways, as if the only salient choices were ones of a simple and neutral
methodology. On the one hand, scholars work with an essentialist or structuralist approach that assumes a real or
“strategic” ability to capture the two terms transparently. On the other hand, scholars deploy deconstructivist
approaches that articulate and exploit the blurs and fissures withinthe operative concepts, and as produced in and
through their juxtaposition. This methodological divide occludes the fact that what is at stake is nothing less than the
ethics and politics of interpretation, and most particularly the role and place of the subject in practices of
interpretation. To reverse Giroux’s words in the epigraph, essentialism and relativism imply different ethics.
Essentialism deploys an ethics of (strategic) universality, privileging stability and clarity over the messy movements
and transformations that always can be lifted as ‘exceptions,’ while the ethics of deconstruction gives priority to
semiotic mutations over the various inertial forces that do, materially, enact a stabilizing or reifying effect on meaning.
As Giroux intimates, however, both essentialism and deconstruction fall short of the vital dynamics generally expected
from the pedagogy of ethical discourse, precisely because they fail to situate these methodological tendencies squarely
within “relations of power, subject positions, and social practices.” In other words, these methodologies fall short of
the politics they inevitably deploy.
This book responds to this “falling short” of politics by outlining a theory of interpreting religion and film that
foregrounds the social power it involves. That is, the book attends to the ethico-political dimensions of subject
formation and social practice within the imbricating hermeneutic of religion and film. To view film at the intersection
of religion and power, then, is to read and experience film as enabling reflection on the ethics of subject formation.
The book’s most basic goal is to demonstrate how the viewing of film can function as an ethical “pedagogy of self.”
Ethics is a contestable word in critical theory; in using it I am drawing on Foucault’s trenchant analysis of how all
discourse produces ethical effects.2 In his writings and lectures from the 1980s, Foucault analyzes ethics as the rapport
á soi or relation to oneself, and he sutures the contemporary discourse of ethics to the dynamics of biopower. In a
useful mnemonic, Foucault quips that under monarchic sovereignty, the king’s power over a subject’s body would “let
it live or make it die,” whereas under modern conditions, in which sovereignty persists only in the diffuse and headless
power of capital, the power of state apparatuses over a subject’s body functions to “make it live or let it die.”3 Hence,
instead of worrying about the guillotine or the king’s torture chambers, most of today’s citizen bodies worry about
things such as vaccination records, flu shots, hydrofracking under their water reservoir, and whether the waste
treatment plant will be built in their neighborhood.4
Under conditions of biopower, the most seemingly banal rhetoric about the self, captured in phrases such as “getting
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back to oneself, freeing oneself, being oneself, being authentic, etcetera”5 ends up ensconcing the most important
political discourse of all. As Foucault writes in his 1982 lectures on The Hermeneutic of the Subject, “to constitute an
ethic of the self… may be an urgent, fundamental, and politically indispensable task, if it’s true after all that there is no
first or final point of resistance to political power other than in the relationship one has to oneself.” 6 Because U.S.
society tends to privatize cultural experience and tends especially to view film as mere entertainment, it is worth
underscoring Foucault’s conclusion to this passage. He writes, “if we understand by governmentality a strategic field
of power relations in their mobility, transformability, and reversibility, then I do not think that reflection on this notion
of governmentality can avoid passing through, theoretically and practically, the element of a subject defined by the
relationship of self to self.” 7 What I grasp from Foucault is this: the ‘ethic of the self’ is not a concept with any
essential meaning, and not a concept that self-deconstructs in a Derridean auto-immunity. Rather, the ethic of the self
moves along bodies but outside of ontology—like electrical current passing in a field around the wires that guide it. It
means nothing; it performs everything. Thus, if we acknowledge with Stanley Cavell that film-watching is a kind of
pedagogy, 8 and if we acknowledge with Giroux and Foucault that pedagogy must be anchored in an ethic of the self,
then we can cut through the dilemma of the ‘and’ in ‘religion and film’ by crafting a pedagogical hermeneutic that
pulls the empty banality of “finding oneself” (as Foucault says) into a robust critique of one’s “subject positions, social
practices, and relations of power” (as Giroux notes). This robust critique is what I mean by the shorthand, ‘pedagogy
of self.’
In attending to film at the intersection of religion and power, I have found that the conditions of postmodernity, or the
post-postmodernity of globalization, repeatedly generate two affects: nostalgia and transcendence. I will leave the
Introduction to expound on this assertion. Here let me summarize the three over-arching arguments of this book, as it
is situated in a series on Religion and Power:
1. counts as “religion” in terms of its conceptual referents and in terms of its discursive (or disciplinary)
(dis)connections to film studies;
2. I contend that this imbricating hermeneutic of religion and film inevitably involves ethico-political dimensions
that generate a pedagogy of self;
3. and finally, that the conditions of postmodernity or post-secularity position religion nostalgically but not
reactively, so that a generative politics of nostalgia becomes a necessary component of the pedagogy of self.
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Some Notes Towards an Investigation of "Control Society"

How ‘Power Makes Us See and Speak’
• The redefinition of power-relations
• The Scenes of power: ‘What is a Diagram’?
• Power as bio-political danger

t has recently become clear—at least for some, not for everyone to be sure—that the analytic of power is in a state
of crisis. How long, it is difficult to say, but one can say that the signs are everywhere that this crisis has become
more pronounced and the description of power has grown too obese and over- determined. On the one hand, the
meaning of its concept now covers the entire social field of differential relations that are characterized by an abstract
and too general form of inequality; on the other hand, the concept of power has become too localized around specific
subjectivities that have emerged in late- capitalist societies, particularly those defined by the attributes of race, gender
and sexuality. Ideally, the analytic of power would encompass actual power relations, their internal genesis, as well as
the reproduction of these relations within individual terms (or subjects). Critical representation would then be able to
‘diagram’ the various components that belong to the existing arrangement of power relations within an overarching
schematism (a theory of power). If possible, such a theoretical representation would allow these components and these
expressions of power to become visible, and we would be capable of addressing the questions with regard to how
power actually ‘works,’ of where current power-relations come from and in what way they are evolving?—questions
that must first of all be understood historically (concerning origin and genealogy of current power relations), and only
then pragmatically or strategically (concerning a possible theory of practice in how to exercise or to resist power).
But this is where the problem truly begins. Currently, we don’t have such a theory; or rather, the theories we
have been working with for over a century have become dated and may no longer provide us with useful knowledge
concerning power-relations today. Current theories belong to earlier questions and answers concerning where power is
coming from and where it is going, and the beings that they make visible (that is, the manner in which they make
power appear as a phenomenon) may, in fact, introduce distortion into the representation of power relation that belong
to current social assemblages. In other words, our knowledge of power has become far too theoretical!
Anyone who says differently may be guilty of spinning the problem to suit their own ideological, objectives,
since most of the current schemata fail to really grasp, much less to explain, how power truly operates on the bodies
that undergo it and often resort to earlier descriptions concerning its repressive or violent nature. These descriptions,
albeit colourful and striking, may miss the true nature of power altogether, which remains invisible, though no less felt.
It is not merely by chance that this crisis resembles the earlier crisis that Kant outlined in relation to the concept of the
sublime, in which the faculty of the imagination fails to schematize a relation to a strange and mysterious power that
acts on it and causes it to falter; ‘power’ would just be the all-too common name of our current sublimity. Today,
however, we do not need colossal mountains or tumultuous and stormy oceans to dramatise its effect, even though the
failure of our current imagination to grasp its true nature is no less the cause of a generalised fear, if not a complete
abdication (or renunciation) of our ability to come to grips with its mysterious nature.37
The nature of this problem concerning power may be clarified only when it grasped as a problem of expression
rather than representation. As a result, emphasis is placed on the creation of an adequate concept and no longer on the
mysterious nature of power itself. In other words, why is that power has been so difficult, if not impossible, to express
completely with regard to its cause? Why has it been so impossible to express in its various instances in order to link
them together in a general ‘theory’ of power relations? Is it even possible to conceive an encompassing notion of
power that remains consistent in all its effects? What is the ‘being’ of power, and is ontology adequate to the task of

I

answering this question (a general theory of the being of power), or rather ‘epistemology’ (a knowledge of power as a
set of discrete practices and technologies)? On the contrary, a representational response to these questions may distort
the true sense of the problematic by endowing power with some attribute that causes it to remain imperceptible, an
objective quality that causes it to remain ‘hidden’ or always ‘underneath’ the appearance of relations defined by power.
It is for this reason that Deleuze will claim a major reorientation of the approach to the nature of power that he finds in
Foucault’s system, by saying that power may very well not be visible, but it is not for that reason ‘hidden’ by some
external force or agency. Accordingly, power cannot be defined—at least, first of all—as an attribute, a property that
can be possessed, or that can suddenly change hands without undergoing a profound transformation of the relations it
expresses. Moreover, power does not come about through hiding, since it ‘produces reality’ before it represses,
ideologizes, abstracts or masks it’ (Deleuze 1988: 133).
According to Deleuze, this reorientation that he finds in Foucault’s analysis of power is radical enough to
qualify as a ‘paradigm shift’ (Kuhn), which can also to produce disorienting effects in the previous representations of
power as when a rabbit suddenly transforms into a duck (or a duck into a rabbit). This will be made to account for the
often violent dismissals that Foucault’s description of power has provoked recently. In addressing this problem of
expression at the center of his own philosophy, in 1986 Deleuze takes up Foucault’s life-long analysis of power two
years after the latter’s death and credits Foucault with being the first thinker who has developed an adequate concept of
power, particularly with the conception of ‘bio-power’ (as the most important or critical concept invented by modern
philosophy). In some ways, this gesture can be understood as an act of ‘monumentalization’ (recalling Nietzsche’s
definition of this narrative form in ‘Uses and Abuses of History for Life’); although Deleuze himself will compare his
own act to the art of portraiture. The question ‘Why Foucault?’ and how does this gesture of monumentalizing
Foucault as the first modern inventor of a discourse of ‘power’ relates to Deleuze’s own philosophy will be the subject
of this section, which is offered in the form of a ‘seminar’ on Foucault.38
To begin, let’s turn to what is perhaps the most succinct formulation of Foucault’s definition of power in
Deleuze’s commentary. It appears in the first section titled ‘A New Cartographer,’ where Deleuze writes:
The thing called power is characterized by immanence of field without transcendent unification, continuity of
line without global centralization, and contiguity of parts without distinct totalization: it is social space.
(Deleuze 1988: 27)
Again power is, or can only be described as, immanence (without transcendent unification), continuity (without
centralization), contiguity (without totalization) = ‘social space.’ What is crucial in this description to imagine social
space itself as a multiplicity of relations (i.e., immanence, continuity, contiguity) that are not already structured into a
hierarchy or pyramid. As Deleuze will say, ‘no doubt the pyramidal will subsist, but with a function that is diffuse and
spread all over its surfaces [of immanence, continuity, and contiguity]’ (Deleuze 1988: 136n). In other words, the
relation of verticality (or the relation of dominator/dominated) is always be a feature of social space, but power does
not flow in one direction only, as ‘from above,’ but also comes ‘from below,’ since dominated subjects also produce
the reality of the dominator-function as a moment of transcendent unification of subjectivity.
The second thing for us to notice is that power must not be viewed from the perspective (or ‘point of view’) of
a form that unifies, centralizes, or totalizes the relations that compose the entire social field. In fact, it is precisely this
transcendent perspective that is subtracted from Foucault’s analysis in order to grasp the reality of the social field as
always already constituted by power-relations a priori, even though these relations are not yet determined by any
specific form. In other words, power is simply not ‘added on’ to the socius, as form is added to content, implying that
the social field could somehow exist independently or outside of relations already characterized by power, or that the
form of power could be abstracted from real existing power relations. This will become a critical observation in
Foucault’s rejection of certain ‘theories of power’ which seem to believe that power-relations could be abstracted from
the real relations that define social space, or that a society could one day be imagined to have successfully
‘neutralized’ the operation of power within the social field itself so it is immune to the entire question of domination.
As Foucault observed, power- relations ‘are deeply rooted in the social nexus, not a supplementary structure over and
above ‘society’ whose radical effacement one could someday dream of … A society without power relations can only
be an abstraction’ (Foucault 1994: 343).
Of course, this statement casts a critical glance on a Marxian theory of power crystallized in Hardt and Negri’s
recent argument that the State-Form itself is the entire problem in the formation of power, determined as a certain
historical ‘error’ that can be vanquished by the emergence of a decentralized and decentralizing form of power of the
Multitude. This thesis corresponds, in some ways, to Deleuze and Guattari’s early belief that to ‘liberate’ the

expression of power from its various forms—that of Oedipus, or the State- Form—would allow it evolve in different
and multiple expressions, in the sense that power would be allowed to turn about in its modes. At the same time,
Deleuze would later return to this thesis many times in order to qualify it with the following note of caution: that the
liberation or emancipation of power from the Forms that have captured it would not necessarily produce a new
expression that was more peaceful or advantageous, particularly with regard to ‘the human compound’ that belongs to
its previous expressions. This is the element of the ‘dice-throw’ that Deleuze always reminds us as being an
unacknowledged feature of Spinoza’s ‘joy’—a feature, for example, which is strangely missing from Hardt and
Negri’s Spinozism—and, consequently, this aspect of ‘the dice throw’ and of supreme chance is highlighted in
Deleuze’s meditation in Foucault, especially in his concluding discussion of the ‘Superman’ which I will return to later
on. For now, I will cite the last few sentences of Foucault concerning the possible form that will follow the age of the
Man-Form and the God Form:
As Foucault would say, the superman is much less than the disappearance of living men, and much more than a
change of concept: it is the advent of a new form that is neither God nor man and which, it is hoped, will prove
no worse that its two previous forms. (Deleuze 1988: 132)
Returning to my commentary, at this point let’s recall Peter Canning’s statement given earlier on: if in Spinoza (or the
pre-modern period) power was unified by the idea of one substance expressing itself, today power can only be
determined as an encompassing field of forces, or as a multiplicity of ‘nomadically distributed differential elements’
(Canning 2001: 77). But how is this so? Although Deleuze begins by referring to power as ‘a thing,’ in the statements
that follow he immediately qualifies this designation. The postulate of a thing would presuppose that the thing in
question has an ‘essence’ or ‘an attribute’; however, here power could be said to have neither. ‘Power has no essence;
it is simply operational. It is not an attribute, but a relation: the power-relation is the set of possible relations between
forces…’ (Deleuze 1988: 27). (Power can only be defined as a ‘strange thing,’ a nomination I will return to later on.)
By referring to power as a ‘set’ of possible relations, Deleuze inserts the dimension of ‘the virtual’ that becomes the
most crucial aspect of power relations according to his reading of Foucault’s definition. What has changed to
transform the notion of power as capable of being expressed by one substance to an ‘encompassing field of differential
forces,’ or as a ‘multiplicity’? Therefore, the key to the idea of a relation between terms in a so-called ‘powerrelation’ is their ‘Virtuality.’ Therefore, does it make sense to say that power ‘exists,’ somehow in-itself, independently
and prior to its moment of actualization? Is there a being of power if power is defined by this character of being
virtual? Here, we might see the explanation of why power has been so difficult to grasp, since our analytical language
continues to posit power as a thing, even if this is only a grammatical arbitrariness that haunts ontology.
By subtracting the attribute of ‘unity’ from the social field (or the ‘Set of all sets,’ since social space is itself
defined as a set of possible relations), this immediately leads Deleuze to the hypothesis of ‘multiplicity’ that
characterizes Foucault’s image of the social as actually comprising multiple segments joined together (even through
isolation or expulsion) in a particular historical arrangement. The primary question will be, henceforth, how all these
segments (which earlier on I defined as ‘foyers’) are made to become immanent, continuous, and contiguous with one
another? But then, this immediately leads us to consider whether these segments are heterogeneous as any theory of
multiplicity would seem to imply, and here we come back to nature of this ‘thing called power,’ since power, in fact,
could be said to be the only element that all these segments share in common. We must ask in what way?
The question, ‘what is power?’ is the first question that opens Deleuze’s chapter ‘Strategies or the NonStratified: The Thought of the Outside (Power)’ (Deleuze 1988: 70). Let us return to Deleuze’s own formula and revise
it for the purposes of our discussion: the terms of power (which are normally called ‘subjects’) do not exist outside the
relations that they express, even though these relations cannot be thought outside their current terms. Power is a
relation between forces, not between subjects. This redefinition has two consequences in any analysis of power. First,
what is called a power-relation must first be understood as a relation between forces, not between subjects already
constituted within power relations 9or strategies of power). Second, there is a distinction between the tendency of
strategies of existing power relations to remain constant (or to reproduce themselves) and the forces of resistance that
emerge within existing power relations, but occupy the lines that lead outside them. Simply put, resistance can be
understood materially as the points of impasse, as well as the non-strategized possibilities of action, or what Deleuze
and Guattari call ‘potential lines of flight’ that emerge within each historical arrangement of power relations. At the
same time, the possibility of resistance can also be understood spatially as a ‘non-place’ that suddenly emerges at the
margins or within the interstices of a given form, a space that is constituted by non-stratified matter because it has not
yet been encoded and internalized with that form. Nevertheless, the question of power (from within forms) is always

the same, concerning the nature of power relations that belong to that form, and this produces a sort of thought that
rationalizes or administers its terms or subject-positions. By contrast, the question concerning resistance (or political
pragmatics) is always asked in the following manner: ‘where is power coming from and where is it going to,’ or where
does it lead?
Power relations are nonetheless strategies in which we already dwell; moreover, ‘we’ are already internal to the
forms of subjectification that populate these strategies. Again, there is no social space that is not already determined
strategically, and Foucault’s great contribution to the theory of critique was to include the formation of knowledge as
one of most important manners that strategies are instituted in social space and begin to define subjects. However,
according to Foucault, there are also forces that are exterior to these strategic relations and these constitute the future
of power relations themselves (as the ‘set of all possible relations,’ including those that are virtual and not yet
actualized), and will constitute the specific forms of ‘exteriority’ that belongs to each epochal arrangement. Deleuze
defines this form of exteriority as a kind of ‘crack’ that occurs within every definite formation of power-relations, and
which immediately relates that form to a ‘non-place’ composed of non-stratified forces that will determine the growth
or decline of that form. Yet, the future of power-relations cannot be represented temporally, within a historical or
teleological narrative, but rather as a kind of deformation or anomaly that seems to occur from various points that are
external to the present. We might think, for example, of the ‘crack’ that has recently been perceived in the ‘Stateform’ that immediately relates it to globalized forces and events, causing it to undergo change and historical
deformation. Yet, it would be a mistake to immediately internalize this crack in another form, even a supra-form such
as ‘Empire,’ since Deleuze will say that the elements and relationships that define ‘exteriority’ are precisely nonstratified or not yet encoded by another form of power; one can never say that they have been there all along since they
only emerged alongside the current formation of power, as the resistances that define its cutting edges and its
anomalous states.
A historical materialist analysis of power relations, by contrast, has always concentrated on tracing the history
(or development) of specific forms of power (the ‘feudal, or despotic model, the ‘monarchic,’ the ‘state-form,’ or
territorial model, the ‘nation-form,’ or mythic model, the ‘democratic’ or capitalist model). What is specific about
Foucault’s approach is that he chooses, rather than creating a teleology of forms, to concentrate instead on
diagramming the exteriority that accompanies each model, as well as the sudden combinations and even deformation
of a specific ‘form of exteriority’ that often occurs in the transition from one model to the next. Thus, each model can
be said to enclose an exteriority which constitutes its own internal relation to what lies outside it. This change in
orientation that Foucault’s approach represents, from tracing a history of interchanging forms to diagramming the
forms of exteriority that characterize what is specific to each historical form of power relations, has been at the center
of charges of Foucault’s ‘a-historicism.’ However, it is not simply a change of perspective, but rather a new manner of
‘historicizing’ the difference between forms in order to give evidence that something has indeed changed between one
form and the next. This is nowhere better illustrated in Deleuze’s summary of the paradigmatic change that has
occurred in the passage from Greek society to modern societies:
When Foucault invokes the notion of diagram it is in connection with our modern disciplinary societies, where
power controls the whole field; if there is a model it is that of ‘the plague,’ which cordons off the stricken town
and regulates the smallest detail. But if we consider the ancient sovereign societies we can see they also
possess a diagram, even if it relates to different matters and functions: here too force is exercised on other
forces, but it is used to deduct rather than to combine and compose; to divide the masses rather than to isolate
the detail; to exile rather than to seal off (its model is that of ‘leprosy’). (Deleuze 1988: 35)
From the above passage we can now see why Foucault’s method of approach is properly genealogical and not
historical (in the traditional sense), since only a genealogical method must account for sudden deviations or accidents
that might befall the genus (Form). This difference between history and genealogy, between the gradual progression of
forms according to some internal logic and the sudden transformations of genealogical events in a ‘molting’
(Foucault’s term) that often occurs in the transitions between one model (or diagram) and the next. In fact, one could
say that Foucault’s entire project, after The Order of Things, could be catalogued as a ‘History of the Outside,’ with
the understanding that the subject does not constitute a stable object of inquiry, but rather a constantly shifting and
highly fluid field of events.

The Scenes of Power: ‘What is a Diagram’?
Returning to the question of the Virtual, the basic definition that Foucault starts from is that of an ‘exercise of power as
a way in which certain actions may structure the field of other possible actions’ (Foucault 1994: 343). That is, the
analysis of power occurs in the interplay of forces between action, reaction, even the possible inhibition or incitement
of other actions. Here we see the form of Virtuality. In his study, Deleuze refines this definition by saying that power
exerts itself directly on other powers (capacities to be, to endure, to persist, or to grow) causing a modification of
power by power, or force by force. In other words, power does not take a subject as its aim, but rather the power
expressed by another subject and seeks to modify its power to be or to persist, to endure, or to expand its potestas. We
might note something Hegelian in this definition, although it doesn’t pass through ‘identification’ or ‘recognition’ as
the mechanisms for determining the relation between two forces. If there is a dualism in Foucault, as Deleuze says, it
must be determined as a ‘preliminary distribution operating at the centre of a pluralism’ (of forces) (Deleuze 1988:
83). Thus, identification or recognition are not the only manners by which force is related to another force; there are
many others, as Deleuze recounts in his short list—’to incite, induce, produce, seduce, make more or less probable,
even to inhibit or repress. After all, what is desire as a force? We have many answers. It is pure self-consciousness
(for Hegel); it is the pure instinct of Life that undergoes modification or vicissitude (for Freud and Lacan); it is a
‘craving for intense satisfaction’ (for Whitehead). If Foucault does not employ the word as frequently as it appears in
Deleuze and Guattari as one of the names of power, perhaps it is because this term has been so over-determined that
he does not see it as the principle manner by which a force encounters or relates to another force. Instead, it is only one
mode among others that he wants to ‘diagram.’
Hegel said concerning the form of self-consciousness that is structured by the dual recognition model (for
example, in the Lord-Bondsman instance) that it is not a question of one subject recognizing another, but rather of
desire confronting another desire and seeking to incorporate it as a term of its own identity. In the constitution of selfconsciousness, it is the force of one desire that acts immediately on another desire; this is the condition of the
emergence of the subject as the phenomenon of self-consciousness (or Spirit). Here, substance (in Spinoza) becomes
Subject (in Hegel), and power becomes a distinctly modern phenomenon. Henceforth, the power of sovereignty is what
becomes visible as the reflection of this ‘point,’ which assumes a different appearance depending on the register in
which it is located in a discourse of knowledge (politics, ethics, science, or philosophy and even aesthetics). A form of
sovereignty is known be means of the transformation of death into the knowledge of the life that concerns its own
substance (Subject). This is a very Hegelian formulation of the function of recognition in consciousness, but also
shows how power becomes productive of knowledge as well. This is precise meaning of the phrase that appears in
Deleuze’s brilliant summary of Foucault’s basic proposition ‘that power is fundamentally productive, as what causes us
to see and to speak.’ For example, throughout his project Foucault shows how this basic conception underlies the
definitions of sexuality, madness, criminality; all of which refer to a decision and definition concerning the form of
life that becomes subject to a branch of knowledge. At the same time, this accounts for the creation of new forms of
subjectification as reflections of the decisions historically concerning the subjects that populate institutions and its
various exceptions. Therefore, in expanding the definition of power employed heretofore, Foucault invents the various
models under which power is defined beyond these senses: as ‘governmentality,’ as ‘discipline,’ bio-power,’ etc. The
real question is what happens when these pre-existing relations are taken up by a form that unifies, centralizes, and
totalizes them? As Deleuze argues, this basic intuition concerning the various ‘micro- disciplinary’ regimes and the
formative role they play in both knowledge and in subjectivity immediately leads to an impasse that Deleuze highlights
in Foucault’s work between the eight year period of The History of Sexuality and Discipline and Punish. If power
makes us see and speak—if our own access to the truth of the subject proceeds by power—how does one get to a truth
beyond ‘power’? That is, if all knowledge and all particular truths already and irremediably saturated by powerrelations, is there indeed nothing ‘beyond’ or ‘outside’ these power relations?
Earlier on, we noted two areas of concern in a philosophy of expression: ontology, which can be defined as the
nature of Being and of beings, and the order of propositions and statements. Later, we found these two areas again in
Deleuze and Guattari’s work concerning the relation between a set of order-words and the state of bodies. It is not by
chance that we find these two areas again in Foucault, this time in the descriptive order of statements and in the
illustration of scenes of visibility. The statement ‘Power makes us see and speak’ is the manner that Deleuze
immediately defines Foucault’s concept of power within the philosophy of expression. If power makes us see and
speak, it functions as a cause; thus, the goal of knowledge is to fully express this cause concerning its substance.
Consequently, in Deleuze’s commentary there are two regions in Foucault’s method where the relations of power can
become scene/seen: Description (in language)/ Diagram (visibility). It is only when the being of power is grasped

within both orders that power itself is capable of being ‘rendered’ in a phenomenological sense within Foucault’s
system; however, as Deleuze will go on to argue, this does not reduce Foucault’s approach to traditional
phenomenology, since in response to the problem recounted above, Foucault maintains a strict division (even
‘agonism’) between the order of statements and visibilities. The question for us to resolve is why this insistence and
how does it respond to the problem of truth announced above.
We can quickly recount the several famous ‘scenes’ of power that populate Foucault’s work—Las Meninas
(The Order of Things), the hospital (Birth of the Clinic), the prison (Discipline and Punish). Already very early, in The
Order of Things, Foucault utilizes the tableau by Valesquez to describe a transformation of social relations, all the
while focusing his analysis on the blank space that suddenly emerges in the mirror at the back of the painting—the
blank and empty portrait of power itself which causes all the other elements to become dispersed in a vaster space of
modern representation. However, if in this earlier work, the function of description (in language) still retains its
sovereign role in determining the meaning of representation (or what ‘we see’ as Foucault repeats at several points in
his description), Deleuze will point out that in Foucault’s later portraits of power the order of language no longer
retains its former sovereignty, but enters into an intractable combat with the order of visibilities that it no longer has to
power to unfold or to explicate. As Deleuze says, it appears that we can pass between the silent orders of things to the
sonorous order of statements by a kind of leap into abstraction.
But in Foucault’s approach, the role of abstraction is precisely to intervene into standard description of
relations in order to show a sudden deviation or anomaly that could not be logically deduced from within the order
itself. As is well known, in Discipline and Punish, Foucault shows a relative transformation in the treatment of
prisoners that would have profound effects on the global subject of rights beginning in the 19th century. This is the
power of abstraction itself in producing a ‘scene’ that refers both to a specified locality (the prison, the clinic, the
sanitarium) as well as to a globalized modification in power relations. Once again, this responds to the charges of ‘ahistoricism’ in Foucault’s method, which I will return to discuss in the following session on Foucault’s method, since
Foucault employs these diagrams to cause the constellations of forces to become visible through the description of
miniscule and peripheral events, rather than intending his particular subject to become a portrait of power-relations in
a particular historical moment. For example, the panoptic diagram cannot simply be employed as the theoretical
representation of the totality of all power relations, even though this is how this diagram has been utilized by many
critics who have followed Foucault (and I will make the same observation later on concerning the concept of ‘biopower’ below).
The question of ‘History’ must be understood according to a genealogy of diagrams that are always in the
process of becoming; these diagrams and the relations between them constitute what Deleuze calls the ‘double of
history.’ Again, Foucault’s gaze is always fixed on the sudden glimmering of exteriority that unexpectedly breaks
through the centrality of forms at a given moment. In some sense, Foucault’s historical method could be compared to
the parable by Kafka about the leopard who breaks into the temple, repeatedly interrupting the ritual, until the moment
when the leopard breaks in is included in the ceremony and is, thus, normalized as an anticipated and ordered part of
the ritual itself. Perhaps this could just as easily be called Foucault’s prejudice as his greatest intuition: that historical
causality is made up from a quantitative volume of miniscule events that suddenly cross a limit or a threshold. The task
of the historian (or the genealogist) would be to select, from a dizzying array of details and descriptions left
haphazardly in the archive, precisely the description of the event that would make this threshold appear as a visibility
that determines our present. For example, it does not really matter how many times the leopard broke into the temple,
but it becomes significant when the statement ‘the leopard breaks into the temple’ becomes an expected part of the
ritual, because it is written down and no one can recall when things happened any differently, which would now be
unthinkable, a scandal.
Foucault has consistently emphasized that in ‘History’ there have been sudden transformations and turn-abouts
that produced radical discontinuity. This did not necessarily occur in the form of a revolution, but in the form of
deviations and anomalies that were both instantaneous and, at the same time, slow and gradual. This image of
instantaneous and slow and gradual change within the same duration is what he means by a shift in what he calls an
episteme. For example, the episteme that concerns the figure of Man (as a sovereign being, as a subject endowed with
rights, as mortal being subject to finitude) is portrayed in the famous description of a ‘face that appears between two
tides.’ In the first tide, this face washes ashore and appears almost instantaneously as a figure drawn in the sand; at the
same time, one has to wait for an indefinite duration for the second tide to come and wash away or deform this figure
and replace it with another constellation or figure. And this is also the duration he refers to under the term of ‘biopower,’ when power is organized by a set of resistances that exceed this image of man and are beginning to deform or

distort its classical and modern images (Aristotle’s zóon politikon, or the Hegelian subject of negativity, etc.).
Here, we might perceive the potential of what Foucault observed when he discerned in certain particular events
or moments of discontuinuity that happen internally in a regime of power, a discontinuity that happens instantaneously
and gradually, but at the same time, causes the historical stratification and organization of power relations to ‘undergo
a global modification’ (Foucault 1994: 114). It is very important to see that this event spans two forms of
indetermination—it is at once too instantaneous and too quick so that it is not immediately visible; at the same time, it
is too gradual and slow that it poses a problem of language as well. It is for this reason that Foucault often talked about
inventing new tools and finer instruments in the analytic power, in order to better study it, to be sure, but also to cause
its visibility to become an object of ‘knowledge,’ that is, an object of statements and propositions concerning the ‘truth
of power relations today. But here again, a classical problem returns since how can the statement capture its own
causality (the power that causes us to speak) and how representation can capture the very light that first causes the
being of power to appear. In other words, ‘Seeing and speaking are already completely caught up in the power
relations they presuppose and actualize’ (Deleuze 1998: 82). It is at this point that Deleuze applies the insights from
his own philosophy of expression: power is that ‘other thing’ (a liquid being) that appears both on the side of
statements and on the level of bodies. It is that which is felt (a relation of force that appears in the vicinity of another
body and cause the relation to power); at the same time, power has a definite sense that is bound up with linguistic
sense. And yet, it is neither one nor the other.
Deleuze immediately qualifies this statement with a series of others:
No doubt power, if we consider it in the abstract, neither sees nor speaks. It is a mole that only knows its way
around it networks of tunnels, its multiple hole: it ‘acts on the basis of innumerable points’; ‘it comes from
below.’ But precisely because it does not itself speak and see, it makes us see and speak. (Deleuze 1998: 82)
In this passage, Deleuze cites a number of common theoretical clichés that seem to locate power either in terms of
multiple and differential points of a Structure (or ‘Symbolic Order’), of a series within a network of social relations, or
in terms of the ground (it is to be found below the level of what appears). It is precisely this character of hiding or
concealment that causes us to speak about it or to ferret around for it—to capture it. But then, this may be a prejudice.
It simply may be a character of something that has no relation to either statements or to visibilities from the
perspective of a Subject who could unify (or synthesis) both these orders in representation. In other words, the Subject
does not appear, as In Kant, as the condition of either the successive order of statements in time, or the multiple
appearances of visibilities in space; it is no longer the form of interiority belonging to the concept of Understanding.
Instead, statements and visibilities are dispersed across an exteriority and can undergo sudden modifications and new
syntheses, even though Foucault continues to employ the traditional and prosaic language of the Historian of Ideas
(‘around the 18th century, at the end of the 19th century, beginning in the 17th century’) as indices of these events.
For example, ‘at a certain indefinite point in the 17th century,’ Foucault argues that a whole network of politics
and of power relations became interwoven with ‘everyday life,’ so much so that power was indistinguishable with a
whole set of common actions and behaviors. But it was still necessary to appropriate this power, to channel it or shape
it, to bend it toward one’s own interests (and perhaps this marks the particular ‘strategic sense’ that is given to power
in the concept of Ideology, as a strategy of seduction and of indirection). This is what gives power its game-like
character, regardless of whether the effects of this particular game are lethal or not. As Foucault writes:
If one meant to take advantage of it, it was necessary to ‘seduce’ it. It became an object of covetousness and an
object of seduction; it was desirable then precisely because it was dreadful. The intervention of a limitless
political power in everyday relations became not only accepted and familiar, but deeply condoned—not without
becoming, from that very fact, the theme of generalized fear. (Foucault 1994: 168)
Of course, what Foucault is outlining under the ‘seductive’ and ‘desiring’ character of power relations that structure the
social field. Power is intrigue and seduction—it is a letter purloined and coveted, held as a weapon, as a threat (a
threat precisely over another body) that it be opened or revealed before others. Here, of course, I am referring to
Lacan’s analysis of the story by Poe, and of the character of power as desire—of the phrase that captures the seductive
character of power in the statement ‘man’s desire is the desire of the other’ (although Foucault’s own illustrative fable
was Diderot’s Les Bijoux indiscretes). Thus, we can define this phase in the analytic of power by its paranoid
character, which runs through the major concepts invented in the 19th century to cause power to become visible within

and between social relations, or that cause it to become spoken about in the most quotidian relations, particularly the
relations that compose the social liaisons of the family. What Foucault is drawing our attention to is that this signals a
‘molting’ or rather ‘diffusion’ of power across everyday relations:
Political sovereignty penetrated into the most elementary dimension of the social body; the resources of
absolutist political power, beyond the traditional weapons of authority and submission, could be brought into
play between subject and subject, sometimes the most humble, between family members and neighbors, and in
relations of interest, of professional rivalry, of love and hatred. Providing one knew how to play the game,
every individual could become for the other a terrible and lawless monarch: homo homini rex. (Foucault 1994:
168)
Given this account of the diffusion of power relations in terms of strategy and in terms of the games of desire and
interest that he would see psychoanalysis emerge as a knowledge that accompanies this intrigue and outlines the rules
of the game at the end of 19th century in the institution of the family and between parents and children, etc. Thus,
there is a strange symmetry between the position of the phallus that structures social relations as relations of power
and desire in psychoanalytic knowledge, and the character of ideology that structures social relations through the
position of Capital. However, the real effective position of power does not function as an ‘index’ in either system; it
appears in the form of a signifier that no longer resembles its earlier historical representatives, but shuttles back and
forth across the social field as a mobile element of determination (structure). Literature, from the 17th century onward,
as Foucault argues, would be implicated in this vast machinery of power by establishing itself thoroughly in relation to
the ‘hermeneutic’ of power relations, precisely when the description of power relations were suddenly presented as an
artifice (a fiction), in order to precisely produce effects of truth that were recognizable as such’ (Foucault 1994: 174).
That is, common or ordinary life could be exposed to being organized, controlled, known, and eventually ‘normalized,’
the more it became an object of visibility and discourse.
Finally, let us turn to another formula that Deleuze constantly invokes as the expression of Foucault’s
redefinition: power incites, seduces, provokes. This formula belongs to a passage found in Foucault’s essay ‘On the
Life of Infamous Men,’ which Deleuze constantly refers to as something of a profound discovery, a ‘masterpiece.’
How light power would be, and easy to dismantle no doubt, if all it did was to observe, spy, detect, prohibit,
and punish; but it incites, provokes, produces. It is not simply eye and ear; it makes people act and speak.
(Foucault 1994: 172)
Here we find the convergence of the two major propositions in Deleuze’s commentary: that power makes us see and to
speak, and that power is what incites, seduces, and provokes new statements and visibilities. It seems that, as a
phenomenon, power only emerges in those occasions where it is incited, provoked, seduced to come out of hiding or to
confess its relation to other powers. Certainly, any quotidian understanding of power relations would bear this out—
that power only appears in the form of a scandal or an event. It is only in this manner that it can be known, identified,
incited to appear. Power exists only in the form of a provocation, or of multiple provocations, and these occasions
offer ‘power the occasion of sovereign intervention.’ It is here we can see power no longer defined as a single or
sovereign instance, but as multiple points of intervention in social space.

Power as bio-political danger
Let us return to the above description in order to see its continued pertinence for the principle of this diffusion today:
‘The intervention of a limitless political power in everyday relations became not only accepted and familiar, but deeply
condoned—not without becoming, from that very fact, the theme of generalized fear.’ (Foucault 1994: 168). We can
see the relevance for understanding how relations of political power intervened to ‘regulate’ and ‘monitor’ the
seduction and strategies of desire and interest—the manner in which all social relations gradually come under
supervision (particularly in the family and in schools, or in any relation of authority, or the external expression of
power of another) to protect these relations from being ‘abusive.’ Thus, the statement that a limitless intervention in
everyday relations is deeply condoned points to generalized fear concerning power’s perverse and ‘strategic’ nature.
This recognizes, on one hand, that the game of power is widespread and can occur in every social relation (particularly

those based on dependency, or perceived inequality), and that political intervention into every social relation is
necessary to regulate these games on a micrological level. Power first appears as strategy and as seduction, and in the
second place, provokes the fear of seduction (almost in the sense of hysteric both is drawn to the point of seduction
and repelled by it at the same time.) On the one hand, we can understand this limitless political intervention
particularly in late-democrat institutions like the family and the school (in relations between subjects, between genders
and ethnicities in particular). As Foucault observes, ‘We should not be surprised at this inclination which, little by
little, opened up the relations of belonging and dependence that traditional connect the family to administrative and
political controls’ (Foucault 1994: 168).
At the same time, this opens another dimension that is underlined under the treatment of power under the
generalized fear. This fear takes on two principle expressions, first under the biological sense of ‘contagion’ and those
who are touched by the unchecked and abusive strategies of either domination or seduction by power are often scarred
by the event in the manner of a disease. This has become a common trope or metaphor, but precisely the sense of the
‘bio-political danger’ that power poses which can infect or other wise the subject’s relation to normal course of
development, producing an illness that can only be treated politically. The second major theme of this fear concern’s
the subject’s own vulnerability to ‘seduction’ which is constantly in danger of a pathological relation to power, in the
sense that the subject’s improper relation or craving of power can produce negative and pathological effects in other
power relations (hence, the father is prone to become a pederast). Both instances belong to Foucault’s concept of ‘biopower’ and have not been examined enough (the biological and psychological attributes and treatment of the relation
to power as a disease, an illness, and generally, an aspect of neurotic character deformation that an improper relation to
power introduces). Thus, in its modern concept power always has a perverse underside that threatens to topple any
social relation—it is the perversion, or the possibility of perversion of every social relation, no matter how miniscule or
remote from the supposed center. This is a morose and morbid ‘fear of power’ that Deleuze and Guattari characterize
under the nature of Oedipus, a morbid fear and a fascination of desire, which Foucault in his introduction to the
volume described as the fascism of everyday life. In the ‘Lives of Infamous Men,’ Foucault raises this exclamation:
‘There was never a thought that there might be, in the everyday run of things, something like a secret to raise, that the
inessential might be, in a certain way, important, until the blank gaze of power came to rest on these miniscule
commotions.’ (Foucault 1994: 169).
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Foucault argued that violence is the exhaustion of an existing power relation and should never be confused with the
expression of the ‘sense’ of power itself, since power is essentially productive even when it represses or prohibits, even
when it kills or murders.
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I have chosen to keep this format as a monument for the seminars on the ‘analytic of power’ in Deleuze and
Foucault given at Emory University (fall 2004), University of Tasmania (summer 2005), and Syracuse University (fall
2005). I wish to acknowledge and dedicate this section to the graduate students and faculty who participated in these
forums and contributed to my thinking about power today.

Some Notes Towards an Investigation of "Control Society"1
eleuze’s late and elliptical thesis concerning "Control Society," a thesis derived from the philosophy of Foucault
just as much as it is derived from the paranoid vision of William S. Burroughs, can be summarized in the
following way: a new form of subjugation is beginning to occur outside the earlier institutions of confinement,
or rather, is occurring even while these earlier institutions of discipline are breaking down. In other words, a form of
control without confinement or territory is potentially much more pernicious and even dangerous than earlier forms of
political control predicated on violence and repressive forces. Therefore, without attempting to limit or qualify such a
sweeping generalization, for purposes of the following discussion, let us accept it as our working hypothesis: we are in
a process of departing from disciplinary society and arriving in a society of control. In taking up this hypothesis,
rather than beginning my initial observations from the history of discipline, that is, from the quasi-internal perspective
of power itself, viz. Foucault, I would suggest instead that we might approach this question from the quasi-external
perspective of resistance first. What, or rather, “who today can resist control?” If this implies reversal of perspectives
around the subject of power (i.e., the sovereign), or the objectivity of power relations, this is because the problem has
changed in nature, or has even been turned inside out. The problem is not in the reality of control, but of having no
clear expression of resistance to cause this new reality to appear as an objectified form, either historically in the
appearance of new institutions or mechanisms of control, or as the form of a specific conflict that cause power to
appear as a reality.

D

For example, let us take an earlier expression of resistance that is predicated upon idea of “emancipation from….”
Here, we might necessarily ask, is this not an idea that already belongs to the history of disciplinary society that
always emerges from within its institutions as an expression of what exists outside them, even as their horizon or
revolutionary future. In other words, formerly, each concrete or specific struggle can imagine its relation to other
struggles through the milieu of a relative outside (a plane of deterritorialization, if your like) that traverses the entire
society and can be signified as the general expression of a mythologized future, of the society to come. If
emancipation is always expressed as emancipation from a definite state of confinement, or from a subjective form of
content that is enforced by institutions, we might ask what a politics of resistance become if it could no longer oppose
the power of an institution that confines or seeks to confine, or by new forms of identity that are no longer attached to
disciplinary orders? In other words, if subjection is no longer defined by a state of confinement, what then would be a
politics that could only address a more generalized and, it seems, de-institutionalized forms of control? Resistance,
then, does not begin from a site internal to a specific power relation that can become collectivized in the general image
of a mythical Humanity that suffers from too much oppression. Following Foucault’s thesis, therefore, it may be useful
to observe that once the very problem of power is dispersed across every social relation, no matter how seemingly
remote or inconsequential, the more that the entire question of resistance has become a “privatized” or overdetermined value that is generalized and “dispersed across all social relations.”
Here, I might be led to speculate that Control is new form of power that operates directly from what was formerly the
“outside” (or foyer) of disciplinary institutions where we awaken to find that are no longer confined, merely subjected
by new strategies whose effects we can barely discern given that these strategies do not address, first of all, the
individual body (which suffers from too much pain, privation, or hunger) but instead is configured in the initial
stirrings of desire for a life that is almost entirely free from the harsh lessons of need and coercive violence. In other
words, if discipline gave us the rod, then Control offers a carrot. In this regard, I find it odd that so many discussions
of power today still employ the territorial and disciplinary forms or enclosure (or enferment) as their privileged
paradigms of analysis, when it is more crucial to observe that power operates completely out in the open today and in
that are becoming difficult to objectify under the earlier coordinates of territorialization and its various states of
exception. Of course, some might immediately object to this statement by pointing out that there is still too much
confinement today, but I would simply respond by pointing out that it is not from these formerly privileged sites of
confinement (the prison, the hospital, the asylum, but also the ghetto, the refugee camp, the shanty-town, and the
gulag) that, quantitatively speaking, the greatest resistance against disciplinary order are being organized or coming
into view these days.

In fact, I would argue that it is the form of Control itself that first appears to offer the greatest potential resistance to
the forces of disciplinary power predicated on domination and oppression, and even seems to ally itself with new
forms of emancipation that seek to liberate individuals from their former sites of repression and confinement. Thus,
paradoxically, Control emancipates!! It frees us from the trappings of discipline by showing us the door and saying:
“there you go!” “You are now free!!” “All that is behind you now!” Let me put this another way: once we recognized
earlier on that societies are organized like factories or prisons, then factories and prisons, and lastly schools and
universities, lose their efficacy as places of revolt. Once we have left the family behind us as a specific site of sexual
confinement, then all social relations can become strangely familialized and new forms of normality can be enforced
for any new sexual identity. Once we all finally acknowledge that we all have an unconscious, then the unconscious
itself can no longer be identified simply with those unfortunate enough to be identified as insane, or even as a reservoir
of new resistances to Oedipal identity. In fact, we have gradually come to acknowledge that we are all “a little bit
insane,” which becomes a constant refrain in our self-analysis, but also in our analysis of family members, friends,
sexual partners and colleagues in the workplace, producing the semi-formal therapeutic relationships as well as the
systems of surveillance that have been set up to closely monitor our most casual acquaintances and intimate loved
ones, which can suddenly become legalized in the most terrifying juridical form of the tribunal, the review hearing, or
the group session. But then, perhaps this is the greatest political advantage of a Control Society: we no longer need
dominant institutions to organize relations of subjection and conformity; we simply need dominant forms of
signification that can become more or less general patterns of subjectivity. Consequently, we are all more or less
insane, more or less imprisoned, more or less subjugated politically, more or less racialized, more or less repressed,
and more or less free—each signification of our determined limitation more or less equal to the next, of course, all
things being equal.
Upon re-reading Deleuze’s 1990 “Post-script on Society of Control,” aside from Burroughs and Foucault, it suddenly
became clear to me that Deleuze was also thinking about Althusser’s monumental program for the analysis of ISA’s,
which functioned according to a series or regular breaks or discontinuities that one finds in the process of ideological
interpellation according to an analogical process. Accordingly, the crucial point of break occurs around the point of
identity as the subject leaves one institution and suddenly “awakens” in another only to find that her identity is
strangely over-determined, producing a subjective form of contradiction that famously typifies all disciplinary order.
(Of course, Kafka’s novels provide the archetypal reflection of this form of subjective contradiction, more like a
fundamental dehiscence in the subject produced by any disciplinary order.) In other words, the subject’s identity here
is determined according to the algorithm A / not-A, by a process Deleuze refers to as “analogue.” In the school ISA,
for example, the subject is child / not-child. The child in school learns to resist the authority of the family in as much
as the form of authority is revealed to function as an analogue, that is, in the imaginary. The statement “you are no
longer a child,” uttered by the teacher on the first day of class, in fact, introduces a break in the previous chain of
interpellation and precipitates the conditions of a break-down of the subject’s identity in the former institution, and at
the same time, prepares for what Deleuze calls a “re-molding” according to the imaginary coordinates belonging to the
next institution.
Althusser’s precise formula is that by means of this process of “molding” subjects are “recruited” from among
individuals at the same time that concrete individuals are transformed into subjects. In this manner, the subject is recast or re-molded from one institution to the next in such a way that its imaginary relations are fitted to the new
conditions of production and reproduction—and this is why Althusser was so interested in so-called “bad subjects,”
who could not be submitted to this new mold and had to be thrown away or “dealt with in some manner” (usually by
techniques of enferment or inoculation.) For example, Althusser’s entire analysis seems to be focused on the new
conditions of resistance that were taking place in schools and universities in the first world as if trying to grasp the
strategic manner in which this form of contradiction could be spread into points of contradiction that occur in other
institutional ISA’s. But this was the specific crisis of disciplinary society and already foretells its end, since it
produced just as many possibilities for bad subjects than good, so-called “normative subjects.” Therefore, if we are
said to have left the disciplinary society modeled on the assembly line, perhaps this is one reason that they are said to
be breaking down; this is because disciplinary societies spawned just as many institutions made to house bad subjects
—e.g., prisons, asylums, juvenile courts, special services, etc.—which can be determined as non-productive instances
of contradiction in order of production. Moreover, it is clear that the experience of contradiction around the subject’s
identity (i.e., the interpellation of the concrete individual into a subject, as a functioning of the system itself in its
concrete terms) also produced too many occasions for resistance, as well as actual revolt. Moreover, in a capitalist

society that was in the process of “quitting the state form” and, specifically, from any continued investment in the
social welfare state under neo-liberal principles of economics, the ideological goals of disciplinary order were
becoming just too expensive to realize in concrete and practical terms (i.e, the recruiting of all subjects from
individuals, the transformation of all individuals into subjects).
The problem was that these points of contradiction were far too “expensive,” employing a term that Jeffrey Nealon
often uses in his own analysis of this transition, causing institutions themselves to become overburdened by costly
break-downs that threatened the smooth functioning of the system. What was needed, therefore, was a more costefficient means of subject formation. Deleuze’s thesis concerning Control Society in fact assumes that these “noneconomic instances of contradiction” that so deeply troubled disciplinary society are in the process of being solved
today, and perhaps[s in the most economical of manners. Accordingly, in a Control Society this new formation
functions “digitally” (numerique), rather than by analogical encoding, meaning that its process is continuous and there
are no analogical breaks, or points of intense subjective discontinuity between social institutions, along with the
resulting impasses and points of potential resistance. Hence, the subject is no longer submitted to a new mold in the
passage from one institution to the next, but rather undergoes a peculiar process of continuous modulation “like a
snake shedding its coils.” Although very brief, if not downright elliptical, this simile of molting or of a continuous and
un-interrupted process of subject formation is the most crucial intuition of Deleuze’s entire analysis. What would seem
to be absent is the very principle of a break in the analogical process of molding and remolding, along with the
possibility a rupture or break-down of the Symbolic order in the transition of the subject between different institutional
enclosures.
According to Althusser’s basic diagram, the family-the school-the factory-the prison all functioned analogically and in
too deterministic a manner. Consequently, what changed from one institution to the next were only the imaginary
relations by which the subjects were related to the real conditions of their existence under Capitalism.

The problem with Althusser’s diagram is that it was too static, on the one hand, and too fantastic to be believed, on the
other. Not only is it too wedded to the social conditions of a welfare state, as many critics have pointed out beginning
with Jameson, but the imaginary relations it describes may no longer correspond to the conditions of production and
the new relations of production determined by a post-Fordist economy. Even prior to these objections, however, what
seems to have been missed by the credulous and incredulous alike, is that the very operation of interpellation upon
which Althusser hinges his entire analysis of the functioning of ideology never really worked that well to begin with!
In fact, it never worked! Not only did it fail to “recruit” subjects among individuals—to recruit them all, as Althusser
claimed—it failed to “transform” all individuals into subjects. And yet, perhaps the crucial point is that Althusser
already knew this and even banked on it: thus, ideological interpellation could never be totalized, individuals could
never be transformed into subjects, simply by the fact that they had the strange tendency to be awaken by the very
operation that was intended to subjugate them in the first place. Accordingly, the actuality of resistance was
structurally determined as the very expression of the system’s failure to control all its individual significations. This
was Althusser’s great wager, but it is also completely dependent upon the likelihood that power will continue to
function in the way that he describes it, just as Nature functions according to the description of a Scientist. If this were
not the case, then we are equally exposed to the likelihood of the alternative first proposed by Deleuze and Guattari
when they proposed early on in Anti-Oedipus, partly as a correction to Althusser’s overt “scientism,” that Capital does
not function according to the laws of Nature and even allows for the introduction of miracles to surpass its earlier
limits through the creation of a new social body that is an emanation of its own miraculous nature.
Returning to our hypothesis, we must speculate that a Society of Control is one such miracle invented by Capitalism to
surpass the earlier limitations of disciplinary societies! One such miracle would certainly be the discovery of a new
form of control that solves the problem of resistance by making it more irregular and less structured so that the subject
does not experience the question of identity in the form of contradiction, that is to say, in the conscious recognition of
“I is an Other” which must then be suppressed or resolved by other social factors (the external pressure by an external
agency, the reinforcement of pleasure and pain, the mediation of ideological reasoning). Deleuze’s question, then, is
where would the new possibilities of resistance originate in a system in which real social contradiction is neither
determined by a principle of scarcity (as it is in a traditional Marxist critique where the proletariat occupy the only
point real social contradiction), nor is it simply become the expression of an a-centered and “over-determined”

Structure (as in Althusser’s theory of hegemonic relations, which has been taken up other theorists such as Laclau and
Mouffe). Here, let us return to Deleuze’s primary observation that the formation of the subject under the mechanisms
of Control is continuous and reinforced by constant communication, thereby producing less occasions of contradiction
and less “miscommunication.” (It is what Guattari once described as a form of “subjection by kindness.”) However,
what is crucial to observe in this description again is the breaking of all previous models or “molds” is a central
feature of this new process, which I will not call an ideology because I believe this concept is no longer useful. Here,
we might simply observe that Control inspires in the subject precisely a hatred of all models, that is, a desire to break
all molds, or to see any form of identification between model and copy as a threat to authentic subjectivity, and
instead a continuous modulation of identity according to the categorical imperative of creative self-fashioning.
It is on this last point that I return in conclusion to the basis of my comparison between Althusser’s earlier diagnosis of
disciplinary society, and Deleuze’s prognosis, written just twenty years later, of a new society of Control. In
Althusser’s earlier analysis, as I mentioned earlier, the school (particularly the university) assumes the position of the
dominant ISA. In fact, it is the most deadly precisely by virtue of its silence in singing the glories of Capital. (As a
point of contrast, I would say that today it is prisons and hospitals, those earlier institutions of disciplinary power, that
produce the most eerie silence and for reasons that should cause us some concern.) In Deleuze’s analysis, the
university still plays a dominant role, but it is important to notice the difference in terms of what he define as a
situation of “permanent formation.” As Deleuze writes: “In the school system: forms of continuous assessment, the
impact of continuing education on schools, the related movement away from any research in universities, ‘business’
being brought into education at every level” (182). Here again I might point out the difference between Althusser’s
earlier conception of the school, which was predicated on a static model of production and the relations of production
(subjects “molded” to feed a diverse array of skills and “know how” required by the existing relations of production,
including a steady ratio of “drop outs” destined for the relations of manual and unskilled production, and delinquents
for the prison factory). Everyone knows that universities today are not in the business of providing “know how” or
technical skills, simply because we have no idea what kind of skills the economy will need tomorrow. Instead, what
universities provide is a “culture” of all aspects of contemporary political and economic life, that is, what Nealon
defines as the “intensification” of the subject’s own experience of his or her own bio-political identity, which can be
summarized in the last line of Rilke’s poem “The Archaic Bust of Apollo”: “You must change your life!”
The problem with Marx’s 19th century labor theory, as well as Althusser’s 20th century revision according to a theory
of the social welfare state, was the strict division between actual labor and labor power (which is the pure potentiality
of future labor). It is the necessity of selling, all at once, one’s labor power, viz the pure capacity to produce future
capital, both of which now translate into “individual debt.” In other words, today, the mere ability to work actually is
of little value in our economy today and in fact consigns one to those classes who belong to a diminishing and
devalued sector of the total economy. The “working class” is simply a form of national property that investment
capitalists trade on the global market; hence, the value of one national working class goes down in proportion to the
cost of labor in another global sector such as China and Mexico. Instead, “Creativity” and “Imagination” are precisely
the intangible values of potential labor that are bought and sold on the market today in the person of the individual
agent of human capital. In other words, as in speculation, the student today is defined as someone who doesn’t sell his
or her labor, but rather in demonstrating the capacity for creativity and imagination, must devise new forms and
manners of selling his future capital—his or her pure labor power, in fact, his or her future labor, which is valued in
terms of success, fame, promise, celebrity, and the unique identity that defines the highest expressions of individuality
belonging to our economy, or in Whitehead’s terms, as the “unique expression of concrescence” that belongs to actual
entities of late-capitalist societies.
This corresponds globally to the increased investment in what is called “Tertiary Education,” especially in the
developing world market. Here, what is crucial to notice is that there is no direct relationship between the concrescent
forms and individual expressions of creativity, according to today’s value, and the actual development of human
capital by instructional capital—which is to say, the content delivered to students by the traditional disciplines that
make up the Humanities. The entrance of intangibles in to higher education, and especially the Humanities disciplines,
has also transformed the manner in which knowledge is developed and transferred in the disciplines themselves as the
values of academic celebrity and the agency of social networking have more and more dominated the trends in many
disciplines. As Deleuze and Guattari have also observed, this new relationship between event and the new concept of
creativity as an intangible value has also returned to determine the manner in which the value of knowledge as well,

and philosophers and theorists today are no longer immune to promoting their own products (or theories) through
exhibitions and displays, or to communicate the actuality of their own brand of philosophy in according to
contemporary marketing strategies. In a very real and demonstrable sense, of which there are many contemporary
examples, every new theory dreams today of being Mac ™. Consequently, the most powerful theories are those that lay
claim to the concept’s self-positing actuality and express ideas that appear suddenly to dominate an entire field or
discipline. It is not purely accidental that academic conferences and auto shows essentially have the same manner of
exhibiting their “mental object’s” mode of self-positing actuality, including the ideas of innovation and progress, but
also the recognition of last-year’s products and stale models. Of course, some would limit this resemblance to a
merely superficial phenomena to analogy, or “mere resemblance,” that does not touch upon the essence of both
activities; others, more inclined to become cynical, have grasped this resemblance as an opportunity in fulfilling the
desire of essential Egoism, and have fashioned a philosophy that is perfectly fitted to a marketing and promotion of a
new product-brand, along with all the promises that their philosophical line has surpassed all others is best positioned
to seize the reality of the “truth-event.”
I am only describing a few developments that would seem to perfectly confirm to Deleuze’s thesis, but what is
remarkable is that often the most progressive subjects are perfectly fitted to the new conditions such that they are
hailed as the most innovative, the most entrepreneurial, the most productive innovators of new academic values. And
yet, what is crucial to observe is the absence or scarcity of those earlier points of contradiction in which the entire
question of education itself is exposed to breaking down. In other words, contrary to Deleuze’s overall thesis that the
emergence of control occurs in the process of institutions breaking down, it is clear that the university is not breaking
down exactly in that manner, even though the earlier coordinates of discipline are gradually being drowned out by a
new chorus that is no longer silent as earlier Althusser remarked. New curricula are introduced just as quickly as old
ones are thrown out, along with the justification that they were wasteful, unproductive, uninteresting, or just downright
old-fashioned. The area of research today is modeled on the same principles as market capitalism, and disciplines are
always tuned to the next rising stock or emerging field of inquiry; moreover, the entire enterprise of research has
become corporate and less individual, reducing the chances of “break downs” in the form of unproductive research
according to a model of professionalism as much as a stigma against the earlier models based upon highly
idiosyncratic variables such as individual genius (which, after all, was far too expensive!!). All of the above echoes an
earlier observation that Althusser offered in Pour Marx: “Left to itself, a spontaneous (technical) practice produces
only the ‘theory’ it needs as a means to produce the ends assigned to it: this theory is never more than a reflection of
this end, uncriticized, unknown, in its means of realization, that is, it is a by-product of the reflection of the technical
practice’s end on its means. A ‘theory’ that does not question the end whose by-product it is remains a prisoner of this
end and of the ‘realities’ which have imposed it as an end” (172n).
At the same time, I find Deleuze’s final response to this situation is somewhat weak, preferring to leave the discovery
of new possible points of resistance again to the mythical figure of “youth.” He writes: “Many young people have a
strange craving to be ‘motivated,’ they’re always asking for special courses and continuing education; it’s their job to
discover whose ends these serve, just as older people discovered, with considerable difficulty, who was benefiting from
disciplines. A snake’s coils are even more intricate than a mole’s burrow” (182). Here, it is obvious that I am reading
this final sentence as the confession of an old mole, stuck to his burrow, an old man who is a little too blind to see the
intricacies of the snake’s coil. I am not faulting Deleuze here and do not see this as an expression of bad faith; in fact,
I find his humility very refreshing and unusual for a philosopher at the end of his life. What is most important is the
recognition announced earlier, “the key thing is that we’re at the beginning of something new,” and for this reason the
old mole’s diagram of the burrow may not be that useful for us to employ today in mapping our own state of affairs.
Thus, it may be the case that Deleuze’s little post-script on the Society of Control written twenty years ago offers very
little in the way of a systematic analysis of actual mechanisms of social control. Instead, it merely gives us hints,
glimmers of insight and intuition, speculation and even resorts to guessing (particularly with regard to the notion of the
“dividual,” the most laughable concept ever invented by a philosopher!). Perhaps, in this regard, it is not that different
from Althusser’s “Notes Toward an Investigation” written twenty years before (particularly with regard to what he
called, at that moment, a “Subject”), and this is partly why I used this earlier text as a basis for comparison. The most
crucial thing, it seems to me, is the realization that both theoretical attempts stem from the same from same feeling—
namely, that we are indeed at the beginning of something new!— and perhaps it is because there are those who share
the same feeling today that we decided to return to ask the same old question: What, or rather, “who can resist control?
”
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This paper is unpublished and was originally written for a special panel on “Control Societies” for the ACLA in
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Our Subversion of Sorrow:
Shamanistic Possession, Emotional Occupation

Festival and madness. The feminine figure who crystallizes around herself the swirling glances of a
threatened culture. And not far away—revolutionary myths, the figure of liberty. (Hélèn Cixous &
Catherine Clément, The Newly Born Woman, 26)
he Korean sentiment of han – meaning, in the simplest sense, sorrow and grief – has a life of its own. It takes a
unique and complicated form, not only as an individually and socially constituted emotional entity but as the
archaically accumulated unconsciousness of human life and human relations in the matters of traumatic loss,
absence, death, violence and mourning. To speak of han is to speak of life, or more specifically, traumatic life, in
Korean culture. Whether one’s trauma has external or internal manifestations, or whether it is the aftermath of a direct
or secondary tragic event, it no doubt entails both physical and psychical pain. To speak of Korean culture and history,
marked as it is by numerous violent and tragic histories, including Japanese colonialism, the Korean War, the military
dictatorships, American militarism and the IMF financial crisis, is then to speak of Korea’s pain both at the individual
and collective levels. Hence, it is only natural to associate han with individual and collective traumas in the Korean
context. Insofar as trauma returns – as it tends to – pain remains or even intensifies as it is accumulated. Consequently,
as trauma continues to reappear and repeat itself in various modes such as dreams, hallucinations or flashbacks, han is
likewise carried away and deepens alongside this ongoing pain. I thus conceive of han as the psychic knot of Korea’s
lived experiences both individually and collectively, especially in traumatic contexts. Over the course of my
contemplation of han in this conceptual and theoretical study, and in light of Korea’s highly patriarchal and Confucian
gender structures, I began to wonder whether we can grasp this particular emotion han in terms of gender-specificity.
Bearing upon this inquiry, I raise the following questions: does han hold any specific affinity to women’s feelings or
pain? And do the conscious or unconscious cultural politics of han contribute to Korean female subjectivity?
In the context of Korean culture, there is a particular figure that is intimately bound up with han: the shaman or
mudang, a possessed and displaced female subject whose emotional and psychological maladies are arguably construed
as female mental disorders, like hysteria and madness, typically considered dangerous to the biopolitical orders of
society (in the Foucauldean sense).1 It is not by accident that, throughout my discussion of han so far in this book, I
have implicitly or explicitly used the shaman (mudang) as an analogy of a body of pain in the context of Korean
women’s trauma and its haunting legacies. This referencing foreshadows the correlations between the shaman and han,
as well as between the shaman and pain. In an attempt to explore these affinities, this chapter will be dedicated to close
readings of the ancient shaman ballad, an examination of previous socio-ethnographic case studies of shamans, and an
investigation of literary works depicting these figures. I will first endeavor to trace the way in which the shaman has
become associated with distressed feelings of sorrow, grief, hatred, anger, and resentment as well as psychological
disorders of phantasm, delirium, isolation and dissociation, all inherent in han both directly and indirectly.
Accordingly, this chapter will trace how the shaman has historically and socially come to represent the biopolitically
deviant and abnormal female body and mind in light of Korean social norms. Conversely, illuminating the complex
connections between women and the pain intrinsic to han, I will ascertain how the shaman embodies her pain and
sorrow rather than trying to disengage these emotions or “cure” her han; thus we will discover the subversive aspects
of han. To bring to light han’s subversion in this way is to reconfigure Korean female subjectivity in distressed,
patriarchal Korean society.
Another broad discursive aim in this deconstructive study of the relationship between han and shamans, shaped
by a counter-thought of biopolitics in the Korean context, is to gain insights into the current discussions and dialogues
on posthumanism. Here I must clarify that the intention of my reference to posthumanism in this chapter is not to offer
an extensive theoretical discussion of or even instigate a debate about it. Rather, aware of its current importance, I
engage with the concept of posthumanism in a wider sense in the humanities as an alternative way of understanding
the shaman in the Korean context because of how some characteristics of the latter, in my view, come in contact with
the model of the posthuman. With this objective in mind, posthumanism’s concerns about alternative human subjects,
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such as animal, cyborg and alien, have led me to wonder, aren’t there still human-subjects who have not been
adequately understood? Or alternatively, might one of the most ancient and archaic human subjects, the shaman, be
considered anachronistically as a posthuman, the human subject that is yet to arrive in our enlightened advanced
discourses and counter-discourses of the new human and humanity? Consequently, might then the seemingly primitive
and primordial emotion of han be conceived as what I call “a posthuman emotion,” one that may suggest an
alternative mode of being as the human in pain and suffering? Considered in this way, it would appear that the
posthuman may not come to us from outside or beyond the human world but exist within it; it may not be the living
creature from the future but may have always been with us. These inquiries might then ultimately point to the ironic
sense of posthumanism. In this vein of thinking, even though my investigation will be mainly centered on the shamansubject who is believed to have what is called a shamanistic or cosmological power, the shaman must be understood
not only in the literal and physical senses but also in figurative and metaphysical senses. In other words, I suggest the
shaman as a trope of both the human and the posthuman. To say this is to state that shamanistic power, as I define it,
designates not only a supernatural ability that belongs to those who practice shamanism as a vocation or occupation
alone but also an inexplicable sense of the world that any (post-)human subject in pain and suffering may pose under
difficult realities, including colonialism, war, genocide, postcolonialism, global-capitalism and postmodernism, losses
and absences, both on the personal and collective levels.

Han, Shamans, and Women
Shamanism is a quintessential anthropological element of Korean culture and tradition; shamans are crucial to and
intimate with Korean people in practices of everyday life as they give advice and guidance and foretell the future
regarding personal, familial and communal problems including health, birth, death, etc. Along with dietism and
totemism, shamanism in Korean culture functions as a form of religion, as well as of spiritualism. Some scholars claim
that a princess of the Silla dynasty was a shaman. Another historical recognition of a shamanistic power occurred in
the case of the wife of King Sukchong from the Choson dynasty, whose unusual gift helped her husband’s
governing.2 Ironically, however, shamans’ placement in Korean society typically does not follow this pattern of
association with power but rather is intimately bound up with sorrow and grief pertaining to han.
The association between han and shamans reaches back to the premodern period of Korean history. The myth
of Princess Pari (Pari Kongju) is a classic Korean narrative of the shaman’s fate. There are many different regional
versions of this myth, but the basic narrative is found in virtually all of them: Pari was born a princess, the seventh
daughter of the king. The mother dreams of her unborn child becoming a special person endowed with
a supernatural power, but the infant daughter is immediately abandoned at her father’s orders because of the neoConfucian preference for male children. The abandoned infant daughter is miraculously rescued by mystical forces and
grows up as a young woman of intelligence and high morals under the care of a mountain spirit. For their immoral act
of abandoning their daughter, the parents fall ill by supernatural forces, and are prophesied to die soon. The only thing
that could save their lives is a medicine from the sacred world, known as Life Water. After reuniting with her parents,
the princess volunteers to help them and undertakes a journey to find the medicine by risking her own life. Finally
reaching the site of the Life Water, she is forced to marry the gatekeeper and gives birth to seven sons as a payment
for the medicinal water. Surprisingly, the medicinal water turns out to be ordinary water, which eventually cures the ill
king and queen. Recognizing Princess Pari’s filial piety and loyalty to her parents, the heavens allow the water to cure
them. Rejecting the king’s gracious offer of half of his kingdom, Princess Pari becomes the shaman deity who guides
the dead to the other world. Her loyal act was seen as so inspiring that the myth later on became the archetype of the
song of mudang (shaman), called The Pari kongju muga.3
At this point, before delving into a more detailed reading of the narrative of the ballad, let me shortly return to
posthumanism to further discuss my sense of the concept and its innate irony with respect to Princess Pari’s newfound
identity as a shaman in the non-human world. The princess’ transformation from human to shamanistic deity serves as
a good model of the posthuman I proposed earlier. If her place symbolizes being a female human in society, her
becoming a shaman deity in the world of the dead suggests a life that comes after her human life, a so-called
posthuman life. That is to say, it designates the post-living form after being human and the post-human world after
death, or, put simply, post-“life” after living. Her example shows an indiscernible threshold between the human and
posthuman, the human world and the non-human world. “Life-processes,” in Princess Pari’s case, borrowing Eugene
Thacker’s words, “thought of in terms of finitude, beings to turn into their opposite, death-processes.” 4 Since the world
of the dead or death is perpetual as opposed to the human world, Princess Pari’s transformation into the shaman deity

and entering into the non-human world reveals another side of life antithetical to its finitude. As indicated in the brief
summary of the ballad above, Princess Pari’s gaining of the divine gift is not something that happened accidently or
that can be simply understood as a kind of the enigmatic phenomenon of after-life when death occurs. Rather it is
deeply rooted in her on-going agonizing life as a daughter and woman in the reality of the human world. Her
transformation into the shaman deity would have not been possible if she had not been born a girl, been abandoned
and then undertaken a harsh journey to save her dogmatic, senseless father. Without experiencing the series of these
struggles, she would not have a sympathetic understanding of and sensitivity toward the dead to guide them properly
to the other world. This course of the princess’ life may resonate with Thacker’s remarks implying the significance of
the process of transformation: “[w]hile the discrete living organism lives and dies, life itself is a continuum that
conditions the possibility of the living.” 5
Under this light, my logic of posthumanism resonates with Cary Wolfe’s paradoxical conception of this notion:
“it comes both before and after humanism.”6 In other words, the concept of posthumanism I employ throughout my
discussion of the shaman is not to be understood as the prior or posterior, or the mode of existence fixed in time or
space to surpass or reject the human. Rather I use the concept as a different way to address “the human and its
characteristics, and affective investments with greater specificity once we have removed meaning from the
ontologically closed domain of consciousness, reason, reflection, and so on,” as Wolfe puts it.7 It is in this theoretical
conception of posthumanism that I conceive of the shaman as the posthuman, the subject that existed before and still
comes after life, outside of social consciousness and beyond the realm of conventional time and space. In a similar
vein, the shamanistic power, I suggest, is not simply supernatural, non-human power that comes from outside of the
human world or after it, but precisely stems from the present world that is intimately bound up with social relations.
This conceptual trope of the shaman as the posthuman, therefore, gives rise to a central irony of posthumanism: that
what may appear to be a futuristic entity or a living subject that comes after the human life might in fact be utterly
human and ancient.
Despite the happy ending of the tale, at the center of Princess Pari’s transformation into the shaman deity or
the so-called posthuman is in my view of her excruciating endurance of han. The Korean word Pari is a derivation of
the transitive verb Purida, “to abandon or desert.” Princess Pari’s abandonment by her parents is foregrounded in the
mother’s auspicious dream as an augury of the princess’ predetermined destiny of becoming a shamanic figure
endowed with a special gift. 8 Here, I cite Michael J. Pettid’s English translation of the dream:
In my right hand I received a violet hawk,
In my left hand I received a white hawk.
I saw a golden turtle sitting on my knees,
On my shoulders I saw the sun and the moon.
On the roofbeams of Taemyong Palace,
I saw entangled blue and yellow dragons.9
The hawks in this dream are symbols of strength and valor; the turtle heralds good fortune and longevity; and the
presence of the sun and the moon are also thought to be propitious. Additionally, aside from the auspicious qualities of
dragons, the presence of a yellow dragon alludes to the highest of the heavenly powers, as the color yellow has often
been associated with divinity. Following this reading of the symbols, the hidden meaning of the mother’s dream
implies that the royal couple would be blessed with a most special child. Nonetheless, when the queen tells her dream
to the king, he simply ignores it and even considers its symbolic elements unsacred. As a result, neither of the parents
recognizes the significance of the dream, and thus their daughter’s special power, and they end up abandoning their
own daughter.
Princess Pari’s abandonment ensuing from the ignored dream suggests that her existence as a woman is
doubly in shadow. That is to say, being born the seventh daughter is her original sin, and her punishment is rejection
by her parents, or more accurately by her father. On top of that, the princess is to be abandoned because her innate
cosmological and non-human power is unrecognized; as in posthumanism’s critical view of the human-centered world,
this power cannot be made sense of according to the kingdom’s normalized social order. The hard journey of finding
the medicinal water to save her father ultimately suggests an imagery of the painful process of becoming a shaman and
becoming a daughter too. In a similar vein, Princess Pari’s transformation into a shamanistic deity suggests more than
a simple divine reward for her Confucian piety. Narratively, the figure of the shaman is a metaphorical mechanism that

liberates the princess and endows her with the special healing power of han. This heroic representation of the shaman
paradoxically bears the political ramifications of Korean women’s unhappy social place: the myth exemplifies the
distress of neo-Confucian gender values, highlighting the contradictory aspects of shamans in Korean society. As
shown above, the myth expresses the significance of shamans as extraordinary members of the community, functioning
as divine mediators and healers, on the one hand. Yet on the other hand, by transforming the abandoned daughter into
a divine figure (mudang) who is ironically able to heal her father and transcend worldly desire, the myth leads the
reader to become more sharply aware of the agonizing realities of the shaman. The father’s failure to heed the mother’s
auspicious dream indicates how reluctant he is to recognize his daughter’s non-human power or, in other words, her
posthuman power, in the sense of the current academic thinking on postmodern subjectivity. The king’s disregard for
the dream signifies a gendered prejudice against shamans and a marginalizing attitude towards shamanistic power,
which is after all the cosmological sensitivity outside of human boundaries of perception. Thus, being a female shaman
represents the doubly shadowed social position of women in the late-Choson period.
In a more direct sense, the myth of Princess Pari illustrates late Choson society’s treatment of women and
renders han as a specifically feminine emotion. The narrative also functions as a critique of the rigid and genderdiscriminatory late-Choson society through its depiction of the royal family’s hypocrisy and greed, and the daughter’s
resulting hardships. By creating the divine heroine Pari, whose harsh personal journey reflects those of many women in
her time, the story magnifies one of the most distressing aspects of this dynasty: the intense preference for male
children. Again, since typically shamans are women, the woman-shaman’s stigma and repressive position become
redoubled, and the han inherent in her life is all the more agonizing. As Pettid describes, the myth of Princess Pari not
only “fulfills an important function in Korean shamanistic eschatology, ensuring that the spirits of the dead are
removed from the secular world and taken to the supernatural realm,” but the myth also “provides a view of lateChoson society through the eyes of the female adherents to the shamanistic religion.”10
Interpreted in this way, I read The Ballad of Princess Pari as the symbolic literary representation of female
han in the context of the Korean culture of shamanism. The narrative of Princess Pari ultimately suggests that han is
inevitable in the lives of women and shamans in Korean society, showing how these lives constitute the life of han.
Princess Pari’s birth as a female child, and subsequent abandonment by her royal family, as well as her shamandestiny all signify the pain and suffering inherent in han that perpetually dwell in shamans and women throughout the
course of their lives. Put another way, Princess Pari’s original sin as a daughter is her original han, the han of being
rejected and abandoned due to her gender. The princess’s original han thus represents the han of women via the body
of the shaman. From this vantage, what I’d like to stress in the narrative is less the end result of the princess’ becoming
a divine figure, but rather the excruciating process of her transformation into a shaman and thereby finally becoming a
daughter and essentially a woman. Put another way, metonymically, the han of shamans is the han of Korean women,
and, in turn, Korean women’s han is analogous to shamans’ han. Korean shamanism is a “vessel containing things
irrational and female, which were oppressed on the surface of male consciousness in society,” as Rhi Bou-Yang
remarks.11
The narrative of Princess Pari also contains a paradox, common to women and their han in highly gendered
structured Korean society: shamanic power becomes more powerful and influential for women the greater their
hardship. It is, we may say, precisely historical oppression and social prejudices against women and especially towards
shamans that gives rise to a strong sentiment of han for the abandoned princess/daughter, and accordingly, at times,
this emotion becomes the core, interior dynamic to solidify her shaman spirit and her female identity in the milieu of
patriarchal Neo-Confucian ideology. Ironically, both despite and because of this social oppression, since the beginning
of the tale of Princess Pari shaman practice has historically been a female realm kept secret from and untouched by
men in mainstream Korean society. Protected from the social norms of patriarchal dominance, law and medicine, the
shaman becomes a stronger feminine figure by sharing her han and channeling the world of the dead through her
extraordinary sensitivities and energies, talents which are disavowed within the normative human perception of the
universe. It is no coincidence, then, that most clients of shamans are also women. In this manner, the narrative of
Princess Pari’s odyssey delineates the transformation of the female subject central to han, and this accordingly leads us
to envisage a counter-world not only to late Choson society but also to any society that perpetuates gender repression,
disavows the identities of minorities, or represses emotions, non-human or post-human attitudes. The shaman ballad
interpreted in this way thus seems to depict a new image of women and the human subject, a new human subjectivity,
specific to the context of the relationship between individual malady and social reality. In this deconstructive reading
of Princess Pari’s process of transformation central to han, I reaffirm that my sense of shamanistic power in this study,
as noted earlier, is not limited to those who practice it as an occupation, but may also extend to include any woman in

pain, who is intelligently aware of the social problems and oppression to which her suffering is subjected and thus
whose enduring spirit serves as inspiration to others in agony.

Illness and Madness in Becoming-Shaman and Becoming-Woman
In further examining the specific links between the shaman and han, at this point, I must define what I mean by
shamanistic possession and emotional occupation. I submit that shamanistic possession is not simply an anomalous or
non-normative phenomenon but rather a certain kind of metamorphosis emotionally, mentally, ontologically and
existentially, occupying a unique social place. Borrowing Deleuze and Guattari’s conception of “becoming,” I will call
this transformation “becoming-shaman,” a process that must be understood as embodying an existential trauma of and
psychic pain associated with “becoming-woman” – already implied in my reading of The Ballad of Princess Pari. To
become a shaman is, we might say, for women to claim their social occupation. To an extent, this is to assert an
emotional occupation. My term of becoming-shaman thus reaches far beyond the scope of the vocational practice of
shamanism, serving to designate the unhappy social and emotional places of women in Korean society. In theorizing
the shaman, this conceptual framework of becoming will allow us to challenge and rethink the gender biases in
Korean society: in situations of loss, mourning and mortality that involve negative feelings, what do the shaman’s
emotional occupation and psychic possession mean for women’s pain? Similarly, in the event of traumatic experiences
such as war, violence, genocide and natural catastrophe that threaten human habitats, what does the shaman’s
subsequent dispossession of physical and spatial occupation mean in relation to women’s place in Korean society?
What are the political and biopolitical ramifications of this social construction of Korean women’s emotions?
Insomuch as the sentiment of han is the product of pain and suffering, the shaman’s han involves particularly
unspeakable traumas. In the context of trauma, it is peculiar that the shaman’s han entails both psychological and
physiological alternations. Becoming a shaman cannot be understood simply as a sudden, metaphysical alteration of
identity; it is a process of eerie internal and external metamorphoses. The woman actually suffers corporeal pains
accompanying heightened emotional anguish and mental agony. These enigmatic corporeal symptoms and noncorporeal sensations are called sinbyŏng, the Korean vernacular that Youngsook Kim Harvey has translated as “god
sickness” and Laurel Kendall as “possession sickness.” Sinbyŏng is generally understood as the initiatory illness that
occurs in women who are hereditarily or spiritually preordained to become shamans. The folklorist Kim T’ae-gon
notes that the symptoms of the shaman’s initiatory illness include the loss of appetite (especially meat and fish), weak
and aching limbs, dreams, hallucinations and schizophrenic roving.12 Yang Jong-seung lists the symptoms of the
predestined shaman as inexplicable sickness, no appetite, paralysis of the body, weight loss, body aches, anxiety, and
dreams. 13 In most cases, no medical treatment is effective. Existing ethnographic case studies of shamans illustrate this
phenomenon of illness pertaining to destined shamans. All of the six women – Wangsimni-mansin, Namsan-mansin,
P’yŏng yang-mansin, Suwŏn-mansin and Deaconess Chang – portrayed in Harvey’s ethnographic case studies of
Korean shamans, for example, experienced sinbyŏng as part of the process of their becoming-shaman prior to
accepting the fated occupation of a practicing shaman called mansin. Another ethnographic case of this initiatory
illness is Youngsu’s Mother, a pseudonym for the primary shaman in Kendall’s ethnographic case studi of Korean
shamans. It is not by accident that han has the physiological symptoms called hwapyung, an ailment of fire that is
similar to the symptoms of sinbyŏng. M.D. Jongju Kim and Manwoo Lee describe hwapyung as follows:
Hwapyung is a disease entity, closely related to the Hahn as a culture-bound syndrome. It might be conceived of the
symptoms of depression in terms of meaning as revealed during the analysis of innumerable states of depression, in
relation to ethnological cultures. We guess the Hahn is a causal element of their Hwapyung. This is ‘the ailment of
the whole body,’ but the main portion of symptoms is on the border between lower chest and upper abdomen, which
is called Myngch’I (명치)— its other names are Simwa (the cave of the heart) and Myng-mun (the gate of life and an
acupuncture point). If we take the fate of the bodily functions, for instance, the picture is impressive. At stake are
various symptoms of Hahn, such as a sense of hotness and oppression on the body, the sensation of a massive lump,
and its pushing into the neck and face and located in the upper body. Particularly, the sensation of the massive lump
in the chest can be called Gasm-ari (suffering on the chest) or Gasm-api (pain on the chest).14

While continuing to affect a would-be-shaman physically and physiologically, sinbyŏng also has its own
psychological effects and ontological and existential significations in the process of becoming-shaman. What I notice
in all of the practicing shamans portrayed in both Harvey’s and Kendall’s case studies is that emotional and mental

disruptions seem inevitable and inexorable elements to their lives, including both during the process of becomingshaman and even after accepting their destiny of mansin. As we will see, the emotional maladies and psychological
disorders inherent in these women’s sinbyŏng are deeply related to extreme violence and/or traumatic losses to which
they have subjected, both at the personal and collective levels. As Kim notes, han emerges as a dominant and grave
internal energy in such tragic situations such as war, violence, a traumatic loss of the loved one or extreme poverty, in
the lives of preordained shamans, thereby causing the ailing mind to manifest sinbyŏng.15 Corporeal and mental
ailments, we might say, augment the ontological and existential suffering of the shaman because the taboo of shaman
inheritance remains undeniable even in contemporary Korea, where social prejudice towards and oppression of
shamanism are still prominent. The shaman’s seemingly incurable illness, her emotional and mental disorders (both of
which appear in the initial stages of becoming a shaman) are considered not only her own shame and stigma but also
that of the family and community; thereby her han only intensifies. Her identity as a shaman is doomed to be
secretively buried alongside her unresolved han. Ironically, however, these women in illness, I argue, are to obtain
their shamanistic sensibilities necessarily through suffering han, manifested as excruciating emotional and
psychological ailments like hysteria, melancholy and madness. In regards to the relationship between sinbyŏng and
becoming-shaman, here we may notice predicaments pertaining to these concepts’ ontological and existential
formations. In order to be a proper shaman, a woman must be either “‘chosen’ for the role by god possession
(sinby[ŏ]ng) which is often manifested as a severe trauma bordering on insanity or in a hereditary line to receive the
art.”16 In either case, whether her fate is self-determined or given, she must accept these enigmatic phenomena
expressed as sinbyŏng in order to become a shaman; she can acquire shamanistic power only through suffering han
encoded in this initiatory ailment. In this logic of the relationship between han and pain in the process of becomingshaman, I propose, to become a shaman is to suffer han, and, in turn, to feel pain is to become a woman, and, in some
cases, to become an extraordinary person or even a non-human.
Medical and psychiatric discourses may diagnose the shaman’s initiatory illness as insanity, in opposition to
the “normal” or “enlightened” mind. Let me take up some space here to discuss the historical and social constructions
of madness in a theoretical way. In both Madness and Civilization and The Birth of The Clinic, Michel Foucault
delineates the historical development of institutional bodies – school, prison, medicine and soul asylums – in the West,
showing how madness is considered as opposed to the reason of the human mind. Throughout his genealogical
description of power, he implies that madness became a danger to the bios of the human species and, in turn, evolved
as a mechanism to serve in the establishment of technologies for what he calls “biopower.”17 He goes on to say that
through the course of its premodern history, the West linked madness to savage acts and animality, and later on to the
abnormal excess and suspension of passion.18 In the early modern European history of the human mind, as Foucault
describes, the classification of madness was based on the dual epistemic-ontology of good and bad; madness was
ascribed to a demon’s influence on the subject’s mind.19 This conception of madness purports that reason is conceived
as a reliable mental feature, and, by contrast, mental disorders are considered an evil spirit to be “cured” or
“disciplined,” in Foucault’s critical terms; thus cure and discipline here connote punishment. It is through this binary
view of good and bad that madness, alongside other disorders such as melancholia or delirium, has long been regarded
as a form of social crime. It is also this idea of curing or discipline that has led these mental states to be intimately
linked to clinics and psychiatric medicine. Mental institutions and prisons have thus fallen into an institutional
category under the aegis of social reform, maintained by biopolitics in the age of reason, as described in Foucault’s
book Discipline and Punish. What Foucault implies in his genealogical rhetoric of what he calls “bio-history” is that
what we now know as medical terms of mental disorder or madness are in fact the legacy of European modernity,
namely the bourgeois capitalist state. 20 Crucial in Foucault’s discursive historical account of madness is his elusive yet
biting rhetorical criticism of this highly institutionalized and medicalized conception of the human mind and
behavior.21
Cross-culturally and perhaps universally, the history of madness marks the history of female emotions and
female subjectivity. Emotions tend to be feminized across various cultures; they represent sensitive, feminine attributes
of the human mind such as gentle, meek, and tender feelings and affects: sympathy, pity, compassion, happiness and
the like. European Romanticism and Korean modernist poetry, for example, have employed these feminine emotive
qualities to depict a desirable or utopian vision of the world shaped through peace, maternal nurturing and feminine
beauty against violence, war and masculine destruction. In this case, emotions are clearly conceptualized as a positive
quality of the human’s inner realm. The other gendered aspect of emotion lies in emotive features such as envy,
jealousy and hate, all of which typically designate negative psychological traits. Psychoanalysis has aptly and

extensively theorized such “feminine” mental dispositions, which has been seen as problematic by feminist scholars
such as Laura Mulvey and Anne McClintock. I do not wish to argue against the feminine tendencies or attributes of
emotion in the realms of literature, arts or music. The problem with gendered construction of emotions rather resides
in the ways in which patriarchy, colonialism and their legacies in human history have manipulated emotions and thus
distorted female subjectivities and minority identities to produce gendered hierarchies and biased power relations.
Arguing that in modern history, the West prefers to attribute such disorders to woman more than to man, Foucault
reminds us that non-conventional emotional outbursts or moods have historically been denounced as feminine, and
vice versa. His discursive criticism about emotion’s feminization in the West is well reflected in his citing of EdméPierre Beachesne:
The moment at which our women rise in Paris is far removed from that which nature has
indicated; the best hours of the day have slipped away; the purest air has disappeared; no
one has benefited from it. The vapors, the harmful exhalations, attracted by the sun’s heat,
are already rising in the atmosphere; this is the hour that beauty chooses to rise.” This
disorder of the senses continues in the theater, where illusions are cultivated, where vain
passions and the most fatal movements of the soul are aroused by artifice; women especially
enjoy these spectacles ‘that inflame and arouse them’; their souls ‘are so strongly shaken that
this produces a commotion in their nerves, fleeting, in truth. 22
As implied in the quote above, in this male discourse of emotions, such disorders as hysteria, melancholia,
hypochondria, delirium and madness, long associated with female subjectivity, are considered not only as emotional
maladies but also as mental disorders or clinical illnesses, designating a violation of social norms.
Korea’s male dominant Confucian society does not entirely escape this pattern of the Western gendered
configuration of highly pathologized, medicalized emotions that is, I argue, central to han. Han’s gendered
characteristics may primarily be rooted in a male dominant neo-Confucian Korean society that includes strict gender
hierarchies, the marginalization of female status in the household, politics, and law, and social oppression of certain
women’s social occupations such as shamans and kisang (geisha). In some sense, han may resonate with the two
conflicting gendered aspects of emotions described above as designating both negative feelings of sorrow, grief,
resentment or grudge and positive feelings of affection, attachment, sympathy or love. One crucial aspect of han here,
one that needs to be more thoroughly examined in the context of the gendering of emotions, is that it has historically
and literarily been conceived as a female emotive language—that is, as Korean women’s emotive sign – on both of the
conflicting sides of the emotion. What is anomalous about the feminized han, as I perceive it, is that it seems to receive
systematically prejudiced treatment. When it is employed in poetry or portrayed in arts by men, han’s femininity tends
to be romanticized as a creative force to invoke affection or love. One other hand, when women themselves express
their han either in everyday life or in literature, music or arts, it tends to be perceived as an emotional anomaly, an
undesirable or dangerous emotion that may be analogous to the Western notion of female hysteria or madness,
threatening the biopolitical sustainability of “being” described by Foucault.
Concerning this gender-biased treatment of han in both the literary world and in reality, it is worth mentioning
Shoshana Felman’s criticism of a classical male dominant intellectual and academic world that renders so-called
female disorders. She addresses how the concept of woman equals that of madness not only in the realms of pathology
and psychology but also of sociology. She reminds us that the concept of psychiatric madness is conceived by an
authoritarian male culture and patriarchal norm as a “female psychology.”23 Felman assures us that this is not to
romanticize or confuse madness with political acts or revolution. Quite the contrary, she adds that madness is a kind of
deadlock, depriving those who suffer from mental illness of all ability to rebel and protest, and thereby inscribing
women suffering from madness as individuals in need of help. Nonetheless, society is blind to the possibility of
assisting them outside of the institutional bodies, and thereby madness is immediately identified as female illness or
female hysteria. This is to say, since the idea of society is always already marked by male authority, women’s suffering
is ignored. In light of this logic by Felman, I interpret illness in two ways in the context of women’s madness: one
designates a melody of women’s malady that needs to be heard, and the other refers to the society that ignores that cry,
which itself is thus ailing. 24
Alongside and in addition to these views, Felman further attempts to look at the issue of madness on a
rhetorical level through a critique of the institution of literary studies in (male-dominant) academia. She contends that
the methods of pedagogy and textuality in literary criticism have been traditionally established by male scholars, and,

as a result, literary readings tend to privilege male perceptions of the world, perpetuating the discourses of
dichotomized gender difference and hierarchy. In her rereading of Honoré de Balzac’s realist short story Adieu,
Felman probes how the existing literary criticisms on this work established by male critics are male-centered. She
remarks that in these criticisms the female protagonist Stephanie’s madness is not the primary issue of the story. On the
contrary, the central focus of these criticisms is the woman’s soldier lover and his pain and suffering during the war. In
male-dominated literary criticism, female madness is taken as simply the medium for representing a male ontology.
The woman’s illness and loss of identity are never properly questioned, instead treated merely as a spectacle and an
innate feminine attribute. Moreover, the woman’s madness here is considered as the loss of womanhood and
femininity, and only men can “cure” that. Therefore, women are “definable’ and “curable” by men through “hearing”
the male voice.25 In this way, female madness is also associated with women’s inability to speak, in which case a
biopolitical malady is abstracted as a disorder of intelligence. Felman contends that this historical and social construct
of gendered madness is produced out of male narcissism, although with therapeutic intentions. She reminds us of
Foucault’s remark suggesting the irony of men’s madness: “the cure of the madman is in the reason of the other—his
own being but the very truth of his madness.” 26
Returning to our discussion of sinbyŏng, the Korean social perceptions of the initiatory shaman illness and
female madness may well be explained by both Foucault’s elucidations of the institutionalization and normalization of
the human mind and feminist critical accounts of the problem of female madness. The oppression of shamans in
Korean history and society is in many ways similar to the ways in which biopolitics was (mal)practiced in the
premodern period of Europe. For instance, the gender bias and social repression inherent in shamanism in Korean
society bears a close relationship to the institutionalization of the mind and body reinforcing the power of the ruling
class, as described by Foucault. Judged by neo-Confucian moral standards set by sovereign male members, erratic
shamanic phenomena resembling emotional and psychological symptoms of hysteria and melancholia, hallucinations,
etc., at the outset, are considered to be evil spirits colonizing the mind. Historically, many shamans belonged to the
lower caste, even regarded as lower than a slave – especially during the Choson dynasty. In this Neo-Confucian society
where erratic behavior or the possession of supernatural powers was thought to be immoral and evil, shamanistic
power was considered unsacred and untouchable. Shamans were thus classified, under the Choson dynasty’s caste
system, among the despised “mean people” along with butchers, fortune-tellers, roving players, monks, and
kisang.27 As a result, this society created a collective psychology of repression of shamanism, bestowing on shamans a
strong sense of shame and perpetual stigma as both a woman and a human individual. Accordingly, shaman rituals and
shamanic practices were periodically forbidden, in a similar way to how the witch and witchcraft were outlawed in
Western cultures.28 The dynasty made an official policy of eradicating shamanism and prosecuted shamans and their
believers. Another aspect of this policy was to separate aristocratic males from shaman culture. According to NeoConfucian principles, royal men were not to associate with shamans and shamanic activities such as chanting and
dance because society considered those women sexually promiscuous and their shaman rites as the unsacred rather
than as artistic performance. Shamanism was strictly suppressed from normative women’s roles, which were primarily
domestic; extra-domestic activities were not allowed, especially amongst the higher classes. Accordingly, women of
shamanistic possession were dispossessed of their households and social occupations. Frequently, state authorities
expelled or shunned shamans from a community, regarding them as dangerous or mad women; indeed it is still fairly
common for practicing shamans to reside in a reclusive area distant from city and state sovereignty. This social
isolation and physical expelling of the shaman may also be analogous to the confinement of madmen in early
European society. During the Japanese occupation, its colonial sovereignty also tried to eradicate the practice of
shamanism and prosecute shamans and believers. The two-volume work by the Japanese scholars Akamatsu and
Akiba, who have conducted research on the lives of Korean shamans and the Japanese colonial polices of Korean
shamanism, have documented the systematic repression of shamanism at that time.
Later on, the early modern emergence of and relatively prominent presence of Christianity in Korean society
has also contributed to the perpetuation of tabooed views of shamans. In Christian narrative, shamanistic abilities to
foresee and heal, channel dead spirits, and perform rituals are thought to be disturbing and superstitious phenomena,
indicating illness of the mind. Needless to say, the development of the modern medical discourses of clinical
psychology and psychiatry in Korea cannot be excluded from this list, further forming societal attitudes towards
shamans. In the medical classification of behavioral psychology, the preliminary shamanistic symptoms of physical
illness and an erratic mental state are to be diagnosed as mental and behavioral disorders – simply put, insanity. Such
pervasive moralistic and psychiatric conceptions of the physical and psychological symptoms inherent in the process of
becoming-shaman have defined shamans as insane women, giving rise to distorted linguistic discourses of the shaman

illness that come to denounce the shaman as a primitive and unintelligent lower being. The shaman’s pain and
suffering are reduced to being indicators of emotional malady or signs of the unstable minds of women.
In light of this social insensitivity and biopolitical normativity in relation to the shaman and to sinbyŏng, here I
will return to the women rendered in Harvey’s and Kendall’s ethnographic case studies, suggesting potentially
productive counter-perspectives toward the conventional and bio-politicized conception of the shaman. Let us first
briefly look at the lives of the two shamans in Harvey’s case studies. In the case of Wangsimni-mansin, the daughter
of a shaman mother, for example, she had to suffer social prejudice throughout her childhood. She was a baptized
Christian girl who showed symptoms of depression and sinbyŏng during adolescence before marrying the son of a
mansin (a practicing shaman). Wangsimni-mansin then led a double life as an ordinary wife and a shaman, until a
traumatic confrontation with her husband over her shamanistic activities. The life of the factory worker
Namsan-mansin, is similarly tragic: as a child she had already lost two infant sisters, and then went on to lose her own
daughter. While suffering from sinbyŏng, she ran away from her first marriage to pursue her shaman destiny. Later,
working as a house servant, she met her second husband, who had lost his first wife and daughter after they consulted
with a shaman. In the midst of this second husband’s bankruptcy, the travails of a mentally unstable stepson and
repeated dreams of the man’s dead daughter, she became ill again, abandoning her one-month-old daughter. After
these continuing hardships and repeated traumatic misfortunes, she became mentally unstable and had hallucinatory
experiences for six months. Finally, she assumed the role of a shaman, which indicates both her succumbing to the
god-possessed illness and simultaneously the cure of that illness. Kendall’s ethnographic biography of Youngsu’s
Mother is no exception in terms the experience of extraordinary personal hardship. Surviving poverty in childhood and
later the dangers of the Korean War marked only the preliminary suffering of her life. Her unloving father abandoned
the family to pursue infidelity, followed by betrayals and deceptions by both a lover and a potential husband.
Eventually, she too accepted her destiny as a shaman.
What we can observe in the above case studies is that these women’s lives were already difficult due to their
personal misfortunes – whether from a childhood of poverty, the traumatic loss of a loved one, early abandonment,
forced marriage, an unloving husband or a miscarriage. We can also notice that the personal traumas these women
endured were deeply related to violent historical traumas such as the Japanese colonial occupation, the early influences
of modernity and Christianity, and the Korean War. At a microscopic level, an individual shaman’s tragic incidents
and traumatic experiences, as we will see, are personal, since they usually stem from conflicts in conjugal relationships
or distressing family dynamics. But these personal obstacles and struggles are not simply matters for one’s private life,
because a family is a unit of society – and hence part of social relations, whereby the individual’s innate problems are
also part of social conflicts. Needless to say, the shaman herself is part of the social assembly as a woman, daughter,
wife, and mother, the female subjects that are historically and typically invisible and unheard in a male dominant
household and society. Hence, the cultural foundation of shamanism is closely related to a structure of society and a
context of history that denounces anomalous human subjects gifted with non-human power, as noted earlier, and more
specifically female subjects in emotional and mental maladies. Undeniably, hence, the traumatic and painful life of the
shaman is closely bound up with the maladies of Korean society as a whole, and, in turn, their ensuing existential
suffering as a woman aggravates due to a community’s rejection of their religious and spiritual practice, and ultimately
identity.
In considering these observations, the goal is not to determine whether their difficult lives caused their illness
or the illness caused the hard life. Rather, we should draw our attention to the synchronicity and diacriticality of these
two elements – the hard life and the illness – alongside the impacts of a shifting, distressed society on individual lives.
Harvey’s deconstructed view of sinbyŏng explains well how shamans’ suffering represents women’s existential pain
and agony. She remarks:
All six shamans had inordinate difficulty in reconciling either cognitively or emotionally the discrepancies they
perceived between social expectations of them as women and their personal goals and interests as individuals.
They were critical of cultural norms others accepted as gives in their loves, were hypersensitive to cultural
inconsistences, and suffered from a deep and abiding sense of having been morally injured as human beings.
This is mistakenly implied in their experience of sinbyŏng, the possession sickness from which they all suffer,
and made more explicitly evident in the philosophies they espouse in the practice of their shaman role and the
fulfillment of family obligations after assuming the shaman role. (236-7) 29
What this quote implies and what I am intending to suggest in my counter-perspective of the shaman here is that the

seemingly emotional maladies and mental disorders appearing over the course of these women’s lives may be
understood as an assemblage of personal tragedies at the intersection with these historical catastrophes. More
specifically, recalling my conception of han as the psychic knot of Korea’s personal and collective lived experiences, I
link these once predestined and now practicing shamans’ mysterious illnesses, as well as a series of the traumatic
events in their lives, to han as the emotional and psychological signs of their distress and unhappiness in Korean
reality. What is paradoxical here in these shaman-women’s dealing with han is that it is precisely these maladies
alluding to female pain and suffering that sustain their lives and endow them with creativity and healing power, which
I describe as the subversion of han. This substantiality and power are, however, not “given” by another (not even by
god) but are created by their self-determined and self-proclaimed identities as shaman and woman. By experiencing
and fully accepting their unfathomable pain and suffering at first hand, these shaman-women become able to fathom
other people’s agony and develop a deep sense of empathy for sufferers, thereby transvaluing the innate qualities of
han from anger, hate and resentment to affection, attachment and love. Considered in this way, we may theorize that
becoming a shaman is not simply an instance of a calling of supernatural power that occurs overnight or accidentally,
nor as an occupational practice for a financial purpose. Rather, the process of becoming-shaman is the symbolic
reenactment of the destined woman-shaman’s hard personal life in the milieu of collective tragedies, experienced as
shamanistic possession and thereby enigmatically acquiring subversive healing power; it is the manifestation of an
excruciating emotional occupation of han.
Drawing on this abstraction of becoming-shaman, I therefore do not limit sinbyŏng (nor hwapyung) to the
bodily and physiological symptoms of illness but rather conceptualize them as the cryptic songs of the shaman’s and
woman’s han in regards to their social and emotional occupations, displaced and dispossessed by patriarchal
mainstream Korean society. Put another way, these ailments are the external signs of pain and suffering inherent in han
for being shaman on top of being woman, suggesting that her suppressed han finally emerges and erupts through the
enigmatic agencies of mind and body. The inexplicable characteristics and physiological symptoms in shamanistic
possession, in essence, designate women’s emotional and psychological distress rooted in social maladies and
traumatic experiences in Korea. Broadly, in this sense, shaman illness can be rather understood as a pandemic social
illness that fails to recognize women’s place and the cultural and psychical manifestations of their han in Korean
society. To say this is to further confirm that the seemingly self-destructive and repressive internal process of han in
becoming-shaman that oftentimes entails psychic symptoms of hysteria, deliria and melancholia can be ascribed
neither to a psychological disorder, mental malady nor demonic social (mis)behavior pertaining to women. Indeed, in
contrast to the historically conceptualized disturbing image of the madwoman, all six shamans and Youngsu’s Mother,
representing a wide range of women of different ages, diverse class backgrounds and educational levels, and differing
contact with modernity and urban life are all strikingly intelligent, sensitive and articulate, being acutely aware of
society. Especially Youngsu’s Mother has a great sense of humor and wit. Drawing on this thought, what we perceive
as shamanistic illness, and female hysteria and madness, must not be considered as mutant phenomena existing outside
of human reason and social norms. Nor can they be easily described in the language of medicine and psychiatric
norms, the biopolitical order of the mind and the body.
In essence, what appears to be the psychological disorders, behavioral disorders or hysterical ruptures of
becoming-shaman and shamanic practice is, far from madness, not a clinical or psychical ailment. Moreover, what
seems to be a super-human or extraterrestrial power is only a paradoxical demonstration of humanity. Nor can it be
reduced to the classical moralist and humanist constructions of witches and mysticism. In this way, borrowing Walter
Benjamin’s vision of history, Korean history can be appropriately constructed through a process of empathy towards
this sadness, not only for the victors but also for the defeated shamans and women. 30 As the possession of shamanistic
power in women also designates their social and physical occupations, in effect, the practice of shamanism is the
women’s unique way of establishing an autonomous position and “(re)doing” the politics of gender; furthermore, it is
their artistic rendering of hate, anger grudge, pain and suffering, that converts what might otherwise be destructive. As
Harvey describes, sinbyŏng is “the experience through which they make the transition from being helpless housewives
trapped in the impasse of a double bind to being shamans who transcend the natural (culturally defined) limits of being
a woman, who have a system of social support independent of their domestic role, who have economic autonomy, and
who have clear professional identities in the larger society.” 31 Therefore, a shamanistic “[p]ossession is a woman’s
ecstatic compensation for social deprivation,” as she puts it.32 As Hélène Cixous and Catherine Clément would say,
shamans are not “madwomen,” “wildwomen” or “childwomen” associated with loss and destruction, but, on the
contrary, are “prophets” foretelling the future and healing pain.33 Shamanistic possession and the subsequent
emotional occupation of han represent women’s sacred place aesthetically and ontologically, as well as physically.

Ghost and Han’s Aesthetics of Healing
As I discussed earlier, the enigmatic shaman illness and madness are the embodiments of the predestined shaman’s
unresolved han, generated by the original trauma in her personal life. Put in reverse, this illness marks the secondary
trauma in her life as a reenactment of the original trauma, typically related to the past or present personal tragedy.
From this viewpoint, then, it could not be more paradoxical to say that as an emotionally and mentally unstable human
individual, the shaman has the ability to cure both her own and others’ ailments. This may sound even more absurd
from a biopolitical view of internal disorders, since biopolitics regards emotional maladies and mental disorders as an
unsustainable state of life. Nonetheless, and peculiarly enough, healing power marks in my view the most enigmatic
feature of the shaman, echoing the subversion of han. Insomuch as becoming-shaman is closely related to the
manifestations of han as described in the previous section, han is accordingly correlated to healing. It is not a
coincidence that, classically in indigenous Korean han studies, shamanism is considered as one of the main historical
realms that employs han as a symbolic curative mechanism for the pain and suffering of shamans and women. 34 As
Jae Hoon Lee remarks, han is the “starting point for the journey of psychological and spiritual growth,” and “[t]hrough
its symptoms, [it] forces people to open their eyes to the wounds in their psyches, and thus impels them to start the
journey of healing.” 35
The role of the shaman is to heal other individuals’ pain and suffering both physically and mentally in Korean
culture and tradition. That is to say, following the logic of the relationship between han and pain, the shaman is
endowed with healing power over the han that dwells in the lives of others, affecting their relationships with family,
friends, lovers, community, and the afterlife. To explain this shamanic healing power in an anthropological sense, the
shaman channels the dead spirits, as well as god. As seen in the case of Princess Pari’s newly granted role as the
shaman deity in the other side of the human world, the shaman has the particular gift of travel between the dead and
the living: immortality and mortality, the space of there and the space of here, the divine and the human. Thus, the
shaman’s healing of han is engages with the ghost, what I identify as the posthuman subject. In some cultures, the
ghost is viewed as an embodiment of an anthropological and ethnographical history of its people and society. While
Deleuze and Guattari are in favor of a schizoid “out for a walk” over a neurotic laying on the analyst’s couch,” to
Koreans a shaman unveiling one’s trauma is a better model than a therapist who pathologizes one’s unconscious. 36 A
shaman’s role of revealing one’s secret or shame of the family by virtue of introjecting him or herself into that person
can be contrasted to an analyst’s carefulness not to transgress the patient’s fear of disclosing the familiar secrecy.37 It
is not by accident that in Korean culture, historically, the shaman takes the position of the Western notion of a
therapist. So, what relationship is there between shamanistic healing and the ghost? How does the shaman’s healing
power resonate with the subversion of han?
Expanding upon this relationship between shaman and ghost, let us return to the concept of sinbyŏng
experienced by a preordained shaman. Han expressed as the shamanistic illness is closely related to god and god
possession, as is evident in the literal translation of sinbyŏng (as god-illness or possession-illness). According to the
Korean anthropological conception of shamanism, ‘god’ here suggests a shaman’s self-defined (or imagined) deity, an
amalgamation of her personal god(s) that emerge during her illness and the communal god(s) from the realm of
deitism or polytheism. This god in the context of Korean shamanism is intimately bound up with the ghost and is
especially han-ridden, and thus the shaman-god can be understood as both the material and metaphysical
manifestations of the traumatized ghost; the phantom is the objectal material of the invisible, the ghostly body of han
that the (would-be-)shaman sees and hears. It is also an incorporeal entity in the sense that the shaman embodies the
characteristics of the phantom that dwells in han. Thus, in this rhetoric of the ghost, I suggest that sinbyŏng is the
physiological and mental manifestation of the destined shaman’s han appearing in the figure of a phantom that haunts
her. During this preliminary stage of the phantom experience marked by physiological and mental illness in becomingshaman, her mind and body are strained and possessed to simulate the other unknown entity of the so-called god or
ghost.
We shall then ask where this particular interaction between han and the ghost can be found in the context of
Korean shamanism. Let me specifically discuss one of the shaman rituals called naerim kut, which may represent this
unique phantomic image of han. Naerim kut is the initiation ritual in Korean shaman culture and is performed by a
mansin for the god-possessed woman, who is profoundly traumatized and han-ridden. In this ritual of the kut, the
mansin transfers divine power to the destined shaman so that she can officially initiate a shamanistic divination.

Naerim kut in this sense may be associated with a psychoanalytic conception of phantom effects or transmission in
terms of its act of generating and transferring healing power. The would-be shaman can become a shaman only when
she accepts her illness and this transmitted non-human power. Consequently this embodied phantom comes to serve as
the god of a medium and enables her to connect the worlds of here and there. When this han-ridden phantom is fully
embodied in her, she is finally endowed with the healing power to resolve other sufferers’ han. Essentially, receiving
naerim kut is, therefore, accepting not only her shaman destiny but also, more importantly, her unresolved pain of han.
To fully accept her han is to embody the ghost who carries her han, including its personality and persona.
To further elucidate in psychoanalytic terms this transmitting aspect of naerim kut in relation to han, let us turn
to the concept of “the phantom effect” theorized by Nicolas Abraham and Mari Torok. In their theoretical account, a
phantom denotes a secret trauma or concealed secrecy, what Abraham calls the “gap” existing in our unconsciousness
in inter-subjective relations dealing with death, loss and mourning. In other words, this very gap is recognized as the
unconscious and appears as a phantom to return to haunt the living or succeeding subject in a traumatic context. It is
the phantom, returning to haunt, that “bears witness to the existence of the dead buried within the other.”38 It is this
phantom effect that continues to call forth the memory and the past, and that gives rise to the replacement or
displacement of losses. As this transmission proceeds from one generation to the next, the phantom effect
progressively fades and eventually disappears, according to Abraham. Even though no formula for reducing this effect
is available, the implied method is to reduce the sin projected on another’s secret and accept it, so as to “defy,
circumvent or domesticate the phantom’s (and our) resistance,” as he puts it, thereby gaining the more truthful
truth. 39 By virtue of such resisting acts as what I identify as a form of “exorcism,” the phantom moves away from our
unconscious and vanishes into the past. For Abraham and Torok, this fading of the phantom is “curing” the illness of
mourning and eventually of the pain.
Han bears both resemblances and differences to the above rhetoric of the phantom. At one level, the image of
han is ghost-like, and han exists as the figurative form of a ghost. Han takes the form of a phantom in situations of
traumatic loss and absence, thus often giving rise to secrets and shame in a family and community. At another level,
paradoxically han has the phantom effect of healing pain not only analogically but also materially through the body of
the shaman—let us recall the birth of honbul ghost flames and the han-ridden heroes or heroines returning to the
present world as the ghost in Korean myths or folklores.40 Essentially, han is not merely the immaterial and nonphysical body of emotionality but also the material and objectified body of memory. Following this, similarly to
Abraham and Torok’s concept of phantom effect, han’s psychic function is to cure the pain by gradually eliminating
memory and thus resolving han in one’s mind. At the same time, however, I wish to expand these two theorists’
conception of phantom effect, given that the way in which han engages with the ghost is distinctive. In contrast to the
vanishing of the ghost desired in the classical psychoanalytic phantom effect, han actively engages with the ghost
coming from a posthuman world in its cure of pain. Thus, I conceive of wha I call “han’s phantom effect” as not the
disappearance of but the (re)appearance of the ghost in the body and mind of the shaman. While both the classical
phantom effect as theorized by Abraham and Torok and that belonging to han are concerned with the proper handling
of trauma, han’s phantom effect is concerned with the process of dealing with innate pain.
To better help our understanding of han’s phantom effect in relation to naerim kut in this way, let us return to
Dictee, a text analyzed in Chapter Three in this book under the theme of the diasporic pathos of han. This text, I
believe, is a good literary illustration of han’s distinctive phantom effect – foreshadowed in naerim kut not because it
directly deals with a ghost but because it depicts an interesting image of it. As a form of writing and rewriting
“herstory,” this novella, written by female Korean American Teresa Hak Kyung Cha’s, is an assemblage of the
narrator’s or author’s mourning, a way of trying to speak the unspeakable. The heightened grieving of her mother and
the female historical figures in Cha’s visualized and visualizing text naturally leads the reader to imagine the ghosts of
the aforementioned individuals. These phantoms in her writing serve as the agents of memory and thus create
multidirectional memories. Her schizophrenic grieving through writing is like a shamanic act of chanting, taking place
in the past and present simultaneously and diacritically to foresee the future. For Cha, this shamanistic mourning is a
reenactment of her lost memory and lost mother tongue. Cha’s notion of god in Dictee resonates with the Korean
anthropological conception of and totemic personification of gods:
Q: WHO MADE THEE?
A: God made me.
To conspire in God’s Tongue.
Q: WHERE IS GOD?

A: God is everywhere.
Accomplice in His Texts, the fabrication in His Own Image, the pleasure the desire of giving Image to the
word in the mind of the confessor.
Q: GOD WHO HAS MADE YOU IN HIS OWN LIKENESS.
A: God who has made me in his own likeness……Into their tongue, the counter-script, my confession in
Theirs. Into Theirs. To scribe to make hear the words, to make sound the words, the words, the words made
flesh. (Dictee 17-8) 41
Cha’s innuendos of god might immediately appear to reflect the Christian notion of deity, especially in how it
envisages the human as the creation of the image of God. But this impression of god might be overturned by firstly
her pantheistic idea that “God is everywhere.” Secondly, her unconscious spilling of words describes God as “him,” a
singular male pronoun, and yet immediately leaps into an ambiguity over the identity of God by confusing to whom
the “they” (“their tongue” or “theirs”), a plural entity, refers: the genderless gods or the humans. Furthermore, the
entire dialogue, if not monologue, of god’s creation of “me” the human, in turn, is an account of the process of the
human’s creating god. Cha’s emphasis on the human’s ability of linguistic articulation in molding the flesh (of the
god) (“To scribe to make hear the words, to make sounds the word) means the human desire for creating fantasy and
fables, rather than creating a god itself. Cha’s dictions from the script above imply that the god exists as a body of
desire and pleasure for those who confess their secret or shame and for those who make a speech act. Another way to
interpret the text is that the god is a mirror-image of the subject, an apparition conveying his or her story and thus
projecting his or her own psyche onto the former. It is in this sense that “I” is “in His own likeness”; that is to say, my
(his)story is “in” the god, the (non-human) body that transmits a singularity of the tale into the unconscious, thereby
becoming a memory. This humanist interpretation of deity in Dictee leads us to see a god as the point of multiplicity
into which a singular memory is intensified as the unconscious. In this sense, especially in totemic religions, a god can
be identified as a ghost that projects the realm of the shaman’s unconscious, the “voices” and” images” of her
schizophrenic delirium. Now the role of the once traumatized shaman (the analyst) is to heal the other’s (the
analysand’s) trauma and pain by having the ghost hear the voices, see the images and speak for those (“into their
tongue”) through his or her own body, so called the shaman ritual of naerim kut. At this point, the boundary between
the shaman and the ghost is hardly distinguishable, as if both inhabited one another’s life, transmitting each other’s
memories and pain from the past.
Indicated in our reading of Dictee is a metapsychological characteristic of the phantom as an embodied object
that “creaks” the crack (or the gap) that is forbidden to be seen and spoken. In the phantom effect manifested through
the birth of a shaman, an originally uninvited guest of the ghost now needs hospitality to be part of her life. As Avery
Gordon has articulated, we can see trauma more clearly through the figures of ghosts and their journeys in the lives of
the living because they return to communicate the concealed or buried truth. Cha’s writing reflects on this therapeutic
aspect of the ghost in terms of identity – national, ethnic, racial or gendered. Cha repossesses herself by virtue of
bringing forth the dead: her mother, Joan of Arc and another unknown woman/wife. It almost seems that she identifies
herself as a god-descended woman, a preordained shaman. In turn, she invites those ghostly figures rather, than
evicting or ejecting them, as if she were performing the shaman ritual of naerim kut. In her case, it is rather a selfestablished initiation rite of divination when the god or ghost gives her shamanistic healing power for her own han
and, ultimately, for the shame, secrecy and pain of her family and her two nations (the biological one and the
legalistic/cultural one). This shamanic reenactment is contrasted to the conventional xenophobic conception of the
phantom. The text’s employment of the phantom shows that the ghost is not there to be defeated but rather to cohabit
with the living body in the present; the writer’s or shaman’s role is to maintain this tension between two contradictory
entities through the ritual of writing or shamanistic dancing to invoke healing power. In contrast to psychoanalytic
treatment, in which the phantom is silenced and must disappear (without collective recognition because it is
unspeakable), Korean shamans rather invite the ghost for the resolution of han through the naerim kut. It is not by
accident that a primary shamanistic method for healing pain or the resolution of han is called “sinmyung,” which can
be translated as god(ly) ecstasy or ghost(ly) ecstasy. This god or ghost ecstasy refers to the inexplicable, ecstatic
energy generated from a shamanic dance and chanting during the ritual of kut, which some might compare to the
Western notion of exorcism. When her shamanistic joy from this artistic performance reaches its climax, she finally
channels the god or ghost. In other words, as sinmyung intensifies, the shamanistic power of healing of the pain and
suffering associated with han is generated.
Bearing upon this concept of sinmyung in relation to healing, it may not be an exaggeration to say that the

madness of shamans is analogous to the madness of Nietzsche, of Van Gogh and of Artaud; as Foucault describes
these figures, their madness belonged to their work without one being reducible to the other. Such artistic madness is
an inspiration for the distressed world, performing healing work. Becoming-shaman, then, can be considered as the art
of living. It is a celebration of life, or to borrow Cixous and Clément’s conception of the madness of women, a
“festival:” “[h]aving a headache, swinging the little girl or spiders at the end of their silk, having one’s feet on the wall
is outmaneuvering the Symbolic order, overturning it: it is festival.” (25)42 The celebration of the life of the shaman is
manifested in the shamanic rite of kut, the festival of consoling the spirits of the dead and the suffering with food and
wine and reaching an ecstasy through dance and music. From this analogy, moving one step further from shamans as
“healed madwomen,” we can view these women as artists, creators and healers. 43 In other words, shamans are artists –
performance artists working in the arenas of dance, music, painting, and acting. It is in this sense, as stated in the
beginning of this chapter, that I conceptualize the shaman-subject not only as one that is believed to be possessed by a
shamanistic power in the literal and physical senses, but also who has inexplicable cosmological and creative vision in
the figurative and metaphysical senses; they are artists of healing and curing too.
But sinmyung is not possible without the shaman’s full-scaled engagement with the psychic dynamic of the
passive inherent in han, calling to mind again the subversion of han. Here we may turn to the notion of han’s sakk-im,
whose transliteration is fermentation, with regard to the emotion’s psychic quality of passivity. As fermentation brings
about changes in the original material in terms of form, content and texture, the qualities of the substance and,
consequently, of its value are intensified and transformed. This chemical process of sakk-kim or fermentation mirrors
the process of subversion of han in the context of becoming-shaman, marked as it is by ontological and existential
transformations. The tale of Princess Pari epitomizes this image of the manifestation of han’s sakk-im. It is in this
sense that, as I stated earlier, han’s phantom effect comes to produce the paradoxical effect of healing. That is to say,
the apparently exhaustive, passive sentiment of han has the energy of healing, more specifically a shamanistic healing.
This healing is, however, possible only when one lives with the pain without denying or rejecting it, suggesting once
again another paradox. Essentially, “[h]an… can be healed or transformed into the energy for creativity and expresses
the genuine, proportionate, and whole picture of archetypes,” and thus, “[the] process of the healing of han parallels
the process of the transformation of the images of han,” as Lee puts it.44 This therapeutic function of sakk-im may
parallel that of exorcism described earlier, and yet the exorcism not in the sense that the phantom must be rejected or
removed from but, on the contrary, invited or accepted to the human world as it becomes an anthropomorphic entity.
For instance, divine help and extraordinary non-human power are to be finally given to and embodied in Princess Pari
only when she wisely and altruistically fights her anger and resentment—that is, the han she feels at her abandonment,
as well as the unfolding harsh reality. Viewed in this light, curing in the realm of han is not avoiding the phantom or
getting rid of the pain, nor is it “removing” han, but rather “transforming” the negative energy into the positive energy,
thereby “fermenting” han, which paints another subversive aspect of han. This perpetual process of sakk-im itself is
therapeutic, which marks the curing of pain and the resolving of han.
Consequently, this deconstructive notion of sakk-im as a therapeutic process suggests the new notion of cure,
opposed to the classical, medical notion: the embodiment of pain. Cure does not mean the vanishing or removal of the
pain to the finite level of the normal and hence to recovery. Rather it indicates a process of transforming the original
han – the feelings of sorrow, grief, anger, resentment or hate in that pain – into the fermented han, with the emotive
qualities of sympathy and attachment turned into an aesthetic disposition. Thus the cure of han, or in other words, the
subversion of han, suggests continuous engagement with the anomalous subject of the phantom and the unending
embodiment of pain, all of which are considered abnormal and deviant entities outside of our reason and the usual
zone of biopolitical security. To be cured is not to return to the state of the normal or reasonable mind, if it ever was,
but becoming a sensitive living being that is intellectually aware of one’s reality and pain, as well as those of others’,
and tries to embrace them with courage and intelligence.
It is important, however, to point out that shamanistic cures are distinct from the moralistic spiritual cures or
priestly cures that have been developed for human mortality. As Friedrich Nietzsche warns us, those latter cures can be
more dangerous than the ills themselves; “[h]umanity is still suffering from the after-effects of those priestly
cures.”45 The non-moralistic and non-priestly shamanistic cures also lead us to see a different kind of power, which is
not a despotic power but rather the power to give oneself over, and thus to empower and inspire others in pain. Briefly
returning to the shaman ballad of Princess Pari, I suggest that the princess represents the counter-image to the
aforementioned moralist human power, in contrast to the anti-Confucian, anti-family or self-interested readings by
some critics due to her rejection of the king’s gift of half the kingdom.46 The message of the princess’ accepting the
shamanic power rather than her father’s offering of an earthly kingdom may designate her distance from the secular,

despotic power, the world in which authoritarian neo-Confucian morals and ethics of gender, marriage, and family all
ail society. Nonetheless, that the princess tries to keep a distance from this secular world, morals and social norms is
not to say that she simply means to ignore or abandon them. Rather it can be seen as her intention to suggest her new
vision of the world beyond the conventional world, and thus reject the society’s despotic power. Instead, becoming a
guardian of the dead, she chooses the shamanic power to protect the next world, where the dead are welcomed.
Therefore, rather than reducing the princess’ radical action of leaving the family to a rebellious anti-Confucian act, we
may view it as her creative and sensitive act of extending her humanity to the world that escorts and guides the restless
spirits of the dead. In other words, as Clark Sorensen has pointed out, Princess Pari does not discard society’s social
values or Confucian ethics but, on the contrary, maintains them as a shaman deity through her consistent sensitivity to
and sympathetic attitude to the living dead in need of care.47 Viewed in this light, while the myth’s motif is, we might
say, to deconstruct the conventional world by portraying a possible counter-world to this reality, this deconstruction is
not directly rebellious because Princess Pari opens up an alternative world by rejecting the society’s ailing system
while still upholding the spirit intrinsic to existing social values. The shamanic figure of Princess Pari thus challenges
our classical ideas of healing and revolution, which typically puts weight on the didactic value of an end result that
comes through a moralistic stance of either conforming to or rejecting normative social values.
In essence, at the center of this conception of cure is han. The shaman’s experience of han is what
distinguishes shamanistic healing from priestly cure and accordingly shamanistic power from despotic power (such as
biopower). The shaman’s acceptance of her ailments and embodiment of the subsequent pain and suffering make her
distinct from the tyrant. Becoming-shaman amounts to accepting a hard reality and creating aesthetic and ethical value
out of its inherent pain and suffering. Without experiencing pain and suffering, no shamanistic power exists. Without
accepting these, no shamanistic healing is possible. It is this shamanistic process of “fermenting” the posthuman
emotion of han that makes shaman-women into healers of pain and seers of humanity, and leads to the subversion of
sorrow. In this logic, the shaman presents a new image of Korean female subjectivity and an alternative figure of the
posthuman, leading us to rethink the relationship between mortality and immortality, and matters of love, pain,
violence, loss and mourning. She shows us how human grief can produce a radical critique of society and can be
transformed into an aesthetic form of life. The shaman thus serves as seer and healer for an ailing human world, the
human subject that is still to come after the end of human life.
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Monstrosity and Humanity in Bong Joon-ho’s The Host
n an early essay on the implicit relationship between anthropocentrism and violence in the philosophy of Martin
Heidegger, Jacques Derrida centers his entire analysis on the meaning of “monstrosity,” which bears a signifying
relation to the French term “montre,” meaning “to show, to demonstrate, or to warn.” 1 According to Derrida’s
argument, the meaning of the related term monstre (monster), refers to a “sign” that privileges the human hand in
distinction to the gripping prehensile claws of other species that lack this attribute as a condition of their animality.
From such a paradoxical reading of monster, we might draw the conclusion that the distinctively human monstrosity of
the hand serves as “a sign that shows” (Ein Zeichen), pointing to the formulation that humanity alone is capable of
producing monstrosity.2 Following this paradoxical logic, Bong Joon-ho’sfilm, Koemul (2006), titled The Host in most
Western markets, echoes Derrida’s assertion regarding the meaning of monster as a sign that ambiguously evokes a
“monstrous we,” the human monster. The two-syllable word, “koe (괴)-mul (물)” in Korean literally means a
“grotesque creature or object,” and refers to a dangerous entity that frightens or terrorizes the human community of
modern Seoul. The film also offers a political allegory that calls to mind the Japanese Godzillafilms, and in this case
“shows, demonstrates, or warns” of the dangers inherent in the geopolitical and military relationship between South
Korea and the U.S. At the same time, as if confirming Derrida’s arguments above concerning the nature of the sign,
The Host adds depth to both the semantic and the allegorical meanings of the monster.
The overlapping boundary between the monster and the human is what makes The Host distinct from most
conventional Hollywood monster movies or the Japanese Godzilla films that represent the creature as only a threat or
an allegorical representation of militarism.3 Beyond these conventional renditions of monsters, The Host treats the
koemul as a living creature that shows commonalities with human beings. The koemul is thus not simply a metaphor
for imperialism or militarism, but an “antagonistic-protagonist” who is also “a victim” of the contaminated ecological
environment around Seoul and ever-present militarism representing the growing influence of the (global) state
institutions, especially the United States. For this reason, however, we cannot quickly place the social-political reading
of The Host into a conventional postcolonial framework of a national allegory as the film grapples with the complexity
of the social and political representations of the marginalized Korean family who is depicted at the center of the film’s
narrative. Hence, the signification of the koemul portrayed in Bong’s film may be that this monstrous creature is a
“sign that shows, demonstrates, and warns.” It is through the creation of this sign that The Host brings to light the very
ambivalent co-existence of tradition and modernity, family and the state, democracy and militarism, nationalism and
imperialism/globalism, and the monstrous and the human in contemporary Korean society.
In the following sections of this essay, I will highlight the ambiguity of the film’s use of both senses of koemul
in portraying the current geopolitical dangers that threaten the cosmopolitan inhabitants of Seoul, and, in particular,
threaten the social cohesion of the family as the most elementary form of kinship and group identity. The family, the
collective protagonist, resides on the banks of the Han River, which divides the city between north and south and is a
source of life for the Seoul metropolitan area. The river is a place where the lives of the koemul and the family become
intertwined, both psychically and physically.4 In the film’s depiction of the family’s struggles with both the koemul
and the forces of the militarized state on the banks of the Han, the film presents a crucial perspective of the
cosmopolitan development of Seoul and by extension, the Republic of South Korea, during its most recent period of
modernization.

I

1. Seoul (or the Han River) and Its Modern Representation in The Host
We cannot imagine modernity without cities. South Korea’s modernization would not have been possible without the
role played by Seoul as the political, cultural, and economic center of the country. In this sense, just as Paris has
served as a primary locus and even became the source of modern urban legend in the works of numerous French
novelists, Seoul has been the focus of major Korean writers who have depicted the changes undergone by the city from
the pre-modern period to modern period. The geographical locale of urban literature in the Korean literary tradition is
typically confined to metropolitan Seoul. For example, Park Sŏng-ch'ang in his book Kŭrokolsitaeŭ Hankook Munhak
(2009)[Korean Literature in a Glocal Age] theorizes the development of urban literature in Korean literary history by
5

drawing attention to the limitations and shifts in the early modernist representations of the city of Seoul. Park
contends that the early modernist writer such as Park T'ae-wŭn, author of the novel Sosŭlka Kupossiŭi Iril (1934)
[Everyday Lives of the Novelist Mr. Kubo] and the late modernist writer Lee Ho-ch'ŏl author of Seoulŭn Manwŏnita
[Seoul is Full], which provides a portrayal of a modernized Seoul in the 1960s, ultimately failed to render the city’s
ideological and social transformations. In spite of their acute awareness of the modernization or urbanization of Seoul,
their respective attempts to produce a literary representation of “Seoul-city” failed to transcend depictions of Seoul as
an urban space that projects the “writer’s self-conscious modernity” or as an physical setting that serves as a
battleground, a place where one fights to survive, as Park puts it.
We cannot imagine modernity without cities. South Korea’s modernization would not have been possible
without the role played by Seoul as the political, cultural, and economic center of the country. In this sense, just as
Paris has served as a primary locus and even became the source of modern urban legend in the works of numerous
French novelists, Seoul has been the focus of major Korean writers who have depicted the changes undergone by the
city from the pre-modern period to modern period. The geographical locale of urban literature in the Korean literary
tradition is typically confined to metropolitan Seoul. For example, Park Sŏng-ch'ang in his book Kŭrokolsitaeŭ
Hankook Munhak (2009)[Korean Literature in a Glocal Age] theorizes the development of urban literature in Korean
literary history by drawing attention to the limitations and shifts in the early modernist representations of the city of
Seoul. 6 Park contends that the early modernist writer such as Park T'ae-wŭn, author of the novel Sosŭlka Kupossiŭi Iril
(1934) [Everyday Lives of the Novelist Mr. Kubo] and the late modernist writer Lee Ho-ch'ŏl author of Seoulŭn
Manwŏnita [Seoul is Full], which provides a portrayal of a modernized Seoul in the 1960s, ultimately failed to render
the city’s ideological and social transformations. In spite of their acute awareness of the modernization or urbanization
of Seoul, their respective attempts to produce a literary representation of “Seoul-city” failed to transcend depictions of
Seoul as an urban space that projects the “writer’s self-conscious modernity” or as an physical setting that serves as a
battleground, a place where one fights to survive, as Park puts it.
Nevertheless, as Park observes, more recent writers from 1980 to 2000, including Kang Sŏk-kyŏng and Lee
Sun-wŏn, seek to establish Seoul as a main motif in their work in ways that go beyond depictions of the city as a mere
setting or as a means for working out the author’s artistic dilemmas. More recent writers highlight the cosmopolitan
features of Seoul by acknowledging the city as a social form intricately bound up with the process of modernization
that is often displayed in the dialectical relationship between individuals and communities. As a result, representations
of Seoul began to change in literature and especially in contemporary Korean cinema; it was less and less simply a
literary background or locale (or movie set, as it were), but rather viewed increasingly as an allegorical text that
portrays the social circumstances of modernization. 7 In unfolding the relationship between the city and the subject in
dialectical terms, contemporary Korean writers have brought about a significant transition in portraying both the
individual and collective consciousness of Seoul as more than a set of perspectives defining its geographical location.
Increasingly, contemporary writers have come to envision and portray the city as a subject of unconscious fantasy as
well.
Bong’s film, The Host, marks a crucial point in this cultural transition by recognizing the city’s vitality as a
living social form through its naturalistic representation of Seoul. As in the novels of Korean postmodernism, the film
does not reduce the cinematic depiction of the city, including the Han River, the bridges, and the buildings, to a
geographic setting or background. In Bong’s cinematic rendering, Seoul emerges as a central character in the film, in a
striking sense as the fantasmatic double of the “monster” or koemul itself. This cinematic portrayal makes vivid to the
social and political anxieties that pervade the city, while recalling the traumatic history of South Korea during the
twentieth century. The film highlights the status of the Han River as a significant locale in Korea’s economic and
cultural transformation. The film begins with three vignettes, all of which take place at or near the Han River, without
explicitly referring to the identity of the city as Seoul. (Of course, all Korean audiences already know the identity of
the location, since the Han River, which bisects the city, is one of its most familiar landmarks.8 ) The first vignette
gives clues about the origin of the koemul (the monster) through a scene that allegorizes Korea’s geopolitical situation
during the 1980s. In this opening scene, an older American male (the boss) and a younger Korean male (the assistant)
are conducting a chemical experiment in a laboratory. In addition to a sense of menace created by the room’s eerie
setting, this scene also disquiets the viewers when the white man knowingly orders his assistant to dump numerous
containers of highly toxic formaldehyde into a sink that drains into the Han River. As both a physical and a social
setting, the laboratory underscores the U.S. military’s geopolitical control over Seoul, where a classified military
experiment is presumably being conducted. In this manner, the first vignette points to the interpretation that the U.S.
military serves as the symbolic “host” of the Han River as the sovereign power exercising hegemony over South

Korea. The film further underscores the status of the Han River as protagonist in the second vignette, a noir-like
episode showing two nondescript middle-aged men in a close-up shot fishing in dark water. The title card indicates
that the year is 2002—thus, skyscrapers surrounding the mist-covered river stand in the background. In these close-up
shots, the camera’s subtle, uneasy movements capture the image of the Han River against a ghostly skyline of the city,
while the men’s unexpected discovery of the “mutant fish” in the water foreshadows the appalling events to come.
This vignette is followed by one in which the image of the city takes on a more haunting quality, filmed in a noir style.
In this scene, a middle-aged man stands at the edge of the bridge over the river, about to take a suicidal leap. His
friends, who address him as Sa-jang-nim (which means “owner of a company”), try to dissuade him from jumping.
The man suddenly notices a mysterious dark object moving in the water. It is unclear whether what he sees is a real
creature, a monstrous apparition, or even a premonition of his own death.
From the perspective of chronological narrative, it may be that these three vignettes serve to allude to three
processes of development of the koemul: the birth of the host, the birth of the mutant species, and the birth of the
monster. In a twisted, symbolic sense, this metamorphosis of the (mysterious) creature may designate the rapid
development of South Korea’s modernization. Paradoxically, however, the inherent menacing attributes of this
unknown creature stand in stark contrast to the city’s magnificent external appearance. Thus, another possible
interpretation without eliminating the other may be that the koemul’s presumably malformed transformation may
signify side effects of the nation’s modernization and further globalization. Therefore, these vignettes not only set the
stage for the main conflict of the narrative, but they also set the terms of the film’s sociopolitical allegory. Firstly, the
vignettes function as a narrative device that foreshadows the terror brought about by the koemul and the family’s
struggle against it along the banks of the Han River. Secondly, they establish how the film will act as an allegory for
the crises and pressures befalling the Korean nation. From this critical vantage point, the distress evoked in the
vignettes represents the political and social afflictions endured by South Korea since its founding as a modern nation.
The thread of agony running through the vignettes represents the U.S. military occupation (both in spatial and social
terms), the increasing economic disparities between the classes and the increasing suicide rate due to the nation’s highpressure economy, and finally the more recent phenomenon of the dysfunctional family as a product of
modernization. 9 The implications of these vignettes accentuate the correlation of the cosmopolitan city of Seoul and
the subject, and designate the distress of modernization in Korea.
The main narrative, which follows the three vignettes, begins with a shot of a man dozing at his family-run
kiosk in a park alongside the Han River, while a young homeless boy attempts to shoplift an item from the counter but
is stopped by an older homeless child. The dozing man is Kang-tu, the eldest son of his family. He initially appears to
be slow-witted and socially awkward. Hŭi-pong, the father and “patriarch” of the family, wakes him and asks him to
deliver some food to the customers. When Hŭi-bong realizes that Kang-tu has insensitively eaten one of the legs of a
dried squid ordered by the customers, he scolds his son for being discourteous to the customers and for taking what
they have purchased. After returning the stolen squid leg to his father, Kang-tu walks to the bank of the river to deliver
cans of beer to the customers. Along with the crowd of people around him, he sees in the distance a creature hanging
upside-down from the Wŏnhyo Bridge and then jumping into the water. Soon, Kang-tu and the crowd notice a dark
creature moving beneath the water, playing with the beer cans that were just tossed into the river. Suddenly, the
creature lunges from the bank of the river and terrorizes an adjoining park, devouring everyone in its path. At the same
time, Hŭi-pong and Kang-tu’s teenage daughter, Hyŏn-sŏ, unaware of the terror outside, watch a televised national
archery championship in which Nam-ju, Hŭi-pong’s daughter, is competing. Nam-ju’s hesitation and lack of
confidence causes her to lose the gold, which disappoints her niece. In frustration, she steps outside the kiosk. Kang-tu,
who is running away from the attack, blindly grabs Hyŏn-sŏ’s hand and pulls her to safety. He soon realizes with
horror that he has grabbed another girl instead of his own daughter and watches as the creature carries her off.
At this point, Kang-tu and the audience are led to believe that Hyŏn-sŏ is dead. The police cordon off the
banks of the Han River and then evacuate all of its residents, including the family. The family members, joined by the
younger son Nam-il, gather and mourn Hyŏn-sŏ at a state hospital, which serves both as a communal memorial for the
victims and as quarantine for evacuees. Here the surviving family members come up against the bureaucracy of the
state and the bumbling authority of the doctors who are dealing with the current attack: Kang-tu is forcefully taken
away by state policemen in yellow biohazard suits when he admits having had direct contact with the creature. This
scene is followed by a news broadcast concerning an American soldier who was attacked by the monster and is
currently being treated by the medical staff of the U.S. military. The U.S. medical authorities find symptoms of a viral
infection on the soldier’s body and claim that the creature is the host of a previously unknown virus that is possibly
fatal to human beings. The Korean government and the U.S. military then make a joint official announcement that the

creature is a monster, a koemul. After being forced to undergo a series of medical examinations for his alleged viral
infection, Gang-du receives a phone call that he believes is from Hyŏn-sŏ. The state police and the doctors do not
believe Kang-tu, so the family escapes from the state-controlled hospital in order to rescue her. While they fight the
koemul along the banks of the river, the family loses their father, Hŭi-pong. Kang-tu is re-captured by the state police
while Nam-ju and Nam-il manage to escape separately. Meanwhile, Hyŏn-sŏ, along with Se-ju, the young homeless
boy who appeared in the beginning of the film, are still being kept alive by the koemul in the spill ways under the
Wŏnhyo Bridge.
Throughout the film, the response of each member of the family to the crisis further develops the allegorical
meanings attached to Seoul in the vignettes. Each character enacts Korea’s social distress through his or her particular
relationship to the metropolitan city. First, the grandfather, Hŭi-pong, despite his shrewdness and business acumen,
represents the more traditional citizens of the older generation in Korea. His belief in obedience as a virtue of citizens
and willingness to resort to bribery as a form of recognition gift indicate his blindness to the reality of postmodern
Seoul. In contrast to his father’s integration, Nam-il, who is the only college graduate in the family, represents the
younger, rebellious generation, but in an ironic twist, the film always depicts him dressed in a suit, implying elitism
and desire for status and mobility. At the same time, it also indicates his repeated failure as a job candidate. In this
manner, Nam-il represents two separate Korean generations: the middle generation that lived through pro-democracy
protests that eventually led to the popular overturning of the military dictatorship in 1980s, and the younger generation
of unemployed college graduates that follows the IMF bailout in the 1990’s. Nam-il’s inner conflicts suggest his
ambivalence at being caught in the nation’s ideological conflict between the economic constraints of neo-liberalism
and the radicalism of the Left. His feelings are likewise torn between resentment of society, on the one hand, and
shame over his family’s class, on the other, and Nam-il’s character embodies the intense ambivalence caused by the
nation’s rapid cultural and economic transformation over the last thirty years.
Located at a more obscure end of the film’s allegorical spectrum, we find the characters of Nam-ju, the only
female adult in the family, and Kang-tu, the single father and the film’s main protagonist. Nam-ju’s characteristics run
counter to the rhythms of urban life through her slowness and hesitancy, which is quite ironic in light of her profession
as an archer. Similarly, Kang-tu is far from being a typical metropolitan male character in a progressive capitalist
democracy. The fact that he works at his father’s kiosk already signals his emasculation within the modern capitalist
system due to his lack of financial independence. Furthermore, the fact that the mother of Kang-tu’s daughter is absent
from his household also suggests his lack of masculinity as an increasingly common social phenomenon of family life
in postmodern Korea. The familial anomaly of the absent mother in The Host indicates a newly emerging form of
postmodern domesticity, a phenomenon that is also a consequence of the contemporary socioeconomic crisis. Kangtu’s socially awkward and unsophisticated actions, such as eating the customer’s food and dozing at the cashier’s
counter, as well as his unkempt appearance, reflect these symptoms of his social malaise. Kang-tu, then, represents a
male figure that, far from being desired, is an abandoned husband and father who, “must learn to live with [his] ‘lack’”
while a mother or wife no longer virtuously stands behind him within the household.10 This, in turn, reflects a modified
female subjectivity within the urban, postmodern, Korean family. The strictly moralistic, long-suffering, and endlessly
patient mothers, wives, or lovers—those who used to represent a central figure of “tragic heroine” in Korean cinema—
are no longer inviting characters to Korean cinema audiences, as Kim Kyung Hyun notes.11 The Host is particularly
interesting in how it portrays these social issues in a way that purposely excludes these crucial female roles in order to
embody contemporary, post-democratiziation and post-IMF subjectivities of Korean males and females in the
metropolitan space of Seoul.
The most crucial aspect of The Host is the manner in which the cinematic space of the Han River is virtualized,
even though it designates a real and actual space of the city. This will be significant to my reading of the allegory that
is particular to Bong’s filmic portrayal, especially in the way in which the river becomes a “social” and “living” entity
that exists alongside the family, the state, and the koemul. From this perspective, the noir portrayal of a raw, gritty, and
dark Seoul in the vignettes suggests its state of distress. Bong’s portrayal of Seoul and the Han River challenges the
clichéd image of the city as an ultra-modern or cosmopolitan place, as it appears in mainstream Korean cinema.
Moreover, the film leads us to re-conceptualize the urban motif adopted from the Korean literary context, since the
place of Seoul is no longer even a “text”—a space of textual representation—a literary motif used to imbue individual
perspective with an ideological meaning as was conventional in the modernist tradition of Korean literature. In this
case, Seoul is also portrayed as the living entity of the spatial unconscious, or the psychosomatic projection of the
national psyche, forcing us to reconsider space not as a purely objective and impersonal thing, but as an unconscious
expression of bio-political life, or in other words, as a form of monstrosity.

2. Space as Monstrosity in The Host
At this point, I will examine both the individual and the institutional cognitive mapping of Seoul in terms of the
unconscious projection of the Han River as a social subject in The Host. Following Fredric Jameson’s early use of the
term, cognitive mapping of the individual refers to the citizen’s own imagined Seoul as an ideal community that exists
despite the lack of utopian attributes in reality, which is placed in a dialectical relationship with the projections of the
nation-state with its own “utopian” characteristics within its imagined representation of Seoul. The crucial aspect of
these interlocking and dual imaginary projections bring two contradictory views of the city together in such a way that
they co-exist without cancelling each other out. As I have already described above, Bong’s unique filmic portrayal of
the Han River as a stratified upper and public space and a repressed or privatized space, renders an uncanny (i.e.,
familiar-unfamiliar) image of postmodern Seoul. Hence, the film leads us to look at Seoul not simply
“topographically” in the linear order of exterior urban features, but also “topologically” in its multiple manifestations
of interior social forces, which generates both the characteristics of humanity and monstrosity of the city.
But what does it mean to define space as living social body? In other words, what does it mean to understand
space in living social terms? As Henri Lefebvre describes in The Production of Space (1991), classical philosophers
have often conceived of space either in “absolute” or “abstract” terms, as in the case of the Platonic idea of space as
“mental thing,” the Cartesian res extensia, or as the Kantian transcendental category outside the empirical sphere. By
contrast, Lefebvre defines space as a production of social relations that includes human bodies, technology, and
knowledge in a more dynamic synthesis of “social space” than previous philosophical categories or concepts. Thus, no
longer merely a shadow or empty frame of the objective sphere, Lefebvre’s idea of space allows us to perceive space
as the living synthesis of the “the process of production and forces of production.” 12 Thus, we come to understand that
space is a socially living thing, or that which “form[s] a life.” 13 The term socius signifies the evolution of technology
and of systems of management of human bodies, as well as the production of knowledge that transforms the attributes
of space. This aspect of social transformation underpins Lefebvre’s dynamic conception of space, not as a thing (or
“mental object”), but as a form of life fashioned by its networks of exchange and by the flows of raw materials and
energy.14 Lefebvre emphasizes that this conception of the social production of space differs from a capitalist
production of space as simply the abstract effect of primitive accumulation. Not surprisingly, he expands upon Marx
and Engels’ understanding of the politico-economic and scientific production of space, which he defines as immanent,
referring to an organic network of production through living social relations that are spatially embodied. In other
words, any activity that is either producing or produced is engaged in a certain objective relating to both object and
thing, suggesting that it coextensively operates by means of a combination of organic elements, (the body, eyes, and
limbs), materials (wood, oil, and steel) and technology (tools, weapons, and education)15 Lefebvre’s emphasis on the
immanence of production emphasizes that space is a domain of social relations (knowledge, information, or the
management of bodies) and, thus, is not to be mistaken for a merely transient and empty frame, or a superficial effect
in the process of production.
Lefebvre’s elaboration of Marxian social production of space accords quite well with the depiction of the Han
River in The Host.16 It is not by accident that the modernization of South Korea took place primarily in the areas
around the Han River, giving rise to the expression “the Miracle on the Han River.” The expression refers specifically
to the spatial production including urbanization and gentrification, and the subsequent economic growth of Seoul—
mainly the city’s southern part—between 1953 and 1996, through which the river flows. This miracle means more than
a physical and actual development of the city. It also implies a virtual production of the space. Following this aspect,
first, the Han River spatially denotes a specific cultural and socioeconomic boundary between two different phases of
Seoul’s modernization—or the structural arrangement between “the process of production and the forces of
production.” Topologically, the Han River that crosses the center of the city and marks the social and economic
boundary-line between the “north” and the “south,” reflecting a deeply rooted divide in social values, lifestyles, and
class. The north is generally associated with an earlier phase of modernization of the city (older architecture, less urban
landscape, higher population of elders), while the south embodies a hyper-modernized production urban space
(modern architecture, advanced infrastructures and public transportation systems, ultra-cosmopolitan lifestyles and
younger populations). Consequently, the southern part of the city is normally associated with the emergence of the
nouveau riche, who made their fortunes in land speculation and development through the rapid industrialization of the
southern banks of the Han. By contrast, the north is normally associated with both the lower-middle class and the

traditional upper-class who are typically descendants of noble families or high-ranking government officials. Thus, the
Han River marks the threshold between “above and below,” “high and low,” and “center and margin,” producing a
space where very different “forms of life” flow together and collide. In other words, the above descriptions of the Han
River exemplifies Lefebvre’s hypothesis that space is the visible and tangible monstration of the organic flow of the
social, economic, and cultural transformations.
Returning to my analysis of The Host, such a manifestation of space first appears in the sequences set on the
banks of the Han River just prior to the koemul’s initial attack. As a hybrid and transitional space, we witness the
various classes that have come to inhabit the banks of the river, as well as the production of new material spatial
practices such as the commercial activities carried out at the kiosk, the family’s only source of income. In addition, for
the two young homeless brothers and a homeless alcoholic man, the river functions as a refuge in which to sleep and
stave off starvation by stealing from the family’s store, or by begging in the parks and recreation areas. The Han River
also a privatized (or personal) domain that can be associated with imagined space in which one’s own mental
cartography is created (e.g., a young girl’s nonchalant escape into the music of her headset in order to disconnect from
the chaotic outer world, as well as the groups of families and friends who gather on the banks of the river).17 Until the
life of the river (and the city) is overturned by the koemul (and later on by the actions of the nation-state), the initial
cinematic rendition of the Han River generates the portrait of an urban utopia that seemingly integrates particularity
into idyllic harmony in the yet-unstirred moment of peace. In other words, it is still a beautiful place.
And yet, if the above indicates a generic portrayal of urban utopia, the filmic representation of the Han River
also forebodes a dystopian underside lurking just beneath the surface: the pollution and toxicity of the river caused by
the chemical dumping of the U.S. military, the frequent suicides and bodies washed ashore from the water underneath
the bridges, and; finally, the sudden appearance of the grotesque and mutant creature in a scene where it uncoils and
falls from the underside of a bridge like a toxic spill; the koemul’s mutant-hybrid physical features as part-fish, partamphibian, part-reptile, and part-octopus suggest another sign for the Han’s ecological destruction and contemporary
Korean society’s distressing “mutation.” From this point onward, the populated and seemingly idyllic banks and
riverside parks are suddenly thrown into turmoil, invaded by both the koemul and the police forces of the state who
turn the public areas along the banks into a militarized zone. Nevertheless, the state does not try to protect the Han
River and its environs from the threat of the koemul and environmental pollution, but rather restricts civilian access to
it by employing martial law. The state’s exercising of sovereignty portrayed here leads us to consider how imperial or
military violence is also deeply bound up with space as Lefebvre points out. As “the violence of the state must not be
viewed in isolation: it cannot be separated either from the accumulation of capital or from the rational and political
principle of unification,” the state police’s control of the banks and parks of the river comes to produce another form
of space, the space that is “established and constituted by violence. 18 As Lefebvre would say, the state’s violent
regulation of the Han River “totalizes and subordinates the various aspects of social practice” within the social space
of the river under the state’s “political hegemony over its people and nationhood.” 19 In the case of The Host, this
violent space, as a form of spatial production, instituted by the state sovereignty is more complex than merely
indicating a production of space according to the logic of capitalist dialectics or a balanced framework of power
between (the frictions of) classes because it appears to be non-productive whereby becoming a restricted military zone.
The Han River, subject to state control, as well as terrorized by the koemul, is suddenly transformed into an “empty
space,” and is thus rendered useless, which stands in stark contrast to the meaning of production of space.20 The
evacuation and banning of all the inhabitants from the riverside empty out the environs of the river. The once desirable
and crowded river becomes an abandoned or leftover space, a place at odds with its former appeal as a space of
affluence and cosmopolitan leisure, that is ironically far from the image of the Miracle on the Han River the state
presents.
Meanwhile, for the family that is the focus of the narrative and has lost a crucial member as well as its only
place of residence, the empty space of the Han River still retains an essential social meaning in the reproduction of
their own “form of life,” especially in their effort to rescue Hyŏn-sŏ from the koemul and, at the same time, avoiding
capture by the military. For example, when Nam-il goes at night to a college friend who works for a prominent
telecommunications company to get his help in locating Hyŏn-sŏ, he utilizes the empty spaces along the river to reach
the latter’s office. To avoid capture by the state police, Nam-il traverses the nondescript back alleys of an old
neighborhood leading inconspicuously to an ultra-modern skyscraper. He deliberately avoids the broad expressways
and massive bridges that span the river, as the police have staked out those main arteries in order to apprehend him.
His choice of the paths that run through “non-places” moreover underscores his economically and politically
marginalized status as the member of the underclass in post-IMF Korean society. After his friend, who alerts the state

police of his presence, betrays Nam-il he escapes by fleeing to the lower level of the bridge by the Han River. In turn,
Nam-ju follows a similar course when she runs out of her hiding place in the kiosk after learning of Hyŏn-sŏ’s
location from a text message relayed by Nam-il. She makes her way to the Wŏnhyo Bridge stretching across the
northern part of the city through the abandoned banks and the sewers around the river. Finally, the sewers and
spillways underneath the bridge around the northern banks of the Han is precisely where the koemul has built its own
dwelling place, producing an uncanny resemblance to the subaltern space occupied by the other human populations and
by the family. Thus, the sewer in the north side of the Wŏnhyo Bridge and the abandoned banks of the river—used by
the characters including the koemul and juxtaposed to the massive bridges and skyscrapers in the south—come to
represent a living socius. The Han River in Bong’s film is not after all an “empty space,” but rather acquires a definite
social meaning that is opposed to the upper division of the city, viewed from the perspective of Seoul’s more affluent
urban populations. Therefore, space of the Han River embodies the social phenomena and psyches of its inhabitants.
However, because it is also a “non-place,” a space that remains invisible or unseen “from above” only because it is
originally located outside the cognitive mapping of the city’s architects and planners who originally produced it as an
untended left-over or useless by-product of urban design, it can come to serve as a social space for marginalized
classes to inhabit, represented also by the koemul, in order to reproduce their own bio-political forms of life. 21

3. The Ambiguity of Bio-Politics and Cannibalism in The Host
A vivid portrayal of the underlying bio-political meaning of The Host can be illustrated through the various senses
given to the acts of eating depicted in the film. First of all, the banks of the Han River serve as a communal space for
the sharing of food, through picnics or commercial stores, including the family’s kiosk. The young homeless brothers
and the family consume their food near the river, alongside the picnickers. While the family is scouring the river for
Hyŏn-sŏ, the homeless brothers take shelter inside the family’s abandoned kiosk, and eat the food they appropriate
according to the principle of sŏri (서리) 22 The older brother, however, explains the meaning of sŏri not as a form of
“stealing” but simply as the proletariat exercising their right to “live.” This justification of sŏri enunciates the director
of the film Bong’s political views, whereby at the very least eating should be regarded as a fundamental human right.
In contrast to the more affirmative signification of the consumption of food by the humans in The Host, however, the
depictions of the koemul’s own form of consumption bears certain associations with the act of cannibalism, especially
given the implicit reference to the meaning of sŏri noted above. 23 In other words, are not the koemul’s own acts of
“stealing,” or, more precisely, “hunting” and then consuming inside its own lair, an exact replication of the scene just
described above, which thereby carries the same justification that it represents an assertion of its bio-political right to
life? How does this bear a relation to the act of cannibalism?
The association between the koemul’s consumption of food and the significance of sŏri suggests the intimate
link between cannibalism and hunting as already alluded above. In fact, it is not coincidence but historical that two
food-related activities are linked to each other. Many scholars argue that hunting marks one of the post-Enlightenment
historical significances of cannibalism. According to Voltaire, cannibalism is historically understood as the exigencies
of hunting tribes, and its underlying intent is nourishment by way of hunting.24 That is to say, cannibalism is motivated
by survival, which, in a broader sense, indicates also a way to live and a right to live. Following this principle, a
certain connection between cannibalism and sŏri, as well as the koemul and the homeless brotherscan be likewise
established in the context of the film. At first, with regard to the set of the latter, the vital commonalities between them
are at the outset: a place of residence and a way of surviving. Just like the homeless boys, the koemul inhabits and
takes shelter inside the spillways of the Han River. Their dwelling in the marginalized spaces represents their outcast
status for a different reason. Also, both entities maintain their lives by obtaining food, in a non-normative way (i.e.,
thieving), from the banks of the river. On a more symbolic level, if the brothers’ identity as orphans and homelessness
designate the social mutation of human society, the koemul’s hybrid physical traits indicate the ecological mutation of
nature. These mutations suggest that both entities are situated outside of a habitat proper to their own innate nature and
needs, which leads them to “hunt” food in order to survive. In the event of the scarcity of food, since it is certainly the
most fundamental bio-political threat to any living creature, the traditional types of an act of eating and a way of
obtaining food can be transgressed. As noted above, for a certain type of people like the famished, homeless brothers,
committing sŏri is a way to live and, more essentially, a form of bio-political right to live. For the mutant koemul, a
cannibalistic ingesting and incorporating of the human bodies is a necessity for survival. In this aspect, given that both
entities’ concern is maintaining their bio-political form of life, we can regard the koemul’s hunting as the act of

committing sŏri—that is, not as a form of stealing but as a right to live—implying a cannibalistic drive as a natural
desire to survive in the case of starvation. Thus, we come to argue that, if the older homeless boy’s justification of the
theft of food is a vital bio-political act, the koemul’s hunting human bodies likewise constitutes its own bio-political
sustainability. Both the humans and the monstrous creature here try to maintain their forms of life by virtue of the
cannibalistic incorporation and consumption of food, as well as of the act of hunting. Hence, as the most primitive
mechanism for a bio-political right to live, the consumption of food becomes the uncanny commonality between the
homeless brothers and the koemul.
The central contention of my argument at this point is not to justify the koemul’s terror, but to underscore the
fact that a primitive and cannibalistic economy comes to epitomize humanity as well, as human and animal forms of
bio-political right thereby become indistinguishable. In other words, the humans and the koemul become one species
marked by the pure life-forming activity of the consumption of food. The indiscernibility between the humans’ life and
the koemul’s life suggests the reduction of the former to the simple fact of living shared by any living beings (i.e.,
animals, men, or gods), and, thereby no distinctive form of living proper to humans may exist. As a result, the original
threshold between the humans’ act of eating as positive and normal and the koemul’s act of eating as negative and
abnormal becomes blurred. At this point, we come to acknowledge that the opposing structure of eating in terms of the
binary system of human and animal may no longer aptly characterize the complex co-relation between humanity and
animality because in the film two contrasting forms of eating exist without canceling with each other out.
For example, two scenes in particular show the powerful image of the act of eating by the humans that
uncannily calls to mind that of the primitive and animalistic act of eating by the koemul. One shows Kang tu eating
while he is hospitalized and under state surveillance for his alleged exposure to the virus, and when he is not supposed
to eat for his medical examination. Contrary to the viewers’ sense of the film’s narrative as menacing and alarming,
given the family’s circumstance, this scene of Kang tu’s act of eating is rendered quite comically. In fact, I would
imagine that many viewers cannot help but laugh seeing him suddenly waking up in the middle of the night, opening
the can of kolpaengi (bai top shells) and then voraciously devouring them. Beyond the comedy, however, what does
this scene tell us with regard to the ramifications of cannibalism and bio-political right? Ironically, the kolpaengi and
the koemul share physical characteristics typical of shellfish. Both appear dark-grayish brown, curled, roundish, as well
as wet and slimy. Here, we can see the uncanny correlations between kolpaengi and the koemul, and Kang-tu and the
koemul. One correlation lies in that, given the physical similarities, kolpaengi may represent the koemul. This link,
then, further suggests that Kang tu’s ingesting the former signifies his unconscious desire to incorporate the latter. On
one level, his incorporation can be interpreted as his desire to absorb the koemul, given that incorporating the body can
also imply an embodiment of the entity’s characteristics. Thus, it may be not so difficult for viewers to associate the
imagery of Kang tu’s devouring kolpaengi with that of the koemul’s swallowing the human bodies, both of which
suggest the bio-political significance of cannibalism as noted above.
Another striking imagery of eating as an indication a bio-political form of right appears when the family
reunites in their kiosk-home and eats silently together as a communal ritual after long hours spent separately in
searching. This scene is particularly interesting as Hyŏn-sŏ (still held captive by the koemul) joins the family to eat,
and, then, every member of the family feeds her in turn. On one level, the appearance of Hyŏn-sŏ reflects her desire to
be united with her family. Another level correlates the family’s appetite and eating with their desire to defeat the threat
of the koemul and to thwart the authority of the militarized state. Ultimately, the family’s collective imagination of
Hyŏn-sŏ’s presence at the familial table reflects their desires to reconstruct the life they have lost on the banks of the
river. Since the origin of the family’s distress is less the appearance of the koemul itself than the loss of Hyŏn-sŏ, her
image at the table epitomizes the family’s yearning for regaining their bio-political integrity as one corporate unit; at
the same time, as the family’s communal life is gradually devoured, the most that they can hope for is bare survival,
symbolized in the act of eating together. What, then, is the political significance, in light of South Korean society,
implied in the primitive form of life of outcast people such as the homeless brothers and socially neglected individuals
such as Kang tu with regard to cannibalism? In other words, what are the political ramifications of the indiscernibility
between humanity and animality (or monstrosity)? What social stakes does the danger of a bio-political form of life
indicate? As Bong himself remarked in an interview, the central thread of this film is not the monster (or even the
family) itself but, rather, what the monster as a code “shows.” 25 He always made it clear in numerous interviews that
he intended to represent Korean society, or, more specifically, the critical aspect of state sovereignty through the
presence of the koemul. To put this in more theoretical terms, the state manifests its sovereignty and, moreover,
constitutes sovereign violence through the “incorporation of the state of nature in society” or the “state of indistinction
between nature and culture, between violence and law.” 26

In this respect, returning again to Derrida’s assertion of the meaning of “monster,” The Host makes three
important diagrams of the political significance through the creation of the monster: the koemul as a sign that 1)
“shows,” 2) “warns” and 3) “demonstrates.” Firstly, the film shows the destination of Korean modernization, the
subaltern class as an unprotected civilian entity and capitalism as a non-place of Seoul. The koemul as the ecological
mutation is the symbolic indicative of the economic and political mutations of human society. Bong makes a satirical
commentary on the Han River miracle, “recasting that economic ‘miracle’ as a mutant monster and revealing the high
financial, social, and moral costs of modernization.”27 Secondly, it warns that the new form of consumption verges on
the reduction of human value. Human value is reduced to capital value and material value, as well as bio-political
value. In other words, the human life form simply becomes the food form in Bong’s film, suggesting the reduction of a
human life to the consumption of food and the devaluation of human individuals as merely a consumer through the
process of modernization. There seems to be no proper economic activities that do not entail eating, just as constant
production only generates more and more consumption. Finally, Bong demonstrates Korea’s political distress by using
the genre of cannibalism. As our discussion implies so far, cannibalism as one of the most archetypal, primitive ways
to sustain a life and to survive is common to the humans and the koemul. The koemul is a cannibalistic drive within the
non-place as the left-over of modernization. It is an organ of stomach that eats waste and is waste itself. Put another
way, the koemul is a left-over of modernization itself that eats the left-over. Similarly, those marginalized human
individuals also signify a human form of a social left-over of modernization and urbanization, who are forced to
cannibalize other marginalized people’s food. In this sense, cannibalism is a symbolic by-product of and the end result
of modernization authorized by state sovereignty impacting both human and animal bio-political forms. Cannibalism is
thus a monstration and demonstration of a real political threat. It is a “sign” of protest.
In conclusion, let me return to the distinctiveness of The Host as a Godzilla film that was addressed in the
beginning of this essay. As our reading of the film has shown so far, Bong’s monstration in several aspects does not
entirely fit in the category of the classical Japanese Godzilla films that are typically interpreted as the manifestation of
a postcolonial allegory. In other words, The Host, as a representation of the monster genre film, creates a new form of
political interpretation that does not conform to the Western framework of political allegory. As Klein points out,
Bong leaves his perspective of the U.S. ambivalent in his film by juxtaposing the Korea-U.S. alliance with the
civilians’ protest against the global organizations and the U.S. military in the form of a political demonstration in the
city of Seoul. At the same time an isolated family engage in a struggle with both the koemul and the state, not
necessarily for any ideological or political cause, but rather only for the sake of their own survival as a communal
group. Instead, all of these intertwined relations and political implications are offered in stark contrast to the classical
postcolonial politics of typical Godzilla films which represent a filmic protagonist against the monster as a symbolic
protagonist against an imperial power. As Bong himself articulated, the film is a satire of the U.S., but is not meant to
be an anti-U.S. film.28 Likewise, the end is not the defeat of the koemul, but a demonstration of the monstrosity of the
human “host.”29 Therefore, from the multiple and somewhat contradictory view points of the filmic narrative, we must
conclude that the identities of protagonist and antagonist are not clearly defined in terms of the traditional symbol of a
leftist and Marxian political reading; for example, this prevents us from too quickly drawing the simplistic allegorical
representation of the koemul as a political and imperial antagonist since, like the family itself, it is also a victim of the
processes of modernization and over-development. Instead, the film takes a more radical stance in its political
representation by combining both the progressive desire for political activism and a conservative and essentially protonationalistic desire for Korean integrism as equal forces of biopolitical resistance, in some ways, as a realistic portrayal
of political tensions of Korean society today. As a uniquely hybrid form of monstration, of a sign that shows and also
warns, The Host demonstrates the uncanny guest/host relationship of contemporary Seoul, divided along the banks of
the river Han—between North and South, and between East and West.
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Artistic Simulacra in the Age of Recombinant Bodies

Networked Fantasy of the Open: From Alternative Video to Tactical Media

Artistic Simulacra in the Age of Recombinant Bodies 1
t is time to question whether a bipedal, breathing body with binocular vision and a 1400cc brain is an adequate
biological form. cannot cope with the quantity, complexity and quality of information it has accumulated; it is
intimidated by the precision, speed and power of technology and it is biologically ill-equipped to cope with its
new extraterrestrial environment. The body's LACK OF MODULAR DESIGN and its overactive immunological
system make it difficult to replace malfunctioning organs. It might be the height of technological folly to consider the
body obsolete in form and function, yet it might be the height of human realisations. For it only when the body
becomes aware of its present position that can map its post-evolutionary strategies.

I

Stelarc 2
Already in the late 1980s and early 1990s, the art world was hearing about the demise of the human body from the
Australian performance artist, Stelarc. Declared by Stelarc to be obsolete in form and function, the body became a
mechanical platform rather than essential support in performances that transformed his corporeal frame into an
interfaced carrier of robotics, neurology, computing, and laser experimentation. In some performances, he supplements
his motions with a third robotic arm that responds to commands from electromagnetic nodes attached to his other
limbs. In others, his body becomes a performance object driven either by commands delivered by remote participants
over the internet or by a software program that transforms the activity or "hits" on his personal website into neural
commands that propelled his interfaced body in public performance. While not in itself "immaterial," Stelarc performs
himself as something of a cy-borgian host, as a sometimes passive receptor of electronic and digital interfaces that
position the body less as a support of self than as 3-D map of cross-disciplinary, post-evolutionary strategies. To
Stelarc, the next stage of genomic mutation could well represent something a logical step linking art and science. 3
Enveloped in the rhetoric of a brave new world of genomic application, surrounded by a culture enlivened by hopeful
medical breakthroughs, and awash in media rumors of secret stock trades and biotech deals, a groundswell of artistic
activity has been inhabiting the interface of technology and culture, biology and body, algorithmic computing and
artistic creation for almost two decades. Of particular cultural and artistic importance is the combination of
interdisciplinary research and creative production brought about by the arrival of The Human Genome Project. In
reviewing the range and cultural stakes artworks, exhibitions, and catalogues that dialogue with the Human Genome
Project, as well as the cultural stakes of such artistic experimentation, I found myself returning to the parameters laid
out in the past few years by four major art exhibitions that have capitalized on the intersection of art and genomics
traversing the scenes of plastic and digital art. "Contemporary Art at Risk of Cloning" was a large scale exhibition of
25 French artists, curated in 2000-2001 by Alain Douté and Sandrine Morsillo, that dwelt on how the interrelation of
cloning in computing and biology may have resulted in "the dissolution humanity and identity" while paradoxically
reinforcing the presence the artist-subject. 4 In the face of eroding confidence over the centrality of the fruits of human
intercourse, artists from Orlan to Bouet seized the moment to reassert the centrality of the artist as creator. Conversely,
many artists have willingly ceded their creative centrality by teaming up with genetic scientists to explore the visual
marvels of the micro-world of biotech experimentation, miniaturization, and virtualization. For the 2000-2002
exhibition, "Paradise Now: Picturing the Genetic Revolution," curators Marvin Heiferman and Carole Kismaric
brought together 39 artists whose work "shared engagement with science, sense of authority, and the willingness to
take on and to communicate complex issues and ideas." 5 For this exhibition, which traveled from Exit Art in New
York City to The University of Michigan Museum of Art before closing at The Tang Museum at Skidmore College ,
Heiferman and Kismaric featured numerous artists "trained in the sciences and number [who] have current institutional
affiliations. Others have sought out scientists and researchers as advisors, and, in some instances, have worked in
active collaboration with them."6 More recently, productive collaborations between artistic creativity and genomic
experimentation are apparent in the exhibition, "Gene(sis): Contemporary Art Explores Human Genomics," which
opened at the Henry Art Gallery at the University of Washington in Seattle and traveled to Berkeley and Minneapolis.
Drawing on the University of Washington's biomedical, genetic and health sciences faculty, who worked in tandem

with Seattle area biomedical and biotech companies, the planning process was something of a biotech experiment in
itself. Noting how the exhibition's scope collaborative and cross-disciplinary activity goes beyond the expected
curatorial mandate of an art museum, the exhibition's innovative curator, Robin Held, remarks how "Gene(sis)
interweaves humorous commentary, theatrical installations, documentary images, and pseudo (or actual) scientific
laboratory situations, elucidating certain technical advances for a lay audience. It exploits the power of contemporary
to provoke, to question and to articulate new paradigms, providing conditions necessary for a deeper understanding
and a fuller discussion of genomic issues."7
While many artists in these exhibitions have collaborated productively with the scientific community to explore the
combined creative wonders of genetic and digital code, others remain committed to passionately engaged guerilla
practices of artistic appropriation that raise questions about the social, moral, and ethical challenges posed the biotech
revolution. The curators of the exhibition, Tech Flesh: Promise and Perils of the Human Genome Project, online at
CTHEORY Multimedia, for example, frame the issues raised by their artists in decidedly adversarial tone:
Widely hyped as a "bible of life" and a "map" to the future human evolution, the Human Genome Project throws into
sharp ethical relief critical social issues raised by this newest phase eugenic experimentation. Simultaneously speaking
in terms of language of facilitation (post-genetics as about the eradication disease and the extension of the human life
span) and the language of control (genetic sequencing as the latest pharmaceutical version the social hygiene
movement), the Human Genome Project with vision of pure genes and designer biology raises again the specter of
scientific hubris and the silent political interests of a potential genetic superclass.8
Through the ghastly specter of a return of eugenics and a revived movement of social hygiene, the Humane Genome
Project is thrown into relief as a complex map not only of human evolution but also socio-political praxis. The
fourteen artists gathered in Tech Flesh, curated by Arthur and Marilouise Kroker and me, highlight the particularly
complicated nexus of computing, genomics, and ethical dilemma being driven by scientific research machines and
biotech business interests. Even in the face of skeptical responses from some of our colleagues, who maintain strong
hopes in the medical advances of genomic research, we continue to be convinced by the rhetoric and business alliances
emanating from the research community that Tech Flesh's healthy distancing from the corporate drive continues to
prove itself necessary as a useful rhetorical, if not always practical, position.
At issue are the transitional state of the human body and the culture of the human sciences at a moment when the
centrality of the body and its related social structures as the origin of human procreation and cultural creativity could
well become subsumed into an agency of mere marginalization. Looming large on the horizon is something of a
biotech copy machine in the instrumental service of a global biocorporate order.
What is crucial, from the perspective of a theorist and art curator who enthusiastically embraces the promise of the
digital interface, is how projects in digital and technological art have articulated with prophetic forcefulness the
complex sociocultural challenges facing humanists in an increasingly corporatized intellectual and political culture.
But rather than shout hysterically about the rapid erosion of the humanities and the unfair trade deficit in university
valuation and spending between the liberal arts and the applied sciences, I prefer to follow the creative lead of Stelarc.
He has profited from interdisciplinary experimentation and scientific advances to reflect on how artistic practice might
perform and articulate the challenges faced by the artist and the humanist in a global media age of recombinant bodies.
Indeed, the instrumental drive to wed art and science has affected artistic practice as much as genomic research by
heightening the stakes of artistic creation and exhibition.

Interactive Simulacra
Common to both art and science are complicated histories and discourses pertaining to representation, mechanical
reproduction, com-modification, and virtuality. Already in 1955, Martin Heidegger dreamed of the expanded range of
erudition and knowledge that could be achieved by productive fusions of art and technology. He cautioned strongly,
nevertheless, that art and science could dwell numbly in the same deadening institutionalized zone of research for
research's sake where the reproductive rigors and utilitarian goals of method, objectivity, and uniformity would

overwhelm the unanticipated wonders of erudite experimentation and creative exchange. 9 To the more recent French
philosopher, Gilles Deleuze, contemporary art bears a cultural responsibility to lend critical texture to the numbing
effect of mass reproduction and artistic duplication. Well prior to the digital and biotech revolutions, Deleuze wrote, in
Difference and Repetition, that
The more our daily life appears standardized, stereotyped and subject to an accelerated reproduction of objects of
consumption, the more art must be injected into it in order to extract from it that little difference which plays
simultaneously between other levels of repetition, and even in order to make the two extremes resonate-namely, the
habitual series of consumption and the instinctual series of destruction and death.10
Of course, we've arrived since at a moment in culture where such utopic exclamations about the universal promise of
art sound rather benign, not hollow. Artistic practice and reception are challenged regularly by the very same
conflation of product and creation that haunts the most idealistic players in the Humane Genome Project. While
academic art programs pay increasing deference to corporate interests in sponsoring programs in design, animation,
and digital graphics, gallery exhibitions such as "Paradise Now: Picturing the Genetic Revolution" and "Gene(sis)"
have tended to temper the more abstract performances conceptual artists such as Paul Vanouse, whom I discuss below,
with more realistic illustrations of scientific projects and experiments. Even more widely in gallery and museum circles
are the practices of art conflated with habits of commodity consumption and economic speculation. How few gallery
and museum directors encourage artists value the uncertain results of conceptual, artistic experimentation over the
market viability of their products? Continually at issue today the declining status of artistic experimentation in relation
to increasing mass marketing procedures of commodity duplication, digital scansion, and virtual modeling.
Yet, I maintain that the interventions of artistic practice in the virtual paradigms of recombinant creation may well
displace the dominant paradigm of commodity consumption with the kind of inventive and potentially liberating
speculations embraced by Heidegger the 1950s and Deleuze in the years that followed. Very much to the credit of
recent experimentations in computing and genetics, the clear distinction between original and copy, which has
generated theories of artistic aura and debased duplicate, has opened the door to more complicated differentiations
between copy and copy, as evident in many exhibitions that address the complex issues of cloning. This led to even
more radical distinctions between copy and phantasm, evident in projects of interactive, virtual art. Paradoxically,
aesthetic distinctions of this type frequently derive from artistic experimentations that benefit from numerical and
technological codes fundamental to fused enterprises of genetics and computing.
A cogent case is presented by "Chromosome 22," a collaborative piece of internet art by Orit and Tal Halpern, which
remains on in the "Tech Flesh" issue of CTHEORY Multimedia (in the gene gallery, "Recombinant Cells"). The aim of
this artwork, the Halperns write, is to
provide users with numerous ways to organize and understand genes result from a set of social relations, personal
practices, technical practices. . . . How does the present organization of and industry shape knowledge produced and
the meanings knowledge takes on? Regardless of research 'findings' or investment focus, what pervasive technoscientific logic is at work here? Questions, no doubt, which shape understandings of what's 'nature' what's 'nurture' and
where 'science' ends and 'culture' begins.11
"Chromosome 22" displays the interrelation of nature/science/nurture/culture through a grid of nine interactive blocks
whose clicking results in a multimedia display of informational and cultural material. The cell in the row labeled
"Sequence Map," overlaps an aesthetic rendering of the genome with information about Shot Gunning. The second
overlaps the same rendering with images of micro-arrays, while third cell provides access to corporate projects as well
as the ultimate corporate motto of instrumentalization, "we perform biology through the database. The database
structures how we will understand genomic patterns." The bottom row grounds the biotech database in relation the
support system of the "Biotech Stock Index" that shapes and drives so many research practices. As with all nine maps
in "Chromosome 22," each "Biotech Stock Index" grid provides entry into tripartite plotting the temporal development
of bioculture (April, May, June). In this case, stock quotes and the CNN home page are intercut by artists' editorial
foregroundings of the ethical paradoxes haunting biotech sector:

The interest in micro-array/DNA chip technology has fostered concerns about the utilization of this material for
insurance and privacy discrimination as well as questions about the ethics of having diagnosis without cure. However,
early diagnosis of disease may also allow for better prevention and facilitate getting therapy. . . . 12
Finally, the middle grid, "Site Map," provides access to three zones that focus on social and cultural paradigms of
genomic research, from predictions of expanded work forces and lucrative university contracts to genomic maps of a
young man's high risk of acquiring his mother's schizophrenia to a grid articulating the slippery slopes of legal issues,
from access to case notes to legal restriction of databases in order safeguard the financial investment of researchers.
Users of "Chromosome 22"are invited to mix and match the various mappings in a way that expands the social
contexts and ethical parameters of the promise of biotech growth. At stake in this rather corporately organized piece is
the promising slogan appearing, among other slogans, on the opening page's banner, "meaning=interaction," that
equates interactive art with the extraction of, as Deleuze would say, "that little difference which plays simultaneously
between other levels of repetition." If there remains a creative techno-scientific logic speculative duplication that
extends throughout the interactive zones this chromosomal map, it remains linked to cultural anxiety over the massive
infusion of university research, cultural capital, industrial labor, and governmental legislation into the delivery of
genetic objectification. Just as grids here can be exchanged for grids, and stocks traded for stocks, the artists wed
traditions of science and art in the contradictory conventions of the grid and the mise en abyme. But rather than simply
embracing the mass cultural repetition of copies as copies, "Chromosome 22" critiques any merger of science and art
that might delimit the play of difference within repetiton and thus stand-in, prophylactically, for the unpredictabilities
of artistic cartography.
The Halperns' critique foregrounds how the aesthetic representation of artistic mimesis can so readily underlie a
broader reliance on the metaphor of the stand-in whose eerie cultural traces haunt genomic experimentation. In
"Possibilités biologique, impossibilités sociales," an essay in Contemporary Art at the Risk of Cloning, the French
biology professor, Henri Atlan, identifies the core ethical issue at stake genetics: "Human clones would be produced
with an aim exterior themselves . . . their fabrication, rather than marking progress, would result in a social and moral
regression leading to conditions of a new slavery."13 Of concern to Atlan is how easily a culture of cloning (or
miming?) could replicate a seamless regression to earlier models alienation and externalization. The result would be an
intensification prior models of authorial and manual stand-in whose base paradigms would mime earlier economies of
slavery.
While visitors to the French exhibition were confronted by numerous projects reflecting on the uncertain results of
artistically cloned bodies, not to mention the broader and more realistic international dependency on genetically altered
crops, the patrons frequenting the more recent exhibition at the University of Washington's Henry Art Gallery,
Gene(sis), found themselves confronted by a new media project that drives Atlan's slavery metaphor right to the core
of American social history. "The Relative Velocity Inscription Device" (RVID), by Paul Vanouse, is a live
scientific/artistic experiment playing off recent studies that posit several genes to be responsible for the multi-hued
skin of siblings such as Vanouse and his sister, who are the children of a "white," American father and a "brown,"
Jamaican mother. In the installation, featuring Vanouse as genetic scientist, a computer program traces the speed with
which DNA samples from the four members Vanouse's multi-racial family move through an electrophoresis separation
gel, which is regulated by computer and underlit by UV light irradiation. A computer projection displays a live video
image of the glowing gel with graphical overlays mapping the progress of each sample (mother, father, brother, sister)
as they seem to compete with one another on the projected "race track." The winner of each "race" varies, depending
on the region of the DNA from which samples were obtained. Vanouse writes that his "intention is not to actually
'map' the genetic differences, but rather: a. to question the veracity of this or other scientific spectacles; and b. to
create a tension in regard each viewer's relationship to this 'genetic horse-race,' in terms of their own sense of racial
identity." 14
Documentation of each race in RVID is stored in a computer that also provides users with access to a digitized copy of
Charles Davenport's controversial 1929 study, Race Crossing in Jamaica. Davenport's analyses of race crossing were
conducted at a time when the new science of evolution was informed by racially separatist doctrines eugenics. Vanouse
means for this complicated juxtaposition of old and new genetics to confront the visitor with the realization that

"science deeply embedded in the prevailing cultural value-system of its time."15 Addressing the hopes of many cultural
critics that the Humane Genome Project will dispel belief in existing categorizations of race and the rac ism that
follows them, Vanouse cautions his visitors that "pessimists note that science has always been used to maintain
existing hierarchies and thus will be manipulated for new varieties of discrimination. RVID operates in [the] tense
space between critical and utopian appraisals of contemporary genomics and the politics of race." 16
It is crucial to acknowledge that the potential "conditions of a new slavery," worrying to both Atlan and Vanouse, is
sustained not only by scientific and cultural conventions but also by deeply embedded aesthetic and epistemological
ones. The French aesthetician, Isabelle Rieusset-Lemarié, turns her attention, for example, to the dualistic
instrumentalization of media practices while reflecting on the dehumanizing characteristics shared by genomics and
mass culture. "This reduction of a living being to the status of simple media exploited by the transmission of its
message represents the exacerbation of the dualism of the society of multimedia reproduction." 17 At risk, in the
opinion of Rieusset-Lemarié, is the possibility that human agency will be reduced to something of a phantasmatic
engine of multimedia reproduction.
This sounds much more nuanced than traditional dualistic concerns over duplication, over copies of copies, since
"multimedia" resonates as both the source and object of reproduction. Is the potential here an undesirable slide into
something like the condition of simulation or radical alterity itself that subverts the original/copy binary? Rieusset
Lemarié is less clear about this. She does begin her essay by distinguishing between "biological cloning" with its
applications of "external temporalization" and "virtual clones" that "might be animated by an internal temporality."
And she concludes by referencing Kandinsky in light
of Hegel's Aesthetics to argue for the productive autonomy of the simulated artwork: "the autonomy of artistic beauty,
whose contemplation liberates us from instrumentalization, derives from the expression between the 'gestus' of forms.
It's not a matter of constraining forms in a space and time imposed on them. It's the autonomy of the work itself that
produces its own time and space." 18
But throughout her essay, subtitled "(Cloning at the Risk of Art)," she relies on rather traditional, philosophical
distinctions between interiority and exteriority that return to the same kinds of Hegelian idealizations, say of beauty
and contemplation, that have fueled the most problematically idealistic discourses of eugenics and genomics. Even
when promoting Cathérine Ikam's 3-D portraits, whose uncanny eyes follow the movements of the spectator,19 she
orients her analysis around a rather conventional dialectical relation between viewer and artwork that leaves relatively
undisturbed the traditional categories of source and object, original and copy, artist and artwork. "When interactivity
does not diminish itself to an action that reduces the object character to something foreign, which is nothing but a
means, tends to concentrate on the confrontation between the human subject and this virtual creature whose tenor
remains enigmatic."20 While her essay does place an interesting focus on the enigma effect caused the tension between
the anthropomorphized cyborg and its human viewer, the tension lies not so much between mimesis and simulation
between the human and the artistically cloned with its laudable display of an internal temporality of its own. RieussetLemarié's emphasis anthropomorphism itself endorses a rather traditional understanding of aesthetics and mimesis
whose subject-object distinctions lie at the heart of the mimetic tradition so helpful to the visions of genomics and
eugenics.21
I don't want to turn my attention away from Rieusset-Lemarié's argument, however, before profiting from her
emphasis on a key term sustaining her distinction between human and artistic cloning, "singularity":
Resisting instrumentalization is something animated by a singular, internal temporality that constitutes, through its
experience, the singularity of its tenor. . . . This is why, according to Walter Benjamin, the worst alienation to which a
human being can be subjected is the privation of its singular relation to time, to memory, the equivalent of amnesia.
The human being deprived of the liberty of this singular relation to his memory . . . is little more than an automaton.22
I call your attention to her referencing of singularity not so much its gesture to the Benjaminian connection of social
alienation and failed memory as for its potential productiveness as a term helpful to the reconceptualization of
philosophical approaches to art and simulation. While Rieusset-Lemarié glosses this term as the adjectival anchor
memory and human identity, Jacques Cohen seizes on it as the trait distinguishing a poetics of cloning (alteration)

from a more radically philosophical practice of art (alterity). In his exceptional contribution Contemporary Art at Risk
of Cloning, "Other: Art and Cloning," Cohen seizes on singularity, not to distinguish the human from the artistic, but
to radically relocate the human within the artistic. The key distinction throughout his essay is between "the genetic"
and "the artistic." What he calls "genetic poesis" would generate the relativity of alteration, resulting in a varying
repetition of the same, true to a grounding logic of fixed and determined identity and propriety. Underlying such a
poesis are principles fundamental to the tradition of aesthetic representation: analogy, similarity, imitation, origin, and
copy. In sharp contrast, his notion of "artistic practice" derives its energy from what Cohen calls the event of alterity
in which human dignity is performed not as something same and repeatable but as more consequentially "singular and
similar to none."23 In contrast to the "other's" relativity in genetic poesis, Cohen stresses the absolute alterity of the
"Other" as the irreplaceable difference of singularity and the radical heterogeneity of event. Not reducible to either
thing or being, the "Other" remains undetermined and undeterminable, irrepresentable, and, most significantly in
relation to the earlier discussion of genomic slavery, uncontrollable.
Although Cohen references Derrida and Lacan in formulating composite notion of the "Other," his emphasis on the
radical alterity of aleatory practices of art calls attention to the writings of Deleuze. As early as 1968, Deleuze
conceptualized difference in relation systems of simulacra rather than the negative metaphysics of prior resemblance,
representation, and individuality. In his conclusion Difference and Repetition, Deleuze provides a dense comparison of
logic of resemblance and the systems of simulacra that both precede and extend beyond conventional understandings
of individuation, and capitalization:
Systems in which different relates to different through difference itself are systems of simulacra. Such systems are
intensive; they ultimately upon the nature of intensive quantities, which precisely communicate through their
differences. The fact that conditions necessary for such communication to take place (small difference, proximity, etc.)
should lead us to believe not in a condition of prior resemblance, but only in the particular properties of intensive
quantities which may divide, but do so only in changing their nature according to their own particular order. As for
resemblance, it seems to us to result from the functioning of the system, like an 'effect' which it would be wrong to
take for a cause or condition. In short, systems of simulacra must be described with the help of notions which, from
the outset, appear very different from the categories of representation.24
Rather than turn to the language of imagery or poesis per se to provide a picture of what he means by systems of
simulacra, Deleuze shifts his reader's attention to particular properties of "singularities," which he calls "intensive
quantities," such as depth or spatium, "disparate series" and their "fields of individuation," "the 'dark precursor' which
causes them to communicate," "linkage," "internal resonances," "forced move-ments," and "qualities and
extensions." 25 The aim is to implode the category of particularity with a sense of its linkages and movements beyond,
while still encompassing, the human subject. In so doing, he turns aside from the mimetic tradition of the representing
subject to position difference and its repetition as a linkage of a differing linkage, as an intensity of other intensities.
Eschewing resemblance, copy, and the possessions of identity and model, Deleuze promotes systems of simulacra that
"affirm divergence and decentering: the only unity, the only convergence of all the series, is an informal chaos in
which they are all included."26
The importance of the systems of simulacra valued by Deleuze to the relation of art and genetics pursued by Cohen
becomes particularly evident when Deleuze details the kinds of differential elements he imagines might constitute
systems of simulacra. It is no mere coincidence that he turns immediately to science for examples of elements that
might be newly reciprocally determined within networks of differential relations. "For example, we must ask whether
any physical particles are elements of this kind and, if so, which ones? Are biological genes such elements?
"27 Deleuze does not recommend that philosophers turn to the logic of science for enhanced understanding of the
intensive qualities unrecognized by philosophy. Rather, he means to bring the philosophical into an unpredictable
encounter with scientific elements that remain tightly inscribed in preconceived logics of research and economics.
In Parables for the Virtual, Brian Massumi suggests that such an encounter involves severing a scientific concept from
the customary system of connections in which it is anchored and thereby activating an energetic "connectivity" of the
concept to thought patterns and presentational practices that might appear foreign to its strictly scientific patrons. 28 In
a curious way, this procedure of making the concept "foreign" to itself mimes or clones the same procedures of

externalization and "foreignness," which we've seen Rieusset-Lemarié attribute to the enigma of interactive art, which
"reduces the object-character to something foreign which is nothing but a means." 29 Interactivity can be understood to
function, in this context, as the systematization of simulacra as nothing but the means. A legitimation of simulacra
necessitates a reorientation of human particularity since the human participant is thereby enveloped in an intensive
differential network of the particular cognitive, physiological, affective, spatial, biological, social, political, and
environmental relations that comprise it. Such artistic expression of the chaosmic sing, in contrast to the stable original,
same, or copy, contributes to an understanding of the radicality of projects like Vanouse's and the Halpern's. They
combine networks of computing and genomics to perform received scientific paradigms as merely differential
elements of complex socio-cultural systems remap the body and its subject in relation, say, to what Stelarc terms the
"post-evolutionary strategies" of interactive art and theory.

Recombinant Bodies
My citation of Stelarc's "post-evolutionary strategies" returns us the body, which he laments as being obsolete in
today's technobiologi-cal environment. His response is to remap the body as a participatory receptacle of technology
itself. Stelarc has depended on a third prosthetic arm in performance, has inserted a miniaturized video camera into
mouth and through his stomach to amplify the body's form and function, and has amped his body with muscle electro
stimulants connected to the internet. Perhaps his most revolutionary corporeal intervention, certainly one eliciting a
strong visceral reaction from respondents, his proposal to construct an "Extra Ear" on the side of his face, which would
comprise his own soft tissue and cartilage. The conceit of permanent project of body art is not simply corporeal
supplementarity but a reconceptualization of the function of the ear itself. The extra ear would include a sound chip
murmuring sweet nothings back the unsuspecting interlocutor. This project went unrealized because Stelarc failed to
convince doctors from any sector of the globe to responsibility for the necessary surgeries. Stelarc interpreted doctors'
reluctance to be less about conventions of cosmetic surgery than about resistance to his post-evolutionary strategizing.
"It is simply about . . . adjusting existing anatomical features (now sanctioned in our society), but rather what's
perceived as the more monstrous pursuit of constructing an additional feature that conjures up either some congenital
defect, an extreme body modification or even perhaps a radical genetic intervention."30
While Stelarc remains frustrated in his desires to be inhabited something of a data body, his wild proposal to
incorporate a digital sound device repositions the grounded scientific conventions of body modification and genetic
intervention into a broader network of personal and social imaginaries. Stelarc's corporeal obsolescence here makes
way for a disturbing personification of monstrous metaphor. Rather than demystifying or deconstructing the utopian
aims of genetics, he makes scientific practices foreign to themselves for the sake of extending their psycho-social
range in the practice of art. As an alternative, Stelarc has undertaken the procedure of growing a miniature ear onto the
surface of his arm, since the smooth skin of the forearm can be stretched by injections of saline solution without
requiring surgical insertion of an independent prosthesis.
A critical strategy of many artists exhibited in CTHEORY Multimedia's Tech Flesh is to creatively capitalize in a
similar way on the interface of genomics and computing for the sake of extending the institutional frameworks of
scientific research from within the differing context of artistic metaphor, production, and exhibition. Brad Todd's
internet art piece, "Hearing Loss," exhibited in the "Transgenic Flesh" grouping of the issue,31 seems to communicate
directly with Stelarc's "Extra Ear" in blending the corporeal cartography of sound and the cultural traces of
telecommunication in an exploration of the auditory realm of synesthesia. Morphing into shape on the computer screen
is an image of an (extra?) ear, whose exterior bears the traces of an acupuncture facsimile, enveloped in the shrill of
electronic noise. If the user first clicks and drags the adjacent virtual needle over the diagram on the ear, the shrill
sound is silenced. But when the user simply drags the mouse over the ear, a cacophony of sounds explodes over the
surface of the screen. Not simply sweet nothings but a combination of natural and synthetic sounds blasts the user
from complacent wonder at the image slowly arising on the darkened screen. Suggested by this naturalized movement
of cursor over screen is something a metaphorical dichotomy between the tranquility of natural medicine and the
technofusion of digital culture, although here the natural and technical become confounded by the wondrous
interconnections coding, electronic engineering, and ergonomics. The paradox is accentuated by the fact that the
acupuncture needle no longer silences the synesthetic ear once the organ's sound field has been triggered by the user's

interactive movement of the cursor. Indeed, interactive clicks on the zones of acupuncture highlighted on the ear lead
to a profusion multimedia outbursts far exceeding anything imagined by Stelarc for his desired extra ear. Flash movies
of baroque halls and lit candelabra overlap with other clips in which luminosity and intermixed apparati of vision and
voyeurism are layered in montage over the architectonics of the ear. Hearing blends with sight; sound motions become
light waves, all carrying loaded cultural resonances of wired cyborgs vision machines. Framed by the luminosity of the
computer screen, interfaced with the trafficking of the net, the corporeal emits digital intensity of flesh become tech.
Todd's mapped ear with all audiovisual emissions serves as the aesthetic register of the enigmatic rhythms of internal
resonance, forced movement, and disparate series. This is precisely the kind of simple, interactive intervention that
users, enamored of the comforting aura of acupuncture, natural medicine, and even genomic research to plunge
headlong into the abyss the scientific imaginary.
"Hearing Loss" is sound culture's gain with its cornucopia digital simulacra inscribed deeply in the electronic folds of
auditory skin. The critical resonance of Todd's artistic intervention is echoed playfully in a text written by my
curatorial collaborators, Arthur Marilouise Kroker, and published soon after our launching of net art exhibition "Tech
Flesh." In the Introduction to their special CTHEORY issue of critical essays and interviews on "Tech Flesh
Resequencing the Human Genome Project," they pose a question about the hybrid potential of genomics that speaks
directly to what's lost Todd's hearing:
What if biotech does something fundamentally different than previous technologies, not simply disturbing the ratio of
the senses, reconfiguring the senses, creating mutations and hybridities of previously separated ratio of the senses. [sic]
Not just the human ear acoustically augmented to the enhanced hearing of a cat or nose with the smelling power of a
sniffing dog, but the human as a digital eye scanning the sky like a migrating bird. . . . An that hears. Skin that speaks.
An ear that sees with upgraded 20/vision. A recombinant body . . . muffled sweat, talking retinas noise that bleeds.32
The Krokers recently lent themselves in performance as composite simulacra of just such a recombinant body with an
eye that and skin that speaks. In "The Biotech Eye," available on the web a downloadable mp3, 33 they voice segments
from "Tech Flesh 1" intensive performance with the electronic musician, Steve Gibson. Here digitized voices emit the
language of bodily organs. "The eye of future is the biotech eye. The matrix machine. . . . The mirror moon becoming
trash. A slow eye in a fast zone-a data catcher. . . .The eye of forgetting-the sun shattered eye-slips through the codes
and captures light."34
Slow movement in fast zones, forgetful data eyes in the realm of the digitally deep archive. These are the paradoxes
artistic tech talk liberated differently in performance from the repetitive anchorage of computer manuals and scientific
convention.
In a sense, we've returned once again to anthropomorphism with talking chipped retinas and speaking coded skin. Seen
this time as positive and creative, the human element is less anchor than free-floating, enigmatic means in an exciting
simulated world of multimedia. Along these lines, the Krokers and I suggest in the curatorial note the "Transgenic
Flesh" section of Tech Flesh that "a multimedia discourse of corporeality implants itself in the code to mutate
genhumic sameness with the cacophonies and visceralities of digital difference. The controlling codes of genetic
determinism exhibit their hyperaesthetic possibilities for mutation, for cloning, for regeneration in the languages of
screen, in the images of sound, in the drifts of transgenic flesh."35
Just such driftings of transgenic flesh circulate freely in the artistic contribution to the "Transgenic Flesh" section of
the exhibit by Norie Neumark and Maria Miranda who work together as the digital collective, Out-of-Sync. Their
piece, "Machine Organs," combines synthetic sound, artistic image, and recombinant coding to return meat and mess
back into the hygienic digital paradigm. In response to their question, "And what is happening to bodies' organs in this
information culture?" they wonder, as if in direct conversation with Deleuze and Vanouse, about the cleansed status of
corporeal flesh, fluids, and even psychic waste in the digital interface of sameness and similarity.
Information culture's promise of pure exchangeability masks paradigm of sameness. This degradation of information
theory a cultural move parallel to the way psychoanalysis was reduced to ego psychology, thus eliminating the
frightening, messy, noisy unconscious. With its trajectory across races, species and places, information crosses out
differences. Excising excess as it goes. We are learning to know the body as if outside culture and history. And we are

being habituated to understand corporeality only the narrowest of biological discourses. Now there is (only) DNA
inform you of who you are and then to re/form you.
And what is happening to bodies' organs in this information culture? They had already been brought into line in the
West, tempered, quieted down with bourgeois individuality. It's just a logical step to leave the meat totally behind
when its refusal of silence continues. But sometimes, through the noisy digestive processes of digital art, organs and
computers break this silencing sameness and let loose cacophonies of difference and visceral bodies.
Messy, unexpected eruptions, noisy, undisciplined digestion, strange, unpredictable excretions. Computers as stomach
and intestines. 36
In a poetical onslaught of sound, image, digital bites, and textual bits, Out-of-Sync takes yet another tack by recycling
the ruins of genom-ics and computing as means in themselves back into language of the center, but this time it's the
"dead center: the body with organs." By relocating Deleuze and Guattari's notion of the "body without organs" in the
now deeply layered systematics of computing and genomics, the artists bring back the body from the dead as a
recombinant, heterogeneous site of flesh, metaphor, sound, and culture.
"Machine Organs" confronts users with flicking and fleeting blips enveloped in enigmatic popping sounds and the
slight whisperings of sweet nothings about the centrality of digestion in information culture: "hungry for information,"
"there's something different." The main page offers links to four zones of machine organs: "digestion machine," "heart
pump machine," "breath machine," "xray vision machine." "digestion machine" presents the viewer with pumping
globules crisscrossed by three intersecting phrases: "organs of hunger," "hungry for information," "computer as
stomach and intestines," with a fourth, less legible phrase tailing in the background to mime the main conceit, that we
are now "hungry for information." The artists insist that the metaphor of the recombinant body lies at the core of
computing and genomics. While a voracious appetite for information drives the digital community, all bits and bites
and bytes are dependent on a messy, noisy, and undisciplined digestion system whose transmissions and excretions can
surface anywhere in unpredictable and undeterminable formations (elsewhere discuss this as an effect of what I call
"psychic scansion").37
Mixing scientific metaphor and cultural affect, "heart pump machine" interpellates the users with the address of
enigma: "you call your dear ones my heart and my liver." Overlaying a fractured image of the heart are textual and
aural fragments that "pump away industriously." Here the heart spills out over the internet as the wired carrier of social
affect and visceral travel, as "the tremulous desiring-machine-organ," "while from its impenetrable depths call out the
most tender emotions." "Breath machine" exhales the sequencing of code, the computer/organ of inspiration whose two
lungs are both hollow and full. As sources of inspiration and expiration, they groan, gasp, and hiccup the mess of
digital digestion. Finally, "xray vision machine" presents the viewer with a floating translucent globe whose repetitive
movement over a white background reveals the "underwear" of textual montage and vague historical referent. The
regular return of this visual engine of "machine projections" performs the difference of its repetitive motions as the
specter of "visceral travels masked by a cyber pretence of abandoning the meat and becoming brain."
In their artistic response to the narrowest of biological discourses in which "(only) DNA . . . re/form[s] you," Neumark
and Miranda stage their simulation of computers as stomachs and viruses to bring spectral energy back to the body's
obsolescent meat. Their interactive engagement with the metaphors of science quakes with internalized sensation and
uncannily affects the base, biotech instrumentalization of computer science and genetic research. An elegantly simple
capitalization on the technical interface of sound, image, and graphics infuses the wired membrane with cultural
metaphors, from Italian heart to Bengali liver, that revive the body with organs from its declared obsolescence and
strategic instrumentalization. "But sometimes," as the artists remind us in consonance with Vanouse, Todd, and the
Halperns, "through the noisy digestive processes of digital art, organs and computers break this silencing sameness and
let loose cacophonies of difference and visceral bodies." So sounds the noisy messiness of artistic simulacra in the age
of recombinant bodies.
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Networked Fantasy of the Open
From Alternative Video to Tactical Media*

Excerpted from: "De-Commodification of Artworks: Networked Fantasy of the Open," to be published in
"The Emergence of Video Processing Tools: Television Becoming Unglued," co-edited by Kathy High,
Sherry Miller Hocking, and Mona Jimenez (Intellect, 2013).

rom machine to theory, the medialized networks of video and computing have capitalized on the optimistic
discourse of the open, from tool to thought, while being haunted by the discourse of commodity fetishism and
the vicissitudes of desire. With the development of alternative media tools in the 1970s, artists and theorists
began to think about their creative gear differently in a way that complemented the open source movement and
facilitated the more recent “queerings” of tactical media. The rise of the portapack, the development of expanded
cinema, and the concomitant growth of UNIX, which initiated the later free software and open source movements,
prompted reflection on progressive intersections of theory and praxis. The convergence of the development of tools in
video and new media contributed to the sharpening and elaboration of many parallel discursive and theoretical spaces
under discussion in the academic arenas of critical theory and cultural studies. Particularly striking is an ongoing shift
away from art as commodity and from artist as creative genius to desiring machines and open networks of artistic
production and conceptual collaboration.

F

Speaking of interwoven developments in video and new media, the video artist, Woody Vasulka, argues in his
1990 essay, “The New Epistemic Space,” that We now have a new creative space, a system of aesthetic
practice, and an audience ready for a new aesthetic discourse. We have moved from a relationship with
technology in which we attempt to invoke the creative potential of a specific tool, to one with a technological
environment invoking a new creative potential from human discourse … new epistemic space.”1
This new epistemic space, enhanced by technological developments in video and new media, has provided the
dialogical envelope, something of a critically engaged artistic space, for important reconsiderations of
commodification, fantasy, ideology, and collaborative networking. From focus on networked video installations to the
digital folds of internet art, developments in video, new media, and open source technologies have played an energetic,
socio-critical role in performing the tools of “theory” that have been central to the development of this new epistemic
space.
Key is a shift in artistic thinking about technology. Since the late 1960s, a creative and expansive web sought
to free the artwork from both its subservience to the mastery of creative genius (almost always male, if not white) and
its dependence on an expansive system of commodity fetishism. While the tradition of artistic genius diminished the
discursive power of the artwork, as something capable only of the imperfect imitation of artistic insight, the system of
artistic commodification effaced the multilayered labor of the artistic network for the speculative potential of the
collector, gallery, and museum. Speculation is a fundamental operative of this nexus as it functions to enhance the
potential of art as capital, but not necessarily as thought. In contrast, the new epistemic space embraces the potential of
speculation as a reflective means of expanding the horizons of the artists’ and programmers’ interdependence on
electronic systems, programming codes, theoretical discourses, and cultural networks. Notable in its indifference to the
creator’s craftsmanlike mastery of tools, as championed in artistic academies via the precise handling of the chisel or
etching press, the new epistemic space takes its lead from 1960s experimentations in artistic installation, happenings,
and performance. Central to Wolf Vostell’s 1961 “Dé-collage Performance” or to Nam June Paik’s 1965 interactive
installation, “Magnet TV,” the tools of video functioned, even at this early stage of their development, as the
performative platform of an emergent network of flow, distribution, and disruptive performance, one that John G.
Hanhardt linked to Fluxus and the nouveaux réalistes. More recently, Owen F. Smith elaborated on the prescient role
of Fluxus in setting the terms for emergent artistic practice in the age of new technology. In arguing that the tools and

physicality of artworks or “the bounds of its materiality” cede their centrality to a “networked whole” of thought and
action, Smith goes so far as to draw an analogy between Fluxus and the emergent movement of open-source code in
computer programming: “What the modes of critical thinking found in Fluxus offer to art is parallel to what the opensource code movement offers to computer programming: the tools by which a previously exclusionary practice,
whether it be the programming of code or the creation of art, and means of production not only become available to all
but grow and remain vital through the work and ideas of many varied participants.”2 What’s exciting to ponder in
thinking about the early days of video art is this flexible approach to the development of electronic tools that resulted
in rhizomatic interfaces with a new epistemic movement.
The convergence of the development of tools in video and electronic media, both analogue and digital,
happened in conjunction with the opening and articulation of parallel discursive and theoretical spaces in the academic
disciplines of critical theory, philosophy, and cultural studies. Particularly striking in this conceptual arena as well is
an ongoing shift away from thinking art as commodity and from celebrating the artist as author-genius to championing
open networks of artistic production and conceptual collaboration. The result is an ongoing devaluation of the
individual artist for the potential of the collaborative media group, a reorientation of private aesthetic pleasure into
public media fantasy, and a transformation of the aesthetics of beauty into the artistry of process. Developments in
video and new media art thus provided the occasion and context for important reconsiderations of commodification,
fantasy, and collaborative networking. This essay proposes to trace many of the benchmarks of the rapid developments
in video, new media, and open source technologies while considering their dialogical relation to the interrelated tools
of “theory” that have been at the center of this continually expanding epistemic space.

Artistry of Process
A hallmark of early projects in video and electronic installation was the development of portable video tools and
flexible media spaces for the production and distribution of new projects. Underground videomakers profited not only
from commercially available products that provided artists with flexible portability, aided by affordable camcorders
that fueled the imaginative momentum, but also from their own development of specialized devices that provided the
flexibility for creative inventiveness, aesthetic novelty, and structural intervention. In the same year when Gene
Youngblood published Expanded Cinema, 1970, Stephen Beck developed the Direct Video Synthesizer while working
at the National Center for Experiments in Television (NCET) in San Francisco; Nam June Paik teamed up with Shuya
Abe at WGBH in Boston to create the Paik/Abe Synthesizer; Eric Siegel built his Electronic Video Synthesizer; all of
which laid the creative groundwork for the later devices of Dan Sundin and the Vasulkas (whose tools continue to be
fundamental to the range of experimental video production undertaken at the Experimental Television Center [ETC] in
Owego, New York). 3 The development of flexible tools for video synthesis accompanied the video artists’ fascination
with the technological capability of instant playback and real-time capture of public events which suited, as Deirdre
Boyle puts it, “the era’s emphasis on ‘process, not product.’ Process art, earth art, conceptual art, and performance art
all shared a shift from emphasis on the final work to how it came to be.” 4
Equally important to this rise in process oriented work, whose processes were often highly political in nature,
was not only the creation and availability of flexible tools but also the changed mindset about artistic practice and the
milieu of cultural exhibition. From New York to San Francisco, emergent collectives provided studio space, economic
means, and artistic collaboration for a new generation of alternative video. Particularly significant is how video
collectives, such as Videofreex, People's Video Theater, Global Village, Raindance, ETC, Paper Tiger, Ant Farm, and
Optic Nerve helped to empower individual artists to grab back production and commodification from museum/media
institutions. Founded in 1969 by David Cort, Curtis Ratcliff and Parry Teasdale, Videofreex produced “The Now
Show” whose brief life on CBS included interviews with Yippie leader Abbie Hoffman and one of the founders of the
Black Panthers, Fred Hampton. In 1971, the collective moved to Lanesville, New York, where they launched the first
pirate TV station in the US, and experimented with two-way, interactive broadcasting whose interconnected cameras
covered the region to combine with live phone-ins that enlivened a free-ranging open-video experiment. Similarly,
People’s Video Theater, founded in 1970 by Elliot Gass and Ken Marsh, produced tapes of man-on-the-street
interviews which were viewed at a local loft, or “hardware station,” where playback equipment permitted interactive
feedback with participants. The “video mediations” of People’s Video Theater created, in Marsh’s words, “lines of
communication between antagonistic groups whereby each can experience the information of the other without
direction confrontation; therefore, working for and toward a resolution of conflict through dialogue.” 5 In San

Francisco, Ant Farm and Optic Nerve provided critical collective interventions in the emergent video culture arena:
from Ant Farm’s spectacular performance, “Media Burn,” in which Curtis Schreier and Doug Michaels performed as
astronauts who drove their custom El Dorado through a pyramid of burning TVs, to Optic Nerve’s use of portable
video to produce free-style documentaries on cowboys and beauty queens. On an even broader scale, Ralph Hocking
founded ETC as a creative home of experimental video that fostered both the development of innovative tools by Paik
and Sundin in a studio venue that today continues to foster the granting and creation of innovative projects by
independent artists.
Then there was the proliferation of experimental means of distribution. To provide outlets for works on
expanded cinema created by its collective, Raindance established “The Raindance Videolog,” a bi-monthly assemblage
of edited segments of its members’ activity in alternate television. In 1981, Paper Tiger TV took to the New York City
airwaves to profit from public access broadcasts of their searing live studio performances on national media issues by
leading artists, cultural theorists, and media activists. To open the series, Herb Schiller provided a suite of critical
analyses of the New York Times and its hegemonic control of the news industry. These were followed by a wide
range of provocative performances in which Martha Rosler critiqued Vogue, Renee Tajimi read Asian imagery in
American film, and Joan Braderman took on the popular 1980s television series, “Dynasty.” Providing an intellectual
alternative to mainstream televised comedy spectacles, Paper Tiger expanded its airwaves in 1986 by developing a
national series, Deep Dish TV, which was transmitted by satellite to over four hundred local public access
channels.6 Deep Dish thus led the way for current internet conversations in the arts and humanities on social and
subjective positionality.7
Underlying such a wide range of video practice was an experimentation that combined innovative form with
political agendas to embrace the rise of feminism, the politics of race, the discourse of peace and ecology, the public
presence of queer performativities, and the dismantling of hegemonies of patriarchal, Eurocentric power. One of the
hallmarks of the many collectives that helped to launch the alternative video movement was the centrality in their
loosely shared politicized agendas of the dismantling of the economies of speculation and the commodity status of
works of art. Comparing the contextual specificity of video installation and networked media events with traditional art
objects, such as paintings and sculptures, Margaret Morse notes how “an object that can be completely freed from the
act of its production … becomes displaceable and freely exchangeable, that is, commodifiable. In addition, this
severance from the process of enunciation is what ordinarily allows a magical origin or aura to be supplied to objects
of art.”8 Alluding here to Marx’s critique of “commodity fetishism,” Morse contrasts process-oriented electronic art
and installation with the preservation and exchange of traditional art objects whose mystical values are determined by
the artist-gallery-museum-collector nexus that distances itself from the processes of production, whether manual or
mental.
In focusing on 1970s artistic installations in gallery or art environments, Morse closes her essay, “The Body,
the Image, and the Space-in-Between: Video Installation Art,” with mention of Dan Graham’s 1970s closed-circuit
installations that combined feedback systems and mirrored video monitors to intersect with and engage with public
architectonic environments. One of the characteristics of Graham’s early experimentations with installation was his
investment in appropriating the public spaces of the shopping arcade and the corporate atrium, two environments of
public space that were expanding in the 1970s in conjunction with the emergence of televisual and cable systems.
Graham’s 1979 installation in the atrium of New York City’s Citicorp building, for instance, confronts viewers in the
center of the city with video images of exterior of an urban house, thus offsetting the corporate fantasy of Citicorp’s
glass-enclosed arcadia with iconic visions of suburban life and the domestic scene. In his installations designed for
shopping malls, Graham inserted monitors behind shop windows whose feedback loops of the shoppers/viewers
themselves solicited the viewers to position themselves as the subjects of desire and consumption. By establishing
feedback loops within the architectonic realms of corporate capital and leisure commodification, Graham thus laid bare
the thresholds of medialization while destabilizing the corporate mysteries of commodity fetishism.
The systematic encounters that Graham designed for architectural spaces were taken to even further extremes
by other contemporary artists who were experimenting with telephonics and space. Preceding Graham’s intervention in
Citicorp’s atrium, New York artist Douglas Davis incorporated live dual directional telecasts into his artistic
happenings. His 1972 piece, “Talk-Out,” for instance, involved a 3 ½ long combination of live broadcast and cable
television feedback. Through a live bi-directional feed, viewers were able to engage in a broadcast conversation with
the artist about what they were watching. Such an insertion of meta-critical sensitivity into the media stream was
breaking out across the globe. In an analysis of such “dialogic electronic art,” Eduardo Kac calls attention to the
parallel French/Brazilian example of Fred Forest’s intervention at the 1973 XII São Paulo Bienal for which Forest

linked a bank of telephones to amplifiers that permitted participants to call in and “speak freely” at a moment when the
political regime had radically curtailed the possibility of free speech.9 September 10-11, 1977, witnessed what seems
to have been the first transcontinental satellite transmission of meta-critical performance. This occurred when Liza
Bear and Willoughby Sharp (a pioneer of conceptual experimentations in earth art and video performance) joined up
with Keith Sonnier to produce “Send/Receive,” which featured a fifteen-hour interactive transmission from the NASA
Satellite CTS (via New York’s MCTV) between San Francisco’s ArtCom/La Mamelle and New York’s Center for
New Art Activities. 10 These artistic interventions via electronic transmission spawned an ongoing flow of performative
events. In France, Maurice Benayoun’s 1995 3-D, “Tunnel Under the Atlantic,” permitted visitors to the Centre
Pompidou (Paris) and the Museum of Contemporary Art (Montreal) to create a tunnel to each other by digging a twoway hole via 3-D graphics. 11 Similar performances of “live interaction” have flourished globally ever since, such as
Ted Warburton’s 2005 “Lubricious Transfer” that capitalized on Internet 2 to transmit live a collaborative dance
performance between the University of California, Santa Cruz and New York University.12
What I find most interesting about this lineage of feedback loops and concurrent dialogic transmissions of
meta-critical performance is how their legacy continues to disrupt the artist-gallery-museum-collector network, one
that depends on the commodification of product for speculative economic gain at the expense of cerebral speculation
about process. As viewers and interactive performers see their images replayed almost immediately through feedback
loops in shopping centers or from within internet transmissions from West to East, their narcissistic relation to video is
disrupted by dialogue and reflection through what Graham calls the removal of “self-perception, as in the mirror
image, from the viewing of a detached-state image of self. Instead,” Graham suggests, “feedback creates both a
process of continuous learning and also the subjective sense of an endlessly extendible present time in flux, an interior
time connected to an unfixed extendible present and continuous reexperienced immediate past.”13 By liberating the
viewing subject from some illusory identification with a utopian fixed-position of narcissism (if not also
ethnocentrism)—on which the traditional art commodity most frequently depends and for which Rosalind Krauss
critiqued 1970s video art14 —medialized subjectivity glides circuitously along the continuously retroactive time frames
of fantasy and interconnected realities through which the subject is constituted within the media network, in fantasy,
rather than standing distantly on the outside as some kind of detached representational source or receptor of creativity.
Breaking the univocal ontological foundation of creation’s subjectivity and capital’s mystical object, these
complex medial tools function along the lines of the “desiring machines” promoted by the French theorist, Félix
Guattari. As their own technomaterial of expression, they “break with the great social and personal organic balances
and turn commands upside down, play the game of the other upon encountering a politics of ego-centering. . . . All
machinic orderings contain within them, even if only in an embryonic state, enunciative nuclei that are so many
protomachines of desire.” 15 The interesting pioneering work of Graham, Sharp, Davis, and Forest led the way for more
recent interactive artists, such as Benayoun and Warburton, to insist on the complicated process, moreover, through
which systems of fantasy are as social as they are subjective by reflecting their belief in what Graham terms the “open
possibilities of video as a present-time, architecturally deconstructive media.” 16 These desiring machines of the medial
process thus focus the video event on the concurrent conditions of production while deconstructing the ontology of a
designerly product that is capable of separating itself from process for the fetishistic purpose of commodification.
Just such explicitly political sensibilities guided the 1984 Olympics project of Kit Galloway and Sherrie
Rabinowitz. Working together as Mobile Image, their “Electronic Café-84” intervened in the corporate discourse of
the Los Angeles Olympics with an environment of “resocialization.” In response to the media environment of 1984,
described caustically by Annmaire Chandler as “the year the first Macintosh was released and the year people were
reminded of the Orwellian, anti-utopian vision of a totalitarian communication order,”17 Mobile Image set out to
develop an electronic commons by establishing a seven-week long network that linked five family restaurants across
Celebrity City, a conglomerate of Korean, beach, Hispanic and African communities that may not otherwise have been
blessed by the Olympics. 18 Kit Galloway describes the project as a realistic, immersive social space that was
“democratic, dynamic, and accessible, more political and prompted and facilitated by community participation—totally
different [from] what Internet cafés have come to be.” 19
Bubbling to the surface around this time, well prior to the institutionalization of the Internet café was a similar
international appreciation of “immaterial materiality.” The growing variety of electronic installations and emergent
networks provided activist artists and philosophers alike with novel notions for understanding subjective and social
processes. Some of this impetus derives from Yves Klein, whose experiments in the late 1950s and early 1960s

continue to resonate in the new age of new media. On June 3, 1959, Klein presented his lecture, The Evolution of Art
Toward the Immaterial, to the Sorbonne in which he positioned “immateriality” as what he had in common with
multimedia artist, Jean Tanguely. Klein’s goal was “to create an ambience, a pictorial climate that is invisible but
present in the spirit of what Delacroix in his journal called ‘the indefinable’” 20 or what Klein termed in his essay “the
force of attraction.” 21 Interestingly, Klein’s featured example was from his monotone symphony of forty minutes of
electronic sound, whose length was scripted “to show the desire to overcome time.”22 A fervent desire to overcome the
constraints of the commodification of time informed the 1985 exhibition at the Centre Pompidou in Paris, Les
Immatériaux, which was curated by the philosopher Jean-François Lyotard. This collaborative event brought together
players in the early free software movement, video installation, and poststructural philosophy to reflect on what
Lyotard calls the productive “technological stain” of new media as it resists commodification and the corporatization
of the information sector. For his exhibition, Lyotard enlisted the collaboration of a wide range of artists, musicians,
architects, and philosophers whose primary materials were immaterial-emanations from electronic and digital sources.
Highlighting conceptual and electronic artworks of an almost virtual kind, from sound art to work created on the
French Minitel, Lyotard’s show dwelt energetically on the philosophical imperative of “immaterials” that challenge or
question modern philosophical confidence in the subject’s analytical control over objects (or commodities) in time and
space. Equipping visitors with wireless audio guides that picked up different signals as they moved through the show,
Lyotard injected the dialogics of discourse into the experience of art. Simon Biggs recalls how “this allowed for a
poly-valent narrative to emerge in the show, allowing the viewers to find their own chronological and hierarchical path
through the work, thus also functioning to further simultaneously reveal and dematerialize value.”23 Particularly novel
was the exhibition’s performance of a remote-controlled discursive network through the use of Olivetti M20
microcomputers and first generation word processing software that linked in real time, well prior to the public Internet,
a wide range of artists and intellectuals in virtual conversation, from Jacques Derrida, Bruno Latour, and Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe to Michel Butor, Daniel Buren, and Isabelle Stengers.
At that moment, when the vast majority of museum and art historical communities continued to resist the
artistic legitimacy of video art and even cinema, Lyotard’s ambitious exhibition of light, sound, architectonics, and
discourse generated not only welcome enthusiasm but also vocal debate among critics, curators, and philosophers
alike. Questioned by the skeptics was not merely the sort of extended socio-political community launched a year earlier
by “Electronic Café-84,” but also the very terrain of the new epistemic space of the immaterial and its paradoxical
inscription in electronic technologies. Many art curators questioned the invasion of their highly serious and hermetic
craft by the playful philosopher known for his enigmatically pagan interventions in art theory. Many participants from
the art and art historical communities also remained deeply suspicious, as they continue to be today, of the aesthetic
merits of electronic art, not to mention the legitimation of the electronic epistemic space by philosophers, theoreticians,
artists, and curators. Finally, some philosophers shared a deep concern over the dominant threat of the emergent
technoculture, a concern that philosophers and humanists alike still voice today and one which Lyotard himself
pondered so eloquently in The Inhuman: Reflections on Time. The greatest concern voiced by Lyotard in this exciting
book is that the corporate drive of technoscience might render its users indifferent to the nuances of the epistemic
difference and divergence that empower it: “I see in this arrangement a sign that techno- science conditions thought to
neglect the differend it carries within.”24 Yet, it was precisely the unrealized promise of information culture that
Lyotard thought would breath new life into an equally neglectful tradition of philosophy. “Even the modest tinkerer
with software has an attitude that’s somehow “artistic”—an attitude of a kind of astonishment. What that means,” adds
Lyotard, “is that metaphysics, as Adorno puts it, goes into crisis at much the same time as the rest of classical
philosophy and that there’s a way in which it is going under as a result of a decline in the capacity it can have for the
creation of wide-ranging global systems that include the great and final issues for which we feel a need.” 25

Fantasy of the Open
Lyotard’s sensitivity to the artistry of software, particularly as it might facilitate socially inscribed commentary on
urgent and wide-ranging global systems, attests to the maturity by 1985 of the “open source” movement. It is, perhaps,
not coincidental that open source coding emerged in the 1970s in parallel with the rise of portable video networks and
installations that facilitated urgent social documentary. Under the umbrella of the rise of epistemic technospaces, the
1970s witnessed the rapid development of the open source movement through a sharing of software and emergent
collaborative networks that constituted a particularly politicized user public. UNIX started things off when it was first

written in 1969 by Ken Thompson and Dennis Ritchie at Bell Labs. One of the key features of UNIX was its bundling
with its source code. This led not only to the code’s widespread documentation and dissemination but also to the
share-use platforms, such as the pioneering Multics platform that permitted multiple simultaneous users to collaborate
on one computer. These developments spawned an academic revolution of code sharing and tweaking through which
software itself became the tool of choice for creative computing. 26 Emergent software communities thus shared with
the independent video collectives a flexible relation to tools as desiring machines of process.
Fueled by an energetic esprit of open artistic, academic, and even corporate collaboration, these communities
of virtual tinkerers countered the model of exclusivity favored by individual entrepreneurship and proprietary corporate
patronage. As noted by Christopher M. Keilty, in Two Bits: The Cultural Significance of Free Software, “Free
Software exemplifies this reorientation; it is not simply a technical pursuit but also the creation of a “public,” a
collective that asserts itself as a check on other constituted forms of power—like states, the church, and corporations—
but which remains independent of these domains of power.” 27 Although the free software and open source movements
tended to be libertarian in spirit and were themselves often embedded in corporate enterprises, they also arose in
debate with the commodity-centered aims of such enterprises. And while not directly opposed to commodity culture
itself, on which the rise of the personal computing was dependent, the resultant free software movement invested itself
in the creation of what Keilty calls a “recursive public,” one that is “vitally concerned with the material and practical
maintenance and modification of the technical, legal, practical, and conceptual means of its own existence as a public;
it is a collective independent of other forms of constituted power and is capable of speaking to existing forms of power
through the production of actually existing alternatives.”28
The fantasy of the open as an emergent public horizon of invention, creation, and collaboration has fueled both
the technical lingo of open source and the artistic discourse of emergent media practice. Speaking of the architecturally
deconstructive nature of “Piece for 2 Cable TV Channels (1976)” Dan Graham stressed its reference “to the (then)
open possibilities of video.”29 Moving from an emphasis on present-time installation to the promises of emergent
systems of televisual access in the 1980s, Francesc Torres wrote, in “The Art of the Possible,” that “the idea of a
pluralistic, open, horizontal mass communications system challenges the stability of the dominant political and
ideological power in any given society.” 30 And moving from the 1980s discourse of open access to the 1990s
enthusiasm over the transition of video into digitalized new media art, Lev Manovich similarly celebrates the fantasy of
the open: “To use a metaphor from computer culture, new media transforms all culture and cultural theory into an
‘open source.’ This opening up of cultural techniques, conventions, forms, and concepts is ultimately the most
promising cultural effect of computerization.” 31 Of course, the tools associated with such “opening up” have since
migrated from linked video monitor, public access studio, free software, shared computer and satellite transmission to
the utopic expansion of the digital network itself. As Manuel Castells phrases it, in “The Net and the Self: Working
Notes for a Critical Theory of the Information Society,” “the materiality of networks and flows creates a new social
structure at all levels of society. It is this social structure that actually constitutes the new informational society, a
society that could be more properly named as the society of flows, since flows are made up not only of information but
of all materials of human activity (capital, labor, commodities, images, travelers, changing roles in personal interaction,
etc.).32
It should be acknowledged, however, that any celebration of the flow brings with it the cautionary reminder of
how the social structure of televisual flow enhanced the movement of capital and the corporate institutionalization of
advertising as a structural premise of television programming, which itself motivated the critique of many of the early
pioneers of independent video. The tension between capital, labor, and changing roles of human activities, markers of
Castells’ society of flows, certainly continues today in the carry over from analogue to digital media. Indeed, the very
power of the flow has resulted in rapacious claw back by the corporations that have successively reasserted their
monopoly control over the digital network via claims over intellectual property and copyright (these efforts have
become particularly pronounced whenever the emergent social and cultural power of the network has exceeded the
power of its corporate owners to control it). A strategy initially articulated by AT&T in its resistance to the open
distribution of the UNIX source code, such corporate blockage of flow was perfected by Microsoft’s legal maneuvers
in the 1990s to protect the exclusivity of its brand. These maneuvers have since been adapted by the recording,
publishing, and film industries as a means of restricting the open flow of cultural data across the Internet, all in the
name of protecting the economic rights of the individual artist. Behind the guise of copyright protection for the
“individual artist,” stands a resurgent investment in commodity fetishism that mystically enshrouds the open promise
of collaborate artistic invention in the corporate product of label, copyright, and marketing.33

But it may be far too simple to maintain that such efforts are motivated by an antiquated and paranoid notion of
possessive individualism that runs contrary to the desiring machines of the networked epistemic spaces of video and
new media. For don’t the desiring machines of the network itself now constitute the fabric of what Alexander R.
Galloway and Eugene Thacker call the new sovereignty of the information society? Based not on “exceptional events
but exceptional topologies,”34 the new sovereign system of networks enfolds, as Galloway and Thacker see it, the
“disembodied, immaterial notion of ‘information’” with the immanently material stuff of cybernetics, information
theory, and systems theory that combine into networked configurations of communications media, biological systems,
and military technology. 35 Armand Mattelart is equally pessimistic about such networking. He understands the
hegemonization of the modern mode of communication by the deeply entrenches forces of global capital to have
usurped cultural flow at its core.
The capitalization of culture is also the capitalization of the most existential levels of subjectivity in the
consciousness of the citizen-consumer, who is increasingly influenced by the specialized activities of the
professionals and their techniques and devices. The commoditization of culture is, above all, the production of
new kinds of subjectivity. It is precisely because of this qualitative leap in the management of subjectivity that
cultural struggles and the stakes involved regain their strategic importance.36
Interestingly, a similar call for cultural struggle was voiced two decades earlier by the German media theorists
and activists, Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge. They wrote as early as 1972 of a related procedure of retooled
subjectivity that interpellates and encapsulates even the cultural worker via an intrusive media web through which
“language, psychic organization, the forms of social intercourse, and the public sphere, all participate in the mystifying
context of commodity fetishism.”37 Negt and Kluge recommend something corollary to the fantasy of the open as the
antidote to the commodity fetishism of media culture. They understand the protectionism of commodity fetishism to
rely partly on a repression of the workings of fantasy through which proletarian (these days, we could just speak just
as easily of “net citizenry”) imagination is subsumed by the valorized interests of the media labels that so valiantly link
citizens to the lifeline of global culture (think of Time Warner, Verizon, AT&T). The commodity is now the fantasy of
the open network. But rather than spurn fantasy itself as merely the envelope of false consciousness, Negt and Kluge
understand the suppression of fantasy to constitute the condition of its potential “free existence” in contemporary
society. Precisely because the workings of fantasy constitute “the raw material and the medium for the expansion of
the consciousness industry,” sensuality and fantasy can be reclaimed as creative lifelines for the resurgent recycling of
their own “damaged situations” in the wake of organized conditions of commodity fetishism and the medialized web
of alienated corporate reality.38 Galloway and Thacker propose a similar viral “exploitation” of the new sovereign
condition of the network through which “the concept of resistance in politics should be superseded by the concept of
hypertrophy … the desire for pushing beyond.” 39 Desire here fuels not the destruction of technology and its new
sovereign network but the goal “to push technology into a hypertrophic state, further than it is meant to go.” 40 The
goal is thus, to return to Lyotard, to release the energetics of the differend from its stifling encryption in the repressive
vaults of the new world sovereign, techno-science. It is not insignificant in the context of this linkage of fantasy/new
technology/social empowerment that Arjun Appadurai has more recently called upon fantasy in the age of the
electronic archive as a facilitating engine of the aspiration for those disenfranchised by immigration and class.
Appardurai makes a compelling case for the effectiveness of imagination and fantasy for articulation of the public
memories by the disenfranchised, particularly for those who have been left isolated by immigration from the orbit of
the state and its official networks. Fueled by the empowerment of fantasy and the playful connectivity of the internet,
rather than remaining entrapped in state-sponsored coda of enlightened rationality, “virtual collectivities build
memories out of connectivity” in contrast to how “natural social collectivities build [face-to-face] connectivities out of
memory.” 41

Tactical Media
It is precisely the remobilization of the fantasy of the open, whether emergent or hypertrophic, that characterizes many
of the most successful ventures in new media activism since the 1990s. At issue is not simply rejection of ventures in
global media. Digital activists are not unaware of their paradoxical reliance on the very technological infrastructure

they aim to discomfort. Rather, at stake is a return to critical reflection on the dynamics and performativity of process
—from sensuality to fantasy--via the viral tools of the digital interface that lend critical and political energy to
emergent networks and desiring machines, from open source to open minds. Of particular note is the critical inquiry
into technological interventions that bear on the politics of culture and the concomitant development of artistic tools
that enable a forcefully phantasmatic response to the corporate clawbacks of flow and the sovereign subversions of
network.
As if calling upon the reserves of 1970s women’s video, two feminist collectives of the nineties turned their
attention to the potential of digital culture as an open scene of cultural intervention. In 1991, Francesca da Rimini,
Josephine Starrs, Julianne Pierce, and Virginia Barratt formed VNS Matrix. Partially in response to the cinematics of
robotic futurism, their “Cyberfeminist Manifesto for the 21st Century” proposed “the virus of the new world disorder
rupturing the symbolic from within [as] saboteurs of big daddy mainframe.” Appropriating the tools of the feminine
body for the purpose of heuristic fantasy, they actively promoted their motto: “the clitoris is a direct line to the matrix,
the VNS Matrix.” Wide global circulation and translation of the VNS manifesto in the early days of the public internet
positioned cyberfeminism as a formidable viral discourse of the new digital world order. Thus began a chain of
cyberfeminist actions that reappropriated the masculinist tools of technology for their fantasy value.42 While Linda
Dement scanned female body parts in the lesbian bars of Sydney to morph them into “cyberflesh girlmonsters,” Jill
Scott‘s interactive installation, “Frontier’s of Utopia” (1995) dwelt on the politics of the ideal society in the age of
technology. Presenting her visitors with the pleasure of investigating interactive suitcases, Scott permitted the viewers
to connect a magnetic key to icons in the suitcases that provided links to fictional video narratives by eight different
female characters representing the range of feminist interventions in the twentieth-century, from a socialist farmer and
“Emma” the anarchist, to a new age programmer and a capitalist celebrating the marriage between desire and
science. 43 Scott’s design of an interactive dinner table, à la Judy Chicago, further enabled visitors to eavesdrop on
conversations about the socio-economic challenges confronting technology’s female users. These challenges were
transformed to the corporeal zone by the new media collective, subRosa, that describes itself as “a reproducible
cyberfeminist cell of cultural researchers committed to combining art, activism, and politics to explore and critique the
effects of the intersections of the new information and biotechnologies on women’s bodies, lives, and
work.”44 Ranging from the collection of essays, Domain Errors: Cyberfeminist Practices!, edited by Maria Fernandez,
Faith Wilding, and Michelle M. Wright, eds., to networked and interactive performance installations, subRosa reflects
on the politics of biological and computer engineering as it impacts reproduction, choice, and genetic determinism.
The viral exploration of these same intersections of art, technology, critical theory, and radical politics has been
the aim since 1992 of the influential collective, Critical Art Ensemble (CAE), which also has collaborated with
subRosa. A proponent of tactical media actions, CAE seeks to engage particular socio-political contexts, from tools to
media, in order to energize “molecular interventions and semiotic shocks” for the disruption of authoritarian culture.
Their projects have ranged from the 1992 critique of the lack of access to US healthcare, “The Thereapeutic State,”
distributed in hard and virtual form, to a parodic 1994 newspaper insert and website on “Useless Technology” that
critiques the socio-political distraction of the allure of new tools from the SONY Hi-Fi Stereo VCR with VCR Plus
Programming to MK21 Advanced Ballistic Missile Reentry Vehicles. Since 1997, CAE has been collaborating with
Faith Wilding of subRosa, Paul Vanouse, Beatriz de Costa, and others on critical interventions on biotechnology, from
the genomic performance event, “Cult of the New Eve,” to the “Molecular Invasion” science-theater workshop whose
aim was to reverse-engineer genetically modified crops (parallel net.art projects on the human genome project were
published by me and Arthur and Marilouise Krocker in CTHEORY Multimedia 2, “Tech Flesh: The Promise and
Perils of the Human Genome Project: http://ctheorymultimedia.cornell.edu/issue2/issue_main.htm). Many cultural
critics believe that the proof of the cultural threat of CAE’s interventions came when its founder, Steve Kurtz, was
arrested by U. S. Homeland Security on charges of bio-terrorism following the discovery of his artistic genetic lab
after he called emergency services to his home upon the sudden death of his wife. The result was a failed but vicious
three-year governmental prosecution of Kurtz, initially for bioterrorism as defined by the Patriot Act, and later, when
the first charge didn’t stick, for mail fraud (sending viral microorganisms through the US mail). At no time in recent
American artistic politics has the fantasy of the open been perceived by the authorities as being so threatening or been
so under threat. 45
That is, until even more recently. It is no secret that CAE’s 1996 manifesto, “Electronic Civil Disobedience,”
set the stage for a broad international network of activist hackers who have turned to the internet as an open site for
tactical media actions of political resistance. The Electronic Disturbance Theater (ECD) openly acknowledges this debt
in discussing its benchmark “Floodnet” actions against the Mexican government’s repression of the Zapitistas. Relying

on its development of software that more easily floods or attacks governmental sites with repetitive unwanted internet
hits, ECD has organized, since 1998, a series of mass decentered electronic actions on behalf of the Zapitistas whose
virtual blockades and virtual sit-ins have temporarily choked the sites of Mexican financial institutions, the Mexican
Embassy in the UK, and Mexican President Zedillo’s personal website. ETC challenges the notion that the Internet
should be protected only as a site for state-sponsored corporate communication by insisting that it should be nurtured
as an active space for open networks and marginal societies as well. Similarly, the collective ®tmark has capitalized
on the web to organize and fund acts of “creative subversion” that disrupt and critique the growing resurgence of the
legal linkage of tool and commodity. An original sponsor of the “Floodnet” project, ®tmark has supported a broad
range of projects that resist corporate claims to tools and commodities. Most infamous is its interference with an
attempt to close down the internet art site, etoy.com, by the online company, e-toy, whose claim of URL competition
veiled the fact that this online toy company was created well after the launch of the art site, etoy.com. ®tmark also
initially sponsored and published Gatt.org. This parodic website posed as the World Trade Organization in order to
question the value of untrammeled free trade and financial globalization. It was through this URL that the activist
performance collective, The Yes Men, launched its successful media announcement of the demise of the WTO. 46
The extent of viral activism’s threat to the logic of corporate power has again become evident in the current
investigation and prosecution of Dominguez for projects undertaken between EDT and his creational b.a.n.g. lab in the
Department of Art at the University of California, San Diego. Two interrelated actions have made him the subject of a
current university and federal investigation for prosecution. On March 4, 2010, the day of a state-wide strike in protest
of massive funding cuts and tuition increases at the University of California, a participant in EDT launched a virtual
sit-in on the website of the Chancellor of the University. For this action, Dominguez is being investigated for engaging
in a felonious DDOT (Distributed Denial of Service Attack) in denial of legal precedent that a virtual sit-in constitutes
an expression of political speech. Related is the investigation of a member of EDT for launching Markyudof.com,
which fictitiously declared the resignation of said Mark Yudof, the Chancellor of the University of California. The
severity of these investigations, taking place across university-state-federal jurisdictions could well stem for the
b.a.n.g. lab’s highly publicized and officially funded “Transborder Immigrant Tool: Mexico/US Border Disturbance
Art Project.” This project capitalizes creatively on the technologies of Spatial Data Systems and GPS (Global
Positioning System) that have enabled a new relationship with the landscape via applications for simulation,
surveillance, resource allocation, management of cooperative networks and pre-movement pattern modeling (such as
the Virtual Hiker Algorithm that maps out a potential or suggested trail for real hikers to follow). Following the logic
of Appadurai’s appropration for networked imagination and fantasy for social engagement, “The Transborder
Immigrant Tool” adds a new layer of agency to this emerging virtual geography that would allow segments of global
society that are usually outside of this emerging grid of hyper-geo-mapping-power to gain quick and simple access
with to GPS system. “The Transborder Immigrant Tool” would not only offer access to potential immigrants traveling
across the border to this emerging total map economy – but, would add an intelligent agent algorithm that would parse
out the best routes and trails on that day and hour for immigrants to cross this vertiginous landscape as safely as
possible.”47 Under suspicion then is Dominguez’s mobilization of imaginative interventions in art for the sake of
rearticulating social structures and resisting oppressive ones that rely on the digital tools of technology for their
expressions and operations of authority and power.
In the case of Dominguez’s collaborators and students, digital desire envelops the tools of activism not only in
the algorithmic logics of power but also in the erotic dynamics of digital desire. This is particularly evident in the
projects of Zach Blas, Elle Mehrmand and Micha Cardenas that bear the imprint of Dominguez’s teaching in the
University of California system. These projects embrace the erotic energetics of queer performance to test the limits, to
exploit the continual claw back of the openness of the digital network by the capitalist-sovereign system. Mixed
Relations is a collaborative techno-performance group of two artists, Elle Mehrmand and Micha Cárdenas/Adzel
Slade, who work with Dominguez in the b.a.n.g. lab at UC San Diego. Mixed Relations blends the tools of new
technologies with the erotics of queer, transgendered and virtual performance. In their piece, “Technesexual,”
Cárdenas/Slade, who is an emergent transgendered performer, kisses Mehrmand passionately on stage while do-ityourself (D.I.Y.) biometric sensors gauge the heart rates and temperatures of their aroused bodies. In a queer recycling
of the desire of the open, the noise of the performers’ biodata is computer processed to produce live audio, including
the sound of their heart beats. All of this audiovisual data is transported live to the online community, Second Life,
where the performers’ avatars similarly, but not identically, embrace in a performative way that links the performer’s
physical bodies to that of their virtual avatars. This doubling of liveness/virtuality is enacted in performance by the
projection on-stage of the simultaneous Second Life performance in an erotic fashion that confuses the source of digi-

data. Does desire and its biodata stem from the performers or from their online avatars? Does their performance
enhance the discourse of the “posthuman ”48 by displacing the source of desire from actor to machine? Or, conversely,
does “Technesexual” grab the human back from its dependence on digital encoding by performing the reliance of the
on-line community on data generated by live sex? In performing the ambiguities of digital culture, “Technosexual”
explores themes of “affective tension and anticipation, techno-fetishism, and D.I.Y. cyborg bodies,” in order “to look
at bodies in relation to each other, as well as in relation to the technologies which extend and multiply them, sonically,
visually and physically.”49 Precisely what “bodies” are subject of the look is also in question in this performance so
marked by the indifferenciations of queerness, embodied and on-line. The subliminal pull of the viral condition, the
surge of accumulation, the continual surprise of informational texture, and the layers of enunciational multiplicity
across encoded real and virtual platforms are what lend a psycho-political urgency to these delirious distributions of
new media performance.
The political urgency of the queering of technology also is what drives Zach Blas to adopt the theorizing of
José Esteban Muñoz and others to bring digital practice into the queer arena of “mutation and mixing: what may be
called the new sublime of ‘destruction’ . . . a viral aesthetics.” 50 Blas describes his project of “Queer Technologies:
Automating Perverse Possibilities” as “an interstitial organization that produces a product line for queer agencies,
interventions, and social formations. QT creates, mutates, and establishes flows of resistance within larger spheres of
capitalist structurations through viral tactics of branding, mass production, and dissemination.”51 Riding the networked
surge of the erotics of distribution, Queer Technologies has offered up for consumption a performative line of
sublimely viral products that include the “transCoder,” a queer programming anti-language; “Gay Bombs,” a technical
manifesto that outlines a “how to” of queer political action through assemblages of networked activism; and GRID, an
etymological reformulation of the initial coda for HIV/AIDS, which is a data visualization application that tracks the
dissemination of QT products that have been “shop dropped” as anti-commodity guerilla performance activism in
various consumer electronic stores such as Best Buy, Radio Shack and Target. The reformulated grid of Queer
Technologies is asserted by Blas to work “toward producing another type of virality that emerges from the strange
fusion of map and territory … to constantly change and mutate with the dominant GRID to continuously infect
capital.”52
Even the tool of the internet, not simply its corporate patrons and capitalist tools, has been subjected to the
interventions of guerilla hacktivism that prompt reflection on the socio-politics of the network through parodic
disruption for both political and artistic purposes. These projects have been as varied in material and context as the
early activist installations of video and more recent queerings of technology. Two particularly artistic interventions
might suffice to highlight the aesthetic ramifications and phantasmatic impact of these projects. In 1998, Mark Napier
released the web interface “Shredder 1.0” that transforms the web address entered in its location field into an
aestheticized mix of text and image. By passing the code of a web page through a “perl” script written by Napier,
“Shredder 1.0” rearranges the code of the site before loading it onto the web browser in a way that translates numerical
information into abstract art. The same sites that set out to be accessed as closed systems of commercialization can be
transformed into open objects of aesthetic transformation. However these aesthetics of translation pale in comparison
to the infamous viral performance, “Contagious Paranoia,” launched by 0100101110101101.org from the Slovenian
Pavilion at the 49th Venice Biennale. In the spirit of open source, the artists made public their Biennale.py source code
so that it could be read and tested on infected computers. The activist dream, not foreseen by the artists, was that the
Symantec Corporation detected the virus and then incorporated its response, Python.Blen, into its software, thus
canonizing the artistic software tool in the viral defense network of corporate computing. 53 While the inclusion of
Biennale.py into the corporate archive of networked code simply may have been a mistake of artistic fortune, the
activist clawback of the digital archive has been at the forefront of the fantasy of the open.
Of particular significance is the digital grabbing back of tools and materials from the restrictive and corporate
forces of both analogue and digital distribution. The viral combination of artistic and theoretical activism has been
informed by the accessibility of the network and conceptual tenets contrary to traditionally “closed” philosophies of
art, product, and access. Since the early days of video experimentation, an open structure of materials has reoriented
both the epistemic space of electronic art and its organizational power. The desire of the open marks this historical
moment of media activism and hacktivism, empowered by the mobilization of the productivity of fantasy for the sake
of collective engagement in politically progressive encounters with the network. In the prescient words of Woody
Vasulka, we have indeed “moved from a relationship with technology in which we attempt to invoke the creative
potential of a specific tool, to one with a technological environment invoking a new creative potential from human

discourse … new epistemic space.”54
* Longer version commissioned for Tools in the Digital Age, ed. Kathy High and Sherry Miller Hocking (Intellect
Books/University of Chicago Press), forthcoming, Spring 2012.
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f cross-disciplinary movements in the North American university function like financial instruments (which, of
course, they do and they don’t), the strongest “buy” orders of recent years would have to come from the
burgeoning discourse surrounding biopower and the related body of work dedicated to animal studies. One
supposes that this collection is itself evidence of continuing strong scholarly interest in biopower. And animal studies,
for its part, is making a strong pitch to be the “next big thing” in the academy, or so The New York Times has
announced. i
These two emerging fields of practice are, of course, intimately related: if biopolitical studies began by pointing
out that questions pertaining to human “life” have become the political topics of the modern era (revolving around
practices of identity, health, and sexuality), animal studies steps in to show how that notion of human-centered
biopower is itself based on an originary exclusion and abjection of its other, animal life. In classic deconstructive form
(not surprising that Jacques Derrida is one of the most often cited figures), animal studies shows how the privileged
term of biopower (human life itself) is made possible and remains hegemonic through its illegitimate forgetting of
animal life: the hidden suffering and slaughter of animals on the factory farm is literally what makes the on-the-go
meals available for the homo economicus of biopower, today’s busy lifestyle consumer.
Not surprisingly, Michel Foucault’s work figures quite prominently in these emerging fields of study: Foucault
of course coins the word “biopower” in The History of Sexuality, Volume 1. And in his lecture courses touching on the
concept (Society Must Be Defended, and The Birth of Biopolitics), Foucault discusses the ways in which biopower
might differ from the form of power he famously calls “discipline” (which aims at modifying individual behaviors and
is always mediated through institutions). As Foucault explains in his 1975-76 lecture course Society Must Be Defended,
biopower comprises

I

a new technology of power, but this time it is not disciplinary. This technology of power does not exclude the
former, does not exclude disciplinary technology, but it does dovetail into it, integrate it, modify, it to some
extent, and above all, use it by sort of infiltrating it, embedding itself in existing disciplinary techniques. This
new technique does not simply do away with the disciplinary technique, because it exists at a different level, on
a different scale, and because it has a different bearing area, and makes use of very different instruments.
Unlike discipline, which is addressed to bodies, the new non-disciplinary power is applied not to man-as-body
but to the living man, to man-as-living-being. (242)
As Foucault insists, this new form of biopolitical power doesn’t simply replace discipline, but extends and intensifies
the reach and scope of power’s effects by freeing them from the disciplinary focus on the “exercise” and the
“institution.” Biopower, one might say, radically expands the scale of power’s sway: by moving beyond discipline’s
“retail” emphasis on training individual bodies at linked institutional sites (family, school, army, factory, hospital),
biopower enables an additional kind of “wholesale” saturation of power effects, smearing them across the entire social
field. What Foucault calls this “different scale” and much larger “bearing area” for the practices of power make it
possible for biopower to produce more continuous effects, because one’s whole life (one’s identity, sexuality, diet,
health) is saturated by power’s effects, rather than power relying upon particular training functions carried out in the
discontinuous domain of X or Y institution (dealing with health in the clinic, diet at the supermarket and the farm,
sexuality in the family and at the nightclub, and so on). Hence biopower works primarily to extend and intensify the
reach of power’s effects: not everyone has a shared disciplinary or institutional identity (as a soldier, mother, nurse,
student, or politician); but everyone does have an investment in biopolitical categories like “sexuality,” “health,” or
“quality of life” – our own, as well as our community’s. If discipline forged an enabling link between subjective
ii

aptitude and docility, biopower forges an analogous enabling link between the individual’s life and the life of the
socius: the only thing that we as biopolitical subjects have in common, one might say, is that we’re all individuals,
charged with the task of creating and maintaining our lives. And that power-saturated task is performed not solely at
scattered institutional sites, but virtually everywhere, all the time.
The ethical challenge presented by animal studies arrives hot on the heels of a triumphant human biopolitics:
most centrally, of course, there would seem to be serious concerns about the ethics of sacrificing animal life solely for
human benefit (under a regime dominated by an intense concern for “life,” why do we live and they die?), not to
mention the sustainability consequences (both for individual health and the life of the ecosphere) that are being
wrought by the huge corporate animal farms required to feed a growing global hunger for animal flesh. iii
In any case, it seems clear that Foucault’s texts of the 1970s and 80s constitute linchpin sites for both
biopolitical analysis and the related fields that cluster under the rubric animal studies. iv Though we should note right
from the beginning that Foucault seems to be of more use within contemporary biopolitical theory and practice than in
the field of animal studies, where Foucault’s work on biopower serves less as a common touchstone to build on, and
more as a kind of negative jumping-off point – similar to the way that Theodor Adorno’s supposed dismissal of
popular culture served for many years as an enabling negative horizon for academic work in cultural studies. v In short,
Foucault is routinely chastised for not paying enough (or really any) attention to the question of animality within his
discussions of life and/as biopower. Most infamously, Foucault’s work has been charged with “species chauvinism”
(Donna Haraway’s accusation in When Species Meet). Haraway in fact reveals that her book was spawned by the
realization that Foucault’s critical project didn’t go far enough: “I had read Michel Foucault, and I knew all about
biopower and the proliferative powers of biological discourses…. I had read Birth of the Clinic and The History of
Sexuality, and I had written about the technobiopolitics of cyborgs. I felt I could not be surprised by anything. But I
was wrong. Foucault’s own species chauvinism had fooled me into forgetting that dogs too might live in the domains
of technobiopower” (59-60). Perhaps, as I will suggest below, if she had spent more time with The Order of Things
and History of Madness, things might have been different.
Foucault is given credit in animal studies for calling attention to the central question of life within modern
political existence; but he’s just as quickly disciplined for confining his analysis to humans, thereby doubling down on
the nefarious ethical exclusion of animal life from the discussion. Nicole Shukin writes in Animal Capital, for
example: “The pivotal insight enabled by Foucault -- that biopower augurs ‘nothing less than the entry of life into
history, that is, the entry of phenomena of the life of the human species into the order of knowledge and power’ -bumps against its own internal limit at the species line. The biopolitical analyses he has inspired, in turn, are
constrained by their reluctance to pursue power’s effects beyond the production of the human social and/or species life
and into the zoo-politics of animal capital” (11). There are undoubtedly a whole series of Foucaultian ways that one
could respond to this kind of claim. I suppose the most obvious being that if Foucault is a booster for the human
species -- offering sunny thoughts like “man is an invention of recent date. And one perhaps nearing its end” (OT 387)
-- I’d shudder to think what critics of the species might think. But rather than pursue this kind of defense (as Foucault
himself insisted, polemical back-and-forth argumentation is unlikely to lead us beyond our present consensus), vi I’d
like to take a different tack. One way to go would be to suggest avenues whereby Foucault’s work on human biopower
could be harnessed for thinking about animal life. As Stephen Thierman writes in “Apparatuses of Animality: Foucault
Goes to a Slaughterhouse,” insofar as “Foucault did not write” extensively about non-human animals, perhaps “it is left
to those of us who think his methods and conceptual tools can be fruitfully employed to explore our relationships with
other animals to fill in the blanks” (90). And there’s already plenty of work being done in this emergent area of
research, analyses inspired by Foucault that interrogate the question of life across the human-animal divide.vii
However productive that path might be, I’d like to take a somewhat different direction in this essay, by trying
to think about new directions in Foucaultian biopower not so much by extending his analyses into animal formations
and institutions that he didn’t study (contemporary corporate farming practices, genetic manipulation, the companion
animal phenomenon, and so forth) but by looking at neglected formulations concerning animality and the emergence
of biopower in Foucault’s own work. I would begin simply by noting that Foucault hardly ignored animals altogether,
especially in his early archaeological work. History of Madness (1961), for example, contains a substantial bestiary of
reflection on the myriad historical ways that “the animal realm…serves to reveal the dark rage and sterile folly that
lurks in the heart of mankind” (19). Foucault in fact insists that much of the discourse on madness, in the classical age
and beyond, “took its face from the mask of the beast…. Madness…was for the classical age a direct relation between
man and his animality, without reference to a beyond and without appeal” (147-48). Human madness, as Foucault
demonstrates, was for a very long time understood and treated as a kind of animality.

Even more centrally, an extended interrogation of animality figures in what we might call the first birth of
biopower within Foucault’s corpus, in 1966’s The Order of Things. To begin re-examining the Foucaultian emergence
of life as a central concern for power, one needs merely to cite these controversial lines from The Order of Things: “if
biology was unknown in 18th century Europe, there was a very simple reason for it: life itself did not exist. All that
existed was living beings, which were viewed through a grid of knowledge constituted by natural history” (OT 12728). Of course, this provocation -- life did not exist until the 19th century, specifically until 1802 when Lamark was the
first to use the word “biology” -- functions as a bit of a dry run for Foucault’s later, seemingly just as “outrageous”
idea that homosexuality was invented in 1870, or his declarations that the author, and indeed even “man” itself, are
products of recent invention. viii This type of sentence-level provocation is one of Foucault’s characteristic means for
dramatizing, in a very stark way, the crucial importance of social and historical emergence. Alongside the Foucaultian
pleasure evident in the perversity performed by sentences like “up to the end of the 18th century, in fact, life does not
exist” (160), there’s a relatively consistent philosophical point being advanced: the historical emergence of a new way
of handling topic X (here, “life”) gives rise to different problematics, different practices, and thereby different objects.
A new form of practice literally remakes the (supposedly preexisting) object of the discourse: biology creates, rather
than discovers, this object of study called life. This emphasis on discursive emergence constitutes Foucaultian
Archaeology 101, and keeps us focused on the most basic terrain for all of Foucault’s work: the question of how today
is different from yesterday.
In schematic terms, Foucault’s prey in The Order of Things is the epistemic shift from a classical regime of
representation (natural history, where classification and nomination of visible “living things” are the key practices) to a
regime of modern knowledge-transcendentals like life, labor, and language (where the “object” of knowledge is no
longer readily available to classification, but rather disappears into the shadowy halflight of discursive practice). In the
birth of biology, the question of life unhinges itself from a practice of representation (the discourse is freed from what
Foucault calls the “pure tabulation of things” 131 in natural history’s grids) and attaches itself instead to a mode of
speculation about this murky thing called life -- now understood not as a visible manifestation of similitude, but as a
darkly hidden secret that connects living things. This movement from surface to depth signals the decline of natural
history and the birth of biology, the emergence of the science of life. And in this movement across spheres, the modern
human sciences and their era of transcendentals begin to replace the representational episteme -- just as representation,
in its turn, had replaced the early modern regime of fabulation or magic.
And it is here, in the interstices of this grand narrative about knowledge in the West, where animals make their
appearance in The Order of Things: “To the Renaissance, the strangeness of animals was a spectacle: it was featured in
fairs, in tournaments, in fictitious or real combats, in reconstitutions of legends in which the bestiary displayed its
ageless fables. The natural history room and the garden, as created in the Classical period, replace the circular
procession of the ‘show’ with the arrangement of a ‘table’, … a new way of connecting things both the eye and to
discourse” (131). As the historical a priori of representation emerges and later mutates into the era of the human
sciences, the “being” of animals changes as well: in the era of representational natural history, “the plant and the
animal are not seen so much in their organic unity as by the visible patterning of their organs. They are hoofs and
paws, fruits and flowers, before being respiratory systems or internal liquids. Natural history traverses an area of the
visible…without any internal relation of subordination or organization” (137). For a representational regime, it is the
visible surface of living things, rather than some buried “organic unity,” that is the bearing area of discursive power.
Natural history constitutes a series of practices whereby living things – plants and animals – find their proper
classification through organization by common visible traits, rather than hidden animating principles.
But on Foucault’s account, it’s with the rise of the transcendentals, in the era of the human sciences, that
animals begins to take priority over plants as the privileged form or figure of life itself. In an era of natural history
where knowledge was characterized by “the apparent simplicity of a description of the visible” (137), “the area
common to words and things constituted a much more accommodating, a much less ‘black’ grid for plants than for
animals” (137). Most animals, simply put, have more hidden, interior space than plants, and thereby present a greater
volume of “black” or blank space to the gaze of the classifying naturalist. As Foucault writes about this era of
representation, “Because it was possible to know and to say only within a taxonomic area of visibility, the knowledge
of plants was bound to prove more extensive than that of animals” (137), precisely because plants can be pulled up out
of the ground, and thereby rendered fully visible, from the tip of the roots to the outermost edges of the flower or leaf.
At the dawn of the 19th century, however, Foucault traces a mutation of the dominant epistemic procedures –
from a representational discourse that maps external similitude and resemblance, to the emergence of a speculative

discourse that takes as its object hidden internal processes. In short, we see emerge a discourse that “opposed historical
knowledge of the visible to philosophical knowledge of the invisible” (138): knowledge’s privileged practices abandon
the surface of objects in order to plumb their hidden depths instead. And first and foremost among those transcendental
“invisibles” was a little thing we like to call “life”: “The naturalist is the man concerned with the structure of the
visible world and its denomination according to characters. Not with life” (161), Foucault insists, because life is not
representable. Life is in fact a kind of unplumbable depth, animating the organism from a hidden origin somewhere
within. This birth of biology – which is to say, the emergence of “life” itself as a bearing area for discursive power and
a depth to be explored -- constitutes the first birth of biopower, this one in Foucault’s work of the mid-60s.
So, why is this archaeology of biopower important, in terms of using Foucault in the present and maybe
leading us toward new directions in the future? Well, I suppose there are myriad answers to that question, but I’d like
to suggest one particular line of useful inquiry here, one that also involves a way to respond to the animal studies
critique of Foucaultian biopower with which we began – that Foucault essentially ignores the question of animal life,
and thereby extends the unearned privileges of human biopower rather than questioning them.
In short, Foucault’s work on biopower 1.0 shows that animal life is not in fact jettisoned or abjected at the
dawn of humanist biopower in the 19th century, but instead animality is fully incorporated into biopower as the
template for life itself. As Foucault puts it,
the animal, whose great threat or radical strangeness had been left suspended and as it were disarmed at the end
of the Renaissance, discovers fantastic new powers in the 19th century. In the interval, Classical nature had
given precedence to vegetable values ... with all its forms on display, from stem to seed, from root to fruit; with
all its secrets made generously visible, the vegetable kingdom formed a pure and transparent object for thought
as tabulation. But when the characters and structures are arranged in vertical steps toward life – that sovereign
vanishing point, indefinitely distant but constituent – then it is the animal that becomes the privileged form,
with its hidden structures, its buried organs, so many invisible functions…. If living beings are a classification,
the plant is best able to express its limpid essence; but if they are a manifestation of life, the animal is better
equipped to make its enigma perceptible. (OT 277)
In short, Foucault argues that with the emergence of the human sciences at the birth of biopower, the animal is not
excluded or forgotten, but quite the opposite: animality comprises the dominant apparatus for investigating both what
life is and what life does. The living is no longer primarily vegetable (sessile and awaiting mere categorization), but
understood as evolving, appetite-driven, secret, discontinuous, mendacious, inscrutable, always on the prowl, looking
for an opening to break free. As Foucault puts it, “Transferring its most secret essence from the vegetable to the animal
kingdom, life has left the tabulated space of order and become wild once more” (277). And this is of course not just a
development within the narrow confines of biology. Foucault could in fact cue here the advent of philosophical
modernity itself. One might speculate that Hegel’s 1806 Phenomenology of Spirit (where human life itself is
refashioned as nothing other than unfathomable discontinuity and animal appetite – in short, desire) shows the way for
later 19th century thought, which in turn opens a path directly to our day: from Darwin’s evolution of life, through
Freud’s life of the unconscious and Nietzsche’s life of self-overcoming, all the way to Schumpeter’s neoliberal life of
creative destruction. All of these formations depend completely on the bedrock connection of life to an animating,
hidden, “wild” animality of desire: both prior to and beyond the human, yet somehow still constituting that very
humanity as its secret essence.
In his History of Madness, Foucault charts a similar archaeological shift in the role and status of animals within
European discourse on the mad. As he notes, from the beginning “it was probably essential for Western culture to link
its perception of madness to imaginary forms of the relation between men and animals” (151), and for a very long time
in the West animals played the role of that mad, menacing opposite to man’s reason: “animals were more often thought
of as being part of what might be termed a counter-nature, a negativity that menaced the order of things and constantly
threatened the wisdom of nature with its wild frenzy” (151). “In the classical age,” Foucault concludes, “madness was
still thought of as the counter-natural violence of the animal world” (151). However, later in his History of Madness
(foreshadowing the analysis in The Order of Things), Foucault will note a decisive series of breaks in the Western
discourse of madness and animality, at precisely the Enlightenment moment when madness begins to get incorporated
into the definition of reason (as a potential malady or even a secret Romantic source of intellectual power, as opposed
to the classical formation wherein madness functions as a negative counterpoint to the discourse of reason): “From the
moment when philosophy became anthropology, and men decided to find their place in the plenitude of the natural

order, the animal lost that power of negativity, and assumed the positive form of an evolution between the determinism
of nature and the reason of man” (151). As in The Order of Things, Foucault shows us in History of Madness that
animality is not jettisoned at the birth of anthropological biopower (at least in part because such an abjected binary
otherness was the role of animality in a prior, classical era); far rather, “when philosophy became anthropology,” when
thought became focused on human life, the animal became incorporated into reason. Animality then becomes less a
binary all-or-nothing function in relation to madness, but operates on a sliding scale. With the anthropological turn to
life, the madman is recast: not as the subhuman animal other, but as our less-fortunate sibling -- beset not by the
classical era’s understanding of animality as the absence of rationality, but by too much of a good thing: biopower’s
embrace of life as animal desire. ix
Likewise, in History of Madness Foucault also calls our attention to the Aristotlean definitions of man (as
rational and political animal) that will play a pivotal role in his thinking about biopower in the 1970s and 80s: “Did the
fact that, after Aristotle, men had spent two thousand years thinking of themselves as reasonable animals necessarily
imply that they accepted the possibility that reason and animality were of a common order? Or that the definition of
man as a ‘rational animal’ provided a blueprint for understanding man’s place in natural positivity? Independently of
whatever Aristotle meant with that definition, it might be the case that for the Western world ‘rational animal’ meant
the manner in which the freedom of reason took off from a space of unchained reason and marked itself off from it,
ultimately forming its opposite” (151). But as philosophy becomes anthropology at the birth of biopower in the early
19th century in Europe, Foucault argues that the classical age of the animal’s binary alterity is also eclipsed: “At that
point, the meaning of the term ‘rational animal’ underwent a radical change…. From then on, madness had to follow
the determinism of a humanity perceived as natural in its own animality” (151).
In the History of Madness, Foucault suggests we look to “the French poet Lautréaumont” for “proof” of the
“wild frenzy” (151) that is life-as-animality; but consider, just as a passing example nearer to the present, Frank
O’Hara’s 1950 poem “Animals”:
Have you forgotten what we were like then
when we were still first rate
and the day came fat with an apple in its mouth
it's no use worrying about Time
but we did have a few tricks up our sleeves
and turned some sharp corners
the whole pasture looked like our meal
we didn't need speedometers
we could manage cocktails out of ice and water
I wouldn't want to be faster
or greener than now if you were with me O you
were the best of all my days x
Here in O’Hara’s poem, as Foucault suggests in the larger biopolitical realm of modernity, animals function less as our
excluded “other” than as very intense markers for our hidden, better or former – perhaps more authentic – selves. Our
unconscious drives, O’Hara’s poem suggests, are animal in nature, and it is those unbridled desires that make us “first
rate,” most truly who we are. As O’Hara’s poem puts it, “the best of all my days” were animal in nature -- when I
didn’t worry about Time, cars, or stocking the bar, and “the whole pasture looked like our meal.” Here, animality is
not demented or predatory (as Foucault suggests the classical age understood the mad, irrational “otherness” of
animals), but takes the form of a biopolitical or “more gentle form of animality, which did not destroy its human truth
in violence, but allowed instead one of nature’s secrets to emerge: the rediscovery of the familiar but forgotten
resemblance of the madman with tame animals and children” (Madness 435). Which I take to resonate with O’Hara’s
conclusion, where it is the precocious, desiring animal in us all who is addressed in the final lines: “O you / were the
best of all my days.”
In short, the archaeology of biopower that Foucault performs in The Order of Things and History of Madness
shows decisively that the jettisoned, negative, or forgotten other of our biopolitical conception of life is most assuredly

not the animal, insofar as animality is the subtending paradigm for our era of humanist, neoliberal biopower – where
it’s all appetite and appropriation all the time. Tweaked and intensified a bit, Foucault’s archaeology of animality may
compel us to ask whether contemporary animal studies, far from constituting a critique of an all-too-humanist
biopower (exposing the imperialism of human life over animal life), tends to function in fact as an intense extension of
that very biopower. A Foucaultian provocation might suggest that animals are important within contemporary academic
discourse, or at least they’re more important than plants or other forms of life, not because animals function ethically
as “wholly other” to humans, but primarily because they’re “like us” in an originary way: they experience intense
feelings; they are born and they die; they like to go walkies in the park at sunset. Indeed, animals are wild, just like we
are in our best and freest moments. As such, though, animals function less as our ethical “absolute other” than as our
hidden, better self. Animals are more our life “companions” (to steal another phrase from Haraway) than our “others”
(those figures excluded, forgotten, wholly unlike us, but still we depend on them absolutely). Following Foucault’s
reading, one might suggest that role of abjected other as been played throughout the biopolitical era not by the animal,
but by the plant -- which was indeed forgotten as the privileged form of life at the dawn of biopower. In this context, it
is probably worth recalling that the biomass of plant life on Earth’s terra firma does remain approximately 1000 times
greater than the combined zoomass of all humans and other animals.xi
And perhaps one related upshot of this genealogy, in terms of new directions in biopolitical ethics, might be an
imperative to look at the strange and consistent elision of plants within the voluminous work on life within
contemporary theory and philosophy. There are myriad tantalizing places in Heidegger, Agamben, and Derrida (all of
them re-reading Aristotle, especially from De Anima Book II) where the proximity and difficulty posed by plant life is
highlighted, only to be dropped quickly and consistently by all these thinkers, in order to stay on the trail of the
human/animal distinction.xii Indeed, if animal studies scholars can charge Foucault with “speciesism,” then in turn
Foucault’s archaeology of life (from the privileged plant form in an earlier era to the biopower’s fetishizing of the
animal) might suggest that animal studies, in its foundational abjection of plant life, is guilty of “kingdomism” –
ignoring not just a species, but an entire kingdom, which one would assume is a much greater crime on the “kingdomphylum-class” sliding scale of differentiation. Likewise, continuing research into plant behavior and intelligence
confirms that plants are not, as was thought for centuries following Plato and Aristotle, sessile and insentient:xiii recent
research has uncovered that plants evidence active, purposeful, future-oriented movement, and exhibit both
competitive and defensive behavior. Plants, it seems, also have a certain kind of language -- they share information
concerning soil conditions and the presence of predators.xiv Given this series of revelations, it becomes even harder to
draw the lines among human, animal and vegetable life. Indeed, recent botanical research even confirms Aristotle’s
2400 year old quip about feeling plants’ pain: “A plant which is fixed in the ground does not like to be separated from
it.”xv And there are already several scholarly works that bring up the question of vegetative life – for example,
Matthew Hall’s Plants as Persons and Michael Marder’s Plant Thinking. Both of these books are notable, for my
purposes here, not so much because they attempt to question the (animal) life-as-hidden secret model that Foucault
diagnoses for us, but because they work very hard to extend that “hidden life” paradigm (and the anthropomorphic
biopolitical logic that rules over it) to plants as well. In short, both Hall and Marder argue that plants are the new
animals (in the sense that Lauren Berlant conjures when she says that “affect is the new trauma”).xvi Likewise, there
exists a robust emergent literature in both environmental and machine-robot ethics, xvii which suggests if nothing else
that the question, “What counts an ethically compelling form of ‘life’?” is and will remain an open and hazardous one.
In any case, as Derrida persuasively insists in his work on animals, the primary stake of interrogating animality
is not asking what we humans ethically need to “grant” to animals (personhood, thinking, recognition, a voice, a face,
and so on) or to treat animals as identical to humans, but in asking whether humans can somehow separate themselves
from (or elevate themselves above) their conception of “subhuman” others, like animals (the Derridean project is
undertaken not in the name of granting human privileges like rationality, communication, and agency to animals, but
wondering whether, in the end, humans have any less fettered access to those things than animals do.) And the
conundrum would be ethically similiar, it seems to me, for whatever we might have to say in the future about plants or
other forms of biopolitical life: the project is less offering some of our human privilege to plants or machines or the
earth itself (in short, anthropomorphizing them), but paying close attention to the power effects rendered by the myriad
practices by which we do in fact differentiate ourselves from other forms of life, and what violences those practices
inevitably inflict.
Foucault of course parts ethical company from Derrida (and, I would suggest, from the founding principles of
much Animal Studies) around the binary pathos of “totalization or non-totalization,” which constitutes nearly the

whole field of ethics in a deconstructive context: if totalization or the violent desire for completion can be disrupted, if
an originary différance of undecidability can be mobilized and demonstrated, then some positive deconstructive work
has been accomplished. However, such a supposedly ethical gesture toward the unfathomable or untotalizable other, as
Foucault will insist throughout his work, poses no essential question (ethical or otherwise) to the human sciences,
because those contemporary sciences don’t require or even desire totalization. As Foucault demonstrates in his work on
the emergence of life in Europe, the Western human sciences need constantly to refashion an unfathomable depth, and
inexhaustible other, so they can continue to do their work. The insistence on the primacy of some non-totalizable other
doesn’t cripple the human sciences, but rather constitutes the entirety of their work: as Foucault concisely puts it, “an
unveiling of the non-conscious is constitutive of all the sciences of man” (OT 364). (Economics, for example, doesn’t
know what value is any more than Theology knows what God is or Biology knows what life is – that’s why you have
a robust discourse to study it.) So the trading places game of ethical alterity – the non-human other is best figured as
the unconscious, the animal, the plant, the earth, the robot, and so forth – tends primarily to extend and deepen the
constitutive work of the human sciences (the production of undecidability, which in turn produces more commentary),
rather than to disrupt that work in some essential way.
In fact, barely a page of Foucault’s methodological treatise The Archaeology of Knowledge goes by without
some kind of stinging critique of any and all discourses of absent origin, hidden depth or undecidability. As Foucault
clearly writes, what he seeks in archaeology is “not a condition of possibility but a law of coexistence”: discourse is
constituted by “something more than a series of traces” (AK 107) of lost origins, and he insists that the statements
comprising and transforming the archive are “not defined by their truth -- that is, not gauged by the presence of a
secret content” (AK 120). In his most pointed criticism of Derrida in the Archaeology, Foucault questions the manner
in which discourse “can be purified in the problematic of trace, which, prior to all speech, is the opening of
inscription, the gap of deferred time écart du temps différeré: it is always the historico-transcendental theme that is
reinvested” (AK 121). And, mirroring language he uses to criticize Derrida’s reading of History of Madness,xviii
Foucault lays waste to any discourse, scientific or philosophical, “which finds, beneath events, another, more serious,
more sober, more secret, more fundamental history, closer to the origin, more firmly linked to its ultimate horizon (and
consequently more in control of all its determinations)” (AK 121). In the end, for Foucault one might say that
deconstruction is merely a marker and bearer of the “non-totalizing” symptoms of biopower and the human sciences,
rather than forwarding any kind of corrective to these formations. xix
I think one can see more clearly Foucault’s difficulties with Derrida (and the whole transcendentalist discourse
obsessed with impossible totalization and hidden connection) by looking briefly in conclusion at Giorgio Agamben’s
reading of Foucault. Agamben famously outlines his project in Homo Sacer: Sovereign Power and Bare Life like this:
“the Foucaultian thesis on biopower will have to be corrected or, at least completed” (9). Agamben gives Foucault
credit for calling our attention to something like the move we have just highlighted in Foucault’s work, the biopolitical
subsumption of animal life (Agamben’s notion of “zoe”) within the realm of social power (“bios”): “In the last years of
his life … Michel Foucault began to direct his inquiries with increasing insistence toward the study of what he defined
as biopolitics, that is, the growing inclusion of man’s natural life in the mechanisms and calculations of power” (119).
And certainly Agamben’s work on the “exception” follows a logic somewhat similar to Foucault’s on the “norm”:
alterity is incorporated precisely by being designated as other; the abnormal exception reinforces the power of the
norm. However, Agamben’s completion of Foucault functions not through a series of minor corrections, but through a
wholesale rejection of Foucault’s privileged biopolitical sites of historical analysis – the human sciences, sexuality,
market economics, or the fashioning of the self – in favor of Agamben’s narrow focus on Nazi concentration camps as
the “exemplary places of modern biopolitics” (119). “Today,” he writes, “it is not the city but rather the concentration
camp that is the fundamental biopolitical paradigm of the West” (181).
In short, what Agamben rejects is nothing less than the entirety of Foucault’s historicism (his axiomatic sense
that power works differently today than it did in the past), reducing the complex drama of power and resistance
“today” to the brutalities of “sovereign” power which works primarily to totalize, to eradicate difference (a form of
power that in Foucault would have been rendered antique by the 18th century). This then is Agamben’s “correction” of
Foucault – Agamben rejects the idea that power has become more subtle and effective, suffused through our everyday
lives (even in our sexuality, and our everyday consumer existence); arguing instead that power remains sovereign,
brutal, literally animalizing its others so they can be eradicated. We in the first-world West live not in a panopticon or
in an endless marketplace, but in a concentration camp. Here Agamben quotes Foucault on the ways in which “The
importance of life for … problems of political power increases”: “a kind of animalization of man through the most
sophisticated political techniques results. Both the development of the possibilities of the human and social sciences,

and the simultaneous possibility of protecting life and of the holocaust make their historical appearance” (in Dreyfus
and Rabinow, 138; cited in Homo Sacer 3 – where it’s misattributed to DE).
But if the “progress” of the human sciences for Foucault has an obvious relation to the “animalization” of
“man,” I’ve tried to show in what sense this functions in The Order of Things: biopower “animalizes” not through an
chiasmic reversal or “reduction” of man to its supposed other, “bare” “animal” life (through what Agamben calls
biopolitical tattooing). Rather, biopower “animalizes” in Foucault through its subtending incorporation of an
understanding of “life” primarily as desire (from the representational era’s picture of life as a kind of sessile plant, to
the roaming, restless animal who becomes the incorporated figure for biopower). Insofar as the human animal is almost
wholly understood in terms of its desires under the regime of biopower, it certainly follows for Foucault that those
desires can be worked on by sophisticated political techniques – cue what Adorno famously called “the culture
industries.” Indeed, compared to the relatively crude techniques of sovereign power (torture and public execution),
biopower needs to build on disciplinary exercises by inventing ever-more supple techniques. The sophistication of
biopolitical techniques, in other words, is not for Foucault primarily to be found in their brutish totalized or totalitarian
intentions (power’s reduction of us all to beasts, leashed and branded by power), but in those techniques’ lightness,
their increasing saturation within the socius and their heightened economic effectiveness, what I’ve elsewhere
highlighted as Foucaultian power’s “intensity.”
In other words, when Foucault insists that there’s an “animalization of man” involved in biopower’s birth and
functioning, he means it quite literally: we have incorporated the beast into the contemporary biopolitical definition of
“man” as endless, unthematizable animal desire, with the practices of sexuality and neoliberal capitalism its two most
intense markers in the present.Perhaps this explains why Foucault good-naturedly tells Deleuze, “I cannot bear the
word desire” (Desire and Pleasure), because for Foucault the theme of desire quite literally continues to play out a
well-worn transcendentalist drama born at the dawn of the 19th century: animal desires brutally repressed by the
constraints of civilization.
For Agamben on the other hand, bestialization constitutes less a contemporary set of practices or an historical
phenomenon, and remains primarily a transhistorical metaphor or similie for the human condition, as are (despite
Agamben’s protests to the contrary) his emphasis on the concentration camp or sovereign power. For Agamben, 21st
century Western society is like a concentration camp or like an absolute monarchy; we are treated like animals when
we have to surrender our DNA or fingerprints. But if animal studies has taught us nothing else, its emphasis on the
material practices of the food industry should make us suspicious of metaphors suggesting that humans are treated as
animals by advanced capitalism: recall that well more than 50 billion chickens are slaughtered each year globally (more
than 9 billion in the US alone in 2010), the vast majority living their short, genetically-engineered lives in a cage that’s
too small for them to stand up or turn around, many subsisting on feed made from the ground-up corpses of their
diseased brethren, too unfit for sale. As utterly terrible as global poverty is to endure for half the humans on this planet,
most people are not in fact treated like corporate farm animals – slaughtered by the billions in what is indeed a
sovereign manner, with little or no afterthought.
Indeed, as Foucault puts it in his formula for biopower, today’s global poor are made to live, or left to die – an
important difference from the sovereign, concentration-camp edicts of making die, or letting live (which most animals
presently endure: the feed animals are made to die, while the dwindling populations of “wild” animals are merely left
to live). Of course, ethnic cleansing, torture, and mass slaughter of humans (Foucault’s sovereign “making die”) still
does happen in our world, but those sovereign practices are hardly the primary modality of power’s functioning today
(small solace, however, if you happened to be subject to these horrific practices). Or at least this is Foucault’s bedrock
argument about power’s mutations in the West, pivoting over the last 400 years from the sovereign execution of the
regicide (described in the horrific opening pages of D&P), to a focus on the biopolitcal intricacies of your identity,
sexuality, or consumer desires.
And this diagnostic difference between sovereignty and biopower is crucial at least partially because sovereign
power, while notoriously difficult (if not impossible) to resist, tends to be relatively easy to spot, diagnose, and to
denounce: in short, someone else is always wielding “sovereign power.” On the other hand, the biopolitics of “making
live and letting die” is a regime in which all of us are implicated: who gets health care, who doesn’t? Are the rich
countries willing to pay more taxes, or endure weaker corporate profits, so that millions of poor people in remote
regions can live longer? What’s to be done about global warming, or the destruction of the flora in the Amazon and
elsewhere throughout the globe? Are such policy matters reducible to a model of sovereign “decision”? Who would
make such a decision?
In other words, the dictates of Foucualtian biopower implicate us all in the practices of life and death in a way

that the transhistorical bare life/sovereign power drama really doesn’t. Because they function metaphorically in
Agamben (as means to produce the very misty pathos of “life” that Foucault has diagnosed for us), forms of zoe and
bios become largely interchangeable – humans, animals, or plants can play the role (as plants do for a few paragraphs
in The Open), because it’s a theoretical position (the abjected other) that’s doled out by a relation to primary sovereign
power; and in the end, sovereign power is the real “star” of Agamben’s bios/zoe drama. The differences among plants,
animals, and humans as specific forms of biopolitical life are of less importance in Agamben than the fact that each is
or can be a victim, a form of life that can be reduced, ignored, or killed by a dominant sovereign mode of power.
These breathless and highly elastic claims to life-as-victimization make Agamben the legitimate successor and house
theorist of the late identity politics era – consistently trading out questions about specific practices for theoretical
mystifications.
In short, and in conclusion, Agamben performs an intense doubling-down on the move that Foucault diagnoses
for us as the founding of biopower – the withdrawal of “life” from a regime of everyday practices, and its
disappearance into a realm of hidden enigma. Life is something we need endlessly to worry over, but in the end,
there’s really not much to be done – as adding more cultural fixes to the questions of life will only bring more
brutality, more victims: bios becomes zoe endlessly. Despite the high gravitas that surrounds Agamben’s discourse, I
think the sentiment that drives his work is better summed up in a country song: Sometimes you’re the windshield;
sometimes you’re the bug. Which is maybe true, but not particularly helpful for thinking about the ways that various
forms of life are imbricated within the social and political practices of today. And in the end, this maybe only recalls
for us of the crucial importance of Foucault’s guiding axiom: avoid at all costs trading properly political questions
about practices and their outcomes for misty moralisms that allow us to feel good, precisely because we feel bad (about
the victimization of animals, plants, the earth, the poor, and so on). Which is at least partially to say that for Foucault,
the primary problem with the question of “life” in the biopolitical era is that it’s stubbornly remained a kind of
shadowy transhistorical theoretico-moral question that’s everywhere and nowhere, thereby concerning everyone and no
one. Of course this state of affairs (where there’s a lot to worry over, a lot to talk about, but very little to do) -- makes
much of the contemporary discourse on “life” tailor-made for the Febreeze capitalism of our biopolitical era. As
Foucault consistently reminds us, the relations among various forms of power and life are neither good nor bad
(they’re not primarily theoretical or moral relations), but they most certainly are dangerous (precisely because they’re
questions about practices).
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meat industry, see Robert Kenner’s documentary film Food Inc., and Jonathan Safran Foer’s Eating Animals.
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Mass Deception” in The Cultural Studies Reader: “Adorno and Horkheimer neglect what was to become central to
cultural studies: the ways in which the cultural industry, while in the service of organized capital, also provides for
all kinds of individual and collective creativity and decoding” (32).
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On Foucault’s dislike for polemic argumentation, see his interview, “Polemics, Politics, and Problematizations.”
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See for example the Foucault and Animal Studies bibliography online:
www.btinternet.com/~dream.brother/ANIMALS_FOUCAULT.pdf
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Re 1870 and homosexuality, see Foucault’s 19 March 1975 lecture in Abnormal (310) and History of Sexuality
Volume 1 (43); on the author, see “What is an Author?”
ix

Likewise, in History of Madness Foucault calls our attention to the Aristotlean definitions of man (as rational and
political animal) that will play a huge role in his thinking about biopower in the 1970s and 80s: “Did the fact that, after
Aristotle, men had spent two thousand years thinking of themselves as reasonable animals necessarily imply that they
accepted the possibility that reason and animality were of a common order? Or that the definition of man as a ‘rational
animal’ provided a blueprint for understanding man’s place in natural positivity? Independently of whatever Aristotle
meant with that definition, it might be the case that for the Western world ‘rational animal’ meant the manner in which
the freedom of reason took off from a space of unchained reason and marked itself off from it, ultimately forming its
opposite” (151). But as philosophy becomes anthropology at the birth of biopower in the late 18th and early 19th
century in Europe, Foucault argues that the classical age of the animal’s binary alterity is also eclipsed: “At that point,
the meaning of the term ‘rational animal’ underwent a radical change, and the unreason that it had designated as the
origin of all reason vanished entirely. From then on, madness had to follow the determinism of a humanity perceived
as natural in its own animality” (151).
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Online at http://www.frankohara.org/writing.html#animals
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See, for example, Heidegger’s work on “world” in his 1929 lecture course, Fundamental Concepts of Metaphysics:
World, Finitude, Solitude, where he infamously suggests (reworking Aristotle on psukhe) that humans are worldbuilding, while animals are poor in world, and the stone is worldless. The figure of the plant of course haunts this
tripartite distinction, sometimes remaining with the stone and earth (as completely worldless), and sometimes being
associated with the animal (as merely poor in world). Clearly the plant is alive, thereby different from the stone, but
Heidegger never really nails down the plant’s status in terms of “world.” For his part, Derrida recognizes this liminal
state of the plant in his extensive readings of Heidegger’s lecture course (especially in the two volumes of his Beast
and the Sovereign), and points out the odd place of plant life several times -- only to abandon it altogether in order to
keep his focus on animals. Likewise, Agamben follows this Aristotle-Heidegger pairing in The Open: Man and
Animal, even suggesting in section 4, with reference to Foucault no less, that “vegetative life” is in fact the proper
name for Agamben’s concept of “bare life” (15)! He then very quickly backs off that association, and in the short space
between paragraphs we’re back to the central pathos of the human-animal distinction, where man’s “distance and
proximity to the animal have been measured and recognized first of all in the closest and most intimate space…. We
must learn to think instead of man as what results from the incongruity of these two elements” (16): man and animal,
bios and zoe. Exeunt plants, pursued by an animal.
xiii

See Aristotle, Parts of Animals (656a1-10): “Plants, again, inasmuch as they are without locomotion, present no
great variety in their heterogeneous parts. For, where the functions are but few, few also are the organs required to
effect them.” Compare Plato on the plant: “Wherefore it lives and does not differ from a living being, but is fixed and
rooted in the same spot, having no power of self-motion…. The superior powers had created all these natures to be
food for us.” (Timaeus 77a-c). As St. Thomas Aquinas sums up the age-old prejudice, even “brute animals are more
noble than plants” (Summa, part 3, issue 2 – Q 44, art 3, page 250).
xiv

See Trewavas’s “What is Plant Behaviour?” for an excellent overview of research in the area. Plant, Cell and
Environment (2009) 32, 606–616.

xv

Aristotle, On Plants: 820a10. On recent research concerning plant perception and its relations to so-called ethical
vegetarianism, see New York Times articles “Sorry, Vegans, Brussels Sprouts like to Live,

Too” http://www.nytimes.com/2009/12/22/science/22angi.html and “No Face, but Plants Like Life
Too” http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/15/science/15food.html.
xvi

For a fine book on vegetable life that doesn’t fall prey to this logic, see Doyle’s Darwin’s Pharmacy: Sex, Plants,
and the Noosphere.

xvii

On environmental ethics, see for example the essays collected in Rethinking Nature, as well as Morton’s Ecology
without Nature; on machine ethics, see Wallach and Allen’s Moral Machines and Gunkel’s The Machine Question.
xviii

Recall the context in which Foucault infamously tags deconstruction as a “historically determined little pedagogy”:
such a generous ventriquilizing re-animation of “undecidable” objects and texts “inversely gives to the master's voice
that unlimited sovereignty that allows it indefinitely to re-say the text” (History of Madness 573).
xix

For better or for worse, this is a characteristic move in Foucault’s work – Derrida remains uninteresting to him
because Derrida is merely the bearer of a biopolitical symptom created many years before, in the same way that Marx
(and his reliance on Ricardo’s labor theory of value) remains completely continuous with the discourses he’s ostensibly
critiquing: “At the deepest level of Western knowledge, Marxism introduced no real discontinuity; it found its place
without difficulty, as full, quiet, comfortable, and goodness knows, satisfying for a time (its own), within an
espistemological arrangement that welcomed it gladly” (OT 261).

Once More, with Intensity
Foucault’s History of Power Revisited

What we need . . . is a political philosophy that isn’t erected around the problem of sovereignty or,
therefore, around the problems of law and prohibition. We need to cut off the king’s head. In political
theory, that has still to be done.
—Foucault, “Truth and Power”

oucault is undoubtedly among our greatest thinkers of modern “power,” and virtually no contemporary academic
discussion of the concept can proceed without positioning itself somehow (pro, con, or a little of both) in the
orbits of Foucault’s analyses. One consequence of Foucault’s centrality has been the development of a kind of
normative consensus concerning Foucault’s theory of power. The bare bones of the critical consensus might go
something like this: Foucaultian power is not something held but something practiced; power is not imposed from
“above” a system or socius, but consists of a series of relations within such a system or socius; there is no “outside” of
power, no place untouched by power; conversely, there is no place of liberation or absolute freedom from power; in the
end, power produces desires, formations, objects of knowledge, and discourses, rather than primarily repressing,
controlling, or canalizing the powers already held by preexisting subjects, knowledges, or formations. Resistance, then,
doesn’t primarily function “against” power, trying to eradicate it altogether; rather, resistance attempts to harness
power otherwise, in the production of different effects.1 This consensus is well grounded in Foucault’s texts and
interviews, and it is well presented in the voluminous secondary literature.
However, there’s at least one aspect of Foucault’s work on power that’s not so extensively commented upon:
the question of power’s historical mutations or the genealogical account of emergent, “new” modes of power. In short,
how do dominant modes of power change over time, mutate from one form to another? Or, more specifically, how
does Foucault account for those diachronic changes outside the historicism of “progress,” or without the teleological
metaphorics of historical “development”? How does the “disciplinary mode of power,” for example, emerge out of
prior modes of “sovereign” and “social” power? In turn, how does contemporary “biopower” emerge out of the
disciplinary regimes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries? And if these developments or mutations are not
“progressions,” then what exactly are they? If the mutations of power over time are not the teleological unfolding of
power, then how are we to understand these changes?
This account of change or mutation is where I’d like to position my entry into the orbit of Foucaultian power
analysis, and in some sense it’s a necessary question for me, insofar as I’m orienting much of my engagement with
Foucault in terms of his own historical shifts from “archaeological” analyses to “genealogical” ones, to the late
“ethical” work. Trying to understand Foucault’s general account of change or mutation will, with any luck at all, allow
us to revisit his own specific shift of emphasis, outside the subject-centered explanations that dominate the secondary
literature. A quick tour of explanations for Foucault’s shifting vocabulary and conceptual apparatus would include: the
eventual softening of Foucault’s early career antihumanism; his embrace of or retreat from the political; Foucault’s
changing personal tastes and academic alliances; the conceptual Bildungsroman of (archaeology’s) failure and
(genealogical) affirmation; the influence of living in the United States; Foucault’s embrace of sex and drugs (though
no one suggests that rock ’n’ roll was involved), or his attention (some say it was too much, some say not enough) to
his developing career as an author.2 Whatever their value as provocations, one might note that these are all
consciousness or subject-centered explanations of historical change or mutation, about which Foucault’s work—and
not just “What Is an Author?”—should make us very suspicious indeed. In the 1970 foreword to the English edition of
Les mots et les choses, he makes the point forcefully: “If there is one approach I do reject . . . it is that (one might call
it, broadly speaking, the phenomenological approach) which gives absolute priority to the observing subject, which
attributes a constituent role to an act, which places its own point of view at the origin of all historicity—which, in
short, leads to a transcendental consciousness.”3
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So either Foucault was simply inconsistent, remaining somehow unaware of the potential recoil of his theories
onto his own practice, or there has to be a way within his work to account for the archaeology-genealogy-ethics shift
of emphasis, outside subjector consciousness-centered models of change. In short, if we are to tackle the question of
mutations in modes of power and practice since Foucault’s death, we should probably begin, in classic Foucaultian
form, by backtracking and trying to follow out the theory and practice of such changes in Foucault’s work. In
performing such a backtracking or rereading movement, one quickly discovers that there’s really only one explanation
that’s completely out of bounds for Foucault throughout the body of this work, and not surprisingly it’s the very
subject-centered approach that still dominates the secondary work on Foucault.

The Body, Again
In addition to functioning as our greatest theorist of modern power, it’s likewise axiomatic that Foucault is a key figure
in what might be called “body studies,” the recent resurgence of interest in theories of embodiment. Although this is,
after all, the guy who coined the phrase that launched a thousand articles (“docile bodies”), there remains a certain
difficulty or ambiguity surrounding “the body” in Foucault’s work. Take, for example, Discipline and Punish (D&P),
the book that shows us how modernity discovered the body (rather than the ideological mind) as the primary hinge for
the deployment of power. As Foucault famously writes, “The classical age discovered the body as object and target
of power,” 4 thereby inverting our traditional understanding of the relation between body and mind: “The soul is the
prison of the body” (30) rather than vice versa.
One could however just as easily point out that the whole thrust of D&P, in its arguments and in the
performative flow of actually reading it, is that power has not focused directly on the individual body for the past
several hundred years. It is, recall, early modern or “sovereign” power that took its object as the physical surface of the
offender’s body and its mode of intervention as direct marking of the flesh. Indeed, one of the many affective points
driven home by the opening pages of D&P (Foucault’s painstakingly rendered tale of Damiens’s execution) is that
power no longer functions primarily by brutalizing and maiming the literal surface of individual bodies; nevertheless,
the rest of the book will show us how power in the West still functions quite effectively. In fact, for Foucault power
functions much more efficiently today than in the sovereign mode.
The central question that organizes D&P, then, is not so much one that directly addresses “the body,” but
might be profitably understood as a slightly different query, posed in the book’s opening pages: “If penality in its most
severe forms no longer addresses itself to the body, on what does it lay hold?” (16). The answer, in short, is provided
further on: “Punishment . . . will be an art of effects” (93), which is to thematize power not solely as sovereign revenge
against each subjective act of resistance, but rather to amplify power’s effects within a wider economic field of
calculation—the development, canalizing, and harnessing of social and individual capacities on a much more costeffective mass scale. The whole of D&P traces power’s migration away from the individual body, the sovereign
maiming of Damiens’s flesh. Instead, the lion’s share of the book concerns itself with tracing the slow historical
transformation from the sovereign power of the seventeenth century to the panopticism of the nineteenth, the mutations
necessary in “making it possible to substitute for force or other violent constraints the gentle efficiency of total
surveillance” (249). D&P charts power’s increasing movement away from the literal, individual body as the primary
site of its intervention—away from power’s exercise on the individual body and toward power’s emergent historical
investment in something other than (or in addition to) the surface of the body itself.
Foucault’s D&P traces a genealogical path of modern power’s mutations that might be represented on a
historical timeline roughly like this:
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The first thing to emphasize here is that this kind of chart or graph is inevitably going to be misleading insofar as it
suggests a kind of lockstep historical development, where modes of power die off as others are born. Foucault’s
genealogy of power is not a Hegelian refinement of the concept nor a deus ex machina of absolute arrival for the new,
but a tracing of the slow mutation of power and its “dominant” modes. To say that a particular mode is dominant at
any given historical juncture is not, then, to say that no other modes exist or are in usage. The sovereign mode of
power doesn’t simply disappear or become extinct by the nineteenth century; it exists in a lateral or parallel relation
with the other modes, no longer in the dominant position from which its preferred practices could organize, canalize,
and distribute the effects of the other modes of power. So, for example, Foucault writes that “in the late 18th century,
one is confronted by three ways of organizing the power to punish” (D&P 130), or what Foucault also calls more
simply, “three technologies of power” (131): “The sovereign and his force, the social body, and the administrative
apparatus” (131). Each of these three modes utilizes a preferred practice of implementation (the sovereign’s
“ceremony,” social “representation,” and the disciplinary “exercise” [131]), and each mode has a different primary
target or effective linchpin: “the tortured body, the soul with its manipulated representations, the body subjected to
training” (131). Although these modes exist alongside each other in the late eighteenth century and beyond, one might
say (importing some diagnostic terminology from Raymond Williams) that at any historical juncture, certain modes
and practices of power are emergent, others dominant, still others residual.5 In the late eighteenth century, all three
“modern” modes were still in evidence, though the sovereign power of the king functioned largely as a residual form,
social power was still dominant, with discipline as the emergent form that would slowly become dominant throughout
the nineteenth century.
The questions that will interest me in this chapter are ones that take place in the interstices of the consensus
concerning Foucault and power, in the space of emergence between sovereign, social, and disciplinary power. How are
we to thematize the historical changes in the dominant mode of power? What are the differing effects of the differing
modes? How does one form of power intensify, mutate, or bleed into the others? Likewise, outside arguments about
historical accuracy (Is this really the way it was?), what is the contemporary efficacy or currency of Foucault’s
genealogy of power? If genealogy’s historical mission is not primarily to reconstruct a kind of historical objectivity
(the historian’s “getting it right”) nor to offer us a method for producing ever-more commentary (both practices that
Foucault abhors), then why is genealogy important, or what use is it to us in the present? In short, what difference does
genealogy make? These questions—hopefully very recognizable ones, but posed slightly askew—will animate my
(re)consideration of that most well-trod of theoretical topics, “Foucault on power.”

Modern Power, Acts I–III
In discussing and clarifying the initial mutation of modern power on our makeshift chart, from the sovereign to social
modes, Foucault notes that “the right to punish has been shifted from the vengeance of the sovereign to the defense of
society” (D&P 90). In short, Foucault’s map of the early modern terrain shows the way from sovereign to social power
running through the nascent development of capitalism, and the territorialization of rights discourse specifically onto
property rights (which are nothing other than rights against the sovereign) (see 86–88). The emergence of a mode of
power wherein “society must be defended” (rather than a mode under which the sovereign’s privilege must always be
defended) entails, on Foucault’s account, not so much a repression or negation of the king’s monopoly on criminalizing
behavior, but the positive production, proliferation, and distribution of a whole series of brand new illegalities. Under a
sovereign regime, the king “owns” everything, so the king is in fact the only person who can legitimately be “harmed”
by crime. 6 “Democratizing” ownership through the promulgation of social rights, by contrast, exponentially increases
the number of potential plaintiffs and defendants, and thereby increases the saturation of “criminality” into the very
fabric of society.
In other words, as “society” becomes the emergent entity harmed by crime, the early modern criminal’s role
and function changes as well: he or she is not merely the barbaric other to be disposed of (or not) by the sovereign’s
absolute privilege. Rather, as the specter that consistently haunts rights discourse from within the socius, the criminal
must somehow be brought back into the social fold. Here the confrontation is among competing social forces, rather
than the sovereign, binary confrontation of absolute power with a tabula rasa body. On Foucault’s account, this first
mutation in modern power is a shift from the raw, centralized power of the king to the representation and distribution
of power more widely throughout the socius: from the “ceremony” of torture to the “representation” of an individual
soul endowed, to widely varying degrees, with rights and responsibilities; from revenge to reform; from the king’s
edict to the interpretation of the jurists; from “the spectacle of the scaffold” to “the gentle way in punishment.”
The second major shift on our Foucaultian power chart—from the social “gentle way” to the advent of
“discipline”—involves a similar set of maneuvers: power becoming less centralized, thereby more effective. However,
while the movement from sovereign power to social power is a radical shift or even inversion of power’s techniques
and targets (from the raw power of bodily torture to more subtle coercions), the mutation from social power to
discipline is less a startling change of direction than it is a kind of intensification of social power’s dictates: one might
thematize it as the movement from representation to training, from targeting the soul to targeting the gesture, from
social power’s concern with rights (who you can be) to the disciplinary targeting of actions (what you can do). As
Foucault discusses the movement from social power to discipline, among the first mutations
was the object of control: it was not or was no longer the signifying elements of behavior or the language of the body,
but the economy, the efficiency of movements, their internal organization; constraint bears upon the forces rather than
upon the signs; the only truly important ceremony is that of exercise. Lastly, there is the modality: it implies an
uninterrupted, constant coercion, supervising the processes of the activity rather than its result and it is exercised
according to a codification that partitions as closely as possible time, space, movement. (D&P 137)
Foucault famously gives the name “discipline” to this extension and refinement of power in the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, a power that increasingly targets actions rather than bodies and souls (or, more precisely,
discipline works on individuals precisely through the more efficient means of targeting their potential actions, their
capacities: literally what they can—and can’t—do). 7
Foucault’s story of historical mutation shows that power increases its hold on the body and the body politic
precisely—if a bit paradoxically—by becoming less obvious, more ubiquitous, and therefore more effective. On
D&P’s account of these three modes of modern power (sovereign power, social power, discipline—seventeenth to
nineteenth century), power shifts its primary target from the actual surface of an individual body, to utilizing
representations that can encompass many bodies (discourses of rights, souls), to promulgating a highly virtual form of
training that takes actions as its target. As power mutates, its primary pivot point becomes increasingly “lighter,” more
virtual, and its effects become more efficient as power shifts its privileged point of application—from the body, to the
soul, to the action. As power increasingly targets not actual bodies themselves but “what they do” (D&P 18),
power thereby gains an intensified hold “also on what they are, will be, may be” (18). In short, power’s mutation over
time exists alongside the parallel emergence of power’s economic viability: producing the desired effects with fewer

costs, less expenditure of time and effort; better results with less economic and political resistance. The gruesomely
painful intensity of Damiens’s torture and execution gives way to another sense of the word: intensity as the
maximizing imperative of efficiency.

Power and/as Intensity: The Economics of Power
For Foucault, this charting of emergent modes of power is hardly a story of progress or Enlightenment, but a story of
what he calls the increasing “intensity” (intensité) of power: which is to say its increasing “lightness” and concomitant
“economic” viability, in the broadest sense of the word “economic.” Power’s intensity most specifically names its
increasing efficiency within a system, coupled with increasing saturation. As power becomes more intense, it becomes
“more economic and more effective” (“plus economique et plus efficace”; D&P 207). In this sense, the genealogical
shift from torturing the body to training it is hardly the eradication of the punitive gesture; rather, it works to extend
and refine the efficiency of that gesture by taking the dramas of punitive power and resistance out of the relatively
scarce and costly criminal realms and into new situations or “markets”—to everyday life in the factory, the home, the
school, the army, the hospital. Punitive power mutates—its targets shift and its functioning becomes more widespread
and more effective—in order “to make of the punishment and repression of illegalities a regular function, coextensive
with society; not to punish less, but to punish better; to punish with an attenuated severity perhaps, but in order to
punish with more universality and necessity; to insert the power to punish more deeply into the social body” (82).
From the very direct, yet wildly inefficient and expensive, maiming of the individual body (sovereign power), to
inclusion of bodies in a community of rights (social power), to training, developing, and focusing the body’s capacities
(discipline), we see played out what Foucault shows us as the formulaic movement of power’s intensification:
abstraction, lightening, extension, mobility, and increased efficiency. In Foucault’s words, power mutates or intensifies
so that it may “increase its effects while diminishing its economic cost . . . and its political cost” (80–81). And as
power intensifies, the potential regions of its application become less rigidly predefined rather than more so: if it is
rigorously undecidable who or what is subject to power, this offers greatly increased opportunities for the practices of
power to saturate larger and larger sectors of the socius.
If discipline creates a greater “hold over the body,” that hold is more “intense” precisely insofar as it functions
“without recourse, in principle at least, to excess, force, or violence” (D&P 177). On Foucault’s account, power inverts
and expands the functioning of “intensity,” turning the concept against its ordinary meaning of maximum bodily
feeling and thereby abstracting, expanding, temporizing, and allowing the concept more access to more sites. If
intensity generally means “especially great concentration or saturation,” the word itself expands along with Foucault’s
analysis: power has become more maximal not merely in the direct, bodily sense (that feelings are said to be intense),
but in the more descriptive or physics-related sense: intensity as maximum saturation or penetration within a given
field (“the measure of effectiveness of a force field given by the force-per-unit test”). A piece of metal is held
intensely by a strong magnet; a sodden sponge is intense with water; or, as Foucault writes, disciplinary exercises are
“intensified, multiplied forms of training” (179).
Although the concept “intensity” is often associated with the work of Gilles Deleuze, it plays a crucial—and
interestingly mutative—role in Foucault.8 In the early pages of D&P, for example, “intensity” carries the usual
meaning, an overflowing of bodily feeling or a heightened state of physical awareness, in short, pain. As Foucault
writes of the condemned person in the “Spectacle of the Scaffold” chapter, “Every death agony expresses a certain
truth: but, when it takes place on the scaffold, it does so with more intensity, in that it is hastened by pain” (45–46).
However, when Foucault’s genealogy shifts its focus as power moves “beyond” the physical body, so too does his
usage of the word or concept of “intensity.” For example, among the innovations of “societal” power is what Foucault
calls “The Rule of Lateral Effects,” which holds the following: “The penalty must have its most intense effects [ses
effets les plus intenses] on those who have not committed the crime; to carry this argument to its limit, if one could be
sure that the criminal could not repeat the crime, it would be enough to make others believe he had been punished.
There is a centrifugal intensification of effects [intensification centrifuge des effets], which leads to the paradox that in
the calculation of penalties the least important element is still the criminal” (95; my emphasis). In Foucault’s
economics of power, this “centrifugal intensification of effects” is the name for the literal movement “away” from
power’s enactment on the actual surface of the criminal’s body, toward the more efficient and socially useful targeting
of what the body can, will, or is likely to do— from sovereign power’s obsessive emphasis on an individual offender
to be punished, to the somewhat cooler political concern with the efficiency of crime and punishment’s effects on
others.

As D&P’s analysis progresses, the process of “intensification” comes to refer less to a centripetal force acting
on an individual body (“intense pain”), and more to name a “lateral” or “centrifugal” smearing or saturation of effects
over a wide field (intensity as a state that strives to be complete and exhaustive, as seamless as possible—as in
“intensive care”). As Foucault writes about panopticism’s modality of discipline, “The panoptic schema makes any
apparatus of power more intense: it assures economy (in material, in personnel, in time); it assures its efficacy by its
preventative character, its continuous functioning and its automatic mechanisms. . . . Without any physical instrument
other than architecture and geometry, it acts directly on individuals” (206; my emphasis). By the end of D&P, power’s
intensity (from the Latin intensus, stretched tight) is the name not so much for a bodily experience, but for a saturated
field: just as everything in the desert is bathed in sunlight’s intensity, so everything in the factory is the product of an
intensified form of discipline.
Another way to thematize “intensity” within differing regimes of Foucaultian power might be to ask after the
proper places or sites of power within the various historical modalities. In a sovereign model, for example, king and
the court are the privileged—very nearly exclusive—sites of power’s intense concentration, so the direct confrontation
of everyday life with power is relatively scarce (and likely deadly, should it happen that you become of interest to the
king). Sovereign power’s most intense point of application is a rare one. In a disciplinary regime, however, the
confrontation between everyday life and the dominant mode of power is increasingly less scarce, to the point where
discipline, as a mode of power, is nearly ubiquitous: you wake up to the disciplinary family, consume a breakfast
purchased from the efficiency-saturated shelves of the grocery store, and ride the state apparatus—the highway, bus,
or train—to school or your job, which in turn is also sodden with the imperatives of discipline: appointments,
meetings, tasks, breaks, lunch. Then, on nights and weekends, you’re turned over to the culture industry—where, as
Theodor Adorno might point out, the workday imperatives of total quality management are not lightened but rather
intensified, as consumers turn these workday strategies on themselves in their so-called leisure time (with copious help
from the movies, TV, and advertising): “The defiant reserve or elegant appearance of the individual on show is massproduced like Yale locks,” Adorno reminds us. 9 In short, the mode of disciplinary power is much more “intense”
precisely because of its ubiquity—which isn’t necessarily to say that discipline hurts more or that each individual feels
its oppressive presence more sharply. Quite the opposite: power’s increasing intensity suggests a kind of abstraction
from the wounded body, from the stultifying and oppressive presence of physical compulsion.
One might say that as power becomes more virtual, it also becomes more intense. If there were a general
Foucaultian “formula” for power’s intensification, it might look something like this recipe, from D&P: “Shift the
object and change the scale. Define new tactics in order to reach a target that is now more subtle but also more widely
spread in the social body. Find new techniques for adjusting punishment to the target and for adapting its effects. Lay
down new principles for regularizing, refining, universalizing the art of punishing. Homogenize its application. Reduce
its economic and political cost by increasing its effectiveness and by multiplying its circuits” (89; translation slightly
modified). On Foucault’s account, then, punitive power never could have mutated into other sectors of the socius had it
become stalled in the sovereign mode, which obtains its discontinuous effects only at an exorbitant “cost,” both
economically and politically. Direct, violent manipulation of each individual resistant body is both expensive and not
terribly efficient—a point that Foucault makes quite memorably through D&P’s opening narration of the regicide
Damiens’s horrible torture and execution, and its immediate juxtaposition with the calmer and more effective
intensities of the neomonastic rulebook. Each mode, perhaps, seeks a similar result, though the result is obtained at
very different costs by widely different modalities of power’s intensity.
The “gentle way in punishment” first discovers the efficiency of this virtual character of punishment, and
power’s relation to intensity as a saturated field (rather than a concentrated centripetal effect on the surface of an
individual body): power is not merely concerned with violently controlling individual bodies, one by one, but with
multiplying the confrontations of virtual, centrifugal forces with other forces. As Foucault writes, one of “social”
power’s primary mechanisms for mutation is to “reverse the relation of intensities”: “against a bad passion, a good
habit; against a force, another force. . . . set the force that drove the criminal to the crime against itself ” (D&P 106). In
short, in its emergence out of the sovereign mode, power discovers its object not as the individual body, but as the
virtual field of that body’s capacities or forces. Power in fact begins to reconfigure what a body is—not an inert tabula
rasa to be written on, but a series of “forces” or capacities, some of which power helps to develop in specific areas of
practice and application, some of which it functions to stifle. And the most effective means of such punitive
intervention is not sovereign force against flesh, but some more “intense” modality of force against force: “set the
force that drove the criminal to the crime against itself.” Allow some forces easier canals to develop and quash others
by separating them from what they can do.

As a mode emergent from societal power, then, discipline names the continued intensification of power’s
capacities: discipline intensifies the social mode of power by inverting, extending, folding back, saturating, and
changing targets. Consider, for example, the disciplinary investment in the question of time: discipline’s primary target
within temporal management is not simply negative, targeting the idleness of bodies as a principle to be harshly
represented or defeated. As far as discipline is concerned, efficiency is not, in other words, simply a question of
working on the body or the will of the individual (physical prodding or psychological means of making people feel
guilty for slacking off ), but of positively developing and harvesting capacities, ever-more-minute amounts or levels of
time. Rather than working solely in a negative register through representational signs (“Don’t do this!”), discipline
additionally “arranges a positive economy; it poses the principle of a theoretically ever-growing use of time:
exhaustion rather than use; it is a question of extracting, from time, ever more available moments and, from each
moment, ever more useful forces. This means that one must seek to intensify the use of the slightest moment . . .
maximum speed and maximum efficiency” (D&P 154; my emphasis). This positive harvesting of time’s virtual
intensity precisely gives power a longer and more effective reach: “There is not a single moment of life from which
one cannot extract forces, providing one knows how to differentiate it and combine it with others” (165). Discipline,
one might say, gives birth to the very drama of “everyday life,” where every moment is important, or at least
potentially so.
In the end, Foucault’s two uses of the word “intensity”—to signal individual bodily pain and systematic
saturation—correspond roughly to what Foucault calls the “two images of discipline” (D&P 209): first, there are the
“negative functions: arresting evil, breaking communications, suspending time. At the other extreme, with panopticism,
is the discipline-mechanism: a functional mechanism that must improve the exercise of power by making it lighter,
more rapid, more effective” (209). For Foucault, the intensities of raw force, the “negative functions” of power, never
simply disappear from later power regimes—the twentyfirst-century upswing in the techniques of torture should be
evidence enough of that. These functions of power should be aggressively resisted whenever and wherever they are
found; hence, for example, Foucault’s continued engagement with and support of the prisoners’ movement in France.
However, at the end of the theoretical day, it is not those “negative” functions of power that Foucault is particularly
interested in studying. This is the case not, I would argue, because he thinks that brute force or sovereign power has
been eradicated, or that directly contesting raw deployments of power is ineffectual, but because the negative functions
of sovereign power are relatively easy to spot, and well-developed and effective techniques have been invented to
fight against that more brutal form of power (mass demonstration, rioting, direct intervention, civil disobedience, legal
action, media campaigns).
In sum, and I think this is one of the hardest things to get a hold of in Foucault’s analysis, the power relation in
Foucault does not name a “negative” relation of domination between concrete objects, institutions, or persons, but a
“positive” relation among virtual forces. Even if the effects of a given power relation are unequivocally negative
(yielding death, misery, destruction, or domination), the relation itself takes place between and among positive forces
or capacities. To iterate a piece of the normative consensus surrounding Foucaultian power, it is not hoarded or held by
a few institutions, groups, or individual people. This is the case precisely because power parses out those “antagonists,”
rather than vice versa: power’s primary confrontation is “force against force” (D&P 26). In other words, power
regulates relations, not objects, precisely because if power can successfully regulate the relations, it gets the objects for
free—there are no “natural” or essential objects or persons that somehow exist “before” power relations. This, perhaps,
is the most succinct example of the “profound Nietzscheanism” that Deleuze reads in Foucault’s work: “The doer is
merely a fiction added to the deed, the deed is all.” 10 In every modern mode after the sovereign one, power names a
capacity that works on other capacities, an act that acts on actions or potential actions rather than primarily on bodies
or other nouns.

Intensity, History, Practice
So, what is the upshot of this understanding of power’s increasing “intensity” for our initial question concerning the
historical mutations in Foucault’s account of modern modes of power? In short, I’d argue that the logic of
intensification is Foucault’s primary mechanism for explaining historical change: the emergence of new modes of
power happens through the lightening, saturation, becoming-more-efficient, and transversal linkage of existing
practices. As Foucault writes about the emergence of the disciplinary mode, for example: “The ‘invention’ of this new
political anatomy must not be seen as a sudden discovery. It is rather a multiplicity of often minor processes, of
different origin and scattered location, which overlap, repeat, or imitate one another, support one another, distinguish

themselves from one another according to their domain of application, converge and gradually produce the blueprint of
a general method” (D&P 138). On Foucault’s account, the saturation of a set of practices within a field—the slow
expansion of a given practice into a “dominant” mode—is the primary mechanism through which historical change
happens. Change, then, is a matter of slow mutations, accretions, and accumulations of social practice, rather than
either the dramatic unfolding of a teleological story or a deus-ex-machina-style absolute arrival of the new. One might
say that intensity is the general formula for tracing and accounting for modern power’s development; or, in somewhat
more Deleuzean parlance, one might say that “Intensify!” is power’s primary mutative axiom. As Foucault sums up the
imperatives of nonsovereign power modalities:
First, to obtain the exercise of power at the lowest possible cost (economically, by the low expenditure it involves;
politically, by its discretion, its low exteriorization, its relative invisibility, the little resistance it arouses); secondly, to
bring the effects of this power into their maximum intensity and to extend them as far as possible, without either
failure or interval; thirdly, to link this “economic” growth of power with the output of the apparatuses (educational,
military, industrial, or medical) within which it is exercised; in short, to increase the docility and the utility of all the
elements of the system. (D&P 218)
As Foucaultian power intensifies, it gains what we might call greater “market share” in a given socius, successfully
linking itself to, and thereby transforming, myriad other practices and finally functioning to remake the very objects to
which it had initially attached itself.
Foucault’s “intense” account of historical change, then, has less in common with social-constructionist modes
of historicism or with literary-philosophical narratives of development—change growing from an origin or working
toward an end—than it does with the tracking of forces that one observes in phenomena like thresholds, phase
transitions, or socalled tipping points: tracing saturation levels to find the point where the object or subject mutates
into another form. At 200 degrees Fahrenheit, it’s simply hot water; intensified to 212 degrees, it’s boiling water.11
Stock-trading programs work on similar truisms about the intensity of change in markets—if selling reaches a certain
tipping point, programs move to halt trading at that threshold to avoid a market panic or crash. Or consider the
economist’s “80/20” rule, which suggests that 80 percent of the activity in most markets is driven by 20 percent of the
players therein. So, for example, 80 percent of all beer is consumed by 20 percent of beer drinkers; or think of the
academic job market, where it’s pretty clear that 80 percent (or more) of those hired into all tenure-track jobs come
from around 20 percent of the PhD-granting departments. Of course supply and demand still factors in those markets,
but if one doesn’t account for “80/20” questions of the intensity of supply and demand, he or she is in big marketing
trouble. 12
These disparate social and economic phenomena are hardly “essentialist”: the Fahrenheit scale of measurement
is in no way “natural,” and nowhere in the nature of things will you learn the best time to dump your shares of
amazon.com, but neither are these exactly “socially constructed” practices. Saying that history is a social construction,
on Foucault’s account, runs the risk of making a given practice or phenomena seem too easy to change: social
construction seems to suggest that people decided something and it became so, thereby returning the rights of history
to the individual subject and his or her autonomous action.
As Foucault suggests, the scholarly consensus surrounding social constructionism too often leads to “that
tender, consoling certainty of being able to change, if not the world, if not life, at least their ‘meaning,’ simply with a
fresh word that can come only from themselves.” 13 If there is a kind of structuralist legacy in Foucault, one might
locate it—despite Foucault’s objections—in this fundamental insight of Ferdinand de Saussure’s: surely language is a
socially constructed phenomenon, but precisely because of that fact—because of the famously “arbitrary nature of the
sign”—languages and other forms of cultural practice are highly resistant to change. There are no obvious knock-down
arguments against a given phenomenon in an “arbitrary” (socially constructed) system, so such systems remain
essentially conservative in and of their practices: a “fresh word” can’t change the world. Change has to happen
incrementally, from within those essentially conservationist practices. And Foucault’s truisms concerning power bear
this out. Outside the historically anachronistic sovereign mode, power can’t simply enforce a consensus from above: a
given practice or idea has to have a hook, a lure, an enticement to work its way into the everyday practices of the
subject or subjects involved. To use only the most banal example, annoying as they may be, cell phones weren’t
simply forced on us by corporations or a government conspiracy. Through a slow mutation in modes of dominant
practice, cell phones and text messaging have become a saturated presence within a number of everyday networks of
practice throughout the globe: businesses of all kinds, from manufacturing through healthcare to finance capital; the

nuclear family; even (especially) informal networks of friendship. If you have a cell phone, then gone are the days
when you’re out of town or out of reach.
Historical change thematized under the rubric of intensity is spurred, developed, or explained not from outside
—above or below—a given field of practice; rather, such changes emerge from the mutation of forces and practices
within that very field. For example, a simple economic practice like selling is basic and necessary within any wellordered securities market. At a certain level or past a certain point of selling intensity, however, a well-ordered market
will mutate into free-fall, and then crash. A market in free-fall is, by definition, not a well-ordered market—one can
tell the difference between them quite easily. At the same time, the two markets are not different in kind, or their
difference isn’t given by some exterior relation or extrinsic point of reference: the difference between the two can only
be measured or named by tracking the intensity levels of the market’s most basic practices, buying and selling. There
are of course myriad other examples that illustrate this logic of change understood as the product of intensity levels
within a given field of practice: the tipping point at which a chronic health problem becomes a syndrome or
diagnosable disease; the threshold relation between individual and crowd behavior in humans and animals; the points
at which various chemical compounds change states; when order emerges out of chaos, a group of words becomes a
poem, or when a verbal dispute becomes a physical confrontation.
One could refigure this logic of intensity in terms of the more familiar Foucaultian vocabulary of the
“emergence” of “singularity” or “the event,” insofar as the building of a practice’s specific intensity is the prerequisite
for the historical emergence of the event in his work. Foucault makes a helpful distinction between examining
emergences as the “product” of social forces and examining those emergences as “effects” of such forces; in fact, this
distinction is sutured into the very heart of his definition of the genealogical project. In 1978’s “What Is Critique?” he
writes of “genealogy, that is, something that attempts to restore the conditions for the appearance of a singularity born
out of multiple determining elements of which it is not the product, but rather the effect.” 14 The singularity of any
“new” emergence, in other words, is necessarily born of the combination of existing social forces, but to say that any
given emergence is the “product” of those forces risks a kind of plug-in-grind-out social determinism, where the
outcomes of discontinuous social practices would be anything but “singular.” As Foucault insists, “We have to
establish a network which accounts for this singularity as an effect”—which is to say, we need to account for historical
emergence or mutation as a hazardous, oftentimes unanticipated outcome (an “effect”), rather than a seamlessly
manufactured and predictable process (a “product”). 15
In short, with a large enough saturation, intensification, or “change of scale” within a given field of practice,
one also sees the emergence of “a new type of control” (D&P 142). For example, Foucault takes up the minuteness of
eighteenth-century attention to detail: “The classical age did not initiate it; rather, it accelerated it, changed its scale,
gave it precise instruments” (139). The classical age of disciplinary humanism’s birth didn’t invent the scrupulous
policing of detail; rather, it intensified that existing practice to an unprecedented degree: which is to say the new
regime focused that old regime of practice, widened the scope of its application, and gave that emergent, intensified
form of attention a series of updated methods and new objects (precisely by extending the procedures of earlier modes
of practice, taking them to the limit of what they can do). So something like attention to the minuteness of detail
doesn’t simply arrive one day and give birth to the disciplinary regime. Rather, something like a properly
“disciplinary” apparatus is only recognizable in and through such an intensified attention to detail—at the point where
such modes of attention saturate the traditional processes of transversal fields like economic production and scholarly
work, as well as allowing those practices access to previously unpoliced markets like healthcare, family relations,
sexuality, personal hygiene, and matters of household commerce. As Foucault writes about such intensifying practices,
“What was an islet, a privileged place, a circumstantial measure, or a singular model, became a general formula”
(209).
At such thresholds, limits, tipping points, events of emergence, or phase transitions, a given practice or
phenomenon is no longer exactly the thing it was before. Homosexuality was invented in 1870, Foucault provocatively
insists in History of Sexuality, volume 1. This of course doesn’t mean that same-gender sexual unions were unknown
before that time. Rather, Foucault’s provocation suggests something about singularity, intensity, and emergence:
through a convergence of scientific, medical, and social practices around 1870, the subject position we understand as
the modern “homosexual” (a type of interior subjectivity with a particular etiology and disposition) emerged. With a
mutation of dominant practices comes a different understanding of the ostensible object itself— which is to say that
change “happens” through the slow intensification of existing practices, an intensification that redefines and
reconfigures both the field of practice and the objects within that field. An event or emergence (the “homosexual”) is
the effect of those slow transformations.

Another concrete example? On the Foucaultian itinerary traversed above, the modern body has been remade
through the slow intensification of power’s practices, from an abject tabula rasa (essentially a thing to be written over
by sovereign power) into a very lively virtual field of capacities. The body has become no more or less “subject to” the
imperatives of power in that long, transformative process; it’s just that the primary imperatives or axioms of power
have changed exponentially over time. To revisit a theme we touched on above, Foucault’s account shows that
dominant modes of power long ago abandoned the direct marking and manipulation of the physical body as their
primary modes of implementation. Practice “itself ” is, on Foucault’s account, the virtual motor and mode of historical
change. A body is nothing other than what it can do. This is the case not because of an inherent drive for liberty or
agency in subjects, but because modern power has remade the body itself into a machine of increasing capacity,
coupled with increasing docility (“discipline” in fact is nothing other than the emergence or discovery of a link
between increasing capacity and increasing docility or constraint). 16 If discipline “discovers” the body as power’s
primary pivot or relay, disciplinary power also “made” that body: “The body becomes a useful force only if it is both a
productive body and a subjected body” (26).
In the parlance of D&P, “panopticism” names the most intense form of disciplinary power—its lightest, most
saturated, effective, and mobile mode. The panopticon is the “dream building” of disciplinary power, not because it
somehow becomes a metaphor, representation, or referent for where we all live, but because it is the place of
discipline’s greatest intensity or saturation: panopticism names “an unceasing discipline” (236), the mode of power
through or in relation to which all other techniques of power must orient themselves. The disciplinary mode can be
said to be “dominant” at this historical juncture “not because the disciplinary modality of power has replaced all the
others; but because it has infiltrated all the others” (216)—undermining some practices of sovereign and social power,
strengthening and mutating others by forging links that weren’t previously available. Just as, historically speaking,
discipline is a modality of power born from the intensification of social and sovereign practices, panopticism is the
most intense form of disciplinary practice. As the most saturated relay point for disciplinary power, the mode of
panopticism “carries to their greatest intensity all the procedures to be found in the other disciplinary mechanisms”
(236; my emphasis). Of course, the highly mobile and effective relays of practice that comprise the panopticon do not
simply arrive out of the historical blue; rather, the panoptic mode was brought about through the slow intensification of
hundreds of years of disparate practices whose emergences are painstakingly charted out in D&P. As Foucault reminds
us in the closing pages of D&P, “The prison does not at all represent the unleashing of a different kind of power, but
simply an additional degree in the intensity of a mechanism that has continued to operate since the earliest forms of
legal punishment” (302; my emphasis).
In D&P, then, Foucault names nineteenth-century panopticism as the most intense form of discipline, its most
highly effective, saturated, and differentiated form—disciplinary power taken to the limit of what it can do. At the
panoptic limit of disciplinary power, however, Foucault’s continued mapping of power’s intensification—in the
closing pages of D&P, into The History of Sexuality and beyond—suggests that the dominant mode of power in the
midto late nineteenth century likewise underwent a subtle transformation: discipline’s mutation into what Foucault
calls “biopower.” Which brings us back to our chart, now in need of some updating:
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From Discipline to Biopower
In his 1975–76 lectures at the Collège de France (delivered during the brief interval between the publication of D&P
and The History of Sexuality, volume 1), Foucault explains that “biopower” constitutes
a new technology of power, but this time it is not disciplinary. This technology of power does not exclude the former,
does not exclude disciplinary technology, but it does dovetail into it, integrate it, modify it to some extent, and above
all, use it by sort of infiltrating it, embedding itself in existing disciplinary techniques. This new technique does not
simply do away with the disciplinary technique, because it exists on another level, on a different scale, and because it
has a different bearing area, and makes use of very different instruments. Unlike discipline, which is addressed to
bodies, the new nondisciplinary power is applied not to man-as-body but to the living man, to man-as-living-being.17
Unlike Foucaultian “discipline,” whose work on bodies is primarily realized through institutional training and the
exercise, “biopower” is an even more intense and saturated form of power that works throughout entire populations
and takes on its target, “life,” quite directly (as opposed to discipline’s necessarily mediated, institutional character).
To use a Foucaultian economic figure, the sovereign power of the king was a very inefficient “wholesale”
mode of power’s distribution to the socius (early modern spectacles of execution and torture were expensive and not
particularly effective in keeping royal order). Discipline, by contrast, discovered and deployed a much more
economical and effective “retail” power over individual bodies at particular, transversally linked sites of training (the
family, the school, the clinic, the factory, the army). Biopower, then, goes one step beyond discipline in the
intensification of power, working on individuals “really and directly” (“réellement et directement”; not words that
Foucault throws around lightly). 18 For Foucault, biopower is the ascendant type of power at work in modern societies
—a very efficient mode of power that infuses each individual at a nearly ubiquitous number of actual and virtual sites,
rather than working primarily on specific bodies at particular sites of training (hospital, school, army, factory, store).
It’s a form of power “centered not upon the body,” Foucault writes, “but upon life.” 19 Another way of putting this
might be that biopower forges an enabling link between the seemingly “universal” categories of population or
demography and the “individual” idiosyncrasies of everyday life. And the proper name for that link is the “norm.”
In the intensification that morphs discipline into biopower, then, not only the form of power but the target of
power becomes more murky and more ubiquitous—biopower “is directed not at man-as-body but at man-asspecies.” 20 Take as a concrete example sexuality, Foucault’s primary example of biopower: not everyone has a shared
institutional or disciplinary identity (soldier, mother, or student), but everyone does have something like a “sexuality.”
In Foucault’s words, such a pervasive biopower has “acted by multiplication of singular sexualities. It did not set
boundaries for sexuality; it extended the various forms of sexuality, pursuing them according to lines of indefinite
penetration. It did not exclude sexuality, but included it in the body as a mode of specification of individuals” (HS
1:47). This “specification of individuals”—from out of a “massifying” biopolitical investment in demographics—
becomes the innovation biopower provides over panoptic discipline.
Biopower sutures the seeming gap between the “wholesale” and “retail” functioning of disciplinary power
through its intensification and redeployment of the disciplinary “norm.” In other words, while biopower emerges on
the other side of a certain phase transition or tipping point of discipline, biopower is nevertheless born from the
intensification of a particular strand of panoptic disciplinary power, the normative medical or rehabilitative gaze that

seeks to “understand” the causes of crime and criminality. Under a regime of biopower, the political task becomes less
training people to be docile, and more a matter of producing and classifying ever-more kinds of subjectivities. So far
as biopower is concerned, the functioning of power becomes less invested in regulating behavior through panoptic,
institutionally based training exercises, and more invested in directly targeting life and lifestyles—inside and outside
the factory, the army, or the school, those recognizable sites of disciplinary power.
For the mutation from discipline to biopower, the linchpin figure remains an “abnormal” subject, but the basis
on which that abnormality is diagnosed or discovered changes radically. In short, punitive discourse comes to pivot on
the (biopolitical) delinquent subject rather than the (disciplinary) criminal act: “The delinquent is to be distinguished
from the offender by the fact that it is not so much his act as his life that is relevant in characterizing him. . . . The legal
punishment bears upon an act; the punitive technique on a life” (D&P 251–52). Again we see the mutation of
dominant forms of power following out the general formula for power’s intensification: abstract, shift targets to evermore virtual or mobile ones, expand the domain of power’s reach, invent “lighter” and more intense concepts and
procedures. The criminal act remains within a fairly well-defined disciplinary realm, with a more-or-less binary system
of “guilt”: in the end, you are or you aren’t guilty of a crime. Biopower, then, further multiplies the concepts and
practices of potential guilt by its invention of a species or life form lurking behind the acts of criminality: the
delinquent, the monster, the homosexual, the pervert. These are subjects who may or may not have done anything
illegal or transgressive, but their lives are nonetheless outside the slippery slope of biopolitical normativity. As
Foucault insists, biopolitical “delinquency must be specified in terms not so much of the law as of the norm” (253).
In short, the disciplinary criminal is known through her transgressive deeds, while biopower’s delinquent is
known through his abnormal personality. On Foucault’s account, this nineteenth-century emergence of subjectcentered biopower becomes the gateway to the present, to the fetishization of subjectivities that characterizes today’s
even more highly intensified biopolitical society: “At this point one enters the ‘criminological’ labyrinth from which
we have certainly not yet emerged” (D&P 252). As a concrete example of such biopolitical production of
subjectivities, and its mutation from the strictly speaking disciplinary investment in subject production, one could note
here that the “homosexual” is the paradigmatic “delinquent” in Foucault, the subject whose conduct is most obviously
saturated and explained by his or her “life”: “The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case
history, and a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a morphology” (HS 1:43). In the intense
morphing from discipline to biopower (from power targeting the act to targeting the life), the emergence of modern
homosexuality is paradigmatic insofar as homosexuality in the nineteenth century becomes understood “less as a
habitual sin than as a singular nature” (1:43). In short, homosexuality “was transposed from the practice of sodomy
onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of the soul” (1:43; my emphasis), from an occasional and
discontinuous set of actions into the continuous manifestation of a personality defect.
And so the dominant modes of power shift, extend, and abstract their targets and tactics: from force coming to
bear on the subject primarily through a series of discontinuous (but linked) institutional training exercises (birth,
school, work, death), to force coming to bear primarily on that subject more ubiquitously through her very life and
lifestyle; from policing the act to policing the norm; from discipline to biopower.

Norms
The discourse surrounding norms and normativity in Foucault got off to a very inauspicious start in the 1980s with the
“Foucault-Habermas” debate. Unfortunately, much of that “debate” came to be understood around a wooden
conception of norms and normativity: in short, the debate seems to have come down to whether one thinks norms and
normativity are “good,” inclusionary imperatives that are necessary for any kind of human liberation (this came to be
the parody of Habermas’s position); or whether one thinks norms are “bad,” exclusionary dictates that are largely
responsible for the evils of the modern world (supposedly, Foucault). And one still sees the legacy of this debate
played out today in the (dominant) picture of Foucault as a “transgress-the-norms-andset-yourself-free” thinker. As
Janet Afary and Kevin Anderson write in their book on Foucault and Islam, for example, “Throughout his life,
Foucault’s concept of authenticity meant looking at situations where people lived dangerously and flirted with death,
the site where creativity originated. In the tradition of Friedrich Nietzsche and Georges Bataille, Foucault had
embraced the artist who pushed the limits of rationality, and he wrote with great passion in defense of irrationalities
that broke new boundaries.” 21 While I remain puzzled as to where this “concept of authenticity” is positively
discussed in Foucault’s texts, and I remain incredulous that a careful reading of Foucault can sustain such an
interpretation (this commitment to authenticity and/as transgression is the very content and outcome of “The

Repressive Hypothesis,” no?), I take sentiments like this to grow directly out of the “Foucault shows us that norms are
bad, or at least dangerous” school of thinking. If Foucault shows us that the norm (indeed, reason itself ) keeps us
down, then transgression (and with it, irrationality) lifts us back up where we belong.
Although this characterization is perhaps snarkier than it needs to be, I think it is uncontroversially true to say
that many commentators and critics take Foucault to be a thinker who is “against” norms and normativity, precisely
because of what his work reveals to us: the norm’s binary exclusivity (the construction of the normal excludes and
abjects the abnormal), and normativity’s stifling inability to foster the emergence of the new (hence, the “creativity =
transgression” equation). Although this may or may not be an accurate picture of normativity on the whole, it bears
little resemblance to Foucault’s treatment of and investment in the issue of norms.
For Foucault, normativity is a practice, an exercise (primarily filtered through “the exam”; see D&P 185) that
is created by discipline and refined into a classifying lifestyle template by the rise of biopower. Which is to say that
norms, to repeat the Foucaultian mantra, do not primarily “repress” anything, but rather introduce a heightened
productivity into the disciplinary apparatus. For example, Foucault takes up a miniature version of his argument
concerning “the author function” within the pages of D&P, pointing out that the rise of discipline, with its emphasis on
the authority of the examination, was the end of a certain kind of textually based notion of right. With the advent of
the examination’s practice of norming, “discipline could now abandon its textual character and take its references not
so much from the tradition of author-authorities as from a domain of objects perpetually offered for examination”
(186). Norms introduce a vast and intense new productivity into the regimes of truth, or what Foucault calls the ways
of truth-telling: “The normal took over from the ancestral,” he writes: “from the epic to the novel, from the noble deed
to the secret singularity, from long exiles to the search for childhood, from combats to phantasies” (193).
Within such a continuous system of normative testing and classification, individuality or identity is measured
“by ‘gaps’ rather than deeds. In a system of discipline, the child is more individualized than the adult, the patient more
than the healthy man, the madman and the delinquent more than the normal the non-delinquent” (D&P 193). Although
such highly policed disciplinary identities are of course consistently defined by their distance from the “norm,” such
normative discourse doesn’t function primarily to “exclude” persons, topics, or acts; rather, norms do their work
precisely by trying to include—which is to say, examine, test, and classify—as much raw data as possible. As Foucault
writes, “Rather than the massive, binary division between one set of people and another [the power of excluding the
leper or quarantining the plague victim], discipline called for multiple separations, individualizing distributions, an
organization in depth of surveillance and control, an intensification and ramification of power” (198).
At the end of the Foucaultian day, the danger and productivity of norms lies not in their proclivity to exclude
people or practices, but rather in their intense and insatiable desire to include, to account for, virtually everything.
This, for example, is the upshot of Foucault’s analysis of Victorian sexuality in The History of Sexuality, volume 1:
“Victorian” sexuality is hardly prudish in its attempts to account for and categorize (rather than merely reject or refuse)
a wide variety of sexual experiences. As Foucault writes of normative productivity, “The norm introduces, as a useful
imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual difference” (D&P 184). In short, for Foucault
normalization is not a binary operation of the kind familiar from deconstruction (normal/abnormal,
included/excluded); rather, normativity names the functioning of a supple, sliding scale of examination or classification
whose effect is to produce and consistently maintain the necessity of reevaluating (always testing) the practices of “the
norm” and thereby consistently maintaining and refashioning the links between, for example, “life” and sexuality. So,
as Foucault argues, the nineteenth-century “growth of perversions is not a moralizing theme that obsessed the
scrupulous minds of the Victorians. It is the real product of the encroachment of a type of power [biopower] on bodies
and their pleasures” (HS 1:48).
The thing to emphasize here, from Foucault’s perspective, is that this type of biopolitical of normalization
(here, of “Victorian” sexuality) is not a kind of “gold-standard” operation, where there’s only one official way to be,
and all others are (ideally, at least) to be outlawed by the introduction and enforcement of normative procedures.
Rather, biopower intensifies forms of sexuality and forms of perversion, “a proliferation of sexualities through the
extension of power”: “The implantation of perversions is an instrument-effect: it is through the isolation,
intensification, and consolidation of peripheral sexualities that the relations of power to sex and pleasure branched out
and multiplied, measured the body, and penetrated modes of conduct” (HS 1:48). It’s axiomatic, or so I’ve been
arguing, that Foucaultian power never gains a greater hold on a body or on a socius than when it intensifies, multiplies,
and extends its realms of application (rather than rarifying or calcifying them within a clumsy, centralized binary
schema). Again, Foucaultian biopolitical norms do not primarily work to exclude the abnormal; rather, they work
ceaselessly to account for it as such—to render it as normal or abnormal—and in addition to link that evaluation with
the murky, amorphous category of life or lifestyle: “each individual receives as his status his own individuality” (D&P

192). From the banishment of the leper (sovereign power), to the quarantine of the diseased (social power), to panoptic
surveillance (discipline), to the designation of the normal (biopower), Foucault’s genealogy of power’s increasing
intensity charts a movement to ever-moresupple forms of control. Biopower’s norms are efficient and continuous
calculations of alterity, not the binary banishment or exclusion of it. As Foucault writes, “For two centuries now, the
discourse on sex has been multiplied rather than rarefied” (HS 1:53).

The Ends of Power
So, after all this, why or how is this rereading of Foucault’s history of power important—outside simply being “right”
(or not) about power’s intense, mutative itinerary from sovereign power to biopower? What force does this genealogy
deploy for us, in the present? One admittedly and deliberately indirect way at this question would be to consider Franz
Kafka’s famous parable “Before the Law” in terms of the Foucaultian genealogy of power outlined in this chapter.
Read through the lens of power and its genealogical intensification, Kafka’s text functions as a kind of instruction
manual for demonstrating the costs of misdiagnosing various forms of power: the man from the country performs his
relation to power on a sovereign model of law, which is to say he sees power as centralized, housed in a specific place
or person. Hence, he wants an audience with power, finally to confront the hidden law, which, “he thinks, should
surely be accessible at all times to everyone; but as he now takes a closer look at the doorkeeper in his fur coat, with
his big sharp nose and long, thin, tartar beard, he decides that it is better to wait until he gets permission to enter.” 22
The parable, however, shows us that biopower is already at work everywhere (inside and outside the law, as well as
Kafka’s text). Unlike sovereign power, biopower is wholly immanent to the socius rather than organizing it from
above, or from some central location that’s hidden behind everyday social structures (behind Kafka’s series of doors).
As the doorkeeper reminds the man from the country in the text’s final lines, “No one else could ever be admitted here,
since the gate was made only for you.” 23
Mistaking sovereign power for biopower is a matter of misdiagnosing a back-and-forth relation of force as the
one-way street of sovereignty. As Foucault reminds us, “It is in this sphere of force relations that we must try to
analyze the mechanisms of power. In this way we will escape from the system of Law-and-Sovereign that has
captivated political thought for such a long time. And if it is true that Machiavelli was among the few . . . who
conceived the power of the Prince in terms of force relationships, perhaps we need to go one step further, do without
the persona of the Prince, and decipher power mechanisms on the basis of a strategy that is immanent in force
relationships” (HS 1:97). In analyzing the force relationships of power, Foucault will in the late 1970s and early 1980s
increasingly deploy the concept of “governmentality,” which names this virtual mutation of power from
law/sovereignty’s investment in directly controlling individual bodies, toward power’s increasing investment in
regulating the relations among them: “Law and sovereignty were absolutely inseparable,” Foucault writes. “On the
contrary, with government it is a question of not imposing law on men but of disposing things: that is, employing
tactics rather than laws, and even of using laws themselves as tactics.”24
And with a mutation in power’s tactics or targets, the desired result or end of power relations then mutates as
well: “We are at an important turning point here: whereas the end of sovereignty is internal to itself and possesses its
own intrinsic instruments in the shape of its laws, the finality of government resides in the things it manages and in the
pursuit of the perfection and intensification of the processes it directs.”25 With the rise of governmentality, in the
historical linkage between discipline and biopower, Foucaultian “intensification” becomes both the useful tool and the
desired end of power relations. As power’s targets and modes become more virtual, more disengaged from the actual
surface of individual bodies, the strategies of regulating practice become more effective at governing those very bodies
—precisely because of the Nietzschean truism that bodies or identities are nothing other than the after-effects of
actions. Power increasingly comes to target the economic relations among bodies, rather than the bodies “themselves.”
In the end, we might learn from a Foucaultian analysis of Kafka’s parable that we needn’t wait for admittance
to the law through a central portal. Rather, the “entrances” to the “law” of biopower are actually and virtually
everywhere, as ubiquitous as the form of power itself. Following that trail of power and its intensifications within the
realms of everyday life, I turn in the following chapters to examining the complex sets of relations among biopower
and postindustrial (postmodern or “late”) capitalism, the genealogy and consequences of biopower’s “commonness,”
and the reformulated questions of “resistance” that are presented by these contemporary intensities of power.
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Immunizing Life
Biopolitics and Thought’s Depopulation

Introduction
illes Deleuze is not someone for whom the concept of biopolitics is readily associated. Of course this is not for
a lack of either (philosophical) “friendship” between Deleuze and Michel Foucault, or even the former’s
indebtedness to the development of biopolitics out of the latter’s description of modernity’s intensive
articulations of power. Not only does Deleuze see in Foucault’s three-volume The History of Sexuality the resources
for developing an ontology of the “fold” in the last chapter of Foucault (“Foldings, or the Inside of Thought
(‘Subjectivation’)”), but he also, and perhaps more directly relevant, uses his articulations of “sovereign power” and
“disciplinary power” to develop his notion of the “control society” in his 1990 essay, “Postscript on the Societies of
Control.” While Hardt and Negri have perhaps done the most to forward the relation between Deleuzian control
societies and Foucauldian biopolitics — in which biopolitics is now read ontologically as an affirmative social
formation of singularities they call the “multitude” that somehow resists biopower (Hardt and Negri Multitude, 348) —
this is not without significantly deviating from Foucault’s own conception of biopolitics and, perhaps most
problematically, being unable to account, as both Giorgio Agamben and Roberto Esposito remind us, for modernity’s
negative declensions of biopolitics in which life is preserved through the production of death (Esposito Bios 38-39).
The point here is that despite many resonances, there is no ready-made fit between Deleuze and the concept of
biopolitics. It is for this reason that the biopolitical work of Roberto Esposito is of particular interest, although not
because he is either himself a “Deleuzian,” or because he effectively synthesizes Deleuze and biopolitics. Esposito
offers an important mediation in the incongruous relation between Deleuze and biopolitics through the category of
“immunization.” As will be discussed, immunitas affords Esposito at once a resolution to Foucault’s ambivalence
regarding the meaning of sovereignty for Nazi thanatopolitics (Bios 52-53), and also a clear articulation of the
conditions for “Nazism (and only Nazism) [to] reverse the proportion between life and death in favor of the latter to
the point of hypothesizing its own self-destruction” (Bios 116). And yet, as I insist below, this should not overshadow
the fact, as some would have it, that immunitas, in its thanatopolitical declensions, simultaneously articulates the
conditions for its own positive inversion, that is to say, a new semantic horizon open to its antonymic condition, a life
in common, communitas.
That Deleuze’s concept of a life, in his essay “Immanence: A Life,” prepares the ground for Esposito’s
particularly ambitious reversal of the immunitary apparatus of the Nazi biopolitical machine, is, according to some
critics, the weakest part of his argument. My argument here does not aim to defend Esposito against critics such as
Cary Wolfe, as if to suggest that the former’s treatment of Deleuze does not risk becoming a philosophy of radical
equivalence among all forms of life that is biopolitically untenable; rather, I suggest that such criticism opens a space
for developing what is left unsaid in Esposito’s immunological inversion.I do soby placing a life in the context of what
is required by the immanent constructivism that Deleuze and Guattari propose in What is Philosophy?, in order to
gesture toward how biopolitics, pace Esposito, must depopulate (and not repopulate) its thought if it is to reverse
thanatopolitical exclusion of life.

G

I. Biopolitical Death
Perhaps one of the greatest virtues of Esposito’s development of the “immunitary paradigm” is how incisively it
responds to a problem in biopolitical thinking. Esposito asks: “why does biopolitics continually threaten to be reversed
into thanatopolitics?” (Bios 39). What Esposito is asking here of course is not only for an explanation for the most
horrific and perverse form that modern biopolitics has taken, namely, Nazism, in which “the politics of life generated a
lethal power that contradicts the productive impulse,” but also for a more general explanation for how it is possible that
“a power of life is exercised against life itself” at all (ibid.), so that even decades after the collapse of Nazism, its
thanatopolitical declensions continue to have meaning today, though differently (now in terms biowarfare, in which the

greatest threat to life is life itself, Bios 148).
Following Foucault’s 1975-76 lecture course, Society Must be Defended, Esposito suggests that the answer
must reside somewhere in the “problematic point of intersection between sovereignty and biopolitics” (Bios 39).
Foucault never gives a decisive answer, according to Esposito, for the meaning of sovereignty for Nazi biopolitics. So
that it is unclear whether the latter is, on the one hand, a kind return to sovereign power, in which Nazism represents a
“secret passage through which death has returned to capture life again” (Bios 42); or whether it is, on the other hand, a
break with sovereignty, so that it is the “disappearance of death,” which is to say, sovereignty, that produces the
conditions for life to wage war against itself. That the Foucauldian text does not offer us a clear answer to this
problem — as to whether twentieth century totalitarianism is continuous or discontinuous with what precedes it — is
not surprising, in Esposito’s estimation, since either position produces an unfavorable remainder: as continuous,
historical distinctions become less important, leaving genocide to be the “constitutive paradigm… of the entire
parabola of modernity” (43); and as discontinuous, biopolitics is discredited every time death is produced within it. It
is for this reason that Foucault’s “ingenuous intuitions [remain] unfinished on the link between politics and life” (Bios
43).
More than simply a failure to accurately describe historical or even genealogical articulations of power,
however, Foucault’s indecisiveness is connected to the ontological problem of “politics” and “life” insofar as they are
only extrinsically related— that is to say, originally distinct, and only later joined in a mutation of power— but
nevertheless left undetermined, so that it is uncertain what “life” and “politics” as such would look like.1 It is this
failure in Foucault’s texts that ultimately underwrites his inability to give full meaning to the production of death
within Nazi biopolitics. And so for Esposito, this means that there is a “semantic void” that he intends to fill with the
“paradigm of immunization.”
In broad strokes, the immunitary paradigm becomes the interpretive key for joining the two poles of
biopolitics, namely, “biology” and “politics,” in a single register. Where Foucauldian biopolitics, on Esposito’s
reading, assumes their exteriority, only to then fail to define their exact natures, for the immunitary paradigm,
bios and nomos, life and politics, emerge as the two constituent elements of a single, indivisible whole that
assumes meaning from their interrelation. Not simply the relation that joins life to power, immunity is the
power to preserve life. Contrary to what is presupposed in the concept of biopolitics—understood as the result
of an encounter that arises at a certain moment between the two components—in this perspective, no power
exists external to life, just as life is never given outside of relations of power. From this angle, politics is
nothing other than the possibility or the instrument for keeping life alive [in vita la vita] (Bios 46).
From the perspective of immunity, politics and life are immanent. Where biopolitics assumes their juxtaposition, the
immunity paradigm, by contrast, articulates their immanence, so that immunity gives meaning to the power by which
life preserves itself. More than this, however, the immunitary model also mediates the tension left unresolved in
Foucault’s own text as to whether biopolitics is a continuation or discontinuation of sovereignty; a choice that sees
power as either productive of life, promoting it, and reproducing it, or simply the negation of it, without accounting for
their internal articulations. This is precisely the impasse that immunity helps resolve: since power is no longer extrinsic
to life, then the “negation of life,” through power, cannot not come from outside of life. As Esposito writes, “this
means that negation doesn’t take the form of the violent subordination of life from the outside, but rather is the
intrinsically antinomic mode by which life preserves itself through power” (Bios 46).
By this reasoning, immunization is therefore “the negative [form] of the protection of life” (ibid.), which is to
say, that immunity preserves life, sustains it, but in so doing, negates its “natural expansion.” The negation of life is
not added to life from the outside, then, through an external force, but is life’s power to protect itself from what it
perceives to be an excess.2 If this is true, then he can now account for how a politics, whose object is the preservation
and promotion of life, can also produce death, without having to opt, as he claims Foucault had to, for indecision
regarding the meaning of biopolitics: affirmative or negative.
This also means that Esposito can answer Foucault’s question as to when biopolitics was “born,” that is,
whether it is a wholly (post-)modern development, or whether it is an articulation of the sovereign regime, perhaps
even dating back to the very birth of politics (cf., Bios 52). For Esposito, the answer is clear: there was never a time
when politics was not, in some sense, concerned with life. From Roman politics of “hygiene and health” to Platonic
conceptions of eugenics and reproduction, the ancient world was already biopolitically oriented (cf., Bios 52-53); it’s
just that what differentiates ancient and modern conceptions is immunity. This is not to say, however, that prior to

modernity civilizations did not immunize themselves – qua biopolitical, they always found ways to preserve and
protect life, and were therefore immunizing
— it’s only that,
beginning from a certain moment, that coincides exactly with the origins of modernity, such a self-defensive
requirement was identified not only and simply as given, but as both a problem and a strategic option…One
might come to affirm that it wasn’t modernity that raised the question of the self-preservation of life, but that
self-preservation is itself raised in modernity’s own being…(Bios 54-55).
While the genealogy of modernity’s immunization traverses the modern historical-conceptual categories of
sovereignty, liberty, and freedom through the likes of Hobbes and Locke,3 in which those categories, which are meant
to express the protection of life, “will end rebounding against their own proper meanings, twisting against themselves”
(Bios 56), it is nevertheless Nietzsche who, in Esposito’s estimation, not only provides “the interpretation of an entire
civilization in terms of self-protection and immunity” (Bios 47), but also “makes evident its negative power, the
uncontrollable nihilistic dissipation in meaning that pushes it in a self-dissolving direction” (Bios 78). It for this reason
that Nietzsche both pre-figures Foucauldian biopolitics and simultaneously enriches, or even surpasses it, in Esposito’s
estimation, inasmuch as Nietzsche, unlike Foucault, provides the counter-effective logic of modernity’s immunization
that offers an interpretive register for the thanatopolitical horrors of Nazism.
So the question that we must pose to Esposito, then, is how precisely does the immunitary logic that
underwrites Nietzsche’s thought work? How does Nietzsche account for preservation of life as in conflict with itself,
that is to say, suppress what it’s trying to preserve, namely, life? While a complete treatment of Esposito’s relation to
Nietzsche is surely beyond the scope of this paper, suffice it to say that it relies on a particular reading of the latter in
which “the wish to preserve oneself” (GS 291-92), as he writes in The Gay Science, is seen not simply a derivation
from, but in “latent contradiction to” (Bios 87) “the fundamental instinct of life, which aims at the expansion of power,
and wishing for that frequently risks and even sacrifices self-preservation” (GS 291-92). 4 In this way, Esposito pays
particular attention to how Nietzsche’s conception of life is always already political, if by this we are referring to life’s
originary modality that “aims at the expansion of power”; and then interprets preservation, sustainment, or
maintenance as a “limitation of the really fundamental instinct of life” (ibid.), and as thus in conflict with its “natural
expansion.”
The point in the Nietzschean logic Esposito wishes to drive home, though, is far more complex than this initial
opposition. On the one hand, qua expansive, life fundamentally consumes and incorporates everything it comes up
against; it wishes to expand and overcome all limitations, consume them, so that life is always reaching beyond itself,
in excess of itself, even to the point of destroying itself, if left to itself without restraint; but this is not, of course, a
limitation of life, but is the “abyss,” the “no-thing,” at the “in/origin” of life itself that is the self-consumptive risk of
life’s own excess. Critically, Esposito will draw an explicit link here to Nietzsche’s early conceptual figure of
Dionysius in order to capture not only a notion of life as full, as excess, but also to suggest life’s close proximity to the
etymology of community.
In Esposito’s selective etymology, communitas names the condition of “binding …members to a reciprocal
donation,” a bond of reciprocal “gift giving”(Bios 50); a giving in which “one is obliged,” according to Esposito in
his Communitas, “to return the onus, in the form of either goods or services [officium]” (Esposito, Communitas, xiii).
In this way, the gift names, not the gift one receives from another, but the gift one is obliged to give to another. The
gift never belongs to an individual, or a self, it is always given to another— a munus that undermines all efforts to
identify what is “mine” and “yours.” Communitas therefore marks the gift that belongs to no one, without origin, it is
the pure relation that is in excess of all possessive subjects, and is, in this way, conceptually linked to the Nietzschean
notion of life, or what is always reaching beyond itself, in excess of itself, that, in a word, traverses all individuals, and
thus binds each individual to what is in excess of it, prefiguring, in many ways, Esposito’s development of a collective
life.
While the relation between life and communitas will be discussed at some length below, the point Esposito
wishes to drive home via Nietzsche is that the relation of immunitas to communitas does not presuppose externality or
simple negation. Etymologically, immunitas designates having received a dispensatio, as Esposito explains, “from the
weighty obligation” of the common munus, and is therefore “the defense against the expropriating features of
communitas” (Bios 50). Immunitas refers, then, to someone who has no pensum, no task nor duty, to offer gifts or
perform services to others, which others must perform 5 -- there is exception from the munus. Immunitas thus inscribes

a defense against the loss of identity in the common munus, by articulating what is “one’s own,” restoring borders over
against risky contact with those who lack it. And yet immunitas, precisely insofar as it is a defense against the
desubjectivizing features of communitas, presupposes it, so that there is no immunitas without the communitas that it
negates; but so too, and this is critical: “to survive, the community, every community,” writes Esposito,” is forced to
introject the negative modality of its opposite, even if the opposite remains precisely a lacking and contrastive mode of
being of the community itself” (Bios 52). Communitas is thus inhabited by its own opposition, its own negativity, so
that while requiring it, insofar as it “shelter[s] it [communitas] from an unbearable excess,” it simultaneously inhibits
it.
Set against this background, Nietzsche provides Esposito with a history of the internal articulations of
immunization in Western civilization, linking “all of the dispositifs of knowledge, which are apparently directed to the
search for truth, to the function of preservation” (Bios 90). Truth is a “lie” Nietzsche resounds — which Esposito
equates with “ideology”— that protects, or immunizes, us from “that originary fracture of sense that coincides with the
potentially unlimited expansion of life” (ibid.). Juridical-political institutions function similarly inasmuch as they too
are prophylactic measures born from “fear” whose aim is to protect individuals from the their own excess, as Hobbes,
and other modern political philosophers had recognized. But as Nietzsche reminds us, while life requires such
immunizing techniques, the state to protect us, for example, “if completed and protected too far it will in the end
enfeeble the individual and, indeed, dissolve him—that is to say, thwart the original purpose of the state in the most
thorough way possible” (Human all too Human, 113). This is why Esposito insists that the immunitary apparatus is
essentially a cure that is in conflict with itself, since, as he writes, it “produces a greater illness than the one it wanted
to prevent” (Bios 91). In Immunitas Esposito elaborates on this point noting that
To preserve itself, “the most imperiled, the most chronically and profoundly sick of all animals’ (GM, 3.14)—
human beings, that is—are forced to inhibit the vital forces that well up inside them, to suppress the impulses
that naturally animate them, to open up a wound in the flesh of their own experience… this homeopathic
dialectic between preservation and destruction, between healing and wounding, is exactly what turns out to be
calamitous. Even worse: it is counterproductive to the very need that engenders it; not because the “treatment”
fails to “improve” the patient, but because the improvement it brings about also strengthens the disease at the
same time (Esposito, Immunitas, 89).
This logic of preservation and destruction is elaborated in Bios as the immunitary affirmation of the negation that it
wishes to dissolve: immunization defends against what it sees as the negation of life, namely, life’s own strengthening,
by substituting “an excess with a deficit, a fullness with an emptiness, a plus with a minus, negating what it affirms
and so doing affirming nothing other than its negation” (Bios 92). Thus, immunization risks killing what it is supposed
to keep alive, precisely by creating the conditions for survival that are in conflict with life’s strength and generation.
This is the counter-effective logic of immunization that characterizes the entire process of civilization, but sees its most
intense exemplification in modernity. That Nietzsche himself produces at least two (conflicting) responses to
modernity’s sickness —one that calls for the negation of the immunitary paradigm and another that lets negation fight
itself to reverse itself into the affirmative 6 —is not our direct concern here; at issue, rather, is how biopolitical
immunization can produce its own counter-effectivity to the point of generating the thanatopolitical horrors of Nazism.
To answer this, Esposito describes the essential immunitary dispositifs that had to be in place to create the first
Western “biocracy” capable of the thanatopolitics of the Nazi state. In Esposito’s estimation there were three such
dispositifs, the first of which is the absolute normativization of life. Suffice it to say that with Nazism, for the first time
in Western history, the biological and juridical, the two vectors of immunity, were “completely superimposed
according to the double register of the biologization of the nomos and simultaneously the juridicalization of bios”
(Bios 138). What Esposito is referring to here is the importance medicine assumed for Nazism; so much so in fact, that
it was as if “the sovereign’s scepter was given just to them [doctors]” (Bios 114), so that “no step in the production of
death escaped medical verification” (Bios 113). That the medical profession assumed this level of importance is
explained, however, by the perversion of the immunitary protection of life that Nietzsche described:
it is no coincidence that the doctor, even before the sovereign or the priest, was equated with the heroic figure
of the ‘soldier of life’… it is only be killing as many people as possible that one could heal [risanare] those
who represented the true Germany. From this perspective, it even appears plausible that at least some Nazi
doctors actually believed that they were respecting the substance, if not the form, of the Hippocratic oath that
they had taken, namely, not to harm in any way the patient [malato]. It’s only that they identified the patient

as the German people as a whole, rather than a single individual (116).
Within this framework, to care for the body qua German body meant eradicating all those elements that threatened its
health, its endurance. Jews were not analogous to parasites, in this perverted logic, “Jews were parasites,” “they were
bacteria” (Bios 117); this is why Esposito claims that Nazi biopolitics is closer to zoopolitics. Thus life and not death
was the “transcendental of Nazism… even if, paradoxically, death was considered the only medicine able to safeguard
life” (Bios 116). The medical institution was therefore critical for the “biologization of the nomos.” But there is more:
to the extent that doctors assumed a public role, they also lost their “autonomy,” giving it up to the state on which they
increasingly depended; so that ultimately their was a “juridicalization of bios,” complementing the biologization of the
nomos, to produce the absolute normativization of life.
The other two dispositifs extend the logic of the Nazi “biocracy,” articulating the centrality of heredity and
birth played the Nazi state. If the first dispositif confirmedthe subordination of biological life to the norm, then the
second dispositif, or the double enclosure of the body, makes it impossible for the individual to escape their
normativized biological body: the individual is completely defined by, and cannot escape, his or her hereditary past that
is determined by the germ plasm; this is what guarantees the continuity between generations (essentially,
Weismannian-Mendelian genetics). But this biological enclosure does not imply that there is no “soul,” or “spiritual
life,” to Nazism – in a kind ultra-material Darwinism; rather, there is indeed a kind of “spiritual racism” at work here:
corresponding to the first enclosure of the body, where the individual is delivered over to his biological heredity, there
is a second operation by which the individual may—provided German heredity— be integrated into the larger body of
the nation, past, present, and future, that establishes an “organic totality of the German people,” but not “as simple
flesh, an existence without life, but as the incarnation of the racial substance from which life itself receives its
essential form” (Bios 142). And so by this logic, expelling those sick elements, those elements resisted integration into
the German body, ensured the healthy life of the German organism.
But if this logic demands eradicating those elements deemed infectious, then it is the third dispositif, namely,
the anticipatory suppression of birth, through forced sterilization, that is the perverse complement to this biocratic
logic: target not only extant infection, but also potential infection, that is to say, before its birth. That the Nazis were
incredibly effective at suppressing birth is undeniable — e.g., over three hundred thousand sterilizations between 1933
and the beginning of the war; but the full meaning of this, Esposito insists, is only apparent when we note that the law
on sterilization was adopted in the midst of a pro-natalist campaign meant to “strengthen the German population
quantitatively” (Bios 144); this indicates just how invested the Nazis was in the question of biological birth: “in
nowhere more than the Nazi regime, however, did the nation seem to take root in the natural birth of citizens of
German blood” (Bios 145). It was therefore of the utmost importance to on the one hand promote life (of the German
organism), by ensuring, on the other hand, that there were no infectious elements brought into being that would negate
life – a preemptive strike.   

II. Communal Life
The last section of Bios is devoted to reversing the thanatopolitical declensions of biopolitics, which saw its most
intense manifestation in Nazism, but still continues today in a different form; but in so doing it offers some of the
most philosophically provocative, and, perhaps because of it, the most controversial pages in Esposito’s biopolitical
project. As Timothy Campbell has outlined so well, Esposito at once positions himself squarely within the debates of
Italian biopolitics—somewhere between Agamben’s negative biopolitics and Hardt and Negri’s notion of the multitude
as the basis for an affirmative biopolitics — but simultaneously opens a new horizon for biopolitical thought that
engages with the likes of Merleau-Ponty, Spinoza, Simondon, and Deleuze, among others, who, for various reasons,
have, not significantly impacted the field of biopolitics until recently. Save of course Hardt and Negri’s indebtedness
to Deleuze and Guattari, which, at the end of the day, strays far indeed from the latter, there may be good reason why
this restless band of thinkers have not been of much use to biopolitical thought, since with each, we see a general
tendency to reverse some of the categories held near and dear to the latter: most notably, affirmation over negation,
indefinite life over specific life (human), and even the embrace of metaphysics over its critique.
What is perhaps so promising – but ultimately, as I argue, unsatisfying – about Esposito’s study is how it
traverses these poles, recognizing, for example, the need for an explanation of negativity (pace Hardt and Negri)
without reducing biopolitics to the negative (pace Agamben). The weight of this problem does not escape Esposito,
and is clear enough in the etymological and semantic horizons of communitas and immunitas. Immunitas is never a

simple negation of communitas from the outside, but is in fact an internal requirement of communitas itself, so that “to
survive, the community, every community, is forced to introject the negative modality of its opposite” (Bios 52, my
emphasis). But this means, and this is indicative of Esposito’s sensitivity to the problem, that to reverse the
thanatopolitical declension of the immunitary paradigm, it is not enough to negate the immunizing force, in other
words, to de-immunize through the negation of negation. This is precisely the problem Esposito saw in Nietzsche’s
conflicting response to modernity’s sickness, so that “negating the immunitary negation, Nietzsche [or at least this
version of Nietzsche] undoubtedly remains the prisoner of the same negative lexicon” (Bios 96). This is why Esposito,
in his earlier work, Immunitas, writes that,
…as I have stressed repeatedly, the category of immunity is inseparable from that of community: as its inverse
mode, it cannot be eliminated. This is borne by the fact that there is no community without some kind of
immunitary apparatus… to negate the negation through which immunity in its turn negates what threatens life
would mean to repeat the same procedure (Immunitas 16).
It is for this reason that immunity is not the negative of communal life requiring negation; but is rather that through
which we experience a relation to communitas. In Immunitas, Esposito therefore pays particular attention to forms of
immunity that do not destroy communal life, but in fact intensify it, facilitate it; he see such forms already at play in
Donna Haraway’s work on immunity as a discourse on “shared specificities,” but fully operational in how the immune
system functions in pregnancy (cf. Immunitas, 165-171).
Against this backdrop, opening up an affirmative biopolitical horizon after the thanatopolitical event of Nazism
requires not a simple negation of immunization, as if this didn’t only recharge the operation of negation that motored
the Nazi event, but a more immanent procedure whereby one works within the immunitary dispositifs themselves— the
“body,” “birth,” and the “norm”— in order to open them up to, which is to say, immunologically protect, precisely
what it is they had to deny in order to exist as thanatopolitical apparatuses. It is for this reason that Esposito turns to
Merleau-Ponty, Simondon, Spinoza, and Deleuze; he finds in each, but perhaps most forcefully in Deleuze, an
inversion of the thanatopolitical apparatus that is the condition for an affirmative politics in life.
To see this procedure at work, recall the “double enclosure of the body.” The body is living, in the Nazi
biocracy, to the extent that it is a body worthy (through its hereditary line) of integration into the collective body via
abio-spiritual conversion; if the individual body does not meet the genetic criteria, however, it cannot successfully
integrate into the collective body, and is therefore lifeless material, or “existence without life.” And yet, this nonintegratable material is precisely what Merleau-Ponty calls the flesh, the individual body’s excess that cannot fall
outside political identification; it is “intrinsic to the same body from which it seems to escape (and which therefore
expels it). Existence without life is flesh that does not coincide with the body; it is that part or zone of the body, the
body’s membrane, that isn’t one with the body, that exceeds its boundaries or is subtracted from the body’s enclosing”
(Bios 159). The flesh is what is in excess of the individual body, it is the material that exceeds the boundaries of bodily
identification and opens itself onto the world: “my body is made of the same flesh as the world” (The Visible and the
Invisible, 248). The flesh is thus an extension of the somatic surface to the entire world, materially relating human,
animal, and insect on a plane of pure relation in which inside becomes outside and vise versa, to produce, without so
much as saying it, a Body without Organs, that resists the individual body as a dispositif of political identification.
But if the flesh begins to articulate the material plane that is the horizon of biopolitical thinking, it still does
very little to affirm the differences and organizations that do arise, the bodies that are clearly different from one
another— the differences among human beings, animals, and inorganic matter, for example. Of course Nazism brought
distinctions to their perverse extreme whereby it is only through the suppression or negation of what is perceived to be
an essential difference that another may be preserved. It is, however, with the work of Gilbert Simondon that we get a
rich account of differences that do not allow for essential differences; a thesis which ultimately undermines the
immunitary logic by which deferring death means preserving life, and simultaneously paves the way for a new
conception of collective life. Without recounting Simondon’s elaborate ontology in full, what is significant is that he is
writing against ontologies that assume the perspective of the fully-formed individual rather than their ontogenesis.
Individuals emerge, for Simondon, from a pre-individual field through the process of individuation in which an
individual is actualized as a resolution of a tension between potentials belonging to different orders of magnitude; it is
a process which never arrives at its destination, the complete individual, but is always incomplete, always leaving a
remainder incapable of being fully integrated – individuation isprocess.
But in this ontology of individuation, especially as it is elaborated in his 1964, L’individu et sa genese physicobiologique and his 1989, L’individuation psychique et collective, Simondon is careful not to erase the differences

among physical, natural, and technical beings, in the name of a reductionist metaphysics of individuation.
Preindividual being is what celebrates differences without reducing them to differences in nature, so that various
domains of being depend upon the modality of individuation, and whether that modality conserves the metastability of
the individual/milieu system or lets it degrade.7 As Muriel Combes writes in her brilliant, Gilbert Simondon and the
Philosophy of the Transindividual: “between the physical and the vital, between the plant and the animal, we need
look not for substantial differences … but rather for differences in speed in the process of their formation. What
divides being into domains is ultimately nothing other than the rhythm of becoming…” (22-23).
The point in Simondon’s ontology that Esposito wishes to develop, however, concerns how there are no
essential differences between physical systems, biological systems, and psychic-collective systems. Between them,
there are no barriers in nature, there are only, as Simondon will say, “thresholds,” that when crossed, are characterized
in L’individuation psychique et collective as a new “birth,” that is to say, a “new form of life” generated. This means
that every individuation is a “birth” in a different domain, so that “birth isn’t a phenomena of life, but life is a
phenomena of birth” (Bios 181). In this perspective, Esposito is armed against the biopolitical logic that suggests death
is only deferred by preserving life, since in the Simondonian view, “the only way for life to defer death… is to be
reborn continually in different guises” (ibid.). But more than just this, Esposito is keen to point out, however cursorily,
that birth does not separate the new domain, the psychic domain, specifically, from the preindividual field from which
it arises, which is to say, that portion of preindividual which exceeds its capacity for individual integration (disclosed
through affectivity); but it resolves this tension—between the individual and preindividual— through an “ordeal” or
“encounter” with the presence of the “more-than-individual” within itself, in which the subject encounters the
preindividual field of transindividual disindividuation that constitutes the primary mode of relation to others, which is
ultimately the condition for a new individuation, namely, collective individuation.
It is already clear enough that the affirmative horizon for biopolitical thought must find its reason in terms of a
living material, a bios, that is at once held in common and irreducible to individual bodies or any kind of substantial
differences; it must discover a notion of collective life that is radically transindividual. What this means, however, is
that we must discover a new relation to the norm, so that it no longer transcends life. There must be no form of life, in
other
words,
that
falls
outside
of
the
norm
–
and
reduced
to bare
life
included within the norm, so that all lives are considered forms of life. In this way, we must vitalize the norm, so that
it is no longer transcendent to life, but immanent to it. Thus, Esposito begins with Spinoza’s attempt to think the norm
as “no longer what assigns rights and obligations from the outside to the subject,” but as rather, “the intrinsic modality
that life assumes in the expression of its own unrestrainable power to exist” (Bios 186). If the norm is generated
immanently within life itself, then every form of life has equal “legitimacy for living according to its own possibilities
as a whole in the relations in which it is inserted” (ibid). This makes for, in Esposito’s estimation, a radical
equivalence of all forms of life according to the norm; since the norm is constructed immanently (sui juris), each
individuation, in Simondon’s language, expresses its norm according to its own composition that is always in process,
and never completed.
Significantly, however, Esposito ends his Bios with a brief, though certainly not insignificant, meditation on
Deleuze’s last text, Pure Immanence: Essays on a Life, where he remarks that the short text contains “all the threads
we have woven to this point under the sign of an affirmative biopolitics” (Bios 191). The full meaning of this, as I
outline in the next section, is difficult to grasp, but essentially it amounts to holding Deleuze’s notion of a life, which
he defines in Immanence: A Life as the “immanence of immanence, absolute immanence...”(27), as the transcendental
field of indefinite relation that all individual lives have in common. Indefinite life is in excess of any individual life; it
is impersonal, and disinterested, traversing all individuations, irrespective of their modalities (physical, biological,
psychic, technological). A Life is therefore incapable of subsumption under a transcendent norm, since a life just is the
“immanence of immanence… complete power, complete bliss” (ibid.); the norm is therefore in life and not over life. In
short, this turn to Deleuze offers Esposito the conceptual machinery to see life as the basis for a more profound notion
of the common.

III. Constructing A Life
Despite the promise of Esposito’s reversal of the thanatopolitical declensions of biopolitics through the uncommon
territory of Deleuze et al., or perhaps even because of it, his proposal has not gone without significant criticism.
Lorenzo Chiesa, for his part, criticizes what he sees as a kind of secularized theology in Esposito’s notion of a life.
This of course is not an uncommon criticism of Deleuze, and Deleuze-inspired thought, seeing in it an onto-

theologically indebted vitalism that cannot but rely on transcendence. And yet I hope to dispel precisely this style of
criticism, which has been popularized to varying degrees in “speculative materialist” circles inspired by Badiou, by
addressing another series of tensions within Esposito’s text.
In Before the Law, Cary Wolfe engages perhaps the most interesting, and potentially damaging, critique to
Esposito’s affirmative biopolitics. Acknowledging the importance of reversing the thanatopolitical declensions of
biopolitics in which life is subsumed under the norm, Wolfe thinks what is needed, however, is not Esposito’s
Deleuze-inspired biopolitics, but a “third way…one that can think life and norm together, without falling back on
either the lexicon of the ‘person’ or, at the other extreme, the radically dedifferentiating discourse of ‘life’ which is
unworkable both philosophically and pragmatically” (Wolfe, BL 58). Essentially, Wolfe charges Esposito with being
incapable of imagining an alternative to the indexing of biopolitical norms other than through their extreme reversal,
leaving us with “a neovitalism that ends up radically dedifferentiating the field of “the living” into a molecular wash of
singularities that all equally manifest ‘life’” (BL 59). If the charge here is that Esposito’s turn to a life is simply an
unimaginative reversal, or in other words, a mere negation of the “person,” then this seems easy enough to refute,
since it is by means of an immanent procedure through immunization, and not its negation, that opens Nazi dispositifs
up to what it is they had to deny that we end up with these new concepts.
More damaging, and the real force of Wolfe’s critique, I believe, is what the radically dedifferentiated field of
“the living” is unable to deliver. For Wolfe, there is something deeply troubling about Esposito’s proposal, derived
from Spinoza, that the norm is a “principle of unlimited equivalence for every single form of life” (Bios 186). This
means, on Wolfe’s reading, that the principle of life functions as an equalizing force that forbids any normative criteria
of exclusion; since every form of life expresses a life, or as Esposito writes, “every life is a form of life and every
form refers to life” (Bios 194), there is no essential basis on which to found exclusion; there is radical equality in the
plurality of expressions – from microbes to humans. The problem with this view, especially when framed in these
terms, is on the hand, philosophical: a life is not itself“living,” it is never “Life-in-itself” (a criticism that invokes
Eugene Thacker’s critique of Deleuze’s vitalism, where life is never “in itself” – see below); and on the other hand,
practical: it rehearses all those tired debates of deep ecology that, in Wolfe’s view, exposes the problem of placing
equal value on all forms of life: “As Tim Lukes notes, if all forms of life are given equal value, then we face questions
such as the following: ‘Will we allow anthrax or cholera microbes to attain self-realization in wiping out sheep herds
or human kindergartens?’” (BL 59). And even if there were those who proclaimed, “Yes! Let cholera express itself,
even if it means human death,” this still doesn’t resolve the biopolitical problem since, demographically, poor
populations of color would be the ones to suffer the most, producing, yet again, a non-equivalence in life.
While there is more to say about Wolfe’s critique of Esposito, suffice it to say that he raises an important
critique of the equivalence of life. My own suggestion here, is not so much to defend Esposito against Wolfe per se, as
if there weren’t these tendencies in the former; rather, I intend to recuperate something of Esposito’s gesture toward a
life, but do so by developing precisely what goes unacknowledged in his text (and which may in fact be the basis for
confusion over what it means to look to Deleuze for an affirmative biopolitics) in order to imagine a rigorous turn to a
Deleuzian politics in life that does not stumble over Wolfe’s important objections.
While Esposito turns to thinkers of immanence and process that undermine all constituted identities and
substantial forms, there is nevertheless a tension in this affirmative move that Wolfe’s criticism highlights. To reverse
the thanatopolitical declensions of immunity, it is imperative, for Esposito, that there are no forms of life left outside of
bios, there is no zoe, in other words,that can be separated out. As such, a vital principle must be discovered that
includes all forms so that “anything that lives needs to be thought in the unity of life… every life is a form of life and
every form refers to life” (Bios 194). A life is precisely that impersonal, transcendental principle that is irreducible to
any one form of life, and inclusive of all forms of life. That this leads, as Wolfe suggests, to an equivalence in life that
seems philosophically suspect and practically unworkable, is a function not of Deleuze’s concept per se, but of the fact
that Esposito seems to envision the legitimacy of the transcendental, or the condition that cannot be derived from the
empirical, resting on its ability to include, within its scope, all forms of life. This is another way of saying that the
validity of the transcendental rests on whether it can or cannot account for all empirical instances; if it cannot, then it
has produced an unacceptable biopolitical remainder. What this amounts to is the rather un-Deleuzian hypothesis in
which the transcendental is dependent upon the empirical world for its legitimacy (repeating Deleuze’s problem with
Kant), which tips the scales in favor of the legitimation of forms, and not their real invention.
In this perspective, Esposito seems to run the risk of legitimizing a life through lives, which is what produces
the equivalence among all forms of life, and leaves Esposito vulnerable to Wolfe’s practical criticisms. But this thesis,
I want to suggest, is underwritten by a more general tendency to see Deleuze’s conceptual machinery in need of
confirmation by a world “out there”; as if, for example, the complex networks of interlinked physical, biological, and

psychic-collective lives, which Simondon so insightfully describes, actually confirmed, or led us to discover, a
principle of a life that united them all. This would make the concept of a life a principle that holds irrespective of
human thought or construction. This is not to deny the significance of human life, of course; rather, it is to deprivilege the human, in a gesture of radical de-anthropomorphization, and see it as another life, another individuation,
but one that does not transcend all others. A life thus offers us a passage to the “great outdoors,” a turn of phrase
Quentin Meillassoux coined, to what passes through us regardless of our perspective, what is merely “for us”; it is the
vital force that unites by its own immanent criteria – it is “in itself.” There are certainly many moments in Deleuze that
seem to confirm this line of thinking: when, for example, life assume the power of the absolute not only in his last
essay, but even as early as his Expressionism in Philosophy: Spinoza in 1968: “Life, that is, expressivity is carried to
the absolute. There is a unity of the divine in substance, and an actual diversity of the One in the attributes…it
amounts to the life of substance itself, the necessity of its a priori constitution” (Deleuze Expressionism in Philosophy,
81).
That life assumes this power in Deleuze (and Guattari) has not escaped criticism, however. In his 2006 work,
After Finitude, Quentin Meillassoux claims that Deleuze and Guattari’s vitalism (along with Nietzsche’s and
Bergson’s) disavows the “correlationism,” or “the idea according to which we only ever have access to the correlation
between thinking and being, and never to either term considered apart from the other” (Meillassoux, AF 5), that
ultimately subtends their position. According to Meillassoux, it’s not that Deleuze and Guattari circumvent
correlationism, it’s that they’re bad correlationists for not respecting the post-Kantian asymmetry of the self-world
correlation: for while there is no world without a subject who thinks it, there is also no subject without a world in
which it is “in” (e.g., Husserl: consciousness is always consciousness of something; Heidegger: Dasein is being-inthe-world, et cetera), but this world remains inaccessible; while the latter is necessary, it remains an “in-itself” that
forever withdraws from view qua “unthought.” What Deleuze and Guattari and others fail to appreciate, however, is
the correlational inaccessibility of the in-itself, which culminates in what Meillassoux calls “subjectivist metaphysics”
(of which vitalism is a species), or the idea according to which the “in-itself is devoid of truth because it is
unthinkable,” and so the correlation itself is absolutized. The subjectivist claims “that some of these relations, or
indeed all, are determinations not only of men, but of being itself” (Meillassoux 2007, 427). Duration, process, life, are
all examples, according to Meillassoux, of some aspect of human access to the world that is then projected onto the
world itself. That a life is absolutized in Deleuze and Guattari’s case is precisely the subjectivization of metaphysics
that he finds suspect: they project “into the things themselves a correlation which might be perception, intellection,
desire, etc., and makes it the absolute itself” (ibid.).
And yet, to my mind, this characterizes a highly selective reading of Deleuze and Guattari, a reading that
would see in the metaphysics of a life an attempt to overcome the correlational impasse by positing the correlation
itself as the Real, or “in-itself.” This would fail to appreciate the radical philosophical constructivism implied with
their notion of immanence, a principle which demands that “whenever immanence is interrupted as immanent to
something,” like a subject who thinks it, “we can be sure that this Something reintroduces the transcendent” (Deleuze
and Guattari WP 47). The point is that immanence, as it is discussed in their What is Philosophy?, is a “One-All” (WP,
39), which means that thought itself is a segment of it, in no way outside of it, or reflecting on it, but as a part of it,
weaving it. This is why they write that, “the plane of immanence has two facets as Thought and as Nature, as Nous and
as Physis” (WP 38). All philosophic thought, and its conceptual machinery, is rigorously a part of the Real, not only as
an existential “fact” of the Real—or facticity in Meillassoux— but as that through which the Real is given in the
concept.
But to be rigorous, this cannot mean that the concept is a representation of the Real, as if from outside of it.
This is why Deleuze and Guattari claim that the concept “has no reference: it is self-referential; it posits itself and its
object at the same time as it is created” (WP 22); there is only a pragmatics of concept construction. This means that
the concepts that populate the Deleuzoguattarian metaphysical scheme are not representations of thought-independent
reality, but are productions of reality itself, “weaving” itself, to become immanent only to itself; they are constructions
whose plane of immanence, which they populate, is presupposed, but not preexistent (WP 41). Immanence must be
“instituted,” or philosophically constructed through the concept rather than being a “program, design, end or means”
(ibid.). Philosophical concepts must therefore construct immanence; they must construct what it is they presuppose.
What this means, more precisely, is that presupposition is the way the plane is posed, namely, as
presupposed:at once already there, and yet constructedphilosophically; it is presupposed only insofar as it is
constructed as presupposed in the concept: “even the prephilosophical plane,” write Deleuze and Guattari, “is only so
called because it is laid out as presupposed and not because it pre-exists without being laid out” (WP 78). With this,
we are given the magnificent self-synthesizing apparatus at the heart of their immanent constructivism: the concept

poses, or constructs immanence, but as what must be presupposed in order that immanence may be posed in the
concept. The necessity of the philosophic presupposition is generated in and through the concept constructing
immanence; the latter constructs its own necessity in and through philosophy. 1 Immanence is “immanent only to
itself” because it is self-generating in and through philosophic concepts; it is causa-sui.
What is gained here by this excursion into the logic of immanent constructivism is more than simply a
refutation of those who would see in the notion of a life a “subjectivist metaphysics”; much more than this, we are
presented with a life, not as what can or cannot be verified, as what either exists or does not, but as what must be
forged, as what must be philosophically invented. The bios that Esposito celebrates at the end of his important study is
not “discovered,” in this perspective; as if once we have removed the thanatopolitical declensions of immunity,
communitas were already there, as its negative, waiting to be recognized, or discovered, as physicists believe of their
atom; in this view, bios is the biopolitical space that thought constructs as the presupposed, immanent ground for itself.
Esposito’s rich tour of concepts in the last chapter of Bios, the flesh, individuation, the transindividual, and so on,
would then function as conceptual constructions that attempt to forge a foundation, an earth, for themselves, that is
immanent only to itself – in other words, a life.
A life is precisely what immunitas would be called to preserve, then. But this immunitary function would itself
have to be complicated significantly, since the ground thought has created for itself is not populated by any-thing or
anyone, any subject or object; there is no-thing to preserve. The plane of immanence, as Deleuze and Guattari write, is
the “nonthought within thought…it is the most intimate within thought and yet the most absolute outside—an outside
more distant than any external world because it is an inside deeper than any internal world: it is immanence…” (WP
59). To “preserve” the outside of the interior and the interior of the outside would not be to protect of any-thing;
rather, it would be to preserve thought from the image thought gives itself in which it would need to preserve
something (cf., WP 37); it would be an immunitary logic that creates a space for the radical depopulated conditions of
thought, and not, as Esposito himself risks suggesting, its repopulation. In this perspective, that Deleuze proclaims
“the people are missing” (TI 216), does not so much signify a depressing outlook for politics, as if we’re missing our
political heroes; rather, following Gregory Flaxman here, it’s that politics must be invented as impersonal, as
depopulated; thought must invent a “people who are missing.” It is only by constructing thought’s own emptying that
there could ever be a bios capable of the affirmative politics that Esposito wishes to see in Deleuze.

Notes
1

According to Esposito, it is uncertain whether life is simply “bare life,” in Foucault, or whether life and politics are
always already articulated together. He writes that, “it has sometimes been said that Foucault, absorbed for the most
part in the question of power, never sufficiently articulated the concept of politics… But an analogous observation…
could be raised as well in relation to the other term of the relation, which is to say that of life…” (Bios 44).

2

Much like “the medical practice of vaccinating the individual body,” continues Esposito, “so the immunization of the
body politic functions similarly, introducing within it a fragment of the same pathogen from which it wants to protect
itself, by blocking and contradicting natural development” (Bios 46).

3

Of course, Esposito remarks that, “Hobbes, and with him a large part of political philosophy, is not fully cognizant of
the specificity (and therefore also of the counter-factual consequences) of the conceptual paradigm that he in point of
fact also inaugurates” (Bios 47). It is for this reason that Esposito is so indebted to Nietzsche. See “Biopower and
Biopotentiality” for a Esposito’s discussion of Nietzsche.
4

This is what advances Nietzsche over modern political theorists in Esposito’s eyes: since, contrary to its primacy in
modern political thought (conservatio vitae), immunity is secondary with respect to a more primary impulse, namely,
the will to power.

5

In Immunitas, Esposito writes that, “Immunitas, as we have said, is an exception. But, based on both ancient and
modern definitions, it is also a privilege… immunity is perceived as such when it occurs as an exception to a rule that

everybody else must follow: “immunis est qui vaccat a muneribus, quae alii praestare debent” (Immunitas, 6).
6

See Bios 93-109.

7

In the case of physical domain, for example, the metastability of the system is suppressed, while in the domain of the
living being, the metastability from which it arose is conserved, the “psychic domain,” then arising as a further
individualization of the living being which, “in order to exist,” writes Simondon, “needs to be able to continue
individualizing by resolving problems in the milieu surrounding it, which is its milieu” (Simondon, IPC 126).
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Biochemical Architecture and the Pragmatics of Life

Précis
have included here two sections from a forthcoming article on bioarchitecture. I begin the article with a
description of a terrific short animated film, The Cathedral (Katedra)(2002), by Polish animator Tomasz Baginski,
which presents a vision of cosmic horror in which a man approaches what looks like a medieval cathedral on an
unknown, post-apocalyptic planet. As the man explores the inside of the structure, the light of his torch reveals to the
viewer that the pillars of the cathedral are living faces. By the end the film, the sun animates the cathedral, which then
consumes the man in its organic outgrowths, turning him into another face in one of its many pillars. The film presents
a dark vision of the interpenetration of the organic and inorganic in a “living architecture” that is at once cosmic in
scale and indifferent to humanity.

I

Fig. 1 Tomasz Baginski’s The Cathedral (2002).

Unfortunately, Baginski’s piece has, until now, only been used as a way to think the potentials of biomimetic
architecture: the outgrowth of the cathedral is thematically read as a model for biomimetic design, and animation is the
appropriate medium for such research. My own disappointment with these readings of the piece have to do neither
with their explicitly architectural interpretations, nor with the central role given to animation; rather, my
disappointment is that the life of architecture in this film is reduced to the biological. All cosmic dimensions are shortcircuited by the tyranny of biological life, its norms, so that The Cathedral is useful to architects insofar as it imitates
the “natural world.”
And yet, what I suggest in this article is that this bio-reductionism should really come as no surprise. It’s not as
if architecture is a stranger to the concept of biological life, to digital technologies, and using the latter to promote the
former. The first two sections I have included here explore how the concept of biological life is intimately connected to
architecture through digital technologies. If the invasion of computer-aided design (CAD) into architectural studios
signaled the inevitable displacement of the designer in the 1980s (Turkle 2009), then the introduction of evolutionary
computation (genetic and evolutionary algorithms, and Lindenmayer systems) by the 1990s brought with it a new agent
of design: Nature. Evolutionary computation afforded a new biological paradigm for conceptualizing the relations
between a built structure and its environment, namely: in terms of selective pressures and emergent morphologies,
which ultimately transformed the rhetoric of “sustainability,” by the 21st century, into strategies for “morphogenetic
design” (Hensel2006).
One of my main concerns in this article will be to show how the replicative success in architecture has
increased to such an extent that designers are now turning to biotechnology and synthetic biology (even working
directly with synthetic biologists) so that they may replicate not only the functionalities but also the materialities of

biological life. It is for this reason that I have included the section in which I suggest that biomaterial-architecture has
become biotechnology at a non-standard scale; but it is precisely because of this that “living design” is exemplary of
the biopolitical normativization of life as “destandardized.”
Though I do not include it here, I ultimately suggest that replicative success in bioarchitectectural design, far
from getting any closer to “life itself,” has only tightened the hold on life’s normative production; and so to infuse life
into architecture requires, not a more accurate production of the norm through more effective biomaterials and
functionalities, but a transformation in our habits of thought, akin to what Alfred North Whitehead proposes with his
speculative pragmatics of life, which connects, I suggest, to Baginski’s vision of a living architecture.

I. Metaphors, Computation, and Generative Design
In his article, “Metabolism and Morphology,” architect and theorist Michael Weinstock notes that, “form has been a
central focus in theories and practice of architecture throughout history, and overtime has aligned with many different
methodologies and methods of generating the shape of buildings” (Weinstock 2008: 27). Weinstock bemoans,
however, that in the history of built architecture the design of form is most often conceived of as a top-down process
in which material realization is a product of a logic or set of criteria (in the mind of the architect) other than the actual
material conditions within which it finds itself embedded. A structure’s relationship to the micro-activities of its
environment—wind speed, temperature gradients, landscape, et cetera— are merely afterthoughts accommodated by
technologies (environmentally sensitive surfaces—heat generation and transportation systems) applied after the fact,
after, that is, the generation of form. For Weinstock, this top-down method, exemplified by the modernist discourse on
universal space,1 neglects not only the range of material and energetic relations a structure can share within its
environment, but also, and principally, how these relations cannot themselves be excluded from the generation of form
when the goal is “performance-oriented design” in a dynamic environment.2
Morphology and metabolism: two concepts used to describe the biological world, but now thought by
Wienstock, among others, to describe what is an achievable relationship between built form and environment.
In the natural world, form and metabolism have a very different relationship [than in the history of built
architecture]. There is an intricate choreography of energy and material that determines the morphology of living
forms, their relations to each other, and which drives the self-organization of populations and ecological systems…
The study of natural metabolisms is a significant resource for design as it reveals that shape or morphology is deeply
integrated within the means of capturing and transmitting energy. The organization and morphology of energy systems
of the natural world provide a set of models for what will become the new ‘metabolic morphologies’ of future
buildings, and ultimately of cities (2008: 27).
In the special issue of AD, Techniques and Technologies in Morphogenetic Design, Michael Hensel describes
this trend of turning to notions of morphology and metabolism in design as exemplary of the “biological paradigm” in
architecture. This paradigm, thought to describe an amorphous field whose experiments range from computational
architectures (e.g., the use of genetic, evolutionary, and parallel algorithms) to biochemical engineering (e.g., creating
artificial photosynthesis), is arguably unified by its concern for using the dynamism of the natural world, however that
be conceived (neo-Darwinian, symbiotic, etc.), 3 as a model for an architecture capable of a dynamic relationship with
its environment.

I. a. Early Definitions
Of course the connection between the built environment and biological life is far from a new one. As Brian Holland
notes in his article, “Computational Organicism: Examining Evolutionary Design Strategies in Architecture,” only four
years after the publication of Charles Darwin’s On the Origin of Species, the Revue Generale de l’Architecture
attempted to align built architecture with “the organized life of animals and vegetables” over against to the inorganic
world of rocks through the concept of “Organic Architecture” (Holland 2010: 486). Whether the editors of the Revue
were familiar with Darwin’s work seems insignificant compared to the explicit link forged between the inorganic
materials of architecture and the living forms of the natural world. Similarly, in her 2006 work, Architecture, Animal,
Human: The Asymmetrical Condition, Catherine Ingraham notes the deep historical connection between biological life
and architecture, but goes somewhat further writing that,

when biology and architecture officially come together—since architectural history and biology are both
formed as disciplines during the Enlightenment— they exchange metaphorical terms such as structure,
typology, organization, evolution, and development. This explicit exchange ceases, after a time, to be
noteworthy, but these metaphors subsist beneath both disciplines over the next two centuries” (Ingraham 2006:
23-24).
While Ingraham ultimately sees the relation between life and architecture as asymmetric— “between architecture and
life, there is a relation of asymmetry” (2006: 1)— the point here is that the natural and built worlds have a long and
nuanced history of entanglement, far from exhausted by the prevailing ‘biological paradigm’ in design.
Despite this, there is still something quite different about the prevailing biological paradigm in design—at least
as Hensel describes it— from much of what has characterized previous entanglements. In his 1979 work, The
Evolution of Designs: Biological Analogy in Architecture and the Applied Arts, Philip Steadman offers some insight,
characterizing architecture’s history of interest the biological world as follows,
… there are characteristics of designed objects such as buildings, and characteristics of the ways designs are
produced … which lend themselves peculiarly well to description and communication via biological metaphor.
The ideas of ‘wholeness’, ‘coherence’, ‘correlation’ and ‘integration’, used to express the organized
relationship between the parts of the biological organism, can be applied to describe similar qualities in the
well designed artifact. The adaptation of the organism to its environment, its fitness, can be compared to the
harmonious relation of a building to its surroundings (Steadman 1979: 4).
The biological world of morphology, metabolism, coherence, evolution, and so on, were thought of as useful
metaphors for the built environment. Architectural forms became analogically biological. Thus fitness, Steadman goes
on to say, becomes a highly effective metaphor for characterizing how certain styles— the modernist style, for example
— endure over time, or evolve to meet (cultural and historical) selection pressures. The issue is not whether the
modernist structure, as a built entity with its materials and its geometries, achieves evolutionary stability or mutates in
concert with the material and energetic exchanges it shares with its environment; but rather, at stake is whether the
(abstract) form continues to guide the organization of materials, or evolves, affecting new material organizations.
Steadman’s narrative is compelling for a number of reasons, not least of which is the contrast he allows us to
draw between the metaphorical use of biology by architects and the more recent bioscientific methods of research
employed by designers—the so-called ‘biological paradigm.’ Architectural form is no longer something pre-given (in
the mind of an architect, for instance) but is itself a product of morphogenesis, thus “paralleling a wider scientific
search for a theory of morphogenesis in the natural word” (Frazer 1995: 9).
While exhaustively recounting this transition from the biological metaphor in architecture to biological
architecture, or bioarchitecture, is beyond our scope here, John Frazer, in his now seminal work, An Evolutionary
Architecture (1995), provides a useful starting place. He notes that, “Architecture is considered a form of artificial life,
subject, like the natural world, to principles of morphogenesis, genetic coding, replication and selection. The aim of an
evolutionary architecture is to achieve in the built environment the symbiotic behavior and metabolic balance that are
characteristic of the natural environment” (1995: 9). But as Frazer attests, it was only with advances outside of
architecture (and even biology), in computer science, mathematics, and evolutionary computation that evolutionary
architecturecould develop into a mature field of speculative research.

I. b. Computational Starts
John Holland’s research and development of the genetic algorithm in his 1975 work, Adaptation in Natural and
Artificial Systems, and its later application by Richard Dawkins in the Blind Watchmaker (1986) (“biomorphs”), were
two such advancements.
Holland, in many ways the inheritor of John von Neumann’s incomplete work on reproducing computers (or
programs), once quipped that, “that’s where genetic algorithms came from. I began to wonder if you could breed
programs the way people would say, breed good horses and breed good corn.” (Mitchell 2009: 128. With the genetic
algorithm (GA), Holland discovered an effective means for generating solutions to optimization problems. The GA
simulates the behavior and adaptation of randomly generated candidate solutions over a period of time. Each
generation of “individuals” is evaluated based on a fitness function; it is then selected for, combined with other fit

individuals to be parents of the next generation (with the chance of random mutation), and so on until a solution is
arrived at (cf. 129; Terzidis 2006: 19). What is critical is that the algorithm performs the process of natural selection
irrespective (in principle) of human invention or concern; the process is thought to exist in nature and the algorithm
simulates this selection.
Richard Dawkins, for his part, was quick to pick up on this, and develops one of the first well-known
experimental applications of artificial, evolutionary design in The Blind Watchmaker. By using a GA to evolve a
population of “biomorphs”— two-dimensional tree-like structures that graphically represent a set of genes — he
establishes that without a God-designer, extreme complexity can be generated from very simple origins through
iterative processes (non-random selection, random mutation, and replication).

Fig. 2 Richard Dawkins’ biomorph in the Blind Watchmaker (1987: 58).
Although this may be true in principle, Frazer is quick to note that the evaluation of selection criteria occurs at every
generation in Dawkins’ biomorph. 4 Artificial selection accompanies natural selection in such a way that the
programmer-user guides the process at every generation, using other factors such as appearance as selection criteria,
and selecting out what are deemed useless formal developments (1995: 59). The importance of artificial selection for
architectural design is stressed by Frazer and his team (cf. 59, 75); but this is combined with modifications to
Holland’s original ideas about optimization, following the developmental criteria that environmental inputs also have
to be accounted for in the development of a genetic-code script.5 As Frazer puts it:
It has been emphasized above that DNA does not describe the phenotype, but constitutes instructions that
describe the process of building the phenotype, including instructions for making all the materials, then
processing and assembling them… these are all responsive to the environment as it proceeds, capable of
modifying in response to conditions such as the availability of foodstuffs, and so on… This procedure is
environmentally sensitive. The rules are constant, but the outcome varies according to materials or
environmental conditions” (99)
Experimentally, emphasis fall off the production one optimal solution, and is redirected onto the “production of a
population that has learned to respond in an appropriate way to particular inputs” (1995: 59). “Classifier systems”6 are
then implemented alongside evolutionary algorithms as a way to account for how a system perceives its current
environment — as a structural coupling (103)7 — in order to gauge the appropriate output, that is then (positively or
negatively) fed back into the code-script. Frazer considers this process closer to learning and responding to a problem
than it is to optimization:
A Classifier system receives information from the environment, the information is checked against conditional
rules (classifiers), and the rules are acted upon in order to output to the environment. This linking of detection,
internal processing of information, and action is regarded as analogous to an organism perceiving information

from the environment, thinking about it, and acting on it. If the action produced is effective, the organism
receives some pay-off or reward, and this implementation of success is modeled in implementations of
classifier systems (59).
There are a number of significant issues for us here, one of which is the differing models of evolutionary and
developmental biology employed in Frazer’s development of a genetic code-script. He seems to be indebted at once to
neo-Darwinian models of evolution where the gene is the principle unit of selection (DNA “constitutes instructions
that describe the process of building the phenotype, including instructions for making all the materials, then processing
and assembling them”), and trends in evolutionary and developmental biology (autopoiesis, DST, Evo Devo, et
cetera), particularly evident in Tim Jachna’s characterization of Frazer’s understanding of the gene in the postscript to
An Evolutionary Architecture: “the notion of an ideal gene is useless. The merits of genetic information are reveled
only in the process of their immersion in the context through the interface of the organism. Their meaning is purely
relational” (1995: 115).
>To problematize Frazer’s biology is not really the point, however; rather the point is to see in it how closely
architectural form generation parallels the research and development in evolutionary and developmental biology so that
his “model of architecture exhibits the characteristics of metabolism, epigenesis, self-reproduction, mutability, which
are generally agreed to be requirements of life” (1995: 55).

Fig. 3 Interactivator: Networked Evolutionary Design System
(John Frazer, Julia Frazer, Manit Rastogi, Peter Graham, Patrick Janssen); image from Frazer, “Digital code scripts for
generative and evolutionary design: De Identitate” (2004) ( http://www.generativedesign.com/asialink/de6.htm ).
Broadly then, Frazer and his team pioneer an evolutionary methodology for architectural design in which biological
life is no longer mere inspiration for design (a vague metaphor) but shares with it a computational logic — whether
Neo-Darwinian, or even endosymbiotic (Parisi – see note 3). But more specifically, and directly a propos the concerns
of this paper, Frazer’s evolutionary methodology makes the strong claim (noted above) that the architectural species he
breeds are “in a limited sense, conscious” and “emerge,” he continues,
on the very edge of chaos, where all living things emerge, and [they] will inevitably share some of the
characteristics of primitive life forms. And from this chaos will emerge order: order not particular, peculiar,
odd or contrived, but order generic, typical, natural, fundamental and inevitable—the order of life (1995: 103).
With this, new parallels among architecture, evolutionary and developmental biology, and soft artificial life emerge.
Architecture becomes a site of convergence between the “natural” and “artificial” sciences of life, with particular
emphasis on the spatial and temporal dynamics involved in the genesis of living forms. 8
Whether architects working under the auspices of (soft) “evolutionary,” “bio,” or “living” architecture would

all make the strong claim to artificial life (strong ALife) that Frazer, following Tom Ray,9 seems to— instead, that is,
of the weak claim (weak ALife) that architecture simulates but doesn’t synthesize life — is hard to say. 10 What seems
clearer however is that the generative possibilities afforded to architects by computation make possible new
methodological alliances with soft artificial life research. 11

II. Biochemistry, or the future of living architectures?
The idea that architects incorporate the logic of the biological world into design is far from a new one (Ingraham).
Likewise, the idea that design and biology might share the same (computationally) generative rules has gradually
become an established discourse as well. But achieving what is possible in digital media in the built environment is, by
way of contrast, a different matter altogether, and has become a new species of speculative architecture.
Michael Hensel and Achim Menges, for their parts, are critical of much of what has emerged from digitalcomputational architectures and insist on the need to return to material and construction logics. They put it this way:
… the current use of CAD- CAM technologies in architecture serves more often than not as the facilitative,
and affordable, means to indulge in freeform architecture. Although this may occasionally lead to innovative
structures and novel spatial qualities, it is important to recognise that the technology serves merely as an
extension of well-rehearsed and established design processes. Particularly emblematic is the underlying
impoverished notion of form-generation, which refers to various digitally driven processes resulting in shapes
that remain detached from material and construction logics… As these notational systems are insufficient in
integrating means of materialisation, production and construction, they cannot support the evaluation of
performative effects, and so these crucial aspects remain invariably pursued as top-down engineered material
solutions (Hensel and Menges 2008a: 55).
If computationally-driven design is capable of digitally simulating the biological world, it has so far been incapable of
successfully incorporating material and construction logics into its design programs. CAD/CAM technologies are still
driven by a top-down logic: the actual performance and behavior of materials is more of an afterthought, according to
Hensel and Menges, than a co-driver in the design process. Matter, for all intents and purposes, is still inert and only
given form by immaterial code. 12
To Hensel and Menges, this calls for a more dynamic relation between computation and materialization
processes (2008a: 56). 13 What this means for biodesign, according to Hensel, is a literal biological paradigm in
architecture. The idea is that in order to synthesize biological life, one must work from its constituent parts, its
“building blocks.” Hensel thus proposes a return to the “molecular materials” of life, to its very chemical supports 14;
architecture must become biochemical and not simply digital-computational if it is to become truly, or rather,
minimally, living:
It would seem logical and necessary to also include the molecular scale, which promises to yield a
functionality of an as yet unrealised extent and to make possible advanced performativity and sustainability.
Such an approach would involve biochemistry, the discipline concerned with the study of molecules and their
chemistry in reactions that facilitate the processes that make living systems possible (Hensel 2006a: 19).
For many architects working under the banner of bioarchitecture, a “material turn” is thus underway; a return from the
abstract, simulations of life, to its material components, to its wet synthesis 15; a return from representations of life in
silico to its concrete, material ecologies. That architects have begun to look to recent developments in biotechnology
in general, and synthetic biology specifically, in an effort to achieve a dynamic relation between material ecologies
and generative computation is not entirely surprising then. In this view, architecture becomes one of the many sites of
synthetic biological application. The materials of the built environment would then literally be alive.
Of course synthetic biology is itself a highly amorphous field that is hard to pin down. Broadly, it is a
formalization of biotechnology (through rDNA technology – see below), made possible by the methodological
application of engineering design principles to living systems (cf. Carlson 2010: 83-86) according to three different,
and not unrelated, models of design, each of which is associated with a scientific spokesperson: device-based
standardized construction (“BioBricks”): Drew Endy; problem-focused re-engineering of microbes: Jay Keasling; and

whole-genome engineering (the synthesis of an entire genome): J. Craig Venter.16 A number of architects and
designers are now actively working in this field, even directly collaborating with engineers and scientists. Projects
such as “Synthetic Aesthetics,” jointly sponsored by the University of Edinburgh and Stanford University, and funded
by the National Science Foundation (NSF) and the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (UK),
promote such “reciprocal collaboration,” fostering, as they boast on their website, the “designing, understanding and
building [of] the living world” (http://www.syntheticaesthetics.org/).
Experimental architect and co-founder of The Living (http://www.thelivingnewyork.com/), David Benjamin,
has been actively working with synthetic biologists and has been developing architectural pedagogy around such
transdisciplinary collaborations. In short, he is thinking about how the standardization of biological parts, or the
“BioBricks” model, may be transferred to the architectural context, so that biological parts, such as promoters (e.g.
phage promoters), terminators (e.g., bacterial, yeast, and eukaryotic), and so on, may be assembled as systems for
architectural application (http://biobricks.org/). This is analogous to the way different circuits are constructed in
electrical engineering from different parts, following what is known as the “abstraction hierarchy” in engineering:
there are parts designers and device and system designers. The application potential of this biotechnology increases
substantially using this hierarchy, since you do not need to be a specialist in the chemistry to design an effective
system (Cf. 2010: 83-88).

Fig. 4 An image of LEGO bacteria based on the BioBricks, or LEGO, model of synthetic biology. Image from
Equinox Graphics.
The potential impacts of this biotechnology are undeniable. For example, one of Benjamin’s architectural students,
who, with no previous knowledge of synthetic biology, proposed the redesign of yeast and microalgae by using
synthetic biology so that these cells were able to convert sugar and sunlight into fuel, but by generating 80% less
carbon than is typical; he was able to reimagine the fuel cycle with vast implications at multiple scales, including
architectural. 17 And yet such innovation is not uncommon in the field of synthetic biology. The yearly undergraduate
(and now including high school) synthetic biology competition, iGem (International Genetically Engineered Machine),
testifies both to the ubiquity of innovation (not simply professional scientists), and the potential for far-reaching
impacts of this technology.
It would be unfair to say, of course, that all architects working with synthetic biology are making ontological
claims about life; 18 it would be equally unfair, however, to say that this turn to synthetic biology has not also been
embraced, by some architects, as the culmination of the living architecture Frazer had envisioned – to literally grow
buildings with biomaterials. While Frazer, for his part, admits that “it is [their] intention that the form-making process
will be part of the system…” (1995: 99), this intention now seems realizable, at least in part, with the incorporation of
biochemical materials, the ‘building blocks’ of biological life. Hensel, for example, notes that,
the very notion of architecture that is alive may sound scary to some and blasphemous to others. However,
what is proposed here is not a version of Mary Shelley’s Modern Prometheus. Instead, it involves embedding

into buildings the biochemical processes and functionality of life for the advantage of humans, other species
and the environment (2006a: 25).
In this view, bioarchitecture transitions from a species of soft to wet Alife— it’s just synthesizing life at a different
scale than is typical (Rasmussen et al. 2009). What’s important here is that wetsynthetic-life architecture seems to
achieve a truly “bioarchitecture”: the built environment not only reproduces functional properties of biological life —
as in soft ALife (Sober 2003) — but their materials are even biochemically engineered. Bioarchitecture: materially and
functionally reproducing natural life.

III. Bio-techno-political-architecture
My concern here has less to do with the technology per se and more to do with how the (syn-)biotechnological
definition of life has redistributed the field of “bioarchitecture” as a site of biopolitical intervention. This is not to say,
of course, that bioarchitecture has not always been, to some degree, biopolitically oriented. From the asymmetric
relation between architecture and life Ingrham describes, to Frazer’s generation of an architectural genetic-code script,
what does and does not count as “life” has always been a centerpiece of biodesign, so that bio never comes without the
political in bio(political-)architecture. But with the “biomaterial turn” in architecture, where architects are now
thinking of design as both functionally and materially bio(techno)logical, for the first time there is a superimposition of
“design” and “life” such that architecture/design has become biological just as much as biology has become designed;
this indicates, I want to suggest, a new biopolitical matrix for “living design.”
There is no shortage of critical literature suggesting the biotechnology reconfigures the field of the “living” in
which there is now a radical “de-standardization” of life. Starting with the invention of rDNA technology
(recombinant DNA)19 in the early 1970s, this technology (also known as genetic engineering) allowed scientists to join
DNA from different—and not necessarily sexually compatible— species by using restriction enzymes to cut the DNA
from different species, fusing together the cut strands in the plasmid using DNA ligase, and then insert it into a host
cell. 20 What this technology affords, and is the impetus for famous “Berg Letter” that proposed a moratorium of
experiments with rDNA technology, is destandardization of life that can have serious effects on multiple scales of
human and non-human experience (cf., Cooper 2008: 31-43).
This is an engineered biology where genetic exchange is no longer subject to the vertical transmission of
information based on a Weismannian-Mendelian paradigm (as was biotechnology in the first half of the twentieth
century, cf., 2008: 32), but is subject to a more flexible model of “transversal” exchange based on microbial
recombination, a model that defies species boundaries and sexual compatibility. Of course, this is not a wholly new
paradigm for biological knowledge; in fact, biotechnology is seen, by some, as an intensification what of Lynn
Margulis, for her part (via her theory of endosymbiosis) argues: namely, that the evolution of eukaryotic cells lies not
in random and gradual mutation (from prokaryotic cells, bacteria), but, instead, in contagious transmission, symbiotic
parasitism, between aerobic and anerobic bacteria (Cf. Margulis and Sagan 2002, 1986). Luciana Parisi, in her
Abstract Sex, and various articles,has done some of the most provocative work in this regard, linking the genetic
redistribution of biotechnology to broader conceptions of “life as contagion” in the theoretical biology of Margulis and
the philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari (Cf., Parisi 2007, 2004).
In this perspective, synthetic biology, exemplified by the “standardized parts” model (or BioBricks), is not so
much a “break” from all previous forms of biotechnology, as some would have it; 21 it is rather the extreme
consequence of the genetic engineering’s destandardization of life. Where destandardization becomes the norm,
biological materials no longer have a “natural” function; they may be recombined and repurposed for the design of an
effective biological system. Instead of the “messy tinkering” of early biotech, synthetic biology makes use of the
abstraction hierarchy in which there are standardized bio-parts whose relation to a system has yet to be determined.
And yet, we must be cautious here. It is certainly not surprising that there are a number of humanists interested
in the social and ethical issues associated with synthetic biology (Cf., Rabinow and Bennett 2012; Balmer and Martin
2008). But there are also a growing number of scholars, namely, Mark Bedau, Manuel Delanda et al., who, like Parisi,
tend to see in this technology broader patterns of “emergence,” “self-organization,” or “system distribution” that
intensify already extent ontological properties of the world— self-organization all the way up and all the way down.
Isabelle Stengers, for her part, rails against precisely this reduction of all systems to emergence and self-organization,
writing that, “[i]ndeed, self-organization can be seen as a new ‘all-terrain’ response” (Stengers 2011: 233) that allow

for parallelisms to be established between technoscience and the emergent properties of the world (Cf., Delanda 2011,
2002).
My own concern at this stage, has less to do with the ontological reduction involved with emergence, and more
to do with how valorizing the relatively recent “destandardization of life” tends to elide the biopolitical conditions that
produced it, that is to say, how “life-as-destandardization” is produced as the new norm. Melinda Cooper (Life as
Surplus) and Kaushik Sunder Rajan (Biocapital), for their parts, have provided some of the most interesting
commentary in this regard. Cooper, for example, makes the case that the destandardization of life is inseparable from
neoliberal investment in biological futures of flexibility and regeneration. She shows how the birth of genetic
engineering, as a practice, was facilitated by the Regan administration’s need for a political tool to denounce the
environmental regulations of the Carter-era. She suggests that Regan created the economic conditions for rDNA
technology to flourish—through a series of reforms that made investment in biotech easier— as a basis for denouncing
the Carter-era rhetoric of post-Fordist, economic and environmental “crisis.” If life could be “destandardized,” then
there would be a foundation for the neo-conservative rhetoric whereby the biosphere was far from depleted, as was
previously thought from industrialism, but could be turned into a new opportunity for investment – a post-industrial
economy of flexibility, a bioeconomy (Cooper 2008: 25-29). Thus, for Cooper, given that biotech was itself funded
and sustained by a neoliberal political economy (new alliances were now possible between the private and public
sector via the Bayh-Dole Act, creating the “scientist-entrepreneur”), the radical destandardization of life could not but
be a political problem.
The point is, the destandardization of life is inseparable, in Cooper’s view, from the complex political networks
that require it to be flexible, re-combinable, in a word, designable. Despite the rhetorics that would suggest that life,
with its technoscientific flexibility, merely actualizes the creative capacities already at work in the natural world and
so makes the norm immanent to it, misses the fact life is destandardized, and so re-combinable and (re-)designable,
only as a site of political intervention. And by extension, that synthetic biology, in the twenty-first century, is now
viewed as a sub-discipline of engineering, in which biological life is reducible to parts and circuits that may be reengineerd (top-down synthetic biology), or even designed de novo (bottom-up synthetic biology), 22 is inseparable, as
some have suggested (Rabinow and Bennett 2012), form the complex political and economic machinery that
discursively produces and frames synthetic biology as the “brand” (life-as-designed) that it requires for effective
engagement with national security, biodefense, biosafety, and so on, in the “war of terror” (Cf., Schmidt 2008).
Although, recall that the issue for us is not biotechnology per se, but rather how bioarchitecture’s turn to
biotechnology in general, and synthetic biology specifically, is not a simple, or innocent, “turn” to the “chemical
components” of life that fulfills Frazer’s dream of a “living” design, as Michael Hensel and others would advocate.
Rather, the design of life through biomaterials in architectural design is not at a remove from biotechnology, at a safe
distance, using its materials and methods as mere inspiration or metaphor; on the contrary, bioarchitecture has become
biotechnology at a non-standard scale. But it is precisely because of this, namely, that biomaterial-architecture invests
in the flexibility of the materials and functionalities of life, that it is exemplary of the biopolitical production of the
normativization of destandardized life.
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Notes
1

Cf. Michael Hensel and Achim Menges, “Designing Morpho-Ecologies: Versatility and Vicissitude of Heterogeneos
Space” (2008).

2

In their introduction to AD Versatility and Vicissitude: Performance in Morpho-ecological Design,” Menges and
Hensel suggest that we replace the tired rhetoric of “sustainability” with a more dynamic set of concepts, such as
versatility and vicissitude: the former describing the behavior and performance of an organism, or building, in a
context, the latter describing the “differentiation of the object and the dynamic of the environment” (Hensel and
Menges 2008: 7). And ‘ecology’ captures dynamic relation between organism/building and environment — hence a
new paradigm: morpho-ecological design.
3

In her fascinating article, “Symbiotic Architecture: Prehending Digitality,” Luciana Parisi charts two major trends in
bio-algorithmic architecture: the use of serial algorithms — genetic and evolutionary algorithms— associated with
Neo-Darwinian thinking (Dawkins); and parallel or symbiotic algorithms, based on the logic of symbiotic parasitism,
closely associated with Lynn Margulis’ theory of endosymbiosis (Parisi 2009).

4

Manuel DeLanda, for his part, notes in his well-known article, “Deleuze and the use of the Genetic Algorithm in
Architecture”(2002), that the genetic algorithm in design needs to be understood in more (Deleuzian) topological and
intensive terms, so that the algorithm is able to find solution spaces not pre-given in the problem. The designer should
not, then, guide the process a la Dawkins: “as an aid in design these techniques would be quite useless if the designer
could easily foresee what forms will be bred” (DeLanda 2002: 9), but they should become designers of “abstract
diagrams” in virtual evolutionary space. Also see Paul A. Harris,’ “To See with the Mind and Think Through the Eye:
Deleuze, Folding Architecture, and Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers” (2005) for a thorough discussion of what the
Deleuzian notion of the abstract diagram means for architecture.

5

“The evolutionary model requires that an architectural concept to be described in a form of ‘genetic code.’ This code
is mutated and developed by computer program into a series of models in response to a simulated environment” (1995:
65).

6

Cf. D.E. Goldberg, Genetic Algorithms in Search, Optimisation and Machine Learning (1989).

7

Although Maturana and Varela are not discussed at any length in Frazer’s work, he characterizes the future of
evolutionary architecture as autopoietic. He also speaks of the co-evolution of system and environment, which
suggests connections to current work in Developmental Systems Theory (1995: 83, 103).

8

D’Arcy Thomson’s book On Growth and Form (1961)was immensely influential for a new generation of architects.
See Greg Lynn, Animate Form (1999) for an excellent discussion of Thomson’s work.

9

Cf. Tom Ray “An Approach to the Synthesis of Life” in ALife II (2003).

10 Proponents

of strong ALife believe that artificial life systems, whether soft, hard, or wet, are actually alive (Langton
2003), while proponents of weak ALife believe that the systems merely simulate life processes. For a thorough
analysis of the differences through the lens of ‘functionalism’ in philosophy of mind, see Elliot Sober’s “Learning
from Functionalism: Prospects for Strong Artificial Life” (2003). Bioarchitects themselves seem divided on this point.
Following Frazer, Una-May O’Reilly, Ian Ross, and Peter Testa of MIT’s Emergence and Design seem to make the
case for a strong ALife program: cf., “Emergent Design: Artificial Life for Architecture Design”(2000); while
designers and theorists such as Greg Lynn, Alisa Andrasek, Jenny Sabin, Roland Snooks, among many others,would
simply make the case that they use biocomputing to explore living processes and not necessarily that they’re
synthesizing life as such.
11

MIT’s Emergent Design Group, once headed by Una-May O’Reilly, Peter Testa, and Devyn Weiser, has taken the
opportunity to develop a number of experimental design tools that incorporate genetic/evolutionary computation and
environmental modeling into different software packages; and in doing so they have brought architectural and artificial
life research programs into new proximity. “Morphogenetic Surface Structures,” or MoSS, and “Generative Form
Modeling and Manufacturing,” or Genr8, are two such experimental design tools. See Testa and Weiser, “Emergent
Structural Morphology” (2002).

12

Frazer confirms Hensel and Menges’ thesis, namely, that matter is only an afterthought, a passive receptacle for
form: “[e]ventually it is our intention that the form-making process will be part of the system, but for the moment our
model works by describing the process of processing and assembling the materials. The actual processing and
assembly is external to the model” (1995: 99).

13

Hensel and Menges go on to suggest that the “logic of computation strongly suggests such an alternative, in which
the geometric rigor and simulation capability of computational modeling can be deployed to integrate manufacturing
constraints, assembly logics and material characteristics” (2008a: 56). This means that the potentials for biological
design, or even (artificially) living design, are extended further still, from digital form generation, to actual building
performance and behavior. The logic of this digital-material biodesign unfolds, then, not by trading one for the other,
the immaterial world of digitization for the concrete world of material sciences, but through a synthesis of the two; a
design program “that derives morphological complexity and performative capacity without differentiating between
form-generation and materialization processes” (56).

14

“To pursue seriously the proposition of synthetic-life architectures it is important to take a close look at biological
processes and materials, all the way down to the molecular scale, involving biochemistry in the understanding of the
advanced functionality and performance capacity of biological organisms” (2006a: 19).

15

Very broadly, there are parallels between the “material turn” in architecture and the material/real turn in recent
continental philosophy. While in philosophy, the return to the real and/or material is associated, most commonly, with
a move away from what Quentin Meillassoux has called, “correlationism,” or the idea according to which, since Kant,
there is no object without a subject— they are correlated (Meillassoux 2008); so too in architecture there is a move
away from computation as sole media of generative design (purely in silico), and an embrace of the complex material
ecologies of design. See for instance, Michael Hensel, Defne Sunguroglu, and Achim Menges’ “Material Performance”
(2008) in which they consider the performance capacities of wood, and argue that it should be considered a “smart
material.” Also consider the Neri Oxman’s work on what she calls the “material ecology” of architecture in
“Structuring Materiality: Design Fabrication of Heterogeneous Materials”(2010). There have also been a number of
conferences that suggest such an overlap between philosophical and architectural materialisms. For example:
“Proto/e/co/logics: speculative materialism in architecture” (http://www.genware.org/agentware/blog/?p=85) in 2011;
and the “Leper Creativity: Cyclonopedia Symposium” on Reza Negerastani’s Cyclonopedia: Complicity with
Anonymous Materials (2008), also in 2011.
16

For an overview of the field of synthetic biology, see Robert Carlson’s, Biology is technology (2010); Paul Rabinow
and Gaymon Bennett’s, Designing Human Practices: An Experiment with Synthetic Biology (2012); and Andrew

Balmer and Paul A. Martin’s, Synthetic Biology: Social and Ethical Challenges (2008).
17

See
David
Benjamin’s
interviews
http://www.azuremagazine.com/newsviews/blog_content.php?id=1732;
http://www.azuremagazine.com/newsviews/blog_content.php?id=1732

with
and
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here:
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18

Christophe Malaterre argues that, in the main (save bottom-up synthetic biology), synthetic biologists are
unconcerned with ontological questions about life, or even the related question of the origin of life. See Malaterre,
“Can synthetic biology shed light on the origin of life?” (2009).

19

Although the patent for rDNA lists Stanley N. Cohen and Herbert W. Boyer as inventors (1980), Paul Berg, for his
part, was one of the first to produce a recombinant DNA molecule in 1972, and, along with Walter Gilbert and
Frederick Sanger, was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his work on recombinant DNA.

20

In his well-known 1972 paper, Berg published the results of his experiments with the SV40 monkey virus and the
bacterial virus known as the bacteriophage lambda. In his experiment, Berg cut open up the circular units of DNA of
the SV40 and phage using restriction enzymes and then spliced into the SV40 DNA, DNA cut from the bacteriophage,
sealing the plasmid with DNA ligase. According to Berg, these methods are “general and offer an approach for
covalently joining any two DNA molecules together"(Berg, Paul, et al. 1972). Berg did not finish the final phase of the
project, however, in which he planned to insert the virus in a laboratory strain of E. coli. Although the virus was not
believed to pose a threat to humans as such, Berg’s colleagues raised concerns over the bio-safety of this technology,
fearing that an altered form of the virus in such a common bacteria as E. coli could have serious consequences if it
escaped into the environment. These are the fears that prompted “The Berg Letter.”

21

This notion that synthetic biology is a break from previous forms of biotechnology is not an uncommon rhetoric.
See Carlson 2010 and Rabinow Bennett 2012.

22

See Rasmussen et al. 2009; Bedau and Parke 2009.
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Panic Diaries: A Genealogy of Panic Disorder

Slow Disaster at the Digital Edge

Panic Diaries
A Genealogy of Panic Disorder

True!—nervous—very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad?
The disease has sharpened my senses—not destroyed—not dulled them.... Hearken! and observe how
healthy—how calmly I can tell you the whole story.—EDGAR ALLAN POE 1
The point is to reconfigure what counts as knowledge.
—DONNA HARAWAY 2

THE FIRST CUT
erhaps it was a clear, cold, blue-sky afternoon when the Iroquois Theater burned. Certainly it was a Wednesday;
the archives will tell you that. Sixteen chorus girls stood onstage singing "Pearly Moonlight" while the Queen of
the Aerial Ballet and her troupe of eleven dancers, tied to invisible wires and hanging high above the stage,
waited for their cue. In the audience, a crowd of nearly two thousand sat watching the matinee performance of Mr.
Bluebeard.3 Then a line of flame shot up the muslin curtain. The chorus girls kept on singing, but you could see their
eyes go wild.
Nearly six hundred people died in the Iroquois Theater fire one winter afternoon, December 30, 1903. "Panic
Balks Escape: Maddened Audience Unable to Reach the Exits," "Panic in the Iroquois Causes Frightful Loss–Women
and Children Trampled in the Wild Rush," read the headlines the next day. The exact cause of the extraordinary loss of
life appeared uncertain. Some reported that a short circuit in an electric light sparked the first flame. Others noted the
failure of the asbestos curtain to fall, held in place by the wire on which the Queen of the Aerial Ballet, in a
spectacular special effect, flew out over the audience.
But the owners of the newly opened Iroquois Theater, a palatial building in downtown Chicago, quickly
declared: "The panic, as everybody says, was the chief cause of the large number of deaths." 4 (Whatever the facts of
the matter, several stagehands and the chief electrician of the Iroquois were arrested and charged with manslaughter,
while fifteen chorus girls were jailed on a $5,000 bond as the sixteenth girl, one Miss Romaine, continued to elude
detectives.) 5
At the beginning or' the twentieth century, "panic" often plays a leading role in popular stories of catastrophe
and in theoretical stagings of the collective psychology of crowds. Jamming the exits and inflaming fatalities, panic
also permits those who preside over industrial-size disasters to account differently for the loss of life—and to render
more obscure its financial and legal accounting—by offering a deadly psychological subtext to the malfunctions of
increasingly massive, complex technosocial machineries. 6 The Iroquois Theater, built at a cost of over $1 million
and designed according to "the most modern plans," 7 boasted two thousand electric lights illuminating its giant interior
staircases where corpses piled as much as ten feet high as surging crowds struggled to flee the flames. The panicky
flight of the audience, the theater's owners had more than reason to believe, was at least as fatal as the fire itself.
"The panic is the crudest a11:d simplest example of collective mental life," writes William McDougall in
8
1920. Conceiving of panic as a form of "primitive sympathy" communicated via emotional contagion and collective
imitation or mimesis, several late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century social theorists view such instances of
contagious communication as the very nature of the "social." 9 "Suggestion" and "emotional contagion" are concepts
used to name the elusive force constituting the sociality of the modern collective, as well as the frenzied spread of
panic. Emile Durkheim, writing in 1912 with the accumulated confidence of an imperial ethnography, finds the most
elementary form of modern social life in the contagious communicative power of 0-e totemic image. 10 Embodying the
suggestive, binding power-of the very idea of a society, the totem image is uncovered by this founder of modern
sociology as an original imprint of a specifically social force. Where does this social force come from? From the
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energetic traces of effervescent rituals of mimesis and contagious emotion, explains Durkheim, reading the
ethnographic stories of nineteenth-century gentlemen and ladies observing the lives of the indigenous Iroquois in the
United States. 11 What burns in the Iroquois theaters, suggest the early messengers of a modern social science, may be
nothing other than the social itself.
What social is that? Is it communicating right now? Are you listening? Could you stop if you tried? The
theater of panic opens out onto the stage of the social. This book is written in the space of that opening.
Making openings is perhaps .the task of any effective theory, and any affecting theater (with which theory
shares an etymological tie in the Latin thea, the act of seeing). Antonin Artaud, theorist of an experimental "theater of
cruelty" in the 1930s, paid relentless attention to the opening "cut or inscription that makes mise-en-scène of the empty
stage in the first place," in Patricia Clough's words. 12 This cut or opening tear into the empty stage operates as a kind
of "originary technicity," a technique for producing (carving, inscribing) an opening, for framing an origin. 13 Out of
the void of possibilities, an incision toward meaning, toward a particular mise-en-scène, is made. Every opening of a
story, every gesture toward staging an origin, becomes, then, "a repetition of that which cannot be repeated: the first
cut." 14
Remember as best you can, always, the first cut into this story is-repeatedly performed in the dark, in a theater
I want to call the social, by something you could call terror.
Once upon a time one April night, a viceroy in eighteenth-century Sardinia has a terrifying dream of the plague
infecting himself and the whole tiny island. The next day, he refuses to allow a ship to dock in the harbor, suspecting it
carries the deadly contagion. The ship sails on, landing twenty days later in the port of Marseilles, where its arrival
coincides with the worst outbreak of the plague in that city's history. Artaud discovers this "astonishing historical fact"'
in the archives of the tiny town of Cagliari and opens his influential 1938 essay "The Theater and the Plague" by
recounting the strange tale. 15 Between the plague and the viceroy, Artaud observes, "a palpable communication,
however subtle, was established." It would be foolish, the theorist argues, to limit our notion of how disease
communicates to "contagion by simple contact.''16 More foolish still to fail to create a theater that can become, like the
plague that is profoundly its kin, a site of delirious communication, an epidemic of fatal meanings and the physical
matter of dreams.
Actor, playwright, schizophrenic, surrealist, essayist, and inmate for nine years in several asylums for the
insane, Artaud may seem like an unlikely supplement to the professionalizing ranks of early-twentieth-century
theorists of panic and the "suggestible" social. But let me suggest that Artaud's "theater of cruelty" sought to achievethrough the intensity of ritual and the experimental hieroglyphics of embodied forms—something on. the same order
as the conflagration at the Iroquois Theater. What modern social science tried to make intelligible, Artaud tried to
make real: the contagion of gesture, the communicative power of a scream, a mimetic theater of collective seizure and
frenzied emotion. Artaud's intent was not to start a panic but to experiment through performance with the features of
the social- never far from the alchemy of theater—that collective terror also opens toward. The "mind's capacity for
receiving suggestion," which Artaud identifies as one source of theater's transformative power, is precisely the capacity
that modern social science locates as one source of the social itself.17 One method by which the social communicates
its self. Are you still listening?

PSYCHOPOWER AND THE SOCIAL
Power does not bear a constant shape nor redound to a single source. It does not follow causal-linear or
dialectical-routes; it is not calculable in all of its effects; it does not remain material in substance.- WENDY
BROWN 18

Underneath all reason lies delirium.- GILLES DELEUZE 19
This is a story about panic, and about the techniques developed- in the entangled fields of social science and
psychiatry, the U.S. government and the military, the mass media and the transnational drug industry- to make
panicked bodies speak, and to manage what they can be heard to say. Stretching across the last century of U.S. history,
this is a selective chronicle of the sanctioned communications between a social "disorder" and that which would
govern it in the name of a desired order, in the interests of a more effective administration. Survey research, public

opinion polls, laboratory experiments, research on mental patients, self-tests in popular magazines, atom bomb tests in
the desert, cybernetic models, psychiatric interviews, electric shocks, clinical drug trials, TV talk shows, computerized
diagnostics, and genetic research compose one partial, compulsive inventory of the arsenal of techniques aimed at
producing potentially useful speech from the tremulous mouth of terror.
This is a story about what panic has been made to say and how such historically specific speech has been
produced. "The body is a historical situation," writes Judith Butler.20 The panicked body's situated history is the
embodied, wildly beating heart of this book.
Once upon a time one spring night as I was turning over to sleep I suddenly became terrified that I was about
to die. I started trembling, and my heart beat so fast in my chest I was sure it would just stop. The next day at work I
panicked again while sitting in front of the computer, then while walking down the sunlit street. My life became a
strung-together bunch of attacks of total terror. I didn't know what to do. I went to a doctor. She listened to my heart
and decided I was okay and should probably take a vacation. I couldn't afford to take a vacation. I went to a
psychiatrist. She listened to me talk and decided I probably had something called "panic disorder." She wrote me a
prescription for a drug called Xanax, which I thought was quite nice of her, since I couldn't afford to see a psychiatrist
again. After I took the Xanax, the attacks of panic eased. The pill knew how to talk to my terror. That pill
communicated with my panic while I remained for some time quite tongue-tied, without story or history for the
situation in which my body seized.
Does terror have its own archive? Is panic indexed in the annals of history? Are those of us who
symptomatically share heart-racing attacks of floating terror- what "normality," in a stunning dispossession of its own
fears, will call our "pathology"- documented in those densely stocked shelves? If, as performer Laurie Anderson
writes, "history is stories that we half-remember, and most of them never even get written .down," then what kind of
panic stories could be written out of the selective textual memories of the archival brain? 21 If the archive is, in Michel
Foucault's words, the "law of what can be said," if the archive is an actively present, productive "system of . . .
enunciability" ensuring that what is spoken today is "born in accordance with specific regularities," then out of such
closely governed speech what history of panic could possibly be told? 22
Certainly not a history that would try to give panic a true voice but, rather, a historicized story of the voices
given to panic by a knowledge compelled to make panic truthfully speak. Certainly not a history that would try to
contribute to a science of panic but, instead, a story of the historical formation of a science that claims knowledge of
panic as one of its significant contributions. The archive, Foucault warns, does not afford the genealogist a confident
empirical grasp of real historical objects, or the positivist pleasures of original discovery. What a genealogy "really
does," Foucault writes, is "entertain the claims to attention of local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate
knowledges against the claims of a unitary body of theory which would . . . order them in the name of some true
knowledge and some arbitrary idea of what constitutes a science and its objects. Genealogies are therefore not
positivistic returns to a more careful or exact form of science. They are precisely anti-sciences." It is not against
science in general, its contents or concepts, that genealogy takes aim, but rather against the social power accruing to
science at a particular historical moment: "It is really against the effects of a power of discourse that is considered to
be scientific that the genealogy must wage its struggle." 23
So this is a story about panic, and also about knowledge and power. Here the social sciences are important not
only in informing the methods used to compose such a story but also as players in the story" itself, active historical
participants in the social theater that they claim as their site of research. Doubling as both a method and an object of
my study, sociology is not a simple hero in this story, enabling a sick woman to locate her panicky symptoms in a
broader context of social and historical relations. Rather, sociology, social psychology, psychiatry, and
psychopharmacology are treated as historically specific social fields where panic is made into an object of knowledge
by scientific discourses and disciplined subjects that partially construct the very object they promise to explain and
control. Both subjects and objects of knowledge-sociology and its panicky populations, psychiatry and its terrified
patients, psychopharmacology and its centrally nervous systems-are situated in shifting historical networks of power.
What you know and don't know about panic is one of power's networked effects.
Thirty-five years after the Iroquois Theater burns, the social is again set on fire, this time by a 1938 CBS radio
drama of The War of the Worlds, starring Martians outfitted with high-tech death rays aimed at thousands of startled
inhabitants of the state of New Jersey. Hadley Cantril's now famous 1940 study of the "panic broadcast" is sponsored
by the Rockefeller Foundation and the Federal Radio Education Committee; Cantril's empirical measure of
"suggestibility" is made possible by new techniques of survey research incubated in the belly of the radio broadcast
industry. 24 Power operates the channels of transmission for what you hear and don't hear when terror talks.

In 1980, three decades after the U.S. government opens a new National Institute of Mental Health and declares
the management of mental disease a public health priority, "panic disorder" emerges as a new psychiatric
diagnosis. 25 Defined by floating attacks of terror that occur without any apparent cause, panic . disorder is estimated to
afflict millions of people in the United States. In 1982 a drug called Xanax, manufactured by the Upjohn Company,
appears on the market, quickly becoming a bestselling treatment for panic attacks and anxiety. Even when the panicky
body is your own, the experience of such a dis-ease never falls entirely outside the storied histories of power's play, of
power's insistent production of panic knowledge.
"Biopower" is the name Michel Foucault gives to the coupling of the power of the modern state with the
planned administration of the life, health, and diseases of individuals and entire populations. Foucault's earliest
intimations of biopower can be found in The Birth of the Clinic: An Archaeology of Medical Perception (1963), where
he narrates the convergence of social and medical space architectured by the late-eighteenth-century French state,
partly in response to the political demand to control contagious epidemics, most dramatically the plague.26 Located
simultaneously at multiple levels of social organization-including economic relations, state surveillance strategies, and
knowledge practices in medicine and the social sciences-the appearance of biopower for Foucault marks the very
"threshold of modernity." For the first time, "methods of power and knowledge assumed responsibility for the life
processes and undertook to control and modify them,'' bringing human health and disease into "the realm of explicit
calculations." The result is the historical emergence of a "normalizing" society. 27
"PSYCHOpower" is the name I would offer for technologies of power and techniques of knowledge developed
by a normalizing society to regulate the psychological life, health, and disorders of individuals and entire populations.
In part conceptual kin and strategic ally of modern biopower, PSYCHOpower operates through psychological
monitoring, measurement, and discipline, administering order in the unruly psychic realms of perception, emotion, and
memory. As Nikolas Rose observes, the twentieth-century" 'psycho' know ledges," organized aro.und the psychological
"discipline of thee normal individual," play an increasingly significant role in the exercise of power and the
government of groups in purportedly democratic, late capitalist societies. 28 PSYCHOpower makes possible the
"democratic" administration of collective or group existence through techniques of public opinion polling, attitude
measurement, and the psychological test, intensifying and multiplying the communicative feedback loops between
governing bodies and the bodies they would govern. These techniques, according to Rose, pursue the dream of a
psychological expertise that would "allow the continuous adjustment of the decisions taken by authorities ... in the light
of the subjective commitments, values, and motivations of those over whom authority is to be exercised .. .. [A]uthority
is to be both effective and legitimate to the extent that it is exercised in the light of a knowledge of those who are
governed."29 PSYCHOpower works by multiplying the possible surfaces of contact between psychic processes and
their regulation, and by legitimating power itself as a kind of therapeutic activity.
The psychic life of panic has been a sustained target of PSYCHOpower's attention. Panic and its collective and
individual disorderings offer up one experimental space, one extended strategic surface, on which PSYCHOpower has
developed an empirical language and a set of instrumental techniques for measuring and managing the accelerated
pulse of panicky bodies. Beginning on the anxious eve of World War II, I track the emergent techniques used to
identify and manipulate the psychological matters of collective terror. Out of hybrid experiments conducted in the
crucible of market research, public opinion surveys, social psychology, and U. S. military strategy, empirical methods
are forged for more confidently speaking about features of panic that are now, with more confidence, heard to speak.
In the postwar years, concern about the U.S. public's propensity for "mass hysteria,. in the face of escalating
Cold War tensions and nuclear threats gives rise to a concerted effort among civilian and military government
agencies, and social scientists, to investigate the collective dynamics of panic behavior.Public opinion polls attempt to
register shifting tides of atomic terror. Academic researchers pursue laboratory models of panic interactions.
Cybernetics and the information sciences model new communication strategies for controlling panic and promoting its
presumed antithesis, national "morale." Civil defense agencies distribute pamphlets and produce feature-length films
encouraging calm and highlighting the proper attitudes and information necessary to avoid a catastrophic postatomic
panic.
The experience of individualized terror, too, is subjected to the disciplining productions of empirical findings
and regulatory controls.From military psychiatry's treatment of "war neuroses" during World War II to the introduction
of "panic disorder" in the late-twentieth-century lexicon of biopsychiatry, PSYCHOpower tries to project a persuasive
empirical outline across the surface of symptomatic terrors that it promises to both name and erase. Structured
psychiatric interviews, psychopharmacology, clinical drug trials, and the development of an "empirically based"

diagnostic system usher in an unprecedented set of systematic psychiatric techniques for managing individualized
disorders of affect and desire, of perception and memory, of trauma and the telltale heart of terror.
But I do not intend the notion of PSYCHOpower only as an extension of modern biopower. It is not only a
psychological correlate of Foucault's story of the calibrated management of "life itself' through disciplinary
technologies and a normalizing gaze.T he PSYCHOpower I see at work is not only indebted to Foucault's insights in
Madness and Civilization, where he maps the historical distance that modern reason carves out between itself and the
scene of madness. PSYCHOpower's strategies are not limited to a disciplining of psychological disorders and the
imperatives of public administration. No. The contours of PSYCHOpower can stretch a bit crazily beyond the logics of
discourse and disciplines. PSYCHOpower can work somewhat psychotically to actively re-fuse and confuse the
boundaries between the real and the unreal. Between deadly terror and its (potentially fatal) simulation. Playing
seriously with the logistics and illogics of perception, PSYCHOpower may operate not only in the field of
rationalizing techniques but in the form of magical appearances or the persuasive trick. Indeed, understanding the
"trick as technique," in Michael Taussig's words, 30 is to begin to approach that perhaps maddening realm where power
deploys both reason and magic, disciplining methods and controlled mimesis, sciences and fictions, orders and
experimental disorderings-all as tactical players in the cultural production of perception itself.
If one aim, then, of PSYCHOpower has been to manage panic, another aim has been to learn. how to make it.
If PSYCHOpower wants to control the collective terror in a burning theater, it also wants to know how to simulate the
fire that starts it. If protecting frightened subjects from the face of death is one of PSYCHOpower's goals, so is
constructing a spectacular death mask to trigger an experimental terror. If calming panic disorders through prescription
drugs is one of its aims, so is promoting the panic attacks that extend the market reach of a pharmaceutical cure. (The
word "psychopharmacology" is first used in 1957 in conjunction with a newly scientific psychiatry interested in
experimentally producing, through drugs like LSD, an "experimental psychosis" that can then be cured by other
drugs.)31 The PSYCHOscientific reason that designs the pills and the public opinion polls, the diagnostic categories
and the civil defense protocols, is a reason that knows it has nightmares and is trying to learn how to use them. In 1955
over sixty atomic bombs explode one day in dozens of U.S. cities, inflicting twenty million civilian casualties. As TV
cameras record the events and government officials take careful notes, this nationwide civil defense simulation tests
the nation's vulnerability to mass panic and its preparedness for atomic attack. PSYCHOpower is a form of rationality
that wants to mimic as well as manage what it will name the "irrational" or the unconscious, taking on the figure of
madness, by turns, as its radical "other" and its intimate familiar.32
Edward L. Bernays, nephew of Sigmund Freud and founder in the 1920s of the public relations industry, can
be considered one of PSYCHOpower's most forthright strategists.33 In a 1941 essay addressing the U.S. Army,
Bernays announces that the "diabolical thing about the present age is that hysteria and suggestion can produce realities
even in the political world-realities that may be described as pseudo-creations but ·none the less
effective." 34 Associating the threat of fascism as much with its propaganda strategies as its military force, Bernays
advises the army to mobilize recent social scientific knowledge that has been so successfully applied in the fields of
communication and public opinion. "Compulsion and censorship have no place in a democracy," he affirms, but a
concerted " 'engineering of consent,' through reason, persuasion, suggestion," can and should be used to maintain U.S.
national morale and emotional unity.35 The power of suggestion-identified as both a diabolical disease and a
persuasive cure. A theater of PSYCHOpower—restaging the production of reality in a slightly psychotic social space
cut through by propaganda and public relations, by mass media(tions) and military imperatives, by the offspring of
psychoanalysis in positive transference with the arts and sciences of corporate communications.
These calculating and crazy technologies of power touch intimately on the forms of sociality that turn-of-thecentury social theorists associate with suggestibility and collective mimesis. The emotional contagion of collective
experience, or the totemic force of images, is the object . as well as the medium of a power aimed at countering as
well as productively constituting the experience of social and psychic disorders. The force of such power is perceptual,
emotional, imaginary, and profoundly corporeal. Indeed, PSYCHOpower-in advance of contemporary feminist
critiques- disdains the notion of a mind/body split, troubling with its tricks and techniques the presumed borders
between the psychological and the physiological, the image and the body, between psychic lives and social
movements. Michael Taussig, theorizing the mimetic healing practices of successful shamans, notes that a "certain play
of 'bodiedness,' contagion, and physical connection [is] a co-component of the mimetic alongside the idea, the
symbol." 36 Carefully studying the complex flows between social embodiment and the effectiveness of symbols,
PSYCHOpower tries to regulate and imitate the fluid materialities indexed by the concept of social suggestion.

While PSYCHOpower is not a new force, tied historically to the moment that Foucault repeatedly marks-when
techniques of modern reason constitute, for the first time, a foundation of political power-it nonetheless takes on new
forms and new tactical capacities as power/ knowledges become entangled with something about which Foucault had
too little to say: the rise of twentieth-century information and communications technologies, the mass-mediated
realities of everyday life in the age of electronic reproductions. The condensed theoretical seizures enacted by Jean
Baudrillard, that theorist of a hyperreal world of capitalism-gone-electric, suggest that Foucault's analysis misses the
"frenzied semiurgy" of a society operating not through the disciplining regimes of truth but through screened
information flows and speculative exchanges, through the phantasmatic seductions of floating signs without
referent.37 Baudrillard evokes the simultaneously psychotic and mundane vertigo promoted by an excess of capitalintensive communications networks, culminating in "an original and profound mutation of the very forms of perception
and pleasure."38 Sensible structures of social or historical meaning disappear into the fascinating static of televisual
spectacle, into networked techno-ecstasies of communication.
Somewhat less hyperactively, Donna Haraway offers a historical analysis of the social mutations wrought by
new information and communications technologies, new technoscientific hookups of humans and machines, of
simulated computer models and calculated social effects. Haraway tells a story of post-World War II communications
and information sciences transforming key concepts in the life and social sciences (nature, organism, society) into
"Cold War objects of knowledge," reconceived as "heavily militarized command-communication-control and
information system[s]."39 A key operator in this discursive mutation is the science of cybernetics, which develops a
statistical and probabilistic, a mathematical and metaphoric language for modeling a range of human, machine, and
social behaviors as problems in communication and control. In Haraway's account: "The social goal of the new
[cybernetic] life science was clearly statistical control of the mass through sophisticated communications systems ....
[E]verything has become a system." 40 For .the biological and social sciences retooled by cybernetic insights,
disturbances or disorders in any technical-or social- system are addressed as problems in systems design, to be solved
by more effective forms of communicative feedback, by an engineering of increasingly automated practices of
communicative control.
PSYCHOpower oscillating between techno-ecstasy and automated cybernetic control systems? Entranced in
front of the screen, performing , strategic, long-term schizoid (con)fusions of social relations and simulation models?
The disciplinary powers of laser-guided weapons cut and spliced with the communicative pleasures of globally
broadcast destruction? Michel Foucault meets Alfred Hitchcock in a post-Cold War shower of screened sacrifices,
prime-time terrorisms, televisual warfare with a CBS news anchor embedded in an army tank-regimes of normative
truth encounter the phantasmatic artillery in Norman Bates's psycho mind-in the dark, in the desert, in the latest
digitally relayed storm. 41 Shot. Reverse shot. PSYCHObullets for every panicked cyber-brain misfiring. Smart, now
even smarter, bombs against every possibility of defense. Depression or panic attacks offering privileged points of
access for targeted technologies of power, from Prozac and Paxil to CNN and reality TV. In all directions, normal
curves stretching toward statistically modulated outcomes, future options imploding in predictive probabilities.
PSYCHOpower armed and ready and already anticipating the twenty-second century? Panic waiting anxious in the
wings for its next role?

PARANOID EPISTEMOLOGY
Paranoia knows some things well and others poorly. –EVE KOSOPSKY SEDGWICK 42
And so the contagious paranoia at play in theories of contemporary cyber-ultra-hyper-digital-electro-techno-powergone-postmodern makes its 'mark on the panicky story I tell here.43 The theoretical fiction of PSYCHOpower takes
seriously at least the suggestion that technoscientific reason may be operating today as a somewhat psychotic social
force, oscillating between techniques for disciplining panic and tactics for producing it. Between communications
media and mechanisms of total control. Between regulating the madness of disorder and mining (or miming) it for any
secrets it might hold for the tactical deployments of a seductively psychological or illogical power.
In its exquisite sense of contagious connectivity, paranoia is one form that a felt insistence on the social and
historical structuring of psychic experience can take. Paranoia "knows well " the resonant evidence suggesting that
everything really is connected- the psyche and the power of the social, a small white pill and a wildly historical story.
This text performs a kind of practiced paranoia by situating panic within a dramatic theater where the mass media, the

military, corporate capital, the state, psychiatry, and the social sciences are cast in leading roles as sometimes secret
agents of a political power that aims to produce the psychic and emotional structurings of—some very nervous—social
subjects.
In an important sense, a somewhat paranoiac position is embedded in the sociologics of any structural analysis.
In Empire of Conspiracy (2000), Timothy Melley interprets much of U.S. postwar social scientific thought as a
relentlessly paranoid reading of the power of social structures: "Texts from the last half of the twentieth century are
replete with the frightening 'discovery' that human behavior can be regulated by social messages and communications.
This discovery in turn feeds the tendency to attribute motives to large social and economic organizations,
bureaucracies,
information-processing
systems,
communication
networks,
discourses,
and social
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institutions." Paranoia "knows well" the analytic tendencies in social science to turn the complexities of structural
dynamics into scary stories of control, giving motive and name to the very forces that remain so historically elusive, so
excessively but unspeakably social.
Approached as a pathology of knowledge, paranoia's particular sickness can be cured by a healthy antidote of
what paranoia only "knows poorly": discontinuities of pattern, the tiny causalities of chance, the play of unintended
effects, the reparative and tender (as opposed to deadly and terrifying) features of intricate connection. 45 However,
approached not as an epistemological pathology but as a historically sedimented intimation of one of PSYCHOpower's effects, paranoia can read as symptomatic evidence of a much more social disease: the dis-ease of a social that can
materialize via contagious connections and invisible communications, a social whose force remains in part curiously
'secret to itself. The social becomes a piece of what the dis-eased body performs, in its symptomatic- sometimes tender
and reparative-attempts to communicate. Oh, oh, are you listening still?

TRAUMATIZING TECHNOSCIENCE
The traumatized, we might say, carry an impossible history within them.- CATHY CARUTH 46
By situating a slightly paranoid story of panic on the shimmering borders of the psychic and the social, of the body and
history, the terrain of this book touches on the emergent .field of "trauma studies."47 As a site for thinking about
embodied entanglements of the psychological, the social, the affective, and the historical, the study of trauma also
contributes to a destabilizing of confident distinctions on which disciplinary knowledges, and their disciplined objects,
depend. In An Archive of Feelings (2003), an analysis of everyday trauma and queer public cultures, Ann Cvetkovich
writes: "Defined culturally rather than clinically ... [t]rauma becomes a central category for looking at the intersections
of emotional and social processes along with the intersections of memory and history .. .. [T)rauma discourse is
important precisely because it challenges distinctions between the mental and physical, the psychic and social, and the
internal and external as locations or sources of pain." 48 Foregrounding the tension between well-footnoted histories
and almost unspeakable scenes of violence, the ruptures of traumatic experience "dislocat[e] the boundaries of our
modes of understanding," notes Cathy Caruth. Psychoanalysis, history, sociology, psychiatry, and cultural theory are
each cut open and cut into by cross-disciplining questions of how to retell traumatic stories, or how to contribute to
some form of cure.49
As in feminist psychoanalytic studies on hysteria that precede and partially prefigure trauma studies,
approaching trauma demands attention to the politics of knowledge and the historically situated possibilities and
impossibilities of communication.50 If traumatized or panicked or hysterical bodies mark a symptomatic site of what
Foucault calls "subjugated knowledges"-those local, popular, inadequately scientific knowledges "of the psychiatric
patient, of the ill person"-then what kind of study would be able to hear such bodies speak? 51 What methods could
make sense of such bodies and the largely unwritten archive of their feelings? How to excavate the "memory of hostile
encounters," the "historical knowledge of struggles," buried at the scene of a subjugated knowing? 52 In 1975,
Catherine Clement and Hèléne Cixous call for "another way of knowing ... [a]nother way of producing, of
communicating," as they conjure a mythic history connecting the symptomatic sufferings of the hysteric to the
historical repression of the witch, whose power of spells and cures went up in flames as the Inquisition cleared the way
by force for the psychic and social foundations of early modern Europe. 53 (Was it echoes of this ancient combat that
the young Freud could hear, if barely, when he noticed the disturbing resonances between the stories of hysterical
patients and the documented "confessions" of witches under torture?) 54 If panic, too, embodies historical memories of

struggle, endlessly undocumented battles against PSYCHOpower's strategic moves, how to hear what might lie in
excess of the orderly communications pronounced in the name of panicky disorders?
Luce Irigaray, speaking of—and with—the feminized figure of hysteria, writes: "Hers are contradictory words,
somewhat mad from the standpoint of reason, inaudible for whoever listens to them with .. . a fully elaborated code in
hand." To hear, "one would have to learn to listen with another ear." 55 Turning an "other ear" to trauma, Caruth listens
for how the traumatized themselves become "the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess," an
"impossible history" that haunts with all the more force for being out of memory's confident reach.56 In a sensuous
weave of feminist theory, sociological imagination, and a radically socialized psychoanalysis, Avery Gordon in Ghostly
Matters (1997) pushes the historical and psychic power of haunting toward a methodological practice, one that draws
on- as well as analyzes and transforms- trauma's effects:
To be haunted and to write from that location, to take on the condition of what you study, is not a
methodology or a consciousness you can simply adopt or adapt as a set of rules or an identity; it produces its
own insights and blindnesses. Following the ghosts is about making a contact that changes you and refashions
the social relations in which you are located
...It is often [about}...inarticulate experiences, of symptoms and screen memories, of spiraling affects, of
more than one story at a time, of the traffic in domains of experience that are anything but transparent and
referential.57
Attending to the complex materiality of stories of haunting makes telling impossible histories more possible. Talking
with ghosts ties the problem of method to the crazy imperatives of communicating with the disturbingly animate dead.
By what impossible histories are panicked bodies possessed? What ghosted present plays out on the social
stage where collective panic takes flight? Once upon a time one spring night as she was turning over to sleep, she
started trembling and her heart beat so fast in her chest she was sure she would just die. Once upon a time she was
seized by a story, an impossible tale playing out across the white sheets, shuttling between waking and dream, falling
over and over into terror.
"The perception that seeks to seize these sufferings and their words in .their wild state necessarily belongs to a
world that has already captured them."58 This is no true story of panic as subjugated knowing that I tell here. And yet
surely it is something more and something other than what it also is: a critical genealogy of the "truths" that panic has
been made to speak in the language of its capture, by a series of little rationalities (the social science survey, the
psychiatric interview) that accomplish at the same time its silence. As persuaded as I am of this verbose historical
silencing of panic, there remains the desire to turn an other ear toward.what might (im)possibly be heard of spiraling
affects, of inarticulate experiences and more than one story at a time. There is still the chattering, stammering
conversation with the dead and about death, about the shock of a death that can be delivered before the heart stops
beating- a shockingly impossible story that perhaps a panicked body knows well how to, however failingly, tell.
In Trauma: A Genealogy (2000), Ruth Leys traces a history of the concept of trauma in relation to the
"hypnotic-suggestive" bond, a kind of trance state or scene of suggestibility that, for Freud and other theorists, defines
the psychic core of traumatic experience. 59 Trauma tears open a structure of experience predicated on bounded senses
of self and other, of inside and outside. Traumatic "experience" breaks into and breaks open the bounded subject or
"self," catapulting experience toward a radically different structure of"unconscious imitation or mimesis," a vertiginous
and "abyssal openness to all identification."60 Oddly, uneasily, then, trauma cannot be said to involve a psychic
"subject"- since traumatic experience takes place in the shattered borderlands of any subject/object distinction.
Disturbingly, almost unspeakably, there is no precise traumatic "event," no clear executioner's knife that arrives from
the outside to kill me on the inside. Trauma is, imprecisely, a vertiginously relational scene in which shock, violence, a
scene of death or its threat, undoes the psychic architecture of inside and out, undoing at the same time a coherent
subject who could confidently, consciously remember how to say what happened. 61 The possibility of a memory of
trauma, of an unbroken account of its history, disappears in the hypnotic-suggestive knots that tie trauma to an
interminable, repetitious present tense.
Jean-Martin Charcot, Freud's teacher in the mid-1880s when they together wander the hysterics' ward of the
Salpêtrière Clinic in Paris, claims that "traumatic-hysterical dysfunctions" are intimately linked to the psychological
mechanisms of suggestibility. 62 Charcot uses hypnotic and suggestive methods - occasionally enhanced by a dose of
amyl nitrate—to direct live performances of hysterical seizures performed by hypnotized women patients in the
medical amphitheater of the Salpêtrière. A few years later, in Studies on Hysteria (1895 ), Freud and Josef Breuer
describe how, with suggestion and hypnosis as their curative approach, the sufferings of hysterics are relieved when

patients emotionally relive and give story to a traumatic experience attached to a symptom.63
During World Wars I and II, drawing on the earlier experiments of Freud and others, psychiatrists treating
soldiers suffering from "shell shock" and "war neuroses" use hypnosis and suggestive techniques sometimes
supplemented by narcotic drugs -to return traumatized soldiers to the scene where their "self" was blown open. What
follows from the soldiers is never a true story of their terror, but a mimetic theater .of embodied shock and relived
emotion as they reenact in vivid detail the sensational scene.64 Sometimes, some say, such theater has the power to
heal.
And will you believe me if I tell you that reading feminist histories of hysteria helped to cure my panicky
symptoms, suggesting the possibility of story in places that had held only a fierce and repetitious fear? In the spaces
opened by theaters of feminist theory. by bewitching spells and spiraling affects and the desire to tell differently a
history of women's sickness, my attacks of panic eased, displaced by other stories, other forms of communicating a
profound dis-ease now reimagined as a symptom of something far more panicky than the beat of my own heart. It
would be quite a story. And not untrue.
The "scandalous nature of the traumatic cure," writes Leys, has never been fully grasped.65 Even today, the
power of suggestion and mimetic identifications to constitute both the psychic materiality of trauma and the medium
of its cure remains elusive. How, Leys asks, does hypnosis really cure? But perhaps the story is not so scandalous
when situated within a suggestive history of suggestion as a social force, of emotional identifications and mimetic
contagions as one radically social feature of psychic connection. The story, then, perhaps turns to the scandalous nature
of the social, a social that can operate - in one of its most potent forms -from inside out of the individualized
subject/self; a social that saturates traumatizing scenes of terrifying violence, sexual attack , threatened death; a social
that is (still) shocking in its power. to terrorize, and in its power to cure. Perhaps. Although I could be wrong.
In the symptomatic account of panic I offer here, the power of the social to terrorize and to cure the terrors it
helps to produce is inextricably tied to stories of technoscience. Not only do radio and television, jet planes and atomic
bombs, computers and pills, crowd the historical . stagings of this text, but the language of technoscientific methods
and technique -a language struggling to become a hegemonic form of communication in the twentieth-century social
sciences - appears as a central obsession, a somewhat traumatic scene, to which I repeatedly turn and return.
By the early 1950s, as I chronicle in chapter 3, collective panic itself is reconceived as a technoscientific
object, seemingly far from the speculative fictions of contagious emotion and suggestive mimesis. The problem of
collective panic tearing through the social group, a problem at the fore of government anxieties and state-sponsored
research in the atomic age, is reconfigured through the technoscientific and profoundly social language of cybernetics.
To day, a history of the present seems impossible to tell without reference to cybernetic discourse, and a large and
growing scholarship exists on the cultural, military, imaginary, political, and economic transformations that cybernetics
entails.66 Spreading rather contagiously through a .range of intellectual fields (including biology, mathematics,
neurology, sociology, anthropology) and technoscientific developments (including computer design and missile
weaponry), cybernetics pursues a universal language for speaking about objects and processes as systems of
communication, organized and controlled through the feedback and exchange of information. Information is
understood by cybernetics as "a pattern, not a presence," explains Katherine Hayles, defined "as a probability function,
with no dimensions, no materiality, and no necessary connection with meaning."67 Group panic, in social cybernetic
terms, is theorized as a dysfunctional terror, a breakdown in social communication and effective control. The cure lies
in reengineering information patterns, rewiring the panicky (t)error by reworking the communication system that
controls it.
A cybernetic "psyche" is conceptually assembled in the 1950s as a self-regulating communication and
information-processing system. From its interest in the psychophysiology of hypnosis and traumatic shock, to its
suggestive analogies between the operations of the nervous system and the electronic circuits of a digital computer,
cybernetics takes the human brain and central nervous system as primary objects of theory and research. Psychiatrists,
psychoanalysts, and neurologists are key figures in the interdisciplinary group that, from 1946 to 1953, works to
develop an explicit language and method for cybernetic thought. As I trace in chapter 4, "cyber-psychiatry" begins to
replace the psychoanalytic notion of the unconscious constituted by libidinal energy with a cybernetic model of the
brain as a communication system, constituted by the exchange of information. Mental disorders can be conceived, and
treated, as disorders in communication. Psychopharmacology can be modeled as the message, or communications
media, that corrects information disorders in the cybernetic brain. Individual panic disorder can be theorized as the
effect of "deranged circuitry," reengineered for proper functioning by a tiny white pill.
And have we grasped fully today the scandalous nature of the technoscientific cure? Have you ever swallowed

a psychopharmacological story that could slow your pounding heart, cut your memory into simpler pieces, and deliver
new dreams during your slightly technoscientific sleep? In what place that is no place at all but a pattern of informatic
signals, electrochemical circuits, in what place that is no place at all do panic and the pill called Xanax meet? What
kind of theater of the social could effectively silence a flickering, floating terror of death with a tale of improved traffic
in technoscientific messages?
If the field of trauma includes the implosive zones where subject and object, inside and outside, present and
past are radically refused and restructured, then what structure of experience (im)possibly emerges, what fusions and
confusions take place, as cybernetic subjects/objects implode in the shared immaterial medium of information? What
impossible history lies inside the technoscientific truth of a psychopharmaceutical cure? What elusive trace of trauma
may be carried in these words I write you through the computer's screenings, these electric signals sent through
technoscientific circuits whose history neither you, nor I, nor the computer, nor the information patterns connecting us,
can ever truly possess?
Engaging with trauma, Ann Cvetkovich urges, reveals a need for "sensational stories" - felt stories, immersed
in embodied sensations - as "an alternative form of knowledge to the abstractions of systemic analysis." 68 Is there also
a need for sensational stories about the abstractions of systemic analysis? About sensational embodiment in the
abstractions of systems? As an alternative form of sociological and illogical knowledge, in the chapters that follow, I
repeatedly turn to stories of the sensational, embodied effects of new- and contagious?- technoscientific logics of the
social. Stories of the abstract, embodied, informational illogics of social dis-ease and disorders. If trauma marks a
"moment in which abstract social systems can actually be felt or sensed," then perhaps traumatizing technoscience
means following the ghosts who carry felt traces of such a systematized and technoscientific social. 69 Perhaps a
panicked body is one of those ghosts?
I was born in the year of the integrated circuit, one mile from the ocean, fifteen yards from a three-story
electrical substation, on an island that served as a U.S. military training base. My father worked for the navy,
specializing in underwater explosives, before working as an electrical engineer at Bell Telephone Labs, managing the
mass manufacturing of integrated circuits. The integrated circuit brings together on the same material plane, etched
within a single crystal, previously separate components of electro-techno-scientific communication. Its development
dramatically increases the complexity and speed of the circulation of information. Sponsored primarily by military
contracts in the first decade of its production, the integrated circuit is the material base for the weapons systems,
computer systems, communications systems, and social systems networked into the twenty-first century.
Can you hear me when I say that information patterns and unconscious desires don't feel to me like entirely
separate stories? Will you believe that I dream over and over of bomber planes flying out of the ocean into the electric
shock of sudden waking? I'm not saying it's so easy as claiming that society's just crazy. I'm not saying I don't suffer
from systematic dysfunctional fears. But I ask you, really, can a pill ever cure such a story?
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Slow Disaster at the Digital Edge
40-minute digital performance piece
by Jackie Orr, with digital artist Dovar Chen

low Disaster (2012) is a sound and image collage text, designed as a live digital performance, that assembles the
‘deep time’ of petroleum extraction, with the slow catastrophes of biocapital rendered through the ordinary time
of repetition, accumulation, disposability. At the same time, the piece explores the re-distributions of body,
memory, affect, image—and performance itself—through the binary plasticities of digital media.
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The visual collage works with digital photos & video taken at one frontline of the BP disaster (Grand Isle, LA) in June
2010, and a series of digital images of plastic bags taken in Queens, NY, March 2012. The sound mix includes music
by the Montreal-based punk band Silver Mt. Zion.
Slow Disaster is a five-part piece. The Vimeo video here is a 20-minute sample of Parts 2, 3 & 4:
https://vimeo.com/60478939
Password:
thinveil
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Life, Legitimation and Government

From Resistance to Government: Foucault’s Lectures 1976-1979

Life, Legitimation and Government
he concepts of biopolitics and biopower do not play a major role in Foucault’s work. They appeared at the end
of The History of Sexuality Vol. I in the form of an epochal contrast between “an ancient right to take life or let
live” and a modern “power to foster life” or at worst to “disallow it to the point of death.”1 They appeared again
in a lecture delivered on March 17, 1976, where “biopolitics” referred to the manner in which, from the end of the
eighteenth century, the power of government began to be exercised over “man in so far as he is a living being.”2 His
course the following year, Security, Territory, Population, began with the statement that he would undertake a study of
the mechanisms by which the biological existence of the human species became the object of political intervention and
strategy.3 Accordingly, the first three lectures addressed mechanisms of security, in contrast with disciplinary
mechanisms, in relation to a series of examples such as the management of urban spaces and epidemics. However, by
the fourth lecture, the focus shifted to the study of “governmentality,” which then occupied centre stage for the
remainder of the course.
Foucault’s 1978–1979 course was entitled The Birth of Biopolitics.4 Here too, the focus was on a particular
form of governmentality, namely liberalism and post-war German and American neo-liberalism. At the end of the first
lecture, he justified this shift of focus by suggesting that the distinctly liberal art of government formed the historical
framework within which “something like biopolitics could be formed” and that only when we know what liberalism
was will we be able to grasp “what biopolitics is.”5 In the fourth lecture of this course, he outlined the problems that
he hoped to discuss within this framework of liberal governmentality: the problem of law and order, the opposition
between state and civil society and then, finally, “the problem of biopolitics and the problem of life.”6 Needless to
say, he never reached this third problem. There were no further references to biopolitics apart from his assurance at the
beginning of lecture eight that he “really did intend to talk about biopolitics,” even though most of the course ended up
being devoted to liberalism and neo-liberalism.
The concepts of biopower and biopolitics were ambiguous from the outset and their ambiguity unavoidably
infected some of the larger claims Foucault advanced with respect to the relationship between state power and the life
of the subjects over whom it was exercised. Within a year or so of putting forward these concepts, he found another
way to conceptualise the relationship of governors and governed, with the result that biopower and biopolitics only
maintained an occasional and shadowy presence in his lectures. Much of what follows in this paper is an effort to
show what is odd about the manner in which Foucault initially drew the contrast between an ancient right and a
modern power, and to suggest that these internal tensions might have formed part of the reason why the concepts of
biopower and biopolitics disappeared from his work.
Foucault’s suggestion that we live in a biopolitical epoch has served to underwrite the activity of those who,
like Nikolas Rose and Paul Rabinow, seek to develop his concepts into “an operational set of tools for critical
inquiry.”7 They point out ways in which government as well as technology has moved on considerably from the kinds
of regulation of public health and hygiene that were the focus of attention at the end of the eighteenth century. Rose
argues that the concern with individual and collective health and well-being is no longer posed in terms of their
consequences for the race or the nation, but in economic or moral terms of risk and responsibility.8 Risk management
and risk profiling are among the im- portant strategies of twentieth century biopolitics, now extended into genetic
diagnosis and testing. In this sense, biopolitics has become molecularized and increasingly bound up with bioeconomics and the bio-medical industry: “life now appears to be open to shaping and reshaping at the molecular level:
by precisely calculated interventions that prevent some- thing happening, alter the way something happens, make
something happen in the cellular processes themselves.”9 Decisions about biomedical treatment informed by
techniques for identifying risk are increasingly part of individual decisions about the quality and style of a life. In this
manner, the ethos of health management through which individuals live their lives connects with the economic
imperatives of good government.
This kind of empirical study of biopolitics, biotechnology and bio-industry implies a broadened conception of
the “politics” of life itself. Foucault’s own work moved in the opposite direction towards a more narrow conception of
the political that led him to focus on the ways in which sovereign power sought to govern the economic, social and
cultural lives of its subjects. In his initial characterization of biopower and biopolitics, he is careful to point out that,
just as the techniques of disciplinary power were employed outside the institutions of state power, so the forms of
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regulation of the conditions of life developed by nineteenth century state institutions were also found “at the sub-State
level, in a whole series of sub-State institutions such as medical institutions, welfare funds, insurance, and so on.”10
In a similar vein, he points to the way in which biopower developed outside the orbit of state practice, for example
with the development of new bio-technologies that make it possible “not only to manage life but to make it proliferate,
to create living matter, to build monsters, and ultimately, to build viruses that cannot be controlled.. .”11 However, the
primary focus of his initial discussion is the exercise of state power over the biological conditions of human life. In the
lectures that followed in 1977–1978 and 1978–1979, rather than pursue the emergence of the different technologies
that made it possible to regulate the conditions of life, he became increasingly concerned with the different “regimes of
truth” within which the exercise of sovereign power was conceived and rationalized. Depending on the particular form
of governmentality in question, state power was directed at populations, economies, civil society or the proper
functioning of market interactions.

Power as Right and Power as Action Upon the Actions of Others
Throughout his analyses of power, Foucault contrasted his own approach with that of Marx- ism and with the
“juridical” theory that provided the historical and conceptual framework of liberal normative approaches to power.
Whereas the latter addressed the nature and limits of the legitimate exercise of power, he insisted on a descriptive
analysis oriented towards the question of how power is exercised: by what mechanisms or techniques are individuals
and groups governed? His analyses turned away from the representations of power in theories of sovereignty or the
state in favour of an historical analysis of techniques of disciplinary power, regulatory mechanisms of biopower and,
later, the different ways in which the life of an entire population could be governed. At each stage, he turns away from
questions of legitimation in favour of a descriptive approach to the technologies and forms of rationality implicit in the
exercise of political power.
In these terms, he first introduced the term “biopolitics” with reference to a specific technology of power that
brought the biological conditions of human life under state control. Just as he had earlier distinguished the juridicopolitical theory of state power and the disciplinary techniques deployed in a variety of institutions from the
seventeenth century onwards, so in the lecture of March 17, 1976, he distinguished the classical and modern theories
of sovereign power from the biopolitical technologies developed at the end of the eighteenth century. The
transformation that interested him in relation to the contrast drawn at the end of The History of Sexuality Volume 1
between a “right of death” and a “power over life” involved the forms of exercise of state power rather than the forms
of its representation in political theory. This transformation occurs at the level of the “mechanisms, techniques and
technologies of power.”12 In this sense, he points to the emergence of a new technology of power that consists in
“making live and letting die.”13 This new technology operates on different objects, at a different level, different scale
and with different instruments than those that he had earlier associated with disciplinary power: “beneath the dramatic
and sombre absolute power that was the power of sovereignty, and which consisted in the power to take life, we now
have the emergence, with this technology of biopower, of this technology of power over ‘the’ population as such, over
men insofar as they are living beings.”14
The objects of knowledge and targets of this biopolitical technology included birth and death rates, rates of
reproduction and fertility. The period from the latter half of the 18th century onwards saw the development of state
policy in relation to birth control and rate of birth. It also saw the development of policies in relation to the problem of
morbidity, in so far as this was affected by diseases endemic within a given population, along with the development of
a specific branch of medicine concerned with public hygiene. Other fields of intervention associated with biopolitics
included the range of phenomena associated with old age, accidents, infirmities and other biological disabilities.
These lead to the introduction of insurance and other means of collective saving and measures designed to
preserve both lives and the quality of lives. Finally, biopower involved various forms of control over the environment
such as water, swamps and the conditions of urban life. These are the start- ing points and initial fields of knowledge
and intervention of biopower: “the birth rate, the mortality rate, various biological disabilities, and the effects of the
environment.”15
A distinguishing feature of this biopolitics was the fact that it operated on populations rather than individual
bodies: “Biopolitics deals with the population, with the population as political problem, as a problem that is at once
scientific and political, as a biological problem and as power’s problem.”16 The phenomena which affect populations
and which power seeks to address are only predictable and measurable at the level of the collective. At the individual
level, they are “aleatory and unpredictable.”17 They are not punctual but serial phenomena the effects of which are

experienced over time. In short, “the phenomena addressed by biopolitics are, essentially, aleatory events that occur
within a population that exists over a period of time.”18
Finally, since biopolitics does not intervene at the level of individuals but at the level of populations, where the
aim is to establish and maintain an equilibrium, it employs very different mechanisms to those employed in the
exercise of disciplinary power. Various kinds of statistical measures and forecasts are deployed so that the rate of
mortality rate can be lowered, life expectancy increased and the birth rate improved: “In a word, security mechanisms
have to be installed around the random element inherent in a population of living beings so as to optimize a state of
life.”19
Foucault’s descriptions of the regulatory mechanisms of biopower make it clear that these involve techniques
for the exercise of power rather than forms of its representation.20 Despite this, he confuses the issue by presenting the
concept of biopower initially not with reference to techniques of power but with reference to the representation of state
power in the classical theory of sovereignty. At the outset of his lecture of March 17, 1976, he describes sovereign
power in terms of its forms of juridical and political representation rather than in terms of its effective exercise. He
describes the basic attribute of classical sovereign power as “the right of life and death” and suggests that this is a
strange right “even at the theoretical level.”21
It is strange because, to the extent that the sovereign really does have the right to decide whether subjects live
or die, the subject is suspended between life and death. Qua subject, he or she has no right to live or die independently
of the will of the sovereign: “in terms of his relationship with the sovereign, the subject is, by rights, neither dead nor
alive. From the point of view of life and death, the subject is neutral, and it is thanks to the sovereign that the subject
has the right to be alive or, possibly, the right to be dead.”22 The material life or death of the subject is doubled by the
right to live or the obligation to be dead in accordance with the sovereign will: “the lives and deaths of subjects
become rights only as a result of the will of the sovereign.”23 The body of the subject is therefore doubled in precisely
the same way that, according to Kantorowicz, the body of the sovereign is doubled by virtue of occupying the position
of political power.24
However, while in theory the sovereign has power over the life and death of the subject, in practice this power
or right “is always exercised in an unbalanced way: the balance is always tipped in favour of death.”25 In other words,
as Foucault had already argued in Discipline and Punish, the exercise of sovereign power in the pre-modern period
was primarily negative. This was a power that took life, or threatened to do so, just as it extracted tribute or deducted
taxes on the basis of a creation of wealth that lay largely outside its understanding or control. In terms of the contrast
that frames all of Foucault’s analyses of power between theory or representation and practice or techniques, the
asymmetry that he points to here in relation to classical sovereign power applies at the level of the exercise of power
rather than at the level of representation. In the terms of his ensuing discussion of the emergence of biopower, it is at
this level that the transformation takes place: different objects, scale of application and mechanisms for the regulation
of the conditions of life in a given population.
Foucault confuses the exercise and the representation of power in his lecture of March 17, 1976 when he
suggests that “the very essence of the right of life and death is actually the right to kill” or that the right of the classical
sovereign is “essentially the right of the sword” and that “there is no real symmetry in the right over life and death.”26
If it is true that the dissymmetry arises only at the level of the exercise of sovereign right, then it does not affect the
character of sovereign right as such. Indeed, one way to understand the force of Agamben’s contribution to the debate
over the character of sovereign power in Homo Sacer is to see him as insisting on this exclusive inclusion of the lives
of subjects within the sphere of sovereign right.27 However, by the same token, the thesis that the biological life of
subjects (zoe¯as opposed to bios) was always included within the scope of sovereign power is already anticipated in
Foucault’s analysis of classical sovereignty. Although he does not discuss the figure of the homo sacer who is at once
excluded from the protection of both the political and the divine order, Foucault’s suggestion that the subject of
sovereign power is neutral with respect to his right to live or die already implies the possibility of the withdrawal of
that status. In turn, this implies the possibility of exclusion from the sphere of sovereign power, thereby exposing the
exiled figure to the loss of protection of his life as much as to the freedom from the threat of death at the hands of the
sovereign. In this sense, his analysis of classical sovereign right is entirely consistent with Agamben’s suggestion that
bare life and the possibility of its ban or exclusion has long constituted the essential structure of sovereign power.28
There is further confusion between the exercise and the representation of state power in the lecture of March
17, 1976 when Foucault suggests that “one of the greatest transformations” in political right during the nineteenth
century involved the permeation of the old right to take life or let live by the new right to make live and let die. This
confusion takes a terminological turn when, in the midst of characterising this new right he refers to it as “the power to
‘make’ live and ‘let’ die.”29 It is clear that he is talking here about a transformation in the form of representation of

sovereign power since he goes on to suggest that this can be traced “in the theory of right.”30 However, his example is
not drawn from nineteenth century political philosophy, as we might expect, but from the “jurists” of the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. These theorists provided a new account of the sovereign right of life and death, in which the
lives of subjects were excluded from the contract that established sovereign power. To the extent that individuals only
enter into the contract on the basis of the desire to protect their own lives, Foucault asks, does it make sense to suppose
that they would grant a right over their life to the sovereign? “Isn’t life the foundation of the sovereign’s right, and can
the sovereign actually demand that his subjects grant him the right to exercise the power of life and death over them, or
in other words, simply the power to kill them? Mustn’t life remain outside the contract to the extent that it was the
first, initial and foundational reason for the contract itself?”31
Although he does not provide examples, we can readily fill in the details of this argument by reference to the
classical social contract theorists. For example, Hobbes and Locke both believed that individuals had rights in the prepolitical state of nature, although they gave different accounts of the basis of such natural rights. For both, the right to
life was foremost among these natural rights. In the case of Locke, the reason that compels men to leave the state of
nature and enter into political society is the mutual preservation of their “Lives, Liberties and Estates,” which is what
he means by their “Property.”32 It is because the natural right to the enjoyment of this property is threatened in the
state of nature that rational individuals will choose to enter into political society under sovereign rule. Hobbes and
Locke give different accounts of the reasons for insecurity in the pre-political state, and different accounts of the
reasoning behind the decision to contract to establish a sovereign power. In both cases, however, the preservation of
individual life is the fundamental reason for the establishment of government. In both cases, too, the natural right to
life sets limits to the extent of the rights of the sovereign. Locke defended a natural right of rebellion when the
sovereign failed in its obligation to protect the property, including the lives, of subjects. In the case of Hobbes, for
whom the sovereign is accountable to subjects only via the performance of the ends for which the commonwealth was
established in the first place, “the obligation of subjects to the Sovereign is understood to last as long, and no longer,
than the power lasteth by which he is able to protect them.”33

Government and Legitimacy
In his characterization of biopower, Foucault provides considerable detail on the changes in the techniques, modes of
exercise and objects of political power that occurred from the end of the eighteenth century. In contrast to the
techniques of discipline, this new technology was applied to man-as-species and to the project of bringing the
conditions of human biological life under state control or power taking life under its care.34 However, in the light of
the distinction drawn above between the exercise and the representation of state power, there are two ways in which
we might approach the relationship between biopower and government: as an effort to describe the different forms of
the exercise of state power over the conditions of life, or as an effort to describe the justification or legitimation of
state power by reference to the biological life of the people, race, or species that is to be governed.
Foucault’s suggestion that there was a corresponding change at the level of political right in the course of the
nineteenth century leaves us with the question when, where and how this transformation in the theory of political right
took place? Where do we find evidence of the new conception of sovereign political right that corresponds to the
emergence of biopower? What juridical or political representation of government corresponds to the late modern
society in which power is exercised over the biological conditions of human life? The answer, insofar as this can be
inferred from Foucault’s courses in the years that followed, appears to be that there is no such single form. Rather, the
forms of modern government threw up a variety of discursive legitimations of sovereign political power.
His much cited ambition to cut off the king’s head in political thought does not mean that questions about the
normative justification for the exercise of sovereign power have no place in his analyses of governmentality. For
example, in his discussion of the emergence during the eighteenth century of the new art of government that brought
apparatuses of security to bear on populations, he notes that this change in the understanding of government only
rendered more acute the problem of the legal basis and institutional form of sovereign state power.35 A more extended
consideration of legitimation occurs in the second lecture of his 1978–1979 course when he asks how, within the
framework of liberal governmental reason defined by political economy, the basis and legitimate extent of public law
can be addressed.36 He suggests that there were two ways of answering this question in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. One approach sought the limits to the legitimate functions of government on the basis of a theory of the
natural rights of individuals. This was the path followed by the American Declaration of Independence, Rousseau, and
the French revolutionaries. It drew upon the tradition of social contract theories of the nature and limits of sovereign

power, which began with a conception of the natural or original rights of the individual and proceeded to define the
circumstances in which, and the reasons for which, individuals would consent to cede some of those powers to a
sovereign. Typically, this approach also distinguished those rights individuals would agree to cede and those that they
would not. Foucault summarises this approach as “starting from the rights of man in order to arrive at the limitation of
governmentality by way of the constitution of the sovereign.”37 The second approach was developed by English
radicalism at the end of the eighteenth and beginning of the nineteenth century. It began not with the inalienable rights
of man but with the question of utility: what it was useful or futile for government to undertake given its objectives, its
objects and resources. In practice, answers to this question relied upon a calculus of interests, since it was the concept
of interest that linked the liberal concern with the self-regulation of markets and the utility of public policy.
Government now aimed at increasing both the forces of the state and the well-being of its citizens, and at achieving
this through the free operation of the market, thereby ensuring that individuals are governed as little as possible. The
justification and the limits of government are henceforth understood in terms of a complex interplay of individual and
collective interests: “Governmental reason in its modern form, in the forms established at the beginning of the
eighteenth century with the fundamental characteristic of a search for the principle of its self-limitation, is a reason that
functions in terms of interests.”38
While the utilitarian conception of the aims of government in terms of interests has been the stronger tendency
within European liberalism, both it and the revolutionary the- ory of human rights remain active and available forms of
limitation and legitimation of government throughout the modern period. Moreover, these correspond to two distinct
but interrelated concepts of law and freedom: law conceived as the expression of collective will versus law conceived
as the result of “a transaction that separates the sphere of in- tervention of public authorities from that of the
individual’s independence” and a juridical concept of freedom based on the imprescriptible rights of individuals versus
a utilitarian concept of freedom as simply “the independence of the governed with regard to govern- ment.”39 This
characterization of the two conceptions of freedom corresponds in many respects to the contrast that Benjamin
Constant sought to draw between the freedom of the moderns and the freedom of the ancients. Whereas the latter
consisted in active participa- tion in the collective power of the people concerned, the former consisted above all in the
independence of the citizen in the pursuit of his private life, an independence made all the more necessary and valuable
by the development of commerce.40 Foucault points to the two ways in which this modern concept of freedom has
been defended, but also to the predom- inance of the utilitarian version and the manner in which it leaves the way open
to a more comprehensive conception of individual interests. The underlying principle of a transaction between
individual and governmental interests leaves open the possibility that the freedom of individuals might be extended to
take into account a broader range of individual interests, of the kind addressed in Marshall’s third generation
citizenship rights or the second principle of Rawls’ conception of justice.41 Rawls’ difference principle expresses the
idea that all citizens have an interest in maximizing their access to primary social goods, in so far as this is consistent
with preservation of the fundamental juridical and political rights of all citizens. The Rawlsian citizen is ultimately a
subject of interest, endowed with a capacity to form a conception of the good and a life plan “designed to permit the
harmonious satisfaction of his interests.”42 Foucault’s comments on the different forms of limitation of state power
that accompany different conceptions of government point to the role of these conceptions in producing modern liberal
democracy and what Rawls refers to as its public political culture.43
He provides an historical perspective on the elements, tensions and developments within the kind of normative
structure that Rawls and other liberal theorists seek to defend. Foucault’s relentlessly empirical approach to retracing
the rationality implicit in dis- courses about the nature, functions and limits of government means that the terms in
which justification can be undertaken must be found among existing forms of representation of sovereign power. In
these terms, he provides a quite direct answer to the question raised above about the form of representation of
biopower in his analysis of racism at the end of the lecture of March 17, 1976. It should be remembered that the
concept of biopower is introduced in this lecture in the context of an analysis of state racism. This was, after all, the
final lecture in a course devoted to the themes of war and race and the role that these played in seventeenth and
eighteenth century history and political thought. Foucault refers toward the end of this lecture to the previous
discussion of biopower as a “long digression,” entered into in order to provide an explanation of how it came about
that racism became a basic mechanism of modern state power. His argument is that the discourse of race and racism
enabled a form of power whose primary objective is to promote life to have recourse to the old sovereign right to kill.
It enables the sovereign right of death to be exercised within a regime otherwise founded upon biopower. It is not that
racism came into existence at this point – “It had already been in existence for a very long time” – but rather that it
was “the emergence of this biopower that inscribes it in the mechanisms of the state” to the point that modern states
“can scarcely function without becoming involved with racism at some point.”44

Racism does this by effecting a division of the biological continuum of human life addressed by the techniques
of biopower. It divides the species into distinct races and allows for a biological conception of the relationship between
them, for example when the relationship between the different races is thought along the lines of competition between
species. Other races can be represented as a threat to the very survival of the chosen race, thereby legitimizing the
state’s right to eliminate those other races. Foucault suggests that the conjunction between the biopolitical state and
racism allows us to make sense of a range of phenomena during the nineteenth century. Colonization and the role of
Social Darwinism was one particularly privileged moment in this history: “Racism first develops with colonization, or
in other words with colonizing genocide.”45 The evolution of modern warfare into the attempted destruction of an
enemy race was another such moment. Foucault argues that, in general terms, racism came to play a crucial role in the
economy of biopower: “The specificity of modern racism, or what gives it its specificity, is not bound up with
mentalities, ideologies, or the lies of power. It is bound up with the technique of power, with the technology of
power.”46
The paradigm of a biopolitical power legitimated in racist terms is of course Nazism. There was no more
disciplinary state. There was no other State in which “the biological was so tightly, so insistently regulated.”47
Foucault presents the Nazi state as exemplary in both its generalization of biopower and its generalization of the
sovereign right to kill: a racist, murderous and suicidal state. However, his point is not so much that this was an
exception as to suggest that the relationship between biopower and racism was widespread throughout nineteenth and
twentieth century political thought. Racism was by no means the prerogative of Fascist representations of biopolitical
states, since it could be found even in the different socialist traditions. It was also not the only form of representation
and legitimation in modern societies that remain biopolitical, albeit in other ways and by other means. Foucault’s
discussion of the neo-liberal governmentality that informed the policies and institutions of the German Federal
Republic in the post-war period provides an example of a quite different response to the question of legitimacy. He
points to a speech in April 1948 by Ludwig Erhard, who was responsible for the economic administration of the
Anglo-American zone, calling for the removal of state interference and arguing for reliance on the market as the
primary mechanism of economic governance, in which he asserted that “only a State which established at once the
liberties and the responsibility of its citizens can legitimately speak in the name of the people.” Aware that he is
adding a layer of implicit meaning to the text, Foucault takes Erhard’s speech to be evidence that what was at stake
here was nothing less than “the legitimacy of the state.”48 Sovereignty is justified not on the basis of its juridical
institutions, nor on the basis of its protection of the race or the life of its citizens, but on the basis of its guarantee of
economic freedom. It is not simply that economic growth is the basis for a political consensus that sustains the postwar German state, although he does claim that there was such a consensus, but also that economic institutions could
serve as the basis for legal and political sovereignty. This form of justification of state authority challenges political
philosophical views of legitimacy grounded in the basic legal and political rights of citizens. In contrast to liberal
criteria of legitimacy that rely upon an implicit contract to ensure protection of fundamental rights or maximal
satisfaction of fundamental interests, this neo-liberal conception of legitimacy relied upon a contract implicitly entered
into by any free participant in the economic system. To the extent that economic freedom and responsibility was
guaranteed by the state, exercise of that freedom and responsibility implied allegiance to the state and its
institutions.49
Foucault takes Erhard’s speech to exemplify the manner in which the conception of the nature and tasks of
government embodied in the post-war German state effectively changes the normative bases of sovereign power. It is
perhaps not the only historical example of a radically economic state: he mentions Venice and the United Provinces in
the sixteenth century as other possible instances.50 Moreover, in this case, the invocation of economic freedom as a
basis of political right was also a solution to the particular historical problem of legitimizing a new German state not
yet established that would be institutionally and juridically discontinuous with the Nazi state that preceded it.
Nevertheless, it remains a striking contemporary example of a state in which there is “a permanent genesis, a
permanent genealogy of the state from the economic institution.”51
In the final lectures of this course, Foucault returns to the question of the justification for and limits to state
power raised at the outset. He points to the problem posed for liberal governmentality from its inception by the
emergence of the market and homo oeconomicus. At the heart of this problem was the incompatibility of the juridical
subject of right and the economic subject of interest: how was government to be exercised, limited and justified in
relation to economic as well as juridical subjects? He points to the different ways of resolving this conflict that have
been proposed since the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, beginning with the concept of civil society. Neoliberalism represents a novel solution to this problem. It amounts to a real transformation in liberal governmentality
that effectively reversed the relationship hitherto maintained between the state and the market. Its novelty lay in the

primacy accorded to the market as the institution and idea that the state had to express and maintain. His analysis of
German neo-liberal governmentality implied that the legitimacy of the post-war German state was underwritten by the
market and economic growth that, even up to the present, “the economy, economic development and economic growth
produces sovereignty; it produces political sovereignty through the institution and institutional game that, precisely,
makes this economy work. The economy produces legitimacy for the state that is its guarantor.”52
This analysis provides evidence of the kind of contribution that the historical analysis of governmentality can
make to our understanding of the normative frameworks of modern liberal public reason. It shows not only how
different conceptions of the purposes, methods and objects of government have succeeded one another in the European
tradition, but also how these concepts affect contemporary ways of understanding the limits and the legitimacy of the
exercise of state power. It also shows that the biopolitical character of modern society is not the only, or even the most
important, condition of the manner in which state power is represented and legitimated. The fact that the advent of
biopolitical society brought about no great transformation of sovereign right is perhaps the most significant reason why
the concepts of biopower and biopolitics so quickly faded into the pre-history of Foucault’s exploration of modern
governmental reason.
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ntil the appearance of ‘Il faut défendre la société’ in 1997, Foucault’s publications could be divided into a
scholarly series of published books and a series of essays, occasional writings and interviews. Deleuze and
others argued that the interviews formed ‘an integral part of his work’ alongside and complementary to the
published works (Deleuze 1988, 115). According to this view, Foucault’s oeuvre comprised, on the one hand,
historical studies of a particular archive and, on the other, diagnoses of the present (Deleuze 2007, 352; see also Le
Blanc and Terrel 2003, 12). The reason that Foucault attached so much importance to interviews was that these allowed
him to spell out the relationship between the historical problematization carried out in his books and the practical
problems or fault lines in the present that were not simply the context in which these were written but the real purpose
of these studies:

U

Discipline and Punish deals with the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries but can in no way be divorced from
today’s prisons and the Information Group set up by Foucault and Defert after ’68 … What he’s really
interested in is our present-day relation to madness, our relation to punishment, our relation to power, to
sexuality. Not the Greeks, but our relation to subjectification, our ways of constituting ourselves as subjects.
(Deleuze 1995, 106) 1
Deleuze’s argument has some merit. Foucault regarded his genealogical and archaeological studies as a means of
working on the limits of the present, a way of responding to problems identified by disparate social movements
seeking to challenge particular forms of exercise of power: the power of men over women, of parents over children, of
pyschiatrists and doctors over the mentally and physically ill, of penal authorities over convicted criminals, of
administrators over the population at large, and so on (EW3, 329). 2 However, he rarely comments on current events in
his published books and the relationship of his historical studies to present day problems is largely indirect and
implicit. It is primarily in interviews that he elaborates on the implications of these studies for thinking about the
problems raised by social and political movements.
Since 1997, this neat two-series partition of Foucault’s work has been further complicated by the publication of
his lectures at the Collège de France. These are a further series of texts, of a different kind to both the published
works and the interviews and occasional writings. They provide a third textual stratum alongside the books and
interviews and occasional writings. They include early drafts of historical analyses that sometimes found their way into
books. For example, some elements of his 1972-1973 course Penal Theories and Institutions reappeared in Discipline
and Punish, just as parts of the final lecture of his 1975-1976 course ‘Society Must be Defended’ reappeared in the
final chapter of The History of Sexuality, Volume One. However, much of the material in lectures remained in the form
of exploratory exercises, tracing out problems, posing and sketching answers to questions that never found their way
into the scholarly corpus of Foucault’s published work. The lectures include a rich field of hitherto unpublished
material, such as the discussions of liberal and neoliberal techniques of government, of the government of self and
others, or of parrhesia. As a result, the lectures not only fill in some of the gaps between his published works and
allow us to follow in greater detail the evolution of his thought, they also present us with elements of an enlarged
range of possible critical responses to the present.
At the same time, Foucault’s courses were more than just his unpublished notebooks or mere records of his
intellectual workshop. They were public lectures involving the conduct or presentation of research in a different form.
Frédéric Gros argues for the superiority of the courses as expressions of the essence of philosophy, in a Platonic sense
of the term (Gros 2011). François Ewald, Foucault’s assistant at the Collège de France, argues that
The course is a particular form, not reducible to the exposition of a work in development. Each year tells a
story that the auditors will follow assiduously. Each course concentrates a singular alchemy: the will to share a

given research but also a dramatisation, the production of a story that will unfold over three months, week after
week, keeping the auditors in suspense (Ewald 2011, 51).
Like his published books, Foucault’s lectures sought to engage with the social, political and intellectual present in
which they were presented. In some respects, they did this more frequently and more directly than the published
books. In this sense, they are closer to the interviews. According to Ewald,
if Foucault’s courses were so successful, this was not only because of the subject matter they dealt with but
also because of the way that, through the subject matter and the manner in which he dealt with it, one had the
impression of a reading of the present (une lecture de l’actualité). A particular diagonal between very erudite
studies and the present which was the real value of the courses for those who followed them (Ewald 2011, 51). 3
Michel Senellart elaborates further on the different aims that defined Foucault’s courses and the corresponding levels
on which they functioned. On the one hand, they pursued the program of research outlined in his inaugural lecture and
reiterated in the course summaries published each year in the Annual Report of the Collège. ‘The Order of Discourse’
presents this program as an enquiry into the morphology of the Western will to knowledge and the particular forms of
exclusion that accompanied different kinds of knowledge. On the other hand, the courses pursued a series of
interventions in the social and political context in which they were written, thereby introducing the field of events
(l’événementiel) into the order of theoretical discourse. Senellart suggests a degree of tension between these two aims,
or rather ‘a certain play between two distinct modes of historico-philosophical problematisation’ (Senellart 2011, 151).
The overall result was that Foucault’s courses were subject to a triple constraint: that of developing the program of
research outlined in his inaugural lecture, that of being somehow linked to the stakes of particular current political
struggles and, finally, that of not disappointing the public.

The crisis in 1976
By January 1976, when he began his 1975-1976 course ‘Society Must Be Defended,’ Foucault had become
disillusioned with his previous attempts to reconcile these conflicting aims. These lectures marked a turning point, a
culmination and questioning of his approach to the courses up to this point. The opening lecture begins with the
statement of an intellectual crisis. Foucault says that he has had enough and would like to bring to a close the series of
projects that he has pursued in preceding years. He presents these in a disparaging light as mere fragments of research:
some remarks on the history of penal procedure, elements of the intellectual and institutional history of psychiatry in
the nineteenth century, reflections on sophistry and on Greek coins, the outline of a history of sexuality or of
knowledge about sexuality, and so on. All this, he suggests, has become very repetitive, ‘always falling into the same
rut, the same themes, the same concepts’ (C-SMD, 3). He connects this intellectual crisis to ‘changes in the
conjuncture’ but he also offers principled objections to any attempt to provide some unifying framework for the
disparate and fragmentary studies undertaken up to this point. He reiterates his conviction that the effectiveness of the
various kinds of ‘subjugated knowledges’ that he has spent so much time reactivating has to do precisely with their
discontinuous, particular and local character (C-SMD, 6). But he also rejects the systematizing option on the grounds
that all of his research at the Collège has taken place under the rubric of the study of the effects of power bound up
with the institution and the order of discourses. To seek to confer a unitary status on his own genealogical researches
would be to attempt to appropriate some of the power associated with established and recognized forms of knowledge.
To pursue the path of systematization would risk the kind of participation in the existing hierarchy of power and
knowledge that he attributes to those (Althusserian) Marxists who sought to show that Marxism was properly a
science. It would contradict the aims of his critical project in relation to the will to knowledge, which he had outlined
in his inaugural lecture and restates here as the effort to ‘identify what is at stake when knowledges begin to challenge,
struggle against, and rise up against the institution and the power- and knowledge-effects of scientific discourse’ (CSMD, 12).
Senellart argues that, after a sabbatical year in 1976-1977, Foucault developed another method of constructing
his courses. Up to this point, he had viewed his lectures as primarily the presentation of research already undertaken.
This way of approaching them, combined with the desire not to disappoint his extensive public, had led him to spend
more and more time on the preparation of the lectures at the expense of time spent on ‘real’ research (C-SMD, 2).
From 1978 onwards, he begins to use the lectures as a forum for the conduct of research. The relationship between the

‘time of the library’ and the ‘time of the exposition’ is fundamentally altered so that the lectures become an occasion
for reading and working through primary texts (Senellart 2011, 152). Hence the emergence in the course of the lectures
of new concepts and orientations that modify the direction of what follows, as happened after Foucault’s discovery of
‘governmentality’ in 1978. Hence the disparities that opened up between the title and the content of the lectures, as
happened in 1979 with lectures on ‘The Birth of Biopolitics’ that say almost nothing about biopolitics. Hence, too, the
recurrent failure to follow up on issues that had been promised further treatment. Further differences in his manner of
preparation included the reduced reliance on a fully written text and much greater reliance on notes and summary
indications, and an increasing attention to the primary texts themselves in the course of the lectures (Senellart 2011,
153).
There are other dimensions to the changes in the style and content of Foucault’s lectures from this point
onwards. One of these involved an increasing concern to question many of the concepts and ways of thinking that had
informed his earlier lectures and publications. Foucault sought to redefine himself as a ‘negative theorist,’ less
concerned to elaborate a theoretical edifice than to ‘think otherwise’ than he had done previously (Senellart 2011,
153). During the period from 1976 to 1979, this involved a wide-ranging rethinking of the terms of his political
thought and activity up to this point. This self-critical project is evident both in the concepts deployed and the
questions posed in the course of the lectures, and also in the character of his responses to current events and the
intellectual and political milieu in which they were delivered. Consider three examples of such responses:
During the first half of the 1972 course, Foucault devoted considerable time to a long discussion of the ‘barefoot’ revolt in Normandy in 1639 and the mechanisms of repression deployed in response. These lectures were
delivered against the political background of the activities of the French Maoist movement, the arrest and incarceration
of militants, and plans to initiate revolutionary tribunals that would give effect to ‘popular justice.’ Foucault’s aim was
to outline a genealogy of the division between political and common law criminality in order to show that this was not
so much constitutive of the state system of repression as a product of that system. In other words, the repressive state
apparatus was not just directed against delinquency but also against the struggle of the people against state power
(Senellart 2011, 150). 4
Foucault’s 1975-1976 lectures represent another kind of intervention in the political present in which they were
written. They outlined a genealogy of the historico-political discourse that took war to be a permanent feature of social
relations, ‘the ineradicable basis of all relations and institutions of power’ (C-SMD, 49). Foucault locates the
emergence of this discourse in the writings of Levellers and Diggers during the English Civil War. He points to its
reappearance in France at the beginning of the eighteenth, in the writings of French aristocrats such as Henry de
Boulainvilliers engaged in a rearguard struggle against the establishment of absolute monarchy. He surveys the
reappearance of this form of history once more in the nineteenth century, first in the writings of historians of the
revolutionary period, such as Sieyès, Augustin Thierry, Montlosier and Guizot, and then later in the writings of
biological racists and eugenicists. Among its distinguishing features, this kind of history relied upon a binary division
of the social field as involving struggle between contending groups, races or nations. As such, this ‘political
historicism provided the discursive framework in which emerged some of the defining themes of politics in the
twentieth century, including state racism, class war and the idea of revolution (C-SMD, 111).
1975 and 1976 were the years in which the Marxist orthodoxy that had sustained radical political movements in
France since the 1960s began to crumble and fall apart. Soviet dissidents, ‘new philosophers’ and others raised
questions about the Soviet Gulag and the nature of power in existing communist societies. These were also years in
which a significant number of those in the European extreme left began to take up arms. This led to assassinations and
kidnappings by groups such as the Italian Red Brigades and the German Red Army Fraction. While the recourse to
armed struggle was largely avoided in France, this was not because many were not tempted. Foucault’s questions about
the model of war and its implications for political activity were not unrelated to the ideas that informed this temptation.
His first lecture on 7 January 1976 pointed out that the inversion of Clausewitz’s aphorism concerning the relation
between war and politics carried the implication that ultimately, the settlement of political conflict came down to a
‘trial by strength in which weapons are the final judges’ (C-SMD, 16). His lecture of 28 January quotes a letter from
Marx to Engels in 1882 that identifies the French historians who wrote about race struggle as the source of their ideas
of class struggle, in order to suggest that the idea of revolution and the history of revolutionary practice is indissociable
from this form of ‘counterhistory’ that presented the social order as an ongoing war between races or classes: ‘Where
would the revolutionary project, the revolutionary idea, or revolutionary practice be without the will to rekindle the
real war that once went on and which is still going on, even though the function of the silent order of power is to mask
and smother it …?’ (C-SMD, 79). Questions such as these served to reinforce the doubts being raised among former

militants about the desirability of revolution or the recourse to arms (Le Blanc and Terrel 2003, 22).
Foucault’s 1978-1979 lectures on neoliberal governmentality represent a quite different kind of political
intervention into a changed political context. These lectures were delivered in the aftermath of the French legislative
elections in March 1978, at which the Union of the Left narrowly failed to win a majority. Efforts to rethink the
political orientation and strategies of the French left with a view to its anticipated electoral victory, and the subsequent
electoral failure, provide the background against which he raised a question about the nature of socialist
governmentality at the end of his fourth lecture: ‘What would really be the governmentality appropriate to socialism?
Is there a governmentality appropriate to socialism?’ (C-BB, 94). His answer was that if there is such a thing as
socialist governmentality, it remained to be invented. In part, his interest in neoliberal governmentality lay in the fact
that it provided an historical example of the re-invention of liberal governmentality. Recent commentators have made
much of his association with elements of the so-called ‘Second Left,’ a minority current within the Socialist Party with
links to the Confédération Française Démocratique du Travail (CFDT).5 The anti-statist ‘self-management’ approach
of this current shared some neoliberal concerns about the role of the state in governing social and economic life. It may
well be an exaggeration to suggest that Foucault’s 1979 lectures ‘should be read as a strategic endorsement of
economic liberalism’ (Behrent 2009a, 567; 2009b, 25). Nevertheless, the principle of abandoning techniques of
discipline in favour of purely economic means of governing the behaviour of individuals is one that Foucault appears
to endorse (Patton 2010, 212-214). Similarly, in a 1983 interview with the editor of a collection of essays on social
security, produced by the CFDT, he offers qualified support for a form of social security that allows for ‘richer, more
numerous, more diverse, and more flexible relationships with others and ourselves, all the while assuring each of us
real autonomy’ (EW3, 366). While he does not explicitly invoke market-based models, he does talk about the need to
attain ‘an optimal distance between a decision taken and the invidual concerned’ (EW3, 373). He also endorses the
principle that individuals should be responsible for their choices, while at the same time insisting that he does not
endorse ‘that savage liberalism that would lead to individual coverge for those who have the means to pay for for, and
to a lack of coverage for the others’ (EW3, 379) 6
Foucault’s lectures on neoliberal governmentality are punctuated by a polemic against the ‘state phobia’ shared
by many in the French left during this period. This phobia involved an essentialist conception of the state as endowed
with an inherent tendency to expand and dominate civil society and a corresponding suspicion of state power. Foucault
objects that this conception allows for political analysis derived from first principles and avoids the need for empirical
and historical knowledge of contemporary political reality. Part of his reason for undertaking these analyses of the
principles of neoliberal government is the fact that the postwar German state, which was founded on precisely these
principles, served as a model for the reforms to public policy proposed in France during this period. At the very least,
he argues, the quest for a distinctively socialist governmentality should be informed by knowledge of present political
reality. More generally, these lectures reflect a shift in political perspective and the kind of critique that Foucault now
considers appropriate. In contrast to the widespread suspicion of the state among many on the left, he has no
fundamental objection to government or to the institutions and policies that this implies. As he explained in a lecture
to the Société Française de Philosophie the previous year, the critical attitude that he now considered to underpin his
‘historicophilosophical’ analyses of the present did not ask why we are governed at all but how we are governed. The
critical question posed was ‘how not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of these principles, in view of such
objectives and by means of such methods, not like that, not for that, not by them?’ (WC, 384). This shift in critical
perspective was indicative of broader changes in the political climate as well as the evolution of Foucault’s own
thought during this period. In the remainder of this chapter I will focus on the corresponding developments in his
thinking about power as these are displayed in the lectures between 1976 and 1979.

Foucault’s re-examination of power 1: the diagnostic question
Ewald comments that, with the publication of Foucault’s courses, we can see more clearly their distinctive mode of
construction, including
The beginning, where Foucault still searches for his theme, and where he devotes time to the reprise and
synthesis of themes from the preceding year, themes that he will not hesitate to abandon or transform in the
light of what really becomes the object of his interest and what he then begins to dig into with passion, with a
palpable tension that is not released until the end of the last course of the year (Ewald 2011, 51).

Following the critical reflections on his overall research project and the manner in which it has been pursued up to this
point, Foucault specifies the aims of his 1975-1876 course, ‘Society Must Be Defended,’ by means of a nested series of
questions. At the highest level, his question is: what is power? At the next level below, this general question branches
into an historically specific, diagnostic question and a conceptual question about the nature of power. The diagnostic
question asks, in historically situated terms, what is the form of power that has reigned supreme in the West since the
collapse of Nazism and the retreat of Stalinism (C-SMD, 13). In the course of these lectures, Foucault offers two
distinct answers to this question. The first, in the second lecture, argues that Western societies are ruled by a complex
combination of disciplinary power and a democratized version of sovereign power:
on the one hand, a legislation, a discourse and an organization of public right articulated around the principle
of the sovereignty of the social body and the delegation of individual sovereignty to the State; and we also have
a tight grid of disciplinary coercions that actually guarantees the cohesion of that social body. Now that grid
cannot in any way be transcribed in right, even though the two necessarily go together. A right of sovereignty
and a mechanics of discipline. It is, I think, between these two limits that power is exercised. (C-SMD, 37).
A second answer to the diagnostic question comes in the final lecture of this course when he argues that a new, nondisciplinary technique of power emerged towards the end of the eighteenth century: ‘something that is no longer an
anatomo-politics of the human body, but what I would call a “biopolitics” of the human race’ (C-SMD, 243). This
new technology of power is addressed to populations rather than individual bodies. It involves efforts to control the
fertility and reproduction of the population, efforts to impose forms of public hygiene and to control the natural and
urban environments directly affecting the lives of human beings, and measures to deal with old age, accidents and
infirmities of various kinds. It is not a matter of training individual bodies but of different mechanisms to regulate and
control ‘life and the biological processes of man-as-species’ (C-SMD, 246-247). In contrast to the old sovereign
power of taking life, what emerged was a power that sought to sustain and develop the conditions in which human life
could persist and flourish. This new modality of power was different from but not incompatible with disciplinary
power:
We are, then, in a power that has taken control of both the body and life or that has, if you like, taken control
of life in general – with the body as one pole and the population as the other (C-SMD, 253).
These are not the only answers Foucault gives to the diagnostic question posed above. In his first lecture of the 19771978 course, Security, Territory, Population, he outlines a more refined account of the particular technology of power
exercised over the conditions of life. In contrast to both juridical and disciplinary mechanisms, security mechanisms
are applied to populations rather than to individuals or groups. They deal with probable rather than actual events and
seek to respond to these on the basis of calculations of cost and in terms of a norm of acceptable outcomes rather than
a binary division between the permitted and prohibited. He acknowledges that there is no simple succession of
juridical, disciplinary and security mechanisms in the history of modern government. All three have been present in
differing degrees and what changes in a given period is the ‘system of correlation between juridico-legal mechanisms,
disciplinary mechanisms, and mechanisms of security’ (C-STP, 8). At this point, he toys with the idea of a further
answer to the diagnostic question by asking whether it might be the case that ‘the general economy of power in our
societies is becoming a domain of security?’ (C-STP, 10-11). 7
After the shift of focus from mechanisms of security to the forms and rationalities of government in the 1978
lectures, Foucault offers further such epochal claims about the nature of power. He insists on the unique character of
pastoral power as it developed within European Christianity and its difference from political power up until the end of
the eighteenth century, but also on its role as a prelude to the modern forms of state government that developed from
this point onwards. Its role in the constitution of modern Western subjectivity makes pastoral power ‘one of the
decisive moments in the history of power in Western societies’ (C-STP, 185). While he does not claim in these
lectures that modern power is essentially pastoral, subsequent occasional writings come close to advancing this kind of
claim. For example, in ‘The Subject and Power,’ he describes contemporary state power as a unique combination of
totalizing and individualizing power, in part because of the degree to which it has integrated and transformed the
techniques of Christian pastoral power. The contemporary state, he suggests, can be seen as ‘a modern matrix of
individualization, or a new form of pastoral power’ (EW3, 334). 8 In the second lecture of his 1978-1979 course, The
Birth of Biopolitics, he discusses the idea of ‘frugal government’ as this term was used in the eighteenth century to
mean government that does not govern too much. Foucault equates this with liberal government and comments that

‘actually at this moment we are entering what could be called the epoch of frugal government’ (C-BB, 28). While he
does not make a similar claim with regard to neoliberal government, he does note at one point in 1979 that this had
already become ‘the program of most governments in capitalist countries’ (C-BB, 149).

Foucault’s re-examination of power 2: the conceptual question
Foucault approaches the conceptual question in his 1976 lectures by suggesting that our understanding of power has
long been permeated by a form of economism. Both the juridical, contractarian conception of sovereign power and the
Marxist conception share a certain ‘economism’ in their understandings of power, although this takes a quite different
form in each case. The juridical conception understands sovereign power as analogous to the commodity form in so far
as it is built from rights that are possessed by individuals and that can be delegated or transferred. In so far as the
Marxist conception regards power as a means to reproduce class domination and associated relations of production,
‘political power finds its historical raison d’être in the economy’ (C-SMD, 14). Foucault groups these two approaches
to power in order to seek alternatives to both varieties of economism. To answer the question whether the analysis of
power can be divorced from any reference to the economy, he considers two potential bases of a non-economic
analysis of power: firstly, the idea that power is something that exists only in being exercised, and secondly the idea
that power is primarily a relation of force.
These two theses immediately raise further questions to which we find ready-made, widely accepted answers.
If power is something that exists only in its exercise, in what does that exercise consist? How is power exercised? The
first widely accepted answer, which Foucault calls Reich’s hypothesis, is that power consists in repression: ‘Power is
that which represses. Power is that which represses nature, instincts, a class or individuals’ (C-SMD, 15). The second
widely accepted answer, which he calls Nietzsche’s hypothesis, follows from the second thesis according to which
power is ultimately a relation of force: this is the idea that power is essentially a matter of struggle or conflict between
opposing forces: ‘Power is war, the continuation of war by other means’ (C-SMD, 15). 9 Together, these two
hypotheses form the principle alternative to the economistic approach to power outlined above: the war-repression
schema in opposition to the contract-opppression schema. Foucault admits that in his discussions of power in previous
years he sought to apply the war – repression schema.10 Nevertheless, at this point in 1976, he has reached the
conclusion that both elements of this schema need to be modified and perhaps ultimately abandoned (C-SMD, 17). He
proposes to devote the following one or two lectures to a critical re-examination of the idea of repression. This
promise is not kept, apart from some brief remarks about the sources of the concept of repression at the end of the
second lecture and the beginning of the third. The History of Sexuality Volume One, published later the same year,
develops a more detailed argument against the repressive hypothesis. The real focus of the 1976 lectures is the
hypothesis associated with Nietzsche:
I would like to try to see the extent to which the binary schema of war and struggle, of the clash between
forces, can really be identified as the basis of civil society, as both the principle and motor of the exercise of
political power. Are we really talking about war when we analyze the workings of power? Are the notions of
‘tactics,’ ‘strategy, and ‘relations of force’ valid? To what extent are they valid? Is power quite simply a
continuation of war by means other than weapons and battles?’ (C-SMD, 18).
In raising these questions, it is clear that Foucault is directly challenging his own thinking about power up to this point.
The ‘micro-physics’ of disciplinary power outlined in Discipline and Punish relied extensively on the militaristic
language of ‘tactics,’ ‘manoeuvres’ and ‘strategies.’It presupposed that power relations are grounded in relations of
force and that ‘one should take as the model for power relations ‘a perpetual battle rather than a contract regulating a
transaction or the conquest of a territory’ (DP, 26). The History of Sexuality, Volume One, which was not published
until after these lectures in December 1976, famously argued that ‘power must be understood in the first instance as
the multiplicity of force relations immanent in the sphere in which they operate’ and that the condition of possibility of
all power relations must be sought in ‘the moving substrate of force relations which, by virtue of their inequality,
constantly engender states of power’ (HS1, 92-93). The same passage offered a more nuanced view of the usefulness
of battle as the model for power relations, suggesting that the difference between war and politics was not a difference
in kind but a difference of strategy whereby the force relations present in a given society could be played out either in
the forms of war or politics. 11
It is surprising that The History of Sexuality, Volume One continues to rely on the language of forces and

strategies, given that the text was not finalized until after the 1976 lectures in which he explicitly questioned the
applicability of concepts such as antagonism, rivalry or confrontation and struggle between contending parties to the
analysis of power (Defert 1994, 49). 12 Comments in interviews during this period indicate that he was actively
questioning this aspect of the war-repression schema during this period. For example, in the ‘Truth and Power’
interview, which took place in June 1976, he rehearses some of the questions raised by the assimilation of power to
war and comments that ‘it’s astonishing to see how easily and self-evidently people talk of warlike relations of power
or of class struggle without ever making it clear whether some form of war is meant, and if so what form’ (EW3, 124).
Similarly, in ‘The Eye of Power’ interview conducted around the same time, he comments on the frequency with
which people use the term ‘struggle’ without questioning what is implied by this term: ‘Is the relation of forces in the
order of politics a warlike one? I don’t personally feel prepared to answer this with a definite yes or no’ (PK, 164).
Perhaps one reason that Foucault continued to rely on the language of war in talking about power is that, at this
point, he had not settled on any alternative. The 1975-1976 lectures do not provide one. After having raised questions
about power at the outset, Foucault is still searching in the third lecture for a more precise specification of the
conceptual question: what is the role of concepts related to war and the conduct of war in the analysis of power? He
reformulates the question in terms of the search for a theory of domination, or the forms of domination, rather than a
theory of sovereignty. He does not at this point question the assumption that relations of power culminate in systems of
domination. Rather, he asks how does domination operate, by what techniques and by means of what effects of
subjugation are relations of domination established and maintained? In particular, he asks whether the concept of war
and war-like relations provide an appropriate framework for the analysis of power relations:
To what extent can a relationship of domination boil down to or be reduced to the notion of a relationship of
force? To what extent can the relationship of force be reduced to a relationship of war? (C-SMD, 46)
Here too, there are both conceptual and historical questions in play. It is Foucault’s answer to the historical rather than
the conceptual question that occupies the bulk of his 1975-1976 course and becomes the real focus of the lectures that
follow: ‘How, when, and why was it noticed that or imagined that what is going on beneath and in power relations is a
war?’ (C-SMD, 47). Daniel Defert rightly insists that the bulk of this course is not about war, the analysis of power or
racism: it is concerned with the emergence of a form of analysis in terms of war and race (Defert 2001, 59). In
contrast, the conceptual questions ask whether concepts derived from the conduct of warfare such as strategy and
tactics provide adequate instruments for the analysis of power relations (C-SMD, 47). These are not answered in the
1975-1976 lectures. However, the conditions of a negative answer are established in the final lecture when he
identifies a new kind of power directed at populations rather than individuals or groups and employing different
mechanisms that sought to maintain regularity in the conditions that sustain human life. As commentators point out, the
effects of biopower and the means by which they were achieved are not readily explained by reference to binary
relationships of domination or violent struggle between contending forces. 13
The breakthrough in Foucault’s conceptual analysis of power, and the beginnings of an answer to the
conceptual questions raised in 1976, occurs two years later in his 1977-1978 lectures, Security, Territory, Population,
when he begins to analyse in more detail the technologies of biopower. Mechanisms of security do not involve direct
confrontation between contending forces, but forms of action on a population, where this is supposed to be a natural
phenomenon subject to various kinds of regular behaviour: economic, demographic, epidemiological, and so on. As
such this kind of power required knowledge of the relevant dimensions of the behaviour of populations. The new
sciences of statistics and political economy no longer considered a population as a collection of subjects of right but as
‘a set of processes to be managed at the level and on the basis of what is natural in these processes’ (C-STP, 70).
Together, these mechanisms of security and the forms of knowledge associated with them represented a shift from a
political order characterized by the exercise and maintenance of sovereignty to one characterized by government.
Henceforth, it is in terms of government rather than war that Foucault understands the exercise of power.
The lecture of 18 January 1978, devoted to proposals put forward in the middle of the eighteenth century to
deal with the problem of grain shortage, shows what is at stake in the analysis of power as government rather than war.
Grain shortage was a threat to governments since it could lead quickly to revolt on the part of a population deprived of
food. Previously, it had been dealt with by regulations intended to prevent such shortages from occurring: price
controls, prohibitions on hoarding, limits on the export of grain and control of the extent of land under cultivation.
From the end of the seventeenth century politicians and their economic advisors became aware that the free circulation
of grain was a better mechanism to ensure food security. Proposals such as those put forward in 1763 by Louis-Paul

Abeille recommended the removal of restrictions on hoarding, on the export and import of grain, and on the extent of
land devoted to its production (C-STP, 35-44). These measures are aimed at the security of food for the population at
large, but they work through the decisions of individual producers, merchants and consumers by allowing the free
circulation of goods. As components of a market mechanism of security, they do not involve the direct confrontation
and struggle of contending forces, as suggested by the schema of war. Nor do they involve direct action upon the
forces of individuals and groups in the manner of disciplinary techniques. Rather, they ensure food security by
establishing conditions under which market incentives would cause individuals to act in ways that address any problem
of shortage. Foucault returns to the market mechanism for ensuring food security in the final lecture of the 1978
course, in order to suggest that it pointed towards a new, liberal form of government. Rather than the regulative
mechanisms favoured by the eighteenth century science of police, this involved the integration of freedom into the art
of government. Certain kinds of freedom had to be respected and failure to do so amounted to ‘ignorance of how to
govern properly’ (C-STP, 353).
This new form of government becomes the subject matter of his 1978-1979 lectures, The Birth of Biopolitics.
Liberal government as it emerged during the eighteenth century sought to adjust the exercise of state power to the
realities of the market. As such, it depended on the existence of freedoms such as the freedom to trade, the freedom to
exercise property rights, freedoms of discussion and expression, and freedom from monopolies. Such freedoms are not
given but must be produced. Liberal government did not simply endorse freedom but established limitations, controls
and various forms of coercion to ensure the kinds of freedom needed for the effective operation of markets. In the
early twentieth century, state intervention to maintain market economies developed to a point of crisis in liberal
governmentality, where the forms of regulation themselves came to be seen as a threat to the very market freedom
they were supposed to protect. Foucault’s lectures on neoliberalism analyzed the response to this crisis that sought to
redefine the role of government by insisting on the importance of competition as the essence of markets and the real
objective of government policy. Neoliberalism reinvented the aims as well as the techniques of liberal government and
sought to extend the reliance on market mechanisms to areas of civil and social life previously exempt: ‘a state under
the supervision of the market rather than a market supervised by the state’ (C-BB, 116).
Foucault’s lectures on liberalism and neoliberalism do not reflect on what he later called the ‘conceptual
requirements’ of studying this kind of power. The closest he came to a definitive statement and response to the
conceptual questions posed in his 1976 lectures was in ‘The Subject and Power,’ published for the first time in English
in 1982 (EW3, 326-348). This text reiterates his insistence, in The History of Sexuality, Volume One and elsewhere,
that the analysis of power relations and the forms of its exercise requires not so much a theory of power as an
‘analytics’ that would provide the concepts required for the analysis of particular modalities of power. The bare object
of study, namely power, does not provide a sufficient basis for an adequate concpetualization: ‘We have to know the
historical conditions that motivate our conceptualization. We need a historical awareness of our present circumstances’
(EW3, 327). In these terms, we can read the second part of this text, entitled ‘How is Power Exercised?,’ as setting out
the conceptual requirements for the study of liberal governmental power.
Foucault begins by distinguishing power relations from relations of communication and from the power
exercised over things through the exercise of particular physical, technical or organizational capacities. All of these
may be involved in a given social institution or activity, but the specificity of power relations is that these involve
action upon the action of others:
In effect, what defines a relationship of power is that it is a mode of action that does not act directly and
immediately on others. Instead, it acts upon their actions: an action upon an action, on possible or actual future
or present actions (EW3, 340).
This understanding of power relations as action upon the field of actions open to others is significantly different from
Foucault’s earlier conception of power relations as a matter of conflict or struggle between opposing forces. The most
important differences include, firstly, the fact that the parties to relations of power are now conceived as agents
endowed with a degree of freedom. The exercise of power presupposes that those on whom it is exercised are subjects
capable of action and that they are in fact free to act in a number of ways. The exercise of power can take a variety of
forms including inducement or incitation to act in particular ways, but also constraint or prohibition on acting in other
ways: ‘Power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are “free”’ (EW3, 342). The scare quotes
around ‘free’ here indicate that this is not a natural freedom but rather specific kinds of freedom such as those
produced and maintained for the efficient operation of markets. A second difference relates to the kind of subject that
is presupposed. For liberal governmentality, this is a subject of interests and rationality, endowed with a capacity to

calculate courses of action that serve its interests. For neoliberal governmentality, homo oeconomicus is not simply a
subject seeking to maximize its satisfaction in a market but also an enterprise. It is a subject endowed with interests
and rationality but also with capital of various kinds that can be increased in competition with others.
The definition of power as action upon the actions of others confirms Foucault’s rupture with economism in
the theory of power, with the juridical conception of power and with the war model. Power is not something possessed
that can be exchanged or transferred. It does not essentially involve either contracts or violence, which does not mean
that the exercise of power cannot in particular cases involve the obtaining of consent or the threat of violence. Nor
does it essentially involve involve struggle between contending forces. Rather, power acts on the ‘field of possibilities’
that circumscribes the actions of others. It is a way of directing or governing the actions of others:
Basically, power is less a confrontation between two adversaries or their mutual engagement than a question of
‘government’ … The relationship proper to power would therefore be sought not on the side of violence or of
struggle, nor on that of voluntary contracts (all of which can, at best, only be the instruments of power) but,
rather, in the area of that singular mode of action, neither warlike nor juridical, which is government. (EW3,
341).

Power, Strategy and Neoliberal Governmentality
‘The Subject and Power’ answers many of the conceptual questions about power first raised in Foucault’s 1976
lectures. At the same time, this intriguing text raises further questions about his approach to the analysis of power,
especially in relation to the neoliberal governmentality discussed in 1979. The final section returns to the question of
strategy and its role in relations of power. Building on the centrality of freedom to this concept of power as action on
the actions of others, Foucault asserts that there is an intransigence of freedom and a corresponding ‘agonism’ at the
heart of the power relations (EW3, 342). He argues that, as a result of the ineliminable freedom presupposed by this
kind of power, there is no power relationship without the possibility of escape, flight or resistance on the part of those
over whom power is being exercised. This implies that a particular exercise of power will always fall somewhere on a
continuum between ‘the free play of antagonistic reactions’ and the achievement of stable mechanisms that imply the
ongoing possibility of governing or directing the conduct of others. The attainment of such mechanisms is both an aim
of the exercise of power and the temporary overcoming or suspension of the agonism between power and freedom. It
is an internal limit of power relations. Conversely, the free play of antagonistic reactions is another limit of power.
Once this point is reached there is no longer government of others but only action and reaction: ‘instead of
manipulating and inducing actions in a calculated manner, one must be content with reacting to them after the event’
(EW3, 347). The result is that antagonistic relations are in constant danger of giving rise to the establishment of more
or less stable relations of power, while conversely such relatively stable relations of power are in constant danger of
falling back into adversarial or antagonistic relations. Foucault concludes from this perpetual instability that it is
always possible to interpret the mechanisms employed in particular relations of power in strategic terms: the same
events and the same transformations may be interpreted ‘either from inside the history of struggle or from the
standpoint of power relationships’ (EW3, 347). Moreover, he argues that the disparity between these two ways of
reading history makes visible the fundamental phenomenon of domination.14
This points to an important feature of the analysis of power as this is carried out in Foucault’s lectures on
neoliberal governmentality, namely the perspective from which this form of governmental power is analyzed. This is
not the perspective from below that is advocated in Foucault’s retrospective account of his approach to power at the
beginning of his 1975-1976 course. Nor is it simply the perspective of the state which exercises governmental power in
the form of public policy, legislation and institutional design that shapes the field in which individuals act as subjects
of interest and enterprise. He notes that the state is by far the most important institution in modern societies, since it
sets the parameters of operation for the entire range of basic social institutions. However, as he argued in taking up the
study of governmentality in 1978, it is important to study institutions from the perspective of the technologies of power
that they embody (C-STP, 116-120). These technologies of power imply, among other things, a system of
differentiations that enable action on the actions of others, particular objectives pursued by those exercising power,
modes of exercising power, forms of institutionalization and degrees of rationalization (EW3, 344). Foucault’s lectures
on neoliberal governmentality focus on the objectives, modes of exercise and forms of rationalization of this kind of
power, rather than the strategies by which they were introduced or the struggles they have provoked. They help to
understand the objectives and rationality of this kind of power, but they do not pursue the strategy outlined in the first

part of ‘The Subject and Power’ that consists in taking forms of resistance against particular modalities of power as the
‘starting point’ or the ‘catalyst’ for their analysis (EW3, 329). They do not address the different political dynamics that
allowed what David Harvey calls the construction of consent in favor of neoliberal government policies, much less the
kinds and degree of economic restructuring and social differentiation that followed (Harvey 2005). They do not address
the fundamental shifts of economic power away from states themselves that resulted from the deregulation of
currencies and international financial markets and that have brought about the current situation in which, at a global
level, power involves action upon the actions of those (governmental) agents that act upon the actions of individuals
and populations. None of this should be surprising when we consider that these lectures were delivered shortly before
the election of Margaret Thatcher’s government in Britain in May 1979 and over a year before the election of Ronald
Reagan as US president in 1980. However, the strategic and conceptual resources for the analysis of power set out in
‘The Subject and Power’ point to some of the ways in which these lectures fall short of a critical analysis of neoliberal
governmentality.

Notes
* I am grateful to the editors and to Colin Gordon, Jess Whyte and Ben Golder for helpful comments on an earlier
draft of this chapter.
1 See

also Deleuze 1995, 115: ‘Foucault may well go right back to the Greeks, but what interests him in The Use of
Pleasure, as in his other books, is what’s happening, what we are and what we’re doing, today: whether recent or
distant, a historical formation is analyzed only as it differs from us, and in order to trace out that difference.’
2

In ‘The Subject and Power’ Foucault recommended taking the forms of resistance to power relations as a starting
point for studying them (EW3, 326-331). On his conception of his genealogical and archaeological studies as criticism
of the limits of the present, see ‘What is Enlightenment?’ (EW1, 315-318).

3

Ewald comments further that ‘The alchemy always worked, except once, which made him very unhappy: the first
‘Greek’ year. The very erudite course did not manage to find its dramatisation’ (Ewald 2011, 51).

4

See also the 1972 interview ‘On Popular Justice. A Discussion with Maoists’ in PK, especially pp.14ff.

5

Behrent claims, that “Foucault’s interest in neoliberalism appears to owe much to his attraction to the Second Left”
(Behrent 2009a, 553). See also Behrent 2009b 19-20; Senellart 2007, 371.

6

For further comment on this interview and the background of Foucault’s collaboration with the CFDT, see BuissonFenet 2004.

7

At the end of the fourth lecture (1 February 1978) in which he reorients the focus of this course towards a history of
governmentality, he suggests that we still live in the era of a governmentality discovered in the eighteenth century: this
is a form of government that acts on the population, that relies upon a form of economic knowledge or political
economy and that ‘would correspond to a society controlled by apparatuses of security’ (C-STP, 110).

8

His 1979 Tanner lectures refer to the ‘welfare state problem’ as one of many ways in which the delicate adjustment
between political power wielded over legal subjects and pastoral power wielded over living beings is played out in the
contemporary world (EW3, 307).

9

Foucault could equally have called this Deleuze’s hypothesis in the light of the latter’s reconstruction of Nietzsche’s
theory of the will to power on the basis of his conception of active and reactive force (Deleuze 1983, 49-68). In their
1972 Interview ‘Intellectuals and Power,’ and again in a 1983 interview, Foucault acknowledged the influence of
Deleuze’s Nietzsche and Philosophy on his own thinking about power: ‘underneath the old theme of meaning, signified

and signifier etc, at last the question of power, of the inequality of powers and their struggles... .’ (LCP, 205-217;
EW2, 445).
10

In his 1973 lecture course The Punitive Society, Foucault commented that ‘Power, the legality that it serves and the
illegalisms that it manages or struggles against must all be understood as a particular way of pursuing civil war’ (Cited
in Nigro 2011, 144). Earlier in the 1976 course, in answer to the question what was at stake in the genealogical
exercise of identifying and resuscitating buried and disqualified knowledges, he relies on the struggle schema in
suggesting that ‘Both the specialized domain of scholarship and the disqualified knowledge people have contained the
memory of combats …. And so we have the outline of what might be called a genealogy, or of multiple genealogical
investigations. We have both a meticulous rediscovery of struggles and the raw memory of fights’ (C-SMD, 8).

11

Foucault’s discussion of power in The History of Sexuality, Volume One draws a distinction that is obscured in the
English translation between power in general, as it is exercised in local relations throughout society, and ‘the power’
understood as the overall system of domination and control: ‘power insofar as it is permanent, repetitive, inert and
self-reproducing’ (HS1, 93). Foucault’s nominalist understanding of the latter relies on the military metaphor: ‘“the”
power is not an institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength with which some are endowed; it is the
name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society’ (HS1, 93 translation modified). The
original reads: ‘le pouvoir, ce n’est pas une institution, et ce n‘est pas une structure, ce n’est pas une certain puissance
dont certains seraient dotés: c’est le nom qu’on prête à une situation stratégique complex dans un société donnée’
(FHS1, 123).

12

Arnold Davidson’s Introduction to ‘Society Must Be Defended’ notes Foucault’s questioning of the war model of
power in interviews, but then curiously disregards this critical dimension of the 1976 lectures by suggesting that
‘Foucault’s preoccupation with the schema of war was central to this formulation of the strategic model of power, of
force-relations, a strategic model that would allow us to reorient our conception of power’ (C-SMD, xviii). Foucault’s
preoccupation with the schema of war was rather the beginnings of a shift in his thinking about power away from the
strategic model.

13

See Fontana and Bertani 2003, 283; Le Blanc and Terrel 2003, 16.
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He defines these in a manner reminiscent of his definition of ‘the power’ in a given society at a given time in The
History of Sexuality, Volume One: systems of class, caste or group domination are the result, at the level of an entire
society, of ‘the locking-together of power relations with relations of strategy and the results proceeding from their
interaction’ (EW3, 348).

Bibliography
Artières, P. et al eds (2011) Michel Foucault, Paris: Éditions de L’Herne.
Behrent, Michael C. (2009a) ‘Liberalism Without Humanism: Michel Foucault and the Free-Market Creed, 19761979,’ Modern Intellectual History, 6:3, 539-568.
———. (2009b) ‘A Seventies Thing: On the Limits of Foucault’s Neoliberalism Course for Understanding the
Present,’ S. Binkley and J. Capetillo eds A Foucault for the 21st Century: Governmentality, Biopolitics and Discipline
in the New Millenium, Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 16-29.
Buisson-Fenet, E. (2004) ‘La mémoire ébréchée de la deuxième gauche,’ Vacarme: Michel Foucault 1984-2004, 29,
46-49.
Defert, D. (1994) ‘Chronologie’ in FDEI, 13-64.
———. (2001) ‘Le “dispositif de guerre” comme analyseur des rapports de pouvoir,’ J-C Zancarini ed Lectures de
Michel Foucault: A propos de “Il faut défendre la société,” Lyon: ENS Éditions, 59-65.

Deleuze, G. (1983). Nietzsche and Philosophy, translated by Hugh Tomlinson. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press.
———. (1988) Foucault, translated by Seán Hand, foreward by Paul Bové, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press.
———. (1995). Negotiations 1972–1990, Martin Joughin, trans. New York: Columbia University Press.
———. (2007). Two Regimes of Madness: Texts and Interviews 1975–1995, translated by Ames Hodges and Mike
Taormina. New York: Semiotext(e) [Revised Edition].
Dreyfus H. and Rabinow, P. (1982) Michel Foucault: Beyond Structuralism and Hermeneutics, Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press.
Ewald, F. (2011) ‘Entretien avec François Ewald’ in Artières et al eds, 47-52.
Fontana, A. and Bertani, M. (2003) ‘Situating the Lectures’ in C-SMD, 273-293.
Gros, F. (2011) ‘De la supériorité des cours’ in Artières et al eds, 156-159.
Harvey, D. (2005) A Brief History of Neoliberalism, Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Le Blanc, G. and Terrel, J.(2003) ‘Foucault au Collège de France: un itinéraire,’ in Le Blanc, G. and Terrel, J. eds
(2003) Foucault au Collège de France: un itinéraire, Bordeaux: Presses Universitaires de Bordeaux, 7-26.
Nigro, R. (2011) ‘Les enjeux d’une confrontation avec Marx,’ in Artières et al eds, 142 – 146.
Patton, P. (2005) ‘Foucault, Critique and Rights,’ Critical Horizons, 6:1, December, 267-287.
———. (2010) ‘Foucault and Normative Political Philosophy’ in Timothy O’Leary and Christopher Falzon eds
Foucault and Philosophy, Wiley-Blackwell, 204-221.
Senellart, M. (2007) ‘Course Context’ in C-STP, 369-401.
———. (2011) ‘Le cachalot et l’écrivisse. Réflexions sure la rédaction des Cours au Collège de France’ in Artières et
al eds, 147-155.

XVIII • Seshadri

Language and Silence

Life: The Final Frontier

Language and Silence
I

First Words on Silence
It is no longer possible to think in our day other than in the void left by man’s disappearance. For this void
does not create a deficiency; it does not constitute a lacuna that must be filled. It is nothing more, and
nothing less, than the unfolding of a space in which it is once more possible to think.
—Michel Foucault, The Order of Things
Our age does indeed stand in front of language just as the man from the country in [Kafka’s] parable
stands in front of the door of the law.
—Giorgio Agamben, Homo Sacer

The Disciplinary Context
n 2003, the Animal Rights group PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) launched an ad campaign
using 60-ft. panels that juxtaposed photographs of Jews in concentration camps with those of caged animals in a
crowded factory farm. The caption paraphrased the Yiddish writer Issac Bashevis Singer’s famous line from the
short story “The Letter Writer,” namely: “To Animals, All People Are Nazis.” Allusions to the “eternal Treblinka” set
off an outcry of protest, leading the highest court in Germany to rule the ads as offensive. In the United States, the
Anti- Defamation League and the NAACP (in reference to lynching and animals) also protested the linking of animal
slaughter and anti-Semitism/racism. What is made evident by this debate is not so much the confusion over ideas about
human dignity, but the deep gulf between the political commitment to social justice (achieving equality, dignity,
respect) and the philosophical inquiry into life and the living (problems of identity, propriety, death). The fact that
today, in the absence of any moral authority, it is only juridical law and the discourse of rights that can provide a
flimsy bridge across these two domains should give us pause. For what does it mean that the concerns of social justice
and the contemplation of life can encounter each other only within the discourse (if not the court) of law? Among all
contemporary thinkers, it is certainly Jacques Derrida who has troubled most over this question.
In an interview with Elizabeth Roudinesco in For What Tomorrow, published in 2001, Jacques Derrida,
responding to a question about animality and the proposal to extend human rights to nonhuman great apes, says,

I

The “question of animality” is not one question among others, of course. I have long considered it to be
decisive (as one says), in itself and for its strategic value; and that’s because, while it is difficult and enigmatic
in itself, it also represents the limit upon which all the great questions are formed and determined, as well as all
the concepts that attempt to delimit what is “proper to man,” the essence and future of humanity, ethics,
politics, law, “human rights,” “crimes against humanity,” “genocide,” etc.
Wherever something like “the animal” is named, the gravest, most resistant, also the most naïve and the
most self-interested presuppositions dominate what is called human culture (and not only Western culture); in
any case they dominate the philosophical discourse that has been prevalent for centuries. (Derrida, For What
Tomorrow, 62– 63; 106) 1
For those familiar with Derrida’s writings, it is an unsurprising statement, since the interrogation of what is

“proper to man” can be said to form one of the central axes of the project of deconstruction. Derrida’s declaration on
animality followed on the long seminar (reportedly a ten-hour lecture) that he gave a few years earlier at Cérisy-laSalle entitled “The Autobiographical Animal,” since published as L’animal que donc je suis.2 Almost as though in
response to Derrida’s more explicit attention to the animal in the 1990s, a new sub field of animality studies has
emerged. In the past few years, several anthologies and monographs, particularly within contemporary philosophy,
have appeared that question and trouble the frontier between the human and the animal.3 While the perspectives have
been varied, and address the question of the animal as it emerges in the work of one or the other thinker or school of
thought, they have together engendered an important field of study based on their shared premise that the task
confronting contemporary thought today is the critique of the unquestionable and impassable separation between
human and animal as the foundation of common sense. These important studies are interdisciplinary in the best sense.
Utilizing the resources of contemporary researches in primatology, animal intelligence, animal communication, and
language, they raise the great questions and engage the limits placed on their thinkability within the philosophical
tradition. Adjacently, for those critics who situate themselves within what can be termed broadly the philosophy of
race, this sub field of animality studies may appear to open up new resources. Given that the latter is inextricably
concerned with difference in terms of the a priori privilege granted to the norm of humanness and undertakes an
ontological critique of that norm, it shares with race theory a broad predilection for an analysis of the discourses of
power and exclusion. Since Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation, there has been a plethora of work treating species bias,
or what has come to be termed speciesism. 4 Most studies on animality justifiably focus their attention on the
exploitation of the nonhuman animal and contribute to our thinking about race and its political effects by way of
analogy or homology. In other words, we can discover the origins of the practice of racial dehumanization in our long
history of managing the nonhuman animal world. We are invariably led to discern a strict colonialist homology or
similarity between our exploitation of nature and animals and of “inferior” peoples. Yet the exchange between those
who work on questions of race and those who concern themselves with animality and human propriety has been
minimal. No doubt, this is attributable to the fact that the concepts of “race” and “animal” are anthropological/political
and ontological categories, respectively, and are therefore tacitly indifferent, if not exclusive, of each other. For those
preoccupied with the historical outcomes of the discourse of race, questions regarding the ontological basis of racial
identity can appear to serve as a distraction from the practical problems at hand. It is well known that race identity, like
gender, is a construction that is nevertheless, to use Judith Butler’s useful phrase, a “constitutive constraint” (Butler,
Bodies that Matter, 1993) with very real political effects. The urgent task as perceived is to deal with those effects. On
the other hand, those concerned with the question of the animal are necessarily focused on the instability of the
categorical opposition between human and animal. While historical and political issues are perceived as being equally
urgent, these issues, as Derrida suggests, arise as global, even transhistorical, problems pertaining to the “most selfinterested presuppositions [that] dominate what is called human culture (and not only Western culture)” (Derrida, For
What Tomorrow, 62– 63; 106). The fact is that even though both fields are concerned with ethical and legal
presuppositions that govern the determination of norms and standards, there are some caveats that remain due to the
weakness of the analogy between the perceived opposition that governs the categories human and animal and the
relational difference of white and nonwhite that subtends the system of race. In The Claim of Reason, Stanley Cavell
suggests that this perceived weakness of analogy has more to do with a core indefiniteness regarding what is meant by
the analogy to begin with. Invoking the context of the U.S. Southern slave system, he writes, “It is sometimes said that
slave owners do not see or treat their slaves as human beings, but rather, say, as livestock; some slaveowners
themselves have been known to say so . . . But does one really believe such assertions? My feeling is that they cannot
really be meant. Of course the words mean something; they are not spoken at random. In what spirit are such words
said?” (Cavell, Claim of Reason, 372– 73). By expressing disbelief with regard to the analogy, Cavell is of course not
disavowing racism. On the contrary, by slowing down the work of identity that analogy can sometimes too quickly
produce, Cavell forces us to reckon with what in fact is really meant and held as a belief by the slave owner. “What he
really believes,” Cavell suggests, “is not that slaves are not human beings, but that some human beings are slaves . . .
[T]his man sees certain human beings as slaves, takes them for slaves” (375). In other words, the slave owner assumes
that what is, because it is, is right. In fact, the slave owner may or may not consider his slaves to be lesser than certain
other whites in terms of intelligence, industry, or beauty. Thus He means, and can mean, nothing definite. This is a
definite frame of mind. He means, indefinitely, that they are not purely human. He means, indefinitely, that there are
kinds of humans . . . He means, indefinitely, that slaves are different, primarily different from him, secondarily
different from you and me. In the end he will appeal to history, to a form, or rather to a way of life: this is what he
does. He believes exactly what justice denies, that history and indefinite difference can justify his social difference of

position. He need not deny the supremacy of justice; he may be eloquent on the subject. He need deny only that
certain others are to be acknowledged as falling within its realm. (Cavell, Claim of Reason, 376) Cavell’s argument
suggests that the racist not only harbors a core “indefiniteness” but that this indefiniteness has also something to do
with purity and justice. In other words, it seems that the racist is one who is able to extend the principles of justice
only to those who are properly human. This is not a point that Cavell pursues. Instead, it is the fact that such a wrong
belief can be held and that such injustice can be countenanced that exercises his moral judgment. In a memorable
phrase (one that Cora Diamond refers to in her wonderful essay), Cavell terms this a form of blindness—“soul
blindness.” The slave owner does not “see” the slave as a human being like himself. However, Cavell also suggests that
insofar as the slave owner is content to enslave other human beings and demands specific forms of servitude and
obedience from them, he is in fact already treating them as “more or less human” (376). That is, what he demands of
his slaves differs vastly from what he demands of his livestock. “When he wants to be served at table by a black hand,
he would not be satisfied to be served by a black paw. When he rapes a slave or takes her as a concubine, he does not
feel that he has, by that fact itself, embraced sodomy . . . He does not go to great lengths either to convert his horses to
Christianity or to prevent their getting wind of it” (376). All of this, no doubt, points to a “fact” of sorts, regarding the
slave owner’s assumption of the slave’s minimal humanity, but there are certain consequences to deploying it as a
premise for an understanding of racist belief and practice. First of all, such a premise leads one to lament the ascription
of impurity to the slave, while necessarily leaving intact the association of humanness with a certain purity/propriety
as well as the general structure of hierarchical thinking. The moral implication is that the analogy with the animal, as
an inferior life form, is always to be abhorred. Second, to establish as a logical premise the social fact that the slave
owner tacitly acknowledges the humanness of his slaves is necessarily to avoid or ignore as problematic all those ways
in which the slave is treated and regarded exactly as the slave owner and slave trader regard and treat livestock. What
remains untouched here in the examination of belief is the practice and production of inhumanity. These consequences
to Cavell’s argument provide some insight into the caveats that remain between those interested in race and those who
are focused on the question of animality. While thinkers of animality share similar concerns with race theorists—
namely, the problems of discrimination, bias, and mistreatment—they are, however, differently positioned within what
might be called our shared moral universe. The bottom line can be stated simply as pertaining to the poles of
humanism and antihumanism. Antiracist work finds its justification within the parameters of humanism, whereas
speciesism is nothing if not a radical critique of humanism as unjustified anthropocentrism. Thus, in contemporary
modernity the universal norm declares race discrimination, be it speech or action, to be illegal; however, the idea that
speciesism can be legislated out of existence is an impossible one. In other words, contemporary criteria for what
counts as moral, sane, and rational make the assertion of intrinsic human inequality and defense of social
discrimination universally impossible, let alone illegal. The same is not true for those interested in countering
speciesism, whose norms are still a work in progress. This is not only because the thinker of animality will invariably
interrogate the propriety of species difference and thereby trouble some of the humanist certainties that govern the
discourse of race and antirace, but also because he/she will invariably have to confront foundational norms that
organize social and ethical community. Thus, these critics face the additional burden of ethical persuasion regarding
the validity of their concerns and interests. It is not easy to encourage the average consumer of fried chicken or even
the philosopher of biopolitics who enjoys “eating well” to care about the treatment of poultry in a factory farm. Care
and concern invariably turn into finite quantities, with never enough to go around beyond narrow human interest. It
requires the greatest skills of moral persuasion to overcome the quantification of responsibility and expose it for what
it usually is: namely, an alibi for custom and habit. Thus, the philosophical task of formulating coherent arguments and
developing a sound logic to defend their moral perspective appears more crucial when the object is to problematize
fundamental norms governing the value of nonhuman animals. This situation has led Cora Diamond (2008)5 to suggest
that the defection (a term she borrows from Stanley Cavell) of an authentic response to an appalling concrete condition
into the correctness of moral argumentation testifies to the difficulty of reality and philosophy’s difficulty with it.
While I agree with Diamond that animal philosophy suffers from an undue investment in argumentative correctness,
my sense is that the tyranny of propositional correctness rules the thought of difference anytime and anywhere, thereby
tethering the thought of difference to the separation between clearly demarcated entities. As I understand it, Derrida’s
assertion that the question of the animal marks the parameters of our thinking about crimes against humanity, such as
slavery, genocide, and so on, strongly implies that both discourses are governed by the same unspoken logic. My sense
is that Derrida here is not advancing an analogy between racism and speciesism; rather, he is interested in the difficulty
of thinking (species) difference in relation to our conception of (expressive) life. Perhaps it is time we acknowledged
that we cannot do anything at all about the appalling ways human beings treat other human beings or animals without

rethinking and renewing our norms, presuppositions, platitudes, and morals with regard to life and what is living.

The Problematic: Presence versus Power
Doing something about the mistreatment of humans or animals usually means a recourse to legislation and law
enforcement. Though the discourses of animality and race are distinguished in terms of ethical norms, they
nevertheless share a strong and similar interest and faith in the law, which they call upon to redress wrongs through
the formulation and assertion of legal subjectivity. Insofar as the speciesism approach has evolved most fully within
the purview of animal rights advocacy, it belongs to the major political lineage of rights discourses, just as race theory
when it speaks of degradation often con fines itself within the purview of human rights. While important questions are
raised in both arenas, less attention has been devoted to issues that arise at their intersection—issues that powerfully
implicate the structure of juridical law, thereby displacing the question of responsibility as well as any possible
resolution. To note this contamination of the law in the very issues that it authorizes itself to adjudicate is to find
oneself at the door of law—“before the law” in a very specific sense. Inquiry into the political effects of race, as I
have already noted, has not been much impacted by questions about animality. Despite Cavell’s view regarding the
core vagueness of perceiving humans or even parts of humans in (de)gradable terms, the fact remains that there is a
concrete practice associated with it that entails representing and using certain others as mute animals or, more
precisely, as less than animals—brutes that are a source of labor and, increasingly, genetic and other organic raw
material. In other words, the threshold between human and animal is the point of desubjectification, and resolution of
the problem cannot lie in strengthening the separation between the two entities. What is called for is attention to
practices of “animalization,” as the particular and strategic deployment of what is universally held as the fundamental
separating border between human and animal. And this border is of course the long-standing view of human language
as the pine voice of the logos, with its essential semantic and structural elements of syntax and recursion, founded
upon the inseparable correlation of sense to sound, as having no analog among other species. 6 The task, in other words,
is twofold: on the one hand, to tenaciously question the logocentric presumption that generates the brick-solid border
between human and animal and, on the other, to analyze the plasticity of this border within the discursive regime of
race as an instrument of power that engenders the abject experience of animalization. This entails oscillating between
registers of inquiry—from the deconstruction of the metaphysics of presence to the genealogy and analytics of power.
Such a movement requires forging or discerning links between logocentrism and biopower with a view to grasping the
stakes of animalization. How is language, as the unique property of the human being, deployed as a modality of
animalization, desubjectification, racism, and so on? Simply, it entails technologies that serve to deny and exclude the
other from the use of language and thereby to render this other into a brute.
The premise here is that a core element of contemporary biopolitics, as a mode of what Foucault terms “state
racism,” is its ability to deploy language itself as an “apparatus” or a dispositif. The site of animalization or
brutalization is primarily one where language as representation and legitimate speech becomes inaccessible. This site is
marked by an absence of any semantic structure. It is effectively a mute space—a pocket of semantic failure or
“silence” that marks the limit of the discourse of rights. It is the prevalence of this nonsemantic site—the effect of
biopolitics—that this project aims to discern as also the cause of a radical disturbance that empties and confounds
power. To pose the question differently, when power uses a concept of language to silence the other, to render this
other a wretched hybrid of human and animal (consider Saladin Chamcha’s fate at the hands of the police in Rushdie’s
The Satanic Verses), is there, however, a possibility that in turn silences or further neutralizes power? And can we
think of this possibility as nonsovereign power? To clarify the theoretical underpinnings of this inquiry, the particular
and small challenge that this project sets for itself is to refuse the presupposition that institutional power is invariably
and only a dissimulation of presence, of wholeness and inpisibility. Rather, by focusing on the “how” of power, it also
attends to power as exercise, as the process of pision and separation, to appear as paradoxical topos of the inside-out.
Brieifly, my theoretical hypothesis is as follows: For Derrida, sovereign power, through the concealment of origin, is
always figured as wholeness, purity, auto-affection, oneness, simultaneity, and inpisible presence. As he says in his
seminar on The Beast and the Sovereign, “the concept of sovereignty will always imply the possibility of this
positionality, this thesis, this self-thesis, this autoposition of him who posits or posits himself as ipse, the (self-) same,
oneself ” (103).7 The work of deconstruction is to expose the dissimulation of presence, to disclose the dependence of
the full or totalized entity on the other, and to mark this dependence or contamination as the irreducibility of
temporality as spacing or the trace of an absence. The inscription of the other renders the self-same an impossibility.
In Of Grammatology, Derrida delineates the historicity of power as follows:

[T]he very sense of power and effectiveness in general, which could appear as such, as meaning and mastery
(by idealization), only with the so-called “symbolic” power, was always linked with the disposition of writing;
that economy, monetary or pre-monetary, and graphic calculation were co-originary, that there could be no law
without the possibility of trace . . . all this refers to a common and radical possibility that no determined
science, no abstract discipline, can think as such. Indeed, one must understand this incompetence of science
which is also the incompetence of philosophy, the closure of the episteme . . . This common root, which is not
a root but the concealment of the origin and which is not common because it does not amount to the same thing
except with the unmonotonous insistence of difference, this unnameable movement of difference-itself, that I
have strategically nicknamed trace, reserve, or difference, could be called writing only within the historical
closure, that is to say within the limits of science and philosophy. (93; 141– 42)
Though the trace, “un blanc textual [the blank part of the text]” (Derrida, Of Grammatology, 93; 142) sustains
and makes appear the disciplines of power as pure and true acts of logos, whose order and creative potency are served
by the obsequious scribe, the disclosure of this (non)origin as writing can be said to bring to a closure the epoch of
power as presence. The trace sustains as it threatens power as presence. In his later works, Derrida places more
pressure on the political valence of this logic. Elaborating on the term “autoimmunity,” which Derrida introduces into
his lexicon of différance in some of his later works, (such as Rogues), Michael Naas writes, “‘Autoimmunity,’ that
‘illogical logic,’ as Derrida put it, that turns something against its own defenses, would appear to be yet another name,
in some sense the last, for what for close to forty years Derrida called ‘deconstruction’” (Naas, “One Nation,” 18). 8
Naas further clarifies the valence of the term for any theory of sovereignty:
Deconstruction is at work in texts and discourses, but also, as becomes clear in texts such as Rogues, in
structures and organizations, in nation-states and international institutions, in every autos that tries to maintain
its sovereignty, its autonomy and power, by immunizing itself against the other. Hence autoimmunity is not
opposed to immunity but is, as it were, secreted by it; it is a self-destructive “force” produced by the
immunizing gesture itself, a weak force that undoes the force or power of sovereignty. (Naas, “One Nation,”
34)
In other words, while the germ of self-infection of the absolutely immune entity is as much immanent to it as it
is heterogeneous, nevertheless, the self-infection, insofar as it wrecks the defense system, is perceived as a
counterforce to power. The point of departure is, of course, the classical notion of sovereignty as inpisible,
unshareable, and unspeakable. To quote Michael Naas again,
Derrida agrees with thinkers of sovereignty from Plato and Bodin to Carl Schmitt who argue that sovereignty is
essentially inpisible and unspeakable. In its essence without essence, sovereignty must be unshareable,
untransferrable, undeferrable, and silent, or it “is” not at all. Sovereignty can thus never be parceled out or
distributed in space, deferred or spread out over time, or submitted to the temporality and spatiality of
language. As soon as sovereignty tries to extend its empire in space, to maintain itself over time, to protect
itself by justifying and providing reasons for itself, it opens itself up to law and to language, to the countersovereignty of the other, and so begins to undo itself, to compromise or autoimmunize itself. (Naas, “One
Nation,” 21)
However, if we train our focus on the analytics of power (which entails understanding power as exercise), as
Foucault recommends, and note that it is but a decentered network where it is always already more than one, then the
logic of the self-same undone by its own other gives way to the play of différance as the very site of the political—of
power and struggle against. Insofar as contemporary power does not pretend to be one but functions by unmasking
itself, the tactic of opposition can no longer be one of exposure but perhaps a neutralization of its functioning. The site
of contention in the conceptualization of power as dissimulation of presence or power as deployment of difference
emerges around the question of technology. According to Derrida, the disclosure of the logic of writing and the trace
brings a certain epoch of power and knowledge to closure, as the history of writing dispenses with
concepts that habitually serve to distinguish man from other living beings (instinct and intelligence, absence or
presence of speech, of society, of economy, etc. etc.), the notion of program is invoked. It must of course be

understood in the cybernetic sense . . . It is an emergence that makes the grammè appear as such (that is to say
according to a new structure of nonpresence) . . . If the expression ventured by Leroi-Gourhan is accepted, one
could speak of a “liberation of memory,” of an exteriorization always already begun but always larger than the
trace, which, beginning from the elementary programs of so-called “instinctive” behavior up to the constitution
of electronic card-indexes and reading machines, enlarges difference and the possibility of putting in reserve: it
at once and in the same movement constitutes and effaces so-called conscious subjectivity, its logos, and its
theological attributes. (Derrida, Of Grammatology, 84; 125– 26)
The history of writing, therefore, discovers the history of life (whether it is animal, human, or plant) itself as a
process of “exteriorization” of technology, the program, or difference. The future of “man,” then, is completely open.
But, clearly, such “liberation of memory,” the making appear of the grammè, prescient as it is about our increasingly
webbed world, is not commensurate with any “liberation” from or dissipation of the effects of power. In reference to
the problematic aspects of animalization, the question that must necessarily be raised here is how to think of the
contemporary dispositifs of power that subjugate and govern through the making appear of the grammè understood as
ordering. Undoubtedly, this question entails a shift in critical registers (from Derrida to Foucault), even as the problem
turns around the machine of contemporary biopower, which governs and manages life as difference. The question is
whether power or force can be characterized in any way as “centric” in its functioning or appearance.9 And if force is
founded on the disclosure rather than the concealment of difference, is it then not indifferent to the deconstruction of
presence? As technology, how can power be metaphysical?
More specifically, for Agamben, who extends the analysis of biopower to the nomos, sovereignty is analyzed in
its autoimmunity. In the introduction to Homo Sacer, he writes,
Carl Schmitt’s definition of sovereignty (“Sovereign is he who decides on the state of exception”) became a
commonplace even before there was any understanding that what was at issue in it was nothing less than the
limit concept of the doctrine of law and the State, in which sovereignty borders (since every limit concept is
always the limit between two concepts) on the sphere of life and becomes indistinguishable from it. (11; 15)
What is the implication of situating sovereignty not at a fortified center but at a limit, to apprehend it as a limit
concept located at a point of undecidability between life and law? The point of departure here is not the sovereignty of
the self-same, but the sovereignty that exhibits its own paradoxical topology in its exercise as being neither properly
inside nor outside the law. Agamben’s reference is to that aspect of sovereignty where “the particular ‘force’ of law
consists in this capacity of law to maintain itself in relation to an exteriority” (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 18; 22). Thus, if
contemporary power is characterized by the law deploying its own trace of lawlessness as the state of exception where
the law works through its own suspension, then the site of the political and ethical decision is necessarily situated in
this space-time of the law’s suspension. The counterforce as imagined by Agamben through Benjamin would be not to
restore oneness to the law, and thereby shore up power, but to neutralize power by rendering the law suspended and
not in force. More narrowly in this project, I approach modern racism as dehumanization or “animalization” (i.e., as
the manipulation of the impropriety between human and animal through the withholding of language as speech, which
is necessarily also an expulsion from law and society). If, as Agamben suggests, the “force” of law is its capacity to
suspend itself—to withhold itself as sovereign silence—then the work of alterity or resistance in this biopolitical
scenario will be neither simply heterogeneous nor autogenous to this suspension and silence. Rather, a certain other
silence appears to neutralize the exercise of power as the play of difference at the limit between law and lawlessness,
norm and exception, speech and silence, human and animal. Where the figures of desubjectification are concerned, my
sense is that to focus only on their social and political causes (to answer the questions why and how did it happen)
cannot disclose the stakes of what is held as an unquestionable certainty (i.e., the subtractability of life, or the
supposition that life as such can be subtracted from the living). How did life come to be an object of power? What is
at stake in maintaining the norm of life as precisely tractable? These questions once again allude to Foucault’s
genealogy of power—that is, the shifts in emphasis among sovereign, disciplinary, and biopower, and its extension and
reinterpretation by Agamben, particularly in Homo Sacer.
In his theorization of sovereignty as a limit concept, a form of biopower that targets life, Agamben underlines a
powerful and suggestive homology between the figure of the sovereign and the delegitimized figure of the lawless
(homo sacer) that is isolated or extirpated from the circle of the law, thereby exposing it as mere life to a completely
arbitrary violence. What the sovereign and the outlaw share, he suggests, is such a subtracted life as the intimate link
between violence and law expressed in the topos of being an included exclusion or an excluded inclusion. Derrida as

well remarks on the uncanny proximity of the sovereign to the beast, but for him such proximity does not imply the
capture of bare life as the secret kernel of the law as norm. In other words, the proximity does not bespeak the origin
of force and legitimacy as the undecidable difference between law and life. Thus, Derrida does not grant the sovereign
exception a necessary status in the genesis or structure of the law. At best, what can be said is that for le souverain to
set himself above the law is analogous to being une bête without the law and only exposes the difference within the
auto-nomy of sovereignty. For Agamben, on the other hand, the disclosure of such a proximity between the sovereign
and the homo sacer constitutes the core of his critique of the law’s inescapable violence. Agamben writes,
[T]he state is founded not as the expression of a social tie but as an untying (déliason) . . . The tie itself
originarily has the form of an untying or exception in which what is captured is at the same time excluded, and
in which human life is politicized only through an abandonment to an unconditional power of death. The
sovereign tie is more originary than the tie of the positive rule or the tie of the social pact, but the sovereign tie
is in truth only an untying. And what this untying implies and produces—bare life, which dwells in the noman’s-land between the home and the city—is, from the point of view of sovereignty, the originary political
element. (Agamben, Homo Sacer, 90; 101)
To clarify the practical direction of this project, though Agamben’s analysis of the structure of sovereignty as
biopolitical power, where life is separated as a target of government and decision, is one of my guiding threads, my
intention here is not to further delineate or elaborate the appalling historical aspects of such reduced lives, or even to
analyze the epistemological foundations of such procedures of diminishment. Rather than gather evidence regarding
the appearance and procedures of power, this project focuses on the possibilities that arise within regimes of
domination to effectively annul, neutralize, or escape power in the very moment of its exercise. Two recent works can
here be cited as providing concrete instantiations of such evasion: James Scott’s monumental history The Art of Not
Being Governed, about Zomia, the hill territory roughly including the borders of several South Asian and Southeast
Asian countries where communities outside the framework of nation-state sovereignties have emerged, and Rebecca
Solnit’s A Paradise Built in Hell, on the communities that form in the state of exception that ensue after disasters hit,
such as Hurricane Katrina, which broke the levees in New Orleans in 2005.

Terminology: Trace, Animalization, Apparatus
Trace and Silence
The site of struggle with power invariably takes place within the opening or interval effected by the law’s own selfsuspension, and this site is best understood as a “spacing,” in the sense that Derrida alludes to most famously in
“Différance” also as the trace. 10 By spacing, Derrida does not merely indicate the gap that ensues between two full
entities. In a footnote to his interview with Jean-Louis Houdebine in Positions, he emphasizes the importance of the
gerund and thus the event aspect of the term:
Spacing is a concept which also, but not exclusively, carries the meaning of a productive, positive, generative
force. Like dissemination, like différance it carries along with it a genetic motif: it is not only the interval, the
space constituted between two things (which is the usual sense of spacing), but also spacing, the operation, or
in any event, the movement of setting aside. This movement is inseparable from temporization-temporalization
. . . and from différance, from the conflicts of force at work in them. It makes what is set aside from itself, what
interrupts every self-identity, every punctual assemblage of the self, ever self-homogeneity, self-interiority.
(Derrida, Positions, 106– 7)
In Of Grammatology, Derrida provides perhaps the most rigorous exposition of the concept of the trace and
spacing in the context of an extended discussion of the phonological (the valorization of speech over writing) prejudice
that governs Western metaphysics. The relevance of this prejudice is, of course, not a purely academic matter—for
Derrida shows that it is the very foundation of the ethnocentrism (of phonetic writing) that engenders the ontological
separation of the properly human versus the animal and the properly literate societies versus the peoples without
writing or history. For my purposes here, generalized writing, as Derrida discovers it, opens a text of silence. He
writes,

Spacing (notice that this word speaks the articulation of space and time, the becoming-space of time and the
becoming-time of space) is always the unperceived, the nonpresent, and the nonconscious. As such, if one can
still use that expression in a non-phenomenological way; for here we pass the very limits of phenomenology.
Arche-writing as spacing cannot occur as such within the phenomenological experience of a presence. It marks
the dead time within the presence of the living present, within the general form of all presence. The dead time
is at work . . . Constituting and dislocating it at the same time, writing is other than the subject, in whatever
sense the latter is understood. Writing can never be thought under the category of the subject; however it is
modified, however it is endowed with consciousness or unconsciousness, it will refer, by the entire thread of its
history, to the substantiality of a presence unperturbed by accidents, of to the identity of the selfsame [le
propre] in the presence of self-relationship. (Derrida, Of Grammatology, 68– 69)
For Derrida, the pursuit of generalized writing as the inescapable inscription of the other within the same (“the
world as space of inscription, as the opening to the emission and the spatial distribution of signs, to the regulated play
of their differences, even if they are phonic” [Derrida, Of Grammatology, 44]) leads essentially to the disruption of the
opposition between “nature and institution, of physis and nomos (which also means, of course, a distribution and pision
regulated in fact by law)” (Derrida, Of Grammatology, 44). In other words, if writing is all there is where language is
concerned, there is no natural relation between thought and phonè that is also not contaminated by the instituted trace
of the sign. This means that the so-called natural relation has always already been regulated by law as its outside.
Language and law are coextensive. There is no part of language that is not always already instituted, conventionalized,
submitted to the protocol of the sign as representation and repetition.
The specific value of attending to silence rather than writing as play of difference (or, for that matter,
invisibility or the unconscious), can here be clarified. If, as Derrida says, law (nomos) regulates the relation between
nature (physis), as the realm of the animal, and meaningful language (logos), as the realm of man, then we can ask
what the relation is between a-logos, or that aspect of language that is not meaningful, and the nomos. Would it not be
a-nomos—not regulated by law? And can silence be discerned as that anomic aspect of logos? No doubt, this question
can be posed only after taking into account Derrida’s observation in his reading of Rousseau that “it is toward the
praise of silence that the myth of a full presence wrenched from difference and from the violence of the word is then
deviated” (Derrida, Of Grammatology, 140; 202). That silence can serve power, however it is conceived, as presence
or difference, is well known. But insofar as powerful silence functions as a mode of refusal (of difference or the law),
it opens a space for opposition.
Let us recall that silence is necessarily absence as well—the mark of death within language. As a modality of
generalized writing, silence can legitimately be understood as that which inserts itself between law and language. As a
function of language that does not signify, silence neutralizes the conventionality that cements language and law by
signifying nothing. It is the dead space within the time of the law. Thus, I hazard that the spacing of species
impropriety would perhaps be structured by a chiasmus—one that emerges between the opposed pole of human on the
one hand and animal on the other and the opposed pole of language at one end and law at the other. I warrant that to
parse this indistinct zone of mute silence and the inhuman would entail a significant disclosure of the (contingent)
relation between language and law. To mark and refer to the exceptionality of this spacing, I shall deploy a neologism
—namely, “humAnimal,” preferably without even an indefinite article in order to prevent humAnimal from being
assimilated to a bounded space, a representable object, an identity, a concept, or even a name. In the context of brute
silence, it can perhaps only mark a blip, a hole, or, more properly, an orifice, an opening in language.
As I discuss in the next chapter, the spacing of humAnimal can be necessarily discerned and traced only by a
spectral language, by a tongue that has been severed—like that of Friday in J. M. Coetzee’s novel Foe. And as Susan
Barton, the would-be narrator of his story, says, this tongue can only tell what “is properly not a story but a puzzle or
hole in the narrative (I picture it as a buttonhole, carefully cross-stitched around, but empty, waiting for the button)”
(Coetzee, Foe, 121). In a sense, this project is akin to cross-stitching around a hole—an A-shaped slash that can open
and close the weave of power that separates and unseparates human and animal.
I capitalize the A in humAnimal in solidarity with the “gross spelling error” that Derrida declares is the
necessary passage in any writing about and within writing—a violation that governs and regulates writing (Derrida,
“Différance,” 131). Perhaps this aggravating error resonates with the trace of that unresonating letter that Derrida

indicated as that “which remains silent, secret and discreet as a tomb,” a graphic pyramid, a stone with an inscription
that “is not far from announcing the death of the tyrant” (Derrida, “Différance,” 4). In one sense, this runs counter to
Derrida’s insistence that the trace “is not announced by any capital letter. Not only is there no kingdom of différance,
but différance instigates the subversion of every kingdom” (Derrida, “Différance,” 22). But insofar as my letter arrives
in the spacing between two kingdoms—the animal kingdom and the sovereign and lawful human kingdom—it serves
not as itself but as a graphic buttonhole that not only calls into question the human and the animal11 but also attends to
power’s confounding of the two. Thus, without undertaking the limitless task of interrogating the proper as such with
regard to man and animal, the site of animalization or species impropriety is here approached as the effect of power
that nevertheless harbors the possibility of its arrest. As this possibility is not any particular thing but only a semantic
absence; we can only attempt to listen for it. As Susan Barton, who at the end of the novel dreams of gliding into the
wreck on the ocean floor, says, “it is for us to open Friday’s mouth and hear what it holds: silence, perhaps, or a roar
of a seashell held to the ear” (Coetzee, Foe, 142).

Animalization
Animalization refers to that indistinct zone of the inhuman where life is rendered brute. The term that Derrida seems to
prefer is beast, or la bête, which in French has the additional resonance of bêtise, or stupidity. In his seminar La bête et
le souverain, volume 1, Derrida says, “it is never said of the beast that it is bête [stupid] or bestial. The adjective,
epithet, attribute bête, or ‘bestial’ are never appropriate for animal or beast. Bêtise is proper to man (or even to the
sovereign qua man)” (Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign, 104). 12 In what does the bêtise of the bête lie? Derrida
suggests that it lies first and foremost in life itself (Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign, 240) but, more pertinently, as the
element of the political in human life. Not only must man as a political animal appropriate animality and prevail over
it but he must also participate in the said animality: “Political man as superior to animality and political man as
animality” (Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign, 50). As an example, Derrida discusses Machiavelli’s advice to the
sovereign to possess a “double nature,” to be half man and half beast, and to further bifurcate the beast into fox and
lion (Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign, 129). In other words, “recognizing that sovereignty is pisible, that it pides and
partitions, even where there is any sovereignty left, is already to begin to deconstruct a pure concept of sovereignty
that presupposes inpisibility. A pisible sovereignty is no longer a sovereignty, a sovereignty worthy of the name, i.e.
pure and unconditional” (Derrida, Beast and the Sovereign, 115). The itinerary of such a deconstruction of
sovereignty, then, follows from the more fundamental interrogation of the notion of the animal, a term that refers to a
vast persity of sentient life in the singular as a simple category that is opposable to the human being, whose propriety
is marked by his relation to the logos.
Derrida analyzes the philosophical ground of this common-sense opposition in his analysis of Descartes’s
theory of animals as automatons: “According to many philosophers and theoreticians, from Aristotle to Lacan, animals
do not respond.”13 The identification of the limit of the animal, Derrida discovers, prevails even in the ethical thought
of Levinas and the antinormative theory of Lacan. In the latter’s Rome Discourse (1953), Derrida argues, this limit is
determined in “the most dogmatically traditional manner, fixed within Cartesian fixity, within the presupposition of a
code that permits only reactions to stimuli and not responses to questions” (Derrida, Animal That Therefore, 122;
168). The force of Derrida’s reading, then, falls on the categories of reaction and response, as it does on other terms
and concepts (such as lying, forming societies, etc.), that sustain the human/animal opposition. It once again bears
remarking that, for Derrida, sovereignty and the power it wields are entirely founded upon inpisibility, and thus his
target as always is on the dissimulation of oneness and self-identity by sovereignty and power. While this powerful
exposure of sovereignty’s hybrid ontology is of utmost importance for any conceptualization of a counterforce, it is
also necessary to acknowledge that the production of hybridity can be deployed as a strategy of power. In other words,
while the deconstruction of the sovereign’s purity to disclose his animality has the effect of exposing the lie of
inpisibility, the production of hybridity as technology of power cannot be ruled out. The shift in emphasis here is small
but not insignificant. When Derrida speaks of power’s capacity to degrade and dehumanize, his analysis proceeds to
detect the underlying logic of purity and exclusion. Discussing Lacan’s view that only human beings are capable of
cruelty, which is de fined as causing one’s fellow person to suffer, Derrida says that “comes down to giving exorbitant
credit to this value of fellow” (Derrida, Animal That Therefore, 152). He goes on to ask how we recognize the
“fellow” and what form we require that fellow to have in order to be taken as a being to which we are responsible.
More pointedly, he asks,

But does one only have duties toward man and the other man as human? And, above all, what are we to reply
to all those who do not recognize their fellow in certain humans? This question is not an abstract one, as you
know. The worst, the cruelest, the must human violence has been unleashed against living beings, beasts or
humans, and humans in particular, who precisely were not accorded the dignity of being fellows (and this is
not only a question of profound racism, of social class, etc., but sometimes of the singular individual as such).
(Derrida, Animal That Therefore, 155)
In this analysis, power is discerned in its exercise as the practice of assigning identity and asserting
identification. The other is not a fellow because it is not properly human like oneself. To undo this “self” by
discovering its metaphysical nonfoundation would constitute the prime political task as conceived by deconstruction.
However, to press the analysis further on the side of the other—the one who is denied personhood—is necessarily to
ask how fellowship becomes political. In other words, it is to ask how power emerges from the recognition of the
instability and indeterminacy of all identity as endlessly divisible.
For instance, the aforementioned deconstruction of the response/ reaction opposition as pertaining to man and
animal, respectively, can also serve as an exercise of power to produce the hybrid figure of the brute. The folklore of
contemporary life says that the brutishness of a brute is manifest when it does not speak or respond. If this extreme
view of animals has been supplanted today by the widespread validation of companion and service animals, and the
efforts of conservationists and animal ethicists, the underlying logic nevertheless survives in the rhetorical field of the
brute. Animals may suffer cruelty; that they have a range of emotional expression may now be recognizable, but the
capacity of brute life to suffer is questionable. Whether it is a dispensable laboratory rat or faceless populations—
terrorists, crowds, and so on—such entities react instinctively, either passively or with terrifying violence. To be
rendered brute, then, is a fate that is undoubtedly endured by nonhuman animals as well when they are treated as
though they were nonsentient creatures, merely numerical entities that constitute a species population, or forcibly
humanized as spectacle. In other words, the process of rendering a living creature into something indistinct, neither
human nor animal, namely a brute, is founded on power’s ability to manipulate the indeterminacy that haunts all
identity. It is this manipulation of life and its forms that is suggestively termed by Agamben in The Open14 as
“animalization,” or a zone of indistinction.
Agamben approaches this zone as that which must be discerned and thought through in its functionality (i.e.,
how does it work and what is it for?) in order to grasp the human being as the subject who realizes himself or herself
in the historical process. To continue on the track of that subtle but consequential shift in emphasis from Derrida, for
Agamben, the in-between zone of human-animal is the default of a primary ontological procedure: the incessant
operation by which the properly human is distinguished and separated from animal. Anyone familiar with Agamben’s
works will recognize the motif of separation and conflation as the operative strategy that informs his philosophical
anthropology of power—specifically, biopower. Agamben’s account of biopower in its institutional manifestation as
biopolitics develops Foucault’s genealogy by identifying it as a fundamental ontologic that organizes the history of the
subject. The strategy of articulations and caesurae that Agamben discerns in its concretion in every social formation is
thus analyzed in terms of the “ungovernable” remnant that it produces. For Agamben, then, it is this strategy of
articulation and separation that is seen to propel the very movement of history. Significantly, this caesura, Agamben
suggests, runs first and foremost within man.
Referring to Kojève’s ruminations on the form of completed humanity at the end of history in the context of
his lectures on Hegel, Agamben says,
For in Kojève’s reading of Hegel, man is not a biologically defined species, nor is he a substance given once
and for all; he is, rather, a field of dialectical tensions always already cut by internal caesurae that every time
separate—at least virtually—“anthropophorous” animality and the humanity which takes bodily form in it.
Man exists historically only in this tension; he can be human only to the degree that he transcends and
transforms the anthropophorous animal which supports him, and only because, through the action of negation,
he is capable of mastering and, eventually destroying his own animality. (Agamben, The Open, 12; 19)
The analysis and critique that Agamben offers apropos this incessant procedure of self-separation is ethically
and politically consequential. He suggests that this so-called motor of history by which man humanizes himself
through the negation of his animality is fundamentally biopolitical in its effects. As he elaborates in Homo Sacer, the
separation of the properly human as legal, lawfully recognized subject from the inhuman or animal as the
unrecognized and lawless is the foundation upon which political violence and right are installed. Simply put,

sovereignty (characterized as it always is by the perfect self-circularity of its own accountability, or unconditionality to
use Derrida’s term) exercises the power to dissolve this separation between the lawful and the lawless simply by
suspending its own rule. In these political “states of exception,” humans are “animalized” in the sense that they are
exposed to arbitrary violence. It is in this sense that the machine by which humans humanize themselves and progress
in history is a biopolitical one.
In The Open, Agamben elaborates that the “anthropological machine functions as an apparatus or a dispositif of
man’s own creation by and to which he binds himself. Situating this compact and efficient machine on the platform of
language as erected by naturalists and linguists who argued that human beings are distinguished from animals by their
capacity for language,” Agamben writes,
Insofar as the production of man through the opposition man/animal, human/inhuman, is at stake here, the
machine necessarily functions by means of an exclusion (which is also already an inclusion.) Indeed, precisely
because the human is already presupposed every time, the machine actually produces a kind of state of
exception, a zone of indeterminacy in which the outside is nothing but the exclusion of an inside and the inside
is in turn the inclusion of an outside.
On the one hand, we have the anthropological machine of the moderns . . . it functions by excluding as
not (yet) human an already human being from itself, that is by animalizing the human, by isolating the non
human within the human: Homo alalus or the ape-man. And it is enough to move our field of research ahead a
few decades, and instead of this innocuous paleontological find we will have the Jew, that is, the non-man
produced within the man, or the néomort and the overcomatose person, that is, the animal separated within the
human body itself.
The machine of earlier times works in an exactly symmetrical way. If, in the machine of the moderns,
the outside is produced through the exclusion of an inside and the inhuman produced by animalizing the
human, here the inside is obtained through the inclusion of an outside, and the non-man is produced by the
humanization of an animal: the man-ape, the enfant sauvage or Homo ferus, but also and above all the slave,
the barbarian, and the foreigner, as figures of an animal in human form. (Agamben, The Open, 37; 42–43)
In order to grasp the crux of Agamben’s critique of the anthropological machine by which man registers his
historicity, it is necessary to look briefly at the way in which he conceptualizes the Foucauldian “apparatus,” or
dispositif.

Apparatus or the Dispositif
In his essay “What Is an Apparatus?” Agamben interprets Foucault’s term as pertaining above all to a network of
relations between heterogeneous elements such as discourses, institutions, laws, and so on that arise at the crossroads
of power and knowledge (2; 7). 15 Acknowledging that the term refers to a set of expedient practices and mechanisms
evolved to deal with some sort of an urgency, Agamben goes on to show that the term has not only epistemological but
also profound ontological implications. 16 He suggests that once we grasp the theological genealogy of the term as
pertaining to pine economy17—the pision of God into the sovereign father and the Son as the executor of his
household—we can discern the apparatus as the practicotheoretical thing that separates “being and action,” ontology
and praxis (Agamben, “What Is an Apparatus?”, 16; 25). Thus, insofar as the apparatus is merely an instrument of
management separated from being, it is nothing if not a pure technology of subjectification. In other words, it is any
given technology that has the power to capture and control the most quotidian and intimate habits and thoughts of a
living being. Anything, Agamben says, can be a dispositif if it captures, intervenes, or shapes life—including language.
The problem that Agamben identifies with the dispositif, then, is not so much that it exists, but that today
technology is not only ubiquitous but absolutely indifferent about its power to subjectify. Agamben reminds us that in
Foucault’s conception of discipline, disciplinary power invests a certain subject position on the basis of a selfnegation, the paradigm being perhaps Augustine, who in his Confessions negates his former self but by appropriating
that negated self through speech thereby acquires a new subjectivity. Foucault’s prime example is Bentham’s
Panopticon—the open prison with a high watchtower that forces the prisoner to internalize the regulations and surveil
himself. Thus, the process of submitting to the apparatus of a given regime meant that it produced for you a new
subjectivity out of a negation. “The split of the subject performed by the apparatus of penance resulted therefore, in the
production of a new subject, which found its real truth in the nontruth of the already repudiated sinning I” (20; 30).

What, then, does it mean for the apparatus to not care whether the living entity in question finds its “truth” or not in its
negated part? In other words, the new technology continually negates but does not make it possible for a new
subjectivity to arise out of it. Perhaps another way to understand the current situation is that today, technology
subjectifies and desubjectifies with equal zeal, so much so that the distinction between subjectification and
desubjectification (control and noncontrol) is eroding. The consequence of technology creating a zone of indistinction
between intervention and nonintervention is that the subject as such, who is the effect or the residue of a certain
struggle with or resistance to the apparatus, is dispersed. According to Agamben, the dispositifs that together make up
a great machine of governance are today on a manic course, incessantly separating and collapsing being and action,
natural and political.
Perhaps more suggestively in The Open, Agamben diagnoses the particular dispositif of man’s historicity, the
anthropological machine, as idling. He reminds us that today the epoch of historical tasks assigned to a people as their
destiny has once and for all come to an end in the cinders of the world wars. No doubt, to say that the machine
appears to be idling is also to say that the state of exception (negation) has become the norm and a permanent one.
Thus, in the contemporary situation we witness the political giving way to the dominance of the economic. Humans
now take their own animality as an object, which they seek to govern through new technologies (medical, biological,
statistical, etc.) that manage brute life. Thus, in The Open, Agamben’s analysis of the historicity of man as dependent
on the workings of the anthropological machine is fundamentally concerned with the possibilities that open up in the
inevitable idling of that machine.
This project is concerned with one small but key aspect of that field of possibilities, and that is silence. If the
sovereign state of exception is the site where the law falls silent, it is here in this withdrawal as power that the
possibility for an altogether other power is cleared. It is necessary to turn, then, to silence itself not so much to de fine
it, which would be impossible given that it is nothing, least of all a concept, but to situate it and ask after its endless
guises and ruses. HumAnimal silence is above all evasive, but it is necessary to consider how it is so in relation to the
dispositif of language. Where is silence within the mousetrap of language and meaning?

Language as Silence
Silence as Text
As a process by which life is consigned to a zone that is neither properly human nor animal, animalization refers to a
way of being that is fundamentally without access to meaning—an asemantic space or a site of speechlessness that
does not yield to proper representation or translation. However we might conceive such muteness or asemanticism (as
literature, as nature, as the body, etc.), we cannot fail to acknowledge that they each nevertheless constitute a text
where something withholds or withdraws itself from meaning. Nothing further can be said about these contexts if not
for the fact that such texts may yet constitute a kind of writing that may not accede to speech at present meaning but
nevertheless appear at the level of the signifier where the signified is suspended, even absent. In other words, these
texts function as modes of indication without expression. Such priority of indication also informs and marks the
distinction that Roland Barthes makes in his influential essay “From Work to Text,” 18 which answers the question of
what a text is and its reference to something that exceeds any form of binding. Here, Barthes proposes seven elements
that distinguish the text from the work, and while each of these proposals is extremely pertinent to any attempt to think
through the status of muteness or silence within language, the following clarifies how we can view muteness as a text
that is constituted when it is traversed:
The Text is plural. This does not mean just that [it] has several meanings, but rather that it achieves plurality of
meaning an irreducible plurality. The Text is not coexistence of meanings but passage, traversal; thus it
answers not to an interpretation liberal though it may be, but to an explosion, a dissemination. The Text’s
plurality does not depend on the ambiguity of its contents, but rather on what could be called the stereographic
plurality of the signifiers that weave it (etymologically the text is a cloth; textus, from which text derives,
means “woven”). (Barthes, “From Work to Text,” 76)
In other words, we can hazard that silence or muteness, insofar as it is “held in language” (Barthes, “From
Work to Text,” 75), belongs to language not as communication and meaning but as structure that is necessarily without

a center and can never be closed. Where the mute text of animalization is concerned, there is no question of mistaking
it for a work. It is always overlooked, and yet it is not nonexistent. Its elements are always open to being woven by
each one of us into a text. In other words, the disclosure of the text is an event, not an interpretation. Given the
resistance of this text to objectivity, it becomes incumbent upon the inquirer to formulate a question that will not aim at
determining what is unspeakable. Thus, perhaps we can at best ask something like the following: can that which is
unspeakable have a possibility of its own—a possibility, even a power, in the sense that it lets what is unsayable
appear? I take my cue here from the introduction to Languages of the Unsayable, where the editors, Sanford Budick
and Wolfgang Iser, invoke the context of “negative gestures” in literary, philosophical, and historiographical texts, and
pose two questions: “Is there some power of dissemination or articulation that is inherent in the negative gestures
themselves? To what extent might the phenomenon called ‘negativity’ be an agent in bringing about such
dissemination, thereby allowing the unsayable to speak for itself? . . . Once we have encountered the limits of the
sayable, we must acknowledge the existence of ‘unsayable things’ and by means of a language somehow formed on
being silent, articulate that which cannot be grasped” (Budick and Iser, Languages of the Unsayable, xi–xii). 19

Silence as Discourse
Silence is far from being a simple term. A great loquacity surrounds it as a philosophical, juridical, and literary
concept, which renders impossible any attempt to sketch its history. However, the kind of silence that this project
attempts to track requires clarification and specification in terms of context, if not essence. Where animalization is
concerned, silence, or a certain muteness (or bêtise), emerges as an effect of power through a procedure of exclusion
from discourse. On the other hand, silence, I hypothesize, is a possibility that power cannot govern, and though it
undoubtedly emerges within its force field, it is distinguishable from muteness as a counterforce, a force of annulment.
In the following, I turn first to Foucault’s concept of silence in the context of epistemology, where silence is imposed
through a procedure of exclusion (i.e., it appears as muteness), but silence in Foucault can also function as a corollary
to power. However, as Wendy Brown has shown, the notion of silence as a counterforce is not absent in Foucault and
can be extrapolated from his work.
In his inaugural lecture “Discourse on Language” 20 at the Collège de France in 1971, Michel Foucault
describes three groups of exclusion that operate within language that serve to police, manage, or neutralize the
proliferation of discourse. His hypothesis, as he describes it, is “that in every society the production of discourse is at
once controlled, selected, organized and redistributed according to a certain number of procedures, whose role is to
avert its powers and its dangers, to cope with chance events, to evade its ponderous, awesome materiality” (Foucault,
“Discourse on Language,” 216). He goes on to describe these procedures as follows:
1. The rules of exclusion that include prohibition. The motivation here is what Foucault terms “the will to the
truth” and involves the strategy of separating reason from folly.
2. Internal rules “where discourse exercises its own control” (Foucault, “Discourse on Language,” 220), as in
commentary, the author function, and the organization of the disciplines. 21
3. Rules that mandate the proper use of discourse by establishing qualifications, a fellowship of discourse, and
doctrinal conformity. 22
Foucault suggests that the constraints placed on discourse in order to elide its reality are largely enabled by
three themes: the philosophy of the founding subject; a philosophy of what he terms “originating experience,” where
things reveal themselves to us in a reading; and, in an even more complex move, the theme of universal mediation,
which posits everything as logos. This is not the place to discuss these observations in depth; however, the tasks that
Foucault sets for current thinking following from these analyses are of immediate relevance to our pursuit. He writes
that the tasks necessitate that we “question our will to truth; to restore to discourse its character as an event; to abolish
the sovereignty of the signifier” (Foucault, “Discourse on Language,” 229). But once these principles of regulation
have been discovered, what, Foucault asks, should we affirm? What are the implications?
Should we affirm that a world of uninterrupted discourse would be virtually complete? . . . The existence of
systems of rarefaction does not imply that, over and beyond them lie great vistas of limitless discourse,
continuous and silent, repressed and driven back by them, making it our task to abolish them and at last to

restore it to speech. Whether talking in terms of speaking or thinking, we must not imagine some unsaid thing,
or an unthought, floating about the world, interlacing with all its forms and events. (Foucault, “Discourse on
Language,” 229)
The importance of this statement perhaps could not be exaggerated. Nor can the difficulty and the complexity
of the undertaking Foucault recommends we engage ourselves in, which is nothing less than negotiating a way between
two pieties. It entails on one hand that we recognize the limits of the familiar ideology that protests suppression and
silencing with the singular aim of restoring the silenced to discourse—the political piety of giving voice—and on the
other that we remain skeptical of the ideology of the unsaid as the ineffable, that which partakes in the mystical
plenitude of silence, the piety of the transcendent. How does one successfully negotiate between the impulse to restore
everything to speech or posit the deep interiority and heterogeneity of the unsaid? The choices that we are usually
presented with are either to regard silence as the effect of discursive repression or to valorize it as a pristine state
beyond and outside the reach of mundane discourse and language. In one case, speech is valued as freedom as
opposed to powerless silence; in the other, silence is valued as pure presence opposed to the banal worldliness of
speech. What would it mean to not oppose speech and silence, but to see each as immanent in language and to each
other? What are the implications of positing such an interrelation for a critique of normalization or discursive
regulation? My sense is that the specific question of formulating an appropriate ethical disposition apropos
animalization, which clearly produces a condition of desemanticization or muteness, exceeds the humanist politics of
restoring to speech or resemanticization. However, the reasons for repudiating the presumption that putting everything
into speech and breaking every silence is the one and only road to freedom requires a justifying argument. What are
some alternatives to the great countertradition of (what can be termed as) the politics of silencing?
In an essay entitled “‘In the Folds of Our Own Discourse’: The Pleasures and Freedoms of Silence,” 23 Wendy
Brown addresses the dominance of confessional modalities of speech in feminist and other discourses of resistance.
Critiquing what she aptly phrases “compulsory feminist discursivity and the presumed evil of silences” (Brown, “‘In
the Folds,’” 187) and venturing to open a fresh perspective on the relations among “silence, speech, and freedom,”
Brown offers an insightful reading of a well-known passage from Foucault’s History of Sexuality, volume I. The
following is her quotation and gloss. The Foucault passage is as follows:
Discourses are not once and for all subservient to power or raised up against it, anymore than silences are . . .
Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it, but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile
and makes it possible to thwart it. In like manner. Silence and secrecy are a shelter for power, anchoring its
prohibitions; but they also loosen its hold and provide for relatively obscure areas of tolerance. (100– 101)
In this passage, Foucault suggests that both discourse and silence can be deployed on the side of or against power’s
prohibitions, but Brown’s emphasis falls on the last part of the quotation, on the “obscure areas of tolerance” that are
cleared by silence and secrecy. She writes,
Silence, as Foucault affirms it, then, is identical neither with secrecy nor with not speaking. Rather, it signifies
a relation to regulatory discourses, as well as a possible niche for a practice of freedom within those discourses.
If, as Foucault insists, freedom is a practice (as opposed to an achievement, a condition, or institution), then the
possibility of practicing freedom inside a regulatory discourse occurs in the empty spaces of that discourse as
well as in resistance to the discourse. Moreover, silence can function as speech in both ways at once. (Brown,
“In the Folds,” 188)
If silence, as Brown suggests, is not identical with itself but is something that is practiced within discourse, it is
incumbent upon us to inquire into its appearance, its repetition in its difference from identity. It may be more apropos
to say, following Brown’s observation, that though refraining from speech can itself be discursive and function as
speech (pro- and contra- power), perhaps silence is that which is not identical with not speaking. In other words, it is
whatever remains in discourse that is neither simply speech nor taciturnity (muteness) and is in an oblique relation to
regulation and resistance as opposition. If it is indeed somehow the very possibility of the practice of freedom, surely
we must ask how we can effect silence as “the empty space” within discourse, and also how we can proliferate silence
as silence—as what Agamben specifically terms “inoperativity,”24 or neutralization. The task is to conceive silence,
then, not as a signifier of defiance or abstinence, but as an empty space, where the regulatory power of discourse is
nullified. The temporality of silence can only be expressed in the subjective, as that of immanence, and therefore of a

power that is the power of conservation rather than exhaustion, of neither presence nor absence, but both. Silence, then,
is a temporality that can only be thought of as condensed moments of the past and the future that are immanent within
the present spaces and moments of discourse. Focusing for the moment only on that aspect of nondiscourse that is
contra-power and not a shelter for it—in fact, let us affirm that insofar as power is by nature loquacious, it can be
taciturn but cannot be really silent—surely, we must also ask if the difference between taciturn resistance and silence
(as inoperativity) does not also refer us to the difference between emancipation and freedom? For surely, if we equate
freedom not only with free speech but also with the “right to remain silent,” then we invariably inscribe freedom as
possible only within legal discourse, guaranteed to someone who is a legal entity, a modern subject of rights.
Considering that the enslaved function as the very paradigm of animalized brute life, and are therefore precisely those
for whom the law does not function, and who have the right neither to speak nor to remain silent, who, in Hannah
Arendt’s famous words, do not have “the right to have rights,”25 it makes no sense to circumscribe freedom to the
guarantees of the law. In general, the law can grant taciturnity and thereby make available a place for refusal, even
opposition, but perhaps silence is not merely the deployment of resistance as opposition and, though it is engendered
by the law, it is that which also renders it inoperative.
Let us, then, turn to the question of the “impossible” rather than the forbidden or the unspoken. Is silence
distinguishable as silence? What can be said about silence that silence itself does not already say?

Silence as Nothing/Zero/Absence
Semantically, silence functions as a noun and a verb. Consequently, as a phenomenon it engenders innumerable
definitions and approaches. As a noun, it can refer to existential conditions—anything from aphasia and autism to
melancholia, dying, contemplation, mysticism. Silence can be an attribute (silence of something) or a condition
(silence in). As a transitive verb, silence as the process of silencing or remaining silent usually alludes to a context of
authority, right, and law. Given the plethora of silences and the loquacity of the discourses that accompany them, a
useful point of beginning an inquiry into the topic is provided by Dennis Kurzon’s Discourse of Silence. Kurzon’s
approach is that of a linguist and a pragmatist. Kurzon’s premise is that silence is meaningful, but in order to decode
that meaning one must broaden linguistic analysis to take account of nonverbal communication (Kurzon, Discourse of
Silence, 5). Thus, he proposes to arrive at “a type of communicative competence with regard to silence within a
semiotic framework, especially as a study in pragmatics” (Kurzon, Discourse of Silence, 23).
Kurzon distinguishes between meaningful and meaningless silence by deploying the criterion of intentionality.
He establishes intention not in terms of psychological intention or, for that matter, the phenomenological
(transcendental) intention. He begins instead with a brief discussion of the function of the zero sign as indicative of an
absence that is nevertheless of morphological and lexical value. Kurzon cites Jakobson’s essay on the morphology of
the “Zero Sign,” where Jakobson analyzes zero as a linguistic sign in modern Slavic languages.26 While “nothing” is
not a linguistic sign (Jakobson, “Zero Sign,” 7), and therefore is not subject to linguistic analysis, zero clearly has a
value, if a negative one. The relation of zero to silence as a linguistic signifier lies in the meaningful absences that
operate at several linguistic levels, as, for instance, in the nominative “sheep,” which is a zero number, or “dog,”
which is zero semantic feature insofar as it does not indicate gender. These unmarked features in the morphology of
languages, Kurzon suggests, can be regarded as the forerunners of meaningful silence in language. Though Kurzon,
rather surprisingly, does not cite Saussure, it is well known that the significance of the notion of zero in linguistics (as
Jakobson himself acknowledges [151]) was first put forward by the Geneva School, particularly by Saussure and later
by Charles Bally. In the chapter on “The Role of Abstract Entities in Grammar,” Saussure emphasizes that the zero
sign cannot be regarded as a positive sign. He writes, “to think that there is an incorporeal syntax outside material units
distributed in space would be a mistake. In English, the man I have seen apparently uses a zero-sign to stand for a
syntactical fact which French expresses by que ‘that’ (l’homme que j’ai vu). But the comparing of the English with the
French syntactical fact is precisely what produces the illusion that nothingness can express something. The material
units alone actually create the value by being arranged in a certain way” (Saussure, Writings in General Linguistics,
139). 27
Implying that Saussure and Jakobson’s categories have been superseded by modern research, Kurzon argues
that it is important to distinguish zero value as signifier from zero value as signified, despite the fact that Saussure (as
Jakobson acknowledges) had clearly pronounced that “language is satisfied with the opposition between something and
nothing” (Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, 86). In other words, nothing must be opposed to something. Only

when there is the presence of an absence, in the sense that either the signifier or the signified has an accompanying
propositional element, can the zero be meaningful. Nonsense words and nonsemantic words also have a zero value, but
insofar as the signifier and the signified here both have zero value, such words are meaningless. The fact that zero
signified and signifier—a staple of some forms of poetry and art such as the Dada movement—can be intentional is
not a phenomenon that interests Kurzon, as it cannot translate into meaning. “For silence to have meaning in the
linguistic sense, the speaker must have an intention—hence a zero signifier has an utterable signified, a meaning that
may be uttered in words” (Kurzon, Discourse on Silence, 8).
Though Kurzon claims that silence, if it is to be considered meaningful (and implicitly worth researching),
must be communicative activity (i.e., it is intentional like speech), he nevertheless holds speech and silence to be
opposed. In other words, in a given speech act, silence cannot co-occur with speech in the same instance. There must
be an alternation. Thus, silence must be distinguished from nonverbal communication (i.e., gesture, expression, etc.) as
the latter can co-occur with speech. Kurzon further introduces the question of acoustic activity. Interestingly, while he
agrees with Fernando Poyatos28 that silence contrasts with speech in being nonacoustic, he nevertheless balks at the
idea that silence can be paired with stillness, as noise can with movement. Since this scheme implies that stillness
means inactivity and speech activity, it contradicts the notion of silence as activity, “a speech act in the form of a
modal utterance” (Kurzon, Discourse on Silence, 16). Kurzon argues that, insofar as silence produces signs, it is
inactive only in a proxemic sense, having to do with distance. “Silence, then, is non-verbal communication proper
because it may alternate only with speech, and does not accompany it in the communicative behavior of one inpidual
within one speech event, as do other co-verbal devices . . . So intentional silence is in contrast to speech, and
unintentional silence to noise” (Kurzon, Discourse on Silence, 18).
Given that the present project aims to think through the silence that shadows or haunts animalization
(humAnimal) as a remnant that cannot be governed by dispositifs, a strict adherence to this linguistic approach can be
limiting. Moreover, to consider silence as empty spaces within discourse and as the practice of freedom, we cannot
presuppose the necessary intentionality of silence. Nevertheless, it provides us with some useful criteria and a set of
manipulable lexican terms: the relevance of pairs such as intentional/nonintentional, zero signifier/ utterable signified,
and movement/stillness.
A more philosophical approach to silence, one that aids the movement of this inquiry, is provided by Bernard
Dauenhauer’s Silence: The Phenomenon and Its Ontological Significance. 29 In his meticulous and formalistic study,
Dauenhauer distinguishes four types of silences. The first is active performance, to be distinguished from muteness. He
writes,
The difference between muteness and silence is comparable to the difference between being without sight and
having one’s eyes closed. Muteness is simply the inarticulateness of that which is incapable of any sort of
signifying performances. A man cannot be absolutely and permanently mute unless he can be completely and
permanently unconscious. Unlike muteness, silence necessarily involves conscious activity. But precisely
because silence does involve conscious activity, the occurrence or nonoccurrence of passively or spontaneously
encountered noise, of itself, can neither prevent nor produce silence. (4)
By this characterization, it appears that muteness is a negation of speech, whereas silence is its contrary and
therefore a positive act. The other three types of silence are intervening silence (in other words, the pauses and
alternations with speech); fore-and after-silence, which pertain to breaks between sound phrases; and deep silence,
referring to “silence of intimates, liturgical silence, and the silence of the to-be-said” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 16– 17).
These initial distinctions are then examined with reference to private and public discourses, which help establish the
complex manifestations of silence. Dauenhauer then undertakes an intentional analysis of silence, where he shows the
problems associated with defining the noematic element of silence as simply a question of abstinence from all the
possible motivated utterances that could be employed. Since this implies that abstinence is a positive performance,
insofar as it refrains from determinate expressions, the question then turns on the problem of “how can I silently intend
the nondeterminate?” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 57). Dauenhauer goes on to inquire about the status of silence in relation
to prepredicative and predicative expression and to conclude that there is a necessary and originary silence, which is
the condition of possibility for expression as such. It is a silence that “detaches one from absorption in spontaneous,
pre-predicative experience” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 59) and should be understood not as spontaneous performance but
as an act—an act of detaching and severing. Thus, rather than regarding silence as abstaining, Dauenhauer suggests
that there is not a determinate intentional object in each and every silence. Rather, “some occurrences of silence . . .

involve no determinate noematic phases” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 60; emphasis added). Ultimately, then, silence, given
its great internal heterogeneity, is best grasped as “not the correlative opposite of discourse, but [that which] rather
establishes and maintains an oscillation or tension among the shared levels of discourse and between the domain of
discourse and the domains of nonpredicative experience” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 82). In the latter sections of the book,
Dauenhauer mounts a strong argument for the ontological significance of silence as that which discloses “the
preeminence of the indeterminate in man” (Dauenhauer, Silence, 175). Silence, he suggests, appears as “a grounded
phenomenal manifestation of the irreducible tensions at play in the intersection of man and world” (Dauenhauer,
Silence, 174) or indetermination and determination. However, neither man nor the world are wholly such—that is,
indeterminate and determinate, respectively. Rather, silence appears in the tension in the intra- and interplay of these
elements and thereby affirms the dyad of syntheses as the locus of being (Dauenhauer, Silence, 142).
Foucault, Kurzon, and Dauenhauer each off er perspectives on silence that clarify different aspects of the
phenomenon. While both Kurzon and Dauenhauer agree that silence is intentional and active, they part ways on the
issue of determinate and indeterminate expressions. Foucault, on the other hand, regards silence as a correlate of
power. A given discursive regime can produce unintentional and indeterminate silences, but silence can equally contest
the determinations of power, both intentionally and unintentionally. Wendy Brown’s interpretation of Foucault’s
notion of silence as “empty spaces” within discourse and as the practice of freedom also suggests silence itself as
being indeterminate—between intention and nonintention, activity and stillness. There is no question that, for Foucault,
silence can no more be attributed to intentional consciousness than discourse. If it is language that speaks the subject,
then no doubt silence unspeaks the subject by eventuating a hiatus within discourse.
The place of silence, then, is both within and without language—a site of the inhuman, it is also the site where
the traditional dichotomies (human/animal, sovereign/outlaw) and the traditional pairs (law/ language, belonging/name,
mind/body) find their mediation through the inoperativity of an active stillness.
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Life: The Final Frontier
Paper given at a workshop on Globalization and Freedom
(Work in Progress—Do Not Cite)

he popular association of the term globalization with neo-liberalism and free trade refers the process to a
perceived weakening of the sovereignty of the traditional nation state engineered by multi-national corporations
for the free transfer and accumulation of capital. In other words, globalization is frequently associated with a
transfer of sovereignty from national to transnational institutions and agreements that facilitate units of flow—be they
financial, informational, cultural, demographic—across traditional borders. The question of freedom arises within this
discourse as an issue pertaining to social justice now translated into measurable indices of what economists and the
UN term human development, such as life expectancy, literacy and education, GDP per capita, standard of living, etc.
In Development as Freedom, Amartya Sen argues for the necessity to treat freedom as the foundation of development
as opposed to growth of GNP or personal incomes and other abstract indicators. Defining freedom as “the expansion
of the “capabilities” of persons to lead the kind of lives they value—and have reason to value,” (18), Sen stresses that
freedom is always an end in itself, but can nevertheless be broken down into instrumental means such as “different
kinds of rights, opportunities, and entitlements [that] contribute to the expansion of human freedom in general, and
thus to promoting development” (37). In this view, globalization as a force of development is judged in terms of the
freedoms or unfreedoms, the capabilities or the deprivations that it facilitates, thereby generating ever more assertive
calls for increased rights and regulations.
While such a critique of global political economy founded on human development is indispensible for
addressing the wrongs and injustices that humanity is subjected to, it is however inadequate insofar as it fails to
spotlight the unmistakable bio-political kernel of the shift in governance structures. Perhaps, globalization requires a
definition that will serve to disclose it as a force that not only impacts the opportunities and capabilities of humanity at
large, but as a process that is engaged in the transformation of what composes humanness itself. In other words, it is
necessary that we perceive the ways in which the new global economic regime turns from the training and
manipulation of human bodies, be it the extraction and exchange of labor, or curtailment of political agency, to the
transformation of life itself as an object, i.e. life at the level of the organism and non subjective biological existence.
Let us recall Foucault’s characterization of bio-politics as a form of power/knowledge that engages large units of life
quantified in terms of statistical data, for the purpose of management and optimization thereby producing bare life as
an object of power. In his 1975-76 lecture series at the College de France, Foucault suggests that bio power is invested
in the proliferation of forms of life favored for any number of arbitrary ends and always at the expense of letting die
the forms of life that are not worth living. Insofar as biopolitics is inherently decisionist its fundamental logic is that of
racism or eugenicism. Not only does the state’s care for the health of the population serve the eugenic purpose of
improving life through a decision on value, but it functions epistemologically as a kind of auto-objectification.
Contemporary power, he argues in Les Mots et les Choses, is characterized by the science of Man, when man now
takes himself, his own organic life, his own finitude, as an object of knowledge.
No doubt, bio-politics has been increasingly incorporated into analyses of globalization. In their trilogy
Empire, Multitude and Commonwealth, Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri differentiate between bio-political
production and bio-power. According to them, one of the most liberating and exciting aspects of globalization is the
production of what they term as “immaterial goods and services.” By this they mean the new modalities of production
that engages a living being at the level of non-subjective life, a mode of production that enables an unprecedented
bourgeoning of “ideas, knowledge, forms of communication, and relationships. In such immaterial labor,” they write,
“production spills over beyond the bounds of the economy traditionally conceived to engage culture, society, and
politics directly. What is produced in this case is not just material goods but actual social relationships and forms of
life” (Multitude, 94) Thus all those new forms of communication that informational technologies have engendered such
as social networking sites, alternate news and information creation and dissemination, as well as the production of
affects—such as those “services with a smile” produced by air stewards, nannies, personal shoppers, etc are all
included in the valorization of bio-political production. What these new modalities of production entail, according to
Hardt and Negri, is the building up of truly cosmopolitan communities and social relations that have the potential to be
progressive and resistant to the totalitarian rule and exploitation by capital. Bio-power however, they write, “stands
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above society, transcendent, as a sovereign authority and imposes its order. Biopolitical production, in contrast, is
immanent to society and creates social relationships and forms through collaborative forms of labor” (M, 94-95).
However, if one turns to specific manifestations of globalized bio-politics, the neat separation of good and bad
aspects of immaterial production is not so easy to make, nor can the intersection between the processes of
globalization and bio-politics be contained by the concept of immaterial production. As an example then of the
biopolitical effects of globalization, let me cite briefly the situation of the most vulnerable population in the world
today—namely the refugee population known as Internally Displaced Persons, or IDPs, that is people who have been
evicted and de-nationalized but have not crossed borders into another nation state. Such populations that by far exceed
the number of refugees in the world today, who are thrown beyond the protection of the state but are nevertheless
caught within its borders represent perhaps the most subtracted and minimalized form of existence imaginable.
Elsewhere, I have argued that to grasp the population of IDPs as a paradigm of the biopolitical effects of globalization,
we must first understand what and where sovereignty is situated today. In short, I suggested that we locate the centre
of modern notions of global sovereignty as a point of convergence among at least three factors: current practices of
political globalization, the economic interests that condition civil conflicts, and human rights law. Only by grasping
this convergence, I suggested can one begin to discern the fundamentally bio-political aspect of globalization.
By political globalization, I referred not merely to transnational economic flows and the presumed weakening
of nation states but the political transformations effected by such flows upon the state. In “Paradoxes of the
Competition State: The Dynamics of Political Globalization,” Philip Cerny argues that the nation state today is
reinventing itself from the traditional welfare state into a competition state or a “quasi-enterprise association” (254)
one that is sensitive to the demands of the global marketplace. According to Cerny, this shift heralds a crisis of liberal
democracy “and therefore of the things people can expect from even the best-run government. In this context, for
example, a new and potentially undemocratic role is emerging for the state as the enforcer of decisions and/ outcomes
which emerge from world markets, transnational ‘private interest governments’, and international quango-like [quasiautonomous NGO] regimes” (258). The competition state is characterized by its pursuit of “increased marketization”
and therefore commits itself to reduced government spending to encourage private investment and deregulation of all
capitalist enterprises (259). One of the effects of the corporatization of the nation state can be traced to that figure of
reduced life—life subtracted of human qualifications--the internally displaced person. This figure as is well known is
more often than not a victim of civil war. However, by combining the analysis of the neo-liberal state with those that
disclose the links between contemporary civil war and neo-liberal economic policies, we can perceive the bio-political
kernel of globalization in and as civilian displacement. The role of international law here is not insignificant. In this
context of international law, the true paradox is not the one identified by Seyla Benhabib that sovereign liberal
democratic states submit themselves to a higher Kantian principle of International law. The true paradox is that states
in order to climb onto the bandwagon of global competition, weaken or withdraw from their democratic roles as
guarantors of minimal social and economic protections, safety nets and public services to their citizens, thereby
engendering conflict and fragmentation, but now readily sign onto international treaties and conventions with greater
and increasing enthusiasm--treaties that guarantee the human rights of human beings as human simpliciter. In effect,
international law functions as an empty substitute (rather than a supplement) to the legal rights of the citizen and there
is in fact an unmistakable correlation between the expansion of the global economy, the competition state and
international law.
As Antony Anghie has shown, the very history of international law is wholly implicated in and is continuous
with the history of colonial domination and contemporary global sovereignty. Anghie writes: “Globalization, with the
inequalities it promotes, challenges if not threatens the integrity of human rights law, precisely because it uses human
rights as a means of furthering itself. Examined in a historical context, furthermore, the new alliance between
globalization and the neo-liberal version of human rights… is hardly novel or surprising: commerce has, since the time
of Vitoria, furthered itself through an invocation of ‘civilization’.” (256). Anghie goes on to analyze as well the
capitulations elicited by International Financial Institutions such as the World Bank and IMF of their clients through
the concept of good governance. The logic is that sustainable development requires human rights, therefore good
governance is mandated. Good governance of course requires certain prescriptions: “the shift to governance has
massively expanded the range of domestic issues that can be subjected to IFI management. The Bank is prohibited by
its Articles of Agreement from interfering in the political affairs of a recipient state. Now, however, by asserting that
economic development depends on good governance, on the political system of a country, the Bank can justify
formulating an entirely new set of initiatives that seeks explicitly to reform the political institutions of a recipient state,
on the basis that such reform is necessary to achieve development, the central concern of the Bank.” (261-262) In other
words, I argue that the concert of forces—namely international financial institutions aided by human rights law, the

erosion of national welfare states and the escalation of civil wars—targets life itself by producing the extreme figure of
the internally displaced person. Given the magnitude of suffering and the extremity of neglect that this figure is subject
to, it seemed to me that the reduction of citizens to stateless and invisible refuse, at the mercy of the most arbitrary
violence, is the most extreme manifestation of the globalized bio power.
Today, I would like to discuss yet another aspect of biopolitics that now appears in some sense as the final
frontier of globalization—a frontier at which it finds its ultimate manifestation as that which brings about not just a
new geo-political global order, but an altogether new global order of life. To place oneself at this frontier is at once to
see that there is no question of imagining alternatives, because here there is no more we, and even the being that
questions disappears into a generalized life, or more properly an after-life—life after the death of human being. I am
referring to the new genetic technologies whereby animals, plants and humans—in fact all living beings—are subject
to genetic manipulation and modification, according to criteria of perfection, profit and pleasure. These technologies
are not only a part of trans-national flows but in turn greatly strengthen global sovereignty’s grip over mere life,
thereby politicizing and monetizing what is inherently held in common. My point is that this is not only an economic
issue pertaining to the commodification of life forms, but that contemporary genetic technologies raise and renew the
question of how we conceptualize freedom by deeply problematizing the possibility of an open future. In this context,
it is no longer to possible to define freedom normatively as the “expansion of capabilities.” Rather, we now begin to
perceive a conflict between freedom and capabilities.
It must be acknowledged that genetic technologies and their development of power over life as such constitute
the defining moment, the telos of globalization. For instance, Lee Silver says in the opening pages of his Remaking
Eden: How Genetic Cloning and Engineering will transform the American Family: “We as human beings have tamed
the fire of life. And in so doing we have gained the power to control the destiny of our species. This power will come
from the merging of remarkable scientific and technological advances in two fields—reproductive biology and genetics
—that have progressed independently of each other until now. These fields are now poised to come together as
reprogenetics, and it is reprogenetics that will turn science fiction into reality, from cloning to embryo selection and
genetic engineering and beyond ” (17). Silver’s comment on humanity’s expanded technological capabilities makes it
clear that it is now no longer possible to pose a conventional question such as “what are the social and political
implications of this current manifestation of globalization through reprogenetics?” This is because we are confronting
a global force of power/knowledge that is directed at the ontological level of life itself. Thus to speak broadly in terms
of “bio-ethics” is akin to slowing down a powerful incoming wave with outstretched arms. It seems to me that the only
question that we can legitimately and logically pose is: how does biopower work, politically, normatively, to promote
the auto-enslavement of human being to its own technology? In other words, what new un-freedoms are produced by
our expanded technological capability that transforms life itself? I suggest that we have something of an indication of
this new unfreedom in the remark made by Dr. Howard Jones (who is credited with the first test tube baby in the US)
reported recently in NY Times: “Human reproduction is an inefficient process,” he said, sitting in his wheelchair in his
condominium in this suburb of Denver. “On average, only one in five meetings of sperm and egg result in a fertilized
egg with pregnancy potential. So therefore normal is the abnormal.” The implication is that the technological norm
demands that every meeting of sperm and egg result in fertilization, and by that standard what is inefficient, that is
when means do not correlate with ends, is abnormal. My question is: what implication does this will for total success
as efficient and normal have on our thinking of human possibility? How can we preserve a conception of freedom in
the face of this fully determined future? If freedom has something to do with the possibility of the future as openness
to surprise, can it survive when all contingency has been eliminated and every aspect of life is submitted to calculation
and determination?
It is not hyperbole to say that public discourse on this topic is oddly distracted. Richard Hayes of the Center for
Genetics and Society says that coming from the environmental movement it took him years of research to come to the
realization of how “profoundly consequential these new technologies can be both for better or for ill; how rapidly they
were being developed; and most importantly, how well below the radar screen of the general public and policy makers
all this was, and how thin the structural oversight and social regulation was.” The hegemony of genetic technology
today as supposed decoder of total knowledge about life and unlimited possibility for autonomous life choices and
decision is directly related to globalization. In “Biocolonization: The Patenting of Life and the Global Marketing of
Body Parts” Andrew Kimbrell traces biocolonialism to the 1980 Supreme Court decision Diamond v. Chakrabarty
when the court legalized the patenting of life forms. As Kimbrell writes: “we are faced with the privatization of our
genetic heritage—the corporate enclosure of our genetic commons” (136). He goes on to document the proliferation
of transgenic animals and plants that have been engineered and patented to increase production, as well as the “gene
rush” where the great genetic diversity of the global south is plundered for profit.

Clearly, genetic technologies and particularly reprognetics is the masthead of globalization, and thus invariably
it deeply affects the cultural stream as well. Recreational genetics has become all the rage, even as people are now
awakening to the huge commercial and recreational potential of their own bare life. PBS recently ran a series on TV
called “Faces of America” the brainchild of Henry Louis Gates where participants underwent DNA testing to discover
their so-called genetic ancestry. This was made possible by one of the first commercial gene testing companies called
23andMe that sells DNA testing kits through their website. Recreational genetics also extends to companies such as
Allerca Lifestyle Pets where you can order a genetically modified family member—a companion cat or dog that is
hypoallergenic but costs anywhere from $6900 to $22,000. The new adoptee arrives with a one year replacement
guarantee in case of defects or accidental death.
In an article published in the February of this year in Harvard Law and Policy Review, Marcy Darnovsky, of
the CGS suggests that the discussion of these issues has been so thoroughly co-opted by the religious right that any
attempt to grapple with the ethical questions raised by these new technologies risks appearing anti-science,
ideologically dogmatic, and obscurantist. Calling for a robust discussion of ethics that honor the values of inquiry and
thought, she suggests that there is much about these new technologies that should concern those of us who care about
social justice.1 What emerges clearly even as we peruse the literature on reprogenetics is that the most troubling
“advances” and data are in fact shrewdly hidden in public view. The fact that these technologies are used ironically
enough to fortify racial boundaries and renew ancient prejudices has not been much discussed. Unlike issues
pertaining to the environment—such as climate change, deforestation, industry pollutants, and the genetic
manipulation of food stuffs—the bio-tech issues that impinge directly on the discourse of race have received a lot less
attention than those that deal with consumer goods.
Let me cite here some of the myriad ways in which reproductive and recreational genetics intersect with the
forces of globalization.
Exhibit one: In 2007, an Associated Press report brought attention to the booming “wombs for rent” business in
India. Commercial surrogacy was legalized in India in 2002, and since then India has emerged as a leading market for
what is known as fertility tourism. Akanksha clinic in Anand Gujarat, a town that is nationally famous for its milk and
dairy industry, is now also the destination for another kind of husbandry for the benefit of rich women who cannot get
pregnant. Here poor but healthy women are recruited by Dr. Nayna Patel to provide a surrogate womb for an embryo
conceived in-vitro. These women who offer their wombs for rent at the steeply discounted price of $5000 are housed
together, their diet and environment monitored by a team of doctors acting on behalf of the rich from the US, UK,
Japan and other European countries. According to Dr. Patel, this is a “business of emotions” and not merely of
economics and finances. The assumption in that remark being that the immaterial aspect of the business mitigates its
material instrumentality.
Exhibit two: The UK Borders Control in 2009 launched the Human Prevalence Pilot Project. The Guardian
newspaper reports that asylum seekers will be subjected to DNA tests to ascertain their national origin as in fact
hailing from a war zone. Kenyans apparently have been passing themselves off as Somalis in order to gain asylum and
protect themselves from deportation. The crude understanding and application of genetic information here not only
assumes the genetic homogeneity of populations, but completely overwrites historical factors in the formation of
political identities.
Exhibit three: The Boston Globe (of March 26, 2010) ran a front page article on the Hastings Center Report
that examined a wide cross section of ads over a 100 in college newspapers seeking high scoring egg donors. Educated
women all over the world for instance Ivy leaguers in the US are hawking their eggs for use in research cloning and
in-vitro fertilization for a relatively substantial fee. Egg retrieval is not a simple process. According to the CGS, “In
order to procure eggs, researchers give women hormonal drugs to first "shut down" and then "hyperstimulate" their
ovaries to produce more eggs than normal. These eggs are then surgically extracted. . . Short-term reactions to one
commonly used "shut-down" drug include severe joint pain, difficulty breathing, chest pain, depression, amnesia,
hypertension, and asthma. The drugs used to stimulate multiple egg production can cause ovarian hyperstimulation
syndrome (OHSS), which is often a mild reaction but which can become serious enough to require hospitalization and,
rarely, to cause death” (About Egg Retrieval http://www.geneticsandsociety.org/section.php?id=28).
Exhibit four: In early 2008, the Indian Police in Maharashtra uncovered a kidney racket where over 500 people
had their kidneys forcibly removed for rich patients awaiting a transplant. Organ trafficking is on the rise. The Bulletin
of the World Health Organization reports that while “there are no reliable data on organ trafficking — or indeed
transplantation activity in general. . . it is widely believed to be on the increase, with brokers reportedly charging
between US$ 100,000 and US$ 200, 000 to organize a transplant for wealthy patients. Donors — frequently

impoverished and ill-educated — may receive as little as US$ 1000 for a kidney although the going price is more
likely to be about US$ 5000.” (Volume 82, Number 9, September 2004, 639-718).
Exhibit five: According to The Times January 2010, the demand for “designer babies” is growing dramatically.
Lee Silver in Remaking Eden introduced the terms the Gen Rich and the Gen Poor to refer to those who will and will
not be able to afford genetic engineering to choose the genetic traits of their babies. Designer babies is another way of
referring to the practice of what is frankly termed positive eugenics whereby parents can choose not only the sex and
health traits of their baby but also other cosmetic factors such as complexion, eye color, etc.
In response to this new manifestation of globalization, Kimbrell, along with other environmental activists such
as Vandana Shiva, and the CGS decry the lack of regulation of reprogenetics and commercial genetic modification in
general in the US. They call for more international treaties, regulations, laws that will curb the worst excesses of these
new technologies.2   However, as the case of internally displaced peoples made clear, the notion that biotechnology
must be brought under the rule of law and international law, seems short sighted. Because life is now so fully capable
of being commodified and patented the assumption is that answer lies in the totality of life being juridicized to avoid
surrendering it to the free market. This view cannot address what is really at stake in this epoch of biopower. Is the
juridicization of life the only way to protect life from commercialization and is commercialization our only threat? For
surely, what is at stake is not mother nature, the ecological balance, God, moral law, or even justice. It is freedom itself
as freedom from determination. For isn’t the governance of life at some level the end of the future insofar as it aims to
eliminate all contingency? The threat of reprogenetics is not so much the fact that it meddles with mother nature or
displaces traditional conceptions of life and death, mortality and immortality, finitude and eternity, but that it promises
the unrelieved boredom of unvarying success, of absolute predictability, and a total coincidence of means and ends.
Thus we are led to ask when does total control over life become total loss of freedom? There are obviously no easy
answers or solutions to the conundrum of technological success. I doubt the answer would be to curb our curiosity and
regulate our knowledge base through law courts. Biopower and its advances are inevitable given the genealogy of
contemporary knowledge as Foucault shows in The Order of Things. Rather I suggest that bio-power renews our
conceptions of what we mean by life thereby problematizes the traditional complementarity between choice, control,
and success on one hand and freedom on the other. Biotechnology then raises the question as to how the discovery of
new life forms can be freed from technological determination, normalization and state governance. In other words,
biotechnology renews the question of freedom by suggesting that the liberation of technology from its ends may
ultimately be the first (and last) step towards an epoch of freedom in which beings stand liberated from “man” as both
the traditional subject of knowledge and the contemporary object of bio-power. Neither subject of discipline and
surveillance nor the object of management and governance, perhaps we can now begin to conceptualize living being as
a repository of power and an end in itself.

Notes
1

For instance, she writes consider the following: “poor villagers in developing countries sell their kidneys and rent
their wombs to global elites. Clinical researchers scour underdeveloped regions for human subjects; at home, they look
to immigrants, prisoners, and people with no access to health care. Fertility clinics and brokers offer as much as $100k
to the best and the brightest on America’s college campuses in exchange for their eggs. Drugs and gene tests based on
molecular differences between populations threaten to revive discredited notions about biology and race. Biotech
scientists involve themselves in profit-making ventures, while continuing to receive large amounts of public funding”
(99-100).

2

Kimbrell suggests that: “biodemocracy requires the immediate cessation both of the Human Genome Diverisity
Project and similar initiatives and of the sordid international trafficking in blood and human organs. Finally
biodemocracy would lead to a moratorium on the engineering of the permanent genetic code of plants and animals.
This work is potentially catastrophic for the environment and is profoundly unethical. Clearly, a mass movement for
biodemocracy is needed if the international drive toward the engineering and patenting of life is to be halted.
Biodemocracy involves respecting the collective will both to restrict biotechnology and to ban the patenting of life. It
also involves the key ethical insight that all life forms have intrinsic value and genetic integrity and cannot be used as
raw material for new commodities on the global market” (145).
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The Erotics of 'Under/Development' in Walter Rodney
On Sexual or Body Politics and Political Economics
for 'Guerilla Intellectualism'
For centuries, the dominant event of modern history has been the slave trade. Its repercussions, racism
and colonization, have been decisive elements in the tragic destiny of African people. Colonization and
economic exploitation have remained the driving force of imperial domination, threatening the colonized
with the gravest danger to life and health, to their culture and their faith and even to their bio-physical
equilibrium.
--Acklyn Lynch, Nightmare Overhanging Darkly (1992)
orldwide, Walter Rodney may be known best for his seminal work on "development" and
"underdevelopment." Out of a corpus consisting of countless essays and articles, speeches and pamphlets, and
several other books ranging from A History of the Upper Guinea Coast, 1545-1800 (1970) or The Groundings
with My Brothers (1969) to A History of the Guyanese Working People (1981), it is How Europe Underdeveloped
Africa (1972) that is often read as Rodney's "classic" text by Pan-African audiences in and outside of academia. After
all, armed with a most profound purpose, its preface concludes on the following note: "The purpose has been to try and
reach Africans who wish to explore further the nature of their exploitation, rather than to satisfy the 'standards' set by
our oppressors and their spokesman in the academic world" (Rodney 1982, viii). This is the same preface that rewrites
the conventional intellectual preface, "classically," as well: "Many colleagues and comrades shared in the preparation
of this work .... But, contrary to the fashion in most prefaces, I will not add that 'all mistakes and shortcomings are
entirely my responsibility.' That is sheer bourgeois subjectivism" (vii). That school of thought is dispensed with by the
whole of How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, which may be considered merely one of Rodney's "classic" texts and
which is surely not his only set of reflections on the subject of "underdevelopment" and "development," by any stretch.
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Hence, in "Slavery and Underdevelopment" (1979), Rodney states that the premise of this paper is that
underdevelopment constitutes a central part of the development of capitalism on a global scale (276), or even a
("dependent and asymmetrical") form of development itself (282). In tune with How Europe Underdeveloped Africa's
discussion of the "European Slave Trade" (Rodney 1982, 95-103), "Slavery and Underdevelopment" redescribes this
"trading" as "raiding" devoid of any developmental activity whatsoever, all proclamations of Western bourgeois
scholarship aside (279). In "Problems of Third World Development" (1972), moreover, Rodney examines the "counterrevolutionary'' epoch of neo-colonialism and champions "disengagement" from the dominant imperialist system of
development and underdevelopment (36-37). He delivered these words with "revolutionary optimism" (41), remarking
it a tribute to anti-imperialist resistance: "Slavery has dehumanized slave masters more than it has dehumanized slaves.
Colonialism has dehumanized the colonialists more than it dehumanized the colonial people" (42). For him, on this
side of history, an African revolutionary optimism is always justified.
Today, as struggles against slavery/neo-slavery and colonialism/neo-colonialism rage on, what else can we say about
development and Europe's underdevelopment of Africa and Africans African that studious readers of Rodney have not
learned to say already? The rhetoric of development is typically presumed to be a specifically political-economic
rhetoric by bourgeois and non-bourgeois, imperialist and anti-imperialist perspectives on race and Western empire.
But it is also and simultaneously a sexual-erotic (psychosexual/ socio-sexual) rhetoric, language or discourse as, I shall
argue, Rodney's writings in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa and beyond should help reveal. This fact ought not to
be overlooked. The crucial conjunction of what we might analytically call "race, sex and empire" is thus put on display
by a critical engagement with the rhetoric of development and underdevelopment in the West, U.S. Occidentalism
included, of course. Indubitably inspired by the ideals of "guerilla intellectualism" mapped out by Walter Rodney
Speaks (1990), this identification of the sexual-erotic and political-economic racism and imperialism intertwined in the
rhetoric of development and underdevelopment seeks to extend the collective scope of our Pan-African "Black radical

tradition," which after C.L.R. James and company was so well represented by Rodney himself- from Guyana and
Jamaica or the Caribbean to London, Julius Nyerere's Tanzania, North America and back.

On Rodney: Defining or Redefining Development and Underdevelopment - Again
The opening chapter of How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, "Some Questions on Development" is structured around
two basic questions: "What Is Development?" and "What Is Underdevelopment?" Rodney begins with a quotation
from Ernesto "Che" Guevara about capitalism, dependence and exploitation before confronting the questions of
definition at hand. Logically, development has to be defined before underdevelopment can be defined and properly
understood; and the primary problem with standard definitions of development is that they define development
according to economics in general and capitalist economic interests in particular. It is important to note that Rodney's
strenuous objection to such definitions is two-fold. He objects to the reduction of the idea of development to any
economic system or ideology as well as the reduction of the idea of development to this economic system of
capitalism. His rejection of capitalism and his textual recycling of Che does not lead him to opt for a reduction of
development to socialist economics instead. The opening chapter of How Europe Underdeveloped Africa questions or
interrogates economism, all economism, however socialist, anti-capitalist and anti-exploitation it proves to be in its
own, avowed economic-ideological outlook.
As a corrective, Rodney defines development as a "many-sided process." He defines it at the individual and the social
level in terms of "increased skill and capacity, greater freedom, creativity, self-discipline, responsibility, and material
well-being. " Even still, what qualifies as development in this light would reflect some moral judgment that would
vary according to historical age, class background, personal factors, etc. At the same time, development is defined as
involving an increased capacity of societies to regulate "internal and external relationships" (Rodney 1982, 3), well
above any individual proclivities. When Rodney considers the economic dimension of development, of necessity, he
defines it as an improvement in he "quality of life," toward a life "less hazardous and less uncertain," in which
"members of society'' have "greater choice over their destinies" (7). If "a greater quantity of goods and services"
become available, thanks to "greater skills" and human invention, whether or not this alleged "progress" represents
"progress" in a moral sense remains questionable, for Rodney. For what he dubs "the extremely complex problems of
social development" (12), collective "human social development" (28), cannot be adequately gauged by the bourgeois
logic of capitalist-economic analysis. This is not only because all phases of development are in essence "temporary'' or
"transient" (11).
To discuss development in its "totality" (13), Rodney counters the status-quo, capitalist perspective as he moves to
understand and discuss underdevelopment in Africa. Underdevelopment is defined as a comparative concept or idea
and one that calls to mind an exploitive relationship. It is not something that is, so to speak- a noun or a simple, natural
state of being; rather, it turns out to be something that is I- an action, a verb, or at least the end-result of sustained
activity: Africa is not "underdeveloped," abstractly, therefore; Europe underdeveloped Africa, actively and concretely.
Rodney discerns: "the underdevelopment with which the world is now preoccupied is a product of capitalist,
imperialist and colonialist exploitation." Here, he also rejects the misleading rhetoric of "developed" versus
"developing" countries (14). This rhetoric continues to ignore relations of exploitation and how resource-rich yet
financepoor countries are currently being further, aggressively underdeveloped economically by Western empire (20).
Such an imperial state of affairs raises another question, since "it is true that metropoles are dependent on the wealth"
of the colonies and neocolonies (25). Why, in what ideological framework or by what definition is the West not
accordingly classified as dependent and underdeveloped itself, economically and otherwise? Imperialism is defined as
a phase of capitalism now privileging Europe, the U.S.A. and Japan in a practice of a hegemony that is economic,
military, political and cultural (12). For his anti-imperialist study of development and underdevelopment, Rodney
broadens the definition of the latter to include the Christian church, formal education, Western language and popular
music as media or tools of African and "Third World" underdevelopment (26). In reference to the colonizer, by
contrast, he proffers a non-economistic, socio-cultural definition of underdevelopment that places neo-colonial
'America" front and center: ”Actually, if' underdevelopment' were related to anything other than comparing economies,
then the most underdeveloped country in the world would be the U.S.A., which practices external oppression on a
massive scale, while internally there is a blend of exploitation, brutality, and psychiatric disorder" (14). As a result,
after Rodney concludes that it is the imperialist system and its local accomplices who are responsible for

underdevelopment in Africa (27); African (and "Third World") readers of How Europe Underdeveloped Africa can
conclude with him that this system renders Europe and North America economically dependent and variously
underdeveloped as well.

Political Economy and Sexual Development: From Freud to Fanon ... and Rodney
From the outset, Rodney scrutinizes the rhetoric of development in a manner that exposes the sexual or erotic subtext
or supertext embedded in its standard assumptions and articulations. He does so by recognizing underdevelopment and
development as "virtual moral categories" (3), first of all. For the supposed lack of morality projected onto to the
underdeveloped, the colonized, and the African may be projected foremost with regard to sexuality, which is to say, a
supposed sexual morality or immorality. Secondly, when Rodney refuses to employ the euphemism of "developing"
countries as an apt classification for countries actively underdeveloped by Western empire, he remarks that this
euphemism is elsewhere employed to escape extremely "unpleasant" connotations. The adjective "underdeveloped" is
likely t o imply than an individual, a country or a people (i.e., a "race") is "underdeveloped" "mentally, physically,
morally, or in any other respect" (14). This is why and when he turns the tables on underdevelopment and development
by categorizing the settler-colonial and neocolonial U.S.A. as massively and psychotically underdeveloped-a
"monster" imperialist (194). The projection of a physical lack or pathology that is manifest in an equally projected lack
of morality and mental capacity (or aptitude) is part and parcel of the ruling definition of underdevelopment. Thirdly,
Rodney addresses the social and sociosexual politics of family organization in the midst of his account of historical
shifts in modes of production from communalism to feudalism and then capitalism. The "chivalry" of aristocracies is
differentiated from the "rough equality" of peasantries (6). This historical devolution will concern him greatly when he
later treats the theme of “Mother Right" or "matriarchy." Lastly, a psycho-social/psycho-sexual parallel of politicaleconomic development or underdevelopment is drawn by Rodney by means of a familiar metaphor of family and
biological species. He returns to the development of individuality to treat the development of social, national or
geopolitical entities: "When a child or the young of any animal species ceases to be dependent upon its mother for
food and protection, it can be said to have developed in the direction of maturity. Dependent nations can never be
considered developed" (25). The "mother country'' propaganda of colonialism invests in a "perversion" of development
which could be diagnosed by psychiatry, psychology or psychoanalysis in the case of human beings, were these
discursive institutions not complicit collaborators in the cultivation of this colonial "perversion" themselves. Leaving a
strict economism behind, targeting erotic, physical, moral sexual as well as class components of underdevelopment and
development for radical-critical thought, Rodney can synopsize rather poetically: 'Any diagnosis of underdevelopment
in Africa will reveal not just low per capita income and protein deficiencies but also the gentlemen who dance in
Abidjan, Accra, and Kinshasa when music is played in Paris, London, and New York" (27).
The paradigmatic spokesperson for sexual-erotic "development" in the white bourgeois West must be Sigmund Freud.
The colonial-imperial rhetoric of development is not an exclusive concern of political economy, even if political
economists and critics of political economy ignore their entanglement with psycho-sexual rhetorics of development;
and, conversely, if psychiatrists, psychologists and psychoanalysts ignore their entanglements with political-economic
rhetorics of development under colonialism and imperialism. Were development an exclusive disciplinary concern of
political economists, how could they or we explain Freud's Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality (1905), '"Civilized'
Morality and Modern Nervousness" (1908), Civilization and Its Discontents (1930) or "Femininity'' (1933), for
example? How could we explain how and why Frantz Fanon undoes Freud and his developmental racism and
Europeanism for the cause of anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism, Pan-Africanism and "Third Worldism" at large?
Freud's Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality is most explicitly concerned with "development" as "sexual
development," normative sexual development of a most specific kind. The three sections or essays are entitled, in
order, "The Sexual Aberration," "Infantile Sexuality" and "The Transformations of Puberty." The point is to classify
certain acts, desires and pleasures - and identities - as "perverse" or "pathological" and others as "normal," for the
individual and collective "development" of "civilization." Freud begins this project not only with "aberration," to
"correct" or eliminate it, but in a sense with children, whose neglected or "forgotten" sexuality he believes holds the
key to the study of "human" sexuality's development overall. He takes issue with the studies of others who look only to
"heredity'' (or "the primeaval period") for explanations (Freud 1975, 39), while he characterizes "childhood'' (in the
West, after "infantile amnesia'') as "like a prehistoric epoch" himself in the end (42). This graphically primitivized

space of sexuality is where Freud's "deviations" in the "aim" and "object" of erotic affect abound. It is the space of
"polymorphous perversity'' (oral and anal pleasure, "inversion" or homosexuality, "fetishism," etc.) in lieu of the
extremely narrow form of heterosexuality that is his society's stated ideal. A pseudo-generic "sexual development" is
charted in phases, as a "natural" development culminating in "the normal sexual life of the adult," wherein "the pursuit
of pleasure comes under the sway of the reproductive function," and "the component instincts, under the primacy of a
single erotogenic zone, form a firm organization directed towards a sexual aim attached to some extraneous sexual
object" (63). Sexuality must be allo-erotic, heterosexual, reproductive and then some, in other words, to qualify as
"normal" and "developed." This is why Freud associates "pre-genital" (or non-genital) sexuality with animality and
cannibalism (64). A truly "civilized and normal individual" (44) could never be "polymorphously perverse," let alone
"primeaval," "prehistoric" or "primitive," to be sure. The developmental scheme of Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality is very much the developmental scheme dissected and dismantled by Rodney's How Europe Underdeveloped
Africa.
In "Femininity," Freud would still need to enshrine normative genders to further enshrine the normative "sexual
development" codified many years prior for the project of "Western civilization." The famous or infamous Oedipus
complex is the context for his treatment of female sexuality or femininity as an "aberration" or "deviation" from a
presupposed male sexuality or masculinity. The "girl" child of this canonical scenario must eliminate her clitoral
pleasure in exchange for vaginal pleasure- and her mother as an object of desire for her father - in order to emulate the
theoretical "progress" of the "boy'' child of psychoanalysis. Since a normative femininity and a normative masculinity
are required by a normative heterosexuality "developed" by and for a "civilized" family, a "civilized" culture and a
"civilized" world, Freud must eliminate "bisexual dispositions," homoerotic desires and acts as well as female-centered
sexuality in "Femininity," where all of the above are again associated with "darkness." To enshrine the myth of
Oedipus, he invents the "idée fixe" of "penis envy" to produce a narrative of normative gender and sexuality, having
already noted that the opportunities of "perverse," "pathological" fixations (or underdevelopment) are especially
remarkable in "the primitive child" (Freud 1994, 102). This masculinity, femininity and heterosexuality are supposed to
signify a special, modern, European and bourgeois "achievement," or "development," culturally, and historically.
In "'Civilized' Morality and Modern Nervousness," Freud is compelled to rethink these established dictates of
"civilization" and "development" to a markedly small degree: "We may thus well raise the question whether our
'civilized' sexual morality is worth the sacrifice which it imposes upon us, the more so if we are still so insufficiently
purged of hedonism as to include a certain degree of individual happiness among the aims of our cultural
development" (Freud 1974, 40). The high prevalence of neurosis and "unhappiness" in the Western bourgeoisie leads
to a confused call for "reform" quite like it does in Civilization and Its Discontents, where Freud's treatment of
"sublimation" in Three Essays on the Theory of Sexuality is more "sociologically'' reprised. There, the "development"
(or "normal maturation") of "the individual" is scripted as analogous to "the development of civilization," thanks to the
repression and/or redirection of sexual "instincts" or energy: "Sublimation of instinct is an especially conspicuous
feature of cultural development; it is what makes it possible for higher psychical activities, scientific, artistic or
ideological, to play such an important role in civilized life" (Freud 1961, 44). Unsublimated sexuality is the stuff of
"underdevelopment," and an obstacle or threat to "civilized development," no matter how unhappy or neurotic these
persons and societies turn out to be. The outcome of Freud's logic is openly pro-colonial/ruling class and frankly
counter-revolutionary on this score: “Here, as we already know, civilization is obeying the laws of economic necessity,
since a large amount of the psychical energy which it uses for its own purposes has to be withdrawn from sexuality. In
this respect civilization behaves towards sexuality as a people or a stratum of its population does which has subjected
one to its exploitation. Fear of a revolt by the suppressed elements drives it to stricter precautionary measures. A highwater mark in such a development has been reached in our Western European civilization (51)”.
The psycho-sexual and the political-economic clearly combine in the psychoanalyst's micro-social and macro-social
anxiety. In Civilization and Its Discontents and "'Civilized' Morality and Modern Nervousness," Freud invests in
"reform" as a last ditch effort to save "civilization" and "development" from revolution, or a "hedonistic" revolt against
colonization and class exploitation, interestingly enough. Bound to Occidentalism, he can say very little to African
revolutionaries in particular concerning this parting, partly rhetorical question: "If the development of civilization has
such a far-reaching similarity to the development of the individual and if it employs the same methods, may we not be
justified in reaching the diagnosis that, under the influence of cultural urges, some civilizations, or some epochs of
civilizations-possibly the whole of mankind-have become 'neurotic'?" (91).

A splendid response to this question would be supplied by Fanon, who was a source of tremendous insight for Rodney.
The place of C.L.R. James in Rodney's intellectual formation is frequently acknowledged. The import of Fanon's ideas
to him is less so, although Fanon is a constant, recurrent reference in Rodney, whether it is Fanon of Peau noire,
masques blancs (1952) or Fanon of Les damnes de Ia terre (1961). Besides How Europe Underdeveloped Africa,
Rodney's "Contemporary Political Trends in the English-Speaking Caribbean'' (1975) cites Fanon's "The Pitfalls of
National Consciousness" on pseudo-decolonization: "Frantz Fanon made some of the earliest and most insightful
comments on the emergence of a unique brand of neo-colonial politics, having its own motion amounting to what he
termed a 'a process of retrogression."' (Rodney 1975, 15). He proceeds to formulate an extensive list of neocolonialism's features based upon The Wretched of the Earth (1963). That text's call for a "class suicide" of the
colonized, comprador elite is reissued emphatically by Rodney's "Tanzanian Ujamaa and Scientific Socialism" (1972)
and "Towards the Sixth Pan-African Congress: Aspects of the International Class Struggle in Africa, the Caribbean and
America" (1976). The symbolics of Fanon's Black Skin, White Masks (1967) are recalled in Rodney's "Education in
Africa and Contemporary Tanzania" (1972) as well as People's Power, No Dictator and The Struggle Goes On (1981),
a collection a speeches posthumously published by the Working People's Alliance (W PA) in Guyana: "The Burnham
Touch" section of this oratory includes a sub-section with a boldly Fanonian title, "Black Skin, Fascist Mask" (Rodney
1981, 30-31). Finally, Rodney recalls the significance of Fanon for James himself in "The African Revolution" (1986),
when he underscores the significance of Julius Nyerere and Fanon for James's A History of Negro Revolt (1938) or A
History of Pan-African Revolt (1969), not to mention James's "From Dubois to Fanon" (1970). Could this extended
engagement with Fanon have made it more likely that Rodney would demystify the rhetoric and ideology of
development in both its psycho-sexual and political-economic dimensions; why his "many-sided" criticism of
development reduced to economic development applies so perfectly to the sexual-erotic development canonized by
Freud?
It is Fanon who surpasses Freud's" ontogeny'' of bourgeois individualism which was a reaction to "phylogeny" {or
biological determinism) by proposing "sociogeny" in Black Skin, White Masks. The "development" of individuals was
thought to replicate the "development" of species in normative, naturalized terms, but Fanon demonstrates that it is this
society that sets these norms and ascribes these social norms to something it systematically designates "nature."
Consequently, for Fanon, an "effective disalienation" of Blacks "entails an immediate recognition of social and
economic realities" (Fanon 1967, 11). The "neurosis" naturalized and universalized by Freud is decoded in Fanon as a
sickness of another sort, the socio-historical sickness of white racist "civilization," Western empire, which is
internalized most acutely by the "assimilé” or "évolué” whom Fanon examines in "The Negro and Psychopathology''
as well as "The Woman of Color and the White Man" and "The Man of Color and the White Woman." He does not
enshrine the "development" of Oedipus, without question. His "sociogeny" or "sociodiagnostic" is attuned to the
psychopathology (and sociopathology) of Negrophobia, for which Oedipus functions as a white mask, a colonialimperial mythology, another cultural-political construction to be overturned in The Wretched in the Earth by the
explosive "fulfillment" of a revolutionary "eroticism" (Fanon 1963, 57).
Rodney's redescription of the West as underdeveloped (socially or culturally) and dependent (economically) upon the
non-West resonates with Fanon's redescripton of Freud's scheme of "normal" sexual "development" in the West. In
Fanon there is a Negrophobia (and a Negrophilia) at heart of the hearth and home that generates the genders and
sexualities of Europe. The family of Freud's "civilization" is revealed to be "a miniature of the [colonialist] nation"
(Fanon 1967, 142), "the agent of [a racist] system" (148) and "a workshop [for the training and shaping of imperialist
subjects]" (149). Europe's "Negro" serves a "phobogenic object" (151), for Western society as a whole, evincing
disavowed sexual desires and attractions. These nullify the normative descriptions of "heterosexual" (and
"homosexual") identity since white males and white females ("boys" and "girls") are socialized to fear and desire Black
males and females, thanks to the empire of Negrophobia beyond Oedipus. The primitivist conceit that "every
intellectual gain requires a loss in sexual potential" (165) does not confirm Civilization and Its Discontents in Fanon.
He unmasks a massive and vengeful "neurosis" of white-supremacy, disguised as "sublimation." Later, Fanon
diagnoses a familiar, endemic "neuro-pathology" and "sadistic perversion" in A Dying Colonialism (1965) or L'An V
de la revolution algerienne (1959) and Toward the African Revolution (1967) or Pour la revolution africaine (1964).
"Colonial War and Mental Disorders" extends this line of thought in The Wretched of the Earth, where there is also a
redescription of the propaganda for the "normal" "development" of "mother country" relations: "The colonial mother
protects her child from itself, from its ego, and from its physiology, its biology, and its own unhappiness which is its

very essence" (Fanon 1963, 211). Fanon closes his final tour de force by advocating for "a new humanity"(311-316),
which should have no intention of playing "catch up" with Europe (312), whose culturally specific version of
"mankind" had proven to be as "murderous" (311) as it was collectively "neurotic" in Freud. All of these conclusions
dovetail with How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, nicely.
Like Fanon, Rodney would employ a metaphor of familial-individual development to condemn economic
underdevelopment as scripted and enacted by imperialism, intimating an impact of political-economic development or
underdevelopment on psycho- social/psycho-sexual development, at least implicitly: "When a child or the young of
any animal species ceases to be dependent upon its mother for food and protection, it can be said to have developed in
the direction of maturity. Dependent nations can never be considered developed" (Rodney 1982, 25). And like Fanon,
Rodney would spotlight and condemn the central role of the colonized elite in the maintenance of colonial empire, as
this pseudo-bourgeoisie sets up the colonized country as "the brothel of Europe" (Fanon 1963, 154), for again: “Any
diagnosis of underdevelopment in Africa will reveal not just low per capita income and protein deficiencies but also
the gentlemen who dance in Abidjan, Accra, and Kinshasa when music is played in Paris, London, and New York"
(Rodney 1982, 27). When Rodney regards the "many-sidedness" of the development of indigenous African education
systems in "Chapter VI: Colonialism as a System for Underdeveloping Africa," he invokes material and spiritual
components and, once more, "the successive stages of the physical, emotional, and mental development of the child"
(219). Because, for him, development and underdevelopment may be physical, emotional as well as mental, spiritual
and material, his condemnation of the "development" politics of the colonized elite can spotlight its erotic, physical
and sexual complicity with imperialism. For its pleasures are the pleasures of empire. It oversees the country-asbrothel. Aesthetically, it enjoys and revels in the entire song and dance routine of the colonial masquerade. It imitates
the authoritarian gender, sexual and family ethos of the "chivalrous" "ladies and gentlemen" of Western aristocracy
abroad. To ignore these physical and sociosexual/ psycho-sexual politics, to zero in on "per capita income" solely (and
myopically, perhaps, "protein deficiencies"), this would be to ignore Rodney's Fanon-like redefinition of the
comprador ("middle-men and middle-women") caste as cultural as well as commercial agents of Western imperialism
(142), a magnificent and undervalued insight of "Chapter IV: Europe and the Roots of African Underdevelopment –
To 1885" in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa.
Eros, Gender, Physique and Under/Development: Rodney ... Lorde and Amadiume
The rather poetic, schematic notation of "protein deficiencies" conveys Rodney's general concern for physical
embodiment. He is consistently at pains to pinpoint how Africans are forced to embody the effects of the
underdevelopment politics of colonial and neo-colonial domination: "Colonialism created conditions which led not
just to periodic famine but to chronic undernourishment, malnutrition, and deterioration in the physique of the African
people" (236). Alternatively, to "clinch the argument that colonialism had a deleterious effect on the African as a
physical (and hence mental) entity, it is useful to point to those African peoples who until today have managed to
maintain their own pattern of existence so far as food is concerned." Regarding the pastoral Masai, Galla, Ankoli,
Batutsi and Somali, Rodney adds: "Their physique is so generally superb, their resistance and endurance so great, that
they have become the objects of scientific research to discover why they do so much better than the 'well-fed'
capitalists who are collapsing from heart disease" (238). No mind-body dichotomy ever hamstrings these reflections,
either, as Rodney emphasizes that the mental, physical and political control of the colonized are essential parts of one
and the same structural process (272). That the physique or body of Africans all over the world remains a core concern
for Rodney was illustrated anew- and with a kind of finality- when he rehearses similar comments on film in the
Victor Jara Collective's In the Sky's Wild Noise (1983), a documentary which combines video-taped interview footage
with Rodney in 1977 and footage of demonstrations surrounding Rodney's funeral in Guyana after his assassination in
1980.
His concept of a "many-sided" development that attends to the bodily and the physical communicates well with "the
erotic" as Audre Lorde renders it in "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power" (1978). If the English word "erotic"
comes from the Greek word "eros," signifying the personification of love, creative power and harmony, Lorde
proceeds to redefine it as "the life-force," particularly "the life-force of women'' (Lorde 1984, 55), after her immersion
in West African cosmologies for the writing of her phenomenal collection of poetry, The Black Unicorn (1978). From
this African world view, which especially esteems women in an especially West African or Pan-African way, "the
erotic" or "the life-force'' emerges in Lorde's speech and essay as a personal and social resource; an energy; a fountain
of joy or joy itself; a poetics and intensity of feeling; an internal exhortation to excellence over any externally

encouraged mediocrity; a key to knowledge, information and understanding; a spiritual occasion or connection; and an
uncontainable sense of satisfaction. Along with and besides the sexual, it becomes "the sensual- those physical,
emotional, and psychic expressions of what is deepest and strongest and richest within each of us" (56). Is not the kind
of human social development envisioned by Lorde in "Uses of the Erotic: The Erotic as Power" despite "a racist,
patriarchal, anti-erotic society" of Occidentalism (59) not at one with the kind of human social development
envisioned by Rodney?
"When one society finds itself forced to relinquish power entirely to another society, that in itself is a form of
underdevelopment," he wrote (Rodney 1982, 224). She wrote, in turn: "In order to perpetuate itself, every oppression
must corrupt or distort those various sources of power within the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for
change" (Lorde 1984, 53). Like its African cosmological foundation, "Uses of the Erotic's" anti-capitalist outlook
cannot be ignored in this anti-colonialist, anti-imperialist combination of Rodney and Lorde. She wrote to separate
work from "profit" and reinscribe work for the erotic and its power. She wrote to reconnect work and love, in praise of
"the erotic root and satisfaction of our work," in point of fact. "How often do we truly love our work even at its most
difficult," she asked, as she wrote to refuse this "cruel" capitalist system that "reduces work to a travesty of necessities,
a duty by which we earn bread or oblivion for ourselves and those we love." A Pan-African revolutionary herself, she
wrote "Uses of the Erotic" in part to foster a powerfully alternative, anti-capitalist approach to work, not as labor, but
work as "a conscious decision - a longed for bed which I enter gratefully and from which I rise up empowered"
(emphasis mine, 55), and satisfied.
The concrete gender and sexual politics of Rodney's greater concern for embodiment is writ large in How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa's treatment of the "deterioration of the status of African women" subsequent to colonialism
(226). Rodney observes that capitalist society by no means resolves "the inequality between man and woman," which
he argues has been a problem across various socio-economic modes of production, across history. However, as a
historian, he is quick to insist upon "counter-tendencies" in many a "pre-colonial" African society, where "some
women had real power in the political sense, exercised either through religion or directly within the politicoconstitutional apparatus" (226). He discusses "Queen Sisters" and 'Queen Mothers" (227), and "Mother Right" in the
main (226), before stating that the "religious, constitutional, and political privileges and rights" of African women were
more or less dismantled by colonialism and substituted with intense exploitation (227). In other parts of How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa, Rodney observes that European housewives have benefited from such colonial exploitation
(199); he observes that "monogamy'' (that is, pseudo-monogamy or serial monogamy, etc.) is a matter of economics as
opposed to religion in the nuclear families of the West (253); and he observes that neither educationally nor
economically has racist-sexist colonialism expressed any serious interest in the well-being of African women (251).
Here, Rodney never loses sight of what should be a distinction between colonial-reactionary and African-revolutionary
sexual politics or politics of gender, a distinction he would scrupulously uphold in "Plantation Society in Guyana"
(1981). He is affirmed and amplified in this respect by Ifi Amadiume's whole body of work, especially Re-Inventing:
Matriarchy, Religion and Culture (1997), which recasts the "mode of production'' narrative of capitalism and Marxism
while it redefines both patriarchy and matriarchy in the interests of African women and men. She rejects the tacit
European evolutionism inscribed by historical periodizations beginning with communalism and climaxing in capitalism
or socialism and communism, depending on the ideological perspective. She rejects the prevailing, totalizing
conceptions of matriarchy and patriarchy as absolute, uncontested domination, reclaiming 'African matriarchy'' under a
new definition-those socio-historical systems that structurally guarantee the empowerment of the female population as
a collective group politics, economics, religious or spiritual beliefs and practices in addition to moral philosophies. In
her rejection of the false axiom that all women have in all places and at all times been powerless objects of economic
exchange, Amadiume recovers the centrality of African women to economic production and their positions of
economic power or control prior to Islamic and European imperialism. Hers is a tracking of social history that does
not metaphysically naturalize or rationalize white and male domination. Those metaphysics picture world history or
"progress" as an "evolution" from a "sexually savage" or "promiscuous" matriarchy to a truly pseudo-monogamous
patriarchy and, correspondingly, an evolution from African "primitivism" to Western/European "civilization," or
"development." This is why the material of Amadiume's redescription and revindication of what she calls “African
matriarchy" and what Rodney called "Mother Right" (along with "religious, constitutional, and political privileges and
rights") is vital to Pan-African resistance to colonial and neo-colonial empire, past, present and future.
Relevant to How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, the "development" of white patriarchal imperialism strives to

overshadow two other systems or phenomena advanced in Amadiume: "flexible gender systems" and "anti-state
decentralized political systems." By the latter, she means what Western anthropology (and political science) would
pejoratively label "stateless societies," except Amadiume contends that these social systems are not lacking anything;
more "communalistic" or "communitarian" in orientation, they articulate themselves independently of and in
opposition to large political states, sometimes in a manner similar to Maroons in the African Americas. These political
systems or communities are more likely to embody and preserve Amadiume's “African matriarchy," whose traditions
are further marked by a flexibility in social gender assignments, so to speak, as Amadiume first argued in Male
Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society (1987), one of 'Africa's 100 Best Books of the
20th Century'' according to the Zimbabwe International Book Fair. Stigmatized and hidden by "development" under
the guise of "civilization," the existence by any name of "male daughters," "woman-to-woman marriage" and "female
husbands" for 'African matriarchy'' should not be overlooked in African (and non-African) struggles against sexism,
homophobia/heterosexism, capitalism and Occidentalism.
The imperialist development demystified by Rodney is a development that wants, needs and demands the development
of very specific notions of sex, gender, sexuality, eroticism and family, and no less so when this version of
development is the development of economic reductionism. It wants a strict heterosexuality to be normative and all
eroticism to be subordinate to sexual reproduction. It needs a limited amount of distinct and discrete genders grounded
in a distinct, deterministic mythology of "sex" or biological anatomy. It demands a nuclear family unit of bourgeois
masculinity and femininity in which the gender and sexual normativity of the West is manufactured and disseminated
for the West and its social politics and geopolitics of white racist empire. It is no surprise then that the imperialist
development demystified by Rodney is a development effectively demystified in sexual-erotic terms, when Rodney is
examined closely in this light and in relationship to a range of Black radical intellectual figures.
Before How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, Rodney's The Groundings with My Brothers had proposed the same
criticism of the large political state proposed by Amadiume's Re-Inventing Africa. In "Chapter 4: African History and
Culture," he makes the case for "conscious Africans" to get to know "the map of Africa," completely, "great" states
and small societies alike (Rodney 1996, 36). In "Chapter 5: African History in the Service of Black Revolution," he
laments the fact that "written history of the continent does not touch on the lives of millions of Africans who lived
outside of states such as Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Benin," and Mali. The privileging of "elite groups and dynasties"
excludes "everyday African life" from African history and historiography inasmuch the European privileging of large
political states is emulated uncritically (53). Speaking of "the development of literature, religion and art" (39), aside
from Africa as "the cradle of ancient civilization'' (40), Rodney sustains nonetheless: "the smallest village [in
traditional, "pre-colonial" Africa] was a place for the development and the protection of the individual" (36). He gives
substance to this claim by delineating a series of cultural principles: "hospitality, respect (especially to elders),
importance of the woman (especially in cases of inheritance), humane treatment of law-breakers, spiritual reflection,
common use of the land," and more (emphasis mine, 37). The lesson to be learned is that the large political state is not
the only possible or "meaningful form of social development," and that the imposition of this value or standard upon
Africans en masse is another instance of European cultural egocentricity (56), or "the white propaganda machine" (58).
In A History of the Upper Guinea Coast, 1545-1800, "Upper Guinea and the Significance of the Origins of Africans
Enslaved in the New World" (1969) and, to some extent, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, too, Rodney associated
larger political states in Africa with social divisions or hierarchies that were centrally exploited by the "European Slave
Trade" (or "slave raiding"). In The Groundings with My political states, sometimes in a manner similar to Maroons in
the African Americas. These political systems or communities are more likely to embody and preserve Amadiume's
'African matriarchy," whose traditions are further marked by a flexibility in social gender assignments, so to speak, as
Amadiume first argued in Male Daughters, Female Husbands: Gender and Sex in an African Society (1987), one of
'Africa's 100 Best Books of the 20th Century'' according to the Zimbabwe International Book Fair. Stigmatized and
hidden by "development" under the guise of "civilization," the existence by any name of "male daughters," "womanto-woman marriage" and "female husbands" for 'African matriarchy'' should not be overlooked in African (and nonAfrican) struggles against sexism, homophobia/heterosexism, capitalism and Occidentalism. The imperialist
development demystified by Rodney is a development that wants, needs and demands the development of very specific
notions of sex, gender, sexuality, eroticism and family, and no less so when this version of development is the
development of economic reductionism. It wants a strict heterosexuality to be normative and all eroticism to be
subordinate to sexual reproduction. It needs a limited amount of distinct and discrete genders grounded in a distinct,
deterministic mythology of "sex" or biological anatomy. It demands a nuclear family unit of bourgeois masculinity and

femininity in which the gender and sexual normativity of the West is manufactured and disseminated for the West and
its social politics and geopolitics of white racist empire. It is no surprise then that the imperialist development
demystified by Rodney is a development effectively demystified in sexual-erotic terms, when Rodney is examined
closely in this light and in relationship to a range of Black radical intellectual figures. Before How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa, Rodney's The Groundings with My Brothers had proposed the same criticism of the large
political state proposed by Amadiume's Re-Inventing Africa. In "Chapter 4: African History and Culture," he makes
the case for "conscious Africans" to get to know "the map of Africa," completely, "great" states and small societies
alike (Rodney 1996, 36). In "Chapter 5: African History in the Service of Black Revolution," he laments the fact that
"written history of the continent does not touch on the lives of millions of Africans who lived outside of states such as
Egypt, Ethiopia, Ghana, Benin," and Mali. The privileging of "elite groups and dynasties" excludes "everyday African
life" from African history and historiography inasmuch the European privileging of large political states is emulated
uncritically (53). Speaking of "the development of literature, religion and art" (39), aside from Africa as "the cradle of
ancient civilization'' (40), Rodney sustains nonetheless: "the smallest village [in traditional, "pre-colonial" Africa] was
a place for the development and the protection of the individual" (36). He gives substance to this claim by delineating
a series of cultural principles: "hospitality, respect (especially to elders), importance of the woman (especially in cases
of inheritance), humane treatment of law-breakers, spiritual reflection, common use of the land," and more (emphasis
mine, 37). The lesson to be learned is that the large political state is not the only possible or "meaningful form of
social development," and that the imposition of this value or standard upon Africans en masse is another instance of
European cultural egocentricity (56), or "the white propaganda machine" (58). In A History of the Upper Guinea
Coast, 1545-1800, "Upper Guinea and the Significance of the Origins of Africans Enslaved in the New World" (1969)
and, to some extent, How Europe Underdeveloped Africa, too, Rodney associated larger political states in Africa with
social divisions or hierarchies that were centrally exploited by the "European Slave Trade" (or "slave raiding"). In The
Groundings with My Brothers, he embraces "stateless societies" or "anti-state decentralized political systems," which
Amadiume would embrace in Re-Inventing Africa, in favor of a socio-sexual culture of development that renounces
white racist imperialism as white sexist imperialism, simple and plain.

Conclusion
This is why How Europe Underdeveloped Africa would eschew the concept and rhetoric of "civilization'' itself
(Rodney 1982, 34). It had required the "rape" of Africa from 1445 to 1870, for chattelization and enslavement (96).
This is why Rodney's "classic" would declare that the only "positive" development of colonization was when it came to
a end (261), formally, only to be resurrected in advance as neo-colonial Imperialism -with neo-slavery in evidence. It
is required and requires exploitation without responsibility or redress (151), economically "developing" the enslaving
colonizer at the expense of enslaved colonized (212-213), whom it has aimed to "underdevelop" (241) mentally,
physically, morally; politically, militarily, culturally; sexually, erotically as well as economically. For How Europe
Underdeveloped Africa, the practice of development and underdevelopment is comprehensive as a mode of operation
and as an object of criticism for a Pan-African revolutionary agenda. The thesis or crux of this text echoes across the
globe still very much in need of its analysis as time goes on. Sylvia Wynter intervenes in Aguibou Y. Yansane's
Prospects for Recovery and Sustainable Development in Africa with her article, "Is 'Development' a Purely Empirical
Concept or Also Teleological?: A Perspective from 'We the Underdeveloped"' (1996): "The major proposal that I shall
put forward in this chapter is that if Black Africa is to reinvent itself as a dynamic twenty-first century civilization, it
might very well have to get rid of the concept of 'development' altogether" (Wynter 1996, 299). More recently, Lewis
R. Gordon reviews the perspectives of Fanon, Wynter, Irene Gendzier and Amartya Sen for CODES RIA's Africa
Development in "Fan on and Development: A Philosophical Look'' (2004). Although neither of these articles discuss
Walter Rodney's How Europe Underdeveloped Africa explicitly, or his various essays and articles on the subject of
development and underdevelopment, his seminal perspective is palpable in any event. The analysis he provided was
terribly well-suited for the study of "four centuries of slavery and one century of colonialism" (Rodney 1982, 280),
officially, and the current, counter-revolutionary epoch of white Western empire.
The Black revolutionary thrust of his thought was codified as a commitment to "guerilla intellectualism" in Walter
Rodney Speaks. It necessitates thinking what hasn't necessarily been thought or what we haven't been necessarily open
to thinking about until now. He lectured in Atlanta at the Institute of the Black World in 197 4: "Something which a
number of black people [have] yet to painfully accept is that, however black you call yourself, you have also been a

victim of the generalized structure of thought of white society …Some things were taken for granted on the basis of
certain bourgeois assumptions. So if those assumptions are being called into question today, that is part of our
revolution." (Rodney 1990, 94). The presuppositions of political- economic "development" and its sexual-erotic
politics of "civilization" are certainly a core part of what gets taken for granted as a part this international system of
domination and hegemony. By "the generalized structure of white thought," Rodney means all the institutions built for
our intellectual, epistemological domination, "the books, the references, the theoretical assumptions, and the entire
ideological underpinnings of what we have to learn in every single discipline" (111). A "guerrilla intellectualism" is an
intellectualism that participates in the struggle for revolutionary transformation by rejecting hegemonic white thought,
white learning, white institutions (112), especially their prevailing bourgeois expressions, and struggling on its own
Black revolutionary grounds. C.L.R. James certainly fit the bill as he militated for the abolition of European nationstates, the Black comprador elite and the social ethos of patriarchy in "Toward the Seventh: The Pan-African
Congress-Past, Present and Future" (1976). So did Rodney in How Europe Underdeveloped Africa and beyond. He
dispensed with the established, Western imperialist rhetoric of development. He critically dismissed the complimentary
rhetoric of underdevelopment and the capitalist colonialism this school of thought implies. For the reinvention of
Africa and African self-determination, he reconceived of development as human social development against capitalism
and even all economism, in principle. He exposed Europe and North America as socially or culturally underdeveloped
and economically dependent on their super-exploited colonies and neo-colonies themselves. Unlike more conventional
applications of Latin American "dependency theory'' and Immanuel Wallerstein's "world-systems analysis," his
reconception of colonial capitalist development for human social development was executed in a fashion that could
convey the erotic, psycho-sexual/ socio-sexual and political economic dimensions of development, simultaneously.
The hegemonic concept of development is shown to be a teleological concept which is also sexual or erotic in its
culturally specific, metaphysical orientation of the bourgeois patriarchal West. Walter Rodney would therefore align
this "guerrilla intellectualism" with the Black, Pan-African intellectualism of a Fanon, an Audre Lorde and Amadiume
as he militated for a disengagement from capitalism and imperialism that could ideally lead to all sorts of revolutionary
developments, social, economic, sexual and otherwise.
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George Jackson—Ambushing—in
Swamp Man
Detecting Soledad Brother and Blood
in My Eye in Donald Goines

he central character of Donald Goines's White Man's justice, Black Man's Grief (1973) is "Chester Hines." This
naming is an act of signifying and itself signifies a practice of reading that should lead interpreters beyond the
stock references to Robert Beck or "Iceberg Slim" in discussions of this school of writing. Chester Himes is
clearly important to Goines as a fellow, formerly imprisoned Black author of fiction. Both were born in the U.S.
Midwest. Both began their literary careers while incarcerated with crucial support from their mothers. The eventual
"expatriate" Himes's Cast the First Stone (1952) would follow If He Hollers Let Him Go (1945) and is in many ways
recast by White Man's justice, Black Man's Grief, especially given its narrative concern with taboo sex, politics and
prison cells. 1 The many biographical connections between Himes and Goines can be traced early in The Quality of
Hurt: The Autobiography of Chester Himes, Volume I (1971) and later in My Life of Absurdity: The Autobiography of
Chester Himes, Volume II (1976). But Eddie B. Allen, Jr. suggests in Low Road: The Life and Legacy of Donald
Goines (2004) that this naming of "Chester Hines" is likely "an uncanny coincidence" (Allen 2004, 152). What critical
assumptions produce such a conclusion, here or elsewhere?
The symbolic naming of other characters in Goines makes a mockery of it. For example, David Walker and
Robert Williams are introduced in the eighth chapter of White Man's justice, Black Man's Grief as well. Walker of the
novel is imprisoned for the alleged "rape" of a white woman which was not committed when he was passed out cold in
the backseat of a car; David Walker of Black history and literature is remembered, arguably resurrected, as the great
political author of An Appeal to Coloured Citizens of the World, But in Particular, and Very Expressly, to Those of the
United States of America (1829). Williams of the novel is captured on the same bogus charge; Robert F. Williams of
Black history and literature is remembered as the world-famous politico and author of Negroes with Guns (1962) and
polemics like "U.S.A.: Potential of a Minority Revolution'' (1964). This is not yet to mention Goines's four-part
Kenyatta series which includes Crime Partners (1974), Death List (1974), Kenyatta's Escape (1974) and Kenyatta's
Last Hit (1975), whose revolutionary hero is clearly the namesake of Jomo Kenyatta, "Father of Kenyan
Independence." There is a literacy and a literary activism in Goines's writing and its practice of naming that is lost on
interpreters who see such meaning-making as "accidental" or "coincidental" in popular fiction in general, perhaps, and
Black popular fiction in particular. This may be nowhere more evident than in Swamp Man (1974), the novel whose
central character is none other than. "George Jackson."
The conventional study of literature as bourgeois literature is what explains the lack of recognition and
appreciation for Goines's extensive body of work in U.S. academia and the West at large. Eminently, Richard Wright
reflected on "The Forms of Things Unknown"- or "folk utterances, spirituals, blues, work songs, and folklore" - in
"The Literature of the Negro in the United States" or White Man, Listen! (1957). But those who have found this essay
useful have tended to ignore how this author of Native Son (1940) felt these forms of the Black folk masses would
have to disappear, logically and desirably, in his promised land of "integration." Neither Wright nor conventional
Black literary criticism would envision how Malcolm X's "grassroots," which created these "folk utterances, spirituals,
blues, work songs, and folklore," could come to create novels, themselves, transforming the historically Western and
bourgeois novel in accordance with their own artistic values and political interests, as does Goines in no less than
sixteen novels from Dopefiend, The Story of a Black Junkie (1971) and Whoreson (1971) to Inner City Hoodlum
(1975).
Ostensibly, an isolated exception to the typical intellectual neglect of Goines was found in Greg Goode's article
in MELUS, "The Angry Black Crime Novels of Donald Goines" (1984), where he observed: "With respect to standards
of literature, the books of Donald Goines are not considered sub literary, for they are not even considered" (Goode
1984, 42). Very little has changed in two and a half decades. What's more, Goode could not identify or challenge those
unidentified, unquestioned "standards" which continue to place the likes of Goines beyond the pale of consideration, if
he makes minor and more "sociological" than literary concessions to Goines as "a successful Black author of mass
market fiction written by and about Blacks." After all, Goines is continually "devoured by legions of Black Americans
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everywhere, from the inner city to American military bases abroad" (41). He was a "most prolific, popular writer of a
[once] quickly growing publisher," Holloway House (48), which still bills him (convincingly) as 'America's #1 Best
Selling Black Author."
It is a healthy respect for Himes's self-described "domestic fiction" and the whole policier or "crime fiction"
genre that could generate a series of French blurbs which would for years appear inside the paperback cover of almost
all of Goines's novels. They reflect a different set of "standards," to be sure:
"A flashing talent straight from the streets of the lost. "
L' EXPRESS
"After Chester Himes, the 'S érie Noire' could not overlook Donald Goines, the most interesting black
crime writer in many years. Goines writes with guts 'n blood. "
LA RÉPUBLIQUE DU CENTRE
"What is great about Goines is that you feel you've become more intelligent once you have read his stories
of pain and grief... "
LA LIBERTÉ DE LEST
"[Donald Goines] dives into the hellish world of the ghetto dear to Chester Himes, minus the humor.
Policemen shoot before asking questions. Fear and hatred can be read on all faces. "
LA CROIX
To date, éditions Gallimard has translated and published at least ten of Goines's novels in France: Ne Mourez Jamais
Seul (1993) and Enfant de Putain (1994) in its esteemed "La Noire" collection, along with L'Accro (1995), which is
even distributed as a "Folio Policier" therein; and then its classic "Série Noire" includes Vendeurs de Mort (1994),
Truands and Co. (1994), La Cavale de Kenyatta (1996), Daddy Cool (1997), Justine Blanche, Misere Noire (2001),
Street Players (2003) as well as Le Dernier Coup de Kenyatta (2005). (The former set is translated by Alexandre
Ferragut. The latter set is translated by Daniel Lemoine.) All the same, Goode's "standards of literature" proceed to
categorize Goines - in the only essay of note on his texts until L.H. Stallings's "'I'm Goin Pimp Whores!': The Goines
Factor and the Theory of a Hip-Hop Neo-Slave Narrative" (2003)- as "offensive to many because of the obscenity,
sex, and violence, all well before their time in graphic explicitness." (42). Goines's violation of middle-class protocol,
social and literary, is an offense applauded by legions outside criticism and academia; and this is clearly the root cause
of Goode's negative evaluation, or non-evaluation, in elite institutional circles.
Tellingly, when Goode addresses the Kenyatta series with its bold Black revolutionary aims, their "violence"
for him places them in "literary limbo" along with their stylings (46). An outlaw association with Black radical
tradition compounds an outlaw association with those whom Frantz Fanon named "Les Damnes de Ia Terre" or "The
Wretched of the Earth'' (1961). Small wonder then that Swamp Man is projected by Goode as Goines's "worst book"
(45), instead of an exception of a different sort. For Swamp Man is in truth one of Goines's most important and
Maroon-identified books by far. It is his urgent yet lasting intervention into white and Black history at a pivotal
moment in time. It is a testament, or Goines's radical rewriting of the "life and legacy" of George L. Jackson,
"Comrade George," "The Dragon," Field Marshal of the Black Panther Party as well as revolutionary author of
Soledad Brother (1970) and Blood in My Eye (1972), after his tragic murder by agents of the counter-revolutionary
state of the United States of America.

Life of a Revolutionary: George L. Jackson
(September 23, 1941- August 21, 1971)

The author of my hunger, the architect of the circumstantial pressures which are the sole causes of my ills
will find no peace, in this existence or the next, the one following that; never, never. I'll dog his trail to
infinity . . . . What I . . . feel is the urge to resist, resist, and never stop resisting or even think of stopping
my resistance until victory falls to me.
GEORGE JACKSON, Soledad Brother (1970)
Once, a British documentary entitled Death of a Revolutionary aired sometime in 1971 to "record the mood
surrounding the funeral" of George Lester Jackson, "among his own people," for whom it was "a political event - to be
commemorated with music, poetry and speeches." The film's narrator provides an introduction for his audience as
sounds of Nina Simone ("I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free") play and images of Black Panther Party
members unfold at St. Augustine's Episcopal Church in Oakland, California:
George Jackson went to prison a rebellious nineteen year old Black. Eleven years inside, most of the time locked alone
in a cell for twenty-three and a half hours a day, turned him into a revolutionary. In a series of letters from prison,
Jackson recorded his developing insight into the conditions of his country and people. Their publication made him
famous. They became a vital text for Black revolutionaries in America.
On screen, Bobby Seale reads messages sent from around the world from "people and organizations" as well as
"brothers and sisters" incarcerated in U.S. prisons. Elaine Brown is seen and heard singing throughout. Huey P.
Newton provides the eulogy and an interview. The film's introduction can and should be revised in certain, key
respects:
George Jackson went to prison a rebellious [Black teenager], to be sure. In the course of eleven years inside,
most of the time locked in a cell of solitary confinement for twenty-three and a half hours a day, he and his
comrades studied and transformed themselves into revolutionaries. In a series of letters from prison published
as Soledad Brother: The Prison Letters of George Jackson, he recorded his developing insight into the
conditions of his people and all oppressed people. [Blood in My Eye would appear after his assassination - to
the serious dismay of the FBI]. Their publication made him famous. They became vital for Black and other
revolutionaries in the Americas and across the globe.
Before the close of Death of a Revolutionary, appropriately, Georgia Jackson will be pictured making this declaration
about her son at a press conference: "George Lester Jackson's spirit did not expire on August 21, 1971."
On September 23, 1941, he was born in Chicago to Georgia and Robert Lester Jackson, who would move their
family to Los Angeles, California, when their first-born son was fourteen. A series of conflicts with the state would
land him in juvenile detention centers (e.g., "Youth Correctional Facility" in Paso Robles). This "law and order" he
would soon enough define as "fascism," of the "colonial" sort. He would define the Black condition as one of "neoslavery." Autobiographical reflections on his early years read like tales of a young Maroon running away from
containment or enslavement in the twentieth-century cities of North America. At the age of eighteen, he was convicted
for allegedly "stealing" seventy dollars from a gas station; and, for this "crime," he received a "one year to life"
sentence. The now pervasive practice of "plea bargaining" made an early and awful appearance here. While imprisoned
at San Quentin and Soledad Prisons, all places his writings refer to as "concentration camps, " George L. Jackson came
to embody what he would so famously espouse, a transformation of "the Black criminal mentality into s a Black
revolutionary mentality," toward a Pan-African, Black and international, Communist revolution (Jackson 1970, 16; 316).
It was in this "Dachau" that he was "pleased" to "meet" Marx and Lenin as well as Mao and Fanon, whom he
said "redeemed" him (16).2 A phenomenal and visionary dialectician, he would study, teach, reach and mobilize
effectively enough to be hailed by many as the architect of the modern anti-prison movement. Favorable comparisons
to Malcolm X are plenty in commentary on his significance, given his own revolutionary radicalization and his
systematic radicalization of others while behind prison walls. While at Soledad, he would co-found a chapter of the
Black Panther Party, the international Black Power organization for which he would become Field Marshal. This
political position would align with the major intellectual position of his second book, Blood in My Eye, a militant
treatise on the very real possibility and necessity of guerilla warfare in the cities of what he called "the Black Colony''

of U.S. settler-imperialist rule.
An undeniable tour-de-force, his first book was Soledad Brother because he, John Clutchette and Fleeta
Drumgo were known as the "Soledad Brothers," collectively. In 1970, they were accused of killing a white prison
guard (John V. Mills) in retaliation for a murder committed by another white prison guard (O.G. Miller) whose killing
of three Black prisoners (W. L. Nolen, Alvin "Jug" Miller and Cleveland Edwards) was labeled "justifiable homicide"
by the white racist state, as is usual. Since Jackson had already been given a "life" sentence, this charge would spell
certain death - the gas chamber -beyond the long-term deprivations of solitary confinement.
There would be a spectacular protest of all of this by his younger brother, Jonathan. A brilliant thinker at
seventeen years of age, he is quoted at length by the elder Jackson in the opening essay of Blood in My Eye; and, on
August 7, 1970, the younger Jackson would aim to wed theory and practice by storming a Marin County courthouse
with a machine gun in hand to demand the freedom of the "Soledad Brothers." He freed the San Quentin prisoners at
trial (James McClain, William Christmas and Ruchell Magee) and took the judge, assistant district attorney and three
white female jurors hostage. Jonathan, McClain and Christmas as well as the judge were killed, however. As the police
put a premium on the death of Black men (and, ideally, radical political activism) over the life of one white judge and
the welfare of the white assistant district attorney and "three female noncombatants" (Jackson 1972, 101). "He was free
for a while," the caged Jackson would both mourn and boast of Jonathan in the final letter of Soledad Brother (Jackson
1970, 329). For him, "life" or freedom comes only to those who dare to rebel, revolt and win. Earlier, it was written:
I have a young courageous brother whom I love more than I love myself, but I have given him up to the
revolution. I accept the possibility of his eventual death as I accept the possibility of my own…I accept this as
a necessary part of our life. I don't want to raise any more black slaves. We have a determined enemy who will
accept us only on a master-slave basis. When I revolt, slavery dies with me. I refuse to pass it down again.
(250)
From then on, George Jackson would call his movement the "August 7th Movement" in honor of this fallen soldier
who is memorialized in each of his passionate, powerhouse books.
Etched into the near-hieroglyphic credits of Ethiopian filmmaker Haile Gerima's Child of Resistance (1972) is
perhaps the most prominent of all George Jackson's words: "They'll never count me among the broken men" (Jackson
1970, 27). Those who could never break him would shoot him at San Quentin, fatally, claiming he was in the midst of
an escape from prison aided by an automatic pistol smuggled in by his lawyer, Stephen Bingham, who would be
acquitted of this charge (after fleeing the country, for thirteen years, out of fear) in 1986. A former political prisoner
himself, Dhoruba Bin Wahad would point out in Still Black, Still Strong: Survivors of the War against Black
Revolutionaries (1993): "Documents that surfaced under the Freedom of Information Act subsequently showed that
George Jackson was a target of the Counterintelligence Program aimed at the Black Panther Party'' (Bin Wahad et al.,
1993, 79). This lethal ”COINTELPRO” strategy of "neutralization'' as "liquidation'' led to a number of other
operations, many of which have been recycled to the present day, such as "Operation PRlSAC," a program whose
primary focus was systematic repression or suppression of prison activists in the wake of George Jackson.
At the outset, Death of a Revolutionary addressed the confusion stemming from the absurd explanations
circulated by "authorities" in the establishment media: "But Panthers insist he was murdered by prison guards. Many in
the Black community cannot accept that such a man would have died in a pointless escape attempt," adds the film's
narrator. With more clarity, Bobby Seale refers to it as a case of capital punishment resisted by their "Field Marshal
[who was] acting as a General to defend himself, a human being protecting his human dignity." When interviewed,
Huey Newton reads through the official alibi (to "cover their murder") as he did in his eulogy which would reappear in
the posthumous publication of Blood in My Eye (Newton in Jackson 1972, 193-97). Poignantly, and radically, Georgia
Jackson elaborates:
It should be understood that my son was not a mad dog killer; that he has been portrayed to be a mad
dog killer. His love was for all people, except for those that sought to oppress others. Against this group he
leveled the constancy of his intellect, the might of his articulation, the power and passion of his manhood. To
the former group, he dedicated his writings, gave all of the funds from his published and unpublished works
and his boundless warmth and love. Now that they have murdered the body of George Lester Jackson, which
they are attempting to conceal, with the Hiderian technique of the Big Lie, they will attempt to eliminate the
rest of the family through phony indictments and charges. We expect charges to be brought against us. But we
have no fear. George Lester Jackson's spirit did not expire on August 21, 1971.
In the end, despite its tide, Death of a Revolutionary echoes this sentiment with a direct quotation full of promise. It is
taken from Soledad Brother (which is dedicated to Jonathan Peter Jackson, his mother "Georgia Bea," and Angela Y.
Davis), as it intersects with Blood in My Eye (which is dedicated to "the Black Communist youth" and "their fathers").

Simultaneously, Elaine Brown is singing and sending "The Meeting (The Black Panther Party National Anthem)"
throughout the church in the background: "They won't defeat my revenge .... I'm part of a righteous people who anger
slowly, but rage undammed. We'll gather at his door in such a number that the rumbling of our feet will make the earth
tremble. I'm going to charge them for this, twenty eight years without gratification. I'm going to charge them
reparations in blood" (Jackson 1970, 222). 3

George Jackson in Swamp Man (1974): Against Nee-Slavery- Sadism and Fascism
The sun had just come up when George Jackson pushed back some tall brown willow weeds he was hiding
behind . . . . Even with the appearance of the sun over the tree tops it was still dark in the Mississippi
swamp.
  
DONALD GOINES, Swamp Man (1974)
The only form of attack employed by the guerrilla forces is the ambush, the surprise attack .... We fight to
live. And we're learning to fight; it'll be a war, to the knife if necessary .... It's as predictable as nightfall. . .
. We can only be repressed if we stop thinking and stop fighting.
GEORGE L. JACKSON, Blood in My Eye (1972)
Only a couple of years later Goines would resurrect the legend, reanimating him in a text and context of guerilla
resistance, a narrative imagination of those fabled "reparations in blood." "George Jackson was a Swamp Man," reads
the back cover synopsis of Goines's novel: "Slipping through the swamps like a ghost." Dedicated to the author's own
mother, Myrtle, it opens with the man- or "man-child" - in a new setting.4 This is not the urban locale of every other
Goines offering; it is neither Detroit, Watts or Los Angeles nor Las Vegas of the Kenyatta series. It is certainly not the
space of any California state prison. The rural context and moniker invoke the space and spirit of maroonage, as in the
Great Dismal Swamp of Nat Turner or Monifa A. Love's Freedom in the Dismal (1998), where the voices of Nat
Turner and Soledad Brother resurface together. Swamp Man's first lines could suggest a successful escape made, a
double-escape even-his escaping from San Quentin prison and his escaping assassination's death as well; for here in
Goines the sun rises and signifies a new day in a new place for "George Jackson," who turns out to be the "man-child"
as a young boy in Mississippi: ''A tall husky boy of fourteen, George already had the build of a man. It was evident
that he would be an exceptionally powerful man when he was full grown" (Goines 1974, 9). But it is not a childhood
biography that Goines rewrites. His fictive reanimation or resurrection of George Jackson in Swamp Man will reframe
the meaning of his life and struggle; it will contest and rewrite the vilifying narratives of the white racist state's prison
propaganda; and it will rearticulate Blood in My Eye and Soledad Brother's immortal resistance to neo-slavery and
fascism in favor of guerilla resistance and Black revolution in North America and beyond. 5
This George Jackson will plot an ambush to avenge the rape and torture of his sister- in the local, southern
context of a larger regime of racial terror. Henrietta is scheduled to return home from Lincoln College, which she
attended on scholarship: "It was a way to get out of the swamps - away from the white trash she had always despised"
(12). They call her "Miss Nigger" and resent her Black self-respect as well as her memory of their murder of her
father. George's "long-awaited reunion" with Henrietta will never quite be (21). 1he "Jones brothers" plan to beat him
to the arrival of her Greyhound bus with the knowledge and complicity of apparently all the white townspeople. They
trap her in the forest on her way to her family's swamped abode. Deprived of his rifle by their paternal grandfather,
who thought he would be safer without it, her brother is too late to do anything but witness the sadistic violence
against her that may be the most graphic, gruesome scene ever depicted by Donald Goines: "He refused to open his
eyes. The guilt lay on him heavily, each scream was printed in his memory" (46). Eye-witnessing is tied to writing and
plotting as well as remembering, politically, eyes literally open or closed.
Recalled in this scene of racist rape and sexual torture is the graphic scene of lynching, a related form of
torture frequently sexualized with a pretext of racist accusations of rape. George and Henrietta's father had been
lynched by this same party of white men, "before the shocked eyes of [his] little boy and girl" (54), when he refused to
"loan" out (or hand over) his gun to them (51).6 His sense of his own entitlement to self-defense and self-

determination was a threat to be posed anew in the person of his son George. Swamp Man includes a character that is
known as "Little Bro, a huge Negro who was a hard worker but a slow thinker. The huge man's mind had been
snapped when, at the age of fourteen, he had been beaten up by a bunch of white men in the woods. He had
interrupted them while they were raping two young black girls from the plantation" (76). The social and sexual
violence of "white-supremacy" is chronic, systematic, and endemic; and the psychological consequences are treated as
sometimes unbearably tragic. Surviving physically, Henrietta snaps and retreats into a childlike state much like "Little
Bro" - a sort of traumatized "woman-child" to his "man-child" as a matter of fact.
Their grandfather's heart would give way at the sight of her recovering in the forest. He dies trying to help her.
At his burial in the swamps, George Jackson takes stock and makes a vow that will leave him ambushing: "Tears
began to roll down George's cheeks. He stood beside the grave and cried. Between tears he promised himself that one
day there would be an accounting. The Jones brothers would pay for the crimes they had committed against his family,
and they would pay with their only possessions, their lives" (75).7 This class of white men has no other possessions.
"They may be oppressed themselves, but in return they are allowed to oppress millions of others," thanks to the
psycho-social as well as political-economic structures of racism Jackson 1972, 183).
"This was the sixties," thought the protagonist in a moment of youthful naïveté shared by Henrietta, before
Goines charts the condition of "neo-slavery'' charted first and classically by Soledad Brother (Goines 197 4, 17). Both
sister and brother betray a hope that some mythical social "progress" out of the past will protect them from white racist
terror in the present. Yet the Jones brothers knew to expect Henrietta because "Old Man Williams, who ran the post
office, had been reading [George's] mail again" (17), placing him and Henrietta under surveillance. "The thought that
nothing could really happen to his sister was no more than a foolish dream"(44). An "old man Jefferson'' warns
Henrietta at the bus station, "Gal, get back on the bus!" (25). He cannot convince her: "'You little fool!' he yelled
angrily. 'If 'n you'd only listened, but you can't listen 'cause you done went and got too smart!" '"Them honkies got
somethin' in mind, 'bout you. I say they been talkin' 'bout it ever since last night' " (30). For him, her formal miseducation and misguided belief in mere liberalism rob her of every possibility of self-defense. Just seconds before she
is assaulted, she thinks: "She had worried over nothing, all because an old man had seen a ghost behind every tree. In
this day and age, things just didn't happen like they used to" (38). In the midst of her mauling, as she constantly
calculates resistance, a belief in the white legal system (of "justice") persists: ''After that, Henrietta made up her mind
to stop trying to fight them off and to save her strength so that one day she would be able to testify against the four
brothers" (47).8 George had thought that if "this had been in the time of slavery, they would have been patrollers, the
men who ran down runaway slaves" (15). This is before he decides to become such a "runaway slave" or "Maroon."
For Goines moves Swamp Man from the "sixties" of "civil rights" reformism and U.S. ''Americanism" to the "sixties"
of George Jackson's Blood in My Eye and Soledad Brother, ideologically, revolting against slavery or "neoslavery''
along with fascism and the sadism it entails.
Jackson's world-famous letters from prison reappear as letters from Henrietta to her brother George. Soledad
Brother includes letters from George to his mother, his father and his brother Jonathan, most notably, besides his
lawyers and Angela Davis, his ”revolutionary love" interest and comrade. He is also concerned about his sisters
Delora, Frances and Penelope ("Penny''). In Swamp Man, George is written by Henrietta in an interesting set of
reversals and reiterations:
Every other Friday he would go into town, and sure enough there would be a letter for him. Sometimes she
even mailed a few dollars so he could buy the stamps to answer her letters. Sometimes she sent small lessons
for him to do, even though she knew he went to the small school on Master Wilson's plantation. She was
always trying to teach him things herself (14)
The pride they take in each other as siblings evokes George and Jonathan Jackson's exchanges. It is fruitful to consider
the flexibility of these fictional and nonfictional positions in detail: Goines renders Henrietta in the place of George L.
Jackson, the older brother and teacher; plus, Henrietta's brother George in the position of Jonathan Jackson, the
younger brother to be taught, or mentored; and George L. Jackson is pictured as an adolescent in the position of
Jonathan Jackson, the younger brother who learns from an older sibling (here, Henrietta), transforms and then becomes
a teacher himself - en route to militant guerilla actions driven by another variety of "revolutionary love." 9
Confirming a whole network of kinship (literary and familial), there is also the father and grandfather of
Swamp Man whose positions are similarly reversed and reiterated. In Soledad Brother the father is addressed as
"Robert" or "Lester" and he is notoriously difficult to reach in terms of politics of resistance: "I would venture that

there are no healthy brothers of his generation at all. . .. I would have him understand that although he had saved his
body he had done so at a terrible cost to his mind" (Jackson 1970, 241). His fearful conservatism is embodied by the
grandfather in Goines's Swamp Man, not the father who is a rebel to be lynched: George is ashamed of the grandfather
who would not give him his gun, on the day his sister was set to return, because of the way he cringes whenever whites
come around (Goines 1974, 20). A measure of redemption and understanding awaits him at any rate, for this was the
case with Robert Lester Jackson and, far more so, Georgia Bea Jackson. The grandfather in Swamp Man reflects:
"When he watched his only son die, he had held back for the children's sake, or he would have died beside his son that
night. But someone had to live to take care of the small children. Now his job was finished. He believed George could
survive without him'' (64).
George only has a first name in Swamp Man. This is "because ' his father refused to give his freeborn son a
slave name" (Goines 1974, 20). George s father in the novel embodies the spirit of self-respect, self-defense and selfdetermination of George's great-grandfather (more fully than his grandfather, "Ben''). It is this father who teaches
George the byways of the swamps "that were only known by a handful of men" (10). 1t is he who helps rear George as
a Maroon-in-the-making: "the boy had the same wild streak this his father had had" (21). George Jackson's own
grandfather played this role in Soledad Brother:
My grandfather, George "Papa'' Davis, stands out of those early years more than any other figure in my total
environment. He was separated from his wife by the system. He was living and working in Chicago - sending
his wage back to the people downstate. He was an extremely aggressive man, and since aggression on the part
of the slave means crime, he was in jail now and then. I loved him. He tried to redirect my great energy into the
proper form of protest. He invented long simple allegories that always pictured the white politicians as the
animals (jackasses, toads, goats, vermin in general). He scorned the police with special enmity. He and my
mother went to great pains to impress on me that it was the worst form of niggerism to hook and jab, cut and
stab at other Blacks.
Papa took me to this his little place on Lake [sic] and fed me, walked me through the wildest of the nation's
jungles, pointing up the foibles of black response to crisis existence. I loved him. He died alone in southern
Illinois the fifth year that I was in San Quentin, on a pension that after rent allowed for a diet of little more than
sardines and crackers. (Jackson 1970, 9)
He traces his maroonage back to this grandfather who died in the relative South, where his mother sent him for
summers to get out "from harm's way'' and where George himself dreams of cultivating a fine revolutionary force: "I
learned how to shoot rifles, shotguns, pistols .... I learned how to identify some of the food plants that grow wild in
most areas of the U.S. .... Almost everyone in Harrisburg is a relative of mine. A loyal, righteous people; I could raise
a small army from their numbers" (8). By and by, Swamp Man's George will form an aggressive one-man army or
rural force of vengeance in the absence of greater revolutionary numbers or circumstances, while he and Goines
portray his enemies as animals in a deadly swamp country that only an ancestor's Maroon intelligence has taught him
to navigate.
The author of Blood in My Eye had maintained with so much relevance for Swamp Man: “The lynch-murder of
a friend- it makes me angry, not afraid. I'm the next man to be lynched! My forefather trembled when his brother was
lynched, but my brother's immolation means war to the death, war to the utmost, war to the knife" (Jackson 1972, 34).
What happens in Swamp Man to young George's father, sister and grandfather is what compels him to war, even if he
has to wage it all by himself 10 Soledad Brother defined neo-slavery as an "economic condition, a small knot of men
exercising the property rights of their established economic order, organizing and controlling the life style of the slave
. . . . [A]n economic condition which manifests itself in the total loss or absence of self-determination" (Jackson 1970,
252). "The forms of slavery merely changed at the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation from chattel slavery to
economic slavery'' (68). It initially defined fascism as a "police state wherein the political ascendancy is tied into and
protects the interests of the upper class--characterized by militarism, racism and imperialism'' (18). For praxis, Blood
in My Eye would attack the problem of fascism more than any other text in Black radical tradition. It presents itself as
a guerilla warfare manual to abolish fascism as well as neo-slavery locally as well as globally. 11 With an innovative
focus on cities or urban sites of battle, it is partitioned into sections which speak volumes: "The Amerikan Mind,"
''Amerikan Justice," "Toward the United Front," "After the Revolution Has Failed: On Withdrawal," "Fascism,"
"Classes at War," "The Oppressive Contract" and, of course, "Blood in My Eye," where it is written: "We will organize
a violence of our own, hidden and more aggressive. We fight from a position of weakness, but there are tactical

devices that if employed without restraint will afford us a very real advantage" (Jackson 1972, 44).
Avenging the gruesome rape and lynching of his "shattered little family" (Goines 1974, 73), for a justice never
codified in the history of North America, so long as it has been occupied by the United States of America, George
Jackson in Swamp Man ambushes the Jones brothers one by one. These white men systematize their sexual violence
against Henrietta and other Black women until it is brought to a no less violent end. Thus, Goines writes: "Two long,
helpless years and the young boy developed into a young man. The day finally came when George wasn't a boy any
longer but an avenging black man. He had gotten the size his youth had promised . . . . He had succeeded in keeping
himself and Henrietta alive, surviving for only one purpose" (95).
First, returning to his cabin on a given night, George ambushes Jamie Jones and his friend, Willie, a
handyman, in the gruesome-rapist act; he knifes Willie in the back, slits his throat and proceeds: "Jamie realized
something was wrong when he felt himself being lifted up bodily from the young girl. ... He raised his knife and
stabbed upward into Jamie's gut" (98). He commanders Jamie and Willie's pistols to maximize his future chances.
Capitalizing on white men's underestimation of Black men and his swamp sense, he keeps seeking "just the right spot
to lay his ambush'' (127). George uses the swamps for protection, a former "hiding place" for his father and
grandfather (122), and historical Maroons. Before the other Jones brothers, the sheriff and his deputies figure out his
big plan, he begins to stalk their party of hunters. Second, in spite of his lack of a long-range rifle, he is able to shoot
"Sonny Boy" Jones dead, out of a slow moving boat, when they least expect it (154). Third, after he sneaks up behind
Jake Jones on dry land and speaks a rare sentence aloud ("Now that's what I call a right pretty sight"), George shoots a
begging Jake in the stomach with Jamie's pistol and brings Jake to his knees (178-79). Fourth, after sending a shotgun
blast to Zeke Jones's stomach earlier, leaving him to suffer for several scenes or chapters as he is carried around by
white men stricken with paralyzing fear, George finally kills the begging and suffering Zeke by "butchering" his
genitalia (181).
This was "revolutionary love," also. He had used anger to help him "carry his burden" until this day of
reckoning (73). The grown George Jackson gets an anti-rapist vengeance in Swamp Man by organizing a hidden,
aggressive violence of his own; fighting resourcefully from a recognized position of weakness; and employing tactical
devices without restraint to turn his disadvantage into a decisive advantage instead.
Relatedly, Jayne Cortez's poem "Rape" would reappear in a collection no less concerned with blood, and
justice, Coagulations (1984), after its original publication in Firespitter (1982). The first stanzas speak to and on behalf
of Inez Garcia in California. The second part is for Joanne Little of North Carolina. "Rape" speaks of and on behalf of
"sister" Joanne, who had slain (in the year Swamp Man was published - 197 4) the guard who entered her jail cell for
the purpose of sexual violence: "This being wartime for Joanne / she did what a defense department will do in times of
war." He forced oral sex at the point of an ice pick. When this guard is let down, reportedly after his rapist orgasm, she
takes his ice pick and she takes his life: "Joanne came down with an ice pick / in the swat freak mother fucker's chest /
yes in the fat neck of that racist policeman." The sadist and his system of pleasure get attacked in turn. The rapist is
cast as disgusting in every way while a new form of pleasure is derived from resistance, one that slays the sadist and
his sadism as an act of war. The Black Arts Movement poet has the survivor do a dance of celebration to be gleefully
joined in: "from coast to coast / house to house / we celebrated day of the dead rapist punk / and just what the fuck
else were we supposed to do" (Cortez 1984, 64). There is no question mark to punctuate this sentence repeated twice.
JoAnne Little was vindicated of the charge of "first degree murder" thanks to many voices of support organized behind
her, for justice. How many such stories have a much worse outcome, however? Henrietta does not survive in this same
fashion outlined in "Rape" or Cortez’s Coagulations. But who does in Swamp Man, or any Goines narrative? Indeed,
Cortez had already written for the Jacksons themselves in "Libations," a poem from Scarifications (1973): "I witnessed
/ the lynchings of Jonathan and George / and heard bulldozers coming / for our ghetto tears" (Cortez 1973, 30).
Far from incidental to the war "to the knife" he wages in Goines's Swamp Man, George's castration of Zeke
was the culmination of his guerilla strategy of justice which includes a dose of graphic "sexual poetic justice" as well.
His slaying of Jamie and Willie puts an end to a sexual assault in progress. He castrates Jamie and mutilates this part
of the white male that was the most offensive weapon in his rape or rapes of Henrietta, not to mention other Black
women and girls. Jamie screams again and again, "like a wounded animal" (99), just as George heard Henrietta scream
in the initial violation to be avenged. The tables are turned, politics of pleasure and pain rearranged: "It hadn't really
been George's intention to get pleasure out of killing Jamie slowly'' (99): "The taste of revenge was sweet" (103),
nonetheless. On Willie and Jamie's corpses were "two faces that wouldn't bother him during the nights any more"
(100). He feeds their bodies to "man-eating reptiles" (102), which was one of the most dreadful fates that could meet a
man (12). Ironies abound. Not only does George go on to slay one Jones brother with another brother's gun, his aim is
to slay them all with "no witnesses" (152). He witnesses for Henrietta and his family, mournfully. He knew and knows

this witnessing to be vital, for the survivors and for the bereaved. George "laughed wildly'' when he realizes Zeke
hadn't been slain immediately, or without prolonged pain (179). If "Sonny Boy'' never gets to see his slaying coming,
Jake will scream and scream, too, more than he begs for mercy. For George: "The man's screams were music to his
ears" (180). Jake is even fed his mutilated offending organ in the end (180). The white man will never get to "cut the
black bastards nuts off," as he swore, to punish George for his own brother's death (167). Crucially, each of the Jones
brothers is placed by Goines back into the position into which they had forced Henrietta; each of the men is left with a
crippling sexual assault or victimization and a loss of life as they knew it - this time, again, for justice. Strategically,
George has to slay each of the slain for justice as well as collective self-defense. If any remained alive, "it would mean
that Henrietta would have to live the rest of her life back in the swamps because he would never be able to come out"
(158). To put an end to the radical injustice of the systematic and ritualized sexual violence of the Jones brothers, and
to avenge it in the ambush, a certain "sexual poetic justice" is required; and it has white men castrated instead of the
Black male who is guerilla in Swamp Man. 12
The title of George L. Jackson's Blood in My Eye comes from an experience writ large as an epigraph
following its dedication page. It was written by one of his parents on the anniversary of his brother Jonathan's death:
My dear only surviving son, I went to Mount Vernon August 7th 1971, to visit the grave site of my heart your
keepers murdered in cold disregard for life.
His grave was supposed to be behind your grandfather's and grandmother's. But I couldn't find it. There was no
marker. Just mowed grass. The story of our past. I sent the keeper a blank check for a headstone - and two
extra sites- blood in my eye!!! (Jackson 1972, vii)
Even a resting place may be something else denied by this world. So in Swamp Man, George wanted at least to die in
peace (Goines 1974, 158). The narrative carries him to a gravesite as well, where he visits his father and promises "to
one day kill the bastard who had killed him for the rifle" (160). George is not afraid to die. "He had the eyes of a dead
man, not yet dead" (86). In Soledad Brother, George Jackson boasts: "I might be the most resilient dead man in the
universe" (Jackson 1970, 234). A "desperate man," George in Swamp Man is afraid that he will die without vengeance,
without justice and without his sister Henrietta's safety secured.13 Provocatively, Goines likens George to "the mother
she never had" (Goines 1974, 99), across or beyond, even against gender now. Further, when George was burying his
grandfather in the novel: "The thought occurred to him as he dug that he would never be lucky enough to be buried
beside his father and grandfather. There was no one to bury him. The feeling was powerful, he knew he'd never rest
beside them" (74). Henrietta will die in quicksand, "quietly, finally at rest" (137). Death is far from unusual for the
major characters in Goines, yet Henrietta's final death is unusual in Swamp Man insofar as it is the novel's only death
lacking in brutality. George is shot upon completing his mission - not once, but twice. When the brother of a Seminole
named Jericho Canaan who was deputized by the sheriff to help track down George was killed, by accident, the
surviving Seminole sibling "mopped the blood out of his brother's eyes" (117), in the identical language written to
George Lester Jackson about his brother Jonathan.14 The shelf life of Soledad Brother and Blood in My Eye is
neverending in Goines's literary embrace of guerilla maroonage.
The link between sadism, neo-slavery and fascism should not go ignored. Classically, Aimé Cesairé would
identify fascism in Italy and Nazism in Germany as colonialism's boomeranging back to Europe in Discourse on
Colonialism (1955). Frantz Fanon would identify fascism or Nazism and sadistic torture as an essential element of
French and all colonialism himself throughout Toward the African Revolution (1964). A Harlem-based "Black woman
Communist of West Indian descent," Claudia Jones would identify the U.S. empire as a drive toward fascism in essays
such as ''An End to the Neglect of the Problems of Negro Women!" (1949). Like a good Black Panther, George L.
Jackson's makes a series of these identifications over and again, ever mindful of the centrality of neo-slavery to life
and death under capitalism and colonialism: "Born to premature death, a menial, subsistence-wage worker, odd-job
man, the cleaner, the caught, the man under hatches, without bail- that's me the colonial victim." He is a theorist and
practitioner of resistance to repression for good reason: "In every sense of the term, in every sense that's real, I'm a
slave to, and of property'' (Jackson 1972, 7). He condemns "the fascist industrialist state" (47) and fascism as
"corporativism '' (132), capitalism re-formed in crisis. His revolutionary responsibility is to "rip away its mask" (138):
"Fascism and its historical significance is the point of my whole philosophy on politics and its extension, war. My
opinion is that we are at the historical climax (the flash point) of the totalitarian period" (130). The terror and torture of
this totalitarianism or repression is epitomized by official, "chattel slavery'' on the plantation as well as neo-slavery on
and off of official plantations. The U.S. is described for "the Black Colony'' as "the greatest slave state in history'' (10),

"the greatest imperialist of all time" (16), and "the prototype of the international fascist counterrevolution'' (134). ''And
of course [its] prisons attract sadists," he continues after his first definition of fascism in Soledad Brother (Jackson
1970, 18). He elaborates in Blood in My Eye, "I simply have never managed to develop a technique against nine armed
men who are fascinated with damaging my private parts!!" (Jackson 1972, 99), linking sadism, neo-slavery and
fascism systematically.
The revolt of George Jackson in Goines's Swamp Man (for "reparations in blood") is a revolt against sadism
which subtly and sharply alludes to the Marquis de Sade, whose original "Sadism" was adapted by Italian filmmaker
Pier Paolo Pasolini to make a different critique of fascism (without a critique of slavery) in Salò or The 120 Days of
Sodom (1975). The Jones brothers of Swamp Man enact a routine and rather public, white-supremacist sadism in the
form of the rape and torture of Black women (and, in all probability, the castration of Black men, etc.). Pasolini's Salò
takes Sade's The 120 Days of Sodom (1785) from an earlier, eighteenth century French location and sets it in the midtwentieth century near the end of official fascist rule in Italy. The point of this controversial, once-censored film is to
critique the abuse of power by making shocking sexual abuse or violence an extended metaphor for political violence
and its abuse of the people it reduces to subjects of their ruling-class desire for power, itself - a power which is very
sexual and more than sexual at the same time.
Sade wrote The 120 Days of Sodom while himself in prison. It is located in a medieval castle, surrounded by
forests, where four wealthy, powerful men lock themselves up with some accomplices and a number of male and
female, adult and child victims of their every sexual whim. (Many of them will be murdered.) In Swamp Man, Goines
speaks to this scenario of Sade's work and Sade's no less scandal-filled life. Henrietta is trapped and raped not in a
castle, but outside in the forest; not by four "aristocrats," even, but by four "white trash" men who are now enabled in
the Americas as sadists by their colonial race and racism. They organize this sociosexual torture in an effort to "break"
(Goines 1974, 66) and zombify Henrietta and other Black women and girls whom they desire to possess as permanent
historical "slaves," regardless of the century of reference. A key component of this Sadistic strategy is Jake's use of
"Spanish Fly'' (36; 50-64). Outside his text, The 120 Days of Sodom, Sade was imprisoned for an orgy of violence he
organized involving four female prostitutes. It would end in the forcible use of "cantharsis," or "Spanish Fly. "
Assumed to be an "aphrodisiac," it led to a court case and arrest for Sade under the charge of poisoning. For
"cantharsis" is known to cause an excessive, excruciating irritation of a woman's urethra when ingested orally - a
condition which was infamously exploited by "libertines" of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe who valued
"liberty" when it was their own, while conceding no "libertine" freedom whatsoever to women, prostitutes, "plebeians"
or "commoners."
The young George Jackson in Swamp Man needs his grandfather to explain to him the effects of this sexual
cruelty and the exploitation it is designed to facilitate, since it casts the illusion that the victim and eventual survivor of
torture actually enjoys the torture: "It was too big for him to figure out himself " (Goines 1974, 62) .15 Goines
comprehends and underscores the racial politics of sadism, its totalitarian assault on Black (male and) female
embodiment, whereas Pasolini's Salò does not. Cinematically, it uses Black women and Black servants much like Sade
would use "Spanish Fly," or "cantharsis," to advance its own European agenda with no regard for Black independence
of body or mind. The George Jackson of Soledad Brother and Blood in My Eye enables Goines and Swamp Man to
revolt against sadism, fascism and neo-slavery, in one fell swoop, beyond Italy, France or Europe, of course, under
U.S. settler-colonial imperialism.

CONCLUSION
There is a tragic, unjust irony in the climax of Donald Goines's Swamp Man, even though it is politically and
historically correct or accurate. George is shot fatally by Jericho, the deputized Seminole who lost his brother in the
white sheriff-led hunt for George. This is a betrayal of the maroonage shared by Blacks or Africans and indigenous
peoples of the Americas. The problem of the faithful (if ambivalent) servant is a running problem in the writings of
George Lester Jackson, whether they are Black or non-Black "running dogs" of the colonizer (Jackson 19 72, 5). Yet
and still, Goines's concluding line is rich with significance as George falls back into a river, a welcoming river: "The
Black waters of the swamp had finally gotten their man" (184). Since the river is traditionally the place of African
spirits and the swamps historically the place of Maroons, George is falling back into the welcoming of an ancestral
abode, or simply moving from one metaphysical plane to another, where and while all manner of political struggles

continue. Before the shot was fired, this motion will invoke George Lester Jackson in no uncertain terms: "The tall
black youth moved with the swiftness of a panther" (183). This is how Swamp Man brilliantly rewrites the scene of
this Black Panther Party Field Marshal's passing on - as a murder by agents of the fascist slave state and society; in the
midst of his unimpeachable practice of self-respect and self-defense toward self-determination and freedom; and as an
ambiguous, physical death that is spiritually transcended by a revolutionary force which may be reanimated or
resurrected at anytime, anywhere.
Three decades later, Freedom Archives would produce "The Murder of George Jackson" for Prisons on Fire:
George Jackson, Attica & Black Liberation (2001), an audio documentary on the thirtieth anniversary of his unnatural
death. On it Jonathan Jackson, Jr. recites: "Prison guards at San Quentin ruthlessly murdered George Jackson." Mother
of George and Jonathan, Georgia Jackson offers more on what happened on August 21, 1971: "They set up his murder
just like they do everybody else that speaks out against them; and they'll probably do me the same way because I am
going to speak every chance I get .... People don't love this country so much; they're afraid of what their own country
will do to them." As Lee Bernstein puts it in "The Age of Jackson: George Jackson and the Culture of American
Prisons in the 1970s" (2007): "There were memorial services, work stoppages and silent protests at prisons around the
country, but the most dramatic response to Jackson's death occurred at Attica State Prison" (Bernstein 2007, 319). The
inspiration he provides for that uprising is detailed on Prisons on Fire; and it is an inspiration that continues to register
today in alternative traditions of music and political activism, for example. All this confirms what his mother would
maintain when asked by a reporter how she felt about losing a second son "under such violent circumstances" (and in
such a short span of time): "I have sons throughout the world wherever people are fighting for freedom." 16
Soon after his assassination, Donald Goines decided to usher him back into this existence via Swamp Man and, hence,
to launch an intense discourse not only on his life and murder, but also what the revolutionary would term our hunger,
our ills, our lack of peace; sadism and fascism as well as neo-slavery; our options for guerilla warfare - or the ambush;
and a world to be "liberated from trash, pollution, racism, poverty, nation-states, nation state wars and armies, from
pomp, bigotry, parochialism, a thousand different brands of untruth, and licentious usurious economics" (Jackson
1970, 266). This novel is Goines's major, incisive and timely contribution to "Comrade George" discourse, which is
almost totally lacking in academia, most especially, even four decades later.
It would take a bizarre form of reasoning to suggest with Eddie Allen in Low Road (with its moralist, "lowrating," bourgeois title) that Goines's naming of Swamp Man's "George Jackson" could just be an "uncanny
coincidence." A body of criticism worthy of Goines is still in the waiting. Greg Goode could project Swamp Man as
his "worst novel" because "anger" is viewed as a virtual "crime" in "From Dopefiend to Kenyatta's Last Hit: The
Angry Black Crime Novels of Donald Goines" and elsewhere in the established order of power, knowledge and
politics. After Swamp Man, Goines wrote the four-part Kenyatta series as if he were effectively led to his "Black
Liberation Army" of fiction by George Jackson, Soledad Brother and Blood in My Eye. Contrary to Goode, the "fact
that Kenyatta had to do battle in the streets against police and gangsters, and the fact that Goines killed him off''
(Goode 1984, 47), this does not mean that Goines had "mixed motives" (46) concerning Kenyatta's motives or this
violence of resistance. It indicates what the namesake of his ambushing Maroon protagonist in Swamp Man had
written from Soledad Prison: "We attempted to transform the black criminal mentality into a black revolutionary
mentality. As a result, each of us has been subjected to years of the most vicious reactionary violence by the state. Our
mortality rate is almost what you would expect to find in a history of Dachau" (16). The lesson learned and taught
beyond bourgeois "standards of literature" (whether white or Negro, of course) is that only through Black resistance,
resistance and more resistance will Black revolution come despite the white-supremacist state and society of the
United States of America and its global Western regime of repression and exploitation.
Notes
1

Cast the First Stone was republished in its original, unedited and uncensored form years later as Yesterday Will Make
You Cry (1998). Himes is born in Missouri and grows up in Cleveland, Ohio; Goines is born and raised in Detroit,
Michigan. Both Black men knew "middle-class" upbringings as children but did not live "middle-class" lives or
promote "middle-class" world-views as adults or artists, interestingly enough.

2

Dachau was "the first concentration camp for political prisoners" (not simply "Jews") in Nazi Germany and, further,
a model for other concentrations opened after it.

3

The politics of Death of a Revolutionary are distinctly different from those of KRON 4's Day of the Gun (2002), a
documentary program televised for local consumption in the San Francisco Bay Area.
4

"Dedicated to my mother, Myrtle Goines, who had confidence in my writing ability."

5

Huey Newton makes a Maoist distinction between deaths with heavy meaning or significance and those without any
meaning at all when he eulogizes George Jackson. See his account of the "revolutionary death'' versus the "reactionary
death'' in this appendix to Blood in My Eye (Newton in Jackson 1 972, 196).

6

The setting of Henrietta's rape "under the trees of the forest" (80) can be read as a critical narrative connection made
between the racist historical practice of lynching (with "Black bodies swinging in the southern breeze" - from trees, as
Billie Holiday put it in song) and this racist historical practice of rape.

7

In the following decade, August Wilson would revisit these concerns of Swamp Man in Ma Rainey's Black Bottom
(1981), as the trumpeter Levee remembers witnessing the rape of his mother by "a gang of white mens" when he was
an eight year old boy-in Mississippi, too, no less:
My daddy came back and acted like he done accepted the facts of what happened. But he got the names of them mens
from mama. He found out who they was and then we announced that we was moving out of that county. Said goodbye to everybody . . . all the neighbors. My daddy went and smiled in the face of one of the crackers who had been
with my mama. Smiled in his face and sold him our land. We moved over with relations in Caldwell. He got us settled
in and then took off one day. I ain't never seen him since. He sneaked back, hiding up in the woods, laying to get them
eight or nine men."
(Pauses)
He got four of them before they got him. They track him down in the woods. Caught up with him and hung him and set
him afire.
(Pauses)
My daddy wasn't spooked up by the white man. (Wilson 1985, 70)

8

Henrietta worked with the elderly at a "Martin Luther King convalescent center" (25), while away at a college
evidently named for Abraham Lincoln, a president of slavery as well as neo-slavery in the social and political
economic logic of George Jackson.

9

A commitment to "revolutionary love" prevails in the latter pages of Soledad Brother, powerfully. See Elaine
Brown's "Love Beyond the Wall: The Resurrection of George Jackson" (2003), for more on this theme.
10

Even in his solitude, George's modus operandi in Swamp Man communicates the logic of the Deacons for Defense
and Justice, for example, who were based in his Mississippi and Louisiana.

11

This is the "poor man [or woman's] war" (Jackson 1972, 83) - of the "mobile have not" (85), according to Blood in
My Eye.

12

See the second chapter of Hip-Hop Revolution in the Flesh (Thomas 2009), for more on this concept of "sexual
poetic justice."

13

George Jackson speaks of "the desperate men, and women, people" in Soledad Brother (321 - 22).

14

Jericho is not the only character in Swamp Man with "bloodshot eyes."

15

"He was so naive that he really believed his sister was enjoying it," Goines writes (63), before George's grandfather
is scripted to intervene.

16

This is why her son came to call her "a perfect revolutionary's mama" in the concluding letter of Soledad Brother
(Jackson 1 970, 329).
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S

ome music to begin, in French first, for that stereotype of linguistic musicality, but also against the biopolitics of
monolingualism:
Hâtivement, nous fûmes, hors du chemin, les dix pas que font les amants… Dorothéa s’ouvrit, je la dénudai
jusqu’au sexe. Elle-même, elle me dénuda. Nous sommes tombés sur le sol meuble et je m’enfonçai dans son
corps humide comme une charrue bien manœuvrée s’enfonce dans la terre…Elle embrassa mon ventre nu : la
terre s’était collée à mes jambes velues : elle la gratta pour m’en débarrasser. Elle s’accrochait à moi…[and
after a little death, for this takes place in a cemetery] Je me relevai difficilement, je l’aidais à remettre ses
vêtements, mais c’était difficile, nos corps et nos vêtements devenus terreux. Nous n’étions pas moins excités
par la terre que par la nudité de la chair.” [“Hastily, off the path, we went through the motions that lovers do…
Dorothea opened herself, I bared her sex. She for her part undressed me. We fell on the loose soil and I thrust
myself into her wet body like a well directed plough thrusts into the earth…She kissed my bare groin: dirt was
sticking to my hairy legs, she scratched at it to remove it. She clutched me…I got up with difficulty, helping
her to put her clothes back on, but it was difficult for our bodies and clothing were covered in soil. We were no
less excited by the earth than by the nakedness of our flesh.”]

That is Georges Bataille at his most ecological, in Blue of Noon.1 The scene, taking place in Trier, in the mid1930s, is the lunar image of the solar epiphany that Bataille’s protagonist earlier experiences in Barcelona. Bataille’s
general economy, a necessary inspiration for any discussion of the ecological paradigm, relies, of course, on the
embarrassment of riches provided by a limitless solar energy and the valorization of excess and waste that such a
fusion allows, including the expenditure of transgressive sexual practice, represented in the extract just quoted as a sex
that returns to the earth, composts itself almost, shares the same space as the tomb, gives itself over to the teeming life
of the soil.
Bataille’s scene of earthy sex evokes a profound ambivalence. On the one hand we can read his earth, its very
dirt (Dirty is Dorothéa’s nickname), as an antidote to the nexus of blood and soil wherein the heart overflows in
nationalist and other such fusions. On the other hand, the accursed share is experienced no less in those conservative
fusions than in what we might consider progressive ones. The Trier episode has, as its background, first the candlelit
cemetery of the day of the dead, and second the parading of Hitler youth, whose band music takes over in the final
chapter of the novel as “a noise of intolerable harshness…splendid, ear-piercing, exultant…a cataclysmic exultation.”
It is a music whose marching rhythm mimics, supposedly, the beating of the heart, but that, in the event, is so
inflexible that it takes the narrator’s breath away [un rhythme si cassant que j’étais devant eux le soufflé coupé], like a
machinic heart that stops the heart. It is the sound of an ideology that as we know was also wedded to the earth, rooted
in a specific soil, functioning within the most restricted economy of home and land. For the idea of ecology,
traditionally conceived, will always have to wrestle, it seems to me, with principles of proximity that are determined in
turn by notions of affect. We are concerned, in ecological terms, by what affects, touches (on) something near, within a
certain environment. Ecology is difficult to conceive of outside of conceptions of contiguity and contact.
So my question would be, to begin: how does ecology deal with an originary environmental rupture--that of
the human/animal divide, or the rupture within physis of the technological—and how does it maintain that rupture
rather than presume to reduce it by means of various other (and necessary) “conservationist” principles such as respect
and caring? That is on the one hand the question of (an ethics of) difference and of the other, but if ecology is to retain
its specific etymological domestic (oikos) sense, it will have to broker a new concept of spatial extension for the
teletechnological age; to imagine the confines of an eco-system determined by structures of tracing and iterability.
Those are large questions that I put to this august meeting of scholars, in no way pretending to provide answers
to them.2 What I will do, much more modestly, but keeping those questions in mind, is examine the economy or
ecology of a particular sound system: “human” sound as auto-affective heartbeat, whereby the sensory process in
general is opened to a type of hereto-affective drift; where the heart, rather than having its rhythm broken from the
outside, as in Bataille’s example, by a “hateful mechanicity,” is understood to constitute itself as a type of

technological rupture.
Aristotle’s hesitation, in De Anima, between the primacy or indispensability of touch as the single sense
common to all animals, a sense that “perceives by immediate contact,” and the idea that we in fact “do perceive
everything through a medium, ” inaugurates a question of sensorial primacy and hierarchy that will be resolved by
modernity in favor of the mediated senses, hearing and sight, but that will be reposed in the 20th century by
phenomenologists such as Husserl and Merleau-Ponty. Without seeking to resolve the question of the hierarchical
status of this or that sense, we can note that what is important about it is the presumption that sensorial primacy must
continue to refer to (im)mediacy. That means, perhaps, that perception is a question at all only because there exists a
set of differential relations among the senses based on their presumed mediacy or immediacy. Yet if those differential
relations function among the senses, they can also be observed at work within a given sense. Thus hearing, from
Aristotle on, would be a mediated sense, mobilizing the distance necessary also for sight—and hence for objectivity
and subjectivity alike—but nevertheless involving a type of contact, for sound sets in movement “a single mass of air
which is continuous from the impinging body up to the organ of hearing [which is thus] physically united with air.”3
Hearing therefore occupies something of an intermediate position between mediate and immediate sensoriality, a
mobile position that gives it its own privilege in any examination of hierarchical distinctions.
Listening is already, of course, not the same as hearing. But do we begin to listen only after we have first
heard, or is listening rather the disposition of a subject who is mobilized in favor of hearing and in order to hear? The
difference between listening and hearing would seem to apply only inasmuch as it is understood as another function of
(im)mediacy. The hearer who listens, or the listener who puts himself at the disposal of hearing would be one who has
brought attentiveness or receptivity into contact with sense perception: having perception coincide with reception or
become as immediate as it. The listener would be she who has surpassed the self-reflexivity of, say, a mind that says
to itself “did you hear that?” “listen to that,” who instead has the capacity to register immediately what she has heard.
We presume--however reductively--that such immediate, non-differentiated hearing or listening is in operation in
normal verbal discourse, bypassing phatic discursive necessities, repetitions, glosses and so on. In a speaking situation
we listen to others to the extent that we hear; what we listen to is coextensive with what we hear.
However, it will be my contention in what follows that listening necessarily takes place--however it takes
place, whether incompetently, dilettantishly, or expertly--as a technology, indeed a technology that I have elsewhere
described by means of the trope or logic of “dorsality.” 4 According to that logic, what is heard necessarily arrives as if
from behind, by surprise, from a type of absolute mediacy or inaccessibility. Listening would be the technology that
transforms the sound we hear and mediates its contact with the body and, so to speak, the mind. Rather than being an
intellectual processing of sound after the event of its reception, it would be an instrumental technology of the body and
the mind comparable to those technologies produced by the hands; a manipulation, mediation, and processing of
sound.
We should understand listening as the very technologization of body and mind in the sense that the
technological transformation of hearing into listening also takes place behind--that is to say before or even without-the body; not as the conscious or unconscious activity of an untrained or trained, tone deaf or talented ear or mind, but
as something that is always already functioning in the production and reception of sound itself. Sound arrives, is heard,
by technologizing a listener. In the case of verbal discourse the technological transformation I am describing is
language itself: what would otherwise be random sounds are processed by the machine of language, but they will be
received only by a listener who has himself attached that machine of language as a type of prosthesis to his own body.
The machine of language functions by engaging speakers as cogs within it. An analogy could easily be drawn, it seems
to me, between everyday speakers involved in verbal discourse, and those listeners to music who are competent in
some or all of its languages. The latter would be understood to be engaged as cogs in the machinery of musical forms
in a way that is not unlike the prosthetization, via language, of speakers of that language. But it is my contention here
that the technologization that produces a listener functions on a more fundamental level, within the very mechanisms
of the sensory perception that is hearing, only to arrive at a particularly complex and compounded form when it comes
to an expert musical listener.
The mechanosensorial force of waves touching the ear drum, then nerve impulses touching the brain, no doubt
provides one basis for how we understand words to touch the mind or music to touch the heart or soul. Not that, as
sensorial beings, we readily confuse the sound of music with the feel of a hand on the shoulder, although sweet
nothings whispered into the ear might well be understood as a form of touch. Rather, the strict delimitation of five
senses, formalized by Aristotle and received since as an institutional truth, comes into question on a series of different
fronts. The scientific assimilation of hearing and touch, medical investigation into the synesthesias of neurological

disorders, and cognitive research into psychedelic experience, would be three such fronts, but philsophical and
conceptual questioning presents another. Hence Derrida’s analysis of touch in his book on Nancy, which of course
follows from the latter philosopher’s own attention to the question.
On the one hand, therefore, there is sensorial contamination because there is perceptual impurity; not just
perceptual imprecision but the impossibility of a direct, unmediated perceptual present. On the other hand, though,
sensorial contamination, or the calling into question of sensorial hierarchies, functions within a broader critique of
anthropocentrism. Simply, what we understand and prioritize as the five senses relate only to the experience of a
human animal. Not only is it the case that, beginning with quadrupeds, entire swaths of the animal kingdom rely on
smell as a, if not the primary sense, but we must also assume that paleoanthropological evolution required a series of
sensorial reorderings to bring us to our current hierarchical arrangement. The most obvious reordering, as various
analyses have argued, is our relegation of smell as we progressed into humanization. Freud, for example, never tired of
reminding us of the complex mechanisms brought about by the dimunition of the olfactory in favor of the visual sense,
which meant reconfiguring our psyche to install a whole new system of values—from sensorial to moral—that turned
around the relation between the malodorous and the taboo (menstruation, defecation), an evolution that can be
observed both in phylogenetic and ontogenetic terms, in the history of the race and in the development of the
individual. As he describes it, when sight replaces smell it simultaneously imposes an interdiction on touching that also
amounts, conversely, to a prioritizing of touch: I see more means that I smell less, which means in turn that what I
smell I decline to smell, by determining that it smells bad; and I smell less also means that what smells bad must not
be touched because touch now performs, in certain cases, the function of identification that previously devolved upon
smell. A certain synergistic overlapping if not synesthetic contamination therefore occurs in the passage to the human.5
But, more important still, Freud does not fail to relate this reorientation, and the anthropologization of the
senses, to the upright stance, which would be a primary moment of dorsality or dorsalization, in terms of the various
meanings I give to that concept.6 The moment of exposure of the genitals, with concomitant and convoluted
mechanisms of shame dating back to Genesis, is also the moment of exposure of the back, with concomitant
reinvention of mechanisms of vulnerability and surprise: the bipedal hominid exposes its back very differently from a
quadruped at the “same” time as it sacrifices its previous level of auditory and olfactory capacities. And if the upright
stance means the liberation of the hands and the beginning of manipulation (of tools), hence a new and different
externalization of corporeal technology, it is also an internal technological rearticulation: the body’s new, frontaldorsal realignment, its different exposure, coincides with a different internal disposition, for example the skeletal
reconfiguration of vertebral column, jaw and cranium. That brings about two, seemingly paradoxical effects. First, as I
have argued extensively, the body is deprived of any virgin receptivity untouched by mediative articulationality; it
never existed in the world pure, intact and self-sufficient, but was always articulating.7 And that articulationality—not
just its bending and straightening but every more or less mechanical movement that institutes relations among its
members, and down to the level of its cells—comes, more and more explicitly, to constitute it. But, perhaps more
importantly, the same articulationality also comes to be generalized as the structure of relations both internal and
external to the body. Again: no more—presuming it were ever so—does anything simply arrive at a human body
conceived of as an intact corporal entity, from a purely separate outside. Instead, whatever the body enters into relation
with, from percept to the most sophisticated bionic prosthesis, is part of a complex relay of articulations that extend all
the way inside it.
Second, the body awakens to what comes to it “within it”—according to the logic just described—as though
something were coming from behind it. That is to say, it is traversed, beginning at the bottom, base, or back of itself,
by the very structure of technology that it presumes to situate and develop, as its own invention, out in front of itself.
Such a presumption, in terms of which the human conceives of technology as future, frontal possibility, developed by
that human outside of the human, reinforces the conception of touch as something that the human initiates, prolongs or
interrupts. Either there is contact between it and the world, it thinks, or there is not. The human thus presumes to
control its immediate contact with the world, increasingly as it develops technological capabilities that are themselves
conceived of as ways to mediate the world, as attempts to obviate the surprises and accidents that come to it out of
external reality. But that presumptive framework occludes the originary articulationality that I am insisting on here,
whereby every contact consists of a relay of mediations, whereby the body is always already touched by its own
internal technology, as it were from behind, a technology of prosthetic articulationality that invents the human body
well before the human body begins inventing.
The living body feels itself by feeling itself moving. Such an auto-affective automobility gives the impression of direct
unmediated contact taking place by means of touch. The sensation of a beating heart, or of a rising and falling chest as

one breathes, guarantees animation, and of course consciousness, by means of a type of touch that Aristotle could call
“the essential mark of life.” 8 What is touched or felt in that way is automatically perceived as immediate, whence
touch derives the animal primacy that has classically been ascribed to it. A similar “touching” will then come into
effect by means of hearing oneself speak, similarly perceived as immediate and even unmediated. Hearing oneself
would represent the perfect egoecological economy: one hears one’s own voice as if one were speaking and hearing
oneself within a single organic, otolaryngological circuit, as though, in speaking, one were hearing the vocal vibrations
that one feels within the throat, as though those very waves were travelling internally to affect the ear from within the
body. Again, however, as Derrida argued from his earliest analyses of Husserl, that closed auto-affective circuit comes
to be “radically contradicted” by the slightest differential interruption, beginning with the acknowledgement of time
itself, even a time that we might want to call instantaneous: “a pure difference comes to divide self-presence. In this
pure difference is rooted the possibility of everything we think we can exclude from auto-affection: space, the outside,
the world, the body, etc.”9 Every auto-affection comes thus to be a hetero-affection: touching oneself becomes a
matter of being touched, and hearing oneself a matter of being heard, from the outside. The added emphasis that
Derrida will systematically give--in much of his work and in particular in On Touching--to that operation of selfexternalizing self-sensing, is the insistence that the differential displacement of presence into absence that thereby
occurs, the rupture that takes place within the supposed intact and closed auto-affective circuit, introduces not only a
displacement but also the possibility of a parasitic attachment or a prosthetic substitution:
I ask whether there is any pure auto-affection of touching or touched, and therefore any pure, immediate
experience of the purely proper body, the body proper that is living, purely living. Or if, on the contrary, this
experience is at least not already haunted, but constitutively haunted by some hetero-affection related to spacing . . .
where an intruder may come through, a guest, wished or unwished for, a spare and auxiliary other, or a parasite to be
rejected. (Touching 179-80)
The list of differences--space, outside, world and body--presumed to be excluded from auto-affection comes to
be rewritten so as to include, specifically and generally, “the outside itself, the other, the inanimate, “material nature,”
as well as death, the nonliving, the nonpsychical in general, language, rhetoric, technics, and so forth” (Touching 180).
The “inside” of sensorial contact, the non-space of immediacy that we presume in touching and being touched, as well
as in hearing ourselves being touched by our own speaking, comes thus to be hollowed out, providing entry for every
form of otherness up to and including inanimate prosthetic others.
In insisting that listening takes place through a structure of dorsal articulationality or prostheticity, I am not
disputing the physics of sound transmission, although it would not surprise me to be told that soundwaves in fact
undergo a process of transformation, or distorsion, from the moment of their production; or even that the production of
a soundwave is itself always already a torsion and a distorsion. We know, because it requires pressurization within a
medium, that sound cannot travel through a vacuum, which should have us more accurately understand it as the
deferred resounding, resonance or echo whose effects Nancy will analyze.10 However, my argument is rather that what
we call listening begins when what we call hearing exposes its own heterogeneity, when hearing recognizes the
rupturing force of the mediations that compose it, when it is consequently opened to unforeseen—unforeheard?—
difference, and when what we call human sense comes to be enfolded by inanimate stimulation. According to that
logic, “before” there is natural perception, whether sight, touch, hearing or any other form, before there is reception by
the sense organs of a percept, and acceptance “into” the body and the senses of an externally derived stimulus, there
will have already been what Derrida calls the “originary intrusion, the ageless intrusion of technics, which is to say of
transplantation or prosthetics” (Touching 113). Before an ear enters into a relation with anything like a musical
instrument and the sounds issuing from that instrument, it will have already received the technologization that is a fact
of its own internal self-differentiation, the rupture of its integrity by the structure of substitutive prosthesis or
prosthetic substitutability.
Such a technological structure ruptures any pure hearing. Rather than our being surprised by what we hear, in
mimicry or memory of some sensorial animal instinct, rather than pricking up our ears in that sense, we understand
listening to be what surprises hearing by mobilizing the technology that constitutes it. Again, that is not to say that the
listening I am here distinguishing from hearing—a listening that functions via technologies of (self-)reflection, via
conscious as well as unconscious recognition, and via various forms of comprehension and appreciation, not to
mention formal or informal education--is something that supersedes hearing. Hearing doesn’t stop so that listening
might begin; it is rather coextensive with it. Listening doesn’t take over, as though sensing it differently, what was
previously only heard. Listening is the mediating, prosthetizing, even inanimating technology that always already
inhabited the sensorial operations of hearing.

Nancy describes that in terms of a “tension” that separates, in the case of every sense, its “simple nature” from
its “tense” or “attentive” state. Led by the French homonymy of entendre as both hearing and understanding, Nancy is
not concerned precisely with the same prosthetic articulation of hearing and listening that I am arguing here, but he
nevertheless makes clear how listening opens a supplementary structure within hearing: “to listen is to be straining
[être tendu] toward a possible meaning, and consequently one that is not immediately accessible” (Listening 6). In
tending one’s ear, one performs the originary bodily torsion that constitutes dorsality, akin to turning off center as one
walks, correcting and upsetting one’s center of gravity with each step. And in tending one’s ear, one is rupturing the
body’s self-enclosed integrality, moving it closer to the sensory stimulus it has detected by moving it outside itself.
That is of course something the body always does, as it were naturally, but a fact of that “natural” movement is its
entering into a relation with what exceeds it, with what falls outside of that naturality to the extent of every unnatural
relation imaginable, including relations with the inanimate. We can understand the tending of an ear, straining to
listen, as a “correction” of the body’s originary fault or lack, its non-self-sufficiency—not that we ever presumed, did
we, that we constituted our own private universe?—but concomitant with that simple understanding is the fact of the
body’s adjustment into the structure of prosthetic supplementation. In tending one’s ear one is, as it were, aiding that
ear in the sense of allowing for or asking for a hearing aid.
Tending one’s ear means lending one’s ear, exposing it to detachability and substitutability, in short to
prosthetization. In his remarkable “history of our ears,” Peter Szendy argues that idea first on the basis of the simple
“mobility” of the organ, such as can be observed in many species: “To lend an ear, as they say, is of course to stretch
[tendre] it; it is in a way to mimic internally the outer mobility of this organ among certain animal species. It is, even
if all the while remaining motionless, to turn our attention toward what summons our listening.” 11 But Szendy
concludes by referring to a “plasticity” of sound reception, and indeed production, that precisely would no longer
distinguish—no more than does etymology itself—between natural organ and prosthetic instrument:
In this new organology of our ears, it becomes more difficult than ever to distinguish between the organ and
the instrument. Thus, according to the Greek etymology of organon, the organology of which I speak is both that of
our organs of listening that are most our own and closest to us—our pinnae and our ear drums—and that of all kinds
of instruments, more or less mechanical or automatic, which assist our listenings. From the former to the latter, from
organs to prostheses, and in their possible confusion, all of modernist thought on listening is brought into question.
(Listen 137)
And even beyond that, Nancy argues, listening to sound brings into question the self-reflexive constitution of
the subject, replacing the intentional line of sight [point de visée]” with a “resonant” or “resounding” subject that finds
itself convoked by sense (Listening 21, 30). The prosthetic articulationality of the ear and of the sense of listening
means also the instrumentalization of subjectivity in general, the deployment of a prosthetized subject that “form[s] a
hollow, an echo chamber [caisse] or column [tube], a resonance chamber (. . . long before any “specular
identification”)” (ibid., 38).
The tension specific to listening works most obviously through peripherality, but in a very different way from
sight. Sound’s peripherality is a function of its pandirectionality: one lends an ear and turns one’s attention in order to
listen because one is automatically off center or decentred by a sound whose focus is unclear. The spatial extension of
sound is such that, as Nancy would have it, it is “all in front, in back, and outside inside . . . upside down [sens dessusdessous] in relation to the most general logic of presence as appearing” (Listening 13). It comes from behind, as a type
of Orphic gesture; or else it comes from some edge, an ill-defined edge, fringe or border of accessibility. 12 It comes
from there to permeate or pervade us, indeed to resonate within us, yet at the same time it passes over us on the way to
extinction on another edge, resonating beyond us in a way that is very different from other percepts. In that respect it is
more comparable to an odor, for example, than to the generality of a visual percept, or the privacy of a gustatory one.
When we hear, and listen, we function as relay points within an operation of resonance, something that disturbs and
disorients our body and our being in the way that we have just seen, but that also—other side of the same operation—
situates us only to displace us within a non-specific field of dispersal or dissemination. Sound comes less to rest and
reside in us, reaching a terminal point of reception, than to traverse us on the way to a more general resonance. What
if, asks Szendy, listening were to be mediated—in my terms “prosthetized” or “dorsalized”—by what he variously
calls “distraction, lacunary listening . . . a certain inattention, a certain wavering [flottement] of listening” (Listen
104)? What if, in a manner comparable to the requirement that reading disrupt “the temporal linearity of the stream”
(ibid.) of writing, listening were to be posited on an interruption of the flow of sound? That possibility can be
identified throughout the history of the ear that Szendy describes, for example in the famous case of Beethoven’s
deafness, which led either to the inattention and mechanistic repetition criticized by early biographers, or to the

visionary inspiration praised by Wagner (120-21). In contemporary times, thanks to digitalization, manipulating the
music one listens to produces “the ability to create signifying systems in the course of the music’s flow,” and
transforms, finally, the listener into an author (135, 136). But Szendy is concerned less with historical contingency
than with a structural possibility that precisely defines listening and imposes upon it a strategic necessity: “To listen
without any wandering [divagation], without ever letting oneself be distracted by the “noises of life,” is that still
listening? Shouldn’t listening welcome some wavering into its heart? Shouldn’t a responsible listening . . . always be
wavering [flottante]?” (122)
The wager of Szendy’s waver, of a listening that floats in and out of itself, involves the risk of a deafness at
the heart of aurality, a deafness that may or may not imply in turn a silence. His suggestion is rather that listening is
distracted by other attentions—noises of life, other notes, sounds sounding like something else—but his lacunary
listening is never far from the silence that Nancy would have understood “not as a privation but as an arrangement
[disposition] of resonance” (Listening 21), as the “silence of sense” to which we are enjoined to listen, to the very end
of it (26). It is the silence of meaning that is both the beginning and the end of meaning, as Blanchot has magisterially
shown, but it is also the silence of sensory deprivation as much as of sensory overload, the silence that serves as
background for any sound whatsoever, and the silence that articulates, by punctuating and interrupting it, every musical
as much as every verbal utterance. It is the silence that distinguishes, finally—although the dispute will never end as to
where such a distinction falls--noise that is heard from music that is listened to.
It is moreover a silence that brings us back into the body where hearing was presumed to begin, into that
“condition of perfect silence [where] you hear your own body resonate, your own breath, your heart and all its
resounding cave” (Listening, 21). Back into the body where hearing began as a form of touching, hearing and feeling
your heartbeat, indeed the regularity of its syncopation. For, as Nancy has explained extensively, the heart beats both
as its own failure to beat, as offbeat and interruption of its beat, and as its own externalization, self-rupture and
exposure, even transplantation. 13 In listening to our heart beat, we are listening also to our heart not beat. And we are
listening to a heart that is out of reach, out of touch, out of contact and finally out of earshot, inasmuch as we hear in
its silence and its syncopation a failing and an absence. We hear there the sound of a heart that we cannot possibly
hear. It is a sound we can no longer attend or even tend to, the sound that will not come to be heard until we listen but
will not for all that be heard through any normal gamut of aural capability. For in every nonbeat or offbeat of the heart,
in every flutter or murmur, there resides, if we listen, the irreducibly necessary possibility of stopping beating; and in
every swoon or syncope, in every interruption of the pure homogeneous presence of the heart there is heard a faint or
feigned heart, a mechanical heart animated by nonrenewable energy, a heart of artifice. Once we have heard that,
listening will have begun, we will have begun to be surprised hearing listening.
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Raw War
Technotropological Effects of a Divided Front

‘Asked why she’s ditching her U.S. boyfriend, a Pakistani woman says, “He shoots his missile from 30,000
ft.”.’ (Bobby Ghosh and Mark Thompson, ‘The CIA’s Silent War in Pakistan’, Time, June 1, 2009)
aw war: war as the presumptive phantasm of a warrior ideal that persists well into the most sophisticated
contemporary military operation. Raw war: war as it should be, a naked physical contest, a Pancratic corps-àcorps that barely crosses the line separating it from sport. Raw war: war as it should be, an even-handed combat
with reciprocal respect for rules of engagement, and a symmetrical separation of good on one side and evil on the
other.
Raw war: war that is a contentious faultline running through language in whichever direction one choose, and
of which the truculent call to arms is merely the most transparent symptom. Raw war: war whose front gets turned
around, extended, diluted and divided by what lies behind it. Raw war: war that is in its essence rapacious
victimisation and tortured flesh. Raw war: war fought at the extreme edge of life, where it reveals an inextricable
relation to the technological.
Carl Schmitt seems to have taught us that it is war that creates politics rather than vice versa: there is no enemy without
the ‘ever present possibility of combat’; war must remain ‘a real possibility’ for the concept of the enemy to be valid.1
War is the condition of possibility for the concept of the enemy (as well as of the friend), which is the condition of
possibility for the concept of the political. In turn, however, war relies on a concept of the front. For Schmitt, one has
to presume a homogeneous spatial extension circumscribed by a frontier, a line along which an opposing force,
operating at the outer limit of another homogeneous spatial extension, will be drawn up. Thus it is the front, finally,
that defines the war that defines the enemy that defines the political.
Now that might be little more than a self-evidence that deflates for lack of substance: (international) politics
begins with a border between nations; or, it might be a horrifying presumption concerning perpetual war: neighbouring
states can enter into political relations only as long as the frontier between them divides friend from enemy, and only
as long as it is subject to contestation by means of war. To repeat: each spatial entity can constitute itself as political
only as long as it is at war, potentially or actually, with a proximate enemy, from which it is separated by a front(ier)
(which must therefore be, potentially or actually, in dispute). The paradox of Schmitt’s logic — one among others,
obviously—would thus be that the supposedly fixed anchoring point of the concept of the political, namely the front
that is the precise point of combat, is subject to constant shifting under the threat of, or as a result of that combat; it is
constantly redefining the spatial homogeneity it is presumed, by delineating it, to circumscribe.
We can perhaps identify there the basis for a seeming contradiction between Schmitt’s insistence on the enemy
as public rather than private, yet at the same time ‘existentially something different and alien’ (CP 27); as someone
with whom one has no personal relation, living far away, over there, but who is nevertheless known to be other, alien,
different, and identifiable as such on the basis of a confrontational face-to-face comparison. That is to say that Schmitt
presumes politics to derive, on the one hand, from an opposition between two homogeneous national blocs that
function as public enemies, such that someone far from the front and having no experience of the enemy could still be
mobilised against such a foe; and, on the other hand, from an up-close encounter along a contested frontier, on the
basis of which one defines the enemy as alien, and because of which one is constantly involved in the business of
drawing a line of distinction between friendly neighbour and alien foe.
We can more obviously understand the paradox of the shifting frontier as the reason for Schmitt’s
awkwardness regarding two other cases: in the first place, civil, partisan or guerilla wars, where the front dissolves into
faultlines running through the supposed homogeneous territory; and in the second place, teletechnological hostilities or
remote-controlled wars in general, where fighting is no longer necessarily concentrated in face-to-face or, as it were,
handto- hand combat. For teletechnological combat would increasingly constitute the contemporary polemological
norm, inaugurated in one sense by the motorisation that Schmitt observed in World War I, but emblematised more
clearly by the ballistic arc in general, whether of the Norman arrows of 1066 (and whatever precedents already existed,
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for example David’s slingshot), or the intercontinental missiles, starwars shields, drone bombers and robot soldiers of
the present and future. 2
Teletechnology extends the front and irremediably problematises Schmitt’s political. Because of it, Derrida
suggests, ‘the political no longer has a place (. . . ) it no longer has a stable and essential topos. It is without territory,
uprooted by technology, by the unheardof acceleration and extension of telecommunicational distances, by irresistible
processes of delocalisation’. 3 But we should understand such an extension of the front to begin in the relation between
the human and its weaponry, for it is doubtful that there is any technology that is not a teletechnology in the sense of a
prosthetic extension of the animate. There already, questions are raised that extend all the way into the concept of the
political: for example, the question of which of the three aims of war is to be prioritised: the elimination of the enemy
army, the destruction of its arms, or the occupation of its territory and the pacification of its populace. Schmitt tries to
be categorical: ‘war is the existential negation of the enemy’ (CP 33); one cannot wage it, for example, purely on
economic grounds. But that doesn’t prevent us from imagining a war fought on the basis of firepower alone, an
exchange between missiles and interceptors taking place in a ‘neutral’ space such as the exosphere, with no loss of
human life, a war that would nevertheless bring the enemy to its knees by allowing whichever side didn’t run out of
weapons to emerge as victor. For the vanquished side would thereby be utterly exposed and hence subject to existential
negation even though no killing took place. One must henceforth also imagine, more bloodlessly still, perhaps, a cyber
war whereby one side renders the enemy’s weapons operating systems inactive before those weapons can be
unleashed.
Such a conception of combat, however, excludes the very principle that appears to constitute and sustain our
understanding of war, namely the inflicting of physical pain up to and including death, and hence Schmitt’s insistence
on an extreme enmity with ‘physical killing’ (ibid.). The ‘enemy concept’ is based on an idea of combat from which
‘all peripherals must be left aside (. . . ) including military details and the development of weapons technology’ (CP
32). Conversely, then, it should be possible to imagine a war fought on the basis of a purely physical engagement,
unarmed combat, something like a wrestling match to the death undertaken by two champions, by two armies, or by
two populations. But it would be naïve to suppose that the opposition between a war fought purely between weapons
systems, and a war fought purely between bodies, was an opposition between a technological and a non-technological
war. The ‘arming’ of the body for offensive purposes — or for any other purpose — begins with the training and
development of the body itself, its instrumentalisation or indeed technologisation, a technologisation that can no doubt
be understood to be in effect even ‘before’ that, in the mind. The technology, or at least technique, of combat does not
wait for the invention of this or that type of weaponry in order to set itself in play.
Indeed, war is necessarily posited on the development of technology; to the extent, perhaps, of being its
condition of possibility. What we think of traditionally as the first technological inventions, rudimentary tools such as
a sharpened stones, would appear to be produced simultaneously for aiding in cultivation and for use as offensive
weapons. And the use of such weapons obviously involves putting a distance between the opposing bodies that wield
them, enabling the body of the attacker to act at a distance as much as to protect that body from the opponent’s
aggression. In contrast, it is difficult not to understand Schmitt’s front, and thus his combat, and thus his politics, as a
nostalgia for an aristocratico-homoerotic form of physical competition, something decidedly Spartan in its conception
and decidedly symmetrical in its execution, beginning with a handshake even as it ends with physical killing. Schmitt
imagines a war of existential negation and physical killing, posited on a confrontation from which peripherals such as
weapons technology have been left aside. But war is at the same time ‘armed combat’, fought with weapons whose
‘essence . . . is that [they are] ameans of physically killing human beings’ (CP 32–33). Thus the technological necessity
is introduced as soon as it has been discounted, even if its distancing or ‘peripheralising’ effect remains
unacknowledged.
Acknowledging the technological necessity would, after all, mean acknowledging that the front is a
confrontation between weapons rather than bodies, that however crude such weapons be — and whether the arm be
some form of offensive sword or defensive shield — they are what one leads with into the fray, and what performs the
physical killing. The weapon of war is a front whose back is the soldier wielding it; humans are increasingly behind
the military technology they unleash, behind both in the sense of more and more remotely producing and controlling it,
and behind in the sense of being removed, by their weapons, from the front, the front of the front, where it has its
effects.
As long as existential negation and physical killing remain the objects of war, a cruel calculus will be in
operation whereby technology provides a surplus of life to the winning side. And increasingly as teletechnological
advances allow the living to remove themselves from the theatre of war, that calculus will function according to a

different type of perversity. It will not be a matter simply of saying that the lives on our (winning) side are protected
by our superior technology; that our technological offence defends and saves our soldiers (and wives and children), in
the same way that our other technological advantages — for example, medical technologies — prolong and save our
lives whether military or civilian, whether in war or in peace. For the surplus of life that technology gives our side is
predicated on a loss of life on the other side. More of them must die, and our technology affords us protection not
simply by saving us but by killing them. But neither does that mean a simple economy of sacrifice whereby they are
offered up for our survival. Firstly, because no economy of sacrifice is simple. The loss of life on the sacrificed or
conquered side accrues to the victorious as the surplus of their survival. It is, as it were, a different form of life that
thereby accrues to them. Their life is enhanced by being permitted to continue proportionately as life on the other side
is lost, but not according to a rationalisable ratio. Secondly, a simple economy of sacrifice is not at work because in
this life-for-life exchange there operates the hidden ‘labor’ of technology, to which the living on the victorious side,
and, conversely or perversely, the dead on the losing side, are indebted. Technology has become in this sense not only
the messenger and purveyor of death that we often take it to be, but also the carrier of life. By acting at a distance, by
acting as the front in this exchange of life and death, by performing combat on behalf of and instead of the living,
technology has come not only to represent but to perform a function of living, and not only to protect but to produce
life.
There is another front that Schmitt brings into play in his politics of enmity, which threatens to add a whole other layer
of complication to his model. It runs between the political concept and other domains that, he considers, can and
should be excluded from the discussion, namely ‘moral, aesthetic, economic, or other distinctions’ that would ‘weaken’
the friend-enemy antithesis (CP 27, 28). Schmitt aims to protect the coherence of his concept from two main versions
of such distinctions: firstly, traditional moral or theological discourses—from Machiavelli to Hobbes, Bossuet, de
Maistre, Fichte, and (sometimes) Hegel—which participate in political theories that ‘presuppose man to be evil’ (CP
61); and secondly, forms of liberalism, indeed ‘every typical liberal manifestation’ that gives ‘every political concept a
double face’, allowing it to be clouded by ‘ethical or moral pathos’ on the one hand, and ‘materialist economic reality’
on the other (CP 71). It is precisely in contrast to the abstractions of morality, aesthetics and economics represented by
such discourses that Schmitt defines the political as the polemical; he might therefore be understood to be rescuing not
just the political, but also the polemical from rhetorical abstractness, returning polemic to its literal Greek sense, that
which relates to war.
There is thus a literalist and materialist presumption to his notions of the front, combat and physical killing,
and by extension, to his concept of the political, but one whose circumscription, like any such presumption, is difficult
to maintain. In the first place, one cannot imagine a war without a discursive apparatus behind it, from the simplest
performative declaration to the whole dense mass of political rhetoric that forewarns of it, rallies around it and
explicates or justifies it. Whereas Schmitt might base the political on physical killing precisely in order to determine it
as a domain of action rather than words, the logic of his argument is not to reduce the political to combat, for that
would negate it, nor does he want war itself to function perpetually as the guarantor of the political: ‘It is by no means
as though the political signifies nothing but devastating war and every political deed a military action, by no means as
though every nation would be uninterruptedly faced with the friend-enemy alternative vis-àvis every other nation . . .
the political does not reside in the battle itself . . . but in the mode of behavior which is determined by this possibility’
(CP 33, 37). What he requires is rather the ‘ever present possibility’ (CP 32) or the ‘real possibility’ (CP 33) of
combat; something between a distant and abstract possibility and perpetual physical killing, on the basis of which
people will establish who their friends and who their enemies are. But Schmitt’s ‘ever present possibility’ will need to
function more like an ever present threat if it is to motivate citizens to group themselves according to amity and
enmity. Similarly, those citizens would have to react with fear to the ever present possibility of combat in uniting
themselves as a political entity; or, if not with fear, with at least with some combination of the ratiocinative and
emotive, some adrenal release, such as one would expect to come into play in a situation of even potential existential
negation. The fact is that, however much he seeks to install the combat-politics relation as a simplifying principle, in
insisting on the close relation between the extreme experience of physical killing (or dying) and the political, Schmitt
has activated a complicated semiotic and rhetorical network, a network relating to death, on the one hand, and to the
politics of war on the other. It should happen, he thinks, that we look across the way, conceive of our potential
existential negation approaching us from over there, that we consequently look for and at our friends around us, and so
come to do politics, without any moral, aesthetic, economic or other distinctions being enacted. But given what gets
mobilised in the event of even the possibility of existential negation, one doubts it can happen that way.
There is, after all, a whole mythological rhetoric, and rhetorical mythology of combat; indeed, a whole
mythology, mythology in general, and a whole rhetoric, rhetoric in general, starting with the Iliad, that takes combat as

its necessary condition and dominant narrative instance. As a consequence, there would be no literature without
combat, no narrative that didn’t proffer the situation of war as either the heads or tails of its tales of love and romance.
In a literature that was close to Schmitt in a number of ways, Ernst Jünger celebrated, as we know, the lure of a
‘yearning for great experience, such as we had never known. . . The war was our dream of greatness, power and glory.
. . There is no lovelier death in the world.’4 Once combat comes to be the hallowed experience that Jünger understood
it to be, it cannot easily be again reduced to the simple literality of real physical killing. Instead, it rejoins religious or
amorous experience in terms of its level of psychic, and along with that, rhetorical investment.
We should not, therefore, expect that the soldiers of a given political entity attack and kill their enemies along
a line of confrontation on the basis of an unmediated response to the bellicose exhortations of their side. Indeed, even
if we were to presume that politicised citizens, and their martial representatives, could be induced to act like obedient
automatons, attacking and killing fellow humans simply because the latter were declared to be enemies, without any
other motive or motivation (moral, aesthetic or economic: ‘they are more evil, more ugly, more wealthy’, or ‘they are
doing us harm, in bad taste, and making us poorer’), we would still have, somehow, to account for their recourse to
violence on a scale that exceeds that of everyday political experience; or indeed, reading Jünger, we would have to deal
with an account of that violence that described it as far exceeding the political, acceding to the level of hallowed
experience. We would have to presume, short of the fantasy of a totally unthinking and unfeeling human military
machine for which, however, it is doubtful that a concept of the political could have any sense, that the existential
negation of an enemy such as Schmitt conceives of, is impossible, if not without invoking moral, aesthetic or
economic considerations, then at least by activating some psychological effect, something like courage or fear on the
one hand, and a will to violence or cruelty on the other.
On one side and the other, that would seriously complicate the political concept in its relation to combat.
Jünger’s Storm of Steel might be read, in very selective terms, as a literary application of (or rather, precedent for) The
Concept of the Political: ‘It has always been my ideal in war to eliminate all feelings of hatred and to treat my enemy
as an enemy only in battle’ (SS 52). Similarly, Jünger’s war is conceived of in almost Pancratic terms, as the arena
where an aristocratic few are ‘encircled by a nimbus of romance, even in the most material of wars, owing to their
insatiable daredevilry’ (SS 211). But that dispassionate and sporting approach to combat is quickly understood to lay
the groundwork less for politics than for an ethics of military virtù, dominated of course by courage. Thus, eliminating
all feelings of hatred and treating the enemy as an enemy only in battle goes hand in hand with ‘honour[ing] him as a
man according to his courage’ (SS 52). A discourse of courage redeems physical killing from murder, violence and
cruelty, and elevates it to become war; with the addition of courage, bloodlust becomes calm and invulnerability.
However, although it serves as the basis for the rhetoric of combat, courage itself has little semantic clarity. It is both
passive, a form of patience designed to exorcise fear, and hyperactive, a recklessness mobilised in the exploit; both
endurance and impulsion: ‘I have always pitied the coward, in whom battle arouses a series of hellish tortures, while
the spirit of the brave man merely rises the higher to meet a chain of exciting experiences’ (SS 158).
Once courage is associated with ‘exciting experiences’, or even invulnerability, it can no longer preserve its
moral integrity and very quickly becomes psychologised. Offensive courage, taken to the extreme, becomes more or
less indistinguishable from the destructive drive. Jünger therefore appears far from Schmitt in the heat of combat —
which we might still presume to be the essence of the political — described as a beckoning ‘carnival of carnage’ (SS
308), a political scene determined in its essence by ‘the overpowering desire to kill’: ‘Every one was mad and beyond
reckoning; we had gone over the edge of the world into superhuman perspectives . . . I was boiling with a fury now
utterly inconceivable to me’ (SS 254–55). The soldier is then acting under the ‘spell of primeval instincts’ and relies on
the pure literality of blood to impose a transcendent clarity over rhetorical imprecision: ‘It is not till blood has flowed
that the mist gives way in his soul . . . It is only then that he becomes once more a soldier of to-day’ (263). Indeed, this
indistinguishable confusion of a (perhaps repressed) desire for selfpreservation and an ‘impulse of annihilation’ (SS
257), what Jünger also refers to as the ‘godlike and the bestial inextricably mixed’ (SS 255), and which finds its
expression and confirmation in the knowledge that there is blood flowing, that life has no more mystery but is exposed
as the explicit itself, serves as a powerful allegory of ‘the activity of our two instinctual impulses, the life instincts and
the death instincts’.5
Jünger’s war journal emphasises what Schmitt’s theory of a political dependent on combat requires, namely the
blood without which there is no combat. 6 Blood, finally, defines the front that defines the combat that defines the
enemy that defines the political. Blood is the front at its most animate, and trench warfare, ‘the bloodiest, wildest, and
most brutal of all warfare’ saves and protects combat on behalf of life: ‘Of all the nerve-wracking moments of war
none is so formidable as the meeting of two storm-troop leaders between the narrow walls of the trench. There is no

retreat and no mercy then. Blood sounds in the shrill cry that is wrung like a nightmare from the breast’ (SS 235). In
spite of sloshing knee-, waist- or chest-deep in mud and shit and it, blood is the solid core of the front. Without the
blood of trench warfare, war degenerates into ‘an uninteresting butchery’, that of various forms of the
teletechnological. For just as Schmitt’s front is problematised by motorisation, Jünger must deal with the paradox of a
front that, seen up close, is double, its two sides separated by a no-man’s-land that is laid waste by ‘the mightiest
demonstrations of material force’ (SS 101), by a ‘scientific war’ transforming a natural landscape into ‘the sameness of
the machine-made article’ (SS 109). Once what he calls ‘chivalry’ cedes the upper hand to machinery in this way (SS
110), once the integrity of the front is called into question, there is nothing to stop war from becoming bureaucratised
(SS 285), eventually running the risk of being ‘ordered from the rear and by the map’ (SS 291–92). That is the problem
of the Pakistani woman’s American boyfriend. The front of a chivalrous corps (on horseback or on foot), locked in
courageous mortal embrace with an enemy, gets divided, prised apart by a technology that gives that front a limitlessly
self-extending back.
In such a conception and experience of war, the life lost is life that is lost because, outside of the trench, lives are not
lost in the same way. The life lost is the life of the fatal embrace, the esprit of that desperate corps-à-corps. As in
Schmitt, it is, in a sense, lost to technology, which, in a variation of the logic outlined previously, must necessarily
gain (by) it. Here, however, it is not a matter of suggesting that fewer lives or less life are/is lost thanks to technology.
Proportionally as war becomes materialised by technoscience, the courage of the fighter leads to greater daredevilry.
And proportionally as bureaucratised generals direct a technologised war at some remove from the front, troops are
unwisely committed to the trenches. By keeping their distance, by inscribing a technological distance between
command headquarters and the trench, the bureaucrats are adding to the intensity of the combat, causing more blood to
flow. According to this paradox of Jünger’s logic, to cause more death, to provoke a bloodier combat, is to produce
more life. Thanks to technology, it is as if the life-death blood of the trench flows across the cratered landscape, back
to the generals’ tent. If life is best attained, sustained, even superseded or transcended in and by close combat to the
death, and if technological distanciation is a retreat (away) from that triumph, consecration or apotheosis of life, then
the space constituted by technology — all the way from a no-man’s-land sea of craters dug out by machines, to a
remote controlled war-by-the-map — is also a space filled by life, however improbable that may seem. Furthermore, if
technology is defined as teletechnology, as a distancing or retreat from the real life-death of the trenches, and if —
superimposing Schmitt now — the blood in the trenches flows not in vain but as a direct link to the life of political
community that it defines, upholds and protects, then we can understand technology to be what installs the very space
that is required for frontal combat, on the one hand, to define politics, and, on the other hand, to keep itself at a safe
distance from the political entity that would otherwise be in a permanent state of (civil) war, or else reduced to an
amalgam of private amities or enmities. The blood of the front must represent the lifeblood of a political entity that it
nevertheless keeps as bloodless as possible. If the political is to be kept alive, blood must flow elsewhere. Only
(tele)technology can perform the necessary distanciation; hence technology is co-extensive with life, all the way to the
bloody ecstasy of trench warfare.
The technological extension of the trench should also be understood as a teletropology. A certain rhetorical arc or
parabola, like a gravity’s rainbow, bends open the space of the front, in spite of Schmitt’s resistance to any moral,
aesthetic, economic or other complication of the sphere of combat. Whether it be Jünger’s blood as mist-lifter, or the
approximation of a map that doesn’t show the real lay of the land and, as it were, invisibly sends soldiers in the wrong
direction, or the missivemissile that opens adestinational space in general, the contamination that creeps into the
supposed necessary relation between politics and combat will take some form of the discursive other of pure action. In
the simplest sense, Schmitt’s combatant is supposed to speak directly for the political entity; but increasingly as the
relation involves a space of mediation — for example, the distanciation and technologisation of the front—it also
involves a tropologisation.
Perhaps we should understand it as the space of translation. Derrida did, as we know, locating it at the end of II.1 of
Finnegans Wake, where Joyce writes ‘And he war.’ That would make it bounded by an arc of differance, on several
fronts.
First of all, by means of the narration of mock-biblical apocalyptic events in the passage in question:
Of their fear they broke, they ate wind, they fled; where they ate there they fled; of their fear they fled, they
broke away. Go to, let us extol Azrael with our harks, by our brews, on our jambses, in his gaits. To
Mezouzalem with the Dephilim, didits dinkun’s dud? Yip! Yup! Yarrah! And let Nek Nekulon extol Mak
Makal and let him say unto him: Immi ammi Semmi. And shall not Babel be with Lebab? And he war . . .

Great is him whom is over Ismael and he shall mekanek of Mak Nakulon. And he deed.
Uplouderamainagain!
For the Clearer of the Air from on high has spoken . . .7
For if God, as logos that is in the beginning, inaugurates discourse, the myth of Babel makes clear that that
inauguration leads directly to its own problematisation. That is to say, if God is the logos he presumes to be, and
which the logos presumes him to be, the discourse that he inaugurates will remain undifferentiated or undifferantiated,
flawless communication of truth, a discourse that is not one, just some sort of limpid transmission of what never needs
to be said. But, according to the same logic, for Babel to come about, for competition to arise between heavenly and
earthly powers, that ‘discourse’ of God, a discourse of his truth and priority, must not have been understood. The
(second) fall, that has as its material and technological fallout the collapse of the tower of Babel, must therefore have
already taken place. The judgement of cultural and linguistic difference that God visits upon the Shems—‘the Lord
scattered them abroad from thence upon the face of all the earth . . . the Lord did there confound the language of all the
earth’ (Genesis 11:8–9) — must already have been a fact or situation that they were precisely attempting to protect
themselves from (‘let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad’ [Genesis 11:4]). Babel is thus the après-coup
symptom of originary trouble with an undifferentiated logos, its revelation as differance. It inscribes in an explosive
way, and in a pugnacious manner, the opening of discourse within discourse, the space of its difference that allows
language to mean and allows rhetoric to flourish. In the second place, or in other words, as Joyce lets slip with the
sentence ‘And he war’, God’s self-imposition, his lording over the builders of the tower, the means by which he was
the I that I am, is, as the context of Finnegans Wake again bears out, a declaration of war. God declares war on the
Shems and gives them their comeuppance by sowing the confusion — cultural and linguistic difference — that will, in
one way or another, be the basis of every subsequent conflict. God inaugurates war both constatively (‘you will
henceforth differentiate yourselves on the basis of language and ethnicity and deal with the conflicts that arise as a
result’) and performatively (‘whoosh—did you hear that tower fall? — it was the sound of war(s) to come without
ceasing, get used to it’).
But, contrary to what we — and no doubt Schmitt — might presume, wars do not in fact arise because there is
too much difference, too much of a separation between cultures, religions and languages, a clear and distinct front of
incomprehension and incommunicability, but because there is too little difference, because there is differance
conceived of in its most straightforward sense, ruination of absolute difference, bi-lingualism and corruption of
linguistic homogeneity, cross-cultural and cross-frontier commerce and intercourse, intermarriage, and so on. All of
that renders impossible, and so radicalises attempts to preserve the purity or unity of this or that ethnic entity or
alignment, however real or phantasmatic it be to begin with. God’s stroke of belligerent genius consists less in saying
that humankind will henceforth be forced to deal with the Babelic confusion of different languages than in imposing
the Babelic insecurity of imperfect communicability, whether between and among languages, or (as the Shems seemed
not to understand as they constructed their direct vertical line of communication to the heavens), within any given
language. Finnegans Wake, of course, stages that both in the familial conflict that comes to a head in this section of the
novel, and in its linguistic performance in general.
Thirdly, therefore, not only does war break out because of linguistic and other such differences, it also breaks
out in language. That happens as soon as something like ‘and he was’ comes to be written as ‘and he war’. For the
sentence remains intelligible in two ways or on two sides: on one side, for example, it is both an ‘and he was’ that has
slipped into German, and a portmanteau that condenses the verb ‘to be’ and the neologistic verb ‘to war’; on the other
side, at the same time, it installs and retains within itself an irreducible element or structure of incomprehensibility.
Any war could be understood as a function of that phenomenon, not just, I am suggesting, in its metaphoric sense; not
just as the specifically linguistic version of irreconcilable difference(s), but because the ruination of absolute
difference, the necessity and impossibility of translation as a problem of the frontier and therefore as potential war is,
in the first instance, or one of its first instances, a fact of language at the beginning of culture. Translation is the
technological doubling of language that takes place across a frontier. It is the originary differance of language made
manifest, as though mechanised. Once there is translation (and, to repeat, there is translation as soon as there is even
one language), there is semiautomatic doubling, whether a machinery of words substituted rapidfire one for one, or a
sophisticated rhetoric of approximation. Such an inscription of the front within language and between languages is a
beginning of the mortal combat that will divide friend from enemy and define the political in Schmitt’s sense.
Although a ‘precultural’ or prelinguistic human might look across a natural barrier and decide to attack another such
human on the other side, that simple atavistic aggression would not, for Schmitt, constitute a political act requiring the
level of conceptualisation that we surveyed at the beginning of this essay. If Schmitt were to analyse fully the dilution

of the front that he laments because of motorisation, he would need to look at the problematisation of the concept(ion)
of the political that is the translation in and of language. The shifting or divided front does not begin with a
technological expansion of the trench, but rather inside the very concept of the political, at least as soon as it requires a
concept of the enemy (and of combat, and of the front, and of blood that flows), and no doubt before, in the concept of
the concept. Language, as both mechanical instrument and as conceptualising function, fundamentally inheres in the
technologisation of the human, in the hominid evolution and grouping into some form of community that will
eventually find its way to being a polis and to building a tower. And the tower of Babel is not just an affront to God
without also being a front in the sense of an imperial challenge to surrounding communities: ‘Go to, let us build a city
and a tower, whose top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad’ (Genesis
11:4). The construction of the tower is, as the Shems explicitly state, simultaneously the production of a name that
functions as the cohering force of unitary homogenisation. Prevention against being scattered abroad is assured both by
the name and by the tower, as functions of a fortress mentality on the basis of which everything and every one not so
cohering will be perceived as seditious and inimical. The tower marks a specific instance of homonisation as
technologisation, which God must punish not only because the front is in the first place drawn in the heavens and in
God’s face, nor simply because the Shems’ affront takes the form of a superior and disrespectful level of cultural and
technological sophistication, but also because the somewhat slow and dimwitted God that he is that he is comes to
realise that when he created this race of bipeds he created them as technological animals, astride the frontier between
animal and god, or beast and sovereign, originarily at war with and within themselves, originarily a ‘bio-synthetic
alloy’. 8
This is not, as we know, God’s first geopolitical blunder. Supposedly, however, the Shems’ effrontery didn’t
bring to an end the Noahic covenant, instituted after the failure of the Adamic covenant. God went down, confounded
their language and scattered them abroad, but life went on. He did a little precision bombing without provoking a
major diplomatic incident. This was not the fire next time implicitly threatened two chapters previously, when God
promised no more floods to destroy the earth and produced a rainbow to seal the pact: ‘I do set my bow in the cloud,
and it shall be for a token of the covenant between me and the earth. And it shall come to pass, when I bring a cloud
over the earth, that the bow shall be seen in the cloud: And I will remember my covenant, which is between me and
you and every living creature of all flesh; and the waters shall no more become a flood to destroy all flesh’ (Genesis 9:
13–15). The rainbow is however, quite literally, a meteor (‘in meteorology, any atmospheric phenomenon, as hail, a
rainbow, etc.’ Websters). Between chapters 9 and 11 of Genesis, between the rainbow after the flood and the
destruction of the tower of Babel, God made what, for godwatchers, would have to be interpreted as a major
diplomatic pronouncement. He installed two types of fire in the sky: both the ballistic arc of the surface-to-surface
projectile, and the as if straight vertical trajectory of the air-to-ground missile, and warned of his prerogative to have
recourse to either. Narratively speaking, he refined his technology, and thereafter distinguished more clearly between
living creatures in general and those constituting his political enemy, between non-belligerents and belligerents. He
abandoned total destruction in favor of the precision strike. But when the flood is considered in the context of the
attack on the World Speak Tower, one is forced to understand that every vertical blow has its arc of destruction, that
there is always a collateral radius of death. The tower of Babel was no doubt indiscriminately a surveillance centre and
a citadel, and a place of worship and a university. Or even if it were simply a tower for a tower’s sake, being built by a
well-paid non-civilian construction team, one can be reasonably sure that the dead were not all military. The
communiqué says only that ‘they [my italics] left off to build the city’ (Genesis 11:8), but we can be sure that not even
God was able to avoid civilian casualties absolutely.
The rainbow does therefore, in a sense, deliver on what it promises: better technology, less indiscriminate
killing, military precision, reduced collaterality. But more than that, technology functions within its own
meteorological arc, in a sense as naturally as a rainbow. Technology is that very arc of natural precipitation, or at least
the refraction of such a natural precipitation out of itself. That can mean a number of things. Firstly, tautologically,
technology is, in peace as much as in war. Secondly, banally, technology saves life as well as it destroys life, whether
in peace or war. Thirdly, mathematically, precision technology may be capable of reducing civilian casualties in war,
reducing the collateral radius, but it requires, as a result, a calculus that is equally precise in its cynicism,measuring the
value of a particular enemy target and by extension the value, in terms of expendability, of those to be found near that
target, whether an associate, wife or child. Finally, conceptually, therefore, high-technological warfare is, by definition,
no less than carpet bombing, a wanton breach of the front between combatant and non-combatant.
The technology of war describes its own arc of death and destruction. Within it, there is more or less death and
destruction; outside it, life continues, remains, survives (albeit it in another technological arena with its own arc of

death, and even, of course, in a putative non-technological nature where, thanks to lightning, rain and all the rest,
nature is capable of ‘technologically’ exceeding itself with fatal results). The receding or expanding technological arc
puts into effect its own shifting front, between the death within it and the life surviving outside it; in that no-man’sland, there is survival, or what Derrida more accurately calls survivance,9 thanks in one sense to the precision of
technology, but also in the sense of a living that technology defines and produces. Where life goes on is not just where
technology has left it to be, but rather where the front between life and technology is recognised as the fiction that is
always was. It is not just that technological precision recedes or expands, but also that a life that was always already a
negotiation with technology expands or recedes in converse. The life that lives on on the threshold of technological
destruction is a life that survives at the same time beyond, by, and in technology.
To Joyce’s letting slip ‘and he war’ might be juxtaposed the earlier one — if ‘slip’ is what it is — recounted by Freud
in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, when the ‘good little boy’ we understand to be his grandchild Ernst makes it ‘quite
clear that he had no desire to be disturbed in his sole possession of his mother’:
Throwing away the object so that it was gone might satisfy an impulse of the child’s, which was suppressed in
his actual life, to revenge himself on his mother for going away from him. In that case it would have a defiant
meaning: ‘All right, then, go away! I don’t need you. I’m sending you away myself.’ A year later, the same boy
whom I had observed at his first game used to take a toy if he was angry with it, and throw it on the floor,
exclaiming: ‘Go to the fwont!’ He had heard at that time that his absent father was ‘at the front’, and was far
from regretting his absence; on the contrary he made it quite clear that he had no desire to be disturbed in his
sole possession of his mother. 10
‘Go to the fwont!’ is Strachey’s genial translation for ‘Geh’ in K(r)ieg!’ Much could be made of this shibboleth in the
form of a rhotacism (whereby [r] becomes [w] — ‘wound the wagged wocks the wagged wascal wan’, was the ditty
my father mocked me with sufficient to tease me out of my impairment by means of a gentle shock and awe therapy)
occurring on the frontier between German and (mostly) British English. Much could be exploited among the different
technological effects it generates as, on the English side, it comes full circle from the Nordic and Germanic via
Scottish and Northern English, across to the American Eastern seaboard and into the wide gamut of variants among
different historical and ethnic communities in the US. What sort of front is a consonant? What form of passive, or
passive-aggressive, resistance takes place when one fails or refuses to utter it in its supposed purity? Could we posit
linguistic performance — from 42,000 dead Ephraimites, to Pier Gerlofs Donia’s Frisian rebellion, or the Parsley
massacre — as the first technology of war? ‘Speak, speak like us, speak correctly, or die. Your tongue will be your
weapon, your first line of defence; if you use it badly you will be defeated and condemned by a superior technology.
We shall smite you with our sword only after having earned the right by virtue of our smooth-functioning tongue’. A
speech impediment (I am consciously using the term that carries military baggage [Lat., impedimenta, army supply
train]) must, in any case, represent the fall into technology of (an always already technological) language. By means of
it language ceases working naturally, breaks down, becomesmechanically defective, requires orthopedic intervention.
On the side of the English, then, as Strachey interprets it, an explicit defensive strategy transforms ‘front’ into ‘fwont’.
On the German side, as practiced by little Ernst, a more passive omission of the troublesome consonant, a form of
neutrality perhaps. Between the two, between ‘Kieg’ and ‘fwont’, some sort of front remains to be identified; a front
that is as empty of meaning as the phonemic distinctions between one language and another, yet capable of signifying
an ethnolinguistic casus belli. On one side and the other that front would extend from the home hearth, where mother
and child jealously guard their supposed uninterrupted intimacy, waiting patiently on the verge of the political, all the
way to where the war is waged in earnest and where Ernst wants to consign all usurpers to. The war at the front, the
war of the front, necessarily becomes little Ernst’s war, if for no other reason than because every war combines his
atavistic right to self-defense (‘nothing in the present Charter shall impair the inherent right of individual or collective
self-defence if an armed attack occurs against a Member of the United Nations’) and some version of the Oedipal
drama. ‘Go to the fwont!’ says Ernst, or else ‘Go to waw!’, and he wars, against all prospective interlopers. He wars,
but his tongue breaks, his language technologises, itself and the front, extending and dividing it. Jünger’s trench,
Schmitt’s front, full German-English confrontation, stretches to breaking point. The front loses its outer limits.
Germanenglish is Englishgerman, Ernst’s k(r)ieg Strachey’s fwont, the consonantal pickets uprooted, an r on one side
a w on the other: war, raw.
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III
et’s return, then, to the question of the body and the political in a lexicon less freighted with the Promethean
impulses and transcendental longings characteristic of what Niklas Luhmann would call an “old European”
(and, it goes without saying, thoroughgoingly anthropocentric) perspective.1 Having thus pried apart Agamben
and Foucault, we are thus in a better position to emphasize two further dimensions of Foucault’s thinking of the
biopolitical: one positive or affirmative, and one negative or at least equivocal. The first derives from Foucault’s
rethinking of the political subject as one who is “before”the law, “underneath” and antecedent to the juridicopolitical
order. What Maurizio Lazzarato calls Foucault’s radical “displacement” of the problem of sovereignty doesn’t neglect
it but merely points out that “the grounding force will not be found on the side of power, since power is ‘blind and
weak’” (as Foucault puts it) — hence, its growing need, in an increasingly complex and differentiated field of
operation, for the various techniques of management, surveillance, and so on that it deploys.2 What we are dealing
with here is not a withdrawal of sovereignty and the law, but rather, as Esposito puts it, how the pivot of real political
power gradually shifts from the domain of legal codes and sanctions to “the immanent level of rules and norms that are
addressed instead to bodies.”3 Politics, law, and economics now function primarily not in a “topdown” but in
“bottomup” fashion, and become operators for the effective management of the health, wellbeing, and increase of the
population, conceived now as an object of biological intervention. As Jeffrey Nealon characterizes it, “biopower forges
an enabling link between the seemingly ‘universal’ categories of population or demography and the ‘individual’
idiosyncrasies of everyday life. And the proper name for that link is the ‘norm.’”4 “Norms” are thus addressed neither
to individual rights holders nor, in Esposito’s words, to “their confluence in a people defined as the collective subject
of a nation, but rather to the living being in the specificity of its constitution.”5 But that very “specificity,” precisely
because of its own complexity, which increases all the more as new regimes of knowledge are brought to bear on it,
contains new challenges, new “aleatory” elements that must be managed and directed. As Lazzarato argues, three
important points follow from this: first, “biopolitics is the form of government taken by a new dynamic of forces that,
in conjunction, express power relations that the classical world could not have known”; 6 second, “the fundamental
political problem of modernity is not that of a single source of sovereign power, but that of a multitude of forces . . . .
If power, in keeping with this description, is constituted from below, then we need an ascending analysis of the
constitution of power dispositifs”; and, third, “Biopower coordinates and targets a power that does not properly belong
to it, that comes from the ‘outside.’ Biopower is always born of something other than itself .” 7
Here, then — with Foucault’s emphasis on bodies “before” the law — we find a potentially creative, aleatory
element that inheres in the very gambit of biopower, one not wholly subject to the thanatological drift of a biopolitics
subordinated to the paradigm of sovereignty. Or, in Nealon’s words, in Foucault the power relation names not “a
‘negative’ relation of domination between concrete objects, institutions, or persons, but a ‘positive’ relation among
virtual forces. ” 8 Indeed, the political payoff of Foucault’s analyses of the mechanisms of governmentality resides in
no small part in their anatomy of how the machinery of power races to maintain control over the forces it has brought
into its orbit — forces that derive in no small part from animal bodies (both human and nonhuman) that are not always
already abjected, as they are in Agamben. 9 Quite the contrary, those bodies are enfolded via biopower in struggle and
resistance, and because those forces of resistance are thereby produced in specifically articulated forms, through
particular dispositifs , there is a chance — and this marks in no small part Foucault’s debt to Nietzsche (as both
Esposito and Deleuze point out) — for life to burst through power’s systematic operation in ways that are more and
more difficult to anticipate. 10 Power / knowledge complexifies the political resource called the “body,” and complexity
increases risk. Thus, as Lazzarato notes, Foucault actually “interprets the introduction of ‘life into history’
constructively because it presents the opportunity to propose a new ontology, one that begins with the body and its
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potential,” over and against the prevailing Western tradition of understanding the political subject as above all a
“subject of law.” 11 Indeed, Lazzarato argues, one of Foucault’s key insights is that without factoring “freedom” and
the “resistance of forces” into the equation as constitutive, “the dispositifs of modern power remain
incomprehensible.”12
This compels us, then, to firmly distinguish between biopolitics in its declension toward sovereignty as
constitutive and biopolitics as a relation of bodies, forces, technologies, and dispositifs which, by definition , could
entail no such formal symmetry between sovereignty and bare life of the sort we find in Agamben (and, as it turns out,
in Badiou and Žižek). Consequently, biopolitics is above all a “strategic” arrangement that coordinates power relations
“in order to extract a surplus of power from living beings,” rather than “the pure and simple capacity to legislate or
legitimize sovereignty.”13 And here, what looks like a fairly direct line of descent between Rancière’s “dissensus” and
Foucault’s “resistance” turns out to be, on closer inspection, an important difference. Rancière shares with Foucault the
desire to preserve the specificity of the political instance, of articulation and conjuncture (a specificity he finds
evacuated in Agamben’s ontotheology). But where he differs from Foucault is in his insistence that “a political subject,
as I understand it, is a capacity for staging . . . scenes of dissensus.”14 Indeed, Ranci.re returns to an essentially
Aristotelian determination of the political, insisting (classically enough) that “the question of politics begins when the
status of the subject able and ready to concern itself with the community becomes an issue.” 15 That is to say,
Rancière’s subject of politics turns out to embody a rather familiar form of intentionality, agency, and reciprocity as
constitutive of the political itself. What bears the accent in our analysis of Foucault here, however, is that “resistance”
and “freedom” are not to be thought as constitutively on the order of “persons” or agents in the traditional sense — not,
as Foucault famously put it in his rejection of the term “ideology,” of “something on the order of the subject” — but
rather of forces and bodies that only partially coincide with what we used to call the “subject” (indeed, with what we
call the “organic” — a point I’ll return to in some detail below). As Foucault puts it in an interview from 1977, “power
relations can get through to the very depths of bodies, materially, without having been relayed by the representation of
subjects. If power affects the body, it is not because it was fi rst internalized in people’s consciousness.”16 To put it
another way, it is relatively easy to change laws; it is more difficult to change bodies.
Resistance and agency, then, though they may overlap at strategic points, are not by any means coterminous.
And we could no more talk about resistance and bodies (including animal bodies) as a matter of agency pure and
simple than we could make a similar ascription to children and the forms of child sexuality Foucault studies. For as he
puts it in the same interview, “there is a network of biopower, of somaticpower that is itself a network from which
sexuality is born as a historical and cultural phenomenon within which we both recognize and lose ourselves.”17
Rather than remain within the subject / agency vs. object/ abjection opposition, then, the power of Foucault’s analysis
is to demonstrate just how unstable and mobile the lines are between political subject and political object — indeed, to
demonstrate how that entire vocabulary must give way to a new, more nuanced reconceptualization of political
effectivity. And equally important is that Foucault’s introduction of “life into history” — of the body in the broadest
sense into the political equation — does not lead directly and always already to an abjection for which the most
predictable tropes of animalization become the vehicle. For now, it becomes essential, as Lazzarato puts it, “to
presuppose the virtual ‘freedom’ of the forces engaged to understand the exercise of power.” 18 This
reconceptualization of political subjectivity (if one wants to continue to put it that way) is in no small part what
motivates a shift in Foucault’s thinking in the 1970s, when he moves from theorizing power on the model of warfare to
instead conceptualizing its multivalent and nonlinear nature based on “the potential, difference and autonomy of
forces.” 19 Foucault’s reorientation of the problem has the signal advantage of making the questions of freedom and
power questions of degrees and not of kind when it comes to the disposition of human and nonhuman bodies as those
are networked with each other and with technologies, practices, and disciplines which may cluster and coconstitute
them regardless of species designation.
Take, for example, the use of genetic markers and Estimated Breeding Values (EBVs) in contemporary
livestock breeding — a practice which is of a piece with the increasingly pervasive use of genetic knowledges in
biosciences generally, as Donna Haraway and Nikolas Rose (among others) have discussed in their very different
ways. EBVs constitute a statistical representation of an animal’s “genetic merit” based on standardized measurements
(an animal’s weight at x days old, or the depth or percentage of fat in a particular part of the animal’s body, and so
on), whereas genetic markers focus on actual genetic locations in the animal’s genome that are associated with various
traits such as meat tenderness. These are then indexed by private companies that conduct tests on blood and hair
samples to establish that a particular animal contains a high level of valuable genetic material, in effect quantifying

and linking to genetic markers the value and future performance of the animal and its offspring.20 As one study notes,
such practices “are strongly promoted by state institutions and private companies which claim that they are imperative
to modernizing and rationalizing livestock breeding,” in contrast to traditional breeding practices such as visual
appraisal (or breeding “by eye”) and examination of records of breeding ancestry. 21 But such practices have also given
rise to resistance in the form of “biosocial collectivities,” groups that form (as Rabinow, Rose, and others have argued)
in response to emerging scientific discourses of powerknowledge, and often on the basis of shared experience with the
blindnesses and oversimplifications of these new regimes (as in, for instance, collectivities formed by patients who
share medical experience with a particular condition and its treatment).22 What is important in the case of EBVs and
genetic markers is that these collectivities include nonhuman animals as coconstitutive with human beings in resisting
the articulations of a biopolitical dispositif in and through the body. Why specificially “biopolitical ” and not just
“biopower ”? Because such practices involve not just the insertion of animal bodies into farming assemblages
involving technologies, human beings, land, architectural spaces, and so on for the purposes of changing and
“maximizing” those bodies, but also the selection of individuals and populations as the bearers of particular traits to
suit the particular ends of capitalist enterprise. What we have here, in other words, is not just the operation of a new
“norm” but one whose benchmarks presuppose the production and sale of animal food products as a commodity for
profit.23 In resistance to this new norm, these new biosocial collectivities assert the importance of care, an intimate
understanding of the animal that one might even call “aesthetic,” non-“expert” knowledges, and practices of husbandry
that do not bear a direct linear relationship to efficiency and profit. For example, many breeders have pointed out that
all sorts of factors—some under the control of the breeder, some not—have influences that override genetic
composition, and those factors constitute a complex of human, animal, and inorganic relations that cannot be wholly
anticipated, much less quantified. As one breeder puts it,
"I know damn well that there are an awful lot of influences that are involved in the way a lamb grows and it’s
not all down to genetics. There’s a hell of a lot of external influences there. . . . Because things like prolapses
in sheep some of it is genetic, yes, but a lot of it is down to management. If you overfeed those ewes then they
are more likely to prolapse. . . . Same with mastitis and growth rates. I know they try to take account of
different effects, such as climate and stuff, but even on my farm I’ve got different land types. I know that
some fields are better than others, some might have a terrible time with worms or rain. Sheep do not do well
when it’s raining all summer, they hate it and don’t grow. That is not a genetic effect. It is purely a climate
effect and some sheep may fare better than others."24
These complex interactions of qualitatively different factors are made manifest in the animal’s body, and an
experienced, successful breeder’s constant adjustment to them is less like statistics and more like choreography,
engaging all of the senses and involving both close visual assessment of the animal’s comportment (what is often
called “the stockman’s eye”) and deft bodily touch. As one breeder puts it, “you may get these figures as good and
then you get there [to a bull sale] and he has a long plain face, which you absolutely hate, and you wouldn’t buy that”;
another notes, “you have got to handle them, got to handle them and feel the muscle on them and make sure they are
structurally sound, good feet and good jaw and everything.”25 In this light, if we take seriously everything that is
meant in Foucault’s lexicon of biopower by terms such as “bodies,” “forces,” “resistance” and their aleatory elements
— and this is perhaps harder to see in the rhetorical glare of terms like “freedom” and “power”—then we are forced to
understand power, freedom, and resistance as modalities of responding to an other who is also taken to be able to
respond, but it is a responding that takes place on the basis of forces and capacities that are in no way transparent, or
even necessarily accessible to, the subject who responds. In this sense, “resistance comes first” precisely because it
resides not just at the level of the body, ‘before” the subject who takes thought, but also in the recursive relations of
the body with its other—with all its others.
But as Esposito observes — to return to the main line of biopoliti-cal philosophy — all of this leaves us with
“a decisive question: if life is stronger than the power that besieges it, if its resistance doesn’t allow it to bow to the
pressure of power, then how do we account for the outcome obtained in modernity of the mass production of death?”
In short, “Why does biopolitics continually threaten to be reversed into thanatopolitics?” 26 Assuming a proximity to
Agamben that is greater than I would want to allow — and this is the negative or equivocal aspect of Foucault’s
thinking of the biopolitical that I mentioned earlier—Esposito argues that Foucault leaves hanging “the question of the
relation of modernity with its ‘pre,’ but also that of the relation with its ‘post.’ What was twentieth-century

totalitarianism with respect to the society that preceded it? Was it a limit, a tear, a surplus in which the mechanism of
biopower broke free . . . or, on the contrary, was it society’s sole and natural outcome?” 27 Are the Nazi death camps,
to use Agamben’s words, not “a historical fact and an anomaly belonging to the past,” but rather “the hidden matrix
and nomos of the political space in which we are still living”? 28 If the latter, then Foucault would be forced to join
Agamben in seeing genocide as the underlying paradigm and constitutive tendency of modernity.29 But such a
position, as Esposito points out, is at odds not only with Fou-cault’s strong sense of historical distinctions and
disjunctions, but also with the sense of life’s inevitable expression of itself through resistance that Lazzarato’s reading
underscores. And so, for Esposito, Foucault’s analysis of biopower ends at an impasse, caught between an essentially
affirmative view of the biopolitical and a thanatological one.
For Esposito, it is this impasse that the paradigm of “immunization” (one also explored by Derrida, Haraway,
and Luhmann, among others) helps us to avoid. In his view, Foucault is unable to develop the full implications of his
insight in the lectures of 1976 that “the very fact that you let more die will allow you to live more”; 30 he is unable to
see that the affirmative and thanatological dimensions of biopolitics — either “a politics of life or a politics over life,”
as Esposito puts it31 — are joined in a single mechanism. “This is where Foucault seeks out the black box of
biopolitics,” Esposito writes; “in the liminal space where death is not solely the archaic figure against which life
defines itself . . . but rather one of its inner folds, a mode — or tonality — of its own preservation.” 32 Like Derrida’s
pharmakon, it is “a gentle power that draws death into contact with life and exposes life to the test of death.”33 The
immunitary mechanism thus “saves, insures, and preserves the organism, either individual or collective, to which it
pertains, but it does not do so directly, immediately, or frontally.” 34
For Esposito, articulating the immunological mechanism with greater precision also allows us to make headway
on the question of the specifically modern character of biopolitics. It is certainly the case that the exercise of biopower
may be traced to the ancient world — in the availability of slave bodies to their masters, or in the politics of health and
hygiene in ancient Rome. But what distinguishes these from modern biopolitics is that such practices were oriented
toward a “collective, public, communal” objective.35 “Tracing it back to its etymological roots,” Esposito writes,
“immunitas is revealed as the negative or lacking [privata] form of communitas. If communitas is that relation, which
in binding its members to an obligation of reciprocal donation, jeopardizes individual identity, immunitas is the
condition of dispensation from such an obligation and therefore the defense against the expropriating features of
communitas.” 36 Such a paradigm can be traced to Hobbes,37 he argues, in light of whose concept of sovereignty the
actual underlying function of what we call “the individual” becomes clear. In reality, it is “the immunitary ideologeme
through which modern sovereignty implements the protection of life” — not of the “individual,” not even of “the
body,” but of “life” itself.38
Ideologically speaking, the discourse of “the person” or “the individual” doesn’t undo the split between the
bodily, the “animal” or corporeal on the one hand, and the rational element on the other, but rather serves as a means
for the latter to subjugate the former.39 Here, at the nexus of the “person” or the “individual” and the immunitary
mechanism, the biopolitical takes a specifically modern turn, as “the person” becomes the access point, as it were, to
life’s management and protection. It is with Nietzsche, however, that we find the “irreversible decline of this lexicon,”
the recognition that such a paradigm is unable to overcome the divisions it establishes between spirit and flesh, right
and life, reason and body.40 With Nietzsche, Esposito argues, the immunitary paradigm achieves its most distinctly
modern expression, because “the negative—that which contradicts order, norms, values — is taken on not only as an
indispensable element of human history in all its singular or social configurations that it assumes periodically, but
indeed as history’s productive impulse.”41 In Nietzsche we find “a new horizon of sense” in which “life” is thus
suddenly taken to be always already political, the “originary modality” of the politics. 42 As Esposito points out, “If an
individual subject of desire and knowledge is withdrawn from and antecedent to the forms of power that structure it; if
what we call ‘peace’ is nothing but the rhetorical representation of relations of force that emerge periodically out of
continuous conflict; if rules and laws are nothing other than rituals destined to sanction the domination of one over
another,” then the anticipation of Foucault’s genealogy of biopolitics is already clear. 43
In this light, Nietzsche’s “precocious understanding” is that in the years to come the real political terrain of
struggle “will be the one relative to redefining the human species” in relation to its shared borders with both the
“animal” and the inorganic (including, of course, the technological).44 From this vantage, Esposito writes, “in the
animalization of man something else is felt that appears to mark more the future of the human species and less the

ancestral past . . . [T]he destiny of the animal is enigmatically connected through man to him who can exceed him in
power and wisdom — to a man who is capable of redefining the meaning of his own species no longer in humanistic
or anthropological terms.”45 This makes more sense if we remember, as Vanessa Lemm reminds us in Nietzsche’s
Animal Philosophy, that for him “nature seeks the increasing pluralization of life,” and it is on this force that the human
must seize in the movement of its own self-realization: “human life cannot bring itself forth by strength alone, but
lives entirely out of and against its relation to other forms of life.” 46 And this is why, Lemm writes, in contrast to the
usual understanding of the Übermensch “as the mythic embodiment of the self-sufficient individual,” it “is neither an
expression of the human as a being independent from the rest of life or from the rest of its own species. Rather,
becoming overhuman is dependent upon one’s openness to the animality of the human being.”47
It is this radical dimension of the Nietzschean biopolitical that is amplified in Peter Sloterdijk’s famous (or
infamous) essay “Regeln für den Menschenpark” (“Rules for the Human Zoo”), where he maximizes the contrast
between Nietzsche’s “animal philosophy” and Heidegger’s “antivitalistic passion,” his insistence that man is not just
“an animal with a cultural or metaphysical addition.”48 What Heidegger’s humanism doesn’t grasp is that “man is the
shepherd of being” (to use Heidegger’s famous phrase) in a far more literal and fraught sense, one that will eventually
be realized by the contemporary realities of eugenics, bioengineering, and the selective manipulation of life at the most
elementary level. Sloterdijk writes,
"The humanist directs himself to the human, and applies to him his taming, training, educational tools,
convinced, as he is, of the necessary connection between reading, sitting, and taming.
Nietzsche . . . thought to see behind the horizon of scholarly mantaming a second, darker horizon. He
perceived a space in which the unavoidable battle over the direction of man-breeding would begin. . . .
This is the root of the basic conflict Nietzsche postulates for the future: the battle between those who
wish to breed for minimization and those who wish to breed for maximization of human function, or as we
might say, a battle between humanists and superhumanists." 49
While “petty politics” for Nietzsche concerns regulating the field of the normal and the everyday, what he calls “great
politics” involves “not only a different distribution of power, and not even the choice of the best regime or the best
political party, but rather, and foremost the definition of what human life is today and what it may become
tomorrow.” 50 But it also, and more menacingly, concerns a process of selection and screening bent toward
extinguishing the “weak.”51 The “strong” or “firm” type and the “weak” or “fatigue” type are locked in a never-ending
struggle as two sides of that same being called “human,” and the “herd” needs a shepherd to actualize it as a political
medium. 52 As Sloterdijk observes, “it may well be that Zarathustra was the spokesman of a philosophical hysteria
whose infectious effect is today, and perhaps forever, banished. But the discourse about difference and the control of
taming and breeding—indeed, just the suggestion about the decline of awareness of how human beings are produced,
and intimations of anthropotechnology—these are prospects from which we may not, in the present day, avert our
eyes.”53 From this Nietzschean vantage, the cardinal biopolitical sin of contemporary practices such as factory
farming, or subjecting “purposebred” animals to routinized experimentation in which they are little more than conduits
for statistical throughput, is not just the pain and suffering it causes (these, for Nietzsche, would not be paramount) but
rather the deadening and diminishing of “animality” itself in all its vitality, creativity, and multiplicity, which would in
turn forestall our own ability to discover the multiplicity in ourselves via animality as a creative force for our own
evolution. In the docility and torpor of the factory farm, where the ratio of purpose-bred harvestable flesh to resistance
is calculated to be as high as possible, Nietzsche and Sloterdijk would suggest that we humans catch a glimpse of our
own biopolitical future, the “herd” toward which the masses of humanity are inexorably tending.
In Nietzsche’s emphasis on “the vital impulse” of animality as a creative, aleatory force, we find an obvious
point of contact with Derrida’s understanding of the “multiplicity” of nonhuman life that motivates his rejection of the
phrase “the animal,” and with Deleuze and Guattari’s sense of “becoming-animal” in A Thousand Plateaus.54 But the
fundamental difference between these and Nietzsche is the latter’s “immunological” casting of the relations of the
“weak” and the “strong,” marked as it is by assertions such as the following: “the crucial thing about a good and
healthy aristocracy, however, is that it . . . has no misgivings in condoning the sacrifice of a vast number of people
who must for its sake be oppressed and diminished into incomplete people, slaves, tools.” 55 And in this, Esposito
rightly notes, Nietzsche’s position can be seen as “an atrocious link in the gallery of horrors” that stretches from the
eugenics and selective breeding of Nietzsche’s own century to the Nazi death camps in the century that would follow.56

IV
We are returned, then, not just to the thanatopolitical site of the camps that takes center stage in Agamben’s work, and
not just to the question of the biopolitical status of Nazism, but also to the central function of race — and by extension,
species — in modern biopolitics. As is well known, Foucault explores this topic in the lectures from 1975–76 collected
in “Society Must Be Defended.” Racism, as Foucault notes, creates “caesuras within the biological continuum
addressed by biopower”; it is “a way of fragmenting the field of the biological that power controls” so that some
populations may be killed or allowed to die—what Foucault bluntly calls “indirect murder.” 1 “In a normalizing
society,” he writes, “race or racism is the precondition that makes killing acceptable.”2 And it has a second function,
he argues: “the death of the bad race, of the inferior race (or the degenerate, the abnormal) is something that will make
life in general healthier: healthier and purer.”3
As we have seen, Esposito’s immunitary paradigm seizes on and develops this realization by Foucault, but the
point I want to empha-size here is Foucault’s recognition that you can’t talk about biopolitics without talking about
race, and you can’t talk about race without talking about species, simply because both categories — as history well
shows—are so notoriously pliable and unstable, constantly bleeding into and out of each other. Exhibit A here, of
course, is the analogy between humans and animals that characterizes much of the literature on the Holocaust. As is
well known, the word means “burnt offering” and was taken from the Greek word holokauston, which referred to the
ancient practice of sacrificing animals.4 And even better known, perhaps, is the common refrain of those subjected to
the violence of the camps: “we were treated like animals.”5 But as Esposito’s bracing analysis of Nazi genocide
shows, the mainspring of this process cannot exactly be said to be the “animalization” pure and simple of the Jews and
other victims:
"More than 'bestializing' man, as is commonly thought, [Nazism] 'anthropologized’ the animal, enlarging the
definition of anthropos to the point where it also comprised animals of inferior species. He who was the object
of persecution and extreme violence wasn’t simply an animal (which was indeed respected and protected as
such by one of the most advanced pieces of legislation of the entire world), but was an animalman. . . . [T]he
regime promulgated a circular that prohibited any kind of cruelty to animals, in particular with reference to
cold, to heat, and to the inoculation of pathogenic germs. Considering the zeal with which the Nazis respected
their own laws, this means that if those interned in the extermination camps had been considered to be only
animals, they would have been saved. 6
While Esposito overstates his case here (as Singer points out, following Boria Sax’s extensive work on the topic, the
Nazis routinely conducted painful and even brutal experiments on animals such as primates 7 ), his analysis does have
the virtue of complicating our understanding of the relationship between the human/animal distinction and the bios/zoe
doublet of biopolitics (a point I’ll return to in more detail below). And with this more complicated conceptual
topography in mind, we can revisit the “animal Holocaust” analogy that has been widely used to describe our treatment
of animals in factory farming and biomedical testing.
Jacques Derrida is particularly forceful on this point in his later work, where he pulls no punches in criticizing
“this violence that some would compare to the worst cases of genocide,” a genocide made even more perverse by the
fact that millions of animals are “exterminated by means of their continued existence or even their overpopulation.”
Derrida (an Algerian Jew) is well aware of the complexities of the analogy here, of course, and he reminds us that
“one should neither abuse the figure of genocide nor too quickly consider it explained away.”8 Indeed, his ending
observation—“by means of their continued existence”—points us toward some important differences between the two
cases that Esposito will explore as well. For example, in the Nazi camps, we find those who had been citizens,
members of the community, now stripped of every legal protection and right by means of the declaration of a “state of
exception,” whereas in the factory farm, we find those who never were members of the community nevertheless
afforded at least some minimal protection (humane slaughter laws, for example), even if those laws are in fact
minimally enforced.9 Similarly, the “animal Holocaust” of factory farming does not abide by the logic of genocide per
se, since the minimal conditions of genocide agreed on by most scholars are that a sovereign state declares an intention

to kill a particular homogeneous group not for economic or political reasons but rather because of that group’s
biological constitution, and that such a project of killing will be potentially complete, resulting in the extermination of
all members of the targeted group. 10 Indeed, this is part of what makes the “animal Holocaust” not just horrible but in
an important sense perverse—what Derrida calls a “virtually interminable survival, in conditions that previous
generations would have judged monstrous, outside of every presumed norm of a life proper to animals.”11 And this
“interminable survival” leads, in turn, to a massive difference in sheer scale between the two cases, as nearly ten billion
animals are raised for food each year in the United States, the vast majority of them in factory farms. In fact, nine
hundred million of these animals each year never even make it to the slaughterhouse for their merciful end, because
they die first of stress, disease, or injury. 12
At the same time, it hardly needs pointing out that the practices of modern biopolitics have forged themselves
in the common subjection and management of both human and animal bodies — a fact brought very sharply into focus
in scholarship that examines the analogies between the technological manipulation of life in the factory farm and in the
Nazi camps. As one writer notes, “the methods of the Holocaust exist today in the form of factory farming where
billions of innocent, feeling beings are taken from their families, trucked hundreds of miles through all weather
extremes, confined in cramped, filthy conditions and herded to their deaths.”13 As another points out, “American
eugenics and assembly-line slaughter crossed the Atlantic Ocean and found fertile ground in Nazi Germany.”14 In fact,
the assembly line processes used to kill Jews in Nazi Germany derived from production models originally developed
by Henry Ford (a notorious anti-Semite), who in turn reveals in his autobiography that the inspiration for his assemblyline method came from a visit to a Chicago slaughterhouse where he witnessed its mechanized disassembly line for
making meat out of animal carcasses. 15
From the vantage of a Foucauldian biopolitics, then, we are forced to conclude that current practices of factory
farming and the like— while crucially different from the logic of the Holocaust and of genocide in the ways I have just
noted—constitute not just some embarrassing sideline of modern life that has nothing to do with politics proper, and
which can be well regulated by an adjacent set of anticruelty laws that do not intersect with politics as such in any
fundamental way. Rather, such practices must be seen not just as political but as in fact constitutively political for
biopolitics in its modern form. Indeed, the practices of maximizing control over life and death, of “making live,” in
Foucault’s words, through eugenics, artificial insemination and selective breeding, pharmaceutical enhancement,
inoculation, and the like are on display in the modern factory farm as perhaps nowhere else in biopolitical history. It
can hardly be debated, I think, that “the animal” is, today—and on a scale unprecedented in human history — the site
of the very ur-form of that dispositif and the face of its most unchecked, nightmarish effects.
Insofar as the biopolitical per se is tethered to the question of sovereignty as its constitutive term, the treatment
of animals in factory farming, product testing, and so on, could not be deemed properly “political” at all. And an
appeal for something like “animal rights” would, from a Schmittian point of view, fare no better than an appeal for
“human rights” that exceeds or comes “before” the claims of the sovereign nation-state. Indeed, as Derrida summarizes
it in The Beast and the Sovereign, from Schmitt’s point of view, wherever calls for universal human rights that exceed
the contingent rights of the citizen are made, whenever one invokes the idea of “crimes against humanity” to
implement a universal or international right, the authority and sovereignty of the nation-state is called into question—
and always, in fact, by another sovereignty.16 Such a call is, Schmitt argues in The Concept of the Political, a “depoliticizing” predication, an “an ideological disguise,” as Derrida puts it. And so “humanity is only a word, then, a
name in the name of which particular and momentary interests of particular states are served.”17
We have already touched on some of the problems with this concept of the political in our discussion of
Arendt at the outset of this essay, but a different sort of challenge to the sovereignty/decisionist line that runs from
Schmitt to Agamben is posed, as Penelope Deutscher notes, by the problem of abortion and fetal “life”—a topic about
which Agamben, as she points out, is almost entirely silent.18 As we have already seen, Agamben draws our attention
to the “beyond” or the “before” of the human in the form of the bios/zoe difference. But what if we ask, with Andrew
Norris, what we do when we confront the question of those entities that have not already been recognized as rights
bearers. 19 From Deutscher’s perspective, the fetus is neither zoe nor bios, but in public clashes over abortion it is
“rhetorically and varyingly depicted as all of these,” so that it is often erroneously represented in antiabortion contexts
as “as a form of politicized bare life exposed to sovereign violence”—namely the violence of the woman considering
an abortion who may be “figured as a potentially murderous competing sovereign whose self-interest would thwart the
intervening motivations of the state concerned with the threshold life in question.” 20 From this vantage, she argues,

“Agamben’s work might appear one step closer to an interested reading by the antiabortion activist whose extremism
has extended to the passion for comparisons with Auschwitz.”21 At which point, she rightly suggests, we realize some
of the dangers attendant on the radical formal symmetry of sovereign and bare life in Agamben’s work, and we would
do well instead to pay attention, say, to “the interconnections between biopower and women’s reproductivity,” and the
overdeterminations of both in the history of abortion regulation.22 We would do well, that is, to recalibrate our
understanding of the biopolitical in terms of the dispositifs of biopower and their political articulation rather than the
metaphysics of sovereignty.
The same holds for “the animal,” of course, which is, if anything, even more differentially and heterogeneously
situated, depending on its status as factory farm commodity, companion animal, wildlife, or much else besides. The
“fetus that is falsely figured as homo sacer” is literally nothing like the fully formed creatures whose physiological
plasticity registers, remembers, and responds to the history of what has befallen it in the form of hopes, expectations,
fears — a point I’ll come back to momentarily.23 What all of this suggests is that the accent we find in Lazzarato’s
reading of Foucault makes sense—and with it, that we need to differentiate more than Esposito would between
Foucault and Agamben, drawing out how a reading of biopolitics that focuses on dispositifs rather than sovereignty
enables us to think a much more complex and highly differentiated biopolitical field. What is needed, then, is another
thought of the biopolitical in which human and nonhuman lives are deeply woven together de facto even if, de jure,
they “politically” have nothing to do with each other (and how could they, if animals are “things” and humans are
“persons”?).
For example, a recent study by the Pew Commission on Industrial Farm Animal Production points out that
factory farming may seem good at producing edible animal products at the lowest possible cost, but “there is
evidence,” as the New York Times puts it, “that this model is economically viable only because it passes on health costs
to the public — in the form of occasional salmonella, anti-biotic resistant diseases, polluted waters, food poisoning and
possibly certain cancers.” 24 A nearly one-hundred-page report done in 2008 by the Union of Concerned Scientists lists
in excruciating detail the costs—both direct and indirect—borne by society for the mass-produced, industrialized
killing of animals for food. Between 1997 and 2005, US taxpayers handed over to CAFOs roughly 3.8 billion dollars a
year in the form of “indirect” subsidies—chiefly in the form of government handouts to growers of corn and soybeans,
the majority of which is eaten by livestock animals each year. Such subsidies artificially reduce the price of meat,
poultry, and pork, and other direct subsidies further artificially reduce the costs of factory farming by shifting costs to
the taxpayer. Chief among these is the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, which gives CAFOs about 100
million dollars per year, in effect forcing taxpayers to help pay the environmental cleanup costs for factory farms.
Added to these are the massive but more difficult to quantify “external” costs of CAFOs, which include environmental
degradation and pollution of air and water that result from the large amount of energy use and animal waste generated
by CAFOs, reduced quality of life for rural communities (including lower property values), and so on. To even
modestly reduce the water and air pollution they create would cost CAFOs more than $1 billion per year, and other
external costs would likely run into the billions. 25
Given the “immunitary” paradigm we have been discussing, one of these external costs—those associated with
the use of antibiotics in factory farms—is worth dwelling on for a moment. As a recent New York Times article
reports, 80 percent of the antibiotics used in the United States go to livestock on factory farms — nearly all of it
administered in their food and water — and typically to healthy animals to prevent them from becoming sick from the
cramped and squalid conditions they endure. In fact, the single state of North Carolina uses more antibiotics for its
livestock than the entire country uses for its human population. Not surprisingly, this has led to a startling increase in
antibiotic-resistant pathogens—chief among them, MRSA, an antibiotic-resistant staphylococcus bacterium that
annually kills more people than AIDS. It was recently found in 70 percent of hogs on one factory farm, and in 45
percent of employees at another.26 When such pathogens, born of our own maltreatment of farm animals, pose a risk
to national biosecurity, the results are depressingly familiar and send us back to our earlier discussion of “animal
Holocaust”: in England, millions of pigs, cows, and sheep shot and bulldozed into graves and burned during the footand-mouth disease epidemic of 2001; in California, the killing of nine million hens to thwart Newcastle disease in the
1970s; and millions of chickens, turkeys, and ducks killed worldwide—80 million alone in Southeast Asia, 19 million
more in Canada—to combat H5N1 avian influenza in the spring of 2004.27
The fundamental biopolitical logic identified by Foucault and developed by Esposito is unmistakable here. As
Foucault writes in his analysis of medicalization, the harmful effects of medication are “due not to errors of diagnosis
or the accidental ingestion of those substances, but to the action of medical practice itself . . . precisely because of their

efficacy,” leading humankind “into a perilous area of history.”28 As Esposito notes, “as in all areas of contemporary
social systems, neurotically haunted by a continuously growing need for security, this means that the risk from which
the protection is meant to defend is actually created by the protection itself”—a logic that is, as we have seen,
“inscribed at the heart of modern biopolitics.”29
What we need to remember here is that biopolitics acts fundamentally not on the “person” or the “individual,”
nor even, finally, on “the body,” but rather at the even more elemental level called “flesh,” which is “nothing but the
unitary weave of the difference between bodies. It is the non-belonging, or rather the intra-belonging,” Esposito writes,
“which allows what is different to not hermetically seal itself up within itself, but rather, to remain in contact with its
outside.” 30 To put it in systems theory terms, we might say that “the body” obtains at the level of autopoietic
“organization” and its closure, while “the flesh” obtains at the level of “structure,” opening the autopoietic unity to the
flows of energy and organic material that both sustain it and potentially threaten it.31 Flesh “is neither another body nor
the body’s other: it is simply the way of being in common of that which seeks to be immune,” for which the distinction
between “human” and “animal” is no longer an adequate lexicon, as even Nietzsche realized.32 “Flesh” thus becomes
the communal substrate shared by humans with other forms of life in and through which “the body” is both sustained
and threatened, and the more we attempt to maximize the former through the micrological manipulations of biopower,
the more the threat increases. So when we consider the use of CAFOs to feed the majority of the population—their
effects on public health (and therefore on public health policy and its escalating costs), their devastating, literally
unsustainable effects on the environment, and the use of massive government subsidies to prop up the entire system —
is it really possible to isolate all of these from the political per se? And if so, is it not a thin and impoverished
understanding of “the political” that is the result?
As Foucault puts it in an interview from1977,
“The political is not what ultimately determines (or overdetermines) elementary relations. . . . All relations of
force imply a power relation . . . and each power relation can be referred to the political sphere of which it is a
part, both as its effect and as its condition of possibility. . . . Political analysis and critique, for the most part,
have to be invented — but so do strategies that will allow both modifying these relations of force and
coordinating them in such a way that this modification will be possible and register in reality. That is to say
that the problem is not really defining a political “position” (which brings us back to a choice on a chessboard
that is already set up), but to imagine and to bring out new schemas of politicization.”33
Indeed, over and against the predictable Manichaean idea of the political that announces itself in Badiou, Žižek, et al.,
we find here a fundamental rethinking of political effectivity itself, one that is not simply a site of an ontological
repetition compulsion, one that does not simply take for granted traditional notions of the political “agent” or “subject”
counterpoised over and against the world or “objects,” but is rather addressed precisely to the new conceptualization of
politicization opened up by biopolitics—to those (that is to say, all of us) who are caught up in the play of biopower,
whose status as “subjects” or as “objects” is floating, indeterminate, and always subject to strategic rescripting.
From this vantage, opposing factory farming would constitute a “new schema of politicization,” not just in
resisting the formative dispositifs of modern biopolitics in their most brazen form, but also in articulating with other
dimensions of political resistance, such as opposition to the commodification and private ownership of life in the
services of late capitalism. In this light, paying attention to the question of nonhuman animal life has the potential to
actually radicalize biopolitical thought beyond its usual parameters. As Nicole Shukin points out, the problem with
biopolitical thought, from whatever location on the political compass, has been twofold. First, time and again it
“bumps up against its own internal limit at the species line”; and second, biopolitical analyses have been “constrained
by their reluctance to pursue power’s effects beyond the production of human social and/or species life and into the
zoopolitics of animal capital.”34 This is patently true in both the tacitly liberal democratic orientation of Nikolas Rose
in The Politics of Life Itself and in the sort of post-Marxist work that would oppose it, such as Paolo Virno’s A
Grammar of the Multitude.35 As Shukin’s study makes abundantly clear, the question of the animal that biopolitics has
ignored is not just conceptual or analytical but material, involving not just “the semiotic currency of animal signs” but
also “the carnal traffic in animal substances.”36 As she puts it, the private ownership and manipulation of animal
bodies, where they “are reproductively managed as protein and gene breeders under chilling conditions of control,” are
crucial to the flows of speculation and investment in biocapitalism that Rose describes but doesn’t quite critique.37

Moreover, as phenomena such as “mad cow disease” and “avian flu” make clear, the “formerly distinct barriers
separating humans and other species are imaginatively, and physically, disintegrating under current conditions of
globalization.”38
Taking such questions seriously poses rather direct political challenges and radicalizes biopolitical thought in
ways not possible if we remain within the usual purview of anthropocentrism. Think, for example, about the immediate
practical consequences of eliminating the legal designation of animals as property. As Matthew Calarco puts it,
“On this political terrain, neohumanist arguments concerning the merits of the democratic tradition have little
if any weight. Even if one were to inscribe animal rights within a democratic liberatory narrative of expansion
and perfectibility (as is sometimes done), such gestures can only appear tragicomic in light of the massive
institutionalized abuse of animals that contemporary democracies not only tolerate but encourage on a daily
basis.” 39
One thing seems clear: Such practices are part of a matrix that, under conditions of globalization, increasingly takes as
its political object planetary life itself, at the level of “flesh,” and they constitute a biopolitics that encompasses and
conjoins the putatively opposed political regimes of liberal democracy, fascism, and communism. They involve the
exponential expansion and routinization of mechanisms and logics that extend from the Chicago slaughterhouses of the
turn of the twentieth century, through the assembly lines developed by Ford, to the Nazi death camps and back again,
traversing what we are now forced to call a newly expanded community of the living.

VIII
We are now in a better position to articulate the relationship between the “before” of the law and its addressee,
“whoever it might be,” antecedent to the law’s historical contingency and social conventions, and the law’s “after,” its
“conditional” and “performative” character, or what Niklas Luhmann will theorize, more restrictively still, as the law’s
“autopoiesis.” Luhmann’s work, because of its larger set of theoretical commitments — for example, his contention
that the basic elements of social systems are not people but communicational events — provides a particularly stringent
example of how the law is necessarily denaturalized and differentiated from any moral or naturalistic ground in the
sense of a Kantian regulative Idea. Like Derrida, he would insist (but even more strongly) on the difference between
law and justice (or what Luhmann tends to frame as questions of law versus morality). But — and this is typical, as
I’ve argued elsewhere, of the relationship between Luhmann’s work and Derrida’s 1 — where Derrida would see the
difference between the pragmatic immanence of legal doctrine and the question of justice as a resource or reservoir for
keeping the law honest, as it were, confronting it with its own “impossibility,” Luhmann’s functional account would
see that difference simply as a problem that the legal system must find ways to handle in terms of its own autopoiesis.
For Derrida, justice can’t simply be the routine carrying out of the legal system’s norms. As he puts it in
Rogues (reprising one of the central points of “Force of Law”),
Where I have at my disposal a determinable rule, I know what must be done, and as soon as such knowledge
dictates the law, action follows knowledge as a calculable consequence: one knows what path to take, one no
longer hesitates. The decision then no longer decides anything but is made in advance and is thus in advance
annulled. It is simply deployed, without delay, presently, with the automatism attributed to machines’2
—and, ironically enough, to animals as those who can only “react” by means of an instinctive program but cannot
“respond,” and thus cannot act with responsibility. For Luhmann, on the other hand, the immanence and self-reference
of the legal system is precisely what it enables it to address the problem of justice (or “morality”) by changing the
question, as it were, into something that can actually be answered, functionally speaking, by the law. The function of
law, Luhmann argues, “does not lie in the alternative of recognizing a naturally binding minimal order or an
unrestrained arbitrariness,” but rather in using the schematism legal/illegal to secure the broader “autopoiesis of
society’s communication system as much as possible against as many disturbances produced by this system as
possible.”3

This radical “denaturalization” of the law via its own autopoietic closure decisively separates Luhmann’s view
from Roberto Esposito’s, and it also reveals a difficulty with Bruno Latour’s “political ecology” — it further
denaturalizes Latour’s denaturalization, you might say. Latour’s political ecology makes it clear that the distinction
between “life” or “nature” and their others — all their others — cannot be rigorously maintained. Instead, political
ecology “dissolves boundaries and redistributes agents” across what used to be opposed ontological domains. 4 Very
much along the lines of our earlier discussion of “biosocial collectivities,” it multiplies “hybrid” political entities out of
“actants” (both human and nonhuman), and in so doing it enables nonhuman entities to participate in the larger
political process by means of their resistance and “recalcitrance.” Political ecology thus becomes a process, as Latour
winningly puts it, of “collective experimentation on the possible associations between things and people.”5
The problem with Latour’s position from the vantage systems theory, however, is that it ignores the autopoiesis
of the law—and, more broadly, the phenomenon of functional differentiation, the hallmark of modernity if we believe
Luhmann, of which it is a part. It ignores, in other words, how what is “before” the law and outside it in the form of
“perturbations” and “resistances” is always addressed in terms of the law’s “after,” its own self-reference. As legal
theorist Gunther Teubner puts it, Latour imagines a “great unified collective” where professions make their
contributions to the decision-making process in a single conversation, but in fact there is little evidence to suggest that
“an overarching societal discourse” called “political ecology” will emerge. Indeed, the phenomenon of functional
differentiation suggests quite otherwise, and thus the sites on which Latour’s political ecology plays out are
fragmented, “dispersed over different social institutions.” 6 Each social subsystem operates “under sharply defined
conditions” for attributing actions, responsibilities, rights, duties, and so on.7 “Using their specific models of
rationality,” Teubner writes, “each institution produces a different actor, even where concretely it is the same, human
or non-human, that is involved.” 8 This doesn’t mean that the question of nonhuman actants—specifically, animals and
electronic agents in Teubner’s analysis—doesn’t affect the operations of the law or of other social subsystems; it
means, rather, that they affect them in a quite specific way. And it also means that these new social actors thus “lead a
highly fragmented existence in society,” appearing “in very different guises in politics, in the economy, in the law, and
in other social contexts.” Indeed, this is precisely what we have already seen in the case of companion versus food
animals.9 And thus, as Teubner puts it, the result is “not a compromise on the conditions of agency” between the
various social subsystems to form a single political ecology, “but, rather, a multitude of new differences — now within
each institution.”10 “Social systems do listen to the needs of other social systems,” Teubner writes — just as the law
has listened to both the educational system (cognitive ethology, zoology) and the economic system (factory farming)
quite differently in the case of nonhuman animals — “but they do not give up their own requirement of agency.” 11
Still, as he notes, whenever the law grants new rights and duties, whenever it gives “associations between
humans and non-humans a legal voice,” the law opens itself to the ecology of its broader environment and the changes
taking place there.12 In the systems theory model, then, we have a picture of the legal system as both open and closed:
open to its environment but responding to changes in it in terms of the autopoietic closure of its own self-reference.
Such a model gives us, in fact, a more nuanced and complex way to explain what we examined at the outset in Hannah
Arendt’s work: the relationship between “rights” (and its ad hoc, ungrounded attribution) and the “right to have
rights,” a set of ontological or phenomenological attributes that falls outside the juridico-political as part of its
environment and serves as a provocation or perturbation to the system itself. “The result of all this,” Teubner
concludes, “is that indeed non-humans gain access to social communication, albeit in a rather indirect way.”13
From a systems theory point of view, the law may thus be seen as serving an “immunitary” function for
society, as Esposito himself has emphasized. Indeed, he notes that Luhmann’s thesis “that systems function not by
rejecting conflicts and contradictions, but by producing them as necessary antigens for reactivating their own
antibodies” places “the entire Luhmannian discourse within the semantic orbit of immunity.” 14 As Luhmann explains
in Social Systems, the code legal/ illegal that steers the legal system “is supplemented by a binary coding of
permitted/forbidden. This too serves to increase contradiction and to direct immune events in a precise way. . . . It
helps to separate law from morality, setting law free to steer itself.” 15 Crucially, this selfreference of the law’s
autopoeisis protects the communicative actions that take place in the legal domain from being steered or recoded by the
moral distinction of “right vs. wrong”—a danger, I would add, that is dramatized daily in what is called the “public
sphere” in the United States. Indeed, as Teubner notes, for a German intellectual of Luhmann’s generation, that danger,
and more broadly the “specifically German experience with mysticism and religiosity in the public sphere,” is
particularly resonant. 16 In Luhmann’s account, the problem is that the moral code, under functional differentiation,

“has detached itself,” as William Rasch writes, “from its premodern locus in religion and has become a selfreplicating, parasitic invader of the various modern, functionally differentiated social systems. . . . The danger comes,
according to Luhmann, when the moral code — good/bad — attaches itself ‘isomorphically,’ one might say, to the
prevailing codes of the respective function systems,” so that what counts as knowledge in the education system, for
example, gets recoded as morally “good” or morally “bad.” 17 And “the effects Luhmann fears,” as Rasch points out,
“can be elucidated historically by listing the countless crusades, wars, inquisitions, and persecutions that moral
discourse has fueled.” 18
For Luhmann as for Derrida, then, we find a permanent disjunction between ethics and law, or “justice” and
“law” in Derrida’s terms, and for both, it is a good thing, too. For both, the law is radically aporetic or paradoxical in
its self-reference and immanence; the difference between legal and illegal is (paradoxically) itself instantiated by the
legal, hence the tautological self-reference, “legal is legal.” Or as Derrida puts it in “Force of Law,” since “the
foundation or ground, the position of the law can’t by definition rest on anything but themselves, they are themselves a
violence without ground. Which is not to say that they are in themselves unjust, in the sense of ‘illegal.’ They are
neither legal nor illegal in their founding moment. They exceed the opposition between founded and unfounded.”19 In
fact, they are constituted by what Derrida calls a coup de force.20
More technically speaking, the law is aporetic and without ground because of its “conditional” and
“performative” character that simultaneously opens and propels it toward futurity by means of that which it has, in its
contingent decisions, already excluded and, as it were, pushed to the position of the “next” or the “not yet fully
addressed.” Derrida articulates the problem quite precisely in “Force of Law”:
“An address is always singular, idiomatic, and justice, as law (droit), seems always to suppose the generality
of a rule, a norm or a universal imperative. How are we to reconcile the act of justice that must always concern
singularity, individuals, irreplaceable groups and lives, the other or myself as other, in a unique situation, with
rule, norm, value or the imperative of justice which necessarily have a general form, even if this generality
prescribes a singular application in each case?” 21
Derrida’s argument is not only that each “pragmatic instance” and iteration of the difference between law and justice
must be attended to, but that indeed it is only in and through such iterative instances, and not in some transcendental
ether, that law itself exists. 22 As Richard Beardsworth sums it up, “the law is, on the one hand, unaccountable,” but
“on the other hand it is nowhere but in its inscriptions in history, whilst not being reducible to these inscriptions
either.”23 And this means that law is both unconditional and conditioned; it is the difference-as-iterability of the
unconditional and conditioned.
Law and justice thus cannot be understood to be in a relationship of opposition, exactly, and in fact, as Martin
Hägglund suggests, it is more useful to understand theirs as an “autoimmune” relation.24 From this vantage, we might
say that the problem with Esposito’s Simondonian/Deleuzean tack at the end of Bios is that it deals with only the first
component of the aporia, only with what Derrida will call “unconditional hospitality,” and not with the “after,” the
“conditional” character of law. It ignores, in other words, the fundamentally “autoimmunitary” character of the law —
autoimmunitary not in the sense of “bad” or “negative” but in the sense of what I have elsewhere called the “openness
from closure” principle, the fact that the inescapable self-referential closure of law is precisely, in its contingency,
what opens it to the future and the outside, the as yet unaddressed subjects — who knows how many? — of justice.25
As Derrida puts it in the interview “Autoimmunity: Real and Symbolic Suicides” (and this, explicitly in the context of
a critique of the liberal pluralist — but also finally Christian — concept of “tolerance”), “pure and unconditional
hospitality, hospitality itself, opens or is in advance open to someone who is neither expected nor invited, to whomever
arrives as an absolutely foreign visitor, as a new arrival, nonidentifiable and unforeseeable, in short, wholly other.”26
On the other hand — and this is what gets overleapt in Esposito’s conjugation of the radical equality of all “life” and
the “norm” at the end of Bios — “suspending or suppressing the immunity that protects me from the other might be
nothing short of life-threatening,” and so “an unconditional hospitality is, to be sure, practically impossible to live; one
cannot in any case, and by definition, organize it.” Thus, Derrida concludes, “this concept of pure hospitality can have
no legal or political status,” but at the same time, without it we would not “be able to determine any rules for
conditional hospitality (with its rituals, its legal status, its norms, its national or international conventions).”27
In this sense, “Unconditional hospitality, which is neither juridical nor political, is nonetheless the condition of
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the political and the juridical.” But like justice, it can only take place in and through specific, pragmatic instances of
iteration — instances that are by definition selective, exclusionary, and therefore “conditional.” “I cannot expose
myself to the coming of the other and offer him or her anything whatsoever,” Derrida reminds us, “without making this
hospitality effective, without, in some concrete way, giving something determinate. This determination will thus have
to re-inscribe the unconditional into certain conditions. . . . Political, juridical, and ethical responsibilities have their
place, if they take place, only in this transaction—which is each time unique, like an event—between these two
hospitalities, the unconditional and the conditional.” 29 In this light, if we want to salvage the Deleuzean impulse of
Esposito’s conjugation of life and norm — do we extend “unconditional hospitality” to anthrax and ebola virus, to
SARS? — then we are necessarily driven back on a pragmatist rather than ontological reading of Deleuze (a point I’ve
taken up in some detail elsewhere). 30 When I say “pragmatist” here I have in mind not the Rortyan variety but rather
the sense that Derrida sounds in “Force of Law”: not to “remain enclosed in purely speculative, theoretical, academic
discourses but rather . . . to aspire to something more consequential, to change things.” 31 By a pragmatist account,
philosophy for Deleuze, as Paul Patton puts it, “is the invention or creation of concepts, the purpose of which is not
accurate representation” but rather to provide “a form of description which is immediately practical,” one “oriented
toward the possibility of change.” 32 Like Derrida’s “beyond” and the “to come” which is not to be thought as a kind
of Kantian regulative idea33 but rather has the form of a promise, Deleuze and Guattari’s “absolute deterritorialisation
takes place in the virtual — as opposed to the actual — order of things,” and “remains an unrealisable or impossible
figure, manifest only in and through relative deterritorialisation.” 34 On this reading, deterritorialisation obeys the logic
of Derrida’s iterability in and through which the “conditioned” and “unconditioned” are conjugated. 35 As Patton notes,
Deleuze and Guattari “do not dwell on the aporetic character of the extreme or unconditioned form of the concepts
outlined in A Thousand Plateaus” such as becoming, deterritorialization, and so on, but their essentially paradoxical
and aporetic character is nonetheless clear. 36 All of which is made more difficult to see, in both Deleuze and Derrida,
by an un-fortunate reliance on terms such as “pure,” “absolute,” “authentic,” “genuine,” and so on.
The exercise of justice, then, while it would seem to require a kind of autonomy, indeed sovereignty, something
on “the order of the ‘I can,’ ipseity,”37 is in fact dependent on the pragmatic iteration of law, which is itself structured
by the complex paradoxical relationship between “autonomy” and “automaticity” in Derrida’s thought (a point I’ll
return to in some detail in a moment). As Derrida puts it in Rogues, if the event of justice “is to arrive or happen, it
must, beyond all mastery, affect a passivity. It must touch an exposed vulnerability, one without absolute immunity,
without indemnity. . . . In this regard, autoimmunity is not an absolute ill or evil. It enables exposure to the other, to
what and to who comes—which means it must remain incalculable.” 38 Here, we reach a key nexus in Derrida’s
thought regarding the performative, sovereignty, the immunitary, and the theological. As he writes in “Faith and
Knowledge”—and in direct opposition to Carl Schmitt’s attempt to severely limit the political 39 — “Religion and
reason develop in tandem, drawing from this common resource: the testimonial pledge of the performative. . . . The
same unique source divides itself mechanically, automatically, and sets itself reactively in opposition to itself: whence
the two sources in one. This reactivity is a process of sacrificial indemnification, it strives to restore the unscathed
(helig) that it itself threatens.”40
As Derrida suggests in his rather remarkable discussion in The Beast and the Sovereign, we find this process at
work in the very paradigm of the “ipseity” that characterizes the sovereign subject on the terrain of both the religious
and the political: the phallus. Reaching all the way back to the worship of “fecundity or the generative potency of the
Dionysiac mysteries,” what is most striking here is “the colossal automaticity of the erection.” On the one hand, it is
“the maximum of life to be kept unscathed, indemnified, immune and safe,” but on the other hand, “and precisely by
virtue of its reflex-character,” it is “that which is most mechanical, most separable from the life it represents.”41 The
phallus is then both the very figure of sovereignty, ipseity, and at the same time “automatic, independent of will and
even of desire,” “mechanical, already in itself prosthetic.” “Is it proper to man,” he asks, “or else, already cut from
man, is it a ‘something,’ a thing, an a-human, inhuman what, which is, moreover scarcely more masculine than
feminine? Neither animal nor human?” 42 It is against this “con-fusion,” we might say — against the fact that the
phallus is, indeed, bêtise 43 — that the regime of sacrifice institutes itself, to reassert ipseity against automaticity, but
only, fatefully, to performatively reiterate the very problem it attempts to solve. For as Hägglund notes in his
discussion of Derrida’s engagement of Schmitt, “the structure of decision undercuts . . . the possibility of an indivisible
sovereignty.” If the sovereign is to meet Schmitt’s requirements of indivisibility and authority, then “he has to know

who his enemy is and who he himself is in relation to his enemy.” But if there is such knowledge, then there is no—
can be no need for—the sovereign decision, which is a decision only insofar is there is no such knowledge. This
means not only that sovereignty is subject to the “law of law” qua the performative; it also means that “there has never
been an autonomous domain for the political.”44
At stake here, then, is sovereignty in several different registers— not just of the nation-state but of the family,
the familiar, the domestic, the “proper” to man, the oikos of the ecological, the economic, the ethos and the place of
dwelling, of that which is “ours” or “mine” and deserves immunitary protection.45 All of these are iterations of the
“ipseity” of the autonomous subject (and the “auto-” of the “autobiographical animal”), whose very paradigm is the
“head” of State.46 It is worth recalling in this connection Derrida’s discussion of the “sacrificial structure” of
“carnophallogocentrism” in “Eating Well” 47 and his apparently (but only apparently) playful question there: “in our
countries, who would stand any chance of becoming a chef d’Etat (a head of State), and of thereby acceding ‘to the
head,’ by publicly, and therefore exemplarily, declaring himor herself to be a vegetarian?” 48 The “ipseity” of
sovereignty, in other words, requires not just “sacrificial indemnification” in some abstract sense but “carnivorous
sacrifice” as testament to its autonomy, its phallic “freestandingness,” you might say. 49
Derrida’s apparently playful analysis is even more resonant, I think, against the backdrop of the contemporary
development known as synthetic or in vitro meat. Research into synthetic meat began in the late 1990s, and in 2008
the animal rights group PETA announced that it would award a $1 million prize to anyone who designed a process for
commercially viable in vitro meat production by 2012.50 The process is relatively new and involves variations, but
typically scientists place myoblast cells from an animal in a nutrient medium where they multiply and then attach
themselves to a scaffolding structure made of collagen or a similar substance. From there, the tissue continues to grow
in a bioreactor until it reaches sufficient scale. The primary challenge of the technology is that the tissue grows in thin
sheets, so achieving the proper three-dimensional density and texture of steak is presently impossible. The most likely
commercial applications in the short run will therefore be in ground and processed foods. But the potential benefits of
the technology, even beyond the signal virtue of reducing massive amounts of animal suffering, are enormous.
Synthetic meat would no doubt reduce the incidence of epidemic zoonoses (such as “mad cow disease”) because it
could be engineered under much more controlled conditions than are possible in traditional livestock production, let
alone the antibiotic-saturated practice of factory farming. And in terms of environmental impact, world meat
production contributes to between 15 and 24 percent of total greenhouse gases (more than all cars, trains, planes, and
ships combined), and it is water-, grain-, and energy-intensive to sustain — all of which is made even more pressing
by the fact that total worldwide meat consumption is forecast to be 72 percent higher in 2030 than in 2000.51
Even without Derrida’s anatomy of carnophallogocentrism, the example of synthetic meat makes palpable (if
the expression may be allowed in this context) the value of a biopolitical framework for addressing these kinds of
issues. From the point of view of, say, Peter Singer’s utilitarian argument for animal rights on the basis of their
fundamental interest in avoiding suffering, or Martha Nussbaum’s argument for animal welfare from the standpoint of
protecting their ability to “flourish,” there is no ethical problem with synthetic meat. 52 But within the framework of
biopolitics—particularly with an emphasis on its constitutive dispositifs such as we find in Foucault — the ethical and
even political issues around synthetic meat take on a different cast. From this vantage, synthetic meat might not even
appear to be an “animal” issue per se, and would instead be seen as utterly continuous with the technologies and
dispositifs that are exercising a more and more finely tuned control over life and “making live” at the most capillary
levels of social existence. Indeed, it would seem continuous with the practices of domestication, manipulation, and
control of life that characterize the factory farms to which, from an animal rights point of view, it seems opposed.
It is all the more significant in this regard that current research in synthetic meat involves teams whose primary
research has often been in fields of biomedicine such as vascular biology, regenerative medicine, and tissue
engineering for human patients.53 Given his remarks earlier on cloning, there is little doubt that Derrida would direct
our attention, as Foucault’s casting of biopolitics would as well, to the fundamentally mixed and ambivalent quality of
these developments. But what Derrida’s particular contribution to biopolitical thought helps us to plumb even more
deeply are questions barred not just to the animal rights line of argument in support of synthetic meat but also to
Esposito’s invocation of “life” and even to Foucault’s historical approach to dispositifs. He would push us to ask, is
synthetic meat “life?” Would many of us feel that “real” meat is “better,” more authentic, than synthetic meat because
it indexes the sovereignty and ipseity of a subject who engages in sacrifice? Does sacrifice make meat taste better?
Indeed, is it what makes meat “meat?” In light of Derrida’s analysis of the alienating and “expropriative” effects of
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technoscience and how we respond to it — in the name of religion, in the name of “blood and soil” — would eating
synthetic meat be “eating well” in Derrida’s sense? And why, indeed, would we otherwise ever think that eating meat
had anything at all to do with patriotism and sovereignty, with the “chef d’Etat”?55
In this light, we can perhaps tease out an important deep structure of the locavore/“ethical carnivore”
phenomenon: the fact that its followers “do not sacrifice sacrifice,” as Derrida puts it in “Eating Well.” 56 It enables us
to explain the otherwise odd fact, as an essayist for the Atlantic notes, that many of the most prominent advocates of
sustainable agriculture actually oppose synthetic meat. As one, a representative for the group Friends of the Earth, puts
it, “At a time when hundreds of small-scale, sustainable farming operations are filing for bankruptcy every day, it is
unethical to consider purchasing Petri dish meat.” Another, speaking for the group Slow Food USA, suggests that
cruelty to food animals is created primarily by the very growing gap between producers and consumers, a gap that is
only widened by synthetic meat: “This is a technology that’s just going to give more to companies and create a larger
distance between us.” 57 Against the alienating and derealizing mechanicity of “tele-technoscientific capitalism,” we
find here, in Derrida’s words, if not a “fundamentalism,” then an “integrism” of “blood and soil” that drives us back to
“the family (heimisch, homely), to the familiar, to the domestic, to the proper, to the oikos of the ecological and of the
economic, to the ethos, to the place of dwelling,” only to reenact the “auto-immune autoindemnification” that results
from the sacrificial closure and securing of the “proper.”58 After all, why eat animals at all? We have to account here,
then, for “a double postulation: on the one hand, the absolute respect of life, the ‘Thou shalt not kill’ (at least thy
neighbour, if not the living in general), the ‘fundamentalist’ prohibition of abortion, of artificial insemination, of
performative intervention in the genetic potential, even to the ends of gene therapy, etc.; and on the other . . . the no
less universal sacrificial vocation.” 59
When we ask what “the mechanics of this double postulation” are, as Derrida puts it, we find an “apparently
very simple” but disarming principle which we will have already guessed from Derrida’s analysis of the phallus: “life
has absolute value only if it is worth more than life. . . . It is sacred, holy, infinitely respectable only in the name of
what is worth more than it and what is not restricted to the naturalness of the bio-zoological (sacrificeable). . . . Thus,
respect of life in the discourses of religion as such concerns ‘human life’ only in so far as it bears witness, in some
manner, to the infinite transcendence of that which is worth more than it (divinity, the sacrosanctness of the law).”60
And here, we should recall, with Esposito, perhaps the most brazen manifestation of this logic in the history of the
modern political (or is it theological?) stage: Hitler, in telegram number 71 sent from his bunker in Berlin as the Allies
were approaching, ordered that all means of subsistence for the German people, who had shown themselves unworthy
of the Reich, should be destroyed. “Here the limit point of the Nazi antinomy becomes suddenly clear,” Esposito
writes; “the life of some, and finally the life of one, is sanctioned only by the death of everyone.”61 Against this
multiply inflected background, it is all the more suggestive, I think, that the leading figure in the scientific push toward
synthetic meat, eighty-seven-year-old Willem van Eelen—who in 1999 was granted the first US and international
patents for the “Industrial Production of Meat Using Cell Culture Methods” — spent most of World War II in prison
camps, where the similarities between how prisoners and animals were treated left an indelible impression on him,
fueling what he later discovered as his life’s work.62 Were we to put Derrida’s words in his mouth, he might well say:
“no more sacrificial indemnification!”
Here, it seems to me, we find an advance beyond Luhmann’s functionalist analysis of the “immunitary” logic
of the law. As Gunther Teubner observes, “It is this transcendence of positivity wherein Jacques Derrida’s contribution
lies.” 63 As he notes, for systems theory,
“secularization is supposed to be a de-transcendentalization of all social subsystems and a concentration on
transcendence in only one system of meaning, that of religion. But is this not at variance with the tough
resistance to secularization of social utopias (socialism, fascism, neo-liberal doctrines of salvation), palpable
even, and especially, in the highly rationalized subsystems of politics, law, the economy or science? Is there
not an otherwise inexplicable manifestation here of salvific doctrines, eschatological hopes?” 64
Indeed, speaking in the context of the contemporary “wars of religion” that occupy so much of the discussion in
Philosophy in a Time of Terror, Derrida writes in “Faith and Knowledge” that “The fundamental concepts that often
permit us to isolate or to pretend to isolate the political—restricting ourselves to this particular circumscription—
remain religious or any case theologico-political.”65 This does not mean that Derrida becomes late in his career a

“philosopher of religion,” nor is it to suggest that there is a fundamental “religious turn” during that same period. It is
simply to say that both religion and politics are constituted by the same logic of “autoimmune autoindemnification,”
and for that very reason they inflect and “infect” each other.66
From this vantage, we can appreciate more readily the deeply imbricated relationship between globalization (or
mondialisation, as Derrida prefers to say) and the “globalatinization” Derrida takes up in “Faith and Knowledge,”67 a
process that involves “this strange alliance of Christianity, as the experience of the death of God, and teletechnoscientific capitalism,”68 a “return of the religious” (both Christian and Muslim) 69 at the very same moment of
the most extreme “expropriative and delocalizing” effects of capitalism and its constitutive technologies.70 As Derrida
writes in Rogues, this globalization is “more inegalitarian and violent than ever,” confiscating and concentrating
wealth and natural resources with enormous force and efficiency and reserving “for that small part of the world those
two great forms of immunity that go by the names of public health and military security.”71 This process presents itself
—justifies itself—as a peacekeeping or “pacifying” gesture that, in the name of prosperity, disguises a war “without
limit” against “the religious cultures, states, nations or ethnic groups they represent” in the name of access “that is
immediate and potentially without limit, to the same world market.”72 What this means, as Leonard Lawlor observes,
is that for Derrida “globalization is war ‘by other means.’ Even more, the violence of this war, which is violence
against the living in general, is autoimmune precisely because it is global and therefore limitless.” 73
The explicitly biopolitical character of this fact—and its obvious resonances with Foucault’s work — are clear
in Philosophy in a Time of Terror, where Derrida asks, “does terrorism have to work only through death? Can’t one
terrorize without killing? And does killing necessarily mean putting to death? Isn’t it also ‘letting die’? Can’t ‘letting
die,’ ‘not wanting to know that one is letting others die’ — hundreds of millions of human beings, from hunger, AIDS,
lack of medical treatment, and so on — also be part of a ‘more or less’ conscious and deliberate terrorist strategy?” 74
Here, it seems to me, what needs to be added to Derrida’s analysis of “not wanting to know” is an element not
precluded by it but not exactly amplified by it either: the specific role and character of industrially produced meat as a
central element and tool in the biopolitical process of globalatinization, in which we find the “prosperity” and “wellbeing” of the subject-consumer channeled through not just the consumerist “choice” that capitalist globalization says it
offers and on which it depends, but also through the complex psychodynamics of sacrifice and eating flesh as a sign of
the subject’s autonomy, security, and “indemnification,” “an ipseity that includes within itself, as the etymology would
also confirm, the androcentric positioning of power in the master or head of the household, the sovereign mastery of
the lord or seigneur, of the father or husband.” 75 In other words, “carnophallogocentrism” is a key export for the
success of capitalist globalization, one borne on the backs of billions of dead animals.
Take China, for example—a country known for thousands of years for its predilection for vegetables over meat
— where per capita intake of poultry, pork, fish, and meat has more than tripled since 1970. As a recent article notes,
“in nearly every country where meat consumption was low (even in countries such as China, where some Buddhist
practices encouraged vegetarianism), per capita intake has paralleled economic development.”76 And because of the
scale of the Chinese population, the extreme inefficiency of meat as a food source (it takes 40 kilograms of feed to
produce 1 kilogram of beef), and the scarcity of farmland in China, “China’s meat mania is implicated in everything
from deforestation in Brazil to food-price inflation in Africa.”77 Here, in the name of “prosperity” and “public health”
(as Derrida puts it) we find a massive “not wanting to know,” but a “not wanting to know” of a rather specific sort: not
just “not wanting to know” that nonhuman animals are being put to death on a new and unprecedented scale, but also a
not wanting to know that the very ecological sustainability of the planet is at stake in the repression of this violence
against nonhuman animals. For as Paul Roberts notes, over the next forty years, worldwide meat consumption is
expected to more than double current levels, as cheap, industrially produced meat follows in the wake of capitalist
development under globalization. And yet it is far from clear that the planet can support, let alone sustain, the
ecological fallout of this newly exported sign of “prosperity.” As he puts it, “In a strange way, such bleak forecasts
bring a welcome clarity to a discussion long confined to the margins of society. . . . Now the idea that meat-eating is
purely an individual choice, and the costs affect only the individual, has been blown wide open.” Thus, he argues,
eating meat has “graduated from the category of lifestyle choice to that of collective responsibility.” 78
By way of moving toward a conclusion, then, we can mark a series of advances, I think, in deepening and
broadening our understanding of the place of nonhuman animals and our relations to them in a biopolitical frame — or
rather, places, given how multiple and conflicted that status is: from the crucial move in Agamben that insists on not
just one set of terms but two — not just “human/animal” but also bios/zoe in shifting transposition within and across

species lines; to the finally excessive formalism of his rendering of the biopolitical symmetry between the sovereign
and homo sacer; to the Foucauldian shift toward the constitutive dispositifs of biopolitics that cut across species lines
and knit together bodies of whatever kind; to Esposito’s analysis of the crucial function of race (and therefore, I have
been arguing, species) and his framing of the immunitary logic of biopolitics; and finally to Derrida’s anatomy of
“auto-immune auto-indemnification.” 79 For Agamben, the relationship between the growth and export of industrially
produced meat to capitalist globalization would not be political, much less biopolitical, at all; for Foucault, it would be
biopolitical in the sense of being continuous with the radical ambivalence attendant on the ever-increasing
rationalization and control of “life” as a political and economic resource, of “making live” and “letting die,” that is
constitutive of the biopolitical in its modern form; and it would be, moreover, potentially integral to a “new schema of
politicization”;80 for Esposito, the emphasis on its biopolitical character would surely fall not just on the fact that here
we find that “the body that experiences ever more intensely the indistinction between power and life is no longer that of
the individual, nor is it that sovereign body of nations, but that body of the world that is both torn and unified,” 81 but
also on the fact of an immunitary mechanism that would allow us to explain the differences between how the Nazis
treated their pets, their meat, and their Holocaust victims. What Derrida adds to this already impressive list of
advances is not just his anatomy of the fundamental psychic and cultural mechanisms that are crucial to the biopolitical
regimes of the (auto)immunitary and the “sacrificial” via the essential “carnophallogocentrism” of sovereignty in both
the political and theological registers—the matrix in which the “auto-“ of “man” as the “autobiographical animal,” the
“autoimmune,” “autonomy,” and “automaticity” reside—but also the direct address he gives, alone in this group, to (at
least some — who knows how many?) nonhuman animals as potential subjects of justice, as those to whom the “thou
shalt not kill” of immunitary protection might apply.
Here, then, the biopolitical finds a new vocation, precisely by sustaining and deepening the logic that already
constitutes it—a logic that, if pushed far enough, breaks down the stark opposition between the thanatopolitical and the
affirmative that has tended to paralyze biopolitical thought: either unconditionally embrace all forms of life as subjects
of immunitary protection, or suffer the autoimmune consequences that follow. But what this either/or logic misses is
that the performative structure and logic of immunitary indemnification is precisely the condition of possibility for any
possible affirmation, thus opening the community to its others — potentially, all its others, wherein reside the
inseparable possibilities of both promise and threat. Hospitality, to be hospitality, to be real, must be something
“determinate” and “conditioned”; my laws will not protect you if they aren’t. But this act of selection and
discrimination, in its contingency and finitude, is precisely what opens it to the other and to the future. This is why
discrimination, selection, self-reference, and exclusion cannot be avoided, and it is also why the refusal to take
seriously the differences between different forms of life—bonobos versus sunflowers, let’s say — as subjects of
immunitary protection is, as they used to say in the 1970s, a “cop out.” This very act of immunitary selection and
protection on the basis of the capacity to “respond” — a capacity itself based on a constitutively prosthetic relation to
technicity — can never be juridical, however, because it is always already traced with the automaticity and
mechanicity of a reaction. It is a “line,” to use Derrida’s formulation, that is always already “multiple” and nonlinear,
always folded and in motion, always under erasure. We must choose, and by definition we cannot choose everyone
and everything at once. But this is precisely what ensures that, in the future, we will have been wrong. Our
“determinate” act of justice now will have been shown to be too determinate, revealed to have left someone or
something out. Indeed, this is precisely what has unfolded over the past few decades regarding our rapidly changing
understanding of nonhuman animals and how we relate to them. All of them? How many? Who knows? These are not
rhetorical questions. But I have suggested in the foregoing at least a place to start, since all cannot be welcomed, nor
all at once. As Derrida notes in “Autoimmunity: Real and Symbolic Suicides,” we are thus always returned to a
fundamental aporia that we must confront in two registers. Logically, “the demos is at once the incalculable singularity
of anyone, before any ‘subject,’ . . . beyond all citizenship, beyond every ‘state,’ indeed every ‘people,’ indeed even
beyond the current state of the definition of a living being as living ‘human being,’ and the universality of rational
calculation, of the equality of citizens before the law.” 82
In the end, then—to return to where we began—the biopolitical frame has the virtue of recasting our current
legal and political norms to enable us to see the irony (if one wants to call it that) of the Spanish Parliament’s decision
with regard to human rights for Great Apes at the very moment when the violence of biopolitics against “the body of
the world” has never been more virulent and more systematic, nowhere more so than in today’s practices of factory
farming. Nor has it been less concerned with the distinctions in taxonomy between human and nonhuman life with
regard to “making live” and “letting die.” So even as granting basic rights to Great Apes — or indeed to other
nonhuman animals as well — no doubt constitutes a monumental and historic step forward for our relations with

animals within the political purview of liberal democracy and its legal framework, it might well be seen, within the
biopolitical context opened up by Foucault, Esposito, Derrida, and others, as essentially a kind of tokenism in which
nonhumans who are “racially” similar enough to us to achieve recognition are protected, while all around us a
Holocaust — if that is indeed the word we want—against our other fellow creatures rages on and indeed accelerates.
An affirmative biopolitics need not—indeed, as I have argued, cannot — simply embrace “life” in all its
undifferentiated singularity, even as Esposito is surely right that confronting “the biojuridical node between life and
norm” is “neither the content nor the final sense of biopolitics, but is at a minimum its presupposition.” 83 What is
useful about biopolitical thought is that it puts us in a position to articulate the disjunctive and uneven quality of our
own political moment, constituted as it is by new forces and new actors not very legible by the political vocabulary of
sovereignty we have inherited, enabling us to see not just the dramatic, affirmative shift announced by the Spanish
Parliament’s decision, but also the radically character of the biopolitical: that that decision is shadowed, indeed
haunted, by the mechanized killing of billions of animals each year, in factory farming, in aquaculture, in the fishing of
the seas to the point of collapse, in the sixth largest extinction event in the history of the planet that we are now
experiencing—what Jonathan Safran Foer rightly calls a “war” on our fellow creatures.84 The biopolitical point is no
longer “human” vs. “animal”; the biopolitical point is a newly expanded community of the living and the concern we
should all have with where violence and immunitary protection fall within it, because we are all, after all, potentially
animals before the law.
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