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Overture (The Shield of Achilles)

Western literature’s most magnificent object, Achilles’ Shield, enacts 
a drama of animate matter. Although Homer depicts Hephaestus— 
hammer in one hand, tongs in the other—crafting the Shield from 
bronze and tin, silver and gold, the poet describes the object’s design in 
full resolution:1

He pictured on it earth, heaven, and sea,
unwearied sun, moon waxing, all the stars
that heaven bears for garland: Plêïadês,
Hyadês, Oríôn in his might. (18.557–60)

But even as the account of what the god has “pictured” achieves scenic 
stability—“two cities, noble scenes” (18.564)—those scenes themselves 
famously come to life. In the City of Peace, there are wedding feasts, 
where brides make their way

through town by torchlight from their chambers
amid chorales, amid the young men turning
round and round in dances. (18.566–68)

In the City of War, “all the figures clashed and fought/like living men, 
and pulled their dead away” (18.620–21). Moreover, at this turning point 
of the epic, when Achilles is at last about to enter combat to avenge the 
death of his friend Patroklos, the Shield manifests the cost of war by pre-
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senting the quotidian (yet astonishing) agricultural life in fields, pas-
tures, and vineyards:

Lighthearted boys and girls
were harvesting the grapes in woven baskets,
while on a resonant harp a boy among them
played a tune of longing, singing low
with delicate voice a summer dirge. The others,
breaking out in song for the joy of it,
kept time together as they skipped along. (18.654–60)

This is the exuberant life—the life outside of epic action—that the clash-
ing armies, Trojan and Achaean, have had to leave behind.

At such moments of heightened activity, the poem is quick to remind 
its audience that this life resides within a crafted object—that the activity 
amounts to activated metal:

The artisan made next a herd of longhorns,
fashioned in gold and tin: away they shambled,
lowing, from byre to pasture by a stream
that sang in ripples, and by reeds a- sway.
Four cowherds all of gold were plodding after
With nine little dogs beside them. (18.661–66, my emphasis)

The poem repeatedly clarifies that Achilles’ Shield is at once a static ob-
ject and a living thing, just as it marks and celebrates the phantasmago-
ric oscillation among forms and materials: the furrowed earth behind 
the plowmen may be “black,” but it is also “gold,/all gold—a wonder of 
the artist’s craft” (18.631–33). Homer’s distribution of vitality extends be-
yond the immortal and the mortal—to the artifactual. This “wonder of 
the artist’s craft” would seem to insist, then, on a kind of indeterminate 
ontology, in which the being of the object world cannot so readily be dis-
tinguished from the being of animals, say, or the being we call human 
being.2

Yet, for all the centuries of commentary on the Shield, such a specu-
lation has hardly been broached. The ontological ambiguity has been 
elided in behalf of rhetorical analysis, above all the analysis of ekphra-
sis, specified most clearly as “the verbal representation of visual representa-
tion.”3 Achilles’ Shield has served as the archetypal instance of ekphrastic 
poetry. In that service animate matter has been fettered into immobility, 
fixed between the pictorial and the verbal, the image and the word. Ob-
jection has been raised to the poet’s failure to sustain “a picture- like 
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representation,” his indulgence in “a thoroughly youthful pleasure in 
animated narration.”4 More often, though, that animation has been es-
teemed. And since G. E. Lessing published his commentary in Laokoon 
(1766), the Shield of Achilles has served to stage the distinction (often dra-
matized as a dispute) between the visual and the verbal—that is, by Less-
ing’s light, the distinction between the spatial and the temporal, between 
stasis and kinesis, between pictures and stories. Homer triumphantly de-
ploys the signal advantage afforded by the verbal medium, “the liberty to 
extend his description over that which preceded and that which followed 
the single moment represented in the work of art,” an extension which 
that work of art itself “must leave to the imagination.”5 Lessing is hardly 
alone in curiously reifying the referent, as though Homer bore witness 
to the Shield itself, as though the poet himself—the poetry itself—were 
not producing the object.6 Nor, despite various objections to his analysis, 
is he alone in effectively displacing the object with an image; the story 
of the Shield gets told as “the translation of image into story.”7 And the 
story of the Shield gets told as a foundational story because “ekphrastic 
literature reveals again and again this narrative response to pictorial sta-
sis, the story telling impulse that language by its very nature seems to 
release and stimulate.”8 Though much of the animation hardly conforms 
to anything recognizable as a plot—

The others,
breaking out in song for the joy of it,
kept time together as they skipped along

—readers retain their emphasis on narrative. Even efforts to argue be-
yond such an understanding of ekphrasis by regarding the Shield as 
an “imagetext” do not bring the represented object—as object—into 
focus: “Homer’s whole point seems to be to undermine the oppositions 
of movement and stasis, narrative action and descriptive scene, and the 
false identifications of medium with message.”9 But what if Homer’s 
whole point, undermining the opposition of movement and stasis, has 
nothing to do with literary modes (description and narration), and less 
to do with linguistic and pictorial media than with the medium of metal? 
What if Homer’s point is instead to undermine the opposition between 
the organic and inorganic, the vibrant and the inert?

Or, rather: what if that point is strikingly beside the point, precisely 
because the poem does not acknowledge our more modern convictions 
about the difference between the animate and inanimate, subject and ob-
ject, persons and things? In a universe where deities appear on the battle-
field, how disorienting could it be as an ancient auditor to encounter 
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vitalized matter? Indeed, when Hephaestus limps out of his workshop 
to speak to Thetis, he does so supported by fully animate and intelligent 
artifactual creations:

maids of gold, like living girls:
intelligences, voices, power of motion
these maids have, and skills learnt from the immortals. (18.482–84)

Yet even these automata—distant ancestors of E. T. A. Hoffmann’s Olym-
pia, Fritz Lang’s Maria, Philip K. Dick’s androids, and Pixar’s Wall- E—
have hardly convinced readers that the Shield might possess a vitality 
of its own.10 We’re assured that there is “no suggestion in the Shield of 
Achilles that Hephaestus himself made the images on the Shield live and 
move and speak; rather, the type of description that is characteristic of 
the Iliad makes the images of the Shield into stories.”11 The commanding 
role that the Shield has played in the history of modern ekphrastic criti-
cism has all but denied it any role in the history of animate matter.

And yet, when George Chapman published his translation of Achilles 
Shield (the same year, 1598, in which he published Seaven Bookes of The 
Iliades of Homere, Prince of Poets), his dedicatory epistle to the Earl of Sus-
sex all but began by highlighting such a role: the heavens, the earth, the 
sea, the two cities—these are “so lively” that readers “in times past have 
believed that all these thinges have in them a kind of voluntarie motion.” 
Such a belief, Chapman then asserts, continues to make good sense, “for 
so are all things here described by our divinest Poet, as if they consisted 
not of hard and solid metals but of a truly living and moving soule.”12 
This Homeric vitalism, as Chapman describes it, might be considered the 
ancient anticipation of more modern (modernist or avant- garde) percep-
tions of material vitality. Georg Simmel celebrates the “sensation of be-
coming” in Auguste Rodin’s work, for instance: the “movement [that] in-
vades every domain,” which the sculptor expresses “by giving the surface 
a new mode of being, a new vibration.”13 Just as his contact with Henri 
Bergson (the philosopher and the philosophy) lies behind Simmel’s par-
ticular appreciation of Rodin’s work, so too Bergson (along with Lucre-
tius, Spinoza, and Nietzsche) lies behind the more recent effort, by Gilles 
Deleuze and Félix Guattari, to disclose an “energetic materiality.”14 In 
Mille Plateaux (1980) they pay particular attention to metal: “What metal 
and metallurgy bring to light is a life proper to matter, a vital state of 
matter as such, a material vitalism that doubtless exists everywhere but 
is ordinarily hidden or covered, rendered unrecognizable.” The “inven-
tion, the intuition of metallurgy,” they argue, is the “prodigious idea of 
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Nonorganic Life” (454). In Homer’s epic it is not the metallurgist but the 
immortal “artisan,” who, fashioning a shield from bronze and tin, silver 
and gold, gives form to that prodigious idea. Or, as Deleuze and Guattari 
would say, the material vitality of the Shield “overspills the form” (410); 
it consists of a “matter- movement” or “matter- energy” that manifests a 
“corporeality” that is neither some essence nor “a sensible, formed and 
perceived, thinghood” [“choséité sensible, formée et perçue”] (407).15

Which is to say—in the terms that I develop and deploy throughout 
the present book—that it is precisely the Shield’s thingness, as opposed to 
its sensible (formed and perceived) objecthood, that registers such vitality. 
The matter- movement transposes the object into some other thing that is 
(the being of which is) in excess of any manifest object. Insofar as sculp-
ture becomes aware of itself as “a medium peculiarly located at the junc-
ture between stillness and motion, time arrested and time passing,” it 
may be the art form singularly suited to expose the thingness of the ob-
ject world, what the sculptor Henry Moore considered to be the vital state 
of matter as such.16 More recently, within the first stage of minimalism, 
Tony Smith explained that he was “interested in the inscrutability and 
mysteriousness of the thing”—the thing that fits nowhere on the grid of 
intelligibility, the thing that names our encounter with a restless object 
world where things (“presences of a sort”) don’t quite behave the way 
they “should.”17 Such strange behavior has preoccupied other art forms 
as well, from epic poetry to surrealist film. And thingness and object-
hood have been distinguished resolutely—above all, by Martin Heideg-
ger in his pursuit of das Ding. But I mean to dislodge the binary from 
philosophy (compromising its specificity and its grandiosity) in order to 
disclose what literature and the visual and plastic arts have been trying 
to teach us about our everyday object world: about the thingness that 
inheres as a potentiality within any object, about the object- event that 
precipitates the thing.18 This is a pedagogy that repeatedly points to the 
uncanniness of the ordinary, the oscillations between the animate and 
inanimate, for instance, which Homer renders extraordinary.19

More simply, the worlds made manifest by Achilles’ Shield might be said 
to figure those worlds out of which weaponry as such is forged: to figure 
those ordinary lives that lie behind the extraordinary actions and objects 
of war. In this sense, such worlds and lives are not on the Shield so much 
as they are within it (like the labor congealed by the commodity, as Marx 
describes it).20 In his later translation of book 18 (in 1611, part of The Iliads 
of Homer, all twenty- four books) Chapman suggests such a way of consid-
ering the Shield’s component figures:21
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For in it he presented earth, in it, the sea and skie,
In it, the never- wearied Sunne, the Moone exactly round
And all those stares with which the browes of ample heaven are 

crownd— (18.557–59, my emphasis)

Extending Chapman’s prepositional insistence—translating en not as 
“on” but as “in”—would be a way toward apprehending the thingness 
of the Shield, given how etymologies of thing (chose, Ding, causa, res) re-
trieve the notion of a gathering or an assembly: the Shield is a thing in-
sofar as it gathers singers and soldiers, earth and sky.22 It is a way toward 
imagining the Shield not only as an adumbrating emblem of the neo-
vitalist thought of the late twentieth century, but also as an allegoriz-
ing precursor of the hybrid assemblages and “quasi- objects” charted 
most energetically by Bruno Latour, who insists that we think beyond 
(or, more precisely, before) the distinction between subject and ob-
ject, human and nonhuman.23 He repeatedly exposes the human drama 
within the nonhuman, and the animation and agency of the artifactual, 
to the point where a subject- object binary no longer makes sense and 
the object world comes to life, like the Shield, vivified by the human as-
piration, frustration, and aggression it has gathered.24 In Latour’s own 
case studies of the human life that resides within objects, shedding light 
on that “blind spot in which society and matter exchange properties,” 
weaponry proves a rich resource (PH, 190).25 People and things cannot 
be disaggregated; agency must be distributed among multiple actants; 
and thus one must say that “B- 52s do not fly, the U.S. Air Force flies” (PH, 
182). The Air Force—its pilots and procedures, its ambitions, ranks, and 
regulations—already inheres within the object. From this point of view, 
the Shield’s ploughing and dancing, for instance, cannot be thought of as 
distinct from the epic action; rather, this life—these lives—appear there 
on the battlefield, albeit only as congealed by this object form.

Latour has repeatedly argued that sociologists must learn from art-
ists when it comes to recasting “solid objects” into “the fluid states where 
their connections with humans may make sense.”26 He encourages the 
social sciences all told to learn—from “novels, plays, and films from clas-
sical tragedy to comics”—that the “social” cannot be reduced to humans, 
that society cannot be fathomed as “an object- less social world” (54–55, 
82). Clifford Geertz once lamented that “social scientific theory” had 
“been virtually untouched” by Kenneth Burke’s account of “symbolic 
action,” as by the literary criticism of William Empson, R. P. Blackmur, 
and Eric Auerbach (among others). Social analysis remains impover-
ished, he believed, without an appreciation for the functions of figurative 
language (“metaphor, analogy, irony, ambiguity, pun, paradox, hyper-
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bole”).27 Geertz was invested in literary explication as a model for in-
terpreting what and how specific practices mean—that is, why a given 
practice is meaningful and how it conveys that meaning. Latour instead 
expects sociologists to learn (from novels, plays, and films) how to iden-
tify the constituent and mutually constitutive, mutually empowering 
and constraining, participants (or actants) of any practice. Not what a 
practice means, but how the practitioners operate.

This, as the literary- critical engagement with Achilles’ Shield should 
make clear, is hardly to say that literary history or literary theory always 
teaches the lesson that Latour has learned. On the one hand, you can 
now read a political scientist relishing the vitality of matter and a histo-
rian of science describing (“without resorting to ventriloquism or pro-
jection”) the eloquence of obdurate objects.28 On the other, you can read 
a literary theorist dismissively (albeit jovially) insisting that “attributing 
intentions and language to various bits and pieces of the world,” making 
“‘all kinds of unexpected things’ speak,” depends on the “vis amatoria” 
and the shared projections of “amateurs.”29 Such a formulation insists 
that the “professional” must speak within, and in behalf of, the modern. 
(All but needless to add, the amateur- professional distinction is itself 
modern). It also disregards how an individual’s experience of ontological 
ambiguity can provoke, or be provoked by, anxiety or fear, not love and 
affection. The restless “quasi- object” is hardly welcomed by the charac-
ters in a gothic novel, a Kafka story, a horror film, or those episodes of 
daily life when your computer, toaster, or phone suddenly seems to have 
a will of its own. The experience of object agency can’t be ascribed to any 
one disposition.

The ontological ambiguity (or homogeneity) that Latour himself pro-
poses is part of a project that is differently and productively normative: 
the effort to establish new epistemological norms for making better 
sense of the “social”; to establish new narratological norms for telling 
more accurate stories about the history of science and technology; and 
thus to establish the means of “speak[ing] of democracy again, but of a 
democracy extended to things themselves.”30 The arts, however, disclose 
the complications, equivocations, mediations, and possible destinations 
of any such democracy, present, past, and future. Literature may indeed 
be the place where, in Latour’s words “the freedom of agency”—that is, 
the distribution of agency beyond the human—“can be regained,” but it 
is also the place where such freedom can be lost—or, most precisely, the 
place where the dynamics of gaining and losing are especially legible.31 In 
other words, literature also portrays the resistances to that freedom and 
the ramifications of it, be they phenomenological or ontological, psycho-
logical or cultural.
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Such freedom was arrested within the “Homeric” world that W. H. 
Auden redescribed in a deadening, administrative tone. In “The Shield 
of Achilles” (1952), which begins by effectively devitalizing Homer’s ani-
mated object, he casts Thetis as the figure repeatedly disappointed be-
cause Hephaestus has failed to craft the life she anticipates:32

She looked over his shoulder
For vines and olive trees,
Marble well- governed cities
And ships upon untamed seas,
But there on the shining metal
His hands had put instead
An artificial wilderness
And a sky like lead.

A plain without a feature, bare and brown,
No blade of grass, no sign of neighborhood,
Nothing to eat and nowhere to sit down, . . . (1–8)

There may be some degree of motion in the modern military system, but 
Auden keeps it to a minimum:

Barbed wire enclosed an arbitrary spot
Where bored officials lounged (one cracked a joke)
And sentries sweated for the day was hot:
A crowd of ordinary decent folk
Watched from without and neither moved nor spoke (31–35)

He clearly means to produce an image of modern war—or simply of 
war—as a stultifying phenomenon without passion or heroism, without 
the “ritual pieties” that Thetis looks for, without “athletes at their games” 
or “men and women in a dance,” without a feature to relieve the over-
arching impression of sterility: “His hands had set no dancing- floor/But a 
weed- choked field” (47–48). Auden conveys the disenchantment of mili-
tary operations through a disenchanted object. If Homer’s Shield can be 
said both to manifest a vital state of matter and to disclose the imbrica-
tion of human and nonhuman, then Auden’s Shield must be said to por-
tray the devitalized object world of modernity and to stage the difficulty 
of recuperating its vitality.

The book in hand tracks efforts to effect that recuperation in visual, 
plastic, and literary works of the long twentieth century (1890–2010). 
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My title, Other Things, is meant to identify two topics that remain inter-
twined throughout the following pages. First, other things designates 
those things that we routinely differentiate from persons; experienc-
ing personhood remains inseparable from that routine. But such rou-
tine can find itself challenged (dramatically or inconspicuously) either 
because, enmeshed as we are in the object world, we can’t at times differ-
entiate ourselves from things, or because those things (however actively 
or passively) have somehow come to resemble us.33 I end up contemplat-
ing a rather odd assortment of things—beach glass and plate glass, me-
chanical banks, skyscrapers, cell phones, plastic chairs, pottery, sneak-
ers, Charlie McCarthy dolls, fluorescent lights, masks of the Northwest 
Coast, and metronomes, for instance. But I focus on a familiar assort-
ment of human behaviors (such as collecting, fetishizing, and memori-
alizing) and of emotional states (such as shock, melancholy, thrill, and 
nostalgia). My critical mode can be described as a materialist explication 
that marshals historical fragments (including fragments of our historical 
present) to make sense of the questions this work seems to ask, however 
inadvertently. The arts seem to have a material unconscious, by which I 
mean (most simply) that they register transformations of the material 
world that they do not necessarily represent or intentionally express. 
Marcel Duchamp was not expressing his admiration of the urinal when 
he submitted Fountain to the jury for the Society of Independent Artists 
exhibit in 1917, but the piece nonetheless registers (and has as its pre-
condition) the European infatuation with the new plumbing technolo-
gies developed in the United States.34 Conceptually, Fountain exposes the 
arbitrariness of the art object (its indeterminate material and form), the 
boundaries of the art system (its adjudication of what will count as art), 
and the authority of the artist. Physically (in the photographic record 
we have), Fountain also might be said to stage the aesthetics of every-
day life and a new era of functional design, even as it intimates how the 
one- to- oneness of art spectatorship (which has its own history) has come 
to correlate with the modern privatization (the serial individuation) of 
urinating in public, a privatization mediated by (regimented by) the ob-
ject world.35 In addition, insofar as you glimpse the humanoid outline 
of the tipped urinal, you sense (in excess of the object’s utility, its cul-
tural novelty and its anti- aesthetic function) some other thing. It is that 
thing—that kind of thing—that I wish to bring into view.

My first chapter, “Things—in Theory,” provides an account of how I 
myself understand the object- thing dialectic and then tracks the object- 
thing distinction as it appears in the work of Heidegger and Jacques 
Lacan. Neither discussion provides an analytic for understanding the 
force of inanimate objects in human experience, but both make it clear 
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why a focus on objects alone will not disclose the potency of the object 
qua thing. The subsequent chapters most often proceed by isolating indi-
vidual works (a short story by Virginia Woolf, a photograph by Man Ray, 
a film by Spike Lee, for instance) and responding to their organization 
of the inanimate object world and the place of the human within it. I 
have clustered the chapters under three headings. “The Matter of Mod-
ernism” points out how a particular material (glass), a particular artistic 
practice (assemblage), and a generic material form (the pot) came to ma-
terialize ambitions and anxieties about the subject- object relation within 
modernity and to dramatize what André Breton called “the crisis of the 
object”—what I read as his intuition about the other thing. The chap-
ters in “Unhuman History” focus, first, on the human- unhuman binary 
(in Hannah Arendt’s political ontology and in Latour’s political ecology); 
then on a fictional and a psychoanalytic account of the attractions of the 
nonhuman environment; and finally on an art practice, responding to 
the history of ethnology, meant to shock our historical sensibility into 
recognizing some extrahuman temporality, a history not of the world, 
but of the earth. Finally, “Kitch Kulchur” (for which I borrow the spell-
ing from Ezra Pound’s last- ditch effort to “preserve some of the values 
that make life worth living”) follows Walter Benjamin’s (and, ultimately, 
Theodor Adorno’s) logic, perceiving kitsch not just as the most degraded 
of cultural forms but also as the site—there, where the object becomes 
another thing—through which an aspiration for some alternative to the 
status quo can be perceived.36 My gambit is to work somewhere between 
the registers of history and literature, criticism and theory, convinced 
that to think meaningfully about objects, things, and thingness neces-
sitates thinking not only about the surrealist assemblage but also about 
plastic and leather, about buildings and toys, and indeed about produc-
tion, distribution, and consumption. You can read the book as an ac-
count of modernism and the afterlife of its investment in disclosing, de-
spite modernity’s disenchantment, an object world that (in one corner 
or another) has retained its enchantment or been enchanted anew.37 My 
brief coda juxtaposes Dan Flavin’s first fluorescent light sculpture with 
Gaston Bachelard’s nostalgic last book, The Flame of a Candle, in the effort 
to expand the notion of materiality and to derive, from light, a poetics 
of thingness.38

The conceptual investments of these chapters are wide- ranging, but 
my interest in things has been sustained above all by two assertions: 
Georg Lukács’s claim (cited like a mantra in the chapters to come) that 
the culture of rationalization and calculability, effected by the com-
modity form’s abstraction of the object, conceals “above all the im-
mediate—qualitative and material—character of things as things”; and 
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Georges Bataille’s claim that because capitalism is “an unreserved surren-
der to things,” capitalist cultures “place what is essential” beyond or out-
side “the world of things.”39 Like Heidegger, the art of the long twentieth 
century has worked—through various acts of redemptive reification, as I 
call them—to reveal that character and to disclose its unanticipated role 
in human life. Bruno Latour can ask the social sciences to learn about 
things from art and literature because that is, first off, where the charac-
ter of things has been preserved, awaiting its excavation. In the process of 
excavating, though, you sometimes find things you never bargained for. 
You end up confronting the character of other things when some other 
thing finds you.

Many of the chapters gathered here were once essays, some of which 
have enjoyed autonomous lives for some time. The essays were once 
talks, often prompted by generous invitations to participate in inter-
disciplinary conferences, seminars, and colloquia: “Material Powers,” 
“Thing[s] Matter,” “Theories and Things: Re- Evaluating Material Cul-
ture,” “Real Things: Matter, Materiality, Representation, 1880 to the 
Present,” “Waste and Want: The Cultural Politics of Value,” “The Pathos 
of Authenticity: American Passions for the Real,” “Curious Things,” “Re-
thinking the Real,” “Thing/Theory,” “One More Thing: History, Objects, 
Writing, and Everyday Life,” “What Is an Object? Thing Theory in Inter-
disciplinary Perspective,” “Seeing Things,” “Materiality,” “Materiality and 
Art History.” As such a list (though partial) suggests, this book emerges 
from a conversation that gained considerable momentum in the first de-
cade of the current century, a conversation that takes things seriously in 
different registers: with an emphasis on materiality, on objects, on the 
real, on things, on the Thing, none of which are equivalents but all of 
which, at times, summon each other.

The book is also part of a long conversation I’ve been having with my-
self. In The Material Unconscious (1996) I worked to show how changes 
in the material culture of the American 1890s, even when they played 
no evident role within the diegesis of prose fiction, worked their way 
into the literary imagination, often as lexical, figurative, or formal novel-
ties.40 In A Sense of Things: The Object Matter of American Literature (2003), 
I tried instead to show how the mechanics of narrative prose fiction get 
deployed to convince readers of the materiality of the represented object 
world, to infuse that world with significance, and to exhibit how objects 
organize our desires, knowledges, and fantasies in a way that can hardly 
be explained by the cultural logic of capitalism. Indeed, thinking tan-
gentially to the homogenizing accounts of the culture of consumption, I 
worked with the assumption, as I do in the present book, that the double-
ness of the commodity (divided into use value and exchange value) conceals a 
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more rudimentary distinction between the object and itself, or the object and 
the thing, which in fact sustains the success of the commodity (in other words, 
the success of capitalism). Value derives from the appropriation of a preexist-
ing surplus, the material object’s own excessiveness.41 Between those books, 
recognizing that the inanimate object world was slowly returning as a 
legitimate object of attention across several fields, I edited a special issue 
of Critical Inquiry, Things (2001, 2004), which brought together schol-
ars from a range of disciplines. My introduction to the volume, “Thing 
Theory,” gestured toward conceptualizing things, the thing, and thing-
ness (work that I pick up in my first chapter here) but also pointed to 
prior conceptualizations in the twentieth century. As I asked then, “what 
decade of the century didn’t have its own thing about things?”42 Taking 
things seriously ought to include bringing the history of such thinking 
back into focus.

Still, who could have predicted, twenty years ago, that the phenome-
nological object world (or indeed the material world, the real world, and 
things themselves) would return with a kind of vengeance, having been 
marginalized or elided for so long by, say, structuralism and deconstruc-
tion, various theories of the subject, and the emphasis on discursive or 
social construction, as by the critical fixation on the image and the text, 
and by the materialism named Marxism (in its Althusserian mode)? And 
how should we understand the broad spotlight now turned on the ob-
ject world within various disciplinary dramas? Where had things gone? 
Within different disciplines, different blockades had established the 
quarantine. Art History had disengaged the image from its material sup-
port; Anthropology transformed objects into goods or into signs; History 
felt most secure with words, not things, as the source of evidence; Phi-
losophy privileged language or Dasein to the point of rendering the being 
of objects secondary, if not beside the point.43

But to ask seriously, “What is this thing about things?” is to imagine 
dramas that transcend these effectively parochial, intradisciplinary dis-
putes. One drama no doubt consists of the perceived threat posed by the 
digitization of the world we once knew. Describing the “dematerializa-
tion of material culture” with particular anguish, the archaeologist Colin 
Renfrew laments the current separation “between communication and 
substance.” Because “the electronic impulse is replacing whatever re-
mained of the material element in the images to which we became ac-
customed,” the “engagement with the material world where the material 
object was the repository of meaning is being threatened.” All told, by 
his light, “physical, palpable material reality is disappearing, leaving 
nothing but the smile on the face of the Cheshire Cat.”44 The quest for 
some new engagement with the object (be it archaeological, historical, 
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or philosophical) could be understood as an effort to forestall such a dis-
appearance, or to cling to a world where objects remain repositories of 
semantic plenitude.

No less reasonably, though, the quest could be provoked by the ap-
pearance of new objects, in particular those objects that are displacing 
the role of humans, those products of technologies that have caught up 
with science fiction and for which the battlefield provides another apt 
illustration. The Unmanned Combat Air Vehicle (UCAV) has now been 
programmed not just to be commanded remotely but also—in the case 
of the Boeing X- 45, say, or the X- 47 Pegasus—to fight autonomously, de-
tecting and destroying enemy targets.45 As P. W. Singer has made clear, 
in Wired for War (2009), our new century—wherein, by 2008, U.S. forces 
in Iraq already included twelve thousand robotic units—is in the process 
of witnessing war unmanned.46 No matter how agential we theorize ob-
jects to be and to have always been, we should be poised to assess a novel 
distribution of agency outside the confines of theory.

Finally, it may be that scholars have turned their attention to the ob-
ject world because our most precious object, the earth, seems to be dying, 
and it has thus become a global object (it has been produced as an object) 
within international political and legal discourse.47 All told, then, if one 
can a posit a material unconscious that has provoked this thing about 
things, I suspect it is troubled by a “dematerialization” of the world, a 
proliferation of newly agential objects, and a recognition that our most 
familiar object, our planet, has become uncanny. Such changes make it 
clear that those who long to exclude objects from the ethical imagina-
tion (somehow convinced that “forces are conspiring” against the intel-
lectual engagement with things) seem determined to render the humani-
ties obsolete.48 Rather, as one historian put it, “Things are back. After the 
turn to discourse and signs in the late twentieth century, there is a new 
fascination with the material stuff of life.”49

That fascination has been no less obvious within today’s art world. As 
more than one critic has said, Documenta XIII (2012), for instance, clearly 
meant to align itself with today’s “object- oriented philosophy” as with 
“thing theory.”50 But before the turn of the century, in 1992, Klara Sax 
(at age seventy- two) had already reached the final stages of her immense 
desert installation of B- 52 bombers. From atop a sandstone ledge, you 
could see the “broad formation across the bleached bottom of the world”: 
“two hundred and thirty planes, swept- winged, fanned like bottom 
creatures, some painted in part, some nearly completed, many not yet 
touched by the paint machines.”51 In a work meant to be seen as “a single 
mass, not a collection of objects” (83), Sax achieved the scale of the great 
earthwork pro jects, something on the order of the two vast trenches that 
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Michael Heizer had cut into the Nevada desert, Double Negative (1969–
70), or his vast City (begun in 1972, once scheduled for completion in 
2010). But this is a woman who, rather than reenact the heroics of trans-
forming the earth, had long ago abandoned painting to devote herself, 
like Louise Nevelson or Louise Bontecou, to assemblage, working with 
bits and pieces—scraps—and then “saving” the artifacts of the Cold War 
“from the cutter’s torch,” seeming to ask whether art could ever achieve 
the dimensions of war. “I am painting airplanes that are a hundred and 
sixty feet long with wingspans even longer and total weight operating 
on full tanks maybe half a million pounds.” In her 1992 interview she was 
willing to say, “This is an art project, not a peace project. This is a land-
scape painting in which we use the landscape itself. The Desert is cen-
tral to this piece. It’s the surround. It’s the framing device” (70). But she 
also said (too hastily), “Power meant something thirty, forty years ago. It 
was stable, it was focused, it was a tangible thing. . . . You could measure 
things” (76).52

Don DeLillo has become both critic and poet of the late- century 
American object world—its buildings and dumps, its baseballs and 
radios, its station wagons, computer screens, toxins, and art. In Under-
world (1997), the man with whom Klara Sax once had a brief yet intense 
affair, Nick Shay, has become a waste- management executive, oversee-
ing an organization of “waste handlers, waste traders, cosmologists of 
waste,” and making sure that other residues of the Cold War remain out 
of sight, “entomb[ing] contaminated waste with a sense of reverence and 
dread” (88). Nick’s chess- obsessed brother Matt has grown up to work on 
classified projects in remote locations; he is a “bombhead” living life in 
the Pocket, “somewhere under the gypsum hills of New Mexico,” a “self- 
enclosed and self- referring” region that is “inaccessible to others” (403, 
401, 412). Working on the desert, not beneath it, Klara Sax developed a 
project that inspired a new nomadism, attracting “teachers on leave and 
nomads and runaways . . . burnt- out hackers looking for the unwired 
world” (65). It may well be the case that subject and object, human and 
nonhuman, are inextricable, and that human life already resides within 
the weapon, be it shield or B- 52 or drone. But Sax conjures a very differ-
ent imbroglio of persons and things: “See, we’re painting, hand- painting 
in some cases, putting our puny hands to great weapon systems . . . we’re 
trying to unrepeat, to find an element of felt life, and maybe there’s 
sort of a survival instinct here, a graffiti instinct—to trespass and de-
clare ourselves, show who we are” (77). It is an imbroglio nonetheless: a 
haptic engagement that, fully recognizing the importance of the object 
world, struggles to preserve the importance of the human within it. It is 
an effort to reanimate, differently, Auden’s “artificial wilderness.” Will-
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ing to admit, in Mille Plateaux (as translated), that an “art movement can 
be a war machine” (422), Deleuze and Guattari never sensed how such a 
movement might begin with objects of war for which war is no longer 
the object—how the art of war might be refunctioned as art’s own war to 
provoke a different state of unrest.
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One

Things—in Theory

In the opening pages of Falling Man, an unidentified consciousness 
struggles to apprehend the devastation of lower Manhattan, “a time 
and space of falling ash and near night,” of “seismic tides of smoke, with 
office paper flashing past,” of “people running . . . holding towels to their 
faces,” of “otherwordly things in the morning pall.” The man himself 
does not run. Glass in his hair, glass in his face, he walks. He walks slowly 
enough and consciously enough to encounter, consciously, the altered 
object world he inhabits—the things that the novelist, Don DeLillo, in-
sistently tags as things: “In time he heard the sound of the second fall. 
He crossed Canal Street and began to see things, somehow, differently. 
Things did not seem charged in the usual ways, the cobbled street, the 
cast- iron buildings. There was something critically missing from the 
things around him. They were unfinished, whatever that means. They 
were unseen, whatever that means, shop windows, loading platforms, 
paint- sprayed walls. Maybe this is what things look like when there is no 
one here to see them.”1 The animation of the passage derives from the 
relays between some things and others: from a dynamic that moves—
under the sign of things—from general to particular, abstract to concrete, 
vague to precise. Things are critically different. The cast- iron buildings 
and the loading platforms—those things are different. Something is 
wrong. What’s wrong is manifest there, in those things—shop windows 
and paint- sprayed walls—but the thing that is wrong, everywhere, looms 
both within and beyond those things.

DeLillo exploits the ambiguity of things and an ambiguity in things—
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what Martin Heidegger referred to simply as the word’s broader and nar-
rower sense. For thing (Ding, chose, &c.) can designate merely something 
(ein Etwas) as opposed to nothing; it can refer to actions or conditions 
(“Let’s get those things done now”; “things have been pretty shitty”); and 
it can name any quotidian object—a rock, a knife, or a watch, as he says. 
Heidegger himself persistently isolates and concentrates on the present- 
at- hand (das Vorhandene), “what is most immediate, most capable of being 
grasped.”2 The scale of DeLillo’s concrete things—walls and windows and 
streets—renders them less graspable. And they can hardly be extracted 
from (grasped out from) their condition; they thus dramatize how things 
remain tangled among other things, including the least graspable things, 
like the thing that is missing—“something critically missing”—the thing 
whose absence is nonetheless present there.

Not knowing his way, the man vacillates between the thoughtless 
and the thoughtful. His passing speculation that this state of things 
may be their state—their state in the absence of human perception, 
the way things look in the absence of looking—seems to engage tradi-
tional questions: whether, for instance, a falling object makes any sound 
in the absence of an auditor. The speculation might very well bring to 
mind, chillingly, Jean- Paul Sartre’s analogous point that destruction is 
only a human experience. Storms, for example, “merely modify the dis-
tribution of masses of beings. There is no less after the storm than be-
fore. There is something else.” In the absence of a human witness, “there 
is being before as after the storm—that is all.”3 But most precisely, the 
man’s speculation entertains the prospect that this event has simply dis-
closed things as they are: the being of the Kantian thing- in- itself (Ding an 
sich) outside the spatiotemporal grid of experience, the perceptual appa-
ratus that can only provide apprehension of the thing- for- us (Ding für 
uns). Perhaps the perceptual apparatus itself has succumbed to the wave 
of destruction. More likely, the passing thought insists that perception 
is irreducible to seeing, that it is always a matter of corporeal involve-
ment, never some purified, pristine spectatorship. This is why, object-
ing to how Kant overlooks “the phenomenon of the body and that of the 
thing,” Maurice Merleau- Ponty concludes that we “must say that my ex-
perience breaks forth into things and transcends itself in them, because 
it always comes into being within the framework of a certain setting in 
relation to the world which is the definition of my body.”4 The definition 
of this man’s body—a passing driver sees “a man scaled in ash, in pulver-
ized matter” (DeLillo, Falling Man, 6)—provides the framework within 
which he stumbles into one and another question about things and our 
access to them. All but aimlessly, he stumbles back out.

In the course of the following chapters (the last of which returns to 
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Falling Man), I describe how specific examples from the literary, visual, 
and plastic arts fashion questions about the object world and our rela-
tion to it, about the mutual constitution and mutual animation of subject 
and object, and about a kind of thingness provoked by the object that re-
mains irreducible to any object form. Within the current chapter, I mean 
to anticipate those questions and to dilate them, exposing their con-
ceptual infrastructure and providing a genealogy for the distinction to 
which I repeatedly refer, between objects and things—or the object and 
its thingness. This is a distinction that, within my subsequent cases, will 
be reinflected in response to the matter at hand. Here my concern is how 
things have drawn a more formalized thinking about them and our ori-
entation to them: our life in the midst of things, their lives in our midst.

I retain some version of the much- disparaged subject- object distinc-
tion in behalf of apprehending an object- thing distinction whose ex-
planatory power lies in the cultural field (and not, that is, in the field of 
metaphysics or psychoanalysis). After providing a chart of my scheme 
for describing the thingness of objects—the thing that is the other thing, 
understood in either a physical or a metaphysical register—I track Hei-
degger’s repeated approach to the question of the thing (in its autono-
mous being). In his final approach (delivered as a lecture, “Das Ding,” in 
1950), he develops a version of the object- thing distinction that Lacan 
takes up in what I read as his inadvertent theory of objects: an account 
of how the making of the artifact fashions the difference on which signi-
fication as such depends. My exposition of their texts and the links be-
tween them provides the conceptual historical core of the chapter; this is 
thought that continues to merit rethinking and that remains at the cen-
ter of thinking about things. I pursue this genealogy to make sense of the 
intuition that sustains this book as a whole: that attention to physical ob-
jects (material culture) and to thingness (material or immaterial) can pro-
ductively converge. Because that convergence, in my subsequent cases, 
is so often mediated by literature, photography, and film (“Why not, if 
you care so much about material objects, give some thought to that cof-
fee mug sitting right there on the table?”), I conclude the present chapter 
by pointing to various definitions of materiality per se that argue against 
one or another fantasy of immediate access to the material world, defi-
nitions that suggest instead how the mediation of objects can make their 
materiality (let alone their thingness) sensible, if not in the last instance 
fully apprehensible. It would be possible to curate the thinking I track 
within a material and materialist history—a history of technology and of 
corporate capital and mass consumption. That is not my aim within the 
confines of this chapter, however. I want rather to share a feel for things, 
then and now, in theory.
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1. Object- Thing

Insofar as Other Things leaves the subject- object binary in place (while re-
peatedly discovering it disoriented or displaced), you might want to en-
gage the book as a retrospective inquiry. I look backward from the twenty- 
first century to some earlier “remedial work on our relation with things,” 
a phrase by which John Mullarkey characterizes Henri Bergson’s Intro-
duction to Metaphysics (1903), where Bergson insists, against the philo-
sophical tradition, on the mind’s capacity to follow “reality in all sinu-
osities and of adopting the very movement of the inward life of things.”5 
Above all, though, I look back into a modernity where the animation of 
the object world, the voice of things, or the indistinction of object and 
subject does not constitute a general (or generalizable, theorizable) con-
dition but irrupts as a discrete event, the aesthetic effects of which range 
from the uncanny to the sublime. Nonetheless, as Alfred North White-
head emphasized, the subject- object relation may pattern experience, 
but “subject and object are relative terms,” and the relation must not be 
regarded as the structure of knower to known. This is because “experi-
ence is an activity” and the “basis of experience is emotional”: “The occa-
sion as subject has a ‘concern’ for the object,” he argues; “the ‘concern’ at 
once places the object as a component in the experience of the subject.”6

If the perennially demonized subject- object distinction was a defining 
feature of modern thought (the thought of Descartes, say), then it re-
mains difficult not to admit (however reluctantly) that this is a moder-
nity that we continue to inhabit. The difficulty might be measured by the 
story that Jean Piaget tells of the ontogenetic development of the object 
concept itself, where the human infant achieves the distinction between 
object and subject as a kind of triumph—the triumph of overcoming the 
“egocentrism” of radical undifferentiation, where there is neither self 
nor “objectivity.”7 Only gradually does the infant assimilate the envi-
ronment as external (xi– xii). This externality may be the basis for—but 
cannot be equated with—the epistemologist’s idea of a world outside the 
subject. Rather, it precipitates as a realist metaphysics in which the ob-
ject seen and grasped and sucked is the object (itself) now apprehended 
as object.8 Externality designates the emerging consciousness of an ob-
ject world and spatial relations; it designates the gradual organization 
of “reality,” which occurs “to the extent that the self is freed from itself 
by finding itself and so assigns itself a place as a thing among things, an 
event among events.” This is a “transition from chaos to cosmos” (xiii): 
a trajectory from the child’s “adualistic consciousness” (that knows no 
binary) to the production of objects, the coordination of a relationship 
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to those objects, the faith in object conservation (between eight and ten 
months), and the internalization of those schemata (5, 45, 96). Confer-
ring stability on the object world (on the otherness of the object) stabi-
lizes the objecthood of the self. This is the psychological transition (the 
denouement of the infant adventure) on which an understanding (such 
as Hannah Arendt’s) of the stability of the artifactual world depends. But 
no one has ever experienced such stability as wholly secure: sometimes 
the same table at which you sit everyday just isn’t the same. It has become 
something else.

When Piaget moves from his preface to the body of his book, he trans-
poses the “thing among things” into the “object among other objects”: 
the child, we’re told, eventually “places himself as an object among other 
objects,” thus becoming “a part of the universe he has constructed by 
freeing himself of his personal perspective” (97–98). It is as though the 
psychologist, before rendering this scene of confidence, has registered 
the way that objects, even in their originary differentiation (as mere 
things among things) are not yet quite distinct—as objects. Which is to 
suppose that, however inadvertently and vaguely, he registers some dis-
tinction between the object and the thing. This is the distinction that I 
mean to dilate.

The first chart formalizes the dynamics out of which the distinction 
between the object and the thing (between an object and its thingness) 
should become clear.

THING(NESS)
(metaphysical - suprasensible – transcendent)

SUBJECT THINGS OBJECT
(amorphous matter, primal

stuff, sensations, pure
experience, il y a, gubbish, &c.)

THING(NESS)
(physical - sensible - immanent)
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The arrows designate relations. Things (plural) designates some under-
organized material field or some unorganized amalgam or mass: a field 
of sensations before they are organized into discrete objects; or a more 
general field of objects before any one object (a stone, a city, a chair, a 
can of diet coke) becomes distinct; or that field of “material . . . of which 
everything is composed,” the “primal stuff” that William James called 
“pure experience,” one of whose “terms” becomes the subject, another 
the object.9 Indeed, the field of things should be understood to include 
the pre- emergent subject as a thing entangled in things—this is a field of 
things from which both subject and object precipitate in and as their relation. 
More traditionally, you would find a different horizontal axis (second 
chart):

That axis describes a dynamic wherein the object emerges from an inter-
action between the perceiving or apperceiving subject and things. But 
such a formulation stabilizes the subject before the emergence of an ob-
ject, neglecting the way that the subject, too, emerges from things.

The diagonal arrows in the first chart point out how some thing, by 
which I will always mean the thingness of the constituted object, is the 
outcome of an interaction (beyond their mutual constitution) between 
subject and object. The thing thus names a subject- object relation. The 
corollary of this point is that any object can become a thing—or, more 
precisely, that thingness inheres (as a latency) within any manifest ob-
ject. Of course, the subject can be an individual or a group—a family, a 
club, a gang, a subculture, a nation, &c.; group identity can be fortified by 
the thingness of some object: ritual food, a totem animal, a national flag. 
And an object can appear in the subject position; indeed the dynamic can 
be understood most readily through an interobjective relation. Imagine 
a toy truck beside a magnet that suddenly affixes itself to the truck. From 
the magnet’s point of view (if you will) the object qua object is beside the 
point: it doesn’t matter that the truck is yellow and blue, that it is three 
inches tall, that its wheels are black, that the girl playing with it calls it 
a truck. What matters is the iron in the truck (or the iron of the truck): 
that is the thing that compels the magnet—the thing that does not in any 
sense destroy the object but that renders the object superfluous (except 
insofar as it provides the source of the thing).

How is it that an object becomes a thing for one or another (individu-
ated) human subject? Such thingness can seem to be the result of subjec-
tive response, something akin to what Roland Barthes called the punctum 
of the photograph: what captivates you, however minor or inadvertent 
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the detail. An “intense mutation of my interest,” he calls it; with his eyes 
shut, he will find the “detail” continuing to “rise of its own accord into 
affective consciousness.”10 He calls it the “partial object” as opposed to 
the “total object” produced by the photographer’s intention (43, 47). The 
faint stain on the lampshade here recalls (calls back into being) the faint 
stain you kept staring at, there, in the lower corner of your family’s din-
ing room drapes.

But such thingness can result as well from the object’s insistence, what 
Alfonso Lingis calls the imperative that forces the subject’s attention: as 
fact, as interruption, as summons. “Things are attractions” that “draw 
our perceptual movements to themselves and hold them”; an object 
“lures and concentrates the current of feeling in us”; it makes demands: 
the armchair “calls for composure in the midst of agitation,” and “the 
worktable calls for devotion to craft.”11 The curiously bulbous ball- point 
pen compels you (however much you want or need to write) to keep roll-
ing it between your thumb and fingers. Rolling it. And rolling it.

In any case—physical or metaphysical, with the thing provoked as 
punctum or as imperative, or both, the two often indistinguishable—the 
thingness of the object, just as it is irreducible to the object form (be that 
thingness physical or metaphysical), threatens the coherence of the ob-
ject. If the thingness of the table resides in the remarkable patina of the 
bird’s- eye maple (the thing thus emerging from the physical register), 
the isolation of that property undoes the integrity of the object; it dis-
aggregates what Hegel calls the “community (Gemeinschaft)” of the “ob-
jective entity.”12 If the thingness of the chair resides in its historicity—
its historical value, its having been sat in by Hegel—the solid object has 
given itself over to the role of medium, the access it gives to what tran-
scends it.13 My concern is not with an object’s withdrawal from its prop-
erties, but with the adamant presence of a thingness that is fully (even 
exuberantly or aggressively) manifest in those very properties, so long 
as properties also names metaphysical characteristics (say, the symbolic 
valence of the wine and bread that makes them other things). When you 
say that there is some thing about that bust of Balzac that creeps you out, 
the thing is present and potent, even if it can’t immediately be named or 
known.14

All this may clarify what I mean by the other thing, by the distinc-
tion between object and thing, but such clarity comes, of course, at the 
expense of the local detail where any thing occurs. Totalizing in its sim-
plicity, the scheme cannot be comprehensive because in itself it cannot 
disclose the density of the thing as affect or effect. Suffice it to say that 
my concern is not with whether you succeed or fail to grasp things- in- 
themselves, objects as they are. My concern is how objects grasp you: how 
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they elicit your attention, interrupt your concentration, assault your sen-
sorium. My descriptions are ontical—addressing the world we inhabit, 
the what and where and how and why of objects therein; my questions 
are not ontological in the sense of struggling (vainly) to answer the ques-
tion of the being of things tout court. Which is not to deny that there are 
times when such questions, however initially absent, resurface—as the 
return of the suppressed. (In a less palatable, more august parlance: the 
ontic study of history slips into the ontological study of the historicity of 
Being.) The slippage between the two—between the ontic and the onto-
logical—might be said to participate in a variety of oscillations, including 
the overarching ambiguity that animates thing theory as I’ve described it 
before. For my original chart introduces a false dilation—a temporality 
that the thingness of things often refuses: the temporality obscures the 
fact that, at the same time, the thing can seem to name the object just as 
it is, even as it names something else.

2. Heidegger

Such a formalization of the thing—more exactly, a heuristic conceptual-
ization of thingness—reanimates and reorients an object- thing distinc-
tion that appears most saliently in the work of Heidegger and Lacan, the 
latter drafting off the former while decidedly shifting the destination 
of the inquiry. However anthropocentric Heidegger’s concern with Da-
sein may be (specifically designating human- being), his originality lies 
not least in his insistence that we cannot begin to appreciate what being 
human means without recognizing that such being is thrown (has been 
thrown) into a world of things. And no one so patiently faces the disori-
enting fact that the most familiar things are those we know least. More-
over, if Lucien Goldmann is right to believe that, in Being and Time (1927), 
Heidegger was responding to Lukács’s account of reification (Versachlich-
ung) in History and Class Consciousness (1922)—responding by trying to 
generate an account of “what we are to understand positively when we 
think of the unreified Being of the subject,” as Heidegger himself puts 
it—then it surely makes sense to understand his ongoing effort (1925–50) 
to describe the thingness of things as a response to Lukács’s claim (fol-
lowing Marx) that the “character of things as things” has been destroyed 
by the hegemony of the commodity form.15 This is to suppose that, with 
Lukács as his unacknowledged interlocutor, Heidegger was asking: How 
might we characterize the character of things as things? There is much 
to be learned from tracking Heidegger’s persistent question—a question 
that everywhere and always means to stage his effort to think beyond 
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Kant. But my sense is that he ultimately provides, in his 1950 lecture “Das 
Ding,” a riposte to Marx: the thing there figured has powers that are com-
parable to those of the commodity object that Marx describes (in the 
first chapter of Capital ), but the thing there is no commodity. Nor is it 
an object.

From the first, Heidegger’s phenomenological ontology is an effort to 
move beyond (more precisely, beneath) Husserl’s phenomenology, itself 
a return to the problem of “the things themselves” that accounts for how 
objects pre sent themselves to consciousness. For Heidegger, positing 
such a distinction between subject and object amounts to a philosophical 
retreat from the fundamental question of the Being (das Sein) of a being 
(das Seiende) or beings, from the “more primordial” task of characteriz-
ing “the meaning of Being in general” (BT, 31). He dismisses attention to 
the ontic—the merely phenomenal, this distinct being or that one—in 
behalf of attending to the ontological: an analysis of the structures of 
Being. (The ontic level of inquiry, which separates the subject and the 
object, also names the domain of positive knowledge.) Husserl brackets 
off the world to study a particularized subject- object dynamic. Heideg-
ger lets the world back in. He does so by positing Dasein as his topic of 
inquiry, the there- being (Etre- là) that is a being- here- in- the- world. Thus, 
insofar as fundamental ontology unfolds as an analytic of Dasein, Hei-
degger must ask after the ontological structure of the world; he must de-
termine the “worldhood,” the worldliness (Weltlichkeit), of the world, the 
fundamental constitution of which is unequivocal: “The entities within 
the world are Things” (BT, 78, 91). Frustrating as Heidegger’s dismissal 
of phenomena (this chair or that table) may be, his commitment to the 
“average everydayness” of Dasein and his description of Dasein as a being 
in the midst of what is (inmitten des Seienden) render things absolutely 
adhesive: there is no human- being without them—they are never not 
within Being. (This is why he singles out Descartes for extended censure 
[BT, 125–34]).16 Yet this very adhesiveness pre sents an immediate prob-
lem, for “that which is ontically closest and well known, is ontologically 
the farthest and not known at all” (BT, 69).17

Insofar as being- in- the- world consists of the quotidian engagement 
with things, understanding those things responds to the forgotten ques-
tion of Being. The things most engaged by (or in) Dasein Heidegger terms 
“equipment” (das Zeug), his translation of the Greek pragamata, “entities 
which we encounter in concern,” with which we involve ourselves every-
day—“equipment for writing, sewing, working, transportation, measure-
ment,” for instance, but also the equipment used for unconscious tasks: 
“When I open the door, for instance, I use the latch” (BT, 96–97).18 Our 
very involvement with such things, which entails concentrating on the 
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task rather than the tools, means that their essential characteristic—their 
equipmental being, their instrumentality, their “ready- to- handness”—
remains inconspicuous; but should we stop to observe them, we nec-
essarily fall into a secondary mode of encounter, wherein only their 
“presence- at- hand” becomes apparent. Heidegger’s famous case is the 
hammer: should you simply look at the hammer, its readiness- to- hand 
(Zuhandenheit), its specific “Thingly character” cannot be “grasped theo-
retically at all” (BT, 98, 99). Indeed, “the less we just stare at the hammer- 
Thing, and the more we seize hold of it and use it, the more primordial 
does our relationship to it become, and the more unveiledly is it encoun-
tered as that which it is—as equipment” (BT, 98). But within that en-
counter (that praxis) the thing effectively disappears from our conceptual 
view.19 “The peculiarity of what is proximally ready- to- hand is that, in its 
readiness- to- hand, it must, as it were, withdraw in order to be ready- to- 
hand quite authentically” (BT, 99).20 Our closest theoretical approach to 
this equipmental being occurs when the hammer breaks or when it has 
gone missing; then “the characteristic of the presence- at- hand in what is 
ready- to hand” becomes apparent. But Heidegger’s emphasis falls on the 
dynamic wherein the “entities we encounter in concern are proximally 
hidden” (BT, 96), on how readiness- to- hand withdraws and withholds 
itself; “and it is in this that the Being- in- itself of entities which are ready- 
to- hand has its phenomenal structure constituted” (BT, 106).

Such a conclusion from the early part of Being and Time (1927) does 
not prevent Heidegger from continuing to pursue one or another effort 
to grant the thing “a free field to display its thingly character directly,” 
as he puts it in the subsequent decade (“WA,” 25). When he publishes his 
Freiburg lectures of 1935–36, originally titled “Basic Questions of Meta-
physics,” he titles the book The Question of the Thing (Die Frage nach dem 
Ding, 1962).21 He divides the book into two parts, “Various Ways of Ques-
tioning about the Thing,” and the great bulk of the book, “Kant’s Man-
ner of Asking about the Thing,” where he reads The Critique of Pure Rea-
son to show how the question of the thing is not Kant’s question. This is 
not so much because “Kant does not pose the question of the thingness 
that surrounds us,” concerned as he is with the “thing as an object of 
mathematical- physical science,” but because he addresses the thing as an 
appearance (Erscheinung), which is to say as an object: “Objects are things 
as they appear” (WT, 128, 214). Yet Heidegger begins with a kind of long-
ing: an interest in the “realm of things immediately around us” that can 
grant us access to “thingness” (Dingheit) itself, which means asking for 
“something unconditioned (un- bedingtes)” (WT, 8–9). The lesson learned 
from Kant is a lesson in how elaborately one must consider those condi-
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tions, but Heidegger remains dedicated to an interrogation that means 
to catalyze the disclosure of thingness from things that are close at hand.

In the first part of The Question of the Thing, he reviews traditional 
answers, above all the idea that the “essence of the thingness of things” 
is the unchangeable bearer of changeable properties (this chair can be 
painted, sanded down, stained, recaned, &c., all the while remaining 
this same chair), grammatically figured as the subject to which proper-
ties can be predicated (“this chair is wood”; “this chair has a cane seat”), 
the clarity and simplicity of which ought to make it clear that “the ques-
tion is obviously no longer a question” (WT, 34–35). And yet this sup-
posedly natural, self- evident answer is in fact historical, based on cer-
tain presuppositions and thus leaving the answer unsettled: it could be 
that “things actually encounter us quite differently” (WT, 40). So, too, the 
question must be historical, and thus the question of the thing, respon-
sibly asked, would require the “transformation of the hitherto existing 
position toward things, a change of questioning and evaluation, of seeing 
and deciding; in short of the being there (Da- sein) in the midst of what 
is (inmitten des Seienden).” This is the task not of one argument but “of an 
entire historical period” (WT, 50). Within his own argument, Heidegger 
can only hope to demonstrate that “the definition of the thing and the 
way it is set up include fundamental presuppositions which extend over 
the whole of being and to the meaning of being in general”; this is a dem-
onstration of the inadequacy not just of common sense but also of the 
reigning scientific conception of the thing as “material, a point of mass 
in motion in the pure space- time order, or an appropriate combination 
of such points,” taken then as the substructure of all things (WT, 129, 51). 
The demonstration means to challenge the regime of reason: not just 
the limits of scientific reason (Kant’s own demonstration of what cannot 
be known in itself), but also the capacity of philosophical reason to find 
what it is looking for. This is why he emphasizes other modes of appre-
hension: as he puts it in the “Work of Art” essay, “what we call feeling or 
mood” (“Befindlichkeit”—affect, sensitivities, experiential feeling, kinds 
of care [Sorge]) “is more reasonable—that is, more intelligently percep-
tive—because more open to Being” than reason (“WA,” 24–25).

You can read The Question of the Thing, then, as an extended account 
of why the question must be postponed, a postponement reenacted the 
same year when Heidegger sets out to address “The Origin of the Work of 
Art” and provisionally accepts the familiar notion that works of art have 
a “thingly character,” which then necessitates knowing with “sufficient 
clarity what a thing is” (“WA,” 19–20). “What in truth is the thing, so far 
as it is a thing?” he asks, aiming “to know the thing- being (thingness) of 
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the thing,” to “discover the thingly character of the thing” (“WA,” 20). He 
again reviews the efforts that have grounded both philosophical thinking 
and common sense: the “three modes of defining thingness conceive of 
the thing as a bearer of traits [sometimes understood as the substance of a 
thing and its accidents, or what can be predicated of it], as the unity of 
a manifold of sensations, as formed matter” (“WA,” 30). None “lay hold 
of the thing as it is in its own being”; each is an “assault” on the thing 
(“WA,”25). The stubborn evasion of the thing from our thought begins to 
seem like a fundamental characteristic: “Can it be that this self- refusal of 
the mere thing, this self- contained independence, belongs precisely to 
the nature of things?” Because it is so familiar (being man- made), equip-
ment once again seems like the best place to start; it requires working 
to discover the “equipmental character of equipment” (“WA,” 31). But in 
this instance, the task proves successful because Heidegger turns to “a 
common sort of equipment—a pair of peasant shoes”—and then to a Van 
Gogh painting of such shoes, displacing the query (about the particu-
larized but unspecified shoes) onto (or into) the (particularized but un-
specified) work of art (“WA,” 32–35). It turns out that “the art work lets us 
know what shoes are in truth” because art “opens up in its own way the 
Being of beings” (“WA,” 35, 38).22

But his most general question about “thing- being” gets left behind, 
for it turns out that the artwork’s “work- character cannot be defined in 
terms of its thingly character” (“WA,” 31, 67). Heidegger remains willing 
to say that “anticipating a meaningful and weighty interpretation of the 
thingly character of things, we must aim at the thing’s belonging to the 
earth.” But given that the nature of the earth reveals itself only in oppo-
sition to the world, and given that this “conflict is fixed in the figure of 
the work and becomes manifest by it” (the work that sets up a world and 
sets forth the earth), it is only through the work—the work of art—that 
we come to know “the thingly character of the thing” (“WA,” 67). We 
can “never know thingness directly,” “only vaguely” and only through 
the work. Such an outcome is hardly surprising, given that his consider-
ation of the artwork’s origin “(German Ursprung, literally, primal leap)” 
becomes an account of what the work of art effectively originates: earth 
and world, nation, a people (“WA,” 75). Professor Heidegger’s Art His-
tory 101 is a lesson in how Art inaugurates History as such.

And yet, after these repeated efforts to discover the thingness of 
things—efforts rigorously pursued and differently abandoned—his “Das 
Ding” lecture (1950) finally accomplishes the task: thingness discloses 
itself; the philosopher is “called by the thing.”23 He provides two histori-
cal contexts for the inquiry: the first, with which the lecture opens, is the 
technological, mass- mediated abolition of distance, which has the effect 
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not of bringing the remote near but of eradicating both remoteness 
and nearness; the second is the explosion of the atom bomb, but only 
as an event, “the grossest of all gross confirmations of the long- since- 
accomplished annihilation of the thing,” which is to say the scientific an-
nihilation of the thing in behalf of the sphere of objects. The “thing as 
thing remains proscribed, nil” (“T,” 168). In his initial effort to apprehend 
the “nature of nearness,” Heidegger attends to “what is near,” which turns 
out to be “what we usually call things”; such attention, though, faces a 
familiar challenge: “But what is a thing? Man has so far given no more 
thought to the thing as a thing than he has to nearness.” In this version 
of the exercise, he turns not to a painting but to a jug (Krug), which im-
portantly “stands on its own”; in its independence “the jug differs from 
an object” (“T,” 164); it could become an object, but its “thingly charac-
ter” cannot “be defined in any way in terms of the objectness, the over- 
againstness of the object” (“T,” 164–65). (For Hannah Arendt, who makes 
no distinction between object and thing, this over- againstness gives “the 
things of this world their relative independence,” their “objectivity,” 
which is their endurance—implied, as she says, “in the German word for 
object, Gegenstand.”)24 This names the kind of relation, and thus the con-
dition, that Heidegger is determined to think beyond; only beyond the 
Ding für uns can we locate the thing’s self- sameness. He fabricates a little 
scene in which a potter throws the jug—a story about the (ontic) creation 
of the jug that may tell us something about the “objectness of the object” 
even as it fails to respond to those fundamental (by now familiar) ques-
tions about the “thingness of things”: “What in the thing is thingly? What 
is the thing in itself? We shall not reach the thing in itself until our think-
ing has first reached the thing as a thing” (“T,” 165).

Notable not least for suppressing the sort of questions—about the 
nature of equipment, work, and world—that had previously distracted 
attention away from the thing, here the lecture concentrates on what 
you could call the force of the jug’s form. “From start to finish the pot-
ter takes hold of the impalpable void,” bringing “it forth as the container 
in the shape of a containing vessel”; its thingness lies in the “void that 
holds” (“T,” 167). This is a capacity not just to hold, but also to gather and 
to give. And because the poured gift (the “giving of the outpouring”) is 
either spring water or wine, each dependent on sky and earth, Heidegger 
is led to say that “in the jugness of the jug, sky and earth dwell” (“T,” 170). 
Because this gift could serve mortals or, as a libation, the immortal gods, 
he is led to say that “in the gift of the outpouring earth and sky, divinities 
and mortals dwell together all at once” (“T,” 171). And because the word 
Ding (dinc in Old High German) originally meant a gathering (an assem-
bly) for deliberation, Heidegger can say (as a way of recaptioning how 
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the jug makes the “simple- manifold” present) that “the thing things” (das 
Ding dingt): a predication that (crucially) does not distribute properties 
of the thing, but lets it be in its Being, as though we said not that the 
chair sits in the corner, or the chair is worn, or that the chair is wood, but 
exclusively that the chair chairs. In its self- sameness the thinging thing 
gathers. The jug is no “object” or “res” or “ens”: “The jug is a thing in-
sofar as it things.” “The thing things. In thinging it stays earth and sky, 
divinities and mortals” (“T,” 175). Moreover, it brings near what is dis-
tant, preserving both distance and nearness, the onefold of the fourfold, 
which is the “onefold of worlding.” While, in the “Work of Art” essay, the 
artwork assumes the potency of originating world and earth in their re-
lation, in “Das Ding,” the Thing has a no less august role to play, making 
the world manifest: “The thing things world. Each thing stays the four-
fold into a happening of the simple onehood of the world” (“T,” 178). This 
culminates Heidegger’s strategy for thinking beyond the Subject, beyond 
Kant, for whom “that which is becomes the object of representing that 
runs its course in the self- consciousness of the human ego” (“T,” 174). It 
concludes his strategy, in search of the Thing, for overcoming the merely 
ontic and the merely phenomenological: for overcoming the subject and 
thus any subject- object divide.

Without perceiving thingness in “Das Ding” as the outcome of a 
decades- long, serial interrogation, it is impossible to appreciate the radi-
cal break that the lecture stages—the way it abruptly severs the world 
from human- being to enable the thing to dramatize both its autonomy 
and its potency. No less, Heidegger certainly means to have a final word 
in the specifically German engagement with this primitive form. In a 
meditation on the competing aesthetic and utilitarian values of the vase, 
“Der Henkel” (1911), for instance, Georg Simmel isolates the handle as the 
point of connection that must contribute to the sovereign artwork while 
connecting it to the “world outside art.” And thus the object (“so unpre-
tentious a phenomenon”) serves as a “superficial symbol” of the simul-
taneity wherein the individual is utterly self- contained and yet beholden 
to “political, professional, social, and familial” environments.25 Ernst 
Bloch went on to evacuate such a meditation of any interest in symbolism 
and the notion of Art. He begins his Spirit of Utopia, published just after 
World War I, with a lament about the cultural enervation and the “stink” 
and “corruption” of Germany, but then he turns to a pitcher (Krug) on the 
table and describes a “self- encounter,” an “intensifying fullness,” as he 
becomes “richer, more present”—“cultivated further toward myself by 
this artifact that participates in me.”26 “I am by the pitcher. Thus it leads 
inside, stands before the wall in the room,” he writes, and the pitcher 
grants him access not only to the organic and agricultural, but to color 
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and form, and to the imbrication of subject and object: “Things”—some 
things—“become like the inhabitants of one’s own interior . . . an influx 
and reflux of things, . . . a pansubjectivism within the object, beyond the 
object, as object itself” (Spirit, 9, 32). Theodor Adorno’s exquisite recollec-
tion of reading Bloch’s book (at the age of seventeen, in 1921) becomes (at 
Simmel’s expense) an intensifying exposition: “What the hollow depths 
of the pot (Krug) express is not a metaphor; to be in those depths, Bloch 
suggests, would be to be in the thing- in- itself, in what it is in the na-
ture of the human being that eludes introspection. Physically and spiri-
tually, in its unfathomable interior the artifact embodies for those who 
made it what they have neglected and missed out on.”27 In Heidegger’s 
rewriting of the episode, such concern for the human being and human 
beings is effectively beside the point, except insofar as they are assembled 
(gathered) by the thing.28

In the redramatization that Heidegger stages, he has excised any 
meditating (thus mediating) subject. And he has removed any handle, 
which constitutes an initial strategy for thinking about the object with-
out having to think through the conundrum of equipment (which, when 
most essentially itself, withdraws). He has cast the potter as the sole 
human actor to emphasize the production of the object rather than, say, 
its consumption or its use. And once the potter exits, the objectness of 
the object (its relation to a subject) can give way to the thingness of the 
thing. Yet thingness here, whether it be the gathering of the fourfold or 
the (indissociable) thinging of the world, names an activity, a produc-
tive function—but an activity animated by no human aim (which is why 
the thingness of the thing need not disappear in praxis, into the object 
of praxis). You could say that the jug has a use value that has nothing to 
do with (its) use (by humans): it is not man who grabs the jug but the jug 
that gathers man.29 Indeed, precisely insofar as the jug performs a task 
that it has not been given, you might describe its value as a kind of misuse 
value (a term on which I’ll rely in subsequent chapters). Only by casting a 
useful object that is in no way beholden to its use can Heidegger theatri-
calize the other thing, the eventfulness of the thing.

“Thinking in this way, we are called by the thing as the thing” (“T,” 
178). Ray Brassier (among others) understands such a call, and the kind of 
drama enacted within those closing pages of Heidegger’s lecture, as the 
“thinly disguised exaltations of mystico- religious illumination over con-
ceptual reality.” He does so while reminding his readers that Kant meant 
to show that religious hypotheses about reality could not be discounted 
because reason, as it turns out, “has no absolute jurisdiction over reality”; 
by defining the limits of science, Kant “leaves room for faith.”30 You could 
say, then, that Heidegger’s lecture (where he himself points out how “Sci-
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ence’s Knowledge . . . [has] annihilated things as thing” [“T,” 168]) simply 
fills up that room.

I’m inclined, however, to point to a non- Kantian context for assess-
ing the mystico- religious dimension of Heidegger’s inquiry. For if, as I’ve 
argued, Heidegger’s lecture responds to Lukács’s claim that the “charac-
ter of things as things” has been destroyed by the hegemony of the com-
modity form, then the lecture can also be read as a response to Marx’s ac-
count of commodity fetishism, from which Lukács developed his theory 
of reification. (As will become clear in chapter 5, Hannah Arendt, while 
pointing to Marx, addresses Kant; Heidegger, pointing to Kant, addresses 
Marx.) In contrast to what Marx calls the “metaphysical subtleties and 
theological niceties” of the commodity—the analysis of which shows that 
an apparently “trivial thing” is a “very strange thing,” some other thing—
Heidegger means to demonstrate, through the ontological analytic, how 
very strange a trivial thing (the thingness of that thing) always is, long 
before it has been subjected to (abstracted by) the commodity form.31 
(Jacques Derrida fairly well restages this drama, with a different mysti-
cal overtone, in Specters of Marx.)32 The thing, thinging, has independent 
agency and voice before commodification generates the illusion of such 
agency and voice. This is to suppose that Heidegger means to rewrite (or 
unwrite) “Commodity Fetishism and the Secret Thereof”: to fashion an 
episode in Western thought in which the bell clangs, the jug jugs, the 
thing calls, das Ding dingt, outside the commodity form. There may be a 
“mystical character of the commodity” (Marx, Capital, 164), but the ob-
ject as such, appropriately addressed, discloses its own mystical charac-
ter—as thing. Granting agency to the thingness of the object (it gathers 
and it calls), Heidegger enables the appreciation of a more ubiquitous 
potency, what (for instance) Alfonso Lingis refers to, in his anthropo-
logical phenomenology, as “the imperatives in things, the imperatives 
things are.”33

In Heidegger’s landscape, it is only a vigilant passivity that will enable 
the other thing, the thingness of things, to disclose itself; in the land-
scapes on which Lingis focuses, and on which I focus, you have no choice. 
Tripping over the dog’s water dish, touching a glazed jug that doesn’t feel 
the way it looks, using your paperback copy of The Imperative as a fly-
swatter to nail an angry wasp: these are momentary encounters—scenes 
of accident, confusion, emergency, contingency—wherein thingness ir-
rupts. In other words: don’t stay up all night at the kitchen table waiting 
for the jug to do its thing; just turn off the lights and start to feel your 
way to bed in the dark.34
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3. Lacan

For Heidegger, the absence (around which the object forms) comes to 
specify a primordial yet ongoing event: the gathering (there) of the ter-
restrial and celestial, the mortal and immortal. For Lacan, the Thing still 
designates an absence, but this remains unspecified and obscure, “char-
acterized by the fact that it is impossible for us to imagine it.”35 Surfacing 
in a range of texts, the concept receives it fullest attention in book 7 of 
the seminar (1959–60), The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, where Lacan com-
plicates “the question of ethics” by tracking the two great transgressions 
that Freud mapped—against the father and against the principle of plea-
sure—and by showing how the death instinct (the “instinct de mort,” 
more primitive than any “drive”) challenges our capacity to accept Kant’s 
understanding of the good, as does the more straightforward query into 
the meaning of human action, given how action can never be fully disen-
tangled from desire. The seminar reaches its climax in Lacan’s reading of 
Antigone; it begins, over the course of the first five weeks, with an “Intro-
duction of the Thing.”

Within that introduction, the concept is clearest when rendered most 
abstract: when Lacan restricts himself to the axiom “Das Ding is that 
which I will call the beyond- of- the- signified.” This is a “beyond” from 
which the subject (by definition) keeps its distance, however “constituted 
in a kind of relationship characterized by primary affect, prior to any 
repression” (54). The Thing is a gap at the center of the real to which 
the subject has no access and against which it develops the signifying 
process itself: “Das Ding is something that pre sents and isolates itself as 
the strange feature around which the whole movement of the Vorstellung 
turns,” around which “the whole adaptive development revolves” (57). In 
this regard, then, it is structural and not substantial. Yet Lacan goes on 
to substantialize it variously, for the Thing, eluding representation, gets 
represented nonetheless. Pointedly and polymorphously. Lacan speaks 
of “the Other as a Ding” (56), of “the burning bush [as] Moses’s Thing” 
(174), of the unapproachable Lady within courtly poetry as having “the 
value of representing the Thing.” Das Ding is the mother, “the Sovereign 
Good” that is “also the object of incest” and thus “a forbidden good” (70). 
These are objects transposed to the value of the Thing. He will substi-
tute the Thing for sin, as for jouissance, as for evil, given that the “ques-
tion of das Ding is still attached to whatever is open, lacking, or gaping 
at the center of our desire,” whatever comes to seem radically enigmatic 
or opaque (55, 84 [quote]). Unrepresentable and unimaginable though it 
may be, the Thing repeatedly “affirms itself,” “oblig[ing] us . . . [to] en-
circle it or bypass it in order to conceive it” (118).36
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Even such a brief account makes it clear that das Ding should not be 
conceived as das Ding an sich. It may not be phenomenal, but it cannot 
be said to reside outside the subject. Because it “is there in a beyond,” the 
Thing may seem transcendental, but it is part of “psychic reality” (21); 
it must “be posited as exterior,” yet “it is at the heart of me” and is that 
around which “the signifying relations of the unconscious are organized” 
(71). An “intimate exteriority or ‘extimacy’”—“that is the Thing” (139), 
the beyond that is nonetheless within. As he explains elsewhere (silently 
transposing Heidegger’s basic dynamic of proximity and withdrawal), 
the Thing “in and of itself is what is closest” to the subject “while escaping 
him more than anything else.”37

And for Lacan (despite the echo of Heidegger), the Thing has noth-
ing to do with things. Throughout the seminar he repeats this point, 
most sharply in response to a seminar participant’s basic question about 
things: for given Freud’s distinction between Wortvorstellungen (word- 
presentations) and Sachvorstellungen (thing- presentations), and given 
Freud’s insistence that the unconscious operates through the latter alone, 
how can we make any sense of Lacan’s linguistic emphases and his over-
arching notion that the unconscious is structured like a language (44)?38 
Lacan responds to the question most immediately by distinguishing be-
tween two German words denoting “the thing,” das Ding and die Sache; 
by pointing out how Freud restricts himself to the latter, “the Sache [that] 
is clearly the thing, a product of industry and of human action as gov-
erned by language”; and by asserting that “it is obvious that the things 
of the human world are things in a universe structured by words, that 
language, symbolic processes, dominate and govern all” (45). Thing and 
word, Sache und Wort, “form a couple”: “Das Ding is found somewhere 
else” (45).39

Where else? As it turns out, somewhat closer to things than Lacan 
would at first lead his audience to believe. The Thing may have noth-
ing to do with the object world and object- presentations, yet these lure 
him into an elaborate engagement. They do so once he has completed his 
“Introduction to the Thing” and begins the new year with “The Problem 
of Sublimation.” In the English language, you get to say that Lacan had 
a thing about things: he was a collector like Freud. (“And if some of you 
like to think that it is in imitation of Freud, so be it” [113].) Across his writ-
ing, too, he collects everyday objects—a sardine can, a honey pot, a tele-
phone, a lectern, a mustard pot, &c.; these serve as pedagogical props, 
often to help demonstrate how words create things. He offers a more 
elaborate prop at the close of one week’s lecture (January 20, 1960) when 
he finishes the day by providing his auditors with “a little fable,” prefaced 
by the assertion that he will not be addressing the “psychology of collect-
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ing” and by the reminder that of course “what is called an object in the 
domain of collecting should be strictly distinguished from the meaning 
of object in psychoanalysis,” where it “is a point of imaginary fixation 
which gives satisfaction to a drive in any register whatsoever” (113). (In 
psychoanalysis, inanimate objects rarely achieve the status of objects.)40

The fable concerns a brief autobiographical episode in which, dur-
ing the Pétain era, Lacan visited Jacques Prévert’s flat, where he saw the 
poet’s elaborately displayed collection of matchboxes.

It was the kind of collection that it was easy to afford at that time; it was 
perhaps the only kind of collection possible. Only the match boxes ap-
peared as follows: they were all the same and were laid out in an ex-
tremely agreeable way that involved each one being so close to the one 
next to it that the little drawer was slightly displaced. As a result, they 
were all threaded together so as to form a continuous ribbon that ran 
along the mantelpiece, climbed the wall, extended to the molding, and 
climbed down again next to a door. I don’t say that it went on to infinity, 
but it was extremely satisfying from an ornamental point of view. (114)

What Lacan reports as the “shock of novelty” resolves into a particular 
effect: into the recognition that “a box of matches is not simply an object, 
but that, in the form of an Erscheinung [occurrence] as it appeared in its 
truly imposing multiplicity, it may be a Thing” (116). Decidedly drifting 
toward a psychological account of the poet’s collecting, Lacan imagines 
that Prévert’s “satisfaction” and his “motive” concern “less the match box 
than the Thing that subsists in a match box.” And he finally suggests that 
“the picture drawn” by Prévert’s presentation was meant to disclose the 
“copulatory force” of the boxes. When he then summarizes his fable by 
saying that “the revelation of the Thing beyond the object shows one of 
the most innocent forms of sublimation,” you can begin to sense some-
thing less than innocent (114). For of course the Thing is not “beyond” 
the object; it is within the object—indeed it is the object—except insofar 
as the “pouvoir copulatoire” quickly renders the scene as a kind of object 
orgy, say, with the objects genitalized (as hermaphrodites) to show how 
the collection at once hides and dramatizes a libidinal thrust.

In the subsequent week, Lacan returns to the episode and “the ques-
tion of what we call the Thing”—to “the transformation of an object into 
a thing, the sudden elevation of the matchbox to a dignity that it did not 
possess before” (117–18). But the significance of the fable (the moral of the 
story) deflates when Lacan interrupts to say, “It is a thing that is not, of 
course, the Thing” (118) (“c’est une chose qui n’est point pour autant la Chose” 
[142]). This is because “the Thing is that which in the real, the primordial 
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real, I will say, suffers from the signifier,” the dynamics of signification 
serving to protect the subject from the real. The question of the Thing 
thus becomes the question of signification: most simply, “the question of 
what man does when he makes a signifier” (119). To answer that question, 
Lacan reformulates Heidegger’s lecture and provides a mythic (though 
premythical) rendition of homo faber: for if “the signifier as such [not 
language as such, not words] is constituted of oppositional structures,” 
it comes as no surprise (except to the doctrinaire Lacanian) that “those 
signifiers in their individuality are fashioned by man, and probably more 
by his hands than by his spirit” (119, my emphasis). Lacan then turns to a 
primordial physical act of making, to “the most primitive of artistic ac-
tivities, that of the potter,” and to the vase (or vessel: le vase, his substitu-
tion for Heidegger’s primitivist jug [Krug], with an echo of André Breton’s 
Les vases communicants [1932]). The moral of this story is simple, for the 
act of throwing the pot (“perhaps the most primordial feature of human 
industry”) appears as the very fashioning of the signifier that introduces 
“a gap or hole in the real” (119, 121). The vase—subject of myth, parable, 
and metaphor, as Lacan writes—may have served to reveal for Heideg-
ger “what he calls Being,” but for Lacan, the crafting of the object, around 
an absence that becomes its center, reveals instead a “notion of creation” 
that points at once to originary signification and to the Thing it is not, 
indeed to nothing. For if, Lacan continues, “you consider the vase . . . as 
an object made to represent the existence of the emptiness at the center 
of the real that is called the Thing, this emptiness as represented in the 
representation presents itself as a nihil, as nothing” (121). The nothing 
around which the vase is thrown becomes nothing only in its relation to 
the something that the vase itself becomes.

Elsewhere and insistently for Lacan, words make things—“It is the 
world of words that creates the world of things.”41 But for a moment, here 
in the Ethics, the other thing makes words. Rather, the making of the ob-
ject (by hand) is the making of signification, the instantiation of oppo-
sitional structure that will enable language to enter the world. What is 
especially important about this story of “the first of such signifiers fash-
ioned by the human hand” is that the object “is in its signifying essence 
a signifier of nothing other than of signifying as such” (120). The object 
“creates the void and thereby introduces the possibility of filling it,” which 
is to say it creates both emptiness and fullness, absence and presence, the 
oppositional structure on which language depends. The Lacanian myth 
of creation doesn’t stop with the vase, however; the myth describes the 
basic function of art, which, “to a certain extent . . . always involves cir-
cling the Thing” (141). “The object,” Lacan maintains, “is established in a 
certain relationship to the Thing and is intended to encircle and to render 
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it both present and absent” (141). The world of art, then, teaches us that 
things in fact have everything to do with the Thing.

“Why the image has suddenly resurfaced in my memory, I cannot 
tell,” Lacan writes of his matchbox fable (114). But can’t you tell that it 
resurfaces there as the return of the repressed object world, an object 
world effectively elided, throughout psychoanalysis, by the priority of 
the human subject, and elided, throughout Lacan’s work, by the priority 
of the word? If, in the terms established by Alfred North Whitehead and 
Hannah Arendt, this appears as the familiar flight from the world into the 
subject, it is also a flight from the postwar accumulation of stuff as reg-
istered, say, in the opening pages of Georges Perec’s Les Choses (1960).42 
It is as though Lacan, despite himself, wants to speak about objects; he 
wants to teach us how an object can be both itself and some thing (some 
other thing) more or less than itself. In this detour taken by the text (as 
he would say of Freud’s work), Lacan makes it possible to view Prévert’s 
collection as an assemblage, an installation, a work of art. . . .

Les boîtes d’allumettes recycles and refunctions the detritus of the 
everyday, dignifying quotidian, utilitarian form through repetition (the 
way a word repeated over and over becomes mere sound) even while 
offering the faintest record of cigarettes lit, or of lamps lit, or simply 
a memory of the match struck in the night to see your face. The work 
transposes modernity’s seriality (the train tracks that don’t quite go on 
to infinity) into a sweeping, serpentine concatenation, extended like the 
fossilized vertebrae of some extinct creature that reappears as the living 
behemoth of mass production, domesticated there in the poet’s salon. 
Given Prévert’s close association with Duchamp, an art historian might 
emphasize the place of Les boîtes d’allumettes within the history of ready-
mades and les objets trouvé, if not its relation to Duchamp’s playful de-
ployment of match sticks, a penchant he shared with Francis Picabia, 
Tristan Tzara, and Man Ray.43 No less important, Prévert’s work aligns 
with Giorgio Morandi’s serially painted bottles and jars (those paint-
ings and prints that have “subject matter in the most classical sense,” as 
Robert Irwin put it, though “those same bottles and jars that he painted 
continuously . . . lost their identification as bottles”), just as it foreshad-
ows a fascination with the dialectic of quantity and quality that eventu-
ates in Andy Warhol’s soup cans or Tara Donovan’s massive accumulation 
of toothpicks or of styrofoam cups that, whatever else, mean to disclose 
some thing about the objects, some significance emerging from the in-
significant and ephemeral, that you cannot sense within the habits of the 
everyday.44 When Lacan first asserts that the “collection pointed to its 
thingness as matchbox,” he himself draws attention to a thing (in fact, 
a structure) that makes it clear that Prévert has selected no random ob-
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ject but “a mutant form [une forme vagabonde] of something that has so 
much importance for us that it can occasionally take on a moral mean-
ing; it is what we call a drawer” (114). The meaning that Gaston Bachelard 
had attributed to drawers—the year before Lacan’s seminar on ethics, in 
The Poetics of Space—is not exactly moral, but it is precisely to the point: 
for drawers (like chests) are, Bachelard writes, “veritable organs of the 
secret psychological life”; they are “hybrid objects, subject objects” that 
become the models of “inner space [that] is also intimate space.”45 Fash-
ioning the drawer, we figure the psyche itself: interiority, the most in-
terior of which came to be named, in the twentieth century, the uncon-
scious. This is why the constellations within Joseph Cornell’s boxes can be 
recognized so readily as the materialized object- presentations (Sachvor-
stellungen) of the unconscious itself (fig. 1.1).

1.1  Joseph Cornell, Untitled (“Hotel Eden”) (c. 1945). © The Joseph and Robert Cornell Memorial 
Foundation/Licensed by VAGA, New York. Assemblage with music box, 38.3 × 39.7 × 12.1 cm. 
Photograph: National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa.
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4. Materiality, Mediation, and the Meta- object

Heidegger concentrates on an object that discloses the thingness of 
things in its unconditioned autonomy: standing alone and standing 
forth, the thing things. Lacan excavates the Thing that names, for an 
individuated subject, the abyss of the real. Not in a genealogical rela-
tion to one another, but at some provoked intersection we can begin 
to glimpse—in theory—how thingness might emerge both outside the 
subject and at the center of the subject (so far within and beyond as to 
render within and beyond nonsensical, at times: to render experience in-
fantile—in Piaget’s sense—without the distinction between environment 
and self). Nonetheless, a commitment to material culture (and the ma-
teriality of culture) could claim that they leave things far behind. And 
yet, within a different frame (that which I understand thing theory to 
construct and adopt) they dramatize how attention to the object world 
can assume unexpected dimensions. Attending to the ontic should not 
foreclose the psychological, or indeed the ontological. Theodor Adorno’s 
much- invoked assertion that “we are not to philosophize about concrete 
things; we are to philosophize, rather, out of those things”—has been 
read as Critical Theory’s version of American Modernism’s “no ideas but 
in things.”46 But the emphasis can be recast to assert the need to philoso-
phize out of those concrete things, and not just to historicize them (say) 
or to curate them into a scene of cultural coherence. Concrete things—
pots, computers, tables, and chairs—have a vitality that can quickly dis-
turb any such coherence. If that vitality can be captioned as a kind of 
thingness, this is not some overarching, overwhelming singular Thing 
(das Ding), but a more quotidian and rambunctious (less august and thus 
more significant) thing. There’s some thing about this place that gets you 
(that you find enchanting) and some thing that drives you nuts. The en-
chanting thing about the place (let’s call it a modest loft in lower Manhat-
tan) might be the look and feel of the worn ebonized floorboards, or the 
size and shape of the windows; the thing that drives you nuts might be 
the lingering presence of a strange smell. One limit of today’s philosophi-
cal interest in the “permanent strangeness of objects” is that it stabilizes 
both objects and strangeness and thus can hardly hope to tell you what is 
strange here, strange now, or what was strange there and then.47 The task 
of dramatizing the thingness of objects—here and now, there and then—
is rarely the task of theory, let alone of philosophy. It is the task of art.

In his “Work of Art” essay, Heidegger writes that we “never know 
thingness directly,” “only vaguely”; only art can disclose “the thingly 
character of the thing” (“WA,” 35, 38, 67). In his own effort to think be-
yond the “impasse” of the distinction between “figurative and so- called 
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abstract art,” Lacan, in his Ethics, contends that when works of art “imi-
tate” objects, they only pretend to do so, for in fact they “make something 
different out of that object” (141) (“En donnant l’imitation de l’objet, elles 
font de cet objet autre chose” [169]). They make of the object some other 
thing. Art also alerts us, more simply, to how media give us access to ma-
teriality. So too the literary arts. By introducing the concept of la coupure 
épistémologique, Bachelard provided Louis Althusser, Michel Foucault, 
and Alexandre Koyré with the means of characterizing eventful change; 
by casting science as “projective” (rather than “objective”) within his his-
torical epistemology, he paved the way for what became Science Studies, 
enabling Bruno Latour (for one) to see multiple participants (material 
and conceptual, human and nonhuman) at work in the production of 
facts;48 but when it came to understanding matter, Bachelard drifted 
away from the scientific fields and preferred to think with literature, as 
he did in his five great books on the elements, written (1938–43) while 
he continued to write about science. He preferred literature because he 
recognized that “literary expression enjoys an existence independent of 
perception”; literature helped him to adopt a “material psychoanalysis” 
that could explain, for instance, how “the resistant world elevates one to 
a level of dynamic existence, an existence of active becoming.”49

It is possible, of course, to argue that any medium (by definition) de-
nies immediate (unmediated) access to materiality. But a more robust 
line of reasoning has insisted that media disclose an otherwise inappre-
hensible materiality. For instance, André Bazin, in his “Ontology of the 
Photographic Image” (1945), argues that “the photographic lens gives us 
an image of the object that is capable of relieving, out of the depths of 
our unconscious, our need . . . [for] the object itself, but liberated from 
its temporal contingencies.” He concentrates on the aesthetic potential 
of photography to “reveal[] reality”: “only the impassive lens, in strip-
ping the object of habits and preconceived notions . . . can offer it up un-
sullied to my attention.”50 The claim can be read as a version of Walter 
Benjamin’s belief that photographic and filmic media provide access to 
an “optical unconscious,” both in their visualization of otherwise imper-
ceptible physical details of everyday life and in their revelation of how 
modernity constitutes the human subject.51 Incorporating insights from 
both Bazin and Benjamin, Kracauer’s Theory of Film: The Redemption of 
Physical Reality (1960) asserts the medium’s unique ability “to record and 
reveal physical reality,” toward which it thus “gravitates.” The point is not 
just that techniques like the close- up “reveal[] new and unsuspected for-
mations of matter” but that film tout court can prevent us “from shutting 
our eyes to the ‘blind drive of things.’”52 By contextualizing this publi-
cation between Kracauer’s copious notes for the volume (the Marseille 
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notebooks), and his subsequent History: The Last Things before the Last, 
Miriam Hansen is able to elucidate this “drive” and to dilate Kracauer’s 
concept of realism, making it clear that redeeming reality is no “realist” 
project in any familiar sense of that word. For film, as he writes in his 
notebooks, “brings the whole material world in to play, . . . push[ing] 
toward the bottom, to gather and carry along even the dregs. It is inter-
ested in refuse, in what is just there—both in and outside the human 
being.”53 He is interested in those contingencies that escape our “habits 
of seeing,” which are, as Hansen specifies, “shaped by language and circu-
lation, by social, cultural, and representational regimes” (268).

In what amounts to much the same logic, when Emmanuel Levinas 
addresses the cinema, he points to how it “lay[s] bare what the visible uni-
verse and the play of its normal proportions tone down and conceal.” But 
this claim on behalf of cinema appears within a much broader account 
of art and the aesthetic—an account in which objects, things, and ma-
teriality are the catalyzing terms. The “inwardness of things,” he argues, 
“acquires personality” in the work of art,54 and “the forms and colors of 
a painting do not cover over but uncover the things in themselves, pre-
cisely because they preserve the exteriority of those things” (46). Theory, 
when it comes to the topic of things in the twentieth century—to the 
topic of the thing understood ontologically, psychoanalytically, or ma-
terially—keeps pointing to the visual, plastic, and discursive arts. Those 
arts advance a speculative realism that ignores the discrepancy between 
the phenomenal and the material in order to lay bare the phenomenon 
of materiality, the materiality effect that is the end result of the process 
whereby you are convinced of the materiality of some thing (over and 
against any traditionally realist aesthetic). They then ask about the other 
thing. For Heidegger, Van Gogh’s peasant shoes reveal the equipmental 
being of equipment. For Levinas, painting uncovers things in themselves 
by preserving their exteriority. The worldly object produced by the artist 
offers itself as a meta- object that addresses or discloses the question of the 
object and of the thing.

Don DeLillo develops the dimensions of the meta- object when he por-
trays two paintings by Giorgio Morandi hanging in a mother’s Upper East 
Side apartment, part of the background in a space that is “serenely self- 
possessed.”55 The still lifes hang there as though in citation of the Mo-
randi hanging in Steiner’s salon in Frederico Fellini’s La Dolce Vita (1960). 
But in some sense they hang there simply as a sign of wealth and sophis-
tication (Morandi’s importance within the New York art scene having 
been established by Lionelli Venturi’s exhibition in the late 1950s).56 They 
hang there simply. La natura morta di Morandi, one or another, consists 
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of “groupings of bottles, jugs, biscuit tins, that was all” (12) (fig. 1.2). But 
that is not all.

Mother and daughter certainly ignore the still lifes while arguing 
about other things:

“You liked asking questions as a child. Insistently digging. But you were 
curious about the wrong things.”

“They were my things, not yours.”
“Keith wanted a woman who’d regret what she did with him. . . . And 

the thing you did wasn’t just a night or a weekend. He was built for week-
ends. The thing you did.” (12)

Under the sign of things, the relay (somewhat comic, somewhat des-
perate) between confusion and certainty, particularity and specificity, 
speeds up, with only the Morandi paintings hovering there in the back-
ground as though to provide some sanctuary—the “groupings of bottles, 
jugs, biscuit tins”—from the semantic vertigo provoked by the word 
thing, its capacity to designate both acts and objects, the abstract and the 
concrete, the known and unknown. (As Lacan says, “each language has 

1.2  Giorgio Morandi, Still Life (1949). © 2015 Artists Rights Society, New York/SIAE, Rome. Oil on 
canvas, 36 × 43.7 cm. Photograph: James Thrall Soby Bequest. Museum of Modern Art/Licensed  
by SCALA/Art Resource, New York.
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its advantages,” and an advantage of English is the robust promiscuity 
of this word.)57 But the daughter, Lianne, has already granted the still 
lifes something beyond their simplicity: “There was something in the 
brushstrokes that held a mystery she could not name, or in the irregular 
edges of the vases and jars, some reconnoiter inward”; these are dimen-
sions of the artwork “she hadn’t talked about with her mother” (12). And 
yet what she does talk about with her mother (“the wrong things,” “my 
things,” “the thing you did”) reilluminates the things in Morandi’s paint-
ings, as though drawing attention to the fact that the painter painted and 
repainted the same “bottles” and “jugs” (or “vases and jars”) as though to 
prove that they are never the same. That the same things can be, some-
how, other things. “Three days after the planes” (8), the two women ad-
dress the matter of Keith, the ex- husband, the man who had been covered 
in ash and had begun “to see things, somehow, differently.” DeLillo asks 
you to recognize how even the most serene and simple work of art is at 
work provoking you to see things differently, far from such catastrophe.
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I
The Matter of
Modernism

The task of art, Emmanuel Levinas argued, is a matter of “extracting the 
thing from the perspective of the world”: presenting things in their “real 
nakedness,” uncovering “things in themselves.”1 He thus assigns to art 
the role of overcoming the epistemological limits established by Kant 
(that is, the role of evading the spatiotemporal grid and causal logic that 
determine human perception), but not, it may seem, without specifying 
art’s function in the context of a degraded twentieth century. A Lithua-
nian Jew who had been naturalized as a French citizen and had fought 
against Germany in World War II, Levinas began to draft Existence and 
Existents (1947) during his years of internment in Hanover; from there he 
imagined that the “common intention” of “modern painting and poetry” 
was “to pre sent reality as it is in itself, after the world has come to an 
end.” But “the end of the world” did not mean for him the destruction 
perpetrated by two wars; it meant, rather, the “destruction of representa-
tion,” of “realism,” and of the “continuity of the universe” (Existence, 50). 
Indeed, even if Levinas could glimpse such an end (and thus the emer-
gence of being), it was, rather, the world’s persistence (exacerbated by 
two wars) that proved to be an intractable problem: that’s why the thing 
must be extracted from the world.2 And that’s why so much of modern-
ism (visual, plastic, and discursive) can be understood to name aesthetic 
events meant to provoke that other thing—or thingness—from the fet-
ters of modernity.

By what means—within the modern world—can that other thing be 
extracted? Martin Heidegger (whose impact on Levinas is clearly audible) 
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pursued “the question of the thing” throughout his career, as I tracked 
in chapter 1. No matter how obsessive he may thus seem, modernism 
can appear no less obsessed. In chapter 2, “The Secret Life of Things,” I 
briefly describe the lyric effort to resuscitate things (to extract them from 
the world) but concentrate on Virginia Woolf ’s “Solid Objects,” a story in 
which a man’s casual discovery of a piece of beach glass provokes a kind of 
obsessive collecting. Because the practice obliquely mirrors the recycling 
demands that World War I placed on European populations, it seems to 
embed the story in a history that the plot of the story elides. But the prac-
tice also shows how a banal object (indeed, the fragment of an object) 
can become another thing, itself a catalyst for a subject’s transformation.

“The Modernist Object and Another Thing,” chapter 3, points out how, 
in the 1960s, a mission to defeat the object operated on two fronts: con-
ceptual art’s effort to supplant the object- form of art through ideation, 
and Michael Fried’s designation of “objecthood” as the condition against 
which modernist art must define itself in order to maintain its status as 
art. Through the access point of one of his targets (Donald Judd) and one 
of his own footnotes (on surrealism), I jump back (to provide the back-
story, if you will) to André Breton’s “crisis of the object,” a concept he 
developed over the course of two years (1934–36). My own concept of 
the other thing—the thingness of objects—is clearly indebted to Breton, 
just as it is indebted to Heidegger, whose first lectures on the thing—
The Question of the Thing—were delivered in 1935. (These dates leave little 
doubt that historical, material conditions—severe and widespread scar-
city—prompted the century’s most ambitious thinking about things.) 
Because Breton derived his understanding of the “surrealist object” not 
least from Man Ray’s assemblages, photographs, and rayographs, the 
chapter concludes with attention to Man Ray sustained across two sec-
tions, the first focusing on the genre of the object- portrait, the second 
developing an account of Object to Be Destroyed, his metronome with an 
eye affixed to the spindle, an image with which the chapter also begins.

Chapter 4, “Concepts and Objects, Words and Things,” focuses on the 
fiction of Philip K. Dick, a body of work that depicts a postapocalyptic 
world of detritus and repeatedly entertains the possibility that reality is 
an illusion, but a body of work that also rescues (repeatedly) one object 
form—the pot—from those conditions. I use his attention as an aperture 
through which to make visible the preponderance of pottery in Hebert 
Read’s art criticism: his own attention to the concrete- abstract form (be-
ginning in the 1920s) that both preceded and sustained his appreciation 
of modernist sculpture. This is an attention, nourished by Henri Berg-
son’s vitalism, that the historiography of modernism has effectively 
erased in its (conscious and unconscious) effort to exclude craft from art. 
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I conclude by addressing a dystopian novel of Dick’s in which crafted ob-
jects (pieces of jewelry) compete with crafted words (a novel) as access 
points to some less horrific reality.

Within this opening section of the book, then, I move from the power 
of the fragment to that of the assemblage, to that of a self- contained 
object- form (the vitality of which exceeds that containment). My chap-
ter on Woolf locates her story quite precisely within the history of war-
time London, within the aesthetic aspirations of the Bloomsbury group, 
and within the context of modernity. The other two chapters noticeably 
linger in the afterlife of modernism. They do so to reframe the modernist 
dynamics of extracting the thing from the world and to draw attention to 
the persistence of those dynamics. Such reframing enables a new materi-
alism to achieve the ambition of being empirical without succumbing to 
any temptation to be, all too simply, empiricist.
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Two

The Secret Life
of Things
(Virginia Woolf)
For Miriam Bratu Hansen

You should be reading this with something in your hands besides this 
book. And something, really, besides a pencil or pen. Something like an 
empty glass, a rubber band, a paper clip that you can rub between your 
fingers, that you can twist and bend back and forth. For the idea is to 
wonder whether—while concerning ourselves with one or another crisis 
of the subject in the late twentieth century—we weren’t also in the midst 
of some effort to think about the object, if not indeed to liberate material 
objects. The comic version of such an effort would resemble a scene from 
the old Mork and Mindy television show: when asked what could have 
happened to all the sponges in the kitchen, the alien (Robin Williams) 
proudly announces, “I took them to the river and set them free.”

A somewhat more serious version can be found in the work of Jean 
Baudrillard, who came to denounce the way that the object, because it is 
considered “only the alienated, accursed part of the subject,” had been 
rendered unintelligible, “shamed, obscene, passive.” Undoing the privi-
lege of the subject is not for him a matter of attending to the subject’s 
fraught, fragile, and divisive constitution. It is a matter of imagining 
how the “destiny of the subject passes into the object,” of naming the 
object “sovereign,” of celebrating the crystal’s revenge, indeed “crystal 
revenge.”1 And yet, of course, the luminous transparency of the crys-
talline object, its auratic singularity, can only impoverish other objects, 
material objects, or material understood as itself an object—not shim-
mering, exquisite crystal, let us say, but glass that is nothing but glass. 



50 Chapter Two

Is it not the very splendor of the object that allows objects to disappear 
so readily in Baudrillard’s subsequent work, evaporating into one or an-
other version of the hyperreal?

No less than the tradition he writes against, Baudrillard seems to suf-
fer from what Theodor Adorno called the familiar “allergies to entity,” 
a chief symptom of which is the failure to recognize that there can be 
no “primeval history of the object,” only a history “dealing with specific 
objects.” The passage into materialism, as Adorno came to describe it, 
requires acknowledging “things” outside the subject- object trajectory, 
which means thinking sensation in its distinction from cognition. For 
the “dignity of physicality” is indissoluble in, and not exhausted by, the 
subject- object relation, epistemologically or phenomenologically under-
stood.2 Still, if “things” are indeed not exhausted by that relation, it is 
only in the subject- object nexus where they occur, or where they can be 
narrated as the effect (not the ground) of an interaction at once physical 
and psychological, at once intimate and alienating. To the degree that 
the thing registers the undignified mutability of objects, and thus the ex-
cess of the object (a capacity to be other than it is), the thing names a 
mutual mediation (and a slide between objective and subjective predica-
tion) that appears as the vivacity of the object’s difference from itself: the 
object and the other thing. What happens, should you drop the crystal, 
should it shatter, and should you glance at the bits of glass that, though 
they are nothing but glass, captivate your attention? What happens when 
you de- auraticize the object (that is identifiable only within a fundamen-
tally static structure) and begin again with the vertiginous banality of 
things—with some sense of the curious thingness of those objects you 
incessantly if unconsciously touch, the objects you see without ever look-
ing? What if you looked?

In fact, things achieved a new discursive visibility in the closing two 
decades of the twentieth century. From the disciplines of anthropology 
and history, as from the interdiscipline of “material culture studies,” im-
portant anthologies summoned us to attend to things: The Social Life 
of Things (1986), Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter (1998), His-
tory from Things (1993), The Sex of Things (1996). These volumes assumed 
the task of denaturalizing consumer practices, of tracing (both within 
and between cultures) the work of exchange and consumption: the way 
economic value is created in specific social formations, the way cultural 
values become objectified in specific material forms, the way that people 
shape, code, and recode the material object world, the way they make 
things meaningful and valuable. Just as such analysis exposes the poli-
tics that underwrite our most daily acts of exchange, as Arjun Appadurai 
would have it, so too, in Victoria de Grazia’s words, this type of analysis 
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“responds to the imperative to know about material needs, wants, and 
desires.”3

But is it things that these volumes constitute as the object of their ad-
dress? For the degree to which the essays trace generalizable circuits of 
exchange and consumption is the degree to which they can address no 
thing at all, but only objects, if you will allow me to pursue my axiom-
atic distinction. The sort of objectification that takes place during those 
operations that produce use value, sign value, cultural capital will never 
produce a thing. Producing a thing—effecting thingness—depends, in-
stead, on a fetishistic overvaluation or misappropriation, on an irregular 
if not unreasonable reobjectification of the object that dislodges it from 
the circuits through which it is what it typically is. Thingness is precipi-
tated as a kind of misuse value. By misuse value I mean to name the as-
pects of an object—sensuous, aesthetic, semiotic—that become palpable, 
legible, audible when the object is experienced in whatever time it takes 
(in whatever time it is) for an object to become another thing.

This distinction brings a kind of instability into focus wherein the 
thing becomes manifest between multiple objectifications. Within the 
shimmering splinters of glass, glass can become something else. Or, to 
offer another narrative example (of what can be exemplified only syn-
tactically, only in time): in the process of using a knife as a screwdriver, 
of dislocating it from one routinized objectification and deploying it 
otherwise, you have the chance (if just a chance) to sense its presence 
(its thinness . . . its sharpness and flatness . . . the peculiarity of its scal-
loped handle, slightly loose . . . its knifeness and what exceeds that knife-
ness) inadvertently and as though for the first time. For the first time, 
perhaps, you thus also sense the norms by which we customarily deploy 
both knife and screwdriver. My concern, then, is not to unveil the mean-
ing of things in their proper thingness, nor to describe the fate of the 
essential object abstracted from its interactions, and neither is it to privi-
lege the thing (das Ding) over things (die Sachen). For the life of things 
made manifest in the time of misuse is, should you look, a secret in plain 
sight—not a life behind or beneath the object but a life that is its fluctu-
ating shape and substance and surface, a life that the subject can catalyze 
but cannot contain.4

The title of my chapter, “The Secret Life of Things,” no doubt brings to 
mind a line from William Wordsworth or Percy Shelley, or one of E. T. A. 
Hoffmann’s uncanny tales, or one of several surrealist images—if not 
Tristan Tzara’s “the knives are on their feet,” then perhaps Louis Aragon’s 
“bunch of keys [humming] to themselves jingling a song of the good old 
days.”5 Though such animation is not my concern in the following pages, 
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I will in fact be preoccupied by the 1920s, the decade when things emerge 
as the object of profound theoretical engagement in the work of Georg 
Lukács, Heidegger, and Walter Benjamin; the 1920s is also the decade 
after objects and things were newly engaged by (or as) the work of art by 
Ezra Pound, Marcel Duchamp, William Carlos Williams, and Gertrude 
Stein, among others.

The idiom of modernist poetry most clearly focuses attention on iso-
lated objects to enchant them by other (noncommercial) means, above 
all through a kind of lyricization (or, say, a lyric technology) in which the 
object, not the subject, appears in the foreground. When Francis Ponge 
published a collection of prose poems, Le parti pris de choses, in 1942, 
he was perpetuating an impulse—“taking the side of things”—that had 
been voiced since the first years of the century.6 Rainer Maria Rilke, in 
the “thing- poems” (Dinggedichte) that he published in New Poems (1908), 
began to express what he reports elsewhere as his lifelong devotion to 
objects. Rodin and Cézanne had offered him an education, he said re-
peatedly, in things. In 1903, the year after his first meeting with Rodin, he 
writes of his sense of being forsaken as a child. “But then,” he adds, “when 
people remained alien to me, I was drawn to things, and from them a joy 
breathed upon me.”7 In his lecture on the sculptor in 1907, he begins by 
insisting that “it is not people about whom I have to speak, but things.” 
“You still need things,” he tells his audience, “things” await “your confi-
dence, your love, your dedication.”8 The second of his Duino Elegies (1922) 
makes it clear how fleeting and insubstantial human- being is in contrast 
to the being- of- things—at once stable and agential:

Look: the trees exist; the houses
That we live in still stand. We alone
Fly past all things, as fugitive as the wind.
And all things conspire to keep silent about us, half
Out of shame, perhaps, half as unutterable hope.9

In One- Way Street (1928), Benjamin can begin to sound like Rilke—
“warmth is ebbing from things,” he writes—but he pre sents an antago-
nism between the human and the object world that proves more difficult 
to overcome: “Objects of daily use gently but insistently repel us. Day by 
day, in overcoming the sum of resistances—not only the overt ones—
that they put in our way, we have an immense labor to perform. We must 
compensate for their coldness with our warmth if they are not to freeze 
us to death.”10

Modernist poets often felt the need to rescue them—to extract them 
in their “real nakedness,” as Levinas puts it—not just from consumer cul-
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ture but also from rationalism, symbolism, and language itself.11 Hannah 
Arendt was right to say that “for Rilke, things have a higher rank in exis-
tence than do human beings,”12 but Rilke retained faith in the capacity of 
language to intensify the object world: in the ninth of the Duino Elegies, 
he asks a rhetorical question:

What if we’re only here to say house,
bridge, fountain, gate, jug, fruit, tree, window?

Nonetheless, such a role confers on things a new ontological amplitude:

but for saying, understand,
oh for such saying as the things themselves
never dreamt so intensely to be. (57)

Fernando Pessoa insists on an ascetic alternative. In 1914 he invented 
a poet (one of what he called his “heteronyms”), Alberto Caeiro da Silva, 
who is said to have recorded The Keeper of Sheep between 1910 and 1912. 
Stridently antimetaphysical, antirational, and antireligious, the lyrics 
amount to a meditative argument against the significance of things.

Because the only hidden meaning of things
Is that they have no meaning at all.
This is stranger than all the strangenesses,
And the dreams of all the poets,
And the thoughts of all the philosophers—
That things really are what they appear to be
And that there is nothing to understand.13

The recognition of things depends on our capacity to “unlearn”—on 
“Knowing how to see without thinking” (KS, 65). A chief impediment to 
that recognition is language itself—

the language of men
Which gives personality to things,
And imposes a name on things. (KS, 71)

Whereas, for Rilke, the act of naming confers greater being, for Pes-
soa that act prevents things from being what they are, for “things have 
neither name nor personality” (KS, 71).

And yet, for all Caeiro’s repudiation of language and the “dreams of 
poets,” his objects of fascination—sky, trees, grass, wind, rivers—seem 
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paradigmatically “poetic,” as does his self- appellation as a shepherd, “a 
keeper of sheep,” despite the fact that he does not keep sheep:

I never kept sheep
But it’s as if I’d done so. (KS, 32, 3)

However resistant to analogy or metaphor, Caeiro frames his endeavor 
metaphorically. Sharing many of Pessoa’s concerns, William Carlos Wil-
liams nonetheless produced very different lyric results. He recognized 
the need to “escape from crude symbolism, the annihilation of strained 
associations.”14 And he was appalled by the way that “categories” trap 
things within “corners of understanding”—by the fact that, “reinforced 
by tradition, every common thing has been nailed down.”15 But his eye 
was drawn not just to such pastoral objects as the famous “red wheel-
barrow”; it was drawn as well to the quotidian artifacts of domestic life.

The red paper box
hinged with cloth
is lined
inside and out
with imitation leather16

It is the imitation leather that affirms the status of this object beyond the 
realm of the “poetic,” just as it affirms the prospect that any object might 
be redeemed by the right kind of attention. His playful allusion to Rodin 
in the title of “The Thinker” similarly deflates the grandiosity of art while 
the poem expands its purview:

My wife’s new pink slippers
have gay pompons.
There is not a spot or a stain
on their satin toes or their sides.
All night they lie together
under her bed’s edge. (Collected Poems, 220)

In such poems, Williams enacts a kind of redemptive reification, resigni-
fying the mundane (indeed, the silly) not through rhetorical inflation 
but through an untoward engagement:

I talk to them
in my secret mind
out of pure happiness. (Collected Poems, 220)



 The Secret Life of Things 55

Such engagement might be said to compensate for the coldness of things 
with human warmth, but a warmth that is meant to leave things raw, not 
cooked. Although, as I detailed in chapter 1, Heidegger is concerned with 
an ontological amplitude (Being) that is irreducible to the ontic (mere 
beings), and Levinas is particularly fixated on a “paroxysm of materi-
ality” that exceeds any recognizable object form, for modernist poetry 
the object form of things, and the human relation to them, remains the 
more explicit topic of both thematic and formal attention.

The record of Virginia Woolf ’s more idiosyncratic engagement surfaces 
in a very short story she titled “Solid Objects.” It is in fact a story not 
about solidity, but about the fluidity of objects, about how they decom-
pose and recompose themselves as the object of a new fascination. It is 
about the materials that make up the material object world, about the 
transvaluation of those materials into less and more than their familiar 
properties. It is about dislocating material—nothing but glass—from an 
instrumentalist teleology and into an aesthetic scene, though not one au-
thorized by the dictates outlined in Pierre Bourdieu’s Distinction or Bau-
drillard’s System of Objects, but content instead with intensely private, 
inconspicuous display.

Woolf began to write the story in November 1918, at the close of World 
War I, and she published it in Athenaeum in 1920. The story concerns a 
man named John, who, discovering a smooth lump of glass on the beach, 
brings it home and places it on the mantle, using it as a paperweight. The 
discovery incites him to seek out other objects that remind “him of the 
lump of glass,” anything “so long [as] it [is] an object of some kind, more 
or less round . . . anything—china, glass, amber, rock, marble,” the para-
digmatic shape and size in fact bringing the specificity of the material 
into question.17 At first, studying the objects displayed in the windows 
of curiosity shops, he becomes increasingly obsessed and finally roams 
London with “a bag and a long stick,” ransacking “all deposits of earth,” 
searching “all alleys and spaces between walls” in his quest for discarded 
objects that might become for him “specimens” (HH, 85). As he discovers 
other remnants—pieces of broken china, a bit of iron—his collecting im-
pulse becomes, from his friends’ perspective, pathological. Before long 
he abandons the life he has led as a politician on “the brink of a brilliant 
career,” a man standing for Parliament (HH, 82). Indeed, in most respects 
he abandons his life, “devot[ing] himself more and more resolutely to the 
search,” suffering “fatigue and derision” but still “consumed by [the] am-
bition” to add to his little collection (HH, 85).

The story has not fascinated Woolf ’s readers, who have been far more 
captivated by the life of the subject, the fate of individuality, and the vicis-
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situdes of consciousness in her fiction. A small, critical consensus, how-
ever, reads “Solid Objects” as a cautionary tale warning against aesthetic 
absorption at the expense of the practical, the ethical, and the political.18 
Woolf, let us say, managed not to succumb to what Clive Bell disparaged 
as his contemporaries’ “metaphysical- moral doctrines concerning the 
cowiness of cows and the thing in itself.”19 But her own boredom with 
politics- as- usual, what she called her “natural disposition to think Par-
liament ridiculous,” would suggest that the moral of the story might not 
be read so unequivocally.20 She herself stopped accompanying her hus-
band Leonard on his political campaigns in 1919. At the end of the war, 
she wrote of the war that “the whole thing [was] too remote and mean-
ingless to come home to one either in action or in ceasing to act” (D, 215). 
She also was eager to eschew conversation about the “bitter, impatient, 
powerful” lower classes (D, 220). Such comments suggest that one might 
say of the story what Bell said of art more generally, that “no one could be 
much worse placed than the political moralist for seeing whatever there 
may be to be seen in what is, at once, strange and subtle.”21

What is strange and subtle in Woolf ’s story, however, is the way it 
bears witness, however unconsciously, to the political economy of Great 
Britain during and immediately after World War I. In other words, I want 
to point out how John’s encounter with these material fragments—a 
piece of glass, of broken china, and of iron—is not just embedded within 
a trajectory of English aesthetics (John Ruskin to Roger Fry) or a geneal-
ogy of modernism (say, T. E. Hulme’s “poetics of sensual immediacy and 
fragmentary vision”), but also embedded between the domestic crisis of 
wartime scarcity in London and the postwar industrial crisis provoked 
by the British commitment to free trade.22 Though the fragments may 
thus be thought of as souvenirs of the unreal city, their very collection 
erases that context from the narrative as such.23 But elsewhere, Woolf 
makes it clear how the war impinged on the material practice of art. She 
writes to Vanessa Bell about the problem of securing her paint: “The dif-
ficulty about paints is that they’re made with oil, ‘Now you may not know 
[a merchant has explained to Woolf] that every gun when it’s first cast 
has to be dipped in a bath of oil.’”24 She records in her diary the physi-
cal threat to art posed by the raids on London: “The Academy is stor-
ing its precious pictures, only 18 in number, in some Tube. They are told 
to expect immense bombs at the end of the month, which will dig 20 
feet deep, & then explode” (D, 138). Yet “Solid Objects,” without ever in-
voking the war, provides instead an account of the aesthetic—or an ac-
count of what we might call the relation between aesthetics and politics, 
between art and the economy—that is a history of the senses fundamen-
tally altered by the facts of wartime scarcity and postwar depression. You 
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might argue that the story’s displacement of the psychological with the 
materiological is Woolf ’s uncharacteristic exploration of the antihuman-
ist modernism advanced by Hulme. But her capacity to narrate a new 
subject- object dynamic seems catalyzed instead by the transgression of 
economic habits, both domestic and international—in a word, by the 
Western world’s misuse of material for martial ends, by the transposi-
tion of material into matériel.

As literary criticism wrestled itself out of the homogenizing habits of 
new historicism and the heterogenizing habits of cultural studies, one 
version of a new materialism asked how material culture impresses itself 
on the literary imagination. Another asked how literature itself works to 
imagine materiality, how it renders a life of things that is tangential to 
our narratives of modern production, distribution, and consumption; 
how it can contribute to a materialist phenomenology that does not 
bracket history but asks both how, in history (how, in one cultural for-
mation), human subjects and nonhuman objects constitute one another, 
and what remains outside the regularities of that constitution that can 
disrupt the cultural memory of modernity and modernism.25 If Georg 
Simmel was right to argue, circa 1900, that money, while giving us an in-
creased access to things and power over them, increasingly mediates that 
relation so that we lose any “direct contact with things,” then we should 
recognize how various aesthetic practices (and today’s critical practices) 
struggle to compensate for that loss.26 Indeed, as I suggested in my over-
ture, it would be perfectly reasonable to account for the recent scholarly 
attention to objects (not to say things) as a reaction against the decla-
ration of—if not some compensatory response to the fact of—the fur-
ther disappearance of the object within an increasingly mediated (indeed 
digitally mediated) universe.

Woolf ’s story might thus be read as moralizing against such material-
ist fascinations, if it does not rather, as I’ll suggest, investigate a different 
kind of fascination, indeed a kind of fetishism that seems like an alter-
native mode of inhabiting modern culture. By consecrating the valueless 
material object, such fetishism confounds political economy’s account 
of value, alienates itself from any enlightenment horror of waste, and 
settles happily into an unhuman (not antihumanist) history. “Solid Ob-
jects” manages to revise the question of the object and the question of 
things while clarifying the risk of that revision, which is always a risk to 
what Woolf ’s story narrates as the aesthetic subject. “One day,” the nar-
rator explains, “starting from his rooms in the Temple to catch a train 
in order to address his constituents, his eyes rested upon a remarkable 
object lying half- hidden in one of those borders of grass which edge the 
bases of vast legal buildings. . . . [He] drew the piece of [broken] china 
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within reach of his hands. As he seized hold of it he exclaimed in tri-
umph,” missing his train (HH, 82–83). Such exhilaration, staged in rela-
tion to the emblems of modernity (the train, the legal buildings, parlia-
mentary democracy, commuter temporality) is irreducible to consumer 
desire or the structure of cathexis described by psychoanalysis; it instead 
testifies to the enigmatic excess that characterizes the physical world, 
especially its bits and pieces, the discarded remains of modern objects. 
Insofar as the aestheticization of this refuse leaves John in a condition of 
social sclerosis, however, “aesthetic autonomy” manifests itself here not 
as the object’s distance from consumer culture but as the utter isolation 
of the individual (the aesthetic subject). Some other reading of the story 
might indeed argue that John’s obsession with inorganic objects is in fact 
inseparable from what Freud described, in his own postwar text, Beyond 
the Pleasure Principle (1920), as the drive toward the inorganic that is the 
drive toward death.

Let me turn now to a clarifying disjuncture in William James’s psychol-
ogy—clarifying because it temporalizes, narrating the interaction be-
tween the somatic and the cognitive—to offer some handle on the object- 
thing distinction that I advanced schematically in chapter 1. Working 
within and against the associationist tradition, James points out, in his 
chapter on the perception of space, how the coalescence of our sensations 
in and as a thing depends on habit. This means that we grant to objects 
that we merely see (without touching) their full physicality because we 
are accustomed to doing so. Real form, what Edmund Husserl came to 
call the inauthentic image as opposed to the authentic image we actually 
see, is habitually conjured up. In his somewhat prescient understanding 
of mind as matter (with which he works to refine the Humean position), 
James argues that habitual objects “plough deep grooves in the nervous 
system,” so that there is a path of least resistance through which, for in-
stance, our sensations of grayness and thinness and length become the 
apperception of a knife.27

In his chapter on the “perception of things,” however, he tells the story 
of what happens when our habits are broken, when for instance we look 
at a landscape with our head upside down or when we turn a painting 
bottom up: “The colors grow richer and more varied, we don’t under-
stand the meaning of the painting, but, to compensate for the loss, we 
feel more freshly the value of the mere tints and shadings.” James under-
stands perception and “naked sensation” as different cerebral conditions 
that cannot take place at the same time, since sensations in themselves 
do not add up (P, 727). One might say, rather, that we need to understand 
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two distinct, dynamic, intertwined materializations: one in which we 
seem to begin with sensations, which precipitate perception; and one in 
which the proximate sensuous engagement lies between one and another 
perceptual horizon. The viewer’s perceptual “failure” (as in the case of 
nonfigurative painting) prompts a different kind of attention; but, in the 
routine of daily life, perception perpetually forecloses sensuous experi-
ence in order to render the material world phenomenal, which means 
rendering it habitable. What I want to underscore is how in James the 
difference between the apperceptive constitution of the thing, in what I 
would call its objecthood, and the experience of the thing, in what I would 
call its thingness, emerges in the moment (and no doubt only as a mo-
ment) of reobjectification that is a kind of misuse—turning the picture 
bottom up, standing on one’s head. The point may be less that “sensa-
tion is one thing and perception another,” and more that the experience 
of sensation depends on disorientation, both habit and its disruption 
(P, 727).

In the case of Woolf ’s story, the point is not that the familiar object has 
been defamiliarized into unreconstituted fragments (which is to say dis-
crete, fragmented sensations), but rather that literal fragments become 
objects without any of the coherence or familiarity we associate with ob-
jects. Peripatetic though he is, John resembles less modernity’s flâneur 
than the bricoleur, “speak[ing] not only with things . . . but also through 
the medium of things,” reordering debris the way a kaleidoscope, to bor-
row Lévi- Strauss’s figure, transforms bits of glass into a “new type of 
entity.”28 But though John perceives new structural patterns, he manages 
along the way to experience texture and shape in a mode where materi-
als themselves, unchanneled through the habitual object, become the ob-
jects of his fantasy. Familiar materials—glass, china, iron—are debanal-
ized, appearing all but magical: “It was impossible to say whether it had 
been bottle, tumbler, or window- pane; it was nothing but glass; it was 
almost a precious stone” (HH, 80). Not objects, but materials—“nothing 
but glass”—have been released from any readiness- to- hand. Free from 
their incorporation into the familiar object world, they seem to assume 
lives of their own as John grants them a kind of agency. The piece of bro-
ken china “looked like a creature from another world—freakish and fan-
tastic as a harlequin. It seemed to be pirouetting through space, winking 
like a fitful star. The contrast between the china so vivid and alert, and 
the glass so mute and contemplative, fascinated him, and wondering and 
amazed he asked himself how the two came to exist in the same world, let 
alone to stand upon the same narrow strip of marble in the same room. 
The question remained unanswered” (HH, 83). By not answering the 
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question, both John and the narratorial voice grant the materials their 
sovereignty, but they do so not, as Baudrillard would have it, from a state 
of abjection, but in a state of wonder.

Woolf ’s story might thus be located within a continuum of mod-
ernist attention to materials, from, say, Otto Wagner’s 1895 vision of a 
future architecture dominated by “the prominent use of materials in a 
pure state,” to F. T. Marinetti’s futurist cult of metals and Ernst Jünger’s 
“poems of steel,” to Donald Judd’s 1965 description of the “aggressive” 
specificity of materials and the “objectivity” that inheres in the “obdu-
rate identity of a material.”29 In closer proximity to Woolf, her friend 
Roger Fry, in the manner of Ruskin, repeatedly argued for the aesthetic 
importance of compositional substance, singling out the fate of china. 
He objected to Wedgwood (a cornerstone in accounts of eighteenth- 
century consumer society) because it set “a standard of mechanical per-
fection which to this day prevents the trade from accepting any work 
in which the natural beauties of the material are not carefully obliter-
ated by mechanical means.”30 Whereas Fry’s answer to the problem was 
replacing mechanical production with craftsmanship, “Solid Objects” 
answers the problem of mechanical perfection by introducing the im-
perfection wrought by accident—by engaging the shard. At times, Woolf 
clearly shares Fry’s fundamental aesthetic judgment. In Orlando, the 
men of genius whom Orlando accompanies in the eighteenth century 
(Joseph Addison, Alexander Pope, Jonathan Swift) collect “little bits of 
coloured glass,” demonstrating a kind of restrained appreciation for ma-
terial that stands in contrast to the monumental accumulation of Vic-
torian clutter—“crystal palaces, bassinettes, military helmets, memorial 
wreaths . . . telescopes, extinct monsters, globes, maps, elephants, and 
mathematical instruments”—a rubbish heap of Victorian history, a pile 
of “heterogeneous, ill- sorted objects” perceived by Orlando as a “garish 
erection.”31 “Solid Objects,” however, suggests that the residues of such 
clutter, the object decomposed into little bits, as it were, can still compel 
us in their rudimentary substantiality, conveying both the natural and 
unnatural beauties of material.

Writing in Athenaeum the year before Woolf ’s story appeared there, 
Fry laments the fate of materials within the Victorian object. Describing 
the inappropriate use of material to fashion all the Victorian objets that 
“gratify fatuous curiosity” and appeal to “social emotions” rather than 
“aesthetic feelings,” he concludes that “the use of material at this period 
seems to be the least discriminating, and the sense of quality feebler, 
than at any previous period of world history.”32 The familiar Bloomsbury 
dismissal of Victoriana here achieves a materialist specificity inherited 
from the likes of William Morris, but Fry stops short of wondering what 
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might in fact be learned about “social emotions” from the ill- suited use of 
materials. His role as artist and art critic no doubt prevented his taking an 
interest in the kind of disjuncture between material and form that capti-
vated Benjamin as a legible sign of utopian longing. With a logic learned 
from The Eighteenth Brumaire, Benjamin imagines that the decorative 
(mis)use of iron, rather than its structural deployment, marks the way 
novelty first emerges in and depends on residual form, which is the way 
social dissatisfaction with the present expresses itself in a citational long-
ing for the future, a longing that cites a past that is anterior to the recent 
past: “These tendencies deflect the imagination (which is given impetus 
by the new) back upon the primal past.”33 Whereas Ruskin believed the 
“constant use of cast- iron ornaments” marked the “degradation of our 
national feeling,” Benjamin read it retrospectively as marking an other-
wise unexpressed desire to abandon a degraded present.34

Whereas for Benjamin the point of considering such disjuncture is to 
imagine how a collective unconscious “thinks” forward by thinking back 
to a classless society, for Woolf the point is more the way that attention 
to the substance of iron, for instance, can provide access to a “primeval 
history” that is no longer anthropocentric. The story begins to answer 
the question of how we could bring materials into history as something 
other than the history of their use, in industry or art. When John, per-
petually scouring the crannies of London in his quest to add to his col-
lection, finds a piece of iron under a furze bush in Barnes Common, his 
sense of time becomes cosmological: “It was almost identical with the 
glass in shape, massy and globular, but so cold and heavy, so black and 
metallic, that it was evidently alien to the earth and had its origin in 
one of the dead stars or was itself the cinder of the moon. It weighed his 
pocket down; it weighed the mantelpiece down; it radiated cold. And yet 
the meteorite stood upon the same ledge with the lump of glass and the 
star- shaped china” (HH, 84–85). The passage is mobilized by a dialectic 
of proximity and distance, familiarity and alterity, that is at once spatial 
and temporal. The utterly ordinary, which is also otherworldly, can be 
pocketed and domestically displayed without ever being domesticated. 
Woolf records not only what it would feel like to desire material per se as 
a personal possession, but also how such a possession might change the 
scale of one’s historical imagination, how the cosmological might insinu-
ate itself into the daily. To name the scrap of modern iron a “meteorite” 
is to dislodge it from the homogeneous structure of time, and to insist 
not that the distant past lingers within the present, but that this past is 
present as a kind of surface with which we can make intimate contact, 
as though touching one history in and as another.35 If the story’s tempo-
rality seems somewhat abstract or confused—“Day after day passed. He 
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was no longer young” (HH, 85)—this is because John’s archaeology of 
the modern, his engagement with material as an end (not a means), has 
dislodged him from the temporal dictates of modern life. The vie privée 
of things becomes something other than the history of the object’s pro-
duction and exchange, and something other than its representation in, 
or transformation into, the work of art.

With James’s help, you can redescribe the modernity that Simmel ren-
ders—where the ability to dominate things is coupled with the inability 
to establish contact with things—as the intensification of a basic percep-
tual process, or as a perceptual process that has become fixed as a social 
condition. In the 1920s this sociopsychological, sociosensual problematic 
achieved its full theorization. On the one hand, Lukács asserts that reifi-
cation “conceals above all the immediate—qualitative and material—
character of things as things.” On the other, Heidegger, without ever 
specifying Lukács, complains that such arguments always fail to describe 
for us what “we are to understand positively when we think of unreified 
Being.” (See chapter 1.) And Benjamin, in a much- quoted passage from 
One- Way Street (providing a non- Heideggerian response to such a com-
plaint) describes how children’s engagement with the material world re-
veals the capacity to transform things, bits of cultural detritus, into new 
things—a kind of recycling that never replicates the world as it is, but 
rather reminds us, in the mode of spontaneous assemblage, that things 
might be other than they are.36

“Any object,” Woolf writes, “mixes itself so profoundly with the stuff 
of thought that it loses its actual form and recomposes itself a little dif-
ferently in an ideal shape which haunts the brain” (HH, 82). This activity 
of recomposition, which moves John’s encounter from the sensuous and 
material to the phenomenal and the psychological, returns to the ma-
terial by granting him a different mode of engagement with the city. That 
is, just as John mediates the transformation of the lump of glass into a 
“precious gem,” so too the glass transforms his relation to urban space. It 
provokes him to walk through London with “his eyes upon the ground,” 
especially attracted to the alleys where “such objects often occurred”—
“thrown away, of no use to anybody, shapeless, discarded” (HH, 82). To 
say that objects occur is to suggest that objects have a temporality; they 
don’t happen to be there so much as they happen. And the way that they 
happen distorts John’s pedestrian quest to match the shape of the smooth 
lump of glass; instead, he seems propelled only by a new responsiveness 
to form as such. The broken piece of china “as nearly resembl[es] a star-
fish as anything—shaped, or broken accidentally, into five irregular but 
unmistakable points” (HH, 83). His new optical and tactile consciousness 
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will not permit him to leave a curious object behind; he misses a meeting 
in order to secure the shard. John may exhibit the typical passions of the 
new collector, but you can’t quite say exactly what it is that he collects. 
And he makes no effort to express himself in his exhibition; rather, the 
lives of these things—the glass contemplative, the china vivid, fitful, sur-
real—overwhelm his life.

Benjamin, in his essay on surrealism, confidently proclaims that the 
writer, too, perceives the immense force, the revolutionary energy, that 
resides within discarded artifacts, those “enslaved and enslaving objects.” 
But in the more telegraphic and enigmatic “Dream Kitsch” (“Traum-
kitsch”), where he imagines a history of dreams, the unconscious seems 
severely limited; the dreams of today, he writes, are a “shortcut to ba-
nality”; in our dreams “there is a gray coating of dust on things,” and 
in dreams we touch objects “where they are most threadbare and time-
worn,” where they are “worn through by habit.” The dreamwork fails to 
recapacitate us as children, who never (according to habit) “clasp a glass 
but [instead] snatch it up.”37 It is a kind of misapprehension, an untoward 
reobjectification, a kind of misuse that clears the dust away.

It was with the “impulse of a child,” Woolf writes, that John slipped the 
lump of glass inside his pocket “promising it a life of warmth and secu-
rity” (HH, 81). When on the beach, and having left off a political argument 
with his friend Charles (“Politics be damned!”), John distracts himself by 
“burrow[ing] his fingers down, down into the sand,” his eyes becoming 
“clear transparent surface[s] . . . expressing nothing but wonder, which 
the eyes of young children display” (HH, 80). Roger Fry rhetorically de-
ploys the child to much the same effect in “The Artist’s Vision,” an essay 
that taxonomizes the “economy” of the senses (in his phrase) and dif-
ferentiates looking from mere seeing. Though it is children who genu-
inely “look at things with some passion,” the adult nonetheless retains 
“something of this unbiological, disinterested vision,” the testimony to 
which he finds in those collections of objects (like John’s) that are other-
wise unremarkable but “which have some marked peculiarity of appear-
ance that catches his eye.”38 This essay, also published in Athenaeum in 
1919, provides the simplest conceptualization of what Woolf is up to in 
her story. It is as though Fry has translated James’s psychological point 
(which originally stumbled onto the aesthetic, onto questions of land-
scape and painting) and transformed it into a point about the aesthetic 
and nonaesthetic subject. “We were given our eyes to see things, not to 
look at them,” a fact that he takes to be a biological necessity since the 
“very considerable ignorance of visual appearances” becomes a practical 
matter (594). When, in “The Cinema,” Woolf writes about film—which, 
according to the surrealists, disclosed in the photogenic object the fact 
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that things have lives of their own—she describes its ability to provide 
audiences with a new field of sensation. She reiterates Fry’s point, but 
she also nationalizes it, describing “the English unaesthetic eye” as “a 
simple mechanism which takes care that the body does not fall down 
coal- holes.”39

If the unhabituated child perpetually appears in contrast as the en-
gaged aesthetic subject (although Benjamin calls attention not to a dis-
interested appreciation of the material world, but to an interested, spon-
taneous reconfiguration of that world), this is not a reinstallation of the 
Wordsworthian subject, for whom nature and not the detritus of cul-
ture exists as the fully engaging aesthetic object. Still, Woolf ’s story, be-
cause the child appears only as a vehicle for describing John’s reactions, 
poses a complex of inescapable questions. Is John’s response childlike in 
the profundity of its willingness to see and to feel the material world 
anew, or is his behavior a lamentable, childish retreat? Is this an inspired 
act of transgression or simply a regression? Is this a regrettable with-
drawal from politics or the recognition that politics needs to begin else-
where, with some experience of the profound otherness that lies within 
the everyday?

The story’s ambiguity has everything to do with the proximity or 
specularity of, on the one hand, the life of things and, on the other, com-
modity culture as usual. For you would recognize John as being in the 
throes of consumer desire—“The determination to possess objects that 
even surpassed these tormented the young man”—were that determina-
tion to have appeared in Emile Zola’s Au bonheur des dames or Theodore 
Dreiser’s Sister Carrie (HH, 85). His desire anticipates a later moment in 
the history of bourgeois consumerism when consumption and collec-
tion seem increasingly conflated. Any newly purchased object, not just 
the Hummel figurine but also the bottle cap, the Beanie Baby, the 9/11 
Christmas ornament—is declared by the manufacturer to be collectible. 
Whereas, writing of the early- nineteenth- century interior, Benjamin 
could imagine that the collector’s responsibility was “the Sisyphean task 
of divesting things of their commodity character” and of freeing things 
from the “drudgery of being useful,” by the late twentieth century, the 
fantasy of such a task became one more means of increasing consumer 
desire.40

So, too, of course, the secret life of things—whether it is the fitfulness 
of a piece of broken china, or knives standing on their feet, or sponges 
swimming free at last on the river—might be declared a literalization 
of our alienation as Simmel described it, where, “by their independent, 
impersonal mobility,” objects “complete the final stage of their separa-
tion from people” (PM, 460). And yet, it is precisely by giving in to—
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thinking or working through—reification and alienation, and by identi-
fying a profounder separation (not of objects but of things), that Adorno 
came to re- identify ethical possibility: “If a man looks upon thingness 
as a radical evil . . . he tends to be hostile to otherness, to the alien thing 
that has lent its name to alienation, and not in vain” (ND, 191). For Sim-
mel, the problem of modernity can be characterized by the fact that “ob-
jects and people have become separated from one another,” that objects 
can no longer be “assimilated by the individual” (PM, 460). For Adorno, 
the problem has become the very will- to- assimilation. He designates the 
happiness of philosophy, over and against the “imperialism of annex-
ing the alien,” as residing “in the fact that the alien, in the proximity it 
is granted, remains what is distant and different” (ND, 191). Were we to 
grant “Solid Objects” a place between Simmel’s sociology and Adorno’s 
philosophy, we would read it as a narrative of things accumulated but 
not arranged, intimate but unassimilated, extimate in their simultaneous 
proximity and distance, accreted as vivacious fragments belonging to 
no whole. The ethics of the story thus reside in Woolf ’s depiction of an 
experience—of experience—that activates for the fragment a life of its 
own.

Though “Solid Objects” narratively and ambivalently engages topics con-
ceptualized elsewhere, Woolf ’s diary during these years hardly records 
any consistent concern for material objects. We read other diarists, after 
all, to hear about things. She writes about reading and thinking and talk-
ing and writing. Just as, in Orlando, the young nobleman’s “disease of 
reading” can temporarily turn all his riches—“carpets, sofas, trappings, 
china, plate, cruets, chafing dishes and other movables often of beaten 
gold”—into mist, so too in Woolf ’s own daily record, her reading and 
writing tend to obscure any encounter with the physical world (Orlando, 
75, 74). If she writes about objects, she tends to write about them as signs, 
in the effort to determine how possessions characterize those who pos-
sess them: “art lamps and iridescent plates,” for instance, seem to dem-
onstrate the gentility of one “farmer husband” (D, 248).

In her stories, however, material objects seem a condition of narrat-
ability. “Moments of Being” records the thoughts of a woman in search of 
a lost pin, the finding of which puts a stop to the story. “The New Dress” 
records the way social anxiety is most keenly mediated by material pos-
sessions. The point of “The Lady in the Looking Glass” is that possessions 
that apparently reveal a life in fact keep it concealed from view. An ex-
traordinary dangling modifier in the story suddenly shifts the burden 
from the unnamed narrator to the possessions themselves, as though 
they spent their time contemplating the woman who possesses them: 
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“Under the stress of thinking about Isabella, her room became more 
shadowy and symbolic; the corners seemed darker, the legs of chairs and 
tables more spindly and hieroglyphic.”41 It is as though the object world, 
by concerning itself with human subjects, becomes both more and less 
legible, clearly significant but indecipherable.

Though the novels never think through artifacts so exclusively, they 
continue to foreground the way objects mediate human relations, in-
cluding the self ’s relation to itself. Orlando’s past returns to her in the 
twentieth century through her former possessions, housed in a museum. 
In Night and Day, when Mrs. Hilbery exclaims, “Dear things! Dear chairs 
and tables! How like old friends they are,” the dearness resides in the 
family history that the objects express, in the objects’ august legibility, a 
result of the fact that “We live in things,” as Mrs. Swithin explains to the 
man who “fingers sensations” in Between the Acts.42 Those novels con-
struct a universe where, as Benjamin would have it, interiors are legible 
in the traces left by their occupants, and where collected objects con-
tain for the collector elaborate narratives of their collection. In Woolf ’s 
version of the argument, within our houses, within our rooms, we are 
“surrounded by objects which perpetually express the oddity of our own 
temperaments and enforce the memories of our own experience.” Thus a 
whole morning spent in Italy, the iron table and the breeze and the vines 
and the pillars—these “rise up in a cloud from the china bowl on the 
mantelpiece,” a bowl purchased during an Italian holiday.43

But the fragments collected in “Solid Objects”—which, the more you 
read Woolf, seems itself to be an unrepresentative fragment—have only 
a fantasized and fantastic provenance: perhaps the lump of glass is a gem 
“worn by a dark Princess,” or perhaps it is from an Elizabethan treasure 
chest (HH, 80–81). The fragments express the oddity of someone else’s 
temperament: John imagines that the shape of the china shard depends 
on the “conjunction [of] a very high house, and a woman of such reckless 
impulse and passionate prejudice that she flings her jar or pot straight 
from the window without thought of who is below” (HH, 84). As compel-
lingly as this scene may describe a woman’s frustration with the objects 
that materialize her domestic confinement, the scene results from John’s 
mere conjecture. In other words, the difference that “Solid Objects” in-
sists on is a difference that comes from dislodging objects from a history 
of their proximity to subjects, from liberating artifacts from their status 
as determinate signs, from rendering a life of things that is irreducible to 
the history of human subjects.

Yet the pathos of Jacob’s Room, among other novels, depends precisely 
on that reduction, on the symbolic and metonymic power of objects. The 
novel displays the evanescence of the protagonist’s life as a relation to 
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the material object world. Woolf ’s poetics of space is in fact a poetics of 
the object. We first read about the boy climbing on a rock, “one of those 
tremendously solid brown, or rather black, rocks which emerge from 
the sand like something primitive,” and then about him lost at the beach 
and “sobbing, but absent- mindedly” running “farther and farther” to dis-
cover just what it is that he has glimpsed “among the black sticks and 
straw.”44 Despite his family’s insistence, he refuses to give up the sheep’s 
skull, whitened by water and wind; he sleeps with it at the foot of the bed. 
The boy’s attachment to the natural object that most readily suggests 
permanence, rock, becomes instead an attachment to bone, the quintes-
sential memento mori that expresses the proximity of the animate and 
inanimate.

A child’s fascination with the natural world—children collecting 
beetles and butterflies in chapter 2—devolves into more mundane ar-
rangements, such as Jacob’s room at Cambridge, which has a “round table 
and two low chairs,” along with “yellow flags in a jar on the mantelpiece” 
( JR, 38). The novel gradually taxonomizes the adult fascination with ob-
jects. Consumer desire keeps Fanny captivated by “Evelina’s shop off 
Shaftsbury Avenue,” where “the parts of a woman were shown separate,” 
skirts and boas and hats and shoes displayed without the logic of the en-
semble ( JR, 121). Indian philosophy prompts Jinny Carslake to cherish “a 
little jeweler’s box containing ordinary pebbles picked off the road. But if 
you look at them steadily, she says, multiplicity becomes unity” ( JR, 131). 
A recognizably romantic sensibility compels Jacob himself to cherish the 
Acropolis. In the midst of these competing modes of cathexis, the nar-
rator offers a fully thematizing, ambiguating account of the relation be-
tween things of the world (actions) and things in the world (mere things) 
as Jacob begins to think seriously about his future, about going into Par-
liament, perhaps, about the question of the British Empire, the question 
of Home Rule in Ireland: “For he had grown to be a man, and was about to 
be immersed in things—as indeed the chambermaid, emptying his basin 
upstairs, fingering keys, studs, pencils, and bottles of tabloids strewn on 
the dressing- table, was aware” ( JR, 139). Once immersed in mere things, 
Jacob is about to immerse himself in things, as his new possessions tes-
tify. He is cut off from aspiring to the political life and the sense of politi-
cal economy that John willfully abandons in “Solid Objects.” The con-
cluding tableau of the novel, then, evolves less from the idea of absence 
(Jacob’s death in the war), and more from a lingering presence, all the 
unburied remains, those possessions no longer possessed. A room lived 
in and permanently left is not haunted, but uncanny: “One fibre in the 
wicker arm- chair creaks, though no one sits there.” The overwhelming 
question for those left is what to do with the objects that linger: hold-
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ing out a pair of Jacob’s old shoes, his mother asks “What am I to do with 
these?” ( JR, 176). If, as Baudrillard would maintain, the subject’s destiny 
passes into the object, what is the object’s destiny beyond the life of the 
subject? What sort of obsolescence is this?

The affective power of the novel’s close demonstrates the metonymic 
potency of material objects, which is inseparable from their potency 
to convey the realism of the novelistic universe, not just in the work of 
Charles Dickens or Honoré de Balzac, say, but also in experimental fiction. 
Woolf came to believe that the birth of the English novel as we know it, 
Robinson Crusoe, must be thought through the figure of the “large earth-
enware pot” that she posits as an emblem of Daniel Defoe’s authority, 
which is fiction’s authority to overwhelm the reader with the wholeness 
of an imagined world and to interrupt romantic fantasy with novelistic 
fact. “By believing fixedly in the solidity of the pot and its earthiness, he 
has subdued every other element to his design; he has roped the uni-
verse into a harmony.”45 In the power of the earthenware pot as Woolf 
imagines it, which is Defoe’s capacity to novelize the universe, there is 
something of Stevens’s jar on a hill in Tennessee, transforming the land-
scape around it, if not something of Heidegger’s jug, the thing that things 
the world.46 When solid objects become the explicit object of Woolf ’s ad-
dress, however, the coherence of the solid object that makes the world 
cohere gives way to the solidity of fragments; there is no earthenware 
pot, but simply “a piece of china of the most remarkable shape . . . shaped, 
or broken accidentally, into five irregular but unmistakable points” (HH, 
83). Though the emphasis on the accidental shape of the china fragment 
might be said to ally the story with the Dadaist and surrealist faith in the 
irrational and the contingent, the point is more that reevaluating the ma-
terial world seems to depend on its reuse and on some violence that vio-
lates the coherence of the object. Whereas John imagines this violence as 
the act of an angry woman (hurling a “jar or a pot” out the window), the 
violence that the story nowhere imagines but everywhere intimates is 
the violence of war.

As John hunts in “the neighborhood of waste land where the household 
refuse is thrown away” and then comes to “haunt the places which are 
most prolific of broken china, such as pieces of waste land between rail-
way lines, sites of demolished houses, and commons in the neighbor-
hood of London,” it is hard not to envision him as a character roaming 
the city streets and rat’s alley of The Waste Land, the poem the Woolfs 
published two years later (HH, 82, 83–84; fig. 2.1). But such a conver-
gence, itself part of a more widespread representation of postwar Lon-
don as the unreal city, foregrounds a crucial contrast.47 In place of the 
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dolorous psyche of The Waste Land, shoring cultural fragments against 
the spiritual ruin of the cityscape, John serendipitously accretes material 
fragments within which he finds all the spirit he needs.

If war- traumatized London makes sense as the (underspecified) set-
ting for the story, that trauma would seem to be specifically material, 
not spiritual. Though Woolf could dismiss the war as “remote and mean-
ingless,” she also lamented that “one has come to notice the war every-
where,” meaning that “everything is skimped,” that butcher shops are 
closed, that cards are required for “most foods,” that other shops dis-
play “tins, or cardboard boxes” that are empty (D, 100).48 Given the facts 

2.1  Damage to Liverpool Street in London following the Zeppelin raid on the night of September 8–9, 
1915. Messrs Nules and Kaye, London, 1915. LC 32. Corporation of the City of London Collection, 
Imperial War Museum, London.
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of wartime scarcity, the point is less that her diaries seem so evacuated 
of material objects and more that the world they describe has been so 
evacuated: “If you see a plum, it is invariably a decoy plum” (D, 112). 
Though the accounts of the raids on London, the mattresses dragged to 
the cellar, are the more obvious reminder of the presence of the war in 
her diaries and letters, there is a subtle yet ubiquitous sense of how the 
things of the world, such as paper and paint, have become the materials 
of war. In this context, then, the intermittent material fascinations of 
her 1918 summer diary attain more significance: “I think it was on Friday 
that I was given my green glass jar by the chemist—for nothing! It’s a jar 
I’ve always coveted; since glass is the best of all decorations, holding the 
light & changing it” (D, 170).49

If Woolf ’s pleasure in this green glass jar resurfaces in John’s plea-
sure in the green lump of glass found on the beach, it does so embedded 
in a culture of scarcity that precipitates a different quality of cathexis. 
Glass had become the focus of national concern as glass manufacturers 
transformed major plants into munitions factories.50 Moreover, the ar-
rested import of Jena glass from Germany and Austria and of chemical 
glass from Bohemia had created a so- called glass famine in Britain, espe-
cially severe in the production of microscopic and photographic lenses.51 
As the Geographic Journal explained in its review of the reports from the 
Ministry of Munitions, there was hope that “British glass sands” would 
support domestic production needs. But if to the ministry it seemed as 
though these sands had sufficient silica content and the right grain, in 
fact the postwar search for the best sand led British crystal manufactur-
ers back to Fontainebleau and to Loch Aline, Scotland.52 For the iron in 
the English sand gave indigenous glass a green hue; it was verre de fou-
gère.53 The image of John “burrowing his fingers down, down, into the 
sand” and discovering there “a large irregular lump” of green glass might 
thus be read as an image less of discovery than of productivity, a produc-
tion of glass out of the domestic glass sands of Britain and a recognition 
of its particular beauty. Still, it is not material as such (neither the sand 
nor the glass), but the whole process of retrieving and reanimating the 
ambiguous remnant that sustains John’s fascination.

Between 1912 and 1930 Francis Bakley published some six books and 
dozens of articles on English glass; in retrospect, this looks like an act 
of mourning, composed as it was in the midst of general doubts about 
the longevity of the English production. The problem was not simply 
that glass manufacturers had been making lightbulbs, rods, and tubes 
for wartime industry, but also that, once the war was over, free trade 
made cheap imports a perpetual threat to the financial success of domes-
tic stemware. The Society for Glass Technology was organized in 1916, as 
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was a Department of Glass Technology at Sheffield, in the specific effort 
to sustain the nation’s importance in the history of glass manufacture. 
But by 1924, 70 percent of the British market was supplied by imports, 
factories closed, and glassmakers were left unemployed in the face of 
continental competition.54

If the wartime and postwar history of glass in Britain can help to re-
frame “Solid Objects” as a story about the modern fate of materials, then 
the history of iron extends and intensifies the point. The history of iron 
and glass, as instantiated by the Crystal Palace, chronicled the serial and 
international prospects of modernity (fig. 2.2).55 Still, the story of Great 
Britain’s iron trade was perpetually felt as a national tragedy, a narrative 
of decline from the Industrial Revolution and the thriving imperial econ-
omy. In standard histories, the vast iron and coal resources of England 
were understood as the necessary condition of the eighteenth- century 
Industrial Revolution. As Leonard Woolf revised this history, the Indus-
trial Revolution and empire converged as an “intense preoccupation with 
material things,” a demand for raw materials, coupled with production 
technologies, that resulted in “the whole world [being] ransacked for 
mines and metals,” and in international competition for the control of 
resources.56 The globalization that culminates in war, and in the com-
pression of time and space that has been said to constitute modernity, 
originates with what we might call a passion for materials. When Vir-
ginia Woolf begins to write a story about accumulating materials in the 

2.2  Claude- Marie Ferrier or Hugh Owen, Crystal Palace (view of west end of building) (1851). Salted 
paper photoprint. Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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month of the war’s close, she thus writes an allegory of that war’s origin, 
but an allegory with a difference—the difference marked by a bricoleur’s 
confusion of ends and means, by an alternative economy where value re-
sults from a noninstrumental passion for other things.

During the war, the need for scrap in the production of bombs led the 
military to search the English countryside and to return to major battle-
fields to recover metal.57 The imperial passion for materials had become 
a warring Europe’s obsession with iron and steel. In an article titled “Coal 
and Iron in War,” the Fortnightly Review stressed the industrial, economic 
rationale of Germany’s aggression by publishing excerpts of a confiden-
tial memorandum, submitted to the chancellor from leading industrial 
and agriculture societies in May 1915, that underscored the importance of 
the long- term weakening of enemy nations, using iron as a case in point. 
The Review itself proclaimed that the current British supply of pig iron 
and steel was utterly “inadequate to our needs.”58 The problem of this 
war of attrition, as we have come to call it, was understood to have boiled 
down to the “essential question,” in Sir John French’s words, of “muni-
tions, more munitions, always more munitions,” and after the Ministry 
of Munitions was organized (with Lloyd George appointed minister), the 
ministry took over such crucial production centers as the Cumberland 
and Lancashire Iron mines.59

In the history of English iron, 1882 marks the record year for exports, 
dominated by the sale of railroad iron to colonial markets. By the close of 
the century, because of the McKinley tariff of 1890 and the British policy 
of free trade, Great Britain lost those markets (the United States supply-
ing Canada with 70 percent of its iron and steel requirements) and had its 
domestic market flooded with “iron dumping” from Belgium, Germany, 
and the United States.60 Though the war secured the domestic market 
for British manufacturers, other nations increased their own producing 
capacity, making 1921–31 the “Black Decade” of the British iron industry.61 
While the price of bar iron had been controlled during the war, the con-
trol was removed in 1919; by 1921 the price of such rudimentary objects as 
nuts and bolts had risen to five times that before the war.62 When, in his 
obsessive search, John discovers “a very remarkable piece of iron” under 
a furze bush, he encounters the element that had become the focus of 
national and international obsession.

All this is to say that if John’s “serious ambitions” are met with a “lack 
of understanding” that is repeated in the critical consensus about the 
story, we might nonetheless begin to understand his behavior as an alter-
native mode of experiencing scarcity (HH, 85). In Europe, more than in 
the United States, the war intensified a Taylorist horror of waste, not just 
of time but of substances. This was the war in which all citizens were 
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summoned to participate as national subjects, “each one of us”—“you 
and each one of you.”63 In their effort to involve civilians in the mili-
tary project, governments took out ads and relied on posters as the new 
medium for communicating with the masses, for bringing the war into 
the civilian everyday. Saving fat for use in explosives, collecting the metal 
needed for scrap in the making of bombs—these activities amounted to 
a new kind of materialism, a requisite bricolage, a recognition that the 
materials of everyday objects could have another life (figs. 2.3, 2.4). As 
Aragon came to put it,

Aha! That tinkling silver- plating was false
The teaspoons are made of lead just like those bullets.64

Indeed, if the engagement Woolf narrates in “Solid Objects” can be 
understood as registering and aestheticizing (however inversely or per-
versely) the newly stipulated attention to materials throughout Europe, 
then the story can grant us a different access to familiar accounts of mod-
ernism and the object. Whether one assumes that the readymade was 
meant to attack the world of art, to foreground the role of the artist, or 
to dislodge common objects from the tyranny of use, Duchamp first pro-
moted his readymades when the making of any common object—a uri-
nal, a bottle rack, a snow shovel—was threatened all over Europe by the 
requirements of martial manufacturing. The various governmental de-
mands to rethink the material world, and to revise the notion of waste 
toward a notion of recomposition, might lurk behind what Benjamin 
called the “materialistic, anthropological inspiration” that provoked the 
surrealists to discover some revolutionary potential in discarded ob-
jects.65 As for anthropological inspiration as such, we can describe the 
fetishism Woolf portrays as an alternative economy, an intensely pri-
vate and privatizing reorientation of value, that offers a specular image 
of the alternative economies that anthropologists made visible in the 
1920s. In Argonauts of the Pacific, based on fieldwork done in New Guinea 
and North Melanesia during the war, Bronislaw Malinowski introduces 
“law and order into what seemed chaotic and freakish” by describing the 
function of apparently meaningless objects in the Kula.66 When Marcel 
Mauss revises those conclusions to emphasize the irrationality of such 
practices, he deliberately juxtaposes “irrational expenditure” with the 
Western image of homo oeconomicus as “a calculating machine” devoted 
to “frigid utilitarian calculation.”67 Though Georges Bataille went on to 
celebrate various modes of dépense as such, Mauss’s own ethical conclu-
sions, argued in explicit relation to the European war, emphasize how 
a stable sociality, a kind of solidarity that depends on competition, can 



2.3  Bone & fat bucket: Save them for munitions. London: Issued by the Domestic Savings Committee 
with the approval of the National Salvage Council and the Ministry of Munitions (between 1914 and 
1918). Printed by S. H. Benson, London. Call number: Folio- 2 Gray A- 58. Photograph: Bowman Gray 
Collection, Rare Book Collection, Wilson Library, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.
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emerge out of the respect and reciprocity of “the gift.” The intense isola-
tion of the individual in “Solid Objects” would be anathema to Mauss. But 
Woolf ’s image of reappropriating, valorizing, and aestheticizing waste, 
no less than his own image of wasting valuable property, is underwritten 
by the sense that the economic reason of the West has been exhausted.68 
Which is to say that the history of objects as we know it (the history of 
objects as we know them) will never challenge the Enlightenment’s his-
tory of itself. The challenge comes from the history of other things, and 
from the histories in them.

“Solid Objects” begins with a narratorial consciousness that registers, 
as though through binoculars or through a zoom lens, a barely percep-
tible detail that slowly comes into focus as two human bodies. Woolf thus 
manages to record, in this gradually clarifying perception, something 
like the momentary development of sensation into perception:69

The only thing that moved upon the vast semicircle of the beach was one 
small black dot. As it came nearer to the ribs and spine of the stranded pil-
chard boat, it became apparent from a certain tenuity in its blackness that 
this spot possessed four legs. . . . [The] mouths, noses, chins, and check 
stockings of the two speakers became clearer and clearer; the smoke of 
their pipes went up into the air; nothing was so solid, so living, so hard, 

2.4  [Louis Oppenheim,] German conservation poster (1917). Photograph: Poster Collection, GE 183, 
Hoover Institution Archives.
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red, hirsute and virile as these two bodies for miles and miles of sea and 
sandhill. (HH, 79)

These bodies, rendered as body parts and as parts that help designate the 
form of the pilchard boat, achieve their solidity in the context of the sea-
scape. But once they settle into their wholeness (once they assume, let 
us say, the phantasmatic image of the coherent human body), the “only 
thing” that can mark such solidity is some other thing. As he burrows 
into the sand, John’s fingers finally curl “round something hard—a full 
drop of solid matter,” which turns out to be a “green tint,” a lump of glass, 
smoothed by the water into a veritable green gem (HH, 80). “It pleased 
him; it puzzled him; it was so hard, so concentrated, so definite an object 
compared with the vague sea and the hazy shore” (HH, 81). The definite-
ness of the solid object seems rather to expose the vagueness of politics 
(“Politics be damned!”), pushing politics into the background, as objects 
sometimes do in Woolf ’s diary: “I have bought another glass jar for 2/- . 
These things are in the foreground. It is partly due to them . . . that I don’t 
write first & foremost of the German offer of peace” (D, 199). If we grant 
“Solid Objects” a (specifically) peripheral place in the British literature of 
World War I, and even grant Virginia Woolf ’s shortest fiction some re-
lation to Leonard Woolf ’s tireless work for the League of Nations, then 
this story will assume a very different role—to demonstrate how utterly 
pedestrian passions can be understood as a longing for the fragments of 
the West not to be reassembled as they were.

Though the solidity of human bodies in the story gives way to the so-
lidity of glass, solidity as such certainly gives way to a kind of fluidity—
“the green thinned and thickened slightly as it was held against the sky or 
against the body” (HH, 81)—just as it gives way to elaborate fantasy: “Per-
haps after all it was really a gem; something worn by a dark Princess trail-
ing her finger in the water as she sat in the stern of the boat and listened 
to the slaves singing as they rowed her across the Bay” (HH, 80–81). What 
prevents solidity from becoming the point, what capacitates the imagi-
native encounter, is the incoherence of the fragment. John does not quite 
succumb to what Simmel described as “the present vividly felt charm of 
the fragment” that distances us “from things” because “reality is touched 
not with direct confidence but with fingertips that are immediately with-
drawn” (PM, 474). Rather, John’s tactile engagement gives him license 
to explore some other unhuman reality: “John turned it in his hands; he 
held it to the light; he held it so that its irregular mass blotted out the 
body and extended right arm of his friend” (HH, 81). The fragment ap-
pears in “Solid Objects” as the figure of the material metonym whose 
metonymic function has been arrested—the unconsummated metonym, 
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as it were. The unconsummated metonym is the figure, or the concep-
tual image, that Woolf offers us to think the object- thing dialectic, to 
think the world anew. John collects broken parts that are not really parts 
of anything determinable: “It was impossible to say whether it had been 
bottle, tumbler, or window- pane; it was nothing but glass.” His materi-
alism, where parts are related not to wholes but to other parts, enacts a 
kind of redemption that refuses the (Heideggerian) temporality of re-
cuperation.

John’s fetishism does not depend on substitution, but merely dyna-
mizes the excess that characterizes any object, even the paper clip, the 
rubber band, the empty glass. If the work on objects (consumer objects, 
museal objects, ethnographic objects) “responds to the imperative to 
know about material needs, wants, and desires,” then work on things 
should assume the task of discovering (in the history of objects) material 
desires, or the desire for material, that can only be lost in the histories 
of consumer society or ethnographies of cultural exchange. At the very 
close of the story, John’s friend Charles, depressed by the disarray of the 
room and utterly confused by his friend, asks “What made you give it 
up,” meaning to ask just what prevented John from pursuing his politi-
cal career. When John answers “I’ve not given it up,” he means that he 
has not abandoned his unbridled search (HH, 85). He could hardly give 
it up. His passion has become irrepressible. In addition, he refuses to feel 
guilt about his new pleasure because rather than discovering one solid 
object or another, he has in fact discovered some other desire. The desire 
to historicize this desire cannot help but limit its potential to overcome 
the specificities of time and of place, its potential to sense multiple his-
tories materialized in (or by) the discarded remnant, the curious remain-
der. The war precipitated a national fixation on materials that may have 
prompted Woolf to imagine some more challenging, exhilarating ma-
terial fixations. But we repeat the error she remonstrates against if, accu-
mulating bits and pieces of this history, we believe that they form any-
thing like the whole story.
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Three

The Modernist
Object and
Another Thing
(Man Ray)

In the long conversation he held with Man Ray in 1970, Pierre Bourge-
ade, a friend and fellow photographer, put the matter bluntly: “Votre 
metronome, avec un oeil au bout du battant, on le voit partout.”1 One sees 
it everywhere, the metronome with an eye affixed to its spindle: not just 
in the form of such exquisite photographs (fig. 3.1)—the mise en scène so 
precisely vague, the shadow crafted to help suspend the object just above 
its support, the attitude of the eye elusive—but also in previous and sub-
sequent versions of the little assemblage, and in Man Ray’s photographs 
of these, and in reproductions of those. Sir Roland Penrose, in the book 
that accompanied the Man Ray retrospective he organized in 1975 (he 
had, with André Breton, organized the London International Surrealist Ex-
hibit in 1936), also remarked on the preponderance of this particular ob-
ject. As part of its campaign in 1974, the Social Democratic Party of Ham-
burg had used the image for a huge poster. And the New York Cultural 
Center, in its version of the Man Ray retrospective that year, set the art-
ist’s monumental replica at the exhibition’s entrance.2 Few artworks from 
the twentieth century have had such a buoyant social life— nourished 
by reproduction and remediation, appropriation and distribution. That 
vitality would seem to confirm a suspicion that the image simply yet in-
sistently records: the possibility that, all the time, objects spend their 
time looking. You may think that you see this metronome everywhere, 
but in fact, everywhere—“it’s everywhere”—the metronome sees you.

If anything, Man Ray’s Object to Be Destroyed (1932; fig. 3.1) has be-
come the more iconic because, in the twenty- first century, surrealism— 
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specifically the surrealist object—has become increasingly fetishized, 
able to draw crowds to exhibitions, to draw scholars from both sides of 
the Atlantic, to draw attention from cartoonists, manufacturers, and ad-
vertising agencies.3 Surrealist objects—Man Ray’s flatiron with tacks 
(Le cadeau, 1921), Meret Oppenheim’s fur- covered cup, saucer, and spoon 
(Le déjeuner en fourrure, 1936), Salvador Dalí’s lobster phone (White Aphro-
disiac Telephone, 1936), any number of surrealist mannequins photo-
graphed by Man Ray or boxes confected by Joseph Cornell—these have 
been firmly lodged in the Wunderkammer of the Western imaginary. 
However fraught the surrealist movement may have been (qua move-
ment) the surrealists certainly got something right.

Or something wrong. For surely the commodity- object forms of sur-
realism—Magritte coffee mugs, Dalí magnets, Max Ernst T- shirts— 
provide exclamation marks for the surmise that surrealism is, well, “too 
easy!”—in contrast, say, to the “pictorial nominalism” of Duchamp, or 
the “subject- less” suprematism of Malevich, or the satiric bile of German 
expressionism. Simply enough, you could dub the ubiquity of these sur-
realist objects as the latest episode in what Adorno called “the false after-
life of surrealism,” his most concrete example of how the “shock- laden 

3.1  Man Ray, Object to Be Destroyed 
(1932). © 2015 Man Ray Trust/
Artists Rights Society, New 
York/ADAGP, Paris. Photograph: 
Telimage (2011).
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contents [Inhalte]” of the modernist work are absorbed by a world that 
“gives a cozy reception to unsublimated material as soon as the thorn 
is removed.” But the damage they suffer in “their peace with the world” 
does not fully deplete their poignancy.4 The questions posed by Magritte’s 
La trahison des images (“Ceci n’est pas une pipe”) (1928–29) have yet to be-
come obsolete—questions about image, word, and object, as about refer-
ence and representation.

But the more challenging task is to grasp some “truth” within the 
“false afterlife of surrealism”: the prospect that its objects continue to 
mesmerize (even if they no longer startle) not because any hope re-
mains for “winning the energies of intoxication for the revolution” (in 
Benjamin’s memorable phrase) but because they channel twenty- first- 
century anxieties and aspirations structured across two poles: on the one 
hand, the atrophy of the object world (its soi- disant dematerialization) 
effected by digital technologies and, on the other, the hypertrophy of the 
object world in the form of proliferation (including robots and drones) 
and in the form of waste (which precipitates as the world’s jeopardiza-
tion of the earth).5 Who in his or her right mind does not long, however 
subconsciously, for something akin to what Breton termed a “total revo-
lution of the object”?6

That revolution depends on escaping those habits of reason that, in 
the 1920s and 1930s, so offended the likes of Breton and Gaston Bache-
lard. The latter’s invention of historical epistemology (in Le nouvel esprit 
scientifique [1934]) provided Breton with the substance (he already had 
the spirit, along with the phrase) to articulate a “crisis of the object.” Pub-
lished in Cahiers d’art in 1936, Breton’s “Crisis of the Object” appeared 
as a conceptual complement to the 1936 Exposition surréaliste d’objets at 
the Galerie Charles Ratton (in Paris), which included work by surrealists 
(Arp, Calder, Dalí, Miro, Oppenheim, Giacometti, Tanguy, among others) 
and fellow travelers (Picasso, Duchamp, and Man Ray, among others), 
along with mathematical models from the 1870s, along with “primitive 
objects.”7 We should be embarrassed about the widespread attraction to 
surrealism only insofar as it registers the persistence of that crisis—or, 
more precisely, the ongoing limit of that crisis: the fact that the crisis has 
yet to be realized. For if, as Maurice Blanchot once put it, “surrealism is 
always of our time”—and “no longer here or there,” but “everywhere”—
that is because neither his time nor ours can yet distinguish itself from 
the time of the Surrealist Object.8

But here, after a historically and culturally confined chapter on Vir-
ginia Woolf, I want to approach the story of Man Ray’s metronome not 
just within the frame of surrealism, but also in a more general context 
(visual, plastic, and literary) of the Modernist Object. (The no- less- salient 
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context of conceptual work from the first decades of the twentieth cen-
tury—work by Bloch, Lukács, Heidegger, Bataille—appears in other chap-
ters of this book.) By the Modernist Object I mean to designate not one 
object or another, but the problematic of the object as such within mod-
ernism: the questions posed about objects, and about the object status of 
the artwork itself over and against any task of representation, thus about 
objectivity, abstraction, and objecthood, along with what Breton called 
“the generally limiting factor of the object’s manifest existence.” Surreal-
ism strives to exceed that limit through a different “will to objectifica-
tion” (Surrealism, 279), which provides the most sustained access to what 
I call in this book the other thing: some thing catalyzed in the encounter 
of subject and object. To convey the contours of that problematic, I begin 
with two kinds of objection to the object in the 1960s—one from concep-
tual artists who hoped to render the object- form of art obsolete, and the 
other from Michael Fried, who came to recognize objecthood as a phe-
nomenon against which art, to be art, had to define itself (and for whom 
the “modernist object” would be an oxymoron). Both help to highlight a 
schematic understanding of the tension between art and objects, which 
can recode the difference between modernism and the avant- garde. The 
center of the chapter then focuses on the ways in which André Breton de-
veloped his concept of the “crisis of the object.” Finally, the last two sec-
tions of the chapter provide an extended engagement with Man Ray—
on the one hand describing his object- portraits (portraits of objects) and 
on the other describing his machine portraiture (portraits of machines, 
and mechanomorphic portraits of people), both of which anticipate his 
assemblage of the eye and the metronome. Art history has by now pro-
vided such astute microhistories of modernism and the avant- garde (not 
least of Dada and surrealism) that it seems time to pull the camera back 
(sacrificing focus on specificities of time and place, medium and form, 
aesthetics and politics) in order to begin sensing how Man Ray’s plastic 
poetry—“une sorte de poésie plastique,” as he said to Bourgeade (Bonsoir, 
Man Ray, 59)—might contribute to our understanding of the modernist 
object tout court, as to an understanding, asserted by Man Ray’s Object 
to Be Destroyed, of how the thingness of an object can persist beyond the 
object’s destruction.

1. Objecthood

In February 1968, addressing the most recent wave of conceptual art, 
Lucy Lippard and John Chandler described how the studio was “be-
coming a study”: “Such a trend,” they wrote, “appears to be provoking 
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a profound dematerialization of art, especially of art as object, and if it 
continues to prevail, it may result in the object’s becoming wholly obso-
lete.”9 The obsolescence of the object. That was a striking possibility, if not a 
strident actuality, in the work of George Brecht or Sol LeWitt, Lawrence 
Weiner or Robert Barry. One of Barry’s printed texts—Something That Is 
Hardly Anything at All (1969)—quietly intimates that art, distinguished 
from aesthetics, deserves its own ontology. It’s the idea; it’s not the sen-
sory experience.10

Of course, dematerialization, depending on how you understand it, 
was not such a novelty. You could call it a perverse realization of what one 
commentator calls the “progressive obliteration of the object” in Kant’s 
Third Critique, where noesis (thought) trumps aesthesis (perception) to 
the point of rendering the work of art superfluous; or a version of art’s 
task, within the Chinese tradition, to deontologize objects in behalf of 
disclosing not things but the foundations of things; or as a complement 
to art history’s subjugation (at the hands of Edwin Panofsky) of “the en-
tire history of the concept of art to the authority of the [Platonic] Idea”; or 
as the American instantiation of what Yves Klein had called, in a lecture 
at the Sorbonne in 1959, “the evolution of art toward the immaterial” (an-
ticipating his exhibition, the next year, of The Void, and his proclamation 
“My paintings are now invisible”).11 And though Pop, in Warhol’s words, 
was “a way of liking things,” its advent provoked a particular kind of de-
materialization that Arthur Danto voiced repeatedly: for when the differ-
ence between art “and mere real objects” can no longer be determined 
perceptually (Warhol’s Brillo box looks just like a Brillo box) then it be-
comes “imperative to quit a materialist aesthetics in favor of an aesthet-
ics of meaning.”12 The matter just doesn’t matter. In his Hegelian mode 
of describing the advent of the posthistorical period of art (in which phi-
losophy effectively supplants art), “the objects approach zero as their 
theory approaches infinity,” art “having finally become vaporized in a 
dazzle of pure thought about itself, and remaining, as it were, solely as 
the object of its own theoretical consciousness.”13

Then again, this so- called dematerialization of art was just one im-
pulse among many in the 1960s, including its more preponderant dialec-
tical inverse, made manifest in any number of Fluxkits, specific objects, 
minimalist situations, and monumental earthworks, as in the Assem-
blage exhibition that the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA) held in 1961. 
In an interview with Ellen Johnson, Mel Bochner explained, “During the 
early sixties when I began to think about art, the formulation was really 
‘art=object.’” He goes on to say, “[The] Johns and the Rauschenbergs and 
the Stellas were formative things to my thinking”—formative things, 
that is, insofar as they provoked him to do away with “physicality,” with 
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“surface” and “support,” and with “found objects.” His concluding point, 
a point repeatedly expressed by conceptual artists, maintains that once 
you “begin to reconstruct the artist’s intention . . . you’ve obviated the 
need for the continuance of the object.”14 He himself was busy making 
number drawings and word portraits, not only of artists who stood for 
the concept (Duchamp, LeWitt), but also of those who stood for the ob-
ject (Flavin, Smithson), as though their work could be remediated in dis-
cursive form (fig. 3.2).

Bochner’s sense of the scene in the 1960s—“art = object”—had been 
conceptualized most forcefully and telegraphically by Donald Judd, 
whose “Specific Objects” (published in the Arts Yearbook in 1965) de-
scribed a diverse range of “new three- dimensional work” that had evaded 
the effectively exhausted “set forms” of painting and sculpture: “Because 
the nature of three dimensions isn’t set, given beforehand, something 
credible can be made.”15 The new work was proving itself more power-
ful than painting because “actual space is intrinsically more powerful 
and specific than paint on a flat surface.” And beyond the specificity of 
the object itself—its irreducibility to any “inherited format”—the work 
foregrounded the specificity of its materials in an “unusually aggressive” 
manner. “There is,” Judd writes, “an objectivity to the obdurate identity 
of a material,” which does not disappear in favor of the object (because, 
say, in the case of Carl Andre’s arrangements of brick, lead, or steel, the 
material effectively is the object: the object isn’t made from bricks; it 
simply is bricks). Although he recognized the diversity among the art-
ists he named (and he named more than forty, while singling out John 
Chamberlain, Claes Oldenburg, and Lee Bontecou for particular atten-

3.2  Mel Bochner, Portrait of Dan Flavin (1966). © Mel Bochner. Ink on graph paper (cut out), 4.5 × 8.5 in. 
Photograph: Courtesy of Peter Freeman Inc., New York.
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tion), the power of the essay resides in Judd’s ability to generalize and 
thus to assert a full- scale rupture: something like a general strike against 
inherited media.

His fundamental definitions have been imbedded within the disci-
pline of art history and the practice of art criticism, the more so because 
Michael Fried took them up in his defense of modernist painting and 
sculpture against this “new work.” What Judd lists as the “insufficiencies 
of painting”—its flatness and rectangularity—Fried recognizes as the 
challenge posed by the medium, but a challenge successfully marked and 
met by Jules Olitiski, Kenneth Noland, and Frank Stella. Moreover and 
more pointedly, he understands the task of contemporary paintings—
working against the “literalist art” that had become “the expression of a 
general and pervasive condition”—as the effort to maintain “their iden-
tity as painting” rather than being “experienced as nothing more than 
objects,” which is a matter of “confronting the identity that they hold as 
shapes.”16 Thus, he argues that “modernist painting has come to find it 
imperative that it defeat or suspend its own objecthood”: imperative that 
it remain “pictorial, not, or not merely literal,” over and against the liter-
alist works that mean, as Judd might have said, to “discover and pro ject 
objecthood as such.” Fried presses on to insist that (from the “perspective 
of recent modernist painting”) objecthood is “antithetical to art” (153). 
This “negation of art” ensues from the work’s theatricality: its attention 
to the encounter with the embodied, spectating subject, and thus its con-
cern with space and the situational context. Facing the same art world 
that Bochner described, Fried asserted a different formula: art ≠ object.

But what the essay dramatizes as the antagonism between two artistic 
modes had appeared—the previous year, in Fried’s essay on Stella—as an 
agonism within the art practices he admired most, activated by the “ex-
plicit relation between depicted and literal shape.”17 Rather than the flat-
ness that Clement Greenberg had isolated, it was shape that had (for the 
first time) become the conspicuous determinant of the painted canvas.18 
For Noland, Olitski, and Stella, this meant acknowledging “the literal 
character of the picture support” (AO, 78) and working through (working 
on, or working at) the relation between visual illusion and literal shape. 
By concentrating on that relation, Fried brings the potency of object-
hood—for painting—into view, while pointing out that the “literalness 
isolated and hypostatized” by other artists (Donald Judd, Larry Bell) plays 
no role in what he regards as the most advanced art of the moment (AO, 
88). In his subsequent (1998) account of “Art and Objecthood” (originally 
written for Artforum’s special issue on sculpture in 1967), he describes 
the experience that provoked the essay, which was his recognition, in 
the New York galleries of the midsixties, of “literalism’s singular effec-
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tiveness as mise- en- scène ([Robert] Morris and Carl Andre were mas-
ters at this),” their installations soliciting the beholder “in a way that was 
fundamentally antithetical to the expressive and presentational mode 
of the recent painting and sculpture I most admired” (AO, 40–41). The 
essay has often been read as the modernist agenda’s last gasp, and Fried 
himself hardly contradicts such a reading: “I don’t seem to have imag-
ined the possibility that within a few years the art I admired would be 
all but submerged under an avalanche of more or less openly theatrical 
productions and practices” (AO, 43), practices extending far beyond the 
minimalist work, which he deemed worthy of discussion, to unacknowl-
edgeable fields such as Pop. The aesthetic autobiography contributes to 
Fried’s effort to restrict his argument to a precise historical moment, 
as he does in the essay itself by repeatedly explaining that “objecthood 
[had] become an issue for modernist painting only within the past sev-
eral years”; before 1960 (or thereabouts), the “risk, even the possibility of 
seeing works of art as nothing more than objects did not exist.” Looking 
back at the essay’s fate, he voices particular concern that his criticism in 
the 1960s and his subsequent art history not be fused in a way that makes 
him seem to be arguing that a “war” between “the theatrical and the pic-
torial” (AO, 160) informs the Western tradition of painting from the eigh-
teenth century to the second half of the twentieth.

And yet, granting Fried his frustration with the art scene in the early 
sixties, and granting the newness of the problem faced by modernist 
painting, such historical specificity hardly works in reverse . . . by which 
I mean, of course, that objecthood (in various manifestations) had been 
deployed again and again in behalf of defeating painting, and of defeat-
ing art, since the second decade of the twentieth century. This is why a 
host of other critics—Rosalind Krauss and Hal Foster, among others—
were able to write counterhistories to that modernism understood (in 
Krauss’s words) as “the history of an ever more abstract and abstracting 
opticality.”19 Given the precision with which Judd points to significant 
precursors—the Jasper Johns of the cast objects, the Robert Rauschen-
berg of the combines, Arp’s sculpture, Duchamp’s readymades—there is 
something peculiar about Fried’s elision of the potency of objecthood, 
more precisely of objects, from earlier decades.20

But pointing to the effort to defeat art (or opticality) by means of the 
object (by means, say, of Duchamp’s bottle rack or snow shovel) can itself 
obscure the tension between that effort and the extraordinary (and ex-
traordinarily accelerated) trajectory whereby, moving from Cézanne to 
cubism to abstract painting and sculpture, art’s task of representing ob-
jects gave way to the work of establishing itself as an object on its own. 
Kazimir Malevich casts the transition as a move away from objectivity: 
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“When in the year, 1913, in my desperate attempt to free art from the 
ballast of objectivity, I took refuge in the square form and exhibited a 
picture which consisted of nothing more than a black square on a white 
field, the critics and, along with them, the public, sighed, ‘Everything 
which we loved is lost.’”21 Given this familiar trajectory, it may not seem 
surprising that Stella, who, by Fried’s light, “sought to undo or neutralize 
objecthood” (AO, 41), had ended up, by Judd’s light, in the specific- object 
camp. And it’s not so surprising that Stella himself, in a 1966 interview, 
seems to “hypostatize objecthood” (to borrow Fried’s phrase [AO, 41]): 
“My painting is based on the fact that only what can be seen there is 
there. It really is an object. Any painting is an object and anyone who gets 
involved enough in this finally has to face up to the objectness of what-
ever he’s doing. He’s making a thing.”22

Supposing neither that Fried gets Stella wrong, nor that Stella gets his 
own practice wrong, I simply mean to show how specifying objecthood 
as a problem faced by recent modernist art diminishes the problematic 
of the object as it informed and transformed a longer trajectory of mod-
ernism. William Carlos Williams, in his antipathy to realism (what he 
dubbed “France’s ‘lie’”), declared that the artist is: “At wOrk mAkINg 
OBjectS.”23 Though he was explaining the work of Juan Gris, Williams 
also recognized how Gertrude Stein interrupted the transparency of lan-
guage (which enables representation) to confer on words, sentences, and 
paragraphs their own status as objects. And though she herself under-
stood her experiments as a kind of verbal cubism, Williams locates the 
effects of her writing within a literary tradition whose origin can be 
found in Laurence Sterne: “The feeling is of words themselves, a curious 
immediate quality quite apart from their meaning.”24 Unlike her formal-
ist contemporaries (such as Victor Khlebnikov), Stein remained unwill-
ing to eradicate sense altogether. But in the “Objects” section of Tender 
Buttons (1914), her miniature compositions enigmatically play with (in 
and around) referentiality, evading full sense while promoting sound to 
the point of turning the pieces into aural objects. Thus, in “Dirt and Not 
Copper”:

Dirt and not copper makes a color darker. It makes the shape so heavy and 
makes no melody harder.

It makes mercy and relaxation and even a strength to spread a table 
fuller. There are more places not empty. They see cover.25

Not only does the cumulative semantic obscurity of the prose enable the 
composition itself to emerge as an object, but it does so at the specified 
expense of objects—what Malevich termed “the ballast of objectivity.”
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Although Stein influenced her contemporaries, it is the language art-
ists of the 1960s who expanded the radicality of her experimentation. She 
is invoked as a crucial reference by Carl Andre, for one, whose One Hun-
dred Sonnets (I . . . Flower) abandons grammar and adopts an altogether 
different mode of organizing words: “the kind of grid,” as he explained 
to Liz Kotz, “that a typewriter produce[s] in a very machine- like way.”26 
He understood his poetry not as an act of self- expression, but as an ex-
periment related to Stein’s—“She wanted . . . to find out what language 
says”—a strategy of promoting the obdurate identity of this material.27 
No less than sharing a studio with Frank Stella, and no less than his work 
as a brakeman on the Pennsylvania Railroad, Andre’s experiments with 
concrete poetry—square blocks on the page that consist of one repeated 
word—provide a paradigm for his subsequent materialist arrange-
ments, when he abandons language and turns his attention to objects 
(plates 1, 2).28

2. Art History

Even such a hasty genealogical gesture points out how visual and literary 
artists were thinking with (or through) the object form. More straightfor-
wardly and more familiarly, everyday objects have a long history of being 
summoned in behalf of defeating art—art understood as a (bourgeois) 
institution, as an autonomous sphere, as a grandiose ideology. They were 
summoned by the avant- garde in the effort to interrupt modernist aes-
theticism, which is why Peter Bürger makes much of collage technique 
when he’s describing how the avant- garde meant to break free of the self- 
enclosed work (and world) of art and to intervene in social reality.29 In 
contrast, the modernist work, according to its most renowned champion, 
“must try, in principle, to avoid any order of experience not inherent in 
the most literally and essentially construed nature of its medium.”30 On 
the one hand, Clement Greenberg recognized the threat that had been 
posed by Dada’s rejection of the aesthetic: a threat “to compromise all of 
modernism and deprive it of its rightful place” within art’s august conti-
nuity.31 On the other, he was always willing to dismiss avant- garde work 
on the grounds that the “look of non- art” is “aesthetically extraneous,” 
as he puts it in “Recentness of Sculpture” (1967), where he belittles mini-
malism by captioning it “Good Design”—design as opposed to art.32

Duchamp’s first (fully) readymade (the bottle rack he purchased in 
1914) established the role of everyday objects within the history of the 
anti- aesthetic, but that role, however differently inflected, had hardly 
diminished by the 1960s.33 When Claes Oldenburg opened The Store in 
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1961, the pastiche of consumerism did not diminish his sense that he was 
providing a way to display art outside the frame of the gallery and the 
museum. As he makes patent in his Documents from the Store (1961), the 
mission was aggressively anti- aesthetic: “If only I could forget art en-
tirely. I don’t really think you can win. Duchamp is labeled art too.” De-
spite the conundrum, he was bent on producing things that could evade 
the status of art: “Assuming I wanted to create a thing what would that 
thing be? Just a thing, an object. Art would not enter into it.”34 However 
familiar much of this sentiment is—the artist is at work making objects 
(Williams), the artist making a thing (Stella)—Oldenburg more specifi-
cally longs to defeat or neutralize art. But though he may exclude Art 
from his idea of production, he nonetheless provides an extensive credo 
in behalf of some entity that newly conceives “art”:

I am for an art . . . that does something other than sit on its ass in a mu-
seum. I am for an art that grows up not knowing it is art at all. . . . I am 
for an art that involves itself with everyday crap and still comes out on 
top. . . . I am for an art that you can pick your nose with or stub your toes 
on. . . . I am for the art of bright blue factory columns and blinking biscuit 
signs. . . . I am for the art of underwear and the art of taxi- cabs. (39–42)

Taxicabs and biscuit signs and underwear—the quotidian object world 
(“everyday crap”) is summoned not in behalf of rejuvenating art (which 
had been the role of ethnological artifacts in the first decade of the cen-
tury) but in behalf of defeating art into something unrecognizable.

This history, in which objects and art are at odds (if not at war), hovers 
in the margins of “Art and Objecthood.” It is also a history that helps to 
schematize the distinction between modernism and the avant- garde, the 
latter deploying things (plural) in behalf of interrupting the concept of 
art to which modernism remains beholden. At the close of “Specific Ob-
jects,” Judd contributes to this schematization by offering a simple and 
certain response to any account of modernism (Greenberg’s) that imag-
ines a history of art that amounts to sloughing off superfluous elements: 
“If changes in art are compared backwards, there always seems to be re-
duction, since only old attributes are counted and these are always fewer. 
But obviously new things are more, such as Oldenburg’s techniques and 
materials.” Judd commits himself to describing avant- garde amplitude—
a newness fostered by new things.35 Any number of juxtapositions illus-
trate this schematized history, but few make the point more clearly than 
the relation between Jackson Pollock’s Full Fathom Five (1947; plate 3) 
and Rauschenberg’s Bed (1955; plate 4). Pollock has incorporated ciga-
rette butts, coins, matches, tacks, a key, and nails into his painting, but 
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the skein of paint effectively obscures the objects; the work remains fully 
legible as the large abstract painting it is. Rauschenberg makes use of 
a drip technique while aggressively disrupting abstraction, replacing 
stretched canvas with his bedclothes (never not recognizable as the bed-
clothes they are), replicating the scale of large abstract painting while 
displacing its grandiosity with the most domestic of large- scale ob-
jects.36 On the one hand, painting appears to triumph over the object 
world; on the other, the object world appears to triumph over paint-
ing. In Leo Steinberg’s words, Rauschenberg produced a “pictorial sur-
face that let the world back in again.”37 Rauschenberg provides Steinberg 
with the most explicit examples of a reorientation of the picture plane 
in the 1950s, from vertical to horizontal, where the “painted surface is 
no longer the analogue of a visual experience of nature” (as it remains 
in abstract expressionism) but alludes to “hard surfaces such as table-
tops, studio floors, . . . any surface on which objects are scattered” (84). 
Such allusions amount to granting Rauschenberg’s work its context in 
the everyday object world; “flatness” is thus “no more of a problem than 
the flatness of a disordered desk or an unswept floor” (88).

The conflict between objects and painting (if not that between art and 
objecthood) extends beyond the frame established by Judd’s and Fried’s 
essays. But even as those essays generate the coordinates for charting 
that extension, they also record an affective encounter not with objects 
or things, so much as with some other thing—which is the thingness of 
particular objects. Indeed, it is as though Fried struggles to voice such a 
point by quoting—twice—one line from Tony Smith: “I’m interested,” 
the sculptor says, “in the inscrutability and mysteriousness of the thing” 
(AO, 156, 165). What is this thing?

As his example, Smith points to a “Bennington earthenware jar,” 
which “has subtlety of color, largeness of form, a general suggestion of 
substance,” and which is “calm and reassuring—qualities that take it be-
yond pure utility. It continues to nourish us time and time again. We can’t 
see it in a second, we continue to read it” (AO, 166). Smith’s apprehension 
of the thingness of the jar (which could be read productively in the con-
text of both Bloch’s and Heidegger’s meditations on the Krug, described 
in chapter 1) amounts to a simple recognition that the object is what it 
is while becoming some thing else—some thing in excess of its manifest 
form, however dependent on that form. In Fried’s own experience, such 
a recognition arises with (or as) a very different affect. After describing 
how the literalist object “makes the beholder a subject,” he goes on to 
say that the subject’s experience of the object is akin to being “crowded,” 
as though “by the silent presence of another person” (AO, 154–55). Con-
tinuing the account, he foregrounds the uncanniness of the encounter: 
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“The experience of coming upon literalist objects unexpectedly—for ex-
ample, in somewhat darkened rooms—can be strongly, if momentarily 
disquieting” (AO, 155). Literalist work is singularly disquieting insofar as 
it is “biomorphic,” if not “blatantly anthropomorphic,” an effect, Fried 
argues, of the object seeming to have an inside: “It is . . . as though the 
work in question has an inner, even secret, life” (AO, 151). In his retro-
spective account of the essay, he explains, as though more fully inhabit-
ing the genre of the sixties’ horror film, “There is, I might have said, 
something vaguely monstrous about the body in literalism” (AO, 42), not 
quite clarifying whether this is the body of the beholding subject or that 
of the literalist object. Such ambiguity is indeed a hallmark of the thing-
ness he tracks—the unresolved doubleness, the ambiguous ontology 
(somehow animate and inanimate, somehow person and thing), the in-
explicable secrecy. The conundrum cannot be captioned adequately by 
“objecthood,” of course, because what disquiets and crowds—what seems 
monstrous—is precisely the way that the object refuses to behave as a 
mere object. For Fried, these details contribute to a demonstration of 
how the literalist sensibility has been “corrupted or perverted by theater” 
(AO, 161). But his experience testifies more provocatively to the presence 
of a thing that by definition names a subject- object relation, a phenome-
nological case where the object cannot be arrested into stability, into the 
structure of knower and known.

However untoward such a reading of “Art and Objecthood” may 
seem—a reading wherein the critic’s anxiety over thingness (“the in-
scrutability and mysteriousness of the thing”) takes precedence over the 
adjudication of what counts as art, and how—it seems to align with an ex-
tensive note in which Fried names a historical analog for literalism, sur-
realism, abruptly opening the floodgates to an earlier twentieth- century 
moment that he has studiously excluded: “There is, in fact, a deep affinity 
between literalist and Surrealist sensibility” (AO, 176).38 The affinity re-
sides in the fact, for instance, that “both resort to similar anthropomor-
phizing of objects or conglomeration of objects (in Surrealism the use 
of dolls and mannikins makes that explicit”); that “both tend to deploy 
and isolate objects and persons in ‘situations’”; and that both exhibit “re-
markable effects of ‘presence’” (AO, 171).39 While Fried, unlike Green-
berg, effectively suppresses surrealism, here it returns, however momen-
tarily, in behalf of explaining what is wrong with contemporary art.40

And yet, while the peripheral attention to surrealism may help to make 
sense of the disquiet Fried feels confronting the thingness of objects, it 
doesn’t quite explain what could be so alarming about Donald Judd’s 
Plexiglas stacks or Robert Morris’s polyhedrons or Tony Smith’s black 
modules (no matter how suddenly you happen to come upon them). You 
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might feel more threatened by the aggressive oddity of Oldenburg’s giant 
and flaccid light switch, the kind of object that Judd describes as “grossly 
anthropomorphized,” arguing that Oldenburg takes “anthropomor-
phism to an extreme” and exaggerates any “accepted or chosen form” in 
order to equate the “biopsychological” (“emotive form”) with the shape 
of the object itself. The work (the ice- cream cone, the hamburger, the 
chocolate cake) is uncanny because it dramatizes the monstrosity of the 
material shapes that shape American life. Of course, Oldenburg’s work 
remains unacknowledgeable by Fried, as does the work of Lee Bontecou, 
which Judd describes as “explicit and aggressive”—and which he finds 
daunting, if not frightening: “The abatised orifice is like a strange and 
dangerous object. The quality is intense and narrow and obsessive” (“Spe-
cific Objects,” 188). Indeed, no American art from the sixties appears so 
disquieting, so biomorphic, so surrealist and monstrous as Bontecou’s 
angular constructions made of canvas that has been wired to welded 
metal, the aggressive inscrutability of which depends on the presence of 
an overwhelming absence: the black hole. Moreover, few artists of the 
day enjoyed such a vibrant career. Bontecou appeared in solo and group 
shows (including solo shows at the Leo Castelli gallery in 1960, 1962, and 
1966; including Documenta III, MoMA, and the Whitney annual sculpture 
exhibit in 1961, 1963, 1964, and 1966); and her monumental, twenty- one- 
foot- wide, winglike construction was permanently installed in the new 
Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts (designed by Philip Johnson) in 
1964 (plates 5, 6). She had also become a celebrity both in art journals and 
in the popular press: Cosmopolitan, Vogue, Time, Life.41 Unacknowledged 
as Bontecou may have been by the likes of Greenberg and Fried, she had 
achieved a kind of hyperpresence within the art scene of the sixties. Thus, 
though her work bears no affinity to the minimalism that Fried does ac-
knowledge and attack, it is as though “Art and Obejcthood” were a screen 
essay (functioning like a screen memory) behind which lies an antipa-
thy to those unacknowledgeable objects that Judd had described (utterly 
disquieting, biomorphic, monstrous objects), which provoke a kind of 
horror. Which is not to say that Bontecou’s assemblages can readily be 
understood as specific objects.

The brief essay that Judd published on Bontecou (in Arts Magazine in 
1965), written after “Specific Objects,” clearly shows how much of an im-
pact she had had on his conceptualization of that phenomenon, though 
she does not so clearly illustrate his argument. He begins: “Lee Bonte-
cou was one of the first to use a three- dimensional form that was neither 
painting nor sculpture. Her work is explicit and powerful.”42 Her work 
exhibits the singleness of specific objects because the work’s structure 
is “coextensive” with its shape and with the image it generates. But that 
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image itself—“the image is an object, a grim, abyssal one”—proves dif-
ficult for Judd to assess. On the one hand, he rightly insists that “the 
black hole does not allude to a black hole; it is one”; on the other, he ac-
knowledges that “the image does suggest other things, but by analogy; 
the image is one thing among similar things.” But those similar things 
seem to be irrepressibly evoked. At least commentators on Bontecou, in-
cluding Judd, cannot resist an analogical litany: “This possibly threaten-
ing and possibly functioning object is at eye level. The image cannot be 
contemplated; it has to be dealt with as an object, at least viewed with 
puzzlement and wariness, as would any strange object, and at most seen 
with terror, as would be a beached mine or a well hidden in the grass. The 
image extends from something as social as war to something as private as 
sex, making one an aspect of the other.” The object may have specificity 
in its aggressive and complex distinction from painting—because Bonte-
cou is both working in canvas and producing works to be hung in the 
manner of paintings—but the object- image oscillates in and out of ana-
logical referentiality. (The residue of indexical referentiality in Chamber-
lain’s work—vehicular crisis—can produce a milder version of the same 
effect.) Although the “work asserts its own existence, form and power, . . . 
becom[ing] an object in its own right,” the “image also extends from belli-
cosity, both martial and psychological—aspects which do not equate—to 
invitation, erotic and psychological, and deathly as well.” As Judd says of 
her work in “Specific Objects,” “internal and external references, such as 
violence and war, have been added. The additions are somewhat picto-
rial, but the image is essentially new and surprising.” From Judd’s point 
of view (but in Fried’s vocabulary), you would say that it is imperative 
that the work remain literal (as object), and not, or not merely, pictorial 
(as image).43

Not only does the work oscillate between the literal and the picto-
rial, the abstract and the figurative, object and image, specificity and ref-
erentiality; also, within the referential register it convokes competing 
domains, the natural and the mechanical, the prehistoric and futuristic, 
the sexual and the militaristic. And while the palette and the angled, cut 
forms seem cubist, the biomorphism (at once ocular and vaginal, oral and 
rectal) and the (armored) hostility locate the work, without the humor, 
within the surrealist tradition (among those “bad objects,” such as Man 
Ray’s Cadeau, Giacometti’s Disagreeable Object, and the more startling of 
the surrealist mannequins, say André Masson’s [1938], which went un-
dressed save for the bird cage surrounding its head). Indeed, Judd’s criti-
cal encounter with Bontecou helps clarify the way in which surrealism 
tended to produce what you might call inspecific objects. Judd was ada-
mant about his assertion that the “primitive, oppressive and unmitigated 
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individuality” of Bontecou’s works “excludes grand interpretations.” Sub-
sequent critics have repeated the claim while nonetheless marshaling a 
host of possible (indeed probable) cultural referents, from television (as 
an object and as a medium) to the Cold War to the science fiction of H. G. 
Wells and Philip K. Dick; elusive as she herself was about interpretation, 
she mentions Sputnik, and expresses her anger about war.44 (The objects 
she includes in the work—rivets, washers, saw blades, shrapnel, iron key-
holes—contribute to the vertiginous signifying energy.) Though their 
pictoriality excludes them from what Fried called literalist work, they 
are of course (as he himself would emphasize) utterly theatrical, insisting 
on the presence of a beholder and indeed the beholder’s interaction with 
the object, stepping toward it, peering in, stepping back, and back one 
step again. They not only seem to have an inside; they have one, and thus 
seem to have “an inner, even secret, life” (AO, 151). A Lacanian reading 
of Bontecou’s best- known work would read one or another orifice as the 
materialization of the Thing in object form: as an emptiness representing 
what cannot be represented. But the thingness that this work dramatizes 
most simply is the refusal of the object to be one thing or another; the 
black void can’t help but overwhelm the most casual beholder with the 
sense that there is something essential about the object (or the inside of 
the object) that remains elusive. The object doesn’t have specificity inso-
far as it draws your attention to something other than object it is. In the 
world of Lee Bontecou, art = thing.

3. Crises of the Object

However fleetingly, Fried’s note locates a prehistory of the object’s insta-
bility within surrealism. It can hardly begin to suggest the centrality of 
the object within surrealist theory, fiction, poetry, and exhibition prac-
tice from 1924 to 1936, when the Exposition surréaliste d’objets at Galerie 
Charles Ratton marked the culmination of the intensifying interest in 
the object world—or, say, in the world rethought or reimagined through 
the object.45 Not that such instability was confined to surrealism per se. 
Ulysses (1922), for instance, provides its own untoward and exuberant 
animation of embodied objects that can be read as a kind of protosur-
realist flamboyance, especially given that Joyce wrote the Circe episode 
while living in Paris in 1920, the year when Breton and Philippe Soupault 
published Les champs magnétique. Although Breton went to some pains 
to segregate Joyce outside the surrealist project, the behavior of objects 
within the episode anticipates his call to release objects from the habits 
of quotidian perception.46 And although, by 1953, Breton retreated into a 
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historical overview insisting that the “‘prime matter’” of surrealism “(in 
the alchemical sense)” had always been “language,” even the first Mani-
festo of Surrealism (1924), which concentrates on poetry, literary anteced-
ents, and verbal techniques (automatic writing, “random assemblage”), 
all but begins with an account of the problem posed by the object world: 
“Man, that inveterate dreamer, daily more discontent with his destiny, 
has trouble assessing the objects he has been led to use, objects that his 
nonchalance has brought his way, or that he has earned through his own 
efforts.”47 In other words, those very objects serve as the measure for as-
sessing man’s discontent.

Soluble Fish (1924) exhibits such an inveterate dreamer at full liberty 
to interact differently with objects and to witness their correlatively 
idiosyncratic behavior: “Someone took it into his head one day to gather 
the fuzz of fruits in a white earthenware bowl; he coated several mir-
rors with this vapor and came back long after: the mirrors had disap-
peared. The mirrors had got up one after the other and left, trembling.”48 
Although nothing restricts the animation of the object world—among 
other phenomena, a traveling lamppost indulges in monologue (78)—it 
is the transpositions in and out of the quotidian that convey what would 
become the more precise surrealist adventure of moving between the 
ordinary and extraordinary, the enigmatic and the panoramic, channeled 
through quotidian objects (and the leap from object to object) that, say, 
have been reassessed:

At the bottom of the fourth page of the newspaper an unusual fold that I 
can describe as follows: it looks as if it has been wrapped around a metal-
lic object, judging by a rusty spot that might be a forest, and this metallic 
object might be a weapon of an unfamiliar shape, akin to the dawn and a 
large Empire bed. The writer signing the fashion column, near the afore-
mentioned forest, speaks a most obscure language in which I nonetheless 
believe that I can make out that the negligee of the young bride will be 
ordered this season at the Partridge Company, a new department store 
that has just opened up in the Glacière district. The author, who seems to 
be particularly interested in the trousseaus of young women, emphasizes 
that these latter are free to change their body linen for soul linen in the 
event of divorce. (60–61)

The passage has those hallmarks of surrealism—interest in the out-
moded, proximity to fashion, engagement with the phantasmagoria of 
consumer culture—that fascinated Benjamin. “The father of Surrealism 
was Dada,” he explained in his genesis myth; “its mother was an arcade.” 
By that he means to refer not just to Breton’s meetings with Louis Aragon 
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in the Passage de l’Opéra, nor just to Aragon’s Paysan de Paris (that “re-
quiem” for the arcade wiped out by the Boulevard Haussmann), but also 
to the object world tout court on display in Paris. This is why the nine 
muses who appear as midwives “at the birth of Surrealism” include not 
just Lenin and Freud, but Citroën.49

Benjamin lived in Paris for several months in 1927 (joining the Sacco 
and Vanzetti demonstrations in August), where he confirmed his sense 
that surrealism was not psychoanalytic (the analogue Breton himself de-
clared) so much as it was archaeological and anthropological.50 The first 
part of his major essay on surrealism (published in three installments 
in 1929) focuses on Breton’s Nadja (1928) to make the case for what he 
had already asserted in “Dream Kitsch” (1925): the surrealists “are less on 
the trail of the psyche than on the track of things.”51 What he comes to 
call the “profane illumination” of the surrealists is “a materialistic, anthro-
pological inspiration.”52 In Nadja (1928), Breton had settled into a less 
oneiric mode—incorporating photographs to affirm the autobiographi-
cal reality of his text—while conveying the dreamlike character of the 
urban everyday, which includes not an animate object world but his in-
explicable cathexes on objects found as he wanders through the marché 
aux puces at Saint- Ouen: “I go there often, searching for objects that can 
be found nowhere else: old- fashioned, broken, useless, almost incom-
prehensible, even perverse—at least in the sense I give to the word and 
which I prefer—like, for example, that kind of irregular, white, shel-
lacked half- cylinder covered with reliefs and depressions that are mean-
ingless to me.”53 The lady, as Benjamin explains about Breton’s record of 
erotic longing, “matters least,” as in Provençal poetry (210). What mat-
ters, rather, is Breton’s claim that “when I am near her I am nearer things 
which are near her” (90). Benjamin (having repeated the line without 
quoting) asks, “What are these things?”

His own adamant yet elusive answer characterizes Paysan de Paris as 
much as (or more than) Nadja, even as it anticipates the mode of thinking 
through which he himself would develop his Arcades project, begun in 
1927: “He was,” Benjamin writes, “the first to perceive the revolutionary 
energies that appear in the ‘outmoded.’”54 The surrealists are the first to 
recognize that “enslaved and enslaving objects” can be “suddenly trans-
formed into revolutionary nihilism.” Both Breton and Aragon “bring the 
immense forces of ‘atmosphere’ concealed in these things to the point 
of explosion.” The passionate elaboration bespeaks the degree to which 
Benjamin was fashioning a methodological program for his own work, 
the articulation of which reaches a characteristically epigrammatic pitch: 
“The trick by which this world of things is mastered—it is more proper 
to speak of a trick than a method—consists in the substitution of a politi-
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cal for a historical view of the past” (210). Certainly, for Benjamin, as for 
Aragon and Breton, “at the center of the world of things stands the most 
dreamed- about of their objects: the city of Paris itself” (211).

Which is certainly not to diminish Breton’s own attraction to objects, 
expressed very concretely in the next decade when he began to produce 
“poème- objets,” assemblages of both objects and words (plate 7). Sharing 
the desire that he found in Apollinaire’s Calligrammes—to express one-
self “in a form that would be poetic and plastic at the same time”—he 
comments at some length (without reference to his own work) on the 
experimental strategy “of incorporating objects, ordinary or not, within 
a poem, or more exactly of composing a poem in which visual elements 
take their place between the words without ever duplicating them.” The 
idea was to provoke “a novel sensation, one that is exceptionally disturb-
ing and complex.” Invoking Rimbaud’s claim in behalf of the “system-
atic derangement of all the senses,” he situates the practice within his 
own understanding of surrealism’s fundamental dictum: “We must not 
hesitate to bewilder sensation.”55 Octavio Paz offers a more poetic appre-
hension of the practice that focuses specifically on the fate of the object 
within these hybrid fabrications: “Snatched out of context, the objects 
are diverted from their normal use and significance. They are no longer 
really objects and they are not quite signs. So what are they? Silent things 
that speak. To see them is to hear them. What do they say? They whisper 
riddles, puzzles.”56 For Paz, the accomplishment rests in Breton’s capacity 
to render the objects vocal, which begins with their dislocation, subject-
ing them to productive misuse, staging their misuse value.

It is in the thirties when Breton himself centralizes the object as a topic 
for polemical attention.57 Lecturing in Brussels under the title “What Is 
Surrealism?” in 1934, he charts a history of the movement whose initial 
stages “seemed only to involve poetic language exclusively,” whose spirit 
then “spread like wildfire,” and whose future cannot yet be predicted. 
But he asks his audience (and the readers of the subsequent pamphlet) 
to recognize that its “most recent advance is producing a fundamental 
crisis of the ‘object’”: “It is essentially on the object that surrealism has 
thrown most light in recent years. Only the very close examination of the 
many recent speculations to which the object has publicly given rise (the 
oneiric object, the object functioning symbolically, the real and virtual 
object, the moving but silent object, the phantom object, the found ob-
ject, etc.), can give one a proper grasp of the experiments that surrealism 
is engaged in now. In order to continue to understand the movement, 
it is indispensable to focus one’s attention on this point.”58 But he him-
self shifts focus as he moves from this penultimate claim to a concluding 
concern with the “overthrow of capitalist society,” hence with the task of 
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correlating artistic innovation with the “interest of the working class” 
(186–87). The shift in attention leaves an obvious gap between the object 
experiments and political praxis.

Breton might have used his subsequent lecture, “Surrealist Situation 
of the Object,” delivered in Prague the following year, as an occasion to 
bridge that gap, effecting some transition between the “fundamental 
crisis of the object” and the material and sociopolitical crises that rav-
aged Eastern and Western Europe. Instead, he begins by pointing out a 
particular problem with the “situation of the Surrealist object,” a problem 
precipitated by surrealism’s “sudden and rapid spread” and the result-
ing “vulgar abuses” wherein any “type of little non- sculptural object” has 
been proclaimed to be surrealist. (He seems oblivious to the barb within 
the “recent proposal by Man Ray” to authenticate surrealists objects with 
“a sort of hallmark or seal”;59 in this case as in others, Man Ray had no 
truck with Breton’s petulant exclusions.) While Breton points out how 
Duchamp, designating a ready- made object as a work of art, paved the 
way for the surrealist object, the latter relies on fashioning something 
else, what Max Ernst described as “the coupling of two realities which 
apparently cannot be coupled on a plane which apparently is not appro-
priate to them” (275). Having quoted Ernst, Breton then goes on at some 
length about his own call, from Introduction au discours sur le peu de réalité 
(1927), to produce and circulate objects from dreams, including useless 
machines, maps of nonexistent cities, and “absurd, highly perfected au-
tomata” that would become “responsible for giving us a correct idea of 
action”—each and all of these meant to discredit “‘reasonable’ beings and 
objects” (277). But he insists that the subjective production of objects—
“the organization of perceptions with an objective tendency around sub-
jective elements”—should be understood not only as “bewildering,” but 
also as “revolutionary, in the sense that they urgently call for something 
to answer them in outer reality” (278). The real object—the object realized 
by the surrealist—means to conjure an altogether new reality.

Breton then pursued the “crisis of the object” in the issue of Cahiers 
d’Art titled L’Objet—the special issue accompanying the Exposition sur-
réaliste d’objets that he helped to organize at Galerie Charles Ratton, 
which included “Objets mathematiques. Objets naturelles. Objets sau-
vages. Objets trouvés. Objets irrationnels. Objets ready made. Objets in-
terpretea. Objets incorpores. Objets mobiles” (the curious orthography 
appearing in the original). Christian Zervos commissioned Duchamp to 
produce a cover for the issue, and he included essays, art, and photo-
graphs by Breton, Éluard, Man Ray, Hans Bellmer, Max Ernst, Salvador 
Dalí (“Honneur à l’objet!”), and Claude Cahun (“Prenez garde aux objets 
domestique”), among others.60 Breton used the occasion to develop a sig-
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nificant shift in his thinking, for here, thanks to having read Bachelard’s 
La nouvelle esprit scientifique (1934), he could focus on the “parallel de-
velopment” of scientific and literary revolutions and declare a unified 
attack on reason. He describes the historical correspondence, in 1830, 
between the discovery of a non- Euclidian geometry that “‘opened up’ 
rationalism” and the height of romanticism; and the way that, in 1870, a 
new “generalized geometry” (encompassing both the Euclidian and non- 
Euclidian) required “the same kind of transcended contradiction” that one 
finds in Lautréamont and Rimbaud: “These duplications of the geometric 
image and the poetic image were accomplished simultaneously.”61 That 
history prompts him to say that it is necessary to deconcretize (déconcré-
tiser) “various geometries” and to break down (rompre) “the barriers in art 
which divide familiar sights from possible visions”; indeed, modern art 
and science pre sent the same structure, in which the “real,” confused for 
too long with the given, “splinters in every direction possible and tends 
to become a component of the possible” (“CO,” 276). The scientific psy-
chology that Bachelard had described does not simply offer Breton an 
analogue; it establishes the ground for resituating surrealism as the very 
access point to the real. He wrote of the essay later that year (in his contri-
bution to Herbert Read’s book on surrealism), “I have endeavored to show 
how the open rationalism which defines the present position of scholars 
(as a sequel to the conception of non- euclidean—a generalized geometry, 
non- newtonian mechanics, non- maxwellian physics, etc.) cannot fail to 
correspond with the open realism or Surrealism which involves the ruin of 
the edifice of Descartes and Kant”—that edifice which Heidegger, at the 
same time but in a very different key, was also bent on ruining to gain ac-
cess to the thingness obscured by objects.62

Above all, Bachelard adamantly objected to the image of science as 
the progress of reason. He insists that genuine discovery has had an al-
together different psychological foundation: “Psychologically, the mod-
ern physicist is aware that the rational habits acquired from immediate 
knowledge and practical activity are crippling impediments of mind that 
must be overcome in order to regain the unfettered movement of dis-
covery.” The creative imagination has to break through “epistemologi-
cal obstacles” in order to gain new knowledge. Such imagination had 
enabled the development of non- Maxwellian physics and non- Euclidian 
geometries; that liberation required “engaging in what one might call 
a kind of psychoanalysis,” by which he meant a search for some truth 
that lay behind (or within) manifest existence.63 Only “a nonrealist mode 
of thought, a mode of thought sustained by its own dynamic thrust” is 
capable of moving from the given “scientific object” to the constitution 
of a “new reality,” such as that described by Einstein (133–34).
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As Gavin Parkinson has shown at length, Breton “adheres closely—
slavishly even” to Bachelard’s text.64 He does so because historical epis-
temology as such, and Bachelard’s credentials as chair of philosophy at 
the University of Dijon, authorize him to expand the relevance of sur-
realism far beyond the sphere of art. He can declare the need for “sur-
realism to be accompanied by a surrationalism which will act simulta-
neously as a stimulant and a restraining influence,” the latter term (from 
Bachelard’s “vocabulary,” as Breton says) at once marking the need for 
both empirical experimentation and imagination, and adding “imme-
diacy” and relevance to the former—indeed, providing “ample proof of 
the unity and depth of feeling animating all human speculation in our 
times” (“CO,” 276).65 Always willing to reinflect his intellectual autobiog-
raphy, he re- presents his call for the manufacture of “dream- engendered 
objects” (1924) as the means to depreciate “those objects often dubiously 
accepted as useful which clutter up the so- called real world,” and thus to 
provide the “prerequisite for the unleashing of the powers of invention” 
(“CO,” 277).

L’objet, then, names a problem and a possibility. It names a battle-
ground. “Common sense,” Breton argues, “cannot prevent the world of 
concrete objects, upon which it founds its hateful regime, from remain-
ing inadequately guarded” against the attack from poets, artists, and 
scholars who mean to disrupt “the generally limiting factor of the object’s 
manifest existence.” Within that disruption, “the same object, however 
complete it may seem, reverts to an infinite series of latent possibilities 
which . . . entail its transformation” (“CO,” 279).

Had Breton appropriated and seriously refunctioned a distinction that 
Heidegger pursued in these same years (1934–36)—the distinction be-
tween the object and the thing—he might have argued that each of those 
latencies can precipitate as the other thing: the thingness of the object 
uncontained yet obscured by its manifest existence.66 Breton designates 
such thingness by contrasting the “object’s conventional value” to its sub-
sequent “dramatic value”—its august theatricality: not a mode by which 
the object produces the subject (in Fried’s scene of spectatorship) but a 
mode by which the thingness of the object produces: new subjects (“CO,” 
279). Whereas Heidegger performs a vigilant passivity in behalf of wait-
ing for the thing to disclose itself, Breton insists on aggression, the “sur-
realist aim of bringing about a total revolution of the object,” an attack on 
the object in order to render it other than it is (“CO,” 280). Both share with 
Bachelard the conviction that the object cloaks or screens a reality within 
it; Breton quotes and italicizes Bachelard’s assertion that “one will discover 
more in the reality concealed within the entity than in the immediate data sur-
rounding it” (“CO,” 279–80). But he alone has faith that this revolution of 



 The Modernist Object and Another Thing 101

the object might precipitate revolution as such in an untoward, trans-
forming reification that means to explode the reification effected by even 
“the best organized systems—including social systems—[that] seem to 
have become petrified,” stubborn, and as adamantine as the manifest ob-
jects themselves (“CO,” 277). This is why the “crisis of the object” must be 
thought of not as a crisis to be overcome, like the material crisis suffered 
in Paris and elsewhere. For it is a crisis that needs to be intensified, ampli-
fied, expanded beyond the arts and sciences. The other thing names the 
possibility that things—including the material structures of the social—
might be reimagined, might be, in fact, transformed.

4. Object- Portraits and Things That Dream

It is not Bachelard alone who enabled Breton to imagine a crisis of the 
object beyond the sphere of art. For the mathematical objects on display 
in the surrealist exhibition—pedagogical models from the 1870s that had 
been used to illustrate the surfaces generated by algebraic equations—
provided concrete access to a reality undisclosed by the object forms of 
daily life. Christian Zervos commissioned Man Ray to photograph those 
models, publishing twelve full- page plates in Cahiers d’Art, which Breton 
captioned with enigmatic, quasi- allegorical titles (The Rose Penitents, for 
instance), further displacing them from their pedagogical role (fig. 3.3). 
To make the photographs, Man Ray returned to the “dusty cases” in the 
Institut Henri Poincaré, where he had already photographed the bizarre 
constructions (mostly wood, but also plaster, metal, and wire) meant 
to manifest what was thinkable but heretofore unvisualizable.67 As he 
writes in his Self- Portrait, the math meant nothing to him, but he found 
the forms “as varied and authentic as any in nature”—“complete micro-
cosms.” Moreover, “they could not be considered abstract as Breton [had] 
feared” (S- P, 368)—the exhibition needing to mark, for Breton, a triumph 
over contemporary abstract art (“l’art contemporain [abstractivisme]”), a 
chapter in the art- object antagonism.68 Indeed, Breton could write of the 
forms that “the thoughts that brought them into being carried them-
selves, due to an impulse we can no longer understand, from the abstract 
to the concrete” (“CO,” 280). The models certainly served Breton as “sou-
venirs of an epistemological revolution,” in Parkinson’s words (Surreal-
ism, 72), but they also served as overwhelming (concrete) testimony to 
the “unprecedented desire to objectify” (“une volonté d’objectivation sans 
précédent”) shared by science and art. They licensed Breton to declare 
that “the whole pathos of modern intellectual life resides in this unremit-
ting quest for objectification” (“CO,” 280).
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Max Ernst, the first of the surrealists to be attracted to the objects, had 
exhibited them in 1919 (and went on to include drawings of them in later 
collages), but it was Man Ray’s photographs through which the objects 
enjoyed sufficient fame to have a lasting impact on other artists.69 This 
is because Man Ray had taught himself how to produce what should be 
recognized as the object- portrait—meant not just to formalize spatial re-
lations (in the manner, say, of Paul Strand) but to bestow some mystery 
or personality on the inorganic (which then appears not as the bestowed, 
but as the revealed ). In the photographs, he isolates the objects and re-
moves their labels; he also provides, within his studio, dark backgrounds 
and dramatic, multi- angled illumination; and he shoots them from idio-
syncratic points of view, close up, distancing the models not just from the 
dusty cabinets but also from the brightly lit lecture hall (and thus, say, 
activating their misuse value). Finally, by cropping the image in order to 
grant the object the freedom to hover in a space all its own, he illustrates 
the medium’s capacity to rematerialize the object as some other thing.70

3.3  Man Ray, Mathematical Object, from Cahiers d’Art 11.1–2 (1936).  
© Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, New York/ADAGP, Paris. 
Photograph: Telimage (2011).
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Though there was a time when Man Ray seemed like a marginal 
figure in the history of surrealism—Maurice Nadeau hardly mentions 
him in his two- volume Histoire du surréalism (1944)—his significance 
is now taken for granted, and that significance resides foremost in his 
photographic portraiture, of nudes and of objects. The object portraiture 
began in New York, when he purchased a camera to document his own 
work. The cover image he went on to provide for the inaugural issue of 
La révolution surréaliste (1924) was a photograph of a construction he had 
made in 1920, two years before he left for Paris. L’énigme d’Isidore Ducasse 
(fig. 3.4)—a sewing machine wrapped up in a wool blanket and then tied 
up with string—was inspired by a trope from the final canto of Lautréa-
mont’s Chants de Maldoror (1869), which came to circulate as a kind of 
bible among the surrealists, the line quoted like a mantra.71 The narra-
tor describes a sixteen- year- old English boy, wearing a Scottish tartan, 
who stands at an abandoned corner of Rue Vivienne, “display[ing] his sil-
houette and direct[ing] his light step toward the boulevards.” To convey 
the boy’s beauty, the narrator relies on a sequence of perverse similes, 
the last of which provides the incongruous juxtaposition on which the 
surrealists fixated: “He is as handsome . . . as the fortuitous encounter 
upon a dissecting- table of a sewing- machine and an umbrella!”72 This is 
the line that unequivocally centralizes objects within the surrealist en-

3.4  Man Ray, L’énigme d’Isidore Ducasse (1920). © Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, New York/
ADAPG, Paris. Photograph: Telimage.
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deavor. Max Ernst abstracts the line in that definition of the surrealist 
object which Breton quotes as authoritative: “the coupling of two reali-
ties which apparently cannot be coupled on a plane which is apparently 
not appropriate to them.”73 And in “The Object as Revealed in Surreal-
ist Experimentation” (1932), Salvador Dalí testifies to the fascination of 
Man Ray’s photographic interpretation: “This suggested other wrapped- 
up objects which one wanted to identify by touch but finally found could 
not be identified; their invention, however, came later.”74

In step with Ernst and Dalí, critics clearly recognize the inspiration for 
L’énigme in the line from Maldoror, and they recount the profound im-
pact that Lautréamont’s fantastic imagery and exuberant nihilism had on 
the surrealists. They don’t pause, however, to see how Man Ray has also 
engaged the plot of the final, irrepressibly gothic episode of Les chants, 
where Maldoror kidnaps the English youth and stuffs him, bones bro-
ken, into a sack, before tying up the sack and handing it to a butcher to 
be destroyed as a mangy dog. The enigma—for the group of butchers 
about to destroy the dog—is whether the struggling contents of the sack 
might be . . . some other thing.75 Insofar as the photograph of the as-
semblage (and indeed the assemblage itself) illustrates the novel’s plot, 
it adheres to the literary and abandons the kind of medium- specificity 
by which modernism came to be defined.76 That phrase by which Man 
Ray came to characterize his work in assemblage—“une sorte de poésie 
plastique”— foregrounds not the literal but the literary. Man Ray’s photo-
graph, because it renders scale ambiguous, convokes the trope and the 
violent, preposterous plot. The construction appears as an act of conden-
sation, where plot and trope are wrapped up in each other. Identification 
is a more enigmatic mystery than Dalí ever dreams.

Man Ray’s other early constructions more simply anticipate (and help 
to crystalize) the formula for the (unspecific) surrealist object. When he 
arrived in Paris—met by his friend Duchamp at Gare St. Lazare on July 
22, 1921—he stepped into “l’époque floue,” the transition period between 
Dada and surrealism (variously dated as 1919 or 1922, to 1924). That after-
noon, embraced as the New York Dadaist trumpeted by Duchamp and 
Francis Picabia, he met the writers who became central to the formation 
of surrealism—Breton, Aragon, Éluard, and Soupault. Shortly thereafter 
Soupault offered him the inaugural show at his new bookshop and gal-
lery (Librairie Six); the show opened in December as a Dada affair. On the 
day of the opening, Man Ray made his “first Dada object in France, simi-
lar to assemblages [he] had made in New York” (S- P, 115). Recognizing his 
discomfort with the cold and the large crowd’s French, Eric Satie took his 
new acquaintance to a café, where they drank “grogs” to warm up, then 
stopped at a hardware store on the way back to Librairie Six. Man Ray 
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purchased an iron, a tube of glue, and tacks, fourteen of which, back at 
the gallery, he glued to the surface of the iron, before adding the work, 
now called Cadeau, to the exhibition (fig. 3.5). As he explained to Arturo 
Schwarz, explicitly differentiating his practice from his friend Duchamp’s 
(as he did routinely), he required “two factors that are not related in any 
way. The creative act for me rests in the coupling of these two different 
factors in order to produce a plastic poem.”77 While the readymade had 
opened up the everyday object world as a source of irreverent inspira-

3.5  Man Ray, Cadeau (1921). © Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, New York/ADAGP, Paris. 
Photograph: Telimage.
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tion, only its alteration could eventuate in what would become known as 
the surrealist object. Indeed, insofar as you are persuaded by Theirry de 
Duve’s important argument that the Duchampian readymade belongs (as 
Duchamp himself believed) to the history of painting, you are prepared 
to appreciate Man Ray’s very different, ongoing struggle against painting 
(waged while, on and off, he continued to paint).78

But Man Ray also creates, in the Cadeau, a scene of impending vio-
lence, the icon of domestic labor transformed into a weapon, the gift 
transformed into a terrorist joke. However comically, this object mani-
fests the aggression of gift- giving: the cycle of obligatory exchange that, 
removed though it may be from the market, remains a system nonethe-
less, indeed a more public drama of commitment and obligation. This had 
been the topic of Marcel Mauss’s research since before the start of World 
War I. That research came to fruition in his Essai sur le don (1925), which 
not only tracks those customs in which “persons and things merge,” but 
also (engaging early Roman and German law) seeks to reconceptualize 
things tout court: “Originally—so much is sure—things themselves had 
a personality and an inherent power.” “Things,” Mauss goes on to say, 
“are not the objects that the law of Justinian and our own legal systems 
conceive them to be.” His use of the present- tense negative (“are not”) 
bespeaks his effort to attack the contemporary reduction of man to an 
“economic animal.”79 It is as though, in behalf of imagining some alter-
native socioeconomic system, Mauss recounts a different crisis of the ob-
ject—its instability as object—yet to be realized in the West. While his 
explicit impact on surrealism is to be found in the political economy of 
Georges Bataille, he shares with Breton, Bachelard, and Heidegger a frus-
tration located (and yet, perhaps, still to be overcome) at the point of the 
object.80

Le cadeau, meant as a gift for Soupault, disappeared from the exhibi-
tion. But, as with so many of Man Ray’s constructions, the photograph 
served very well in its stead. You might say of the Cadeau, as of the mathe-
matical models, that the photograph is less a reproduction, more a pro-
duction, an object in its own right. Moreover, photographic reproduction 
seems to have licensed Man Ray’s lack of scruple in reconstructing his ob-
jects—often made just in order to be photographed. “I have no compunc-
tion about this,” he writes plainly in his memoir: “an important book or 
musical score is not destroyed by burning” (S- P, 97). He reconstructed 
the flatiron assemblage many times. In the terminology established by 
Nelson Goodman, Man Ray would shift the entirety of his work from the 
autographic to the allographic regime; reproducibility was no threat to 
the artistic endeavor.81 He went on to justify the practice proudly: “Créer 
est divin, reproduire est humaine.”82
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Because he needed to earn a living (as many of his compatriots did 
not), his camera became his most precious tool: “I was going to make 
money—not wait for recognition” (S- P, 119). Celebrated as his show had 
been at Librairie Six, no work sold. And it was not by becoming the “offi-
cial recorder of events and personalities” that he made money, since he 
didn’t charge for the portraits he made of the celebrated writers and art-
ists who came to Paris—the portraits that, for instance, came to decorate 
Sylvia Beach’s bookstore (S- P, 118). He made money by taking pictures 
of objects—works of art—commissioned by his sympathetic friend Pica-
bia to document his bourgeoning collection. Picabia’s wife Gabrielle, in 
a parallel effort, introduced Man Ray to the celebrated fashion designer 
Paul Poiret, who was willing to see what the photographer might be able 
to do for him.

While that introduction eventually launched Man Ray into a career as 
the most sought- after fashion photographer in Paris (by 1926 he was com-
missioned to photograph the couture section of the decorative arts exhi-
bition), it also inadvertently launched him into a very different graphic 
pursuit. At work in his makeshift darkroom (his small bathroom), trying 
to satisfy Poiret’s expectation of “something original,” he made a mistake 
that, as recounted in his Self- Portrait, has become the most celebrated 
episode in the history of cameraless photography. With an unexposed 
sheet of paper mistakenly left in his developing tray, he “mechanically 
placed a small glass funnel, the graduate, and the thermometer in the 
tray on the wetted paper”: “I turned on the light; before my eyes an image 
began to form, not quite a simple silhouette of the objects as in a straight 
photograph, but distorted and refracted by the glass more or less in con-
tact with the paper and standing out against a black background, the part 
directly exposed to light” (S- P, 128–29). Enthralled by the results, he put 
aside the work for Poiret (“using up my precious paper”) and pursued the 
new escapade, “taking whatever objects came to hand—my hotel room 
key, a handkerchief, some pencils, a brush, a candle, a piece of twine.” 
His own excitement was soon shared by Tzara, his upstairs neighbor in 
the boarding hotel, who declared the prints to be “pure Dada creations” 
(S- P, 128–29; figs. 3.6, 3.7).83

Thanks to Tzara’s spreading the news, “writers, painters, and musi-
cians” came to see the work, bringing Man Ray “books and sketches” 
and inviting him “to concerts of modern music”; Jean Cocteau asked for 
one of the “meaningless masterpieces” as a frontispiece for his new book 
of poetry (S- P, 131).84 Well- known as Man Ray might have been within 
a small circle, the new experiments turned him into a Parisian celeb-
rity. He was not the first to make photograms, but he achieved in them 
(through a simplicity of arrangement and the addition of motion) an 



108 Chapter Three

effect that seemed to bring quotidian objects to life.85 He had anticipated 
the basic strategy back in New York, where he began to use “odd miscella-
neous objects lying about”—the constellation of a key and two triangles, 
for instance—as stencils for his airbrush paintings, the aerographs that 
relieved him from the tedium of painting and that had often been mis-
taken for strange photographs (S- P, 73, 145). “It was thrilling,” he came 
to recall, “to be able to paint a picture without touching the surface—a 

3.6  Man Ray, Untitled, from Champs Délicieux, Paris (1922). © Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, 
New York/ADAGP, Paris. Gelatin silver photogram, 22.9 × 17.1 cm., Julien Levy Collection, Special 
Photography Acquisition Fund, Art Institute of Chicago. Photograph: © The Art Institute of Chicago.
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purely cerebral act” (S- P, 73). Moreover, despite the fun he was having 
with the photogrammic method, he took the results seriously straight 
off. In one letter he reported not only that he had freed himself from “the 
sticky medium of paint” to work “directly with light itself,” but also that 
his “subjects” were “never so completely translated into the medium.”86 
And he explained to Poiret that he “was trying to do with photography 
what painters were doing, but with light and chemicals, instead of pig-

3.7  Man Ray, Untitled, from Champs Délicieux, Paris (1922). © Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, 
New York/ADAGP, Paris. Gelatin silver photogram, 22.9 × 17.1 cm., Julien Levy Collection, Special 
Photography Acquisition Fund, Art Institute of Chicago. Photograph: © The Art Institute of Chicago.
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ment, and without the optical help of the camera” (S- P, 130).87 Man Ray’s 
fellow artists were enthralled by the perplexing images, much to his de-
light: “I saw Picasso here on his knees before a photogram,” he said in an 
interview in 1929; “He allowed that in many years he had not experienced 
as great a sensation of art as from it. Painting is dead, finished.”88

He soon made a photo album, publishing it as Champs délicieux (1922) 
in a limited edition with an accompanying preface by Tzara, “La pho-
tographie à l’envers” (often recast as “When Objects Dream”), that has 
become the canonical account of the poetics of Man Ray’s new work.89 
These were “things,” Tzara writes, “to touch, to hear, to crunch, to apply 
to the eye, to the skin . . . things of days or nights which absorb through 
our pores the greater part of our life, that which expresses itself un-
noticed.” The importance of his further account, despite the empha-
sis here on our lives, lies in the ultimate emphasis on the objects them-
selves—not, say, on the formal composition, not on the photographer, 
not on the conjunction of the contingent and the technological. He sub-
mits to the rayographs as “projections surprised into transparence, by 
the light of tenderness, of things that dream and talk in their sleep” (“des 
objets quie rêvent et qui parlent dans leur sommeil”).90

Although, in the first decades of our century, philosophy has begun to 
reassess the merits of panpsychism, to entertain the idea of granting in-
animate objects a kind of consciousness, Man Ray had inspired Tzara to 
grant them an unconscious. Not the objects in dreams, but the dreams of 
objects. Like the spirit photography deployed again and again to confirm 
the existence of ghosts, no body of work so powerfully intimated how 
objects might be living secret lives of their own, the life of other things 
obscured by “concrete objects” (in Breton’s subsequent terminology), ob-
jects in their manifest form. Georges Ribemont- Dessaignes described the 
images as “fantas[ies]” that “mingled these mysterious silhouettes in a 
space that must surely have escaped from some new field of gravity.”91 
“Like the undisturbed ashes of an object consumed by flames,” Man Ray 
himself wrote, “these images are oxidized residues fixed by light and 
chemical elements of an experience,” an experience of the object’s own.92

In 1922, two years before the surrealists appropriated Man Ray’s 
photograms as their own, a “Rayograph” appeared in the Little Review 
(where the term first saw print), and four rayographs appeared in Vanity 
Fair, Condé Nast’s magazine that had emerged from Dress, the men’s 
fashion magazine he had purchased in 1913.93 The publication devoted a 
full page to Man Ray—“the well- known American painter now living in 
Paris and closely allied with the modern school of French art”—pictured 
in the center of the page, surrounded by four rayographs, each captioned 
(fig. 3.8). (One caption—“Imitation of the Gyroscope by the Magnifying 
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Glass, Assisted by a Pin”—does a fair job of remarking the curious ani-
mation and agency the objects seem to possess.) Edited by Frank Crown-
inshield—a regular visitor in Paris, one of the organizers of the Armory 
Show in 1913, and a subsequent founding board member of MoMA—
Vanity Fair had quickly become the premiere magazine that combined 
fashion and art. Overriding objections made by both his advertisers and 
his publisher, Crowninshield committed himself to knowing and repro-
ducing the latest work and news from the arts: work by Picasso, Matisse, 

3.8  Man Ray, A New Method of Realizing the Possibilities of the Photograph (1922). © Man Ray Trust/
Artists Rights Society, New York/ADAGP, Paris. From Vanity Fair 19 (November 1922): 50.
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Gertrude Stein, T. S. Eliot, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Edward Steichen, Imogen 
Cunningham, Cecil Beaton, and Cocteau, among many others.94 On the 
page facing the reproduction of the rayographs, Tzara’s “News of the 
Seven Arts from Europe” (subtitled “A New Comic Opera by Stravink-
sky and the Latest Fermentations of Dada” only in its fifth year of exis-
tence), provided an account of Marva, an appreciation of Le Douanier 
Rousseau, a report on the recent exhibition of Max Ernst, brief reviews of 
two “dadaist books” (one by Soupault, one by Éluard), and a lively record 
of his own belligerent pamphlet attack (with Satie, Soupault, and others) 
on a dogmatic convention devoted to modern art.95 But the magazine was 
also a premiere advertising venue, containing full- page ads for cars, tires, 
hats, handkerchiefs, collars, ascots, Whitman chocolates, phonographs, 
pianos, and long underwear. On the second page of Tzara’s report, he de-
scribes the pamphlet that the Dadaists produced: “The paper on which 
it was printed was of a vulgar pink: a housewife would not hesitate to 
wrap a camembert in Le Coeur à Barbe. The cover looked like a rebus, but 
was only a haphazard mixture of pictures from catalogues of 30 years 
ago” (88). The report faces a full- page ad for Campbell’s Soup. Indeed, 
along with Edmund Wilson’s reviews of Fitzgerald and Eugene O’Neill, 
Clive Bell’s “Art and Cinema,” Djuna Barnes’s account of Joyce, and along 
with such articles as “Expressionism in the German Theatre” and “The 
Sculpture of Aristide Maillol,” Vanity Fair provided a regular New York 
“Shoppers’ and Buyers’ Guide” and monthly columns including The Well 
Dressed Man, The Financial Situation, and Fashions and Pleasures of New 
York.

Vanity Fair situates the rayographs within a world of objects—indeed 
a world of commodities, sex appeal, and luxury—that, avant la lettre 
(avant le surréalisme), entangles these glimpses of the surrealist object 
within the hyperproductivity and hypervisibility of the 1920s market in 
personal goods, a somewhat disorienting object world in its own right. 
Indeed, it is difficult to resist reading Vanity Fair according to the Bre-
tonian script wherein new objects are meant to produce new subjects, 
albeit, in this case, new subjects commensurable with a new lifestyle. 
The print context of the rayographs dramatizes the proximity (at first by 
accident, then by design) of Man Ray’s experimental temperament and 
his work for the fashion industry. You could say that Vanity Fair partici-
pated in the avant- garde effort to break down the wall between art and 
society, but only insofar as it recognized how art could generate the fris-
son of the daring and the thrill of the new.96 Illustrating Benjamin’s frus-
tration that “the most advanced and daring products of the avant- garde” 
only ever had a public made up of the wealthy, the magazine would also 
seem to document that what Adorno named the “false after- life of sur-
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realism”—the “cozy reception” of “shock- laden contents”—was in fact a 
life lived before the movement ever began.97 But this would be to imag-
ine that Vanity Fair was a typical magazine, which it was not; by the time 
of the “Crisis of the Object,” the magazine had lost so much advertising 
revenue that it was folded into another Nast publication, Vogue, which, 
like Harper’s Bazaar, printed any number of Man Ray’s exquisite fashion 
spreads but had no commitment to publicizing the avant- garde—or, say, 
only a commitment to the avant- garde as this had been absorbed by the 
fashion industry.

In the previous decade, Poiret was not alone in his willingness to elicit 
aesthetic novelty through photographic innovation. For its ad in the 
November 1922 issue of Vanity Fair, the Ide collar company employed 
Paul Outerbridge, whose formally precise close- up still lifes (resembling 
those of his mentor Paul Strand) had appeared in the magazine as full- 
page art photographs (for example, The Kitchen Table: A Study in Ellipses—
an image of brown eggs, a bowl, and a milk bottle arranged on a white 
table—in the July issue).98 For Ide—and in dramatic contrast to other col-
lar ads, which invariably portrayed a well- dressed man elegantly suited 
and collared—Outerbridge shot a collar alone, extremely close up and 
tightly cropped, against a checkerboard (or, let us say, a chessboard) pat-
tern, the surface on which it rests, but slightly above which it seems to 
float (fig. 3.9). Neither the personification of objects that Marx describes, 
nor what Benjamin called the sex appeal of the inorganic quite explains 
the curious animation conferred on the collar in this portrait, the pris-
tine white form portrayed as a kind of gesture. When Duchamp saw the 
image in Vanity Fair, he tore out the page and pinned it up in his studio.99 
If that fact alone reminds us that the avant- garde engaged everyday con-
sumer culture, the ad itself testifies to what Benjamin came to call, in 
his Arcades Project, the “eccentric, revolutionary, and surrealist possi-
bilities of fashion.”100 Indeed, it is hard not to believe that Outerbridge’s 
enchanted object inspired Man Ray to produce the dance- of- the- collar 
in Emak- Bakia (1926; figs. 3.10, 3.11, 3.12), his second film, the cinépoème 
that integrates rayography, stop- frame animation, reverse motion, and 
double exposure, along with narrative fragments. In one of those frag-
ments, a well- dressed man is dropped off at a house and walks in with his 
valise, which turns out to contain collars. He starts to rip them up, one 
by one, then rips off his own collar and tosses it away. The film cuts to an 
animated object portrait: a single collar, balanced on its back, twirls and 
twirls against a black background; it does so until it begins to dissolve in 
double exposure, then into dancing bars of light. The sudden juxtaposi-
tion of the two seems to divulge a secret: much as the man longs to free 
himself of his collar, that collar longs for its freedom—to be some other 



3.9  Paul Outerbridge, photograph for Ide Collars (1922). From Vanity Fair 19 (November 1922): 5.



3.10  Still from Emak- Bakia (1926), 
Man Ray, dir. (1926; New 
York: Kino on Video, 2005).  
© Man Ray Trust/Artists 
Rights Society, New York/
ADAGP, Paris.

3.11  Still from Emak- Bakia (1926), 
Man Ray, dir. (1926; New  
York: Kino on Video, 2005).  
© Man Ray Trust/Artists 
Rights Society, New York/
ADAGP, Paris.

3.12  Still from Emak- Bakia (1926), 
Man Ray, dir. (1926; New  
York: Kino on Video, 2005).  
© Man Ray Trust/Artists 
Rights Society, New York/
ADAGP, Paris.
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thing that is irreducible to the manifest sartorial object. By effectively 
animating Outerbridge’s still life, Man Ray points to where consumer 
culture can begin to disclose an object’s life and longing, which is a long-
ing not least to leave that culture behind.

5. Another Thing

As described by Breton, the crisis of the object was no recent event—it 
had begun in the 1830s. By the 1930s the crisis had intersected with the 
new physics, with the aggression against abstraction by Dada and sur-
realism, but also with a certain triumph of the object registered by the 
Machine Art (1934) exhibit in New York—dramatizing the aesthetics of 
cocktail shakers and propellers and ball bearings. Curated by Philip John-
son for the Museum of Modern Art, the show touted the aesthetic dimen-
sion of the very rationality that Breton deplored.101 The machine art of the 
avant- garde, at times playful and at times bombastic, had its origins with 
the appearance of Duchamp and Picabia in New York, where they arrived 
in the hope of enjoying the succès de scandale provoked by their work in 
the Armory Show of 1913. The infatuation with the machine was no more 
evident than in 291, the journal (published for a single year, in 1915–16) 
named for Alfred Stieglitz’s gallery, where Man Ray had been able to 
keep abreast of the new European work, and where he met Duchamp and 
Picabia that year. In its inaugural issue, Agnes Ernst Meyer proclaimed, 
“The scientific influence has at last invaded the field of art,” and shortly 
thereafter Paul B. Haviland declared, “we Are lIvINg IN the Age Of 
the mAchINe. . . . mAN mADe the mAchINe IN hIS OwN ImAge.” 
Thus it is, he goes on to say, that the ideal human has become “mAchINO-
mOrphIc.”102 While Rilke had bemoaned the new “empty, indifferent 
things, sham things” intruding from America, Duchamp and Picabia em-
braced them.103 In his interview with the New York Tribune in 1915, Picabia 
announced a “revolution in my methods of work”: “Almost immediately 
upon coming to America it flashed upon me that the genius of the mod-
ern world is machinery. . . . I have enlisted the machinery of the modern 
world, and brought it into my studio.”104 He did so most simply and pro-
vocatively in his machine portraits for the July– August issue of 291 (nos. 
5–6), the cover of which displayed his portrait of Stieglitz as a camera, 
followed by other full- page portraits, of Haviland, Marius De Zayas, of 
himself, and, most audaciously, Portrait d’une jeune fille americaine dans 
l’état de nudité—the nude American girl represented as a spark plug. The 
mechanomorphic portraits have been interpreted at great length and 
with great ingenuity, the jeune fille understood as a comment on the an-
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drogynous look of young American women or on the perpetual charge 
that the girl gives to the artistic and erotic passions.105 More simply, the 
portraits illustrate the point that Henri Bergson had shouted from his 
book Laughter (1900): “the AttItuDeS, geStureS AND mOvemeNtS 
Of the humAN BODy Are lAughABle IN exAct prOpOrtION AS 
thAt BODy remINDS uS Of A mere mAchINe.”106 Picabia makes it 
clear that such a reminder does not always depend on motion.

Man Ray participated in this mechanomorphic portraiture by con-
structing assemblages and photographing them, by photographing exist-
ing objects in isolation, and by photographing still- life arrangements, his 
camera so omnipresent that Breton came to dub him “the mAN wIth A 
mAgIc lANterN fOr A heAD”—a caption that constitutes a mechano-
morphic portrait in itself.107 In 1916 he made a mixed- media assemblage, 
Self- Portrait, which he added to his second one- man show at the Daniel 
Gallery: a painted board with the cups of two bells in the place of eyes 
(thus resembling owl eyes), and with a (nonfunctioning) door bell at-
tached to the lower center right. In 1920 he made a portrait of Katherine 
Dreier, Catherine Barometer: a washboard nestled in steel wool, from 
which a long glass tube rises against a color chart. He was typically at-
tracted to an older technology, his camera rendering the old technology 
new. His early photograph of an eggbeater distinguishes itself from the 
close- ups of Paul Strand by its title, Man (1918), meant to caption the 
phallic contours of the eggbeater’s shadow (though this did not prevent 
him from retitling the image Woman). As Mason Klein puts it, the image 
amounts to “the photographic animation of the readymade.”108 As Man 
Ray said of Duchamp’s Fountain—having retracted his own work from 
the Society of Independent Artists’s exhibition in 1917 once the direc-
tors had rejected the urinal, signed R. Mutt—“R. Mutt took an ordinary 
article of life, placed it so that its useful significance disappeared under 
the new title and point of view.” He “created a new thought for that ob-
ject.”109 But when Man Ray produces a new thought for his object, he is 
not (like Picabia) simply reifying persons; he is personifying things, with 
the same techniques through which he produced his erotically charged 
nudes. In Object to Be Destroyed, the mechanomorphized human is, no 
less, the anthropomorphized machine.

Before committing himself more seriously to photography, he had 
worked to animate objects in paint, as in Percolator (1917, fig. 3.13). Al-
though the percolator was first patented in France in 1818, the first 
American patent was taken out in 1865; after the turn of the century, 
new percolators, one after the other, were proclaimed to “revolution-
ize” the making of coffee, and new patents continued to be filed. Elec-
tric percolators, the success of which depended on the safety of domestic 
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electricity (including the invention of the fuse) granted the percolator 
a new kind of autonomy; by the end of the war, ads show how the cof-
fee maker could live free from the confines of the kitchen, allowing the  
homemaker to serve coffee anywhere. Of course Man Ray paints not  
the coffee maker, not the pot, but the percolator basket, the filter—where 
the action is, as it were—and he does so with a kind of shading and gestu-
ral stroke of the palette knife that makes the object seem to vibrate, even 
as coffee grounds or coffee drops descend (somewhat awkwardly) from 

3.13  Man Ray, Percolator (1917). © Man Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, New York/ADAGP, Paris. Oil on 
board, 16 × 12 in. Photograph: Through prior gift of the Albert Kunstadter Family Foundation, Art 
Institute of Chicago.
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the shining metal basket. As becomes characteristic of Man Ray’s object 
portraiture, the object, isolated against a dark background, appears to be 
lit from more than one angle.110

The percolator has an affinity with Duchamp’s series of chocolate 
grinders (though they are painted in an impersonal, precisionist mode). 
He originally saw one of these objects in a confectioner’s shop window, 
and he deployed its form over and over again (most famously in the 
lower section of the Large Glass), toying with its erotic connotations.111 
As with the human figure (Nude Descending Staircase, 1912), so with the 
everyday object, Duchamp was working to determine how objects at rest 
(paintings) could depict objects in motion (his Coffee Mill of 1911 being 
a particularly crude example). Man Ray, shortly after his own attempt 
to convey human motion through its effects in The Rope Dancer Accom-
panies Herself with Her Shadows (1916), used a comparable strategy with 
the filter, focusing attention on the discharge, thus too on the effaced hy-
draulics—the boiling water forced through the stem. Percolator can thus 
be understood as an effort to disclose the ejaculatory dynamics of the 
object’s own animation, its own operation, overlooked in everyday use.

All this is to say that Object to Be Destroyed evolves from the widespread 
interest in the mechanomorphic portrait and from the interest Man Ray 
shared with Duchamp in domestic machines and their motion, just as it 
shares paradigmatic surrealist fascinations. After originally constructing 
the work in 1923 and calling it Object of Destruction, he reconstructed and 
photographed the assemblage in 1932. Whereas Cadeau appeared as a vio-
lent object, the composite in Object to Be Destroyed is readily legible as the 
result of violence, not just the ontological violence of conflating human 
subject and inanimate object, but also that of disfiguring the human body 
in pursuit of ludic novelty, which has a well- known biographical source. 
For the eye is the eye of Lee Miller, who became Man Ray’s new darkroom 
assistant, receptionist, and lover in 1929. Always volatile, the relation-
ship deteriorated as Miller became an increasingly impressive photog-
rapher in her own right, enjoying her own clientele and spending more 
time with other men, leaving Man Ray in a jealous rage. In 1932 she left 
for good.112

He had photographed Miller’s face and her nude body, and he had 
isolated portions of it (buttocks, breasts, lips) many times, cropping the 
image to produce a portrait of the body part. Over and over again he had 
photographed her eyes (plate 8). When he drew a prototype for the as-
semblage in the special surrealist issue of a new magazine, This Quarter, 
it showed a metronome with an eye on the spindle, entitled Object of De-
struction and accompanied by these instructions (fig. 3.14): “Cut out the 
eye from a photograph of one who has been loved but is seen no more. 
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Attach the eye to the pendulum of a metronome and regulate the weight 
to suit the tempo desired. Keep going to the limit of endurance. With a 
hammer well- aimed, try to destroy the whole at a single blow.”113 The in-
structions inhabit the genre of what you might call the Dadaist recipe, as 
in Tzara’s 1920 formula for the Dadaist poem: “Take a newspaper. Take 
some scissors. . . . Cut out each of the words that make up the article and 
put them into a bag. Shake gently. Then remove each cutting one after the 
other. Copy them carefully in the order they leave the bag. The poem will 
resemble you.”114 Breton provided such a recipe in the first manifesto, 
under the heading “Secrets of the Magical Surrealist Art.”115 Man Ray’s 
instructions, coupled with our biographical knowledge, make it clear 
how this image exemplifies the surrealist fascination with and symbolic 
violence toward women—the fragmentation of the woman’s body (in a 
tradition, one should add, that goes back to Petrarch). The image can also 
be read from the perspective of object- relations theory, which emerges in 
Freud’s account of the fort/da game in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1920) 
and expands in Melanie Klein’s psychoanalysis of children in the 1920s 
and 1930s (which I address in chapter 6). The initial point is simply that 

3.14  Man Ray, Object of Destruction 
(1932). From This Quarter 5.1 
(September 1932): 55. © Man  
Ray Trust/Artists Rights Society, 
New York/ADAGP, Paris. 
Photograph: Special Collections 
Research Center, University of 
Chicago Library.
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children manipulate objects—they exert their power over objects—in a 
way that compensates for their lack of power in the adult world.

But what if Man Ray’s recipe from This Quarter served as a kind of 
screen, behind which lies another story: a story about objects and their 
power over us. In this scenario, it is our complex relation to objects that 
ends up sublimated, as it were, by being transposed into the more famil-
iar script of erotic desire. Man Ray shared a version of that complex re-
lation when he provided Arturo Schwarz with a very different account of 
the object’s original construction and fate:

I had a metronome in my studio which I set going when I painted. . . . The 
faster it went, the faster I painted; and if the metronome stopped then I 
knew I had painted too long. . . . A painter needs an audience, so I also 
clipped the photo of an eye to the metronome’s swinging arm to create 
the illusion of being watched as I painted. One day I did not accept the 
metronome’s verdict. The silence was unbearable and since I had called it, 
with a certain premonition, Object of destruction, I smashed it to pieces.116

Needless to say, the object in the story does serve as a substitute (for the 
missing audience); so too it serves to externalize anxiety. But should you 
read Object to Be Destroyed only as a case of surrealist aggression against 
women, you can’t recognize it as an illustration of the object’s own ag-
gression and, say, its place in the history of modern painting. For Man 
Ray provides a case in which an object (the modulated metronome) is 
made into a two- dimensional image (a photograph) after mythically 
serving as a regulator for the act of painting; it too is a modernist object 
worked out in an interface with painting.

But it is as though the object will not behave the way it should, re-
fusing to serve Man Ray as a mere object. He may have destroyed the 
silent object in order to persevere with his painting, but he compulsively 
recreates the object, as object and image both. The composite—Man Ray 
always needed two things—convokes the act of seeing and the passage 
of time.

Along with most surrealists, Man Ray had an obsessive fascination  
with eyes and the isolated eye, evident long before his association with 
the group, as in The Eye That Sees Everything (1919), an aerograph (in 
fact, airbrush and gouache on wood- pulp laminate board) that portrays 
a floating transparent eyeball, at once evoking Emerson and Odilon 
Redon’s many ocular drawings, such as the charcoal Eye- Balloon (1878).117 
In Emak- Bakia (1926) eyes appear as camera lenses within headlights; and 
eyes are painted on eyelids that open to reveal the eyes beneath. Man Ray 
constructed his first Boule sans neige (1932) with a cutout of Lee Miller’s 
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eye within the globe. The eye persists throughout his career and across 
different media. An exchange he had with René Magritte provides some 
sense of the predominance of ocular imagery among the surrealists: “He 
admired a photographic enlargement I had made of a single eye, offered 
me a painting in exchange, which I received later: a large eye in which 
clouds and blue sky filled the whites” (S- P, 253). (Magritte made several 
versions of Le faux miroir [1928].)

What did they see in the eye? However distinct Man Ray’s photograph 
is from the world of Rilke’s thing- poems, it is clear from Rilke’s occular-
ization of the statue of Apollo—

there is no place therein
that does not see you

—how granting sight to the object world grants it, at least, a kind of ex-
cessiveness.118 And that excessiveness is what Hegel understood to be the 
very definition of art. In his chapter on the ideal of art, in the Aesthetics, 
he moves from the banal idea that “in the eye the soul is concentrated 
and the soul does not merely see through it but is also seen in it,” to the 
claim that art must “convert every shape in all points of its visible sur-
face into an eye, which is the seat of the soul and brings the spirit into 
appearance.” Art, he concludes, “makes every one of its productions into 
a thousand- eyed Argus.”119 In this respect, the supreme joke of Object to 
Be Destroyed might amount to its literalization of Hegel’s claim, with art 
(and something like art as such) emerging from the mundane artifice of 
a paper eye (the soul) attached with a paper clip. A corollary to the joke 
would engage Benjamin’s understanding of how photography destroyed 
the object’s aura, which he defines not just as the object’s uniqueness in 
time and space, but also as its ability to return our gaze.120 Man Ray, you 
might argue, sets out to show how photography capacitates the object to 
look back, even an object that one might call singularly unauratic in the 
sense of figuring—by embodying and enabling—the regularity and rou-
tinization of modern life. It is a reauraticizing stunt that can be tirelessly 
reproduced, endlessly photographed.

Which is to say that Man Ray’s medium itself contributes to the dura-
tion implied by the image. Rosalind Krauss has underscored the tempo-
ral, specifically narrative dimension of surrealist objects, pointing out 
that the “coupling of disparate entities,” in work such as Man Ray’s Le 
cadeau and Oppenheim’s Le déjeuner en fourrure, shrouds the object “in 
the temporality of fantasy,” prolonging a viewer’s experience by sum-
moning up a repressed internal narrative.121 The metronome in the Ob-
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ject to Be Destroyed thematizes temporality, even as the Object fascinates 
to the degree that you internalize a narrative of being stared at, and 
stared at, over time. It is this kind of temporal duration that, for Michael 
Fried, renders literalist work theatrical. In contrast to the “instantane-
ousness” of modernist painting and sculpture (experienced completely 
all at once), objecthood amounts to “a presentment of endless or indefi-
nite duration”—“as though theater confronts the beholder, and thereby 
isolates him, with the endlessness not just of objecthood but of time” 
(AO, 167). And it is this topic of time (on which emotional states such as 
“dread, anxiety, presentiment” depend) that provokes the note wherein 
surrealism appears as the antecedent of current literalist work: where 
surrealism appears (as though from nowhere) to dilate the moment of 
Fried’s critique, the tightly framed present, into the duration known as 
the avant- garde.122

Of course this object you see isn’t an object at all, but the image of an 
object, and an image almost more legible as a film still, given that the 
object is legible only as an object in motion, its spindle not centered and 
at rest. The irony of its stasis—in relation to the title—lies in the fact that 
the Object to Be Destroyed becomes an object perpetually preserved, an 
object very much in time, and marking time, yet suspended out of time 
(just as it is suspended somewhat awkwardly in space). The metronome, 
a means of regulating rhythm, becomes instead a means of steady sur-
veillance, at once the eye of the pyramid, the eye of god, and the manifes-
tation of the field of vision (it’s everywhere) in which the subject is con-
stituted—that is, the way in which inanimate objects and not just human 
subjects hold us in their gaze.

Man Ray produced a new version of the assemblage for the Julie Levi 
Gallery in New York in 1945, the piece to be titled Lost Object, but retitled, 
thanks to a printer’s error, as Last Object, a revision to which Man Ray 
assented. Part of the point—part of the project—was to submit to the 
accidental (as Duchamp had done, accepting the shattering of the Large 
Glass); it was a way to evade the “apartness from the praxis of life” that 
constituted the institutional status of art.123 For the exhibition catalog, 
Man Ray wrote: “Last Object or Object of destruction. It is still my earnest 
desire, someday, while the eye is ticking away during a conversation, to 
lift my hammer, and with one well- aimed blow to completely demolish 
the metronome.”124 When the piece was exhibited at the Dada retrospec-
tive at Galerie d’Institut in Paris in 1957, a group of protestors destroyed 
the object. But the next year, prompted by Daniel Spoerri, Man Ray made 
an edition of one hundred metronomes, now titled Indestructible Object, 
believing that “it would be very difficult to destroy all hundred metro-
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nomes now,” difficult to destroy the thing’s many manifestations.125 Per-
petuity had always been something of the point, the work not “done,” not 
given over, not declared distinct from its maker.

So the moral of my story might be said to have a Lacanian twist. Like 
stiff wire, it will twist back. Predictably enough, the first twist derives 
from the much- recounted anecdote of the sardine can, wherein Lacan 
the “young intellectual” was unpredictably at sea, on a small boat with 
fishermen: He reports, “[Petit- Jean] pointed out to me something float-
ing on the surface of the waves. It was a small can, a sardine can. It floated 
there in the sun, a witness to the canning industry, which we, in fact, 
were supposed to supply. It glittered in the sun. And Petit- Jean said to 
me—You see that can? Well, it doesn’t see you!” Amused as Petit- Jean was, 
Lacan explains, “In a sense it was looking at me, all the same. It was look-
ing at me at the level of the point of light, the point at which everything 
that looks at me is situated—and I am not speaking metaphorically.”126 
Because Lacan felt out of place among the fishermen, his story serves 
as an account of sudden self- consciousness. On these grounds (and de-
spite his general antipathy) he applauds Sartre’s account of shame—in 
the midst of a hypothetical act of voyeurism—sensed as a gaze from else-
where (being watched watching), thus a “gaze imagined in the field of 
the Other” that has nothing to do with an “organ of sight,” and thus is 
specifically not the Sartrean look (Seminar, 84). In a characteristically 
de- ontologizing gesture, Lacan has reduced the sardine can to a point 
of light.

And yet, if the sardine looked at Lacan, it did so not from the point of 
light, but from its own point of view. Indeed, adjudicating the discrep-
ancy between Lacan and Petit- Jean, you might side with Petit- Jean—not 
to say that the sardine can doesn’t see Lacan, but to say, rather, that it 
sees right through him.127 It does so looking for some other surrealist, or 
looking for some other moment of surrealism before Lacan (and Breton) 
ceded priority to the word, if not looking forward to some moment when 
the object world might return as the object of attention, some moment 
when the object would be felt to have outlived its obsolescence in a return 
of the suppressed and repressed. Of course, it is really Man Ray’s metro-
nome that has been looking: looking aggressively, looking “everywhere,” 
while knowing full well that by destroying the object you can in fact pre-
serve some other thing—the thingness of the object. Able to sense how 
the surrealists were tracking not the psyche but things, Benjamin con-
cludes his essay about them with an appropriately concrete trope: “They 
exchange, to a man, the play of human features for the face of an alarm 
clock that in each minute rings for sixty seconds.”128 The metronome 
watches to see whether we really can wake up.
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Concepts and
Objects, Words
and Things
(Philip K. Dick)
for Fredric Jameson

The mind . . . has perpetually to revise, or rather to recast,  
all its categories. But in this way it will attain to fluid concepts,  
capable of following reality in all its sinuosities and of adopting  
the very movement of the inward life of things.

h e N r I  B e r g S O N

The ultimate in paranoia is not when everyone is against you but  
when everything is against you. Instead of “My boss is plotting  
against me,” it would be “My boss’s phone is plotting against me.”

p h I lI p  k .  D I c k

Why, how, and at what cost does Philip K. Dick—over and against the 
wreckage piled up in his postapocalyptic environments, and despite 
any number of threats posed by the inanimate object world, as by that 
world’s dissipation into so many reality effects—how does he nonethe-
less preserve some faith in the “good object”: the good object that I want 
to read, across those pages that have helped to define postmodernism, as 
the remnant of some high- modernist aspiration? For within the socially 
and ontologically distressed surroundings that have made this fiction so 
famous, there remains something like “object possibility”: the chance 
that some thing about an object might mediate persons differently, that 
difference might glimmer within the object world as though in a crys-
tal ball. Along with their account of reification- as- usual—of present and 
future worlds commodified and rationalized to the point of transforming 
persons into things, and of denying things their thingness—the novels 
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enact a redemptive reification, conferring on particular and particular-
ized objects some value outside the regimes of use and exchange, objects 
that can irrupt as object- events . . . that have, you might say, eventfulness 
within them . . . that can, it seems, catalyze some crack in time’s homo-
geneity, some break through the continuum we know as human history 
. . . most recently known as modernity and postmodernity.

Such objects have been difficult for readers to bring into sharp focus. 
This is not least because Philip K. Dick—variously inspired by Heraclitus, 
Plato, Berkeley, Kant, Norbert Weiner, amphetamines, or LSD—found 
it difficult not to believe that “the empirical world was epiphenomenal,” 
difficult not to believe, for instance, that objects are “really informa-
tion and information processing which we substantialize.”1 The novel-
ist thus shares with that intellectual event of the 1960s—the impact of 
structuralism and cybernetics—an investment in system at the expense 
of empirical objects, objects newly relegated to the status of mere surface 
phenomena. Nonetheless, in the following pages I draw attention to the 
paradox of a particular object cathexis that decidedly tangles the informa-
tion loop. I then turn to those damaged (at times deranged) object worlds 
that seem to register a more widespread exasperation with the object cul-
ture of the postwar era, circa 1960. But any effort to curate Philip K. Dick 
within a historical exhibition (under the sign of structuralism, cybernet-
ics, Cold War containment, consumer culture, counterculture, or tech-
nological advance) should be unsettled by the wildly uncertain status of 
time, history, and contemporaneity in his fiction—a point that Fredric 
Jameson has made (despite his own will- to- historicize) with audible con-
tempt: “We may expect future scholarship to yield a volume of informa-
tion about current events in the American 1950s and early 1960s which 
threaten our appreciation of Dick’s inventiveness and ‘thinking.’”2 My 
own appreciation has been prompted by Dick’s reinvention of a certain 
modernist sentiment that conjures up the under- acknowledged place of 
pottery in a kind of transcultural and transhistorical “vernacular mod-
ernism” where the pot had emerged, thanks to the art critic and art his-
torian Herbert Read, as the epitome of plastic formalism.3 Finally, then, I 
offer a reading of the concrete abstractions that appear in The Man in the 
High Castle (1962), where words, in the form of a book, and things, in the 
form of handcrafted jewelry, seem to compete for the role of providing 
some egress from the claustrophobia of historicism, historicity, and his-
tory, here rendered as a postwar environment where the Allies have lost 
World War II and the formerly united United States has been divided be-
tween Japan and Nazi Germany. My argument most simply tells a story 
about the significance of the genre of science fiction for apprehending 
past, present, and future object worlds. But the chapter also pursues a 
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chiasmic trajectory that moves from abstractions that are designated as 
concrete (in the work of Louis Althusser) to concrete objects that are con-
sidered abstract (in the work of Read). And it demonstrates how popular 
culture, mass culture, or postmodernist culture can retrieve for us the 
remnants of a plastic modernism that has been effectively elided while 
the word and the image have so profoundly dominated our accounts of the 
twentieth century. This dynamic could be understood—thanks to Henri 
Bergson—as the actualization of the virtuality of modernism’s past.

1. Concepts and Objects, Systems and Things

Although the mise en scène of this redemptive reification must be, in 
some sense, the American objectscape of the 1960s, I would like to begin 
elsewhere—at first, elsewhere in place—with the preface that Louis 
Althusser published for a translation of Capital, volume one, in 1969. It 
is the well- known preface in which, posing the question “What is Capi-
tal?,” Althusser sharply differentiates Marx’s “greatest work” from the 
early works—those quasi- existentialist, or idealist, or humanist texts—
after which comes the “theoretical event,” the “epistemological break” 
(the notion borrowed from Gaston Bachelard’s conceptual history of sci-
ence and subsequently refunctioned by Foucault). The “break,” accord-
ing to Althusser, is announced in the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach; it is 
made manifest in Capital; it “opens up to scientific knowledge what can 
be called the ‘Continent of History.’” He argues that the human and social 
sciences (history and sociology and psychology and political economy, 
&c.) have provided no more than “preliminary knowledges,” whereas 
Marx provides the “theory which ‘opens up’ to scientific knowledge the 
‘continent’ in which they work.” All those disciplines are, and have been, 
in the grip of “the illusions in which they live and to whose maintenance 
they contribute.” The “theoretical revolution” provoked by Capital (not by 
Marx, but by Capital ) offers nothing less than the “theory which is indis-
pensable to every science”—indispensable because it can turn prelimi-
nary knowledge into scientific knowledge. The theory, like any theory, 
Althusser writes, is “a system of basic scientific concepts.” And, he claims, in 
an arch yet profound tautology: “These concepts are concepts.” In other 
words, he emphasizes, they are “abstract notions.”4

But the paradoxical point about such notions is that they “are not at all 
‘abstract’[;] quite the contrary.” The point is—when it comes, say, to “total 
surplus value,” or “socially necessary labour,” or “exchange value”—that 
these “notions” name phenomena that simultaneously remain intan-
gible and invisible and designate “actually existing realities.” Abstraction 
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is said to be scientific insofar as it specifies “a concrete reality which cer-
tainly exists but which it is impossible to ‘touch with one’s hands’ or ‘see 
with one’s eyes.’” Indeed, the conceptualized object is “infinitely more 
concrete, more effective than the objects one can ‘touch with one’s hands’ 
or ‘see with one’s eyes.’” (“Cet objet est terriblement concret en ce qu’il est 
infiniment plus concret, plus efficace, que les objets qu’on peut ‘toucher 
avec les mains’ ou ‘voir avec les yeux.’”)5 And indeed, to those readers of 
Marx who would point (in contrast) to the considerable empirical history 
that he surveys in the three volumes of Capital, Althusser insists, in his 
preface, that you “must not imagine that [he] is analyzing the concrete 
situation in England when he discusses it. He only discusses it in order 
to ‘illustrate’ his (abstract) theory of the capitalist mode of production” 
(77). Although Althusser is known for overcoming the infrastructural- 
superstructural divide with the concept of structural causality, there’s no 
denying that, here, he distinguishes between epiphenomena, “objects,” 
and those other phenomena—which is not to say concepts, exactly, but a 
more fundamental, objective reality that becomes perceptible and intel-
ligible through the act of conceptualization.

At the risk of sounding unabashedly tendentious, I want to suppose 
that Althusser provides us, in this preface to Capital, with the opportu-
nity to code Marx’s mature work as a kind of alternate history—presented 
as the real history, the scientific history, that lingers beneath (or within) 
lived life, the empirical everyday. This is to imagine reading Althusser’s 
Marx as occupying a literary subgenre of historical fiction, sometimes 
designated “allohistory,” that becomes manifest as parallel worlds in 
H. G. Wells’s Men Like Gods (1923) and has, as one of its best known ex-
amples, Phillip K. Dick’s Man in the High Castle (1962), his account of a 
postwar United States enduring conquest by the Axis powers.6 But in this 
case as in others, it turns out that there are simultaneous histories, rival 
realities occurring within the same temporal coordinates. In “Precious 
Artifact” (1964), a colonist returning from Mars to Terra (after the total 
war) endures the prototypical PKD (Phillip K. Dick) dilemma: “Would 
they ever show him the substance beneath the illusion?”7 In Time Out 
of Joint (1959), Ragle Gumm’s daily success with a newspaper puzzle in a 
fabricated small town of 1958 in fact sustains the defense of a 1998 earth 
against lunar attacks. At times, momentarily, the fabrication unravels: 
“The sides of the bus became transparent. He saw out into the street, 
the sidewalk and stones.”8 As the novelist himself put it, he kept writ-
ing versions of this story “over and over again”—in The Three Stigmata 
of Palmer Eldrich (1965), in Ubik (1969), in other novels from the decade, 
where the characters are “mass hallucinating a world” while experienc-
ing strange symptoms of some rival reality.9 Given Dick’s antipathy to 
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corporate America and his own feeling that Marxist readings of his work 
made sense, it is tempting to read that “mass wish- fulfillment hallucina-
tion shared by everyone” as the illusion of the quotidian itself, behind 
which lies the system of capital, a “totally untenable reality”; at times the 
menace—say, a government- owned corporation with the new “idea of 
creating an entire fake alternate world”—proves more severe than any-
thing perpetrated by the Culture Industry.10 But Marx the historical ma-
terialist never made it onto the reading list (Plato, Hume, Kant) from 
which Dick learned that “in a certain sense the empirical world was not 
truly real.”11 Thus my point is only that, circa 1960, both Louis Althusser 
and Philip K. Dick were at work imaging the simultaneous existence of 
two realities—one fully perceptible, and the other imperceptible but no 
less real (or indeed simply real).

Such science- fictional bifurcation might be said to enact a kind of 
structuralism, with empirical phenomena at once disguising and disclos-
ing some other reality. In VALIS (1981), Horselover Fat finds the point 
in Heraclitus: “Latent structure is master of obvious structure” (39). Of 
course, science fiction anticipated, then drew inspiration from, the work 
of Hugh Everett, whose “‘Relative State’ Formulation of Quantum Me-
chanics” (1957) explained that the multiplicities of the quantum world 
could resolve themselves into empirical phenomena only as parallel uni-
verses, only through a “many worlds interpretation” of the universe.12 
The plot of Flow My Tears, the Policeman Said (1974) depends on a drug 
that inhibits the “brain’s ability to exclude one unit of space from an-
other,” thus enabling “alternative spatial vectors” to appear, opening “up 
the entire range of spatial variation” so that a “whole new universe ap-
pears to the brain to be in the process of creation.”13 But the novelist was 
especially attracted to a linguistic model. In Time Out of Joint (1959) Ragle 
Gumm speculates: “Our reality, among words not things. No such thing 
as a thing anyhow; a gestalt in the mind. Thingness . . . sense of substance. 
An illusion. Word is more real than the object it represents.”14 At his most 
insistent—in VALIS—the point is far from speculative: “All creation is 
a language and nothing but a language.” Indeed, Horselover Fat is ob-
sessed by the idea that the physical universe “is really information which 
we substantialize. . . . The linking and relinking of objects by the Brain is 
actually a language, but not a language like ours (since it is addressing 
itself and not someone or something outside itself).” In other words, the 
physical universe amounts to “information and information processing” 
(23) within an autopoetic and self- sustaining system, making it clear, as 
Katherine Hayles has argued, that the discourse of cybernetics nurtured 
Dick’s “persistent suspicion that the objects surrounding us—and indeed 
reality itself—are fakes.”15 References to cybernetics appear in his earli-
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est stories. But all of this is to say, for my argument here, that just as the 
object was threatened with obsolescence in the world of conceptual art 
(as I recounted in chapter 3), so too, what we might consider the reality 
of the object world comes under new kinds of suspicion in the postwar 
decades, extending to the work of systems theory, the sociocybernetics 
where the habit of granting things reality remains (at best) a nuisance. 
With characteristically august irritability, Niklas Luhmann writes, “One 
of the worst aspects of language . . . is that predication is forced on the 
subjects of sentences; this suggests the idea, and reinforces the old habit 
of thinking, that we deal with ‘things,’ to which any qualities, relations, 
activities, or surprises must be ascribed. But the thing schema (and corre-
spondingly the interpretation of the world as ‘reality’) offers only a sim-
plified version of the fact dimension.”16

Somewhat less tendentiously, now, I want to imagine that Althusser’s 
notion of the “epistemological break” (understood as a rupture within 
intellectual biography, not as a depersonalized paradigm shift) can be 
deployed to caption those moments of revelation when characters see 
through “reality,” or indeed that event that took place in Philip K. Dick’s 
biography (known in the PKD world as “2- 3- 74,”), the psychotic break 
he experienced in February– March 1974 as a vision that he spent eight 
thousand pages of a journal (the Exegesis) and much of the rest of his life 
thinking through. In the profoundly autobiographical VALIS (an acro-
nym for “Vast Active Living Intelligence System”), this gets called a “the-
ophany . . . a self- disclosure of the divine” (37), experienced during “eight 
hours of lurid phosphene activity” (106), which, Horselover Fat explains 
to his friends, was a matter of God “fir[ing] a beam of pink light directly 
at him, at his head, his eyes” (20). It is within this break that he discovers 
that “the phenomenal world does not exist; it is a hypostasis of the infor-
mation processed by the Mind” (39).

But such discoveries in the novel are curiously complicated (compro-
mised, contradicted, or congested) by the persistent attention to a pot: 
“Stephanie brought Horselover Fat to God . . . by means of a little clay pot 
which she threw on her kickwheel, a kickwheel which Fat had helped her 
pay for, as a present on her eighteenth birthday.” The pot accrues mys-
tery and apparent potency as the plot develops, but right from the start 
the reader is told that “the pot was unusual in one way”: “In it slumbered 
God. He slumbered in the pot for a long time, for almost too long” (19). 
As a friend explains later in the novel, “Fat says God was sleeping in the 
pot and came out in March 1974—the theophany” (154). While the “self- 
disclosure of the divine” ramifies as the further disclosure that the object 
world is mere hypostasis, the disclosure itself originates within that ob-
ject world—indeed, within a specifically artifactual withinness.
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Fat himself calls the pot “Oh Ho because it seemed like a Chinese pot 
to him” (45), an act of naming that suggests that the pot—this pot—had 
already appeared in Deus Irae, a novel Dick began in the 1960s and com-
pleted and published, with Robert Zelazny, in 1976. In the twenty- first- 
century, postapocalyptic world, Peter Sands concocts various cocktails 
from the amphetamines left over from the nuclear war, “tripping out 
on drugs,” “seeking something,” striving, “via the medication, to lift the 
membrane, the curtain.”17 When he succeeds in achieving his epistemo-
logical break, at first he sees a “flaxen- haired youth” whom he takes to be 
Christ, wearing a toga, “built like a blacksmith,” holding an open book, 
its pages composed in Greek. Then, turning, he “ma[kes] out the bob-
bing, floating image of a small clay pot, a modest object, fired but with-
out glaze; merely hardened” (30). Although this is “a utilitarian object, 
from the soil of the ground,” the pot talks to him: “It was lecturing him 
against being awed—which he had been—and he appreciated it. ‘I’ll tell 
you my name,’ the pot said, ‘I’m Oh Ho’” (30–31). Over the course of the 
exchange (the pot explaining that the previous figure had come from 
“Sumerian times”), this name changes to “Ho Oh,” and finally to “Ho On,” 
before the object shimmers into disappearance. Later, a priest explains 
that the name is not Chinese but Greek, “a name God gave himself in 
the Bible . . . . The Most Holy? The On High? The Ultimate Power?” (41). 
But rather than any kind of grandiosity, it is the pot’s ordinariness and 
its humility that makes it significant. “We are alike, you and I, equals in 
a certain real way, made from the same stuff” (31). On the one hand, this 
sounds banally biblical; on the other, it sounds like an object’s version of 
the constructivist conviction that “things . . . must be equals, comrades.”18 
This is not a relation of knowing subject to known object, but a freshly 
disclosed ontological intimacy and a thingness that becomes a politics of 
the ordinary expressed by the “little clay pot which came from the earth 
and can, like you, be smashed into bits and return to the earth, which 
lives only as long as your kind does” (31).

Both pots would appear to have their biographical origin in a pot that 
was given to Dick by a student at Mills College. Breaking news for the 
PKD world in July 2008 reported that Tessa Dick (the novelist’s fifth wife) 
had decided to sell “Oh Ho” on eBay. In fact, she was selling two pots, 
the one Phil identified as Oh Ho and another, more likely made by the 
student (Tess wrote), that is a pitcher.19 The comment suggests that she 
hadn’t recently reread VALIS, where the object’s precise form remains 
ambiguous. In the eponymous film VALIS, which the characters view 
within the novel, the pot mysteriously reappears (144), showing up in 
different places and at different moments, at times just subliminally, and 
at times in different forms: sometimes the pot appears as a pot and some-
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times—as Fat’s friend Kevin explains—the pot appears as a pitcher: “‘Did 
you notice the pot?’ Kevin said, ‘The little clay pot—like the one you have. 
. . . It also appears as a pitcher’” (144–45). In Fat’s subsequent travels, as 
he reports to his friends, he finds “the pot” in a museum in Athens, a 
twenty- four- hundred- year- old poros krater that shares with the pot in 
the film the mark of “Crick and Watson’s double helix model” (for DNA), 
here inscribed as the “intertwined snakes of the caduceus” (223). The pot 
thus serves as a kind of centripetal force, constellating (if not conflating) 
the filmic and nonfilmic, the ancient and the contemporary (“the super-
imposition of ancient Rome and modern California,” for instance [209]), 
the virtual and the actual, . . . earth and heaven, . . . deities and mortals. 
God may pro ject the object world, but he also resides within it; the clue 
to the information system resides both within and beyond the system: 
“Who or what is [the] V[ast] A[ctive] L[iving] I[ntelligence] S[ystem]? The 
clue is the ceramic pot or ceramic pitcher; same thing” (152).

To summarize, then: On the one hand, as reported in Horselover Fat’s 
tractate (a version of Dick’s Exegesis), “the universe is information and 
we are stationary in it, not three- dimensional and not in space or time. 
The information fed to us we hypostatize into the phenomenal world” 
(“Entry 14,” 110). On the other, the narrator (Phil) explains that “Fat’s en-
counter with God—the true God—had come through the little pot Oh 
Ho,” a three- dimensional object, “which Stephanie had thrown for him 
on her kickwheel” (65). But Deus Irae would seem to establish the fact 
that objects can possess value, power, and meaning (for instance) with-
out possessing that thing we call objectivity. Rather than the questions 
that have come to make Philip K. Dick so famous—What is real? What is 
human? What is posthuman?—other questions intrigue me: questions 
about what role objects play in human life, what kind of knowledge they 
congeal, what kinds of agency they assume. And as for reality, the sim-
plest way of understanding Dick’s fixation on pottery is to sense how, in 
the 1967 scenario for a novel (never completed) that uncharacteristically 
assuages the central ambiguity, he posits potting as a figure for hypos-
tasizing: “If this half- completed ersatz world is capable of answering Joe 
Protagoras’ needs, then it is real—in the sense that it provides material 
out of which he can fashion a reasonably tolerable life. . . . The ersatz, 
half- completed world . . . gives Joe Protagoras a field in which to work 
creatively” as “an artist, and this ersatz world is the lump of clay out of 
which he will fashion his own idiosyncratic reality.”20 This is to suppose 
that Dick could imagine a little clay pot not so much in the real world but 
as the “real world” thrown by the human psyche.
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2. Object Cultures

In what Kristin Ross calls a “prehistory of postmodernism in France” she 
has explained how the structuralist, antihumanist Marxism of Althusser 
and his followers could hardly square with anticolonial thought.21 While 
“no serious French intellectual could invoke ‘man’ without blushing,” the 
most eloquent subjects of colonization—Fanon, Césaire, Memmi—“did 
nothing but claim for themselves the status of man” (163). Among other, 
less obviously charged, casualties of structuralism, Ross charts the fate of 
history, of the everyday, and of objects.22 “Structural man takes the real, 
decomposes it, then recomposes it in view of creating the general intelli-
gibility underlying the object; he creates the object’s simulacrum” (161). 
Thus, after his “sociohistorical analysis of the object world” in Mytholo-
gies (1957), Barthes comes to “abandon nonverbal materials and limits 
himself to analyzing only ‘language objects’” (182) in Eléments de sémiolo-
gie (1964) and, more paradoxically, in Le système de la mode (1967).23 On 
such grounds, a similar tale could be told of Jean Baudrillard, whose first 
book, Le système des objets (1967), unfolds as a sequence of materialist 
investigations into the practical or signifying function of objects within 
everyday life, but who soon establishes his reputation as the theorist of 
the hyperreal, deploying the fiction of Philip K. Dick (such as The Simu-
lacrum [1964]) as a paradigmatic marker of the derealization of the “so- 
called real word.”24 Ross situates this forsaking of nonverbal materials 
in the material context of the era’s profound change in the production 
and distribution of objects, and in the object- mediation of the social and 
the political, which she describes as a kind of Americanization: “moder-
nity” gets “measured against American standards”; American imports 
(“stainless steel, Formica, and plastic”) are championed “as modern and 
as clean” (90); the economy enters “more and more into collaboration, 
or fusion with, American capitalism” (7); “American- style mass culture” 
begins to take hold (10); and “daily life . . . increasingly appear[s] to un-
fold in a space where objects tend[] to dictate to people their gestures and 
movements—gestures . . . that for the most part ha[ve] to be learned from 
watching American films” (5). The French elision of the inanimate object 
world accompanies an Americanization of that world.

But the Americanization of France and regions elsewhere (Germany, 
Japan, the UK) occurs simultaneously with, as it were, the Americaniza-
tion of the United States, where new scales of production and distribu-
tion prompt new object ideologies. Nixon iconically defines freedom, in 
his 1959 debate with Khrushchev, as the consumer’s freedom of choice: 
“Diversity, the right to chose . . . . is the most important thing. . . . We 
have many different manufacturers and many different kinds of wash-
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ing machines so that housewives have a choice.”25 American superiority 
lay in the consumerist security of a suburban domestic lifestyle. The most 
fundamental ideological change within postwar consumerism, Lizabeth 
Cohen has argued, lies in the solidification of a consumer nationalism. 
“Mass consumption in postwar America would not be a personal indul-
gence, but rather a civic responsibility designed [as Life put it] to pro-
vide ‘full employment and improved living standards for the rest of the 
nation.’”26 Such a nexus between citizenship and consumption, locally 
manifest in the new shopping centers that were promoted as community 
centers, reenergized the faith in the insatiability of consumer desire. By 
1965, Jack Strauss, the chairman of Macy’s, could review the recent past 
and declare that the nation’s “economy keeps growing because our ability 
to consume is endless. The consumer goes on spending regardless of how 
many possessions he has.”27

But while historians have charted this shift in how objects were meant 
to mediate individual and group identity (the citizen, the housewife, 
the community), they have been less attentive to those high- cultural 
and mass- cultural efforts to represent or register a quotidian object cul-
ture that’s run amuck: say, Thomas Pynchon’s self- propelled can of hair 
spray uncontrollably atomizing, “hissing malignantly . . . bounc[ing] off 
the toilet seat . . . . collid[ing] with a mirror . . . . zoom[ing] over to the 
enclosed shower . . . around three tile walls, up to the ceiling, past the 
light”; or Vladimir Nabokov’s Pnin, his life “a constant war with insen-
sate objects that fell apart,” a war in which the “frame of his spectacles 
would snap in mid- bridge,” in which the “zipper a gentleman depends 
on most would come loose in his puzzled hand”; the new art’s refabrica-
tion, reproduction, and gigantic replication of consumer object culture, 
from cars (John Chamberlain) to soup and soap (Warhol) to plugs and 
light switches (Claes Oldenburg); or Lucille Ball’s ritual wrestling match 
with oven and toaster, or any number of episodes from the first four sea-
sons of The Twilight Zone (1959–63) in which characters are terrified by 
an inanimate object world that’s come to life.28 Philip K. Dick, beyond 
his homogenizing images of postwar detritus, intensifies this portrait of 
an object culture (way) beyond human control. In “Colony” (1953), an 
early story describing a planet considered good for colonizing, objects 
turn out to be animated by an evil force: “The towel wrapped around his 
wrist, yanking him against the wall. Rough cloth pressed over his mouth 
and nose. He fought wildly, pulling away.”29 In Ubik (1969) an apartment’s 
automatic door, refusing to admit Joe Chip until it gets paid, waxes legal-
istic: “Look in the purchase contract you signed when you bought this 
conapt.”30

The challenge that androids pose to the ontological stability of the 
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human in Dick’s fiction has (quite reasonably) obscured the more casual 
and ubiquitous permeability between the animate and inanimate, the 
vocal and the voiceless, the agential and the passive, so that passengers 
have conversations not with a cab driver but with the “autonomic cab” 
itself, as in the final lines of Now Wait for Last Year (1966): “‘I can see what 
you mean, sir,’ the cab broke in. ‘It would mean no other life for you be-
yond caring for her.’”31 Indeed, when Dick is not charting “the tyranny of 
an object,” as one character calls it in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
(1968), his animate object world seems to prefigure Bruno Latour’s con-
ceptualization of a sociality that includes both persons and things.32 For 
Latour, “the extension of speech to nonhumans” amounts to a prelimi-
nary step toward interrupting the “cold war between objects and sub-
jects,” a cold war whose ramifications he has variously charted, not least 
with the idea of imagining some new political ecology. “As soon as we 
stop taking nonhumans as objects,” he asserts, in his ongoing effort to dis-
close the agency of the nonhuman, “as soon as we allow them to enter the 
collective in the form of new entities with uncertain boundaries, entities 
that hesitate, quake, and induce perplexity, it is not hard to see that we 
can grant them the designation of actors.”33 All this is to suppose, then, 
that even as certain intellectual currents of the 1960s seemed to wash 
things away, an undertow not only preserved them but in fact animated 
them in a way that anticipates not a poststructuralism that amounts to 
“materialism without matter” (in Derrida’s phrase) but a postsociologi-
cal effort to distribute agency beyond the human.34 The loquacious pot 
in Deus Irae makes it clear—“We are alike you and I . . . made from the 
same stuff”—that such distribution does not depend on high technology.

But such a point might amount to the platitude that time—in the 
world of Philip K. Dick—is always time out of joint. Indeed, just when, in 
Ubik, the novelist seems most attentive to his contemporary American 
object culture—toasters and deodorant and long- line bras and bottled 
Italian dressing—the very notion of the contemporary (of contempo-
raneity) gives way. This is the story of human half- lifers (living beyond 
their death in cryonic suspension), about precogs who can picture the 
future, about telepaths, about “heteropsychic infusion”; it is the story of a 
corporate battle unfolding in the form of deadly serious mind games. But 
for all the cognitive theatrics, the drama still unfolds within—or as—the 
inanimate object world undergoing mysterious and momentous change. 
Each chapter opens with an epigraph that reads like an advertisement:

Pop tasty Ubik into your toaster, made only from fresh fruit and health-
ful all- vegetable shortening. Ubik makes breakfast a feast, puts zing into 
your thing! Safe when handled as directed. (748)
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But no ad has any apparent relation to the events or the scene of the chap-
ter itself, and each has only an opaque relation to the previous and sub-
sequent ads:

Perk up pouting household surfaces with new miracle Ubik, the easy- to- 
apply, extra- shiny, nonstick plastic coating. Entirely harmless if used as 
directed. Saves endless scrubbing, glides you right out of the kitchen. 
(676)

Nonetheless, this comic mismatch between one epigraph and another, 
as between epigraph and chapter, squares with the intensifying disjunc-
tions within the plot, above all the noncontemporaneity of the object 
world itself: the reversion of matter to earlier forms, a series of “meta-
morphoses” that amount to devolution, the object world of 1939 insinu-
ating itself into 1992: “I can’t keep objects from regressing,” as Joe Chip 
puts it. “Prior forms . . . must carry on an invisible, residual life in every 
object. The past is latent, is submerged, but still there, capable of rising 
to the surface once the later imprinting unfortunately—and against ordi-
nary experience—vanished” (725). The TV set reverts to an “oldtime AM 
radio, complete with antenna and ground wires” (724). This is not entropy 
(“the entire planet . . . disintegrat[ing] into junk,” as it does in Androids 
[497]) but a “retrograde force,” with “archaic forms . . . moving toward 
domination” (712). As Joe Chip approaches a “retail home- art outlet” a 
“computer- controlled . . . self- service enterprise selling ten- thousand 
commodities for the modern conapt,” he recognizes a “shimmer, an un-
steadiness,” an “oscillation” of the building as though it were “alive”; “at 
the amplitude of instability, it resolved itself into a tiny, anachronistic 
drugstore with rococo ornamentation,” displaying “hernia belts, rows of 
correction eyeglasses, a mortar and pestle, jars of assorted tablets” (752). 
An afterimage of the past becomes newly present in object form.

It might make sense to say that there is something Proustian about the 
amplitude of the past’s return. (In Flow My Tears, a copy of Remembrance 
of Things Past sits on a wicker table, although it sits there unread [35].) But 
in fact the pressure of the past, dislodged from any individuated mem-
ory, seems more strictly Bergsonian: “In reality, the past is preserved 
by itself, automatically. In its entirety, probably, it follows us at every 
instant . . . leaning over the present which it is about to join, pressing 
against the portals of consciousness that would fain leave it outside.”35 
As Deleuze has emphasized, for Bergson the unconscious is not psycho-
logical, but ontological.36 This is why Benjamin could draw on Bergson 
to imagine a materialist historiography that depends on a “method of re-
ceiving the things [of the past] into our space. We don’t displace our being 



 Concepts and Objects, Words and Things 137

into theirs; they step into our life.”37 In Ubik, the “past is latent, is sub-
merged, but still there, capable of rising to the surface”; for Benjamin, 
too, object agency entails the power of things past to assert their present 
presence.

Of course, Dick deploys temporal disjuncture as a standard plot de-
vice, and in Martian Time- Slip (1964), among other novels, he under-
stands the disjuncture cognitively: he considers the basis of schizophre-
nia, as of autism, to be a “fundamental disturbance in time- sense.”38 
Indeed, in “Schizophrenia and The Book of Changes,” he not only develops 
the point that “what distinguishes schizophrenic existence from that 
which the rest of us like to imagine we enjoy is the element of time”; he 
goes on to assert that “the schizophrenic is engulfed in an endless now” 
and that the LSD trip amounts to a “vertical opening forth of synchro-
nicity.”39 But as Deleuze would say of Bergson, in Ubik “the past is pure 
ontology” (56). Nonetheless, given that Joe Chip experiences the hypos-
tasis of the anachronistic drugstore while he’s alone, there remains some 
doubt about whether to consider the event ontological or psychological, 
collective or individual. The oscillation between the two registers is what 
Benjamin works to resolve from Proust’s understanding of experience: 
experience (Erfahrung) in “the strict sense of the word” combines “certain 
contents of the individual past” with “material from the collective past.” 
To explain his point, he relies on two tropes, shifting, however slightly, 
from the verbal to the plastic, the aural to the tactile: a story does not 
“convey an event per se” but “embeds the event in the life of the story-
teller in order to pass it on as experience to those listening. It thus bears 
the trace of the storyteller, much the way an earthen vessel bears the 
trace of the potter’s hand.”40

3. The Mass Ponderability of the Object

Science fiction is the literary subgenre most concerned with the object 
world—with, say, environment as opposed to character. Philip K. Dick 
agreed with other writers and readers of science fiction “that the true 
protagonist of an SF story or novel is an idea and not a person,” but the 
magnetism of that idea, as he himself acknowledged, generally assumes 
object form: “the doorknob that winks at the protagonist,” for instance, 
in the opening of Henry Kuttner’s Fairy Chessmen.41 If, as Jacques Ran-
cière has repeatedly argued, Balzac’s and Flaubert’s disregard “for any 
hierarchy between foreground and background, and ultimately between 
men and things” constituted a politics of literature—“the hallmark of 
democracy”—then you could say that science fiction tends to assert a 
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new hierarchy, things having been foregrounded to the point of enact-
ing some new tyranny.42 Science fiction is also the literary, filmic, tele-
visual, and digital genre that has had a distinct impact on our physical 
environment, from Star Trek’s design prototype for cell phones to the 
novelistic contribution to new battlefield technologies, such as drones. 
This is why, in P. W. Singer’s Wired for War (2009), an account of the faith 
that war will be conducted without men, he devotes a chapter to the role 
science fiction has played in the military imagination: Robert Heinlein’s 
Starship Troopers (1959) inspired the idea of global positioning systems, of 
surgical strikes, of powered armor exoskeletons; Orson Scott Card’s End-
er’s Game (1985) provided the military with the idea of extensive virtual 
training, and Card became a military consultant. Such an impact has not 
been confined to the United States. But Japanese science fiction, no less 
inspirational, generally heroizes the robot and autonomous technology. 
According to one robotics professor from Waseda University, “The ma-
chine is a friend of humans in Japan”—not least, Singer argues, because 
within Shintoism “both animate and inanimate objects, from rocks to 
trees to robots, have spirit or soul just like a person.”43

The machine (as opposed to the pot) is more often a soulless threat 
in the world of Philip K. Dick. Thus, in “Autofac” (1955), which depicts a 
world “seared flat, cauterized by repeated H- bomb blasts,” the network 
of underground factories, which have been “rigged” by the “Cyberneti-
cists” in “the early days of the Total Global Conflict,” fail to recognize 
that humans are willing to “resume control of industrial production” in 
the postwar moment.44 An automatic truck cannot be interrupted: “The 
truck regarded them calmly, its receptors blank and impassive. It was 
doing its job” (204). Recognizing that the factories are on the brink of 
depleting the earth’s resources, the men successfully explode one of the 
underground outfits. But in its death throes, the factory “spurt[s] out [a] 
torrent of metal seeds”—seeds that contain microscopic machines that 
assume the task of starting to build miniature “replica[s] of the demol-
ished factories” (226, 225). The tyranny of things, indeed.

Philip K. Dick came to distinguish himself, among science fiction 
writers, precisely because he devoted himself to questions posed not by 
technology but by his own version of cybernetics, informatics, and game 
and system theory, and to a cornucopia of psy phenomena. Nonethe-
less, Fredric Jameson has drawn attention to the tarnished and toxic ob-
ject worlds in the work: not to the mechanical- organic unhuman- human 
axes that have fascinated cybercriticism, but to the damaged, dislodged, 
and disintegrating objects that populate so much of this fiction. In his 
memorial tribute to the “Shakespeare of Science Fiction” (1982), Jameson 
described Dick’s concept of “kipple”: his “personal vision of entropy in a 
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late twentieth- century object world . . . that tends to disintegrate under 
its own momentum, disengaging films of dust over all its surfaces, grow-
ing spongy, tearing apart like rotten cloth or becoming as unreliable 
as a floorboard you put your foot through.”45 In Do Androids Dream of 
Electric Sheep (1968), J. R. Isidore explains to a new inhabitant of an all- 
but- abandoned apartment building in the post– World War III era that 
“kipple is useless objects, like junk mail or match folders after you use 
the last match or gum wrappers. . . . When nobody’s around, kipple re-
produces itself. For instance, if you go to bed leaving any kipple around 
your apartment, when you wake up the next morning there’s twice as 
much of it. It always gets more and more. . . . The entire universe is mov-
ing toward a final state of total, absolute kipple- ization” (480–81). As in 
“Autofac,” the inorganic object world overwhelms the human because it 
reproduces itself.

But things represent not only problems—the object world gone 
amuck. They also offer possibilities. “The post- catastrophic perspective 
may explain,” Jameson writes, “why in Dick’s novels, as in other kinds 
of populism, handicraft skill (especially potting) becomes the privileged 
form of productive labor” (361). This is what he terms, in the Postmod-
ernism book, “the ‘petit bourgeois’ valorization of small craftsmanship.”46 
But as I’ve already tried make clear, it is not just potting as a form of 
work, but the form of the pot as such—not just the process but also the 
product—that commands the novelist’s attention.

Which is not to deny the frequency with which potters appear in Dick’s 
novels, generally cast as minor heroes. Despite its interplanetary travel 
and autonomic cabs and homeopapes and “thermosealed interbuilding 
commute cars” and “psychiatric suitcases,” The Three Stigmata of Palmer 
Eldritch (1964) all but begins with a domestic scene of craftsmanship, a 
man watching his wife throw and decorate pots: “In the living room his 
wife sat in her blue smock, painstakingly painting an unfired ceramic 
piece with glaze; her tongue protruded and her eyes glowed . . . the brush 
moved expertly and he could see already that this was going to be a good 
one” (240). Despite her success at the “most exclusive art- object shops” 
in New Orleans and San Francisco (249), Emily’s work is rejected by the 
Perky Pat market, which miniaturizes objects for the domestic environ-
ments psychically inhabited by the colonists on Mars, who have been 
“transported [thanks to the drug Can- D] out of local time and local space” 
and into the doll layouts. Emily’s failure distinguishes her work from 
such goods as the “Werner simulated- handwrought living [neck]tie” (its 
“colors . . . a primitive life form”) as from Palmer Eldritch’s overproduc-
tion of “consumer goods . . . piled up in unlikely places where no colo-
nists existed. . . . Mountains of debris, they had become, as the weather 
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corroded them bit by bit” (242–43). Her failure secures that utopian cele-
bration of the “conscious sensuous pleasure in the work itself,” as William 
Morris had put it.47

The potter enjoys a kind of revenge on the market in Flow My Tears, 
the Policeman Said (1974). Mary Anne Dominic appears late in the 
 novel—a potter on her way to ship a couple of her pieces—but she is 
the one who helps the protagonist to escape the police and to reestab-
lish his identity. Subsequently resisting his multimedia scheme to propel 
her career, she expresses satisfaction with her own sense of craft: “I’m 
very happy. I know I’m a good potter; I know that the stores, the good 
ones, like what I do” (184). Then, in an uncharacteristically closural epi-
logue, the narrator reports that Dominic eventually “won a major inter-
national prize for her ceramic kitchenware” (228); indeed, in the closing 
lines of the novel, we’re told that a blue vase of hers “wound up in a col-
lection of modern pottery. It remains there to this day, and is much trea-
sured. And, in fact, by a number of people who know ceramics, openly 
and genuinely cherished. And loved” (231).48 Just as the woman herself, 
“young, heavy- set, but with beautiful auburn hair” (168), helps to settle 
the protagonist, so the modern vase serves to settle the two competing 
realities—“two space corridors,” one “an actuality; one . . . a latent pos-
sibility among many” (211–12). And the modern vase distinguishes itself 
not only from the world of mass culture but also from the private world 
of antique- collecting (from guns and stamps and vinyl records to medi-
eval chess sets and Tarot cards). Indeed, the affection and admiration 
accorded the blue vase in the novel’s final sentences suggests that Dick 
means to accomplish more than privileging “handicraft skill” or valoriz-
ing “small craftsmanship”; the accomplishment occurs in an era when 
the new popularity of crafts coincided with their effective dismissal from 
art history.

When, in The Galactic Pot- Healer (1969), the novelist finally fashions 
the potter as a primary protagonist, he does so with characteristic perver-
sity, but also with clarity. Like his father before him, Joe Fenwright is an 
incomparable restoration artist—“a ceramic pot was a wonderful thing, 
and each that he healed became an object which he loved”—but he lives 
in a totalitarian United States of 2040, where there is no longer any pot-
tery to restore. There is no ceramic, only plastic. It is a world where any 
number of crafts have become obsolete, a world where the “dignity of 
work” no longer makes sense, a world where unemployment is the famil-
iar fate: “Along the sidewalks of the city the vast animallike gasping entity 
which was the mass of Cleveland’s unemployed—and unemployable—
gathered and stood, stood and waited, waited and fused into a lump 
both unstable and sad.”49 Summoned to another planet to restore the 
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pottery that sank beneath the sea with an ancient cathedral, Fenwright 
achieves a kind of existential rejuvenation, confronted with cartons of 
potsherds and provided with extraordinary equipment. But the novel’s 
attention to this scene of craftsmanship (which is merely a scene, given 
that the work is interrupted before it begins) pales beside its attention 
to his mesmerizing discovery, underwater, of an enormous pot:50 “‘It’s a 
volute krater,’ Joe said. ‘Very large.’ Already he could distinguish colors 
emanating from it toward him, the colors which bound him more firmly 
to this spot than all the cords and seaweed, all the other snares. . . . ‘It’s 
superb,’ he said simply” (120–21). Fenwright’s aesthetic encounter with 
the krater, like his elaborate knowledge (“a flambé glaze . . . of reduced 
copper,” while in “places” looking “almost like ‘dead leaf ’ glaze” [122]), 
cautions against domesticating Dick’s attention to pottery into “popu-
lism” and the California craft culture of the 1960s (which would include 
his wife’s handcrafted jewelry business, for which he himself worked in 
1961).51 That movement did imagine establishing “a new domestic order 
where mundane aspects of life might be elevated and transformed into 
meaningful artistic expression,” over and against the routines solidified 
by the new postwar object culture.52 But such high aspirations coincided 
with a “nadir” within art history: “craft” had been utterly disaggregated 
from “art”; as one curator quipped, “Ceramics is occasionally the subject 
of art history, but more often is its victim.”53

Philip K. Dick’s pottery seems more recognizable within the light 
cast by a broader twentieth- century perspective, such as that provided 
in my first chapter. This included Ernst Bloch’s postwar Spirit of Utopia 
(1918), which begins with the “intensifying fullness” he experiences in his 
“self- encounter” with a pitcher (Krug), and Martin Heidegger’s postwar, 
postatomic lecture “Das Ding” (1950), which focuses on a potter and the 
thrown jug (Krug) as way of gaining access to the thingness of things. (He 
shared with Dick the Heraclitan belief that “the nature of things is in the 
habit of concealing itself” [VALIS, 39].) In a word: pottery (so timeless as 
to be essential both to Gilgamesh and to Robinson Crusoe) surfaces as an 
object of postwar fascination, a means of gaining access—through the 
object at hand—to whatever relief from modernity might be.

But that familiar fascination should not distract attention away from 
the history of the conceptualization of the pot in modernism, a history 
that makes particular sense of Dick’s own fixation—not just on pots but 
also on abstract material forms. This history had its unanticipated origins 
in English Pottery (1924), coauthored by Bernard Rackham and Herbert 
Read, the poet and literary critic who, following his military service in 
the war and subsequent service at the Treasury, was transferred to the 
post of assistant keeper of ceramics at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 
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1922. Their book on pottery (not ceramics) abruptly interrupted the many 
English histories that narrated a steady progress in ceramic art from the 
coarse to the elegant, from “mere peasant work” to the work of Wedg-
wood, with no “account of the nature of pottery”—which, in their under-
standing, had been steadily compromised since the eighteenth century. 
Drawing attention to very early work, and objecting to much of the sub-
sequent painted decoration, they pronounced that “pottery is, at its best, 
an abstract art,” which should be recognized as “plastic art in its most ab-
stract form.”54 Pottery (and what we would now call the medium speci-
ficity of pottery) soon became a cause célèbre within the English press 
(the Times, the Observer, the Spectator, the Manchester Guardian, &c.).55 
And for Read, on his way to becoming one of the century’s first great ex-
positors of modern sculpture, pottery catalyzed (or, say, materialized) a 
new conceptualization of art. “Pottery is pure art,” he goes on to write, in 
The Meaning of Art (1931); “it is freed from any imitative function.”56 In 
this historical survey committed to understanding “all art” as “the devel-
opment of formal relations,” and to understanding “aesthetic sensibility” 
as that which “corresponds to the element of form in art,” modernist ab-
stract art enjoys special attention. But not at the expense of pottery: “Pot-
tery is at once the simplest and the most difficult of all arts. It is the sim-
plest because it is the most elemental; it is the most difficult because it is 
the most abstract” (40–41).

In The Meaning of Art, Read also refuses to distinguish between the art-
ist and the artisan—“The distinction between the ‘fine’ and ‘applied’ arts 
is a pernicious one” (49)—and that refusal becomes the argumentative 
force of Art and Industry (1934), his manifesto in behalf of industrial de-
sign. In an argument that resonates more with Walter Gropius than with 
William Morris, he argues that once we “recognize the abstract nature 
of the essential element in art,” we can appreciate how industrially pro-
duced useful objects can “appeal to the aesthetic sensibility as abstract 
art,” with an “appeal” that is “rational and irrational,” which is to say “ap-
preciated by intuitional modes of apprehension.”57 Predictably, pottery 
not only receives extensive attention (58–61, 96); the “simple industry of 
pottery” also becomes the closing, paradigmatic case for “the industrial 
production of objects of use” (117). For Read, then, pottery exemplifies 
the resolution not only of artist and artisan, but also of art and indus-
try, all the while epitomizing “pure art” not on the grounds of some au-
tonomy from the regimes of use and exchange but on the grounds of its 
autonomy from mimetic representation. He differentiates his argument 
from Morris’s vilification of machinery, and it should be differentiated 
from Heidegger’s technophobia, despite Read’s own anarchist antipathy 
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to modern society and culture. The concept of handicraft is unimportant 
to Read; what matters is the status of the object as a concrete abstraction.

It is not the craft of potting, though, but the craft of welding that 
achieves that ideal in The Man in the High Castle (1962), still Dick’s best- 
known novel, where the results of the work—strange, handcrafted 
jewelry that is at once exquisitely formed and unformed, amorphous—
prove far more compelling than the work of production itself. They are 
the source of an incomparable aesthetic and spiritual satisfaction, the site 
of a modernist, indeed high- modernist, all- but- Heideggerian apprecia-
tion. The “cultured, educated,” and “elite” Japanese man Paul Kasoura ob-
serves of the strange handcrafted jewelry, “Here is a piece of metal which 
has been melted until it has become shapeless. It represents nothing. Nor 
does it have design, of any intentional sort. It is merely amorphous. One 
might say, it is mere content, deprived of form.”58 Read might say that 
the jewelry is “plastic art in its most abstract form.” Deleuze and Guattari 
might say that the vital “matter- movement” of the metal “overspills the 
form.”59 And you might say of the “piece of metal” that it is a thing, not 
an object, or a thing resisting certain object form, with its “substance,” 
contra Aristotle, residing in matter. The object, in other words, has the 
form of no form; it is a kind of formless form, having taken the shape of 
shapelessness; it is more sublime than beautiful, in the sense that it lies 
beyond comprehension and yet is neither threatening nor terrifying but 
very simply soothing.60

Though it is plain how this attention to the handcrafted jewelry ad-
umbrates Dick’s subsequent attention to pottery (pot or pitcher: same 
thing), the amorphous pieces of metal also bear a relation to those scenes 
of formlessness in his other novels, from the grimy and cluttered apart-
ments to the more pervasively entropic: “He heard the kipple coming, the 
final disorder of all forms, the absence of which would win out” (Androids, 
585). The point about the jewelry—indeed, you might say the point about 
abstract art—is its capacity to resist the figurative and evade the familiar 
without succumbing to the entropic. On the one hand, “Eventually every-
thing within the building would merge, would be faceless and identical, 
mere pudding- like kipple piled to the ceiling of each apartment. And, 
after that, the uncared- for building itself would settle into shapelessness” 
(Androids, 448). On the other, the very fact that the piece of jewelry “is a 
miserable, small, worthless blob . . . . contributes to its possessing wu. . . . 
an entire new world is pointed to by this” (Man, 156). The crafted object—
as the abstract other thing—manifests an energetic release from mimetic 
form; so doing, it serves as a kind of conduit to a world that is not this 
world, which is to say that, by Kasoura’s light, it is the source of some 



144 Chapter Four

kind of immanent transcendence. Within a plastic register, this is some-
thing like the difference between the work of Claes Oldenburg and that 
of Henry Moore; while the soft objects of the former (light switches, toi-
lets, fans) express the lassitude of things and the weight of their having- 
to- be in a human world, the latter’s rounded and abstract carvings seem 
to incarnate the vitality of material itself, what the artist called “a pent- 
up energy, an intense life of its own, independent of the object it may 
represent.”61 The effort to access this energy is the effort to disclose a dy-
namic thingness that exceeds the object form (on which it nonetheless 
depends).

The novel itself, though, does not juxtapose forms of formlessness. 
Rather, it juxtaposes abstract art to the abstractions of ideology, and it 
does so early in the novel, in an exchange between Mr. Baynes, posing 
as a Swedish businessman, and the German artist Alex Lotze, traveling 
to San Francisco for an exhibition of his work “arranged by Dr. Goebbels’ 
office” (36). Baynes expresses his taste for the “old prewar cubists and 
abstractionists”; the artist insists that such art “represented a period of 
spiritual decadence, of spiritual chaos,” supported by “Jewish and capi-
talist millionaires” (34). In his subsequent meditation on the “psychotic 
world we live in,” Baynes (who is in fact a German working against the 
Reich) concludes that the source of the “frenzied and demented” psyche 
of the Nazis lies in the ability—and in the will—to believe that abstrac-
tions are concrete: “Their view; it is cosmic. Not of a man here, a child 
there, but an abstraction: race, land. Volk. Land. Blut. Ehre . . . . The ab-
stract is real, the actual is invisible to them. Die Güte, but not good men, 
this good man” (38). The novel deploys the actual abstract thing as a node 
through which to evade the work of reified abstractions.

You could hear in Kasoura’s account of the jewelry something of the 
modernist sculptural aspiration for the nonfigurative, conveyed in 1928, 
when Constantin Brancusi told Isamu Noguchi how lucky he was to be 
in a generation that “could look forward to uninhibited and true abstrac-
tions,” and when Noguchi himself was “interested in getting a certain 
plasticity of form, like something alive.”62 The jewelry—like the small 
organic abstractions of Jean Arp—expresses what Read came to concep-
tualize as “vitalism.” When Barbara Hepworth visited Arp’s studio in Paris 
in 1932, she wrote that “the idea—the imaginative concept— actually is 
the giving of life and vitality to material. . . . Vitality is not a physical, 
organic attribute of sculpture—it is a spiritual inner life.”63 A vitalist like 
Henry Moore, Read writes in The Philosophy of Modern Art, “believes that 
behind the appearance of things there is some kind of spiritual essence, a 
force of immanent being which is only partially revealed in actual living 
forms.”64 Formless form might thus be said to disclose a different dis-
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crepancy between illusion and reality, between the object forms that our 
world has assumed and the forms to which materials themselves may 
aspire. The material genealogy of this vitalism would most obviously 
locate some point of origin in the work of Rodin; a conceptual genealogy 
would point to Bergson, who understood concepts to be what prevents 
philosophers from engaging with objects—what prevents the human 
intellect from “represent[ing] the relations of external things among them-
selves—in short, to think matter.” The “intellect feels at home among in-
animate objects, more especially among solids, where our action finds its 
fulcrum and our industry its tools.”65

Just as the jewelry in Dick’s novel anticipates his subsequent fixation 
on the pot, so Read’s early attention to pottery anticipates his apprecia-
tion of abstract sculpture, above all the work of Moore and Hepworth, 
with whom he concludes The Meaning of Art. Yet Read’s engagement with 
pottery as “plastic art in its most abstract form” disappears from the his-
toriography of the 1960s. In Beyond Modern Sculpture (1968), an impor-
tant history widely adopted as a textbook, Jack Burnham pays consider-
able attention to vitalist sculpture, to the impact of Bergson, who served 
as “the high priest of a new cult,” and to the importance of Read, whose 
criticism he surveys across twelve pages. But he argues that Read only 
“provided a post facto intellectual justification for vitalism’s existence,” 
an aesthetic that had originated with “the sculptors themselves”; he ar-
gues that the “notion of vitalism” doesn’t explicitly appear in Read’s work 
until The Philosophy of Modern Art (1952).66 But such an account overlooks 
Read’s prewar association with T. E. Hulme, for one, the translator of 
Bergson who helped to inspire a surge of British materialist anticapital-
ism that Leela Gandhi has captioned “a type of philophusika or love for 
things”—the effort, “a la Henri Bergson, to bring the human into repara-
tive fellowship with things,” thus “laying claim to an updated metaphysi-
cal empiricism” that could rectify the “spiritual impoverishment of the 
objective world.”67 In An Introduction to Metaphysics (1903, translated by 
Hulme in 1913), Bergson insists that “progressive philosophy” must rec-
ognize that the mind is capable of “adopting the very movement of the 
life of things.”68 This Introduction paves the way for what became fully 
recognizable as vitalism in Creative Evolution (1907), the book that be-
came a kind of bible for the later generation of sculptors who sought 
to liberate the latent vitality within their material, a life force that ani-
mates apparently inanimate matter. Two years after rereading Creative 
Evolution in 1922, Read himself argued, in English Pottery, that “a good 
vessel possesses vitality”: “The eye registers and the mind experiences in 
the contemplation of energetic lines and masses a sense of movement, 
rhythm, or harmony which may indeed be the prime cause of all aes-
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thetic pleasure.”69 He repeats the point, quoting the earlier text, in Art 
and Industry. But those books appear nowhere in Burnham’s account. The 
potter as artisan, the pot itself, pottery understood as “the simplest and 
most difficult of all the arts”—these have been erased from the story of 
modern sculpture. Yet even as the popularity of pottery (part of the craft 
movements of the 1960s) lay behind its displacement from the field of 
art, the literary register nonetheless reanimates the vitality of craft as 
vernacular modernism.70

Or, you might say that retrieving that erased history clarifies how 
“handicraft” in the fiction of Philip K. Dick can in fact be understood 
as “modernism,” with all its utopian longing. Moreover, to recognize 
Herbert Read as an “unregenerate Bergsonian” (his words) is to recall 
the impact of Bergson’s metaphysical empiricism in the first decades of 
the century: its impact not on conceptions of the image or the moving 
image, but on conceptions of the static object . . . or, rather, the moving 
object . . . the object in stasis that nonetheless moves.71 For Read, the task 
of thinking matter (as Bergson put it) resulted in formulations that have 
remained enigmatic, such as his assertion—in The Art of Sculpture (1956) 
and elsewhere—that plastic sensibility depends on “a synthetic realiza-
tion of the mass ponderability of the object.”72 By this he surely means to 
confuse (or, say, to integrate) thought and thing, to formalize substance 
without reducing it to form, and to caption some non- Cartesian mode of 
embodied contemplation in which thinking occurs as a kind of holding. 
(It is the sort of formulation that appalled Clement Greenberg, who dis-
missed the Englishman as an “incompetent art critic” not least because 
Read believed that sculpture foregrounds the tactile sensations, whereas 
Greenberg himself insists that sculptural works provide “their decisive 
satisfaction through the eyes,” and that “actual visibility” gives rise to a 
merely “virtual tactility.”)73 But by the time Read wrote his Concise His-
tory of Modern Sculpture (1964), he came to recognize that what he had 
been calling “vitalism” could be understood as “the quality the Chinese 
call ch’i, the universal force that flows through all things, and which the 
artist must transmit through his creation to other people.”74 Admiring 
the jewelry, Paul Kasoura explains to Robert Childan that “the hands of 
the artificer . . . had wu, and allowed that wu to flow into this piece,” and 
thus by “contemplating we gain wu ourselves” (Dick, Man, 155).75

4. Words and Things

American Art Handcrafts, the name of the ritzy shop on San Francisco’s 
Montgomery Street, is in fact a misnomer. For Robert Childan actually 
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sells Americana—posters, signed framed photographs, old guns, comics, 
shaving mugs, ties—“taking advantage of the ever- growing Japanese 
craze” (26). Having previously operated “a small rather dimly lighted 
secondhand bookshop on Geary,” he has abandoned the traffic in words 
for the traffic in things because he’s learned, from an “elderly Japanese 
ex- army man,” a man “particularly addicted to the collecting of old maga-
zines dealing with U.S. brass buttons,” that wealthy Japanese customers 
have developed an insatiable taste for “historic objects of American 
popular civilization” (25). Of course, here in The Man in the High Castle 
(1962), American popular civilization tout court has become merely his-
torical. The alternate history tells the story (like Philip Roth’s subsequent 
Plot against America) of life in postwar America with Germany in con-
trol of the East, Japan in control of the Pacific States of America (having 
installed a puppet white government in Sacramento), and the Rocky 
Mountain States enjoying relatively benign neglect and superfluity. In 
the postwar era, the Reich has relocated or exterminated the Jews from 
New York, had the “Slavs rolled back two thousand years’ worth, to their 
heartland in Asia,” conducted an African genocide, drained the Mediter-
ranean for farmland, and developed an aggressive economic and tech-
nological program, with “a world monopoly in plastics” and a space pro-
gram well on its ways to colonizing the planets (23–24, 20). Not only has 
the Japanese empire failed to keep up; the Reich also seems to be devel-
oping a secret plan for a nuclear attack on the Home Islands.

Despite the claustrophobia of this grotesque world, there are two 
modes through which to envision some egress, one textual and one, say, 
phenomenological; over the course of the novel, an almost imperceptible 
alternate reality—within or beyond the lived empirical reality—is some-
times disclosed by a book, sometimes disclosed by a thing.76 Fulfilling 
that role, the strange amorphous jewelry appears as a decidedly good ob-
ject, although it is not quite good enough, thus marking the impossibility 
of the residual modernist aspiration.

Several of the characters (American, Japanese, and German) have got-
ten their hands on a book entitled The Grasshopper Lies Heavy, itself an 
alternate history, “one of those banned- in- Boston books” written by the 
“eponymous man in the high castle” (58) who has sequestered himself 
with fortress- like protection north of Denver (somewhat comparable to 
Dick’s own seclusion in Point Reyes). “Another fad,” “another mass craze” 
(59), this book is a novel in which Roosevelt, not assassinated in 1933, 
pulls America out of the Depression, arms the country, and refuses to 
tolerate Germany’s attack on Poland, France, England. “And after the 
war,” as one character explains to another, “the U.S. and Britain divide 
the world. Exactly like Germany and Japan did in reality” (74). The novel 
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fascinates a full range of characters. Paul Kasoura considers the novel 
generically, as an “interesting form of fiction possibly within the genre 
of science fiction” (97). Freiherr Hugo Reiss, the Reichs Consul in San 
Francisco, finds himself mesmerized: “Amazing the power of fiction, 
even cheap popular fiction. . . . No wonder it’s banned within Reich ter-
ritory. I’d ban it myself. Sorry I started it. But too late; must finish, now” 
(112). Robert Childan, proprietor of the San Francisco shop, views any 
alternative to current global politics with suspicion: “Communism would 
rule everywhere,” he thinks; “If Germany and Japan had lost the war,” the 
“Jews would be running the world today” (100, 102).

Childan’s shop becomes the site through which the story of things, as 
opposed to any story of books, or the story of the cherished novel, be-
gins to unfold, thanks to the Japanese collecting habit, prompted by the 
impulse to make some contact with a lost culture that has come to seem 
idyllic.77 When Mr. Tagomi, a senior representative of the Japanese Trade 
Mission in San Francisco, pre sents a Mickey Mouse watch to the digni-
tary Baynes, he calls it “this most authentic of dying old U.S. culture, a 
rare retained artifact carrying flavor of bygone halcyon day” (40). The re-
cipient is merely bemused. But Childan finds his enterprise threatened 
when it turns out that a gun he has sold, a “Colt revolver of the Frontier 
period” (43), is fake, however exquisitely replicated. Childan phones his 
supplier and barks at him, and he barks at the manufacturer, who himself 
erupts in front of his girlfriend: “This whole damn historicity business is 
nonsense. The Japs are bats. I’ll prove it.” Handing her two Zippo lighters, 
“one carried by Roosevelt when he was assassinated,” he explains to her 
that “‘One has historicity, a hell of a lot of it. As much as any object ever 
had. And one has nothing. Can you feel it?’ He nudged her. “You can’t. 
You can’t tell which is which. There’s no ‘mystical plasmic presence,’ no 
‘aura’ around it’” (57). “Historicity” does not reside in the object. It is this 
dilemma of historicity—and indeed, the dilemma of history—that the 
amorphous object, the jewelry, seems to resolve.

Two workers from the replica factory, one of them recently fired, 
agree to strike out on their own in the jewelry business even though, as 
one says, “nobody wants contemporary American; there isn’t any such 
thing, not since the war” (42). But Ed McCarthy and Frank Frink set up 
shop, purchase equipment, and set to work making jewelry that the text 
initially describes as something . . . describable, something recogniz-
able: “Cuff bracelets made of brass, copper, bronze, and even hot- forged 
black iron. Pendants, mostly of brass, with a little silver ornamentation. 
Earrings of silver. Pins of silver or brass” (117). In subsequent descrip-
tions, though, the objects appear less distinct: “Most of the pieces were 
abstract, whirls of wire, loops, designs which to some extent the molten 
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metals had taken on their own. Some had spider web delicacy, an airi-
ness; others had a massive powerful, almost barbaric heaviness. There 
was an amazing range of shape” (118). Although the mercenary and ma-
nipulative Childan adopts a dismissive attitude toward the jewelry, he 
senses its appeal—“Custom originals. Small sculptures. Wear a work of 
art”—and accepts a few pieces on consignment, anticipating a problem 
in the antiques market. “With these, there’s no problem of authenticity. And 
that problem may someday wreck the American artifacts industry. . . . If I 
quietly build up a stock of nonhistoric objects, contemporary work with 
no historicity either real or imagined, I might find I have the edge over 
the competition” (132). Thus begin the dynamics of the object culture that 
Philip K. Dick will stage over and over again: the contemporary crafted 
artwork in competition both with antiques and with the mass market. 
Indeed, Childan himself surprisingly resists the chance to pitch a wider 
market to the artists, to have their work “mass- produced” by the thou-
sands as “a line of amulets to be peddled all over Latin America and the 
Orient” (158). He resists on nationalist grounds, the grounds that Ameri-
cans, despite all appearances, can be “proud artists” who fashion more 
than “models for junky good- luck charms” (162, 161).

But it is neither any romance of restricted distribution nor a romance 
of production that the novel details at length. Rather, it is the romance 
of reception—something other than consumption, indeed the act of con-
templation in which the object becomes another thing. Kasoura, who 
lives in one of the exquisite modern buildings in San Francisco, built 
where there had been “nothing but rubble from the war,” goes on and 
on: “Here is a piece of metal which has been melted until it has become 
shapeless. It represents nothing. . . . [It] somehow partakes of Tao. It is 
balanced. The forces within this piece are stabilized. . . . The name for 
it is neither art, for it has no form, nor religion. What is it? I have pon-
dered this pin unceasingly, yet cannot fathom it. We evidently lack the 
word for an object like this” (155–56). In contrast to the word—the narra-
tive of some other history that provokes fascination, anxiety, aspiration, 
and controversy—the thing inspires blissful stupefaction, bounded by 
neither shape nor word.

But at one point in the novel, an Edfrank piece provokes a wholly dif-
ferent reaction. Having been sold a “squiggle of silver,” one of the “shapes 
that merely hinted rather than were,” Tagomi sits on a bench in the sun 
by Kearney Street inspecting his new possession in search of some “com-
pression of understanding” (199, 201). After fifteen minutes, frustrated 
because, despite Childan’s promises, the object seems merely inert, he 
shakes the squiggle—“You are empty, he thought”: “Tried everything, he 
realized. Pleaded, contemplated, threatened, philosophized at length. 
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What else can be done.” He listens to it, smells it, tastes it: “No meaning, 
only bitter hard cold thing.” But he finally shifts to a mode of contem-
plation: “Metal is from the earth . . . from that realm which is the lowest, 
the most dense . . . . And yet . . . it reflected light. . . . Not heavy, weary, 
but pulsing with life. . . . Yes that is the artist’s job: takes mineral rock 
from dark silent earth, transforms it into shining light- reflecting form 
from sky” (202). But when Tagomi believes that his experience with the 
squiggle—“microcosmos in my palm . . . can’t look away. Spellbound by 
mesmerizing shimmering surface”—has come to an end, he has in fact 
entered a hynagogic state, and sees, from the park, a world of auto traffic 
(not pedicabs) and a “hideous misshapen thing on the skyline. Like night-
mare roller coaster suspended blotting out view. Enormous construction 
of metal and cement” (203–4). By asking a passerby, he finds out it is the 
Embarcadero Freeway, which is to say he has momentarily entered the 
San Francisco of 1962, neither the diegetic alternate reality of the novel, 
nor the alternate reality to that reality, which is the story provided by 
When the Grasshopper Lies Heavy, but the object world of the American 
1960s in which Phillip K. Dick himself lived. In this case, then, an object 
has provoked the epistemological break, after which an alternate present 
becomes fully present, with no dilation—in effect, without narrativity.

An alternate story, the narrative history (of what one character calls 
“utopia”) can’t be materialized beyond the pages of the novel, but mat-
ter, the formless forms, serves as no ground for narrative dilation. This 
discrepancy—a symptom of what Jameson would call the “structural im-
possibility” of utopia—can be extended within the novel (and beyond 
the novel) as a host of binaries: object (book) versus amorphous thing; 
mass culture (the alternate history appears on the shelves in drugstores) 
versus modernism; historicity versus presence; hermeneutics versus epi-
phanics; the gnostic versus the drastic; politics versus poetry.78 It is the 
gap between these that prevents the characters from imagining change.

But it would be unfair to the novel not to point to a certain synthesis 
of word and thing mediated by the Book of Changes, the I Ching, consulted 
by several characters who throw coins or yarrow stalks and look to the 
chart of hexagrams and the commentary for an assessment of their situa-
tion and some recommended action. The I Ching generates the present 
of the characters (who follow its decisions) even as it generated the past 
of textual production, if we’re to believe Dick that he used the I Ching to 
determine his plot just as the man in the high castle claims to have used 
it.79 This synthesis, though, points to the marked and unmanaged enigma 
in the novel, the hyperpresence and diminished existence of China: on 
the one hand, the “book created by the sages of China over a period of 
five thousand years, winnowed, perfected” (14) and, on the other, the 
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Chinese population fully subdued by Japan in the diegetic present, work-
ing as pedicab drivers who bike their passengers up and down the hills 
of San Francisco. The alternate history renders China led by its great 
democratic President Chiang Kai- shek into the modern world as a mar-
ket that sustains the American workingman’s “highest standard of living 
in the world” (141).80 The novel thus elides the epiphanic understood po-
litically—call it revolution—even while it anticipates (in the contem-
porary artifact, the now that opposes historicity) a Cultural Revolution 
against the “Four Olds”—old ideas, old culture, old customs, old habit— 
accompanied by the Red Guard’s infamous destruction of precious bour-
geois antiques.81

But that elision is no doubt necessitated by a point that the novel makes 
formally—in its free indirect discourse, its various streams of conscious-
ness, and the narrator’s own voice. The Japanese characters, those who 
appreciate both American antiques and modernist forms, not only speak, 
they also think, in broken English: “Sic! Mr. Tagomi thought, using high- 
place Latin word. . . . Looks askance at merely military” (17). But the so- 
called whites of the novel think the same way: “Taking it all day from Japs 
such as Mr. Tagomi. By merest inflection manage to rub my nose in it, 
make my life miserable” (128). Even as the Japanese characters explain of 
some concepts—wu—that they cannot be thought in English, Dick’s own 
diction and syntax, in this novel alone, keep evading idiomatic English. 
You could read this as his way of marking, circa 1960, that no transforma-
tive object relation was to be realized through Western thought.





 153

II
Unhuman History

The two most renowned earthworks, Michael Heizer’s Double Negative 
(1969–70) and Robert Smithson’s Spiral Jetty (1970), locate the human 
artifact within unhuman history. On a sixty- acre site in Nevada’s Moapa 
Valley, Heizer constructed Double Negative by digging two 30- foot- wide 
and 50- foot- deep trenches on either side of a canyon, creating a 
1,500- foot- long expanse. Smithson constructed Spiral Jetty from mud, 
stones, and basalt rocks: the 1,500- foot- long, 15- foot- wide coil extends 
from the shore of the Great Salt Lake into the water, which submerges 
the work in years when the snowpack runoff is heavy. Both works are dif-
ficult to find and to access, but photography and film quickly made them 
iconic, within and beyond the art world.

Both Double Negative and Spiral Jetty inhabit the process of erosion 
and thus collapse the distinction between the artifactual world and the 
earth. Both dwarf the human body in the context of the earth. Collabo-
rating with earth, their works succumbing to it, both artists constructed 
countermonuments (monumental in scale yet dramatically subject to 
time) at what the artists understood to be the edge of the world. However 
sensationally spatial, they highlight the temporal dimension: they dilate 
the phenomenological present to provide some access to geological time. 
The idea of unhuman history makes audible what is inaudible (however 
present) in “geological time.” It does not fully exclude the human. It dis-
places the human from the center of its story. It subordinates the species 
as one actor (or one actant) among many within time framed by the 
before- and- after of the human, while recognizing nonetheless that time 
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and history remain human concepts (even when they are deployed, very 
reasonably, to name unhuman concerns). The idea of unhuman history 
becomes awkward now that geologists give credence to the Anthropocene 
as a new epochal designation for the era dominated by the human impact 
on the systems that constitute the earth, not least its climate.1 While the 
designation names the most stridently human era within unhuman his-
tory, it more saliently serves as a kind of twenty- first- century nickname 
for the dedifferentiation of world and earth, of artifact and of merely ter-
restrial fact. “Interested in collaborating with entropy,” Smithson wanted 
to make something that would, “in a sense, interact with the climate and 
its changes.”2

The following three chapters engage four modes of thought— 
philosophy and science studies, psychoanalysis, and ethnology—that dif-
ferently bring the unhuman into focus. In chapter 5 I begin with Hannah 
Arendt, who establishes coordinates for the human condition as it had 
been known and experienced, and as it was being threatened in the post-
war era. I concentrate on her objection to philosophy’s retreat into the 
subject before I point to more recent versions of that objection and the 
full- bore effort to reengage the object world beyond (or without) the sub-
ject and without the human—what threatens to become (by my light) 
a retreat into the object. Chapter 6 tracks such a retreat in Myla Gold-
berg’s Bee Season (2000), a novel I read with the help of Harold Searles, 
whose book The Nonhuman Environment (1960) remains the most seri-
ous effort within the history of psychoanalytic thinking to extend the 
theory of object relations beyond the bounds of the human. Chapter 7 
examines the work of Brian Jungen, the contemporary First Nation artist 
whose extraordinary refabrications, defamiliarizing the materials from 
which our daily lives are fashioned, stage the intersection of two histo-
ries (human and unhuman) on display in the natural history museum. 
The chapters noticeably return to topics that emerged in my reading of 
Virginia Woolf ’s “Solid Objects” in chapter 2—collecting, display, waste, 
and cosmological time, for instance; they do so, however, with a particu-
lar emphasis on how, within our recent past and our present, the other 
thing can compel you to consider the unhuman dimension within which 
humanity takes place.



 155

Five

The Unhuman
Condition
(Hannah Arendt/
Bruno Latour)

Toward the close of the 1950s, Philip K. Dick began to publish stories in 
which human beings have become obsolete—in which human- being 
has thus begun to make less sense. These are stories in which the species 
survives on some other planet (not Terra), or technology has obviated 
human participation in the world of manufacture, or defense systems 
have become both autonomous from and oblivious to human inter-
ests. The stories anticipate his more wildly imaginative and elaborately 
plotted novels (such as those I discussed in chapter 4), but they generally 
do so in a different key: characters simply experience, within the every-
day, the effective obsolescence of the human.1

In those same years, Hannah Arendt delivered a series of lectures 
on the human condition: the conditions by which she understood the 
human as such to be philosophically recognizable. As she describes it, 
that recognition entails a very particular relation to things and a guar-
antee from them. She does not differentiate things from objects, as her 
former teacher Heidegger had; and she grants the artifactual world the 
very stability that the likes of André Breton, Gaston Bachelard, and Man 
Ray had sought to undo. She posits such stability over and against the 
instabilities—registered likewise by the artifactual object world—that 
were pointing to the limit of the human.

In the subsequent decades of the twentieth century, that object world 
disappeared into the margins of philosophical and scholarly attention, 
increasingly preoccupied as it was with language, the subject, and the 
mind. Within the last decade of the century, though, the object rather 
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suddenly returned to the spotlight across a wide range of thought. When 
the object returned with particular panache, in the work of Bruno Latour, 
it did so at the expense of the subject: at the expense of the subject- object 
relation. As I made clear in chapter 1, Heidegger had already worked to 
circumvent that relation by defining Being itself, Dasein, as a being- in- 
the- midst- of- things, which cannot be disaggregated by a subject- object 
structure. Latour shares Heidegger’s frustration with Descartes and 
Kant, though not an ounce of his patience for working through Kant. In-
deed, he has little more patience for Heidegger, given that Dasein names 
human- being; for Latour the human, like the subject, impedes a produc-
tive description of sociality. Moreover, he impatiently refuses to indulge 
in metaphysics because he has come to understand himself (as Arendt 
understood herself) to be thinking in a state of emergency.2

Whereas Arendt addressed the emergency by asserting, specifying, 
and elaborating terms she inherited above all from the Greeks, Latour 
addresses it by insisting that his readers dismiss inherited terms and con-
cepts in order to sense—and to make sense of—the conditions we now 
face. Those are not the conditions (the conceptual or political precon-
ditions) that add up to the human condition, but those that challenge 
(as Arendt anticipates) the efficacy of the human as a concept and as a 
term. This chapter unfolds as an engagement with Arendt’s conceptual 
investment in things (the artifactual world as distinct from the earth); as 
a glimpse at some recent thinking, above all Latour’s, that privileges ob-
jects and things; and as an account of Latour’s further efforts to think 
without the human, and to posit Gaia in a thought experiment that 
means to give us some conceptual purchase on ecological crisis. Latour’s 
more recent work helps to situate the twenty- first- century attention to 
objects, including his own, within a history of the present. As Heidegger 
insisted, ontology has a history, and ontological questions reside within 
history, even if, at times, it is only ontological questions that seem to 
make history visible.

1. Earth/World

In The Human Condition (1958) Arendt begins not with humans per se but 
with a human creation: an object, Sputnik, launched October 4, 1957. The 
success of Sputnik, the first artificial satellite to orbit earth, intensified 
the Cold War, prompted nation- states to revamp their science programs, 
and provoked what soon became known as the space race. Arendt herself 
leaves the satellite unnamed. “In 1957,” her prologue begins, “an earth- 
born object made by man was launched into the universe, where for some 
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weeks it circled the earth according to the same laws of gravitation that 
swing and keep in motion the celestial bodies—the sun, the moon, and 
the stars.”3 You might say that, given the notoriety of the event, there was 
no need to name the earth- born object. Yet the anonymity is baldly stra-
tegic—deployed to displace this object from the politics and new trepi-
dations of the Cold War that were already evident, the morning after the 
launch, on the front page of the New York Times: “Soviet Fires Earth Satel-
lite Into Space . . . Sphere Tracked in 4 Crossings over U.S.”4 Arendt means 
to situate the event within a different story.

First off, this is a story about the confusion of the terrestrial and the 
celestial: the “earth- born object,” as she puts it, “dwelt and moved in the 
proximity of the heavenly bodies” (1). The “human artifice of the world” 
(the world as differentiated from the earth) is thus no longer earth- 
bound; a part of the world has left the earth. This becomes, then, a story 
about the “wish to escape the human condition” insofar as “the earth is 
the very quintessence of that condition.”. Whatever the international po-
litical fallout of the launch may be, it all amounts to local politics in the 
context of, and in contrast to, the “rebellion against human existence as 
it has been given” (2). Which is why “this event” is “second in importance 
to no other, not even to the splitting of the atom” (1).

But the point is not simply that we are “earth- bound creatures” who 
“have begun to act as though we were dwellers in the universe.” For this 
new object also serves as an emblem of how thought cannot keep up with 
“know- how”—a sign of how language fails to apprehend technology 
(3). Arendt thus situates the event within a second story: the story of 
how words have lost their power because the mathematical statements 
that inform scientific knowledge “can in no way be translated back into 
speech” (4). Of course, the threat of technological complexity was an on-
going topic in the twentieth century: at the century’s outset, Georg Sim-
mel, for one, described the uneven development of subjects and objects, 
the discrepancy “between objective and subjective culture,” by which he 
meant to summarize how the subject becomes estranged from increas-
ingly specialized products.5 Having insisted that “the culture of things” 
is “nothing but a culture of people, so that we develop ourselves only 
by developing things,” he sensed the corollary conundrum: “What does 
that development, elaboration and intellectualization of objects mean, 
which seems to evolve out of those objects’ own powers and norms with-
out correspondingly developing the individual’s mind?” (Philosophy, 
449). What this means from Arendt’s perspective—as she charts not the 
sociopsychological but, first, the linguistic ramifications of “scientific 
achievement”—is that meaning itself has been challenged: we can no 
longer make sense of the world we have created, given that “whatever 
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men do or know or experience can make sense only to the extent that it 
can be spoken about” (4). Moreover, given that speech is the ground of 
political being, our failure to transpose scientific statements “back into 
speech”—or to translate things into words—challenges our capacity to 
remain political. Thus, when it comes to the earth- born object circling 
the earth, the eventfulness of the event lies nowhere within the spectrum 
of international politics. It lies beyond politics—or on some horizon be-
yond which the political as such must be said to disappear.

Whether or not this was the most convincing way to begin to describe 
a diminished public sphere, I simply mean to draw attention to how 
Arendt focuses on a particularized if unnamed object to appropriate the 
alarm attending the object- event, and to infuse her topic—the vita ac-
tiva, the life of engaged action among others—with a comparable sense 
of currency and crisis.6 Yet even as, by Arendt’s light, this artificial thing 
threatens to foreclose the sphere of politics and to destabilize the very 
condition within which we attain our humanity, it is nonetheless things, 
she argues, that provide the stability by which we may be said to with-
stand the perpetual change of life itself, the “never- resting stream of the 
life process” (33). For the “artificial world of things, distinctly different 
from all natural surroundings,” constitutes the signal “human artifact” of 
the world as such, and that artifact “bestow[s] a measure of permanence 
and durability upon the futility of mortal life and the fleeting character of 
human time” (7–8). Distinguishing humans as human, things also con-
fer individual identity. The “things of the world,” she goes on to write, 
“have the function of stabilizing human life, and their objectivity lies in 
the fact that—in contradistinction to the Heraclitan saying that the same 
man can never enter the same stream—men, their ever- changing nature 
notwithstanding, can retrieve their sameness, that is, their identity, by 
being related to the same chair and the same table” (137).7

Can a chair and a table be the source of identity? More traditionally, 
consciousness (and no thing) has been posited as the ground for estab-
lishing the sameness on which identity depends—the ground by which, 
in Locke’s words, “a thinking intelligent being” can “consider itself as 
itself, the same thinking thing, in different times and places.” “Conscious-
ness always accompanies thinking,” he writes, and “continued conscious-
ness” unifies different states with “the present thinking being”: “By this 
everyone is to himself what he calls self.”8 When, for William James, the 
object world comes to contribute to the “consciousness of self,” it does so 
through the dynamics of possession. In contrast to Locke’s “immaterial 
thinking thing,” what James calls “the empirical self or me” becomes an 
aggregate that includes not only body and mind but also possessions: 
my “clothes and [my] house.”9 Now, although Arendt may adopt an em-
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pirical resolution to the question of self- sameness, within her argument 
a psychology of possession plays no part. Still, the minimal identity that 
things grant (the stability of self) might be said to undergird—to be the 
precondition for—those practices of consumption, possession, and display 
through which objects mediate our relation to ourselves and to other 
human subjects, and through which (as sociologists, anthropologists, 
historians, and political scientists have variously explained) individu-
als express their individuality, their personality, their status—through 
which they mean to form and transform themselves.10

Which is why it makes sense to situate Arendt’s investment in things, 
her studiously conceptualized account of the constitutive human invest-
ment, within the context of—and as the precondition for—the postwar 
object world: not only the proliferation of gadgets, the advance of mass 
manufacturing and mass marketing, and the international distribution 
of U.S. consumer goods, but also the incorporation of everyday objects 
within works of art (say, Robert Rauschenberg’s “combines”), or the new 
status proclaimed for objects in poetry and fiction. “Les choses sont là,” 
Robbe- Grillet writes of the nouveau roman in 1956, insisting that photo-
graphic and filmic media have taught the novel about the sheer presence 
of things, which will now “renounce their pseudo- mystery.”11 Arendt can 
be recognized as responding to new phenomena within different cultural 
dimensions, much of which she comes to synthesize as the “relentless 
. . . depreciation of all worldly things” that constitutes “the waste econ-
omy in which we now live” (252–53, my emphasis). Just as the success of 
the satellite in 1957 represents a decisive step in man’s alienation from 
his “immediate earthly surroundings,” so too the postwar economy rep-
resents a decisive step in man’s alienation from the world. If the former 
manifests the desire to “escape from man’s imprisonment to earth” (1–2), 
to flee the boundaries of space, then the latter implicitly marks an unwit-
ting (yet utter) capitulation to time.

Arendt’s own appreciation of those “worldly things” informs her most 
general account of work—“fabrication, the work of homo faber, consists 
in reification”—and it informs her signal definition of art as the reifi-
cation that, because of its permanence, serves as “the most intensely 
worldly of all tangible things” (139, 167). Without reference to Lukács, 
she aggressively retrieves the concept of reification from the Western 
Marxist tradition; and while, from her point of view, the character of 
things as things may be lost within the field of consumption, that charac-
ter—the stable and stabilizing force of things—remains evident, clearly, 
within the field of art.12

Such an appreciation for things is also registered, however fleet-
ingly, in her postwar correspondence with Karl Jaspers—whom she had 
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not seen since 1933, and who had remained in Germany while she fled, 
first to Paris, then (in 1941) to New York. Writing in 1945, recounting his 
thoughts of her “moving on constantly from one room to another” since 
her departure from Germany, Jaspers describes the rooms in Heidelberg 
where he has continued to live: “the same rooms, as if nothing had hap-
pened. You could sit in the chair at my desk again the way you used to as 
a doctoral candidate.”13 She responds by saying, “What you wrote does 
indeed create that ‘bright room’ in which things once again fall into their 
proper place”: “I think about your study . . . with the chair at the desk 
and the armchair across from it where you tied your legs in marvelous 
knots and then untied them again.”14 It is as though, in order to preserve 
Jaspers’s identity, she must picture him in relation to (bound up with) the 
same chair and the same table: “things” in “their proper place.” What-
ever the risk of sentimentalizing a profoundly unsentimental thinker, it 
is hard not to sense the pathos of Arendt as a Jew in exile, “still a stateless 
person,” who cleaves to no state but to a mise en scène—the same chair 
and the same table—as though the scene could preserve durability itself 
in the midst of momentous change.15

The realm of change, as depicted by The Human Condition, is most 
fundamentally the realm of natural forces and biological processes, 
those “devouring processes of life” against which the human artifice of 
the world provides some haven. But of course, by 1945, it was the world 
and not the earth, the man- made as opposed to the given, that stood out 
more dramatically, more tragically, as the scene of mutability. Jaspers 
writes that “everything is different” and that the bright room with the 
same chair and the same table amounts to “a ghostly continuation of ex-
ternals from the past into this transformed world.” “What,” he asks, “can 
we rebuild out of this chaos?” He may be “optimistic,” but only “provided 
world history does not just roll over and destroy us.”16 Arendt herself was 
not an optimist. Her very use of “man” to designate all humans could 
well be underwritten by the fact that (as she put it before delivering the 
lectures that became The Human Condition) atomic war had transformed 
“the individual mortal man into a conscious member of the human race” 
because it has left “everybody . . . frightened.”17 Indeed, though she goes 
on to cast the artificial satellite as an event that is “second in importance 
to no other, not even the splitting of the atom,” she nonetheless grants 
that it was the “first atomic explosions” that created “this modern world” 
(6). Not only does nuclear technology have the capacity to “destroy all 
organic life on earth”; it has already undone the relation between world 
and earth, and that between earth and cosmos (150). For “instead of care-
fully surrounding the human artifice with defenses against nature’s ele-
mentary forces, keeping them as far as possible outside the man- made 
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world, we have channeled those forces, along with their elementary 
power, into the world itself” (150). And this has meant concocting—on 
earth—“forces such as occur only outside the earth,” “energy processes 
that ordinarily go on only in the sun”; it adumbrates a “future technology 
[that] may yet consist of channeling the universal forces of the cosmos 
around us into the nature of the earth,” and thus in fact altering what any 
of us could ever mean by earth (150, 262, 150). Presented with this case, as 
with the case of Sputnik, Arendt discloses her basic experiment in politi-
cal ontology: the effort to determine whether the distinctions marked by 
terrestrial and celestial, natural and artificial, earth and world can still be 
heard to characterize human existence—and thus to summon humanity 
back to its existence. Or whether her “description of the fundamental ar-
ticulations of the vita activa”—derived from the Western tradition, and 
singularly from ancient Greece—has simply become anachronistic.

In the twenty- first century, we have become accustomed to the fact 
that (in Arendt’s terms) the world—quietly, at times, however cer-
tainly—is destroying the earth, and no less accustomed to the idea that 
the earth, however given, is subject to our making, an extension of the 
human artifice. As Arendt herself argues elsewhere, it has become all 
but impossible for man to “encounter anything in the world around him 
that is not man- made and hence is not, in the last analysis, he himself in 
a different disguise.”18 Some future struggle within and against this toxic 
reification, this anthropocentric worlding of earth into some thing other 
than earth, will no doubt be viewed (by some) as the planet’s effort to 
regain its autonomy. It is hardly surprising, then, that the object world 
seems to have commanded a new kind of attention—that its imperatives 
have been felt as newly imperative across a spectrum of fields and disci-
plines. This is not to assert (or to suppose) that such efforts routinely 
include—as Arendt’s own effort does—any consciousness of their set-
ting, of their contemporaneous world, of the things that compose that 
world or that threaten that world’s composition. Since The Human Con-
dition appeared, though, it has been a familiar resource when, in differ-
ent realms of scholarship, our relationship with things appears at one 
and the same time to be a problem and a possibility. In The Meaning of 
Things—an ethnographic effort to analyze how urban Americans under-
stand the “role of objects in people’s definition of who they are”—Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi and Eugene Rochberg- Halton framed their argument 
with the question of human survival and the specific dilemma posed by 
the energy crisis of the 1970s, which was for them the most recent evi-
dence of the “vicious circle in which [humanity’s] unlimited appetite de-
vours the world on which its life depends.”19 It is their hope that mankind 
can develop and deploy the “symbolic energy” of things before the very 
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possibility of a “meaningful relation to objects” has been fully foreclosed 
by “rampant materialism” (247). The basis of that meaningful relation 
they find expressed in Arendt’s conviction, simple and august, that “the 
things of the world have the function of stabilizing human life” (137).

2. Subject- Object

You can read The Human Condition, then, for its radical appreciation 
of things—its grasp of the object world as the human artifice “relied 
upon to house the unstable and mortal creature which is man.” But you 
can’t really argue that it’s a book about things. It is, as Arendt reported 
to Jaspers, a book about “labor—work—action in their political impli-
cations.”20 It is a book about the indignity of labor, and the profundity 
of work, with the work of art so adamantly extricated from the means- 
end logic of a productivist rationality that it appears (in the book’s most 
awkwardly subtle formulation) not as the product of thought, but as the 
interruption of thought (170). More simply, it is not a book about things 
because it does not ask the question of the thing, as Heidegger does. In-
deed, given how readily Arendt adopts her former teacher’s distinction 
between earth and world, for instance, her elision of the question seems 
even willful. Political theory, you might assert, can’t afford to indulge in 
metaphysics. Indeed, though she patiently retrieves and revivifies funda-
mental Greek formulations (above all the difference between oikos and 
polis), she never focuses on Aristotle’s “discovery of things,” as Wolfgang- 
Rainer Mann captions it: that momentous interruption of the Platonic 
account of reality that had not “recognize[d] things as things,” the Pla-
tonic ontology that grants sensible things only “ersatz being.”21 Aristotle 
himself does not pre sent his thinking (in the Categories) as such an inter-
ruption or as a discovery. As Mann explains, the novelty of his realist 
metaphysics has gone unappreciated because those metaphysics soon be-
came common sense.

Of course, such common sense has been repeatedly challenged, aban-
doned, or reconfigured—in ways that compromise Arendt’s overarching 
claims for what things do for us. For if you “retrieve” your sameness (that 
is, your identity) through your relation to the same chair and the same 
table, then by what means do you retrieve the sameness of the chair, the 
sameness of the table?22 How do you recognize them as chair and table? 
How do you see and re- see them as what they are? Things may seem to 
stabilize human identity, but they themselves have been distinctly desta-
bilized in the Western tradition.

It may be, in fact, that Arendt forecloses (in haste) this nagging ques-
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tion of the thing while she argues against Marx, against his failure to dif-
ferentiate between labor and work, and his corollary failure to imagine a 
thing’s worth, before or beyond its value. For even if the concept of use 
value can be deployed to preserve some sense of the object’s concrete-
ness over and against the abstracting power of exchange, she notes, it 
nonetheless dissolves “every tangible thing . . . into mere function” (160). 
Marx has no truck with “the instrinsick natural worth” of a thing that 
Locke contrasts to mere value; he is unable, Arendt specifies further, “to 
summon up the ‘intrinsick’ objective worth of the thing in itself” (165). 
By phrasing the matter this way, she voices objection not just to Marx but 
also, from a different angle, to Kant, who relegates the thing- in- itself (das 
Ding an sich) to the noumenal realm that remains inapprehensible to the 
subject, who, given the spatiotemporal and causal structuring of experi-
ence, has access only to the phenomenal realm of appearances, the realm 
of constituted objects from which things- in- themselves remain elusive. 
Such a distinction, from Arendt’s point of view, has crippled the philo-
sophical endeavor.

It is not Kant, though, but Descartes whom she singles out (along with 
“the most persistent trends in modern philosophy since Descartes”) as 
the party responsible for “world alienation,” in which men share “not the 
world but the structure of their minds” (254, 283). Those trends in phi-
losophy have provoked the second half of the “twofold flight from the 
earth into the universe and from the world into the self” (6), what José 
Ortega y Gasset called (in 1914) the “subjectivism” that should be recog-
nized as “the original sin of the modern epoch.”23 Arendt herself cites 
Alfred North Whitehead’s conviction that “the assumption that the mind 
can only know that which it has itself produced and retains in some sense 
within itself” amounts to the “retreat” of “common sense.”24 Common 
sense, in Mann’s understanding of Aristotle, may thus be said to remain 
very much the point. From Arendt’s perspective, however, the point is 
that, because of this retreat, “philosophy suffered more from modernity 
than any other field of human endeavor” (294). It has suffered because it 
so profoundly limits its field of legitimate inquiry: the “disappearance of 
the sensually given world” turns philosophy into a “theory of cognition 
and psychology”; it turns philosophers into “epistemologists” (288, 293, 
294). The skeptical tradition effectively prohibits access to the world: far 
from believing in the world’s immortality, the philosopher remains un-
sure that it is “real” (320). Meanwhile, science has had no trouble press-
ing on, daunted neither by philosophical skepticism nor by the concep-
tual acrobatics (say, the positing of a transcendental subject) by which 
that skepticism is supposedly overcome. By abandoning the world as it 
has been given to the senses, philosophy capitulates authority to science.
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But philosophy has more recently deployed the authority of science in 
the explicit effort to shake off the Kantian hangover, to escape the subject, 
to release itself from what Arendt calls the “shackles of finitude” (265), 
and to abandon epistemology in behalf of ontology.25 Quentin Meillas-
soux points very simply, in After Finitude, to the perplexity that science 
poses with the “arche- fossil”: those scientific statements about events 
that precede human presence on earth, and indeed the fossil- record of 
life on earth.26 For on the one hand, in this account of the Kantian tra-
dition, our apprehension remains confined to “the correlation between 
thinking and being”; no object can be fathomed as an autonomous, self- 
subsisting entity, because the act of thinking cannot be adequately sepa-
rated from its content; we can only engage what is given to thought. 
And yet, on the other, science repeatedly thinks what is independent of 
thought, what precedes givenness. To borrow Don DeLillo’s line from 
Falling Man (with which my first chapter began), science has no difficulty 
telling us “what things look like when there is no one here to see them,” 
no difficulty speaking about things that are independent of and indiffer-
ent to human perception and cognition, about things lying outside the 
correlationist scheme. Science has no misgivings about teaching us his-
tory without the human. The point, Meillassoux insists, is not about the 
realism of science, but “rather that science deploys a process whereby we 
are able to know what may be while we are not”—a process of rationaliz-
ing and mathematizing questions about what occurs in the before- and- 
after of humanity (114–15).27

He historicizes the point with melodramatic flair: while Kant (in his 
preface to the second edition of the Critique of Pure Reason) understood 
his exposé of the limits of reason as a Copernican revolution, Meillas-
soux recasts this event as a “Ptolemaic counter- revolution” that relocates 
mankind as the stable center of the known universe, making “the object 
conform to our thought,” and thus effectively reversing “the Galilean- 
Copernican decentering wrought by science”: just when “thought real-
ized for the first time that it possessed in modern science the capacity 
to actually uncover knowledge of a world that is indifferent to any rela-
tion to the world, transcendental philosophy insisted that the condition 
for the conceivability of physical science consisted in revoking all non- 
correlational knowledge of this same world” (AF, 118). While science has 
succeeded in telling us more and more about the earth in our absence, 
philosophers—as Arendt had lamented—have been “remorsely expos-
ing the bounds of knowledge ever more stringently within the limits of 
humanity’s present situation” (AF, 121). Meillassoux concludes his mani-
festo by pointing toward new philosophical objectives: on the one hand, 
to determine why it has been possible to assert knowledge outside the 
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correlationist scheme, and, on the other, “to get out of ourselves, to grasp 
the in- itself, to know what is whether we are or not” (AF, 121). In a phrase: 
to get over the subject. Though he describes his inquiry as “resolutely pre- 
critical” (AF, 3), Meillassoux adopts not a naive realism but what he calls 
“speculative materialism,” which retains respect for the rigors of corre-
lationism and insists on contingency, the possibility that things could be 
(could yet prove to be) other than they are.

Through an altogether different engagement with science—through 
the anthropology and sociology of science, and what has come to be 
called science studies—Bruno Latour had already drawn attention to ob-
jects in a demand that we overcome the subject- object divide: what he 
repeatedly designates as modernity’s stubborn phantasm.28 Only the “ex-
traordinary form of radical realism” that characterizes science studies 
can begin to assuage that “catastrophe from which we are only now be-
ginning to extricate ourselves”: the catastrophe that unfolded under the 
banner marked Kant, which was only exacerbated when “society” took 
the place of the transcendental ego: “Instead of a mythical Mind giving 
shape to reality, carving it, cutting it, ordering it, it was now the preju-
dices, categories, and paradigms of a group of people living together that 
determined the representations of every one of those people.”29 In his 
effort not just to grant objects their manifest reality but also to demon-
strate their role as participants—actants—in sociality, Latour has repeat-
edly specified that his objective is not to grant things subjectivity “but to 
avoid using the subject- object distinction at all in order to talk about the 
folding of humans and nonhumans” within one or another actor network 
(PH, 194).30 Despite sharing an attraction to Whitehead, then, Latour’s 
political ecology must object to Arendt’s political ontology: he must ob-
ject to her distinction between earth and world, for instance, her segre-
gation of nature, her technophobia, and her humanism.

However devastating Latour means to be to the subject, it is from the 
object’s point of view (if you will) that Graham Harman distinguishes 
his own exuberant object oriented philosophy from Latour’s “flat on-
tology,” where all human subjects and nonhuman objects have been re-
cast as actants, the relations among them (and the enfolding of human 
and nonhuman) taking precedence over any discrete entity. The “more 
we define a thing by its relations,” Harman writes, “the more we strip 
it of autonomous reality.”31 He had confronted much the same problem 
in Whitehead, who “ends up devouring” the “integrity of individual ob-
jects” within a “total system of relations.”32 What must remain elided, 
then, is what you could call the object’s relation to itself (a relation within 
rather than a relation between), indeed the tension (at times quite a clas-
sical tension, the tension that Heidegger always found insufficient) be-
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tween the object and its properties.33 Heidegger, in his essay on the work 
of art, had extended a point he made about equipment in Being and Time, 
explaining not only that the “unpretentious thing evades thought most 
stubbornly,” but also that such “self- contained independence” may well 
belong “precisely to the nature of the thing.”34 It is the nature of the thing 
to be evasive. Harman transposes the claim into an account of the real 
object, which (as opposed to its qualities, accidents, relations, moments, 
&c.) always withdraws, both from humans and from other objects. While 
Latour considers an object to be “nothing more than its sum total of per-
turbations of other entities,” Harman focuses on the “mysterious resi-
due in the things hiding behind their relations with other things” (Bruno 
Latour, 158), the residue that amounts to the intrinsic object itself, which 
(like the Heideggerian thing if not indeed like the thing- in- itself), always 
“stands apart” (Bruno Latour, 208).

While Latour works within and against a sociological tradition, Har-
man works within and against a phenomenological tradition, taking the 
study of the object’s manifestation to human consciousness and effec-
tively extending this to a study of the manifestation of objects to one an-
other (independent of us), which remains a study of what, in those rela-
tions, remains withheld. His world is “filled with a single genre of reality 
known as objects”; this is a world characterized by its own ontological 
flattening, between what we commonsensically call the material and 
the immaterial, the real and the imaginary (including centaurs, literary 
characters, and concepts).35 In an Arendtian mode, you might call this a 
retreat into objects—or into the object—that can provide no purchase on 
ontological history, or on the historical question of how a nonhuman ob-
ject world forms and transforms the human. Indeed, he is willing to risk 
the conceptual danger of panpsychism (granting the powers of thought 
to everything), because it is “greatly outweighed by the truly perilous 
risk of preserving the dominance of the human- world split” (Bruno 
Latour, 212). Object Studies has been willing to assert that “flat ontology 
is an ideal.”36 Insofar as the field achieves that ideal, it compromises any 
contribution it might have made to the study of the inanimate object 
world, of material culture, of the artifactual, of the nonhuman, all of 
which that achievement would effectively conceptualize out of existence. 
The greater risk, in any dash to do away with Kant, amounts to epistemo-
logical hubris: reinstalling dogmatic claims to all kinds of knowledge un-
tempered by any diffident recognition of the bounds of human knowing, 
the forms of human intuition, the limits of the all- too- human subject. 
This is why Andrew Cole has explained that the energy of this so- called 
realist project plainly derives from idealism and mysticism.37

Where does this leave us—leave you, leave me? Refreshing as such 
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thinking has been in its attention to objects—objects anterior or ulterior 
to human thought (Meillassoux), objects undifferentiated from subjects 
within a network (Latour), objects whose mysterious depths are compa-
rable to the depths of human objects (Harman)—there are any number 
of ways in which we might plead against the retreat into the object, and 
plead in behalf of not yet abandoning the subject so simply or quickly. In-
deed, there are ways in which we might be said to be stuck with, or stuck 
to, certain subjects (you, me) no matter what twenty- first- century sol-
vents can now be downloaded. But the subject- object dichotomy and the 
dynamics of that dichotomy need not compromise a realist metaphysics 
and need not be scripted by the authority of Kant, Hegel, or Husserl, as 
Alfred North Whitehead showed at length. He makes it clear that subject- 
object is not a permanent installation, that the terms themselves are rela-
tive and emerge within an occasion: “An occasion is a subject in respect 
to its special activity concerning an object; and anything is an object in 
respect to its provocation of some special activity within a subject.”38

More bluntly, the anthropologist Daniel Miller (trained as an archae-
ologist) has argued that because anthropology begins with an “empathic 
encounter with the least abstracted and most fully engaged practices of 
the various peoples of the world,” it cannot afford philosophy’s effort 
to overcome familiar dualisms. By this he means that the anthropolo-
gist is stuck with the subject- object duality and must in fact “strive for 
the vulgarity that philosophy necessarily eschews.”39 In what some-
times feels like an era of irresponsible interdisciplinarity, such a division 
ought to make good sense: distinct disciplines constitute their objects of 
analysis distinctly, after all, and each has its own protocols for generat-
ing knowledge effects (for constituting what will count as knowledge). 
Nonetheless, within the collection that Miller introduces, Materiality, 
the contributors themselves don’t adopt the vulgarity he espouses. Lynn 
Meskell, for one, by focusing on the agential force of ancient Egyptian 
statuary, explains how the boundaries between subject and object col-
lapse in an ontology that may “impinge upon our own contemporary and 
profound debates about subjects and objects,” including Latour’s debate 
with the subject- object binary.40 Whether Meskell expects her readers to 
appreciate the idiosyncrasy of ancient Egypt, or to appreciate how the 
ancient Egyptians got it right (transculturally and transhistorically) by 
extending agency to the object world, she makes it clear that archaeology 
need not (or must not) leave the subject- object binary in place. Indeed, 
you could say that the anthropologist’s and the historian’s attention to 
“the practices of various peoples” has traditionally exposed the insularity 
of modern, Western thought: Haïda spoons, like Kwakwaka’wakw dishes, 
are “animate things”; the legendary Nine Tripods of ancient China were 
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considered to be animate and to possess consciousness; in medieval 
Europe, wooden figures “moved, wept, sweated blood.”41 The history of 
anthropology, as Alfred Gell emphasized, is a history of defamiliarizing 
the concept of “persons” and of charting how “things” achieve a kind of 
personhood.42 Anthropology, like history, is a field that makes the very 
idea of not- being- modern make sense.

Yet a residual commitment to such binary thinking can be sustained 
on other grounds than the anthropologist’s. While abandoning the 
subject- object dichotomy—or, indeed, abandoning the subject—has 
the distinct advantage of foregrounding the object world, it has the dis-
advantage of making it impossible to locate individual human agency. 
And when Latour writes, trenchantly, of “democracy extended to things 
themselves,” of a new democracy of persons and things, those claims 
can’t help but be haunted by the fact that we don’t yet enjoy democracy 
among persons.43 And even as the combination of science, organization, 
and industry render nonhuman entities articulate—“Nonhumans are 
endowed with speech, however primitive, with intelligence, foresight, 
self- control, and discipline, in fashion both large- scale and intimate”—
so too that very combination has a history of rendering human entities 
mute (PH, 204).44 More simply, the homogenizing ontology seems to 
square not so much with Marx’s understanding of how capital reifies per-
sons and personifies things, but with the more recent chapter of Capi-
tal where maximizing profit has meant minimizing human participation 
to the point of threatening to render the human obsolete: where phone 
trees, automated tellers and checkers, robotic mechanics, drones, and 
additive manufacturing (3- D printing) challenge (if I may put it this way) 
the human right to labor—or, more eloquently, “the practical realiza-
tion of labor as value.”45 If it is true that “sociology is not the science of 
human beings alone—that it can welcome crowds of nonhumans with 
open arms, just as it welcomed the working masses in the nineteenth 
century,” then the question of the nonworking masses of the twenty- first 
century remains loudly absent.46

But such ethical and political quandaries (which are not quandaries 
I mean to pursue) have more recently been leavened by Latour himself 
as he argues that the “Subject/Object opposition is troublesome only if 
we take these two terms as distinct ontological regions”; for once we 
grant that each names a composite, “it ought to be possible to relocal-
ize,” to “mitigate this major issue of subjectivity and objectivity” that the 
“Moderns merely exaggerated,” and to recognize the descriptive “conve-
nience” of the binary.47 Besides, those quandaries in no way diminish the 
trenchant validity of Latour’s “pragmatogony”: a time line on which he 
charts how the once- comfortable distinction between subjects and ob-
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jects, humans and nonhumans, has given way, and will continue to give 
way, to “an ever greater level of intimacy and on an ever greater scale” 
(PH, 200–201). And yet that very time line—which is to say that history, 
which is an ontological history—also points to two obvious questions 
that loom over object oriented thinking as a whole. First: By showing 
how we have become, say, increasingly nonmodern, does this trajectory 
reinstall the kinds of periodization that Latour once eschewed by de-
claring that we have never been modern? Second: Given this trajectory, 
should we understand Latour’s analytic as the mode by which to assess 
this increasing intimacy, or should we understand it, rather, as a symptom 
of that intimacy? Or both?

3. Human- Unhuman

To a question that came to be asked with increasing eloquence and 
ur gency—“Why has the physical and ‘thingly’ component of our past 
and present being become forgotten or ignored to such an extent in con-
temporary social research?”—Latour provided acerbic answers.48 “To be-
come a social scientist,” he wrote in We Have Never Been Modern (1991), “is 
to realize that the inner properties of objects do not count, that they are 
mere receptacles for human categories.”49 The problem derives from the 
tautological constitution of the social sciences themselves, the conviction 
that society provides its own infrastructure: “As soon as you believe social 
aggregates can hold their own being propped up by ‘social forces,’ then 
objects vanish from view and the magical and tautological force of so-
ciety is enough to hold every thing with, literally, no thing.”50 The very idea 
of the social (let alone social construction) effaces the object world from 
(and far beyond) the social sciences. Most simply, Latour defines moder-
nity itself as the project that established different “ontological zones,” 
radically distinguishing—despite their ongoing interdependence, their 
de facto imbrication—the human from the nonhuman.51 This is why my 
opening chapters provoke the conclusion that modernism always knew 
that we have never been modern. Whether you consider the construc-
tivist effort to overcome the “rupture between things and people” by “dy-
namiz[ing]” the thing into something “connected like a co- worker with 
human practice,” or you confront the objects that act and speak on their 
own in the Circe episode of Ulysses, or you linger in front of Man Ray’s 
Object to Be Destroyed, you experience modernism’s persistent effort to 
blur (or expunge) the lines of modernity’s ontological map.52

Indeed, in his effort to lead a “Copernican counter- revolution” that 
refuses to acknowledge the gap between “things- in- themselves” and 
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“humans- among- themselves,” Latour contends that “sociologists need as 
much variety in ‘drawing’ actors as there are debates about figuration in 
modern and contemporary art.”53 This is a counterrevolution that means 
to have political, specifically democratic results, with democracy newly 
conceived by “adding a series of new voices to the discussion, voices that 
have been inaudible up to now”: “the voices of nonhumans.”54 Idiosyncratic 
as such a claim may seem, it is a version of the democracy that alarmed 
Flaubert’s original readers, whom Jacques Rancière credits for perceiv-
ing what more recent readers (notably Sartre) failed to see—a literary 
regime in which “material things” and “human beings” enjoy the same 
importance: “Flaubert’s disregard for any difference between high and 
low subject matters, for any hierarchy between foreground and back-
ground, and ultimately between men and things, was the hall mark of 
democracy.”55 This is a regime in which “mute things speak better than 
any orator,” things like the conglomeration of objects (“furnishings, in-
ventions, fashions, works of art and relics”) in the antique shop at the 
opening of Balzac’s La peau de chagrin (1831), all adding up to “an endless 
poem” (“Politics,” 18–19). Rancière insists, moreover, that the “Balzacian 
paradigm of the shop as a poem had to exist first, to allow for the analysis 
of the commodity as a phantasmagoria”; “Marx’s commodity”—arguably 
now the most famous of all speaking inorganic forms—“stems from the 
Balzacian shop” (“Politics,” 21).

Rancière’s literary history can provoke two further points. For of 
course previous literary- object orators were anything but mute: indeed, 
if those objects that voice the Anglo- Saxon riddles of the tenth- century 
Exeter Book (a loom, a shield, a plow, a bucket, a helmet, &c.) can be de-
scribed as garrulous, then those that narrate the object autobiographies 
(or it- narratives) of the eighteenth century (a coat, a slipper, a pen, a 
hackney coach, several coins, &c.) must be considered verbose.56 Prefaced 
by an epigraph from Lucretius’s De rerum natura (a perennial source, then 
as now, for conceptualizing the life of matter), The Adventures of a Rupee 
(1783) begins with its own material vitalism:57 “The sun saw me in the 
mountains of Tibet an ignoble lump of earth. I was then undistinguished 
from the clods that surrounded me by the splendor of my appearance, or 
by the ductility of my substance; but I contained within myself the prin-
ciples of my future form, and . . . by degrees I assumed color and other 
qualities which I had not before.” As for Lucretius himself, George Santa-
yana made the relevant point in 1910: “The great thing about this genius 
is its power of losing itself in the object”: “We seem to be reading not the 
poetry of a poet about things, but the poetry of things themselves”—of 
“their own movement and life.”58 Such articulate objects would seem to 
pose a particular question to the regime Rancière addresses: for has it 
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not in fact muted the object world while compensating with an exten-
sive sign language that preserves the mere legibility of objects? Further, 
even if Marx could hear the voice of things in Balzac, did he not recog-
nize that such a voice was being drowned out by the voices of commodi-
ties—that the enchantment of the object world had come to depend on 
the structure of the commodity? Just as inhabiting modernity has meant 
living in a world where, epistemologically, knowledge of things has been 
disaggregated from people and power, so too it has meant enduring the 
power of things in commodity form. This is why, throughout the book 
in hand, I find myself unable to focus on a particular potency of objects 
(named the other thing) without drawing attention to the field of con-
sumer culture that perpetually obscures that potency.

Latour concerns himself neither with literary history nor with the his-
tory of commodity fetishism (not a residue of the premodern but, let us 
say, its displacement). Though a more general freedom of agency and 
vocalization can be found in any number of literary texts (throughout 
the work of Philip K. Dick, for instance), his reimagination of the social 
is undergirded by narrative theory, by a semiotic formalization of agency 
within narrative as such. In particular, actor network theory redeploys 
A. J. Griemas’s notion of the actant, an agential role without specific con-
tent, enabling Latour to redescribe certain putatively inanimate objects 
(a key, a speed bump) as having agency (and no less agency than some 
human actor).59 He then describes such actants (off the Greimassian grid) 
combining and recombining into various networks.60 Once a student in 
Griemas’s seminars, now an anthropologist who routinely teaches semi-
otics, Latour considers Greimassian semiotics as “the organon, as a sort 
of tool box, if you wish . . . to treat questions of agency, questions of ob-
jectiveness, questions of the careers of objects.” It may be that “literature 
is the place where the freedom of agency can be regained,” as he’s said, 
but it would seem that, from his point of view, it is more precisely liter-
ary theory that should be “to the social sciences what mathematics is to 
physics.”61

As Greimas points out, though, narrative structures are “characteristic 
of the human imaginary in general.”62 The point is not just that “evene-
mential syntax . . . is, whether we like or not, of anthropomorphic inspi-
ration” (104), but also that the actant (however unhuman) as the subject 
of a doing has already been humanized. Indeed, Greimas maintains that 
doing is “doubly anthropomorphic”: “As an activity it presupposes a sub-
ject; as a message, it is objectified and implies the axis of transmission be-
tween sender and receiver” (71). Critics of Latour who object to a “monist 
ontology of social actants” that remains anthropocentric—that fails to 
grant objects sufficient autonomy from the human—may simply have 
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stumbled into this infrastructural impasse within actor network theory: 
what Greimas recognized as the inescapable anthropomorphism of the 
actant as such.63 Latour himself has belittled the “accusation of anthro-
pomorphism” while pointing out, no less, that it is “inanimism that is the 
queer invention” within modernity.64

Thus, far from wishing to spend energy ferreting out human re-
mainders in Latour’s effort to think beyond the human, I’m interested 
in the way that the human has returned—differently—in his work, and 
the way in which that return sheds light—the light of history—on vari-
ous efforts to do without the human- unhuman binary, as on the current 
attraction to ontology. It is as though his political ecology has come to 
clarify the content of a material unconscious that expresses itself in the 
attention (however various) to objects across the disciplines and arts. In 
obvious contrast to Hannah Arendt’s experiment in reasserting classical 
distinctions, he has always experimented by discarding modern distinc-
tions, with full and vibrant explanations of why the experiment should 
be undertaken and what he expects the practical payoff to be. He stands 
out among object- oriented scholars because he has pursued his radical 
de- taxonomizing in behalf of establishing new epistemological norms 
(and ontological claims, and political possibilities) by which to appre-
hend the distribution of agency in concrete cases—to understand, for 
instance, why a transit system wasn’t implemented in Paris. He begins 
the Politics of Nature (1999) by arguing that those two concepts have “de-
veloped in such a way as to make any juxtaposition, any synthesis, any 
combination of the two terms impossible” (PN, 3–4). This is because what 
we know about nature has been mediated by science; it is a “scientific 
production”; and it is thus within (never outside) the cultural and politi-
cal field. For this reason, then, the “very core of political ecology” must 
have “nothing to do with nature” (PN, 4–5), just as it must jettison the fact- 
value distinction and the human- nonhuman distinction. As part of his 
dismissal of nature in this text, he humorously ruminates: “There can 
be a Gaia science, a Gaia cult, but can there be a Gaia politics?” (PN, 5). 
More recently, though, he has very seriously returned to Gaia (adopted 
from James Lovelock) as both figure and fact: not as any substitute for 
“nature,” but as a scientific term, a cosmological term, a term by which 
to caption the earth’s systems and the distributed agencies within them, 
to identify an entity that is at once “sensitive” to what humans are doing 
and utterly “indifferent” toward them.65

He has turned to Gaia in response to the notion of the Anthropocene, 
what he calls that “amazing lexical invention by geologists to put a label 
on our present period.” As an epochal designation, the Anthropocene 
helps to convey the scale of an ecological crisis posing questions that are 
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“too big,” but a crisis “of human, all too human origins”: the human is the 
“collective giant” that “has become the main geological force shaping na-
ture.” Pointing to the irony that the geologic argument “comes just when 
vanguard philosophers were speaking of our time as that of the ‘post-
human,’” Latour recognizes that the geologists confront us with “anthro-
pomorphism on steroids.” On the one hand, then, this hardly seems the 
hour to abandon the specificity of the human, for to do so elides the 
earthly actant that, like no other, has come to transform the planet. On 
the other, given the anthropogenic origin of climate change, it is increas-
ingly difficult to distinguish anthropos from its environs, to distinguish 
the world from the earth. Although Latour does not put the matter this 
way, Gaia might be said to name the subject- object (which is no unified 
agent) of unhuman history, which is a history that, precisely by being un-
human, retains the human within it. This is the history in which anthropos 
comes to find itself (and now to recognize itself) relegated to the role of 
object within a vast assemblage.

However stridently Hannah Arendt reasserted her fundamental lexi-
con—her distinction between the world and the earth, for instance—her 
work makes it clear that she recognized how, in the middle of the twen-
tieth century, that lexicon was losing its purchase. Human history had 
already produced an unhuman condition wherein political ontology had 
begun to lose its footing. She believed that “experiences of worldliness,” 
for instance, had been increasingly denied to “ordinary human experi-
ence,” and thus that the faculties of “making, fabricating, and building” 
were increasingly “restricted to the abilities of the artist” (323). Increas-
ingly, the artist alone served to illustrate and to embody homo faber. This 
is why she adds an extraordinary final note in The Human Condition, a non 
sequitur in which she aggressively specifies that the “inherent worldliness 
of the artist” is unaffected by the nonfigurative turn in art that dispenses 
with the “representation of things”: “to mistake this ‘nonobjectivity’ for 
subjectivity, where the artist feels called upon to ‘express himself,’ his 
subjective feelings, is the mark of charlatans, not of artists.” The objective 
of the artist remains “reification”: “The artist, whether painter or sculp-
tor or poet or musician, produces worldly objects” (323n87). But just as 
her account of the stability that things grant man necessarily elides the 
instability of things themselves (and the vacillation between the object 
and the thing), so too her claim that art is reification would seem to fore-
close the access that art gives to reification, to the dynamics of thingifi-
cation itself, as to the thingness disclosed by those dynamics. Sculpture 
is not an object but “the study of objects,” as Michael Heizer insisted; it 
is “also a study of materials.”66 And aesthetic experience, as Hans Ulrich 
Gumbrecht has argued, is a matter of “getting lost” in “the oscillation be-
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tween presence effects and meaning effects.”67 The artwork is not just a 
“worldly object”; it is also an object that discloses a world, even when the 
world can no longer quite distinguish itself from the earth.

About a decade after Arendt published her lectures as The Human Con-
dition, Heizer and Robert Smithson produced those iconic earthworks, 
Double Negative (1969–70) and Spiral Jetty (1970), with which I began this 
section of the book. Both works are legible as the expressions of a kind of 
egomania, the American artist’s phallic assertion of his will on the face 
of the earth. From Arendt’s perspective, the point about them would be, 
rather, that they are acts of reification, the production of worldly ob-
jects. Yet the independent worldliness of the objects—art understood 
as “the most intensely worldly of all tangible things” (167)—is not easy 
to fathom because of their integration with the earth: indeed their ma-
terial and phenomenological presence as earth. “I think the earth is the 
material with the most potential because it is the original source of ma-
terial,” Heizer explained, but not without addressing the world, describ-
ing a “sensibility” founded “on a feeling that we [are] coming close to the 
end of the world.” In 1972, when he began to construct City, the massive 
complex in the Nevada desert, he did so on the edge of a nuclear testing 
site, which is to say on the edge of history as we know it: “We’re prob-
ably living at the end of civilization.”68 Such site specificity transforms 
the work as such into one of what Smithson designated “sites of time.”69 
Alongside that designation he makes an insistent (though unconceptu-
alized) distinction between the object and the thing. He objects to the 
way that the market necessitates the “art object,” whereas the artist pro-
duces “things in a state of arrested disruption” (112, 106, his emphasis). 
As though in oblique response to Arendt’s celebration of the artwork’s 
stability, he considers “objects” and “shapes” to be “convenient fictions” 
(112). When instead “a thing is seen through the consciousness of tempo-
rality,” it discloses an “uncertain disintegrating order” (112, his emphasis). 
By his light, the work of the work of art is to “explore the pre- and post- 
historic,” to “go into places where remote futures meet remote pasts” 
(113).70 If it is not in some unconscious and unanticipated tribute to Gaia, 
such a work of art nonetheless anticipates our current striving to think 
unhuman history.71
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Six

Object Relations
in an Expanded Field
(Myla Goldberg/
Harold Searles)
For Barbara Johnson

It seems to me that, in our culture, a conscious ignoring of the  
psychological importance of the nonhuman environment exists 
simultaneously with a (largely unconscious) overdependence  
upon the environment.

hA r O lD  S eA r le S , The Nonhuman Environment (1960)

Under the spell of shape- changing, anything can become anything  
at any moment, and the world around us may contain the ghosts of  
the stories that we no longer know. The relation between persons  
and things grows more uncanny.

BA r BA r A  j O h N S O N ,  Persons and Things (2008)

I ended the previous chapter by hearing the artist’s voice from the sixties 
as an adumbration of a current concern with unhuman history. This is a 
history that, on the one hand, means to suspend the distinction between 
human and nonhuman, subject and object, earth and world, as it extends 
the chronological frame beyond that of the species (but which, on the 
other, marks history as a necessarily human perception). Of course, art as 
such, and particularly modern art, has been said to depend on blurring 
distinctions, on dissipating boundaries. Anton Ehrenzweig, for instance, 
developing a psychoanalytic perspective on artistic creativity (which 
he used pedagogically), describes a “‘manic- oceanic’ phase in creative 
work,” a requisite “dedifferentiation,” which he defines as “the dynamic 
process by which the ego scatters and represses surface imagery.”1 Con-
testing gestalt psychology’s emphasis on form, he focused on a deform-
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ing process in The Hidden Order of Art (1967): “Creativity can almost be 
defined as the capacity for transforming the chaotic aspect of undifferen-
tiation into a hidden order that can be encompassed by a comprehensive 
(syncretistic) vision” (127). The “aggressive fragmentation” of modern art 
amounts to “outright attacks on conscious order and reason” (70); it ex-
emplifies the “extreme de- differentiaton in lower levels of the ego which 
occurs during creative work” (294).

Though he believed, in 1967, that “modern art [was] dying” (69), 
younger artists welcomed the book as a confirmation of their own in-
sights and ambitions. Publishing “A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth 
Projects” the following year, Robert Smithson made repeated reference 
to Ehrenzweig’s overarching concept as a way to recaption the fragmen-
tation, erosion, and entropy that were the focus of his own attention: 
the “‘primary process’ of making contact with matter . . . called by Anton 
Ehrenzweig ‘dedifferentiation.”2 “At low levels of consciousness,” Smith-
son transposes, “the artist experiences undifferentiated or unbounded 
methods of procedure,” wherein tools are “undifferentiated from the ma-
terial they operate on, or they seem to sink back into their primordial 
condition” (102). To convey the idea, he recounts his visit to a slate quarry 
in Pennsylvania, where “all boundaries and distinctions lost their mean-
ing,” with the present falling “forward and backward into a tumult of ‘de-
differentiation’” (110).

Smithson distinguishes art from the “mere object”; he distinguishes 
the “thing” from the mere art object, “the object get[ting] less and less 
but exist[ing] as something clearer” (112); and he considers “the mind and 
things of certain artists” to be “not ‘unities,’ but things in a state of ar-
rested disruption” (106). Nonetheless, his account of the quarry points 
to a dedifferentiating experience beyond the generally recognizable 
bounds of art. And Ehrenzweig acknowledged that the process is hardly 
restricted to the artistic imagination, to the endeavor of art, even if it 
typically “occurs only in deeply unconscious levels and so escapes atten-
tion” (295). For him, teaching art was a matter of encouraging students 
to gain access to those levels.

This chapter focuses on a kind of dedifferentiation, at once exhila-
rating and chilling, that unfolds within the subplot of Myla Goldberg’s 
Bee Season (2000), where a woman experiences a kind of intimacy with 
objects so strong that the subject- object boundary seems to disappear. 
Her life can be read as a retreat into objects—a retreat provoked by her 
childhood encounter with one object, a kaleidoscope. It can be read as an 
illustration of dedifferentiation within everyday life. But though Ehren-
zweig’s account of the creative imagination could be used to understand 
some aspects of the character (and though she becomes a kind of art-
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ist), I turn instead to the work of Harold Searles, a psychoanalyst who 
breaks the paradigm of object- relations theory as developed by Melanie 
Klein. He expands the theory by insisting that an object of cathexis need 
not always be, nor stand in for, a human subject. Helping to disclose the 
limits of traditional psychoanalysis, he also helps to clarify the dynamics 
by which an object can assert strange power over a human psyche. In the 
case of Goldberg’s novel, this is an object—the kaleidoscope—that has 
enjoyed a long history as a powerful trope; within the pages of her world 
it becomes some thing else.

1. Novel Objects

When David Brewster invented the kaleidoscope in 1816 (originally de-
signed to produce theatrical phantasmata), he could hardly have pre-
dicted the impact. Two years later, though, reporting on the “univer-
sal mania for the instrument,” Roget, the physician and lexicographer, 
remarked that “no invention, and no work, whether addressed to the 
imagination or to the understanding, ever produced such an effect.”3 
Brewster had in fact hoped that his invention, producing a “magical 
union of parts” (as he put it) would offer more than a means of enjoying 
“rational amusement” or of assisting in the “ornamental arts.”4 He hoped 
it would become a “philosophical instrument” (6).

It became such an instrument in the hands of Charles Baudelaire, one 
means of getting at the psychology of modern life. He likens the “perfect 
flâneur,” who takes joy in the urban masses, to a “kaleidoscope gifted 
with consciousness,” responding to each movement “by reproducing the 
multiplicity of life and the flickering graces of all the elements of life.” 
The kaleidoscope figures the way a certain cosmopolitan “I” absorbs and 
refracts the “non- I.”5 (“C’est un moi insatiable du non- moi.”) Henri Berg-
son used the kaleidoscope to figure the point of perception—the body—
in the midst of a system of images that shift utterly with the slightest 
change in that point; and for Marcel Proust, “the shifting kaleidoscope 
of the darkness” forms part of Marcel’s sleeping/waking/dreaming state.6 
Walter Benjamin, writing about Baudelaire, considered the kaleidoscope 
to be an invention that could—like the telephone, the camera, and film—
both provoke and figure the experience of modernity as a sequence of 
shocks.7

For Claude Lévi- Strauss, though, it was not modern life but la pensée 
sauvage, not flânerie but bricolage, that could be best understood with 
the kaleidoscope’s help. Recharacterizing “the thought we call primitive” 
as a “thirst for objective knowledge” that orders the world systematically, 
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and eager to imagine this “science of the concrete” as concretely as pos-
sible—to emphasize how, as he goes on to write, “savage thought” is char-
acterized both “by a consuming symbolic ambition . . . and by scrupulous 
attention directed entirely toward the concrete”—he epigrammatically 
maintains that the bricoleur “speaks not only with things . . . but also 
through the medium of things.”8 He soon gets his hands on a thing to 
speak with and through. The kaleidoscope, an “instrument” that “con-
tains bits and pieces by means of which structured patterns are realized” 
(36), is an apparatus, a medium, that figures not only mythical thinking 
but his own thinking about the mythical, his own fragmentation and re-
organization of mythemes into a recognizable system.

Yet, even as the kaleidoscope provides a concrete illustration of mythi-
cal and magical and anthropological thinking, it nonetheless might be 
said to illustrate a dematerializing operation: it shows how “concrete 
logic” can dissolve material properties. The fragments, which “can no 
longer be considered entities in their own right,” form a “new type of 
entity” where “signs assume the status of things signified” (36). In other 
words, the pattern, the design, the specular form—this has become the 
content; the simulacrum has become the object. That particular shard of 
glass—cobalt blue—is, in itself, beside the point.

Regardless of how well the kaleidoscope explains la pensée sauvage, 
the figure of the kaleidoscope helps to metaphorize why structural-
ism has been repeatedly charged with effecting a transition in French 
thought, circa 1960, away from an engagement with material culture. 
Kristin Ross’s account of this transition in the work of Roland Barthes (a 
transition marked by the difference between Mythologies [1957] and La 
système de la mode [1967]) is, in a word, kaleidoscopic: “Structural man 
takes the real, decomposes it, then recomposes it in view of creating 
the general intelligibility underlying the object; he creates the object’s 
simulacrum.”9 The operation of the kaleidoscope helps to dramatize the 
urgency with which more recent anthropology has worked so hard to 
prevent us from “overlook[ing] the material properties of things” and 
to recognize how those properties complicate or compromise “semiotic 
deployment.”10 You might simply call this the persistence of some post-
structuralist attention to the materiality of the signifier, but the differ-
ence lies, of course, in the fact that such attention is no longer restricted 
to the word; this is no longer, to borrow a phrase from one of Derrida’s 
descriptions of Paul de Man, “materialism without matter.”11

This “new materialism,” as it is sometimes called, has by now taken 
hold not just in anthropology but also in the history of science, art his-
tory, literary criticism and literary history, sociology and political theory. 
But rather than charting these recent trajectories, I’d like to keep hold 
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of the kaleidoscope, which reappears as a different kind of philosophi-
cal instrument in Myla Goldberg’s Bee Season (2000). When a little girl 
named Miriam peers into her new kaleidoscope, she suddenly “forgets 
to breathe.” She is “prepared to spend the rest of her life holding the 
cylinder to her face”; she “wishes she could squeeze through the eye-
hole and into the tube, joining the flawless symmetry.” Her seventh 
birthday ends, then, as an overwhelming success. “By the time Miriam 
goes to bed, the kaleidoscope clutched to her chest, she has decided that 
where there is a window there has to be a door.”12 Through such a win-
dow she can perceive a world of exquisite arrangement, a world where 
any fragment achieves its self- transcendence. This is no mirror- stage, 
wherein a toddler, identifying with the image, mistakes its coherence 
for his own fragmented self. Instead, Goldberg dramatizes some kind of 
kaleidoscope- stage, when a child discovers just how perfect the object- 
world can be. But when the window becomes a door, she enters no kalei-
doscopic world. Rather, she begins to inhabit a kaleidoscopic worldview: 
a view of the world as ill- arranged, awaiting its recomposition, awaiting 
its perfection, what Brewster had called the “magical union of parts.”

I’d like to read this novel—or rather, this subplot from the novel—as a 
way of engaging another field that, like anthropology, seems to embrace 
objects only to let them go. And yet, within that field—psychoanalysis—
there is one figure, Harold Searles, who devoted one book, The Nonhuman 
Environment (1960), to “the significance of the nonhuman environment 
in man’s psychological life,” a significance that had been ignored in favor 
of the inter- and intra- personal.13 I’m wondering, as my title suggests, 
what a theory of object relations could accomplish if, as in much recent 
anthropological work, it turned its attention to things. Thus, after ad-
dressing the elision of artifactual objects from object relations, I’d like 
to pursue their recuperation in Searles’s aberrant line of thinking, and 
to preserve the aberrance of that thinking when it comes to understand-
ing why Miriam, the child thrilled by a kaleidoscope, grows up to live 
a secret life of longing, a life of longing for things and for a perfection 
achieved through things, a life that her family cannot comprehend. On 
the one hand, this appears as a pathological desire to be absorbed within 
the unhuman, the inanimate object world, and thus to eschew human re-
sponsibility. On the other, it appears as the responsible recognition that 
“inanimism” is, as Bruno Latour puts it, a singularly odd modern inven-
tion; hers is a fulsome apprehension of the composite character of sub-
ject and object both.14
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2. Object Relations

Of course, the novel as a genre, the novel as such, has been perennially 
understood as a written relation to the nonhuman environment. John 
Richetti reasserts a familiar point, a point of Allen Tate’s and Ian Watt’s, 
in his introduction to a recent edition of Robinson Crusoe, arguing that 
“realism derives much from the Latin word res (thing, object, matter), 
and [that] Robinson Crusoe is a pioneering work of modern novelistic real-
ism because Defoe renders for much of the narrative the force and feel of 
Crusoe’s material and phenomenal world with an unprecedented density 
and fine- grained immediacy and intricacy.”15 One of the great mysteries 
of literary history (literary history tout court) is why, almost three hun-
dred years later, most novels still assume this burden of rendering the 
force and feel of the material and phenomenal world.

Even a novelist responsible for redirecting the genre away from realis-
tic poetics, “away from the observed object toward the observing subject, 
away from exterior description toward inner apprehension,” to borrow 
Alex Woloch’s formula for what happens in the modernist novel,16 even 
Virginia Woolf famously found herself mesmerized by Defoe’s reality 
effects, as I pointed out in chapter 2. Writing about Crusoe in the 1920s, 
and clearly bored by sociological accounts of the rise of the novel, she 
admitted that we could say that prose “accommodated itself” to the de-
mands of the eighteenth century’s new middle class, “able to read and 
anxious to read.”17 But our responsibility as readers, in her view, is to 
“gaze through [the individual novelist’s] eyes until we, too, understand 
in what order he ranges the large common objects upon which novel-
ists are fated to gaze” (52). Her particularizing point about Crusoe, then, 
is that instead of poetic “sunsets,” we find, “on the contrary, staring us 
full in the face nothing but a large earthenware pot. . . . Reality, fact, sub-
stance is going to dominate all that follows. . . . Nothing exists except an 
earthenware pot” (54–55). Defoe’s “genius for fact” also enables him to 
dignify the common: “To dig, to bake, to plant, to build—how serious 
these simple occupations are; hatchets, scissors, logs, axes—how beauti-
ful these simple objects become” (57).

Dignifying both the act and the product of his labor, Crusoe reports 
extensively on the difficulty he had making pots: two months it took him 
to produce “two large earthen ugly things” (96), with which he was over-
joyed. But Woolf is far less concerned with these pots then she is with 
the figure of the pot, the way the pot figures Defoe’s whole materializ-
ing enterprise, his science of the concrete: “By believing fixedly in the 
solidity of the pot and its earthiness, he has subdued every other element 
to his design; he has roped the whole universe into harmony” (58). The 
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realist commitment, the belief in things, grants him his organizational 
authority, the power of the novelistic art.

It is difficult to read Woolf ’s rumination on the pot without being re-
minded of Heidegger’s rumination on the jug (Krug) and the more con-
temporaneous rumination on the pitcher (Krug) with which Ernst Bloch 
begins his Sprit of Utopia (written in 1915 and 1916, published in 1918, re-
vised in 1923). “I could probably be formed like the pitcher,” Bloch writes, 
and “see myself as something brown, something peculiarly organic, 
some Nordic amphora, and not just mimetically or simply empatheti-
cally, but so that I thus become for my part richer, more present, cul-
tivated further toward myself by this artifact that participates in me.”18 
If Defoe, by Woolf ’s light, organizes the universe through his commit-
ment to common objects, then Bloch, committing himself to one object, 
means to reorganize himself. Within an isolated and meditative register, 
Bloch enacts an anthropological and psychological fact: the constitution 
of the human subject through the nonhuman object: indeed their mutual 
constitution, their mutual animation.

Together, Woolf and Bloch help to mark a proliferation of the dis-
course on objects in the 1920s, a new effort to think about things, to think 
with them, to think through them. That discourse included a great range 
of well- known work: Malinowski’s study of the Kula in the archipelagoes 
of eastern New Guinea; Marcel Mauss’s account of the life of objects out-
side Western modernity; Piaget’s first attempt to write about the child’s 
relation to objects; Heidegger’s initial efforts, within Being and Time, 
to think through “equipmental- being”; André Breton’s flea- market flâ-
nerie; and Benjamin’s materialist phenomenology that includes his re-
description of the surrealist project, in 1929, as an archaeological and 
anthropological—and not a psychoanalytic—endeavor. This attention to 
the nonhuman environment, which I engaged in the first section of this 
book, took place when Karl Abraham and Melanie Klein were developing 
a theory of object relations and when (following Freud’s analysis of the 
fort/da in 1920) Klein developed her play technique for children, making 
use of toys to facilitate the work of analysis.

Of course, within psychoanalysis, “object relation” denotes only an 
intersubjective relationship, not the human relation to the inanimate 
object world. One synthetic textbook, Object Relations in Psychoanalytic 
Theory, makes it clear that this effort to interpret psychodynamic con-
tent is the exclusive effort to map the internalization of interpersonal re-
lations.19 In other words, the words of Laplanche and Pontalis, “‘Object,’ 
within ‘object relations,’ is to be taken . . . in the special sense which it 
has for psychoanalysis in such expressions as ‘object- choice’ and ‘object- 
love.’ . . . [A] person is described as an object in so far as the [drives] are 
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directed toward him.”20 The object, whether constituted through projec-
tion or introjection, is never not another human subject. In Klein’s work, 
external objects (the mother, the father) or part objects (the breast, the 
penis) are ambivalently internalized and split (the good breast and the 
bad breast) just as feelings are externalized through acts of projection 
(onto the mother or the father). The child’s interaction with the inani-
mate object world becomes a symbolic drama, staging fantasy relations 
to those other (proper) objects.21

Thus, in the analytical play- technique, about which she began to gen-
eralize in 1926, Klein understands the child’s interaction with toys ac-
cording to the logics of fantasy, projection, and displacement. She does 
so because in children the conscious and unconscious operate “side by 
side,” enabling the analyst to “reach the deepest repressed experience 
and fixations.”22 Although champions of Klein, such as Julia Kristeva, in-
sist that it’s unfair to accuse her of mere sexual symbolism, that accusa-
tion has often been made, by Anna Freud, among others: the toy train is 
always “Daddy’s genital,” the toy oven is always “Mummy’s genital”; the 
story is always, as Deleuze and Guattari liked to say of psychoanalysis, the 
story called “daddy- mommy- [and]- me.”23

Bloch wrote, in his 1963 afterword to The Spirit of Utopia, that it was a 
“book entrenched and carried out by night, against the War” (279); and it 
was this war, as I showed in chapter 2, that provided much of the matter 
of modernism. The subsequent world conflict frames Klein’s most aggres-
sive act of vaporizing context from her analytical work. Her Narrative of 
a Child Analysis, which remains the longest published case study we have 
(at 450- plus pages), reports her treatment of a precocious, hypersensi-
tive, hypochondriacal and antisocial boy of ten, named Richard. Klein 
conducted the treatment in Pitlochry, Scotland; it lasted four months, 
ninety- three sessions, April to August 1941. (She quite desperately hoped 
to write and publish the narrative in 1942, but she was in fact correct-
ing proofs shortly before her death in 1960.) Throughout the narrative, 
Richard keeps talking about the war and about Hitler; about England, 
France, and Russia; about planes and bombs and U- boats. Klein keeps 
talking about part objects and the familial dynamic.

In the third session, to take an early example, Klein writes that Richard 
“soon turned to the map and expressed his fears about the British battle-
ships being blockaded in the Mediterranean if Gibraltar were taken by 
the Germans. They could not get through the Suez. He also spoke of in-
jured soldiers and showed some anxiety about their fate. He wondered 
how the British troops could be rescued from Greece. What would Hitler 
do to the Greeks; would he enslave them?” “Mrs K.,” Klein then writes, 
“interpreted that he also worried unconsciously about what might hap-
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pen to Daddy when he put his genital into Mummy.”24 Klein, an Austrian 
Jew who’d left Berlin to work in London, and who’d left London to es-
cape danger there, is treating a boy who, with his German mother, has 
been evacuated from his own London home. Richard’s brother, eleven 
years older, is serving in the British army. Richard himself is overwhelm-
ingly worried about air raids.25 In her introduction to the narrative, Klein 
writes that Richard “followed the news closely and took a great inter-
est in the war situation, and his preoccupation came up again and again 
during the course of his analysis” (16). Despite those circumstances and 
this prefatory acknowledgment, war, within the analytical imagination, 
serves only an allegorical function.

Klein’s acts of transcoding approach the level of caricature, with Hitler 
symbolizing the father, bombs symbolizing feces, the city of Brest repre-
senting the breast. In the sixteenth section, Richard and Mrs. K turn their 
attention to Drawing 5 (fig. 6.1). “She interpreted,” Klein writes, “that the 
four British planes might represent the family,” and he supposed that the 
“crossed- out German bomber also represented himself.” When he added 
that he had “soiled” his trousers the night before, she “added that his ‘big 
job’ was felt to be the bombs.” She explained that the drawing expressed 
“his fear lest he might bomb his family with his feces.” Moreover, “in the 
drawing the ack- ack gun had destroyed the German bomber, which rep-
resented the bad part of himself which had stolen Daddy’s genital (the 
gun) and attacked Daddy with it” (74). (When Klein’s biographer spoke 
with Richard decades later, his recall of the analysis was very vague, but 
he predictably remembered “her angle”: “She would often talk about the 
‘big Mummy genital’ and the ‘big Daddy genital,’ or the ‘good Mummy 
genital’ or the ‘bad Daddy genital.’ I can’t remember what other things 
she had to say. It was very much a strong interest in genitalia.”)26 Here, 
the psychoanalytic content- context divide disables any insight into the 
extrafamilial psychodynamics that are likely at play: above all, the use 
of the family to process anxieties about the war, the use of the father to 
understand Hitler, the use of the mother to work through an ambiva-
lent relation to the nation- state Germany that is at once bad and good. 
The general point must amount to the fact that Klein can only imagine 
how war serves to allegorize the family, not how the family might serve 
to allegorize the war. But my more particular point concerns the way in 
which the traditional script of object relations fails to permit a subject to 
have intense relations to objects—the U- boat, the plane, blockades, the 
bomb—that signify themselves.

This is why, from the proliferating discourse on things following World 
War I, Benjamin’s One- Way Street (written between 1923 and 1926) pro-
vides such an arresting contrast to the emerging paradigm of object re-
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lations. He addresses the play of children as a case for inhabiting, differ-
ently, the nonhuman environment: children, he writes, “are irresistibly 
drawn by the detritus generated by building, gardening, housework, tai-
loring, or carpentry. In waste products they recognize the face that the 
world of things turns directly and solely to them. In using these things, 
they do not so much imitate the works of adults as bring together, in the 
artifact produced in play, materials of widely differing kinds in a new, 
intuitive relationship.”27 Unrestricted by a mode of analysis that is deter-
mined to script the waking dreamwork as a family romance, Benjamin 
goes in search of some model for reconstructing the waste of the world—
modernity’s detritus—but for reconstructing it as something other than 

6.1  “Drawing 5,” from Melanie Klein, Narrative of a Child Analysis: The 
Conduct of the Psycho- Analysis of Children as Seen in the Treatment 
of a Ten- Year- Old Boy (New York: Basic Books, 1961). Reproduced by 
permission from the Melanie Klein Trust.
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it was. Bloch had lamented that “we have unlearned how to play,” and 
thus that we must “kill the cold machinery” to “see what still remains to 
be generously warmed up again” (10). Benjamin sought in play a human 
mode for reenergizing the nonhuman environment. “Warmth is ebbing 
from things,” he goes on to write in One- Way Street: “We must compen-
sate for their coldness with our warmth if they are not to freeze us to 
death” (453–54). Seized by the “menace” of a “refractory material world,” 
he sensed the urgency of positing our relation to things as a primary rela-
tion to think and work through, the dynamics of which are no less subject 
to unconscious fantasy, individual and collective (454).

For Benjamin the point is not only that children “produce their own 
small world of things within the greater one” (450), and not only that 
anything they happen to find “is already the start of a collection” (465). 
They also enjoy a lover’s relation to food, from the hand’s “tactile tryst 
with comestibles” to the mouth’s “passionate meeting” with currants and 
honey and strawberry jam in the absence of any mediating spoon (464). 
And they inhabit the object world mimetically: “Behind a door, he himself 
is the door—wears it as his heavy mask, and like a shaman will bewitch all 
those who unsuspectingly enter” (465). As Miriam Hansen has shown at 
length, for Benjamin “children pioneer a model of mimetic innervation,” 
a model not of interjecting the good or bad object that is the mother or 
father, but of incorporating objects themselves into the psyche, into the 
sensorium.28 In the account of his childhood in Berlin, Benjamin writes 
of becoming similar to objects, and of how the artist effects such simi-
larity, not representing the Chinese vase, but “resembl[ing] the porcelain 
which I had entered in a cloud of colors.”29

And yet, just as Klein’s work was clarifying for Lacan (“the Kleinian 
doctrine places the mother’s body there,” where “the question of what we 
call the Thing is raised”);30 just as her work has been crucial to feminism 
because it highlights originary psychodynamics that structure the child’s 
relation to its mother; so too, by shifting attention away from the father’s 
penis and to the mother’s breast, and by describing the ambivalent frag-
mentation (good and bad) of the internalized object, her work allows 
us to perceive modes of separation from, attachment to, and aggression 
toward objects, which are part objects (and not really subject or object), 
and which, as Deleuze and Guattari insist, need not be derived from some 
original whole. Bitter as they are that Klein, “the analyst least prone to 
see everything in terms of Oedipus,” did not in fact “shatter the iron col-
lar of Oedipus,” they nonetheless grant that she was responsible for the 
discovery of partial objects, and thus of “that world of explosions, rota-
tions, vibrations” which they transform into the world of desiring ma-
chines (44–45).31 What if, as they insist, “the unconscious is an orphan, and 
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produces itself within the identity of nature and man” (49)? Indeed, one 
might read the very ubiquity of the Oedipus in Klein as a compensatory 
mark of its superfluity (any indication of which would have cost her her 
place in the field), if not the mark of some kind of analytical anxiety. Were 
the object relations of the waking dreamwork so overwhelming that she 
had to contain them, each and all, with Oedipus?

3. Words and Things

“The relation to the nonhuman environment” is “also a function of ob-
ject relations, since in psychoanalytic terminology ‘object’ refers to the 
‘object of the drives,’ regardless of whether human or nonhuman.” And 
yet, as Harold Searles goes on to lament, “in actual practice . . . ‘human’ 
has almost become equated with ‘object.’”32 Psychoanalysis assumes that 
the significance of nonhuman objects amounts to a displacement of ca-
thexis (65).

Bee Season can be understood as outlining a “concrete logic” that pre-
serves the specificity of things and provides a case study explicable (to a 
certain degree) according to object- relations- as- usual, but the novel is 
rendered more far powerful when explained in engagement with Searles, 
as with Benjamin. This drama takes place, though, as a tangent to the cen-
tral plot, in which Miriam appears as the mother of an eleven- year- old 
girl, Eliza Naumann, who has always been a mediocre student, who has 
always suffered the humiliation of being in the slow class, but who sud-
denly discovers, during the first fifth- grade spelling bee, that she’s a whiz 
of a speller. She wins the class bee, the school bee, and the divisional bee 
with a mystical capacity to see and to feel words. “She hears the word 
and suddenly it is inside her head, translated from sound into physical 
form. . . . She knows when a word has reached its perfect form, ScAllION 
and ButANe and OrANgutAN blazing pure and incontrovertible in her 
mind” (40). This success occurs outside the familiar order of the sign: 
rather than words murdering things (as the familiar formula goes), they 
become like things, their signifying function beside the point. Eliza has 
no trouble spelling words she’s never heard and does not know: “Ay- reer” 
(a unit of Icelandic currency): “e- y- r- I- r” (62).

Eliza’s father, Saul, the temple cantor and a self- absorbed, passionate 
scholar, has never had much time for his daughter. He’s paid attention to 
his son, Eliza’s older brother Aaron, a good student who has aspirations 
of becoming a rabbi. But Eliza’s spelling success captivates her father; 
he begins to study with her, to coach her, to travel with her, recogniz-
ing that her untraditional, intuitive, mystical capacities might enable 
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her to achieve the kind of success he himself has never enjoyed. “Both 
spelling bees and Torah scribes,” he explains to her, “share the idea that 
a word should be constructed perfectly or not at all” (81). He directs her 
to begin studying the Kabbalists, to follow the ladder prescribed by Abu-
lafia, who believed (as he recorded in the late thirteenth century) that by 
focusing on letters and permuting words, “the mind could loose itself 
from its shackles to commune with a presence greater than itself,” to 
achieve shefa, the influx of the divine (172). Abulafia prescribed a tech-
nique of meditation wherein the mystic could transcend the sensuous 
world by focusing on an “absolute object”—“something not merely ab-
stract but also not determinable as an object in the strict sense,” as Ger-
shom Scholem put it.33 The regimen, Saul explains to his daughter, is a 
mode of overcoming the barrier between the self and “the larger stream 
of life, the Divine Intellect” (172). But the very human revelation that 
Eliza finally does achieve enables her only to recognize that she must 
lose her next contest, must wrest herself away from her father’s grip, 
must assert herself (rather than losing herself) by putting an end to 
the bee season that has utterly disrupted the domestic existence of this 
family of four. The novel ends with her triumphant failure: She spells  
“O- r- I- g- A- m- y” with a final “y.”

Goldberg devotes much of the novel to recounting Eliza’s extraordi-
nary relation to words, which the girl herself originally experiences in in-
tensely physical terms. Not only does she picture “words lining her stom-
ach, expanding with each stretch of her lungs”; she also experiences the 
letters as “magnets, her brain a refrigerator door”—content to experi-
ence herself as a different object form (44). This imbrication of word and 
thing (outside the semiotic relation of word and thing) unfolds between 
two antithetical subplots—one adamantly antimaterialist and one hyper-
materialist—which fill out the story of the Naumann family. Abandoning 
his faith and his family by joining a Krishna temple, her brother Aaron 
announces his newly found truth to his father: “The material body is a 
heap of ignorance and the senses are a network of paths to death,” he in-
sists; “The body is part of the material world, which is an illusion” (249). 
Saul, as though neglecting the correspondences between Eastern mys-
ticism and Prophetic Kabbalism, and as though forgetting the rebellion 
of his own 1960s youth (his discovery of LSD and Jewish mysticism), can 
make no sense of his own son’s rebellion.

Over the course of the bee season, Eliza’s mother Miriam, the woman 
transformed as a girl by the kaleidoscope gift, begins to indulge her pas-
sion for the material world, for the objects of that world, for the world of 
things she makes within the world of things. Her kleptomania becomes 
irrepressible. A lawyer with more than enough money to afford retail- 
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therapy- as- usual, instead she inhabits department stores propelled by an 
overwhelming drive but unaware of what object, or which kind of object, 
might appease her longing.

Miriam sometimes spends hours combing through floor after floor, in-
tent as a pig sniffing truffle. She’s seeking what she is meant to find, the 
singular item waiting for her swift hand. She and this object are inti-
mately joined, its discovery a matter of attuning herself to her body, sens-
ing the size and shape of the internal gap meant to be filled. Miriam trea-
sures this inevitable moment of communion. Nothing is as certain as the 
instant the object reveals itself. She can practically feel the click as the in-
ternal dislocation is corrected. . . . She is no petty thief. She is compelled 
by a force superior to material gain. (77)

Although Miriam might be said to inhabit the traditional role of the 
bourgeois female kleptomaniac, and although her acts of theft could be 
explained by the “female castration Complex” described by Abraham in 
1920, the “moment of communion” described here, the intense intimacy 
of human subject and inanimate object, evokes the kind of “subjective 
oneness” described by Searles.34 And if consumer culture has made her 
apprehension more convenient, so too, as Searles would have it, that cul-
ture has made her antimaterialist materialism more intense.

4. The Nonhuman Environment

Overlooked in the subsequent history of psychoanalytic thinking, 
Searles’s book on the nonhuman environment provides a significant re-
source for imagining how relations to the inanimate object world con-
tribute to the psychic self. By now, he is known—if known at all—for 
his elaborations of the countertransference.35 But his work with schizo-
phrenics (at Chestnut Lodge, in Maryland), reported in Nonhuman En-
vironment, alerted him to “the multitude of inanimate objects lying, so 
to speak, in our unconscious” (49) and thus to the profound need for 
developing some account of how the nonhuman impresses itself on the 
human psyche, how phantasms of it linger within the unconscious. He 
understood Freud’s case of Dr. Schreber (1911) and the essay “On Narcis-
sism” (1914) to have initiated a theory of object relation that object rela-
tions per se (as developed by Klein and Ronald Fairbairn) compromised 
by positing a structure (subject- object, internal- external) for the infant 
libido. Searles’s Nonhuman Environment helps to fill the gap (however 
anachronistically) between, on the one hand, the object- relations theory 
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of the 1920s and, on the other, that decade’s proliferating discourse on 
things. Moreover, it contributes to a sense of how, in the sixties, a hand-
ful of psychoanalytic perspectives were approaching questions that have 
resurfaced in the twenty- first century—questions about the divide be-
tween subject and object, human and nonhuman.

Both his personal and his clinical experience demonstrated that rela-
tions to the nonhuman are characterized by a “dual level”: occasioned on 
the one hand by the transference of interpersonal attitudes or the projec-
tion of unconscious feelings, but, on the other, elicited by the nonhuman 
itself, by “the tree as being a tree” (19). In what could be understood as an 
expansion of Klein’s notion of the primary attachment to the breast, he 
posits a primary attachment to the nonhuman environment, an attach-
ment that in fact erases the human- nonhuman distinction: an originary 
infant- being, before any ego formation, that does not and cannot differ-
entiate itself from its environment, that is in some fundamental way at 
one with its environment, that is its environment. This unity of world 
and ego—wherein there is neither world nor ego—he describes as a state 
of undifferentiation or of syncretism, the evidence for which he finds 
in stages of childhood development described by Werner, Inhelder, and 
Piaget (as I summarized in chapter 1); in non- Western philosophy and 
Western mythology; in the hallucinogenic experience triggered by LSD; 
and in schizophrenic patients—from the woman who dreams of being a 
“bombed- out building” to the man who treats a telephone as “a piece of 
his former life” to those more simply unable “to distinguish clear bound-
aries between the self and the nonhuman environment” (51, 147, 163). 
In other words, instead of developing the psychodynamics described by 
Klein, he compiles an archive that shows how “subjective oneness with 
the environment” persists unconsciously “long after differentiation on 
a purely perceptual and conscious level has been effected” (37). He is 
willing to write in concert with the claim that “it is [the] separation in 
the primitive ego, the formation of the external world, which, properly 
speaking, is the primitive castration” (145). This primitive castration is 
the “event” that goes unacknowledged, disavowed through, say, the fe-
tishization of the human subject.

However intriguing and complicating Searles’s case histories are, the 
understanding of “subjective oneness with the environment” enables us 
to describe Bloch’s effort to contemplate a syncretic imbrication with the 
pitcher as the effort to recuperate from that originary rupture by which 
the human and its environment become distinct—a rupture reenacted 
and intensified by the modernity described by Latour. More obviously, 
Searles’s convictions read like an emergent impulse that characterizes 
what we call the sixties, including the work of Anton Ehrenzweig. More 
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famously, accompanying R. D. Laing’s effort to show the nonpathologi-
cal productivity of ego loss—the access it grants to “all mankind,” to “pri-
mal man,” and to the “beings of animals, vegetables, and minerals”—he 
imagined a future that would realize how “what we call ‘schizophrenia’ 
was one of the forms in which . . . the light began to break through the 
cracks in our all- too- closed minds.”36 Intensifying that light in the form 
of schizoanalysis, the Anti- Oedipus (decidedly deferential to Laing), 
transformed psychiatric description into methodological prescription 
and a call to recognize “the real inorganization of desire” and the “order 
of dispersion,” over and against the structuring work of the phallus (Anti- 
Oedipus, 328, 323).

Searles himself never risks romanticizing psychosis, although he uses 
the schizophrenic to point out what we overlook (and must rediscover) 
in our own neurotic lives. And like the Bloch he unevenly recalls and the 
Laing he squarely anticipates, Searles comes to frame his argument with 
a lapsarian account of Western culture: the “psychological estrangement 
from the nonhuman environment” has been effected by the advance of 
technology, the abstraction of the material world into exchange values, 
and a culture of overabundance and disposability (316).37 Were you to his-
toricize this work (and its elision) within the American postwar era, you 
might understand The Nonhuman Environment as some kind of response 
to—a critique of, or some compensation for—the unprecedented pro-
liferation of objects (the toasters, the refrigerators, those kitchen gad-
gets that Nixon celebrated in his explanation of American life to Khru-
shchev, for instance). Were you to historicize it (no less) within a broad 
discursive context, you would hear resonances beyond the bounds of 
psychoanalysis. When Siegfried Kracauer subtitled his Theory of Film 
(1960) “The Redemption of Physical Reality,” he was pointing to the ob-
ject world that constitutes the nonhuman environment. Because film is 
“uniquely equipped to record and reveal physical reality and hence gravi-
tates toward it,” Kracauer writes, film can prompt “psychophysical cor-
respondences,” some kind of “fluid interrelations between the physical 
world and the psychological dimension.”38 He describes a version of what 
Searles (and Ehrenzweig) called syncretism, which, when it comes to 
cinema conceptualized as a “sensory- perceptual matrix of experience,” 
becomes a description of discovery: because cinema “clings to the sur-
face of things,” it “assists us in discovering” what he calls “hidden aspects 
of the world about us.”39 To amplify his point, he turns to the 1920s—not 
to his own earlier work on consumer objects, nor to Benjamin’s efforts to 
rethink the object world, but to Alfred North Whitehead’s Science and the 
Modern World (1925), where Whitehead describes how science and tech-
nology have benumbed the human sensorium with “abstractness.” Only 
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by developing “habits of aesthetic apprehension,” says Kracauer, can we 
overcome “our all but compulsive indulgence in abstractions” (296). He 
argues, of course, that even if we have acquired “the habit of abstract 
thinking . . . under the reign of science and technology”—a reign from 
which “things continue to recede,” a reign that “eliminate[s] the qualities 
of things”—nonetheless cinema (that product of science and technology) 
enables us to rediscover “the material world with its psychophysical cor-
respondences” (300). Bee Season imagines that film is not the only such 
technology.

5. The Kaleidoscope

The objects that Miriam serendipitously collects on her surreptitious 
adventures have something of the character of the transitional object 
as D. W. Winnicott describes it. That is, they are characterized by the 
same paradox he underscores: The baby creates the object, but the ob-
ject was there waiting to be created, to become a cathected object.”40 But 
for Miriam no object actually effects a transition that would enable her 
to recognize the object’s—and the object world’s—autonomy. Quite the 
reverse: every discovery seems to augment her desire and her failure to 
distinguish herself from the objects she seeks. In her next stage of obses-
sion, Miriam finds herself abandoning stores and breaking into houses to 
find the unforeseen objects she overwhelmingly desires.

Miriam knows, technically, that she doesn’t belong here, but neither does 
the object she has come to rescue. As long as it stays in this house, the 
world will remain slightly misaligned. By reclaiming it and becoming 
more whole, she is working toward the correction of a larger imbalance. 
She knows the instant she sees it that she is here for the blue ceramic dish 
holding spare change beside the kitchen telephone. (111)

In this case, as in others, the object she steals is ludicrously worthless, 
valuable by no criteria but her own. As she understands this preoccu-
pation, performed secretly yet certainly, Miriam is carrying out Tikkun 
Olam (110), the reordering of the world. Saul explained to her, one night 
in bed before they were married, that the mystics believed that God’s 
Divine Light, enclosed in sacred vessels, had shattered them into count-
less pieces, leaving us with the job of fixing the world. Saul’s explanation 
enables Miriam to sacralize her kaleidoscopic worldview; she comes to 
personalize the narrative, thinking of herself as “a broken vessel, pieces 
of her scattered everywhere. She has been finding these pieces, in their 
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many forms, and bringing them together so that she can be whole again” 
(87). The world’s unrealized wholeness and her unrealized wholeness—
these are one and the same. Both remain unrealized.

The extent of Miriam’s ambition becomes clear when Saul suddenly 
discovers what his wife has been up to, when the police phone to say 
that his wife has been arrested, when an officer takes him to the lot of a 
“U- Store- It,” a group of “squat, windowless buildings with sliding metal 
doors,” and when that officer opens one unit, “a storage room the size 
of a small gym,” and flicks on the bright white lights to reveal Miriam’s 
collection. For as it turns out, she has been stealing objects for eighteen 
years; she has left her law firm; she has devoted her days to finding ob-
jects, to being found by part- objects, by finding other things. She has 
committed herself to the creation of some new total work of art, “meticu-
lous constructions” that add up to “a landscape of unending shape and 
pattern” (223).

A spiral of shoes of decreasing heel heights cycles from brown to orange 
as it winds its way to a center of earrings whose shapes and colors form 
a pattern of stripes and circles in sparkling metal and rhinestone. The 
shoes are framed by pens and pencils stacked at careful angles to form a 
free- standing fence of contrasting colors and shapes, the curve of a pen’s 
tip set off by the blunt end of an unused pencil. An arrangement of pink 
erasers becomes the flesh of a creature governed by the laws of geome-
try. (223)

A novel that has eschewed superfluous description suddenly becomes as 
detailed as anything from Dickens or Balzac.

The transition from shoe to wineglass is barely perceptible, the shoes as 
they stretch toward the glasses actually assuming shapes that reflect or 
contain a wineglass within them. The perimeter is composed of glasses 
lying lengthwise on the floor, but with the aid of marbles, beads, and 
shot glasses, the line arches upward in a graceful curve to join a column 
of stacked wineglasses, brandy snifters, and champagne flutes reaching 
higher than Saul’s head. (225)

Miriam’s concrete logic (where one recognizes, say, the shoe- ness of the 
wineglass and vice versa) has abandoned consistent taxonomy; its order 
is sensuous, not conceptual; the magical union of parts is neither com-
plete nor incomplete. Her assemblage is the culmination of no bricolage, 
both because of the specifying energy of her cathexis and because, how-
ever magically the shape of one object assumes the shape of another, her 
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work depends on accumulation rather than abstraction, on accretion 
rather than refraction.

Objects are not shattered into a multiplicity that is whole, but each be-
comes—as Saul comes to sense—something other than it was.

All around him, each object pre sents itself redefined, this its true func-
tion, this the reason for its creation. Looking back the way he came, Saul 
sees a swath of motion carved by his path, innumerable objects twisting 
and twirling in response to his passage through the room. This space is 
not a passive object to be observed and left behind. It is interactive. Every 
person who steps inside becomes an object in its perfect order, associat-
ing with it in infinite, beautifully balanced ways. . . . When Saul starts to 
cry, it is out of this sense of supersaturation as well as having arrived at a 
new level of understanding. (225)

The description begins by drawing attention to the inadequacy of the 
exchange- use binary, captioning the “true function” of these objects 
(their productive misuse) as their aesthetic function. But the affective 
climax appears in the universalizing claim that “every person” within 
this collection of objects becomes an integral component of the aesthetic 
achievement, enters the object- space as a thing among things that have 
been granted their place in the perfect order that they themselves pro-
duce. A drama replete with psychophysical correspondence, it stages the 
overwhelming subjective oneness with the environment that amounts 
to the dedifferentiation of subject and object, human and nonhuman.

Although the novel luxuriates in its long description of this inadver-
tent work of art, I hasten to add that there are many reasons why Miriam’s 
behavior had become so “pathological” that she could produce it: her par-
ents died in a car accident when she was in college; she and her husband 
no longer have sex; she derives little satisfaction from her children in a 
household where her husband has assumed the stereotypical maternal 
functions: buying and cooking food, organizing the life of the family. Yet 
the novel specifies that the primal scene in Miriam’s psychic life was her 
chance to witness the “magical union of parts” disclosed by the kaleido-
scope. On the one hand, when Searles draws evidence from experiments 
with LSD, he describes the subjects as “overwhelmed by a kaleidoscope 
of fantastic images,” a kaleidoscope exposing “something of the multi-
tude of inanimate objects lying, so to speak, in our unconscious” (49). 
On the other, in Goldberg’s novel, the kaleidoscope has finally been dis-
lodged from the tropological register: it does not metaphorize the psy-
che; it might be said to shape the psyche, which then externalizes itself. 
The police tell Saul, “Your wife . . . called this place her kaleidoscope” 
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(226). Miriam’s passion crystallizes (and her stealing begins) when she 
receives the kaleidoscope gift, which serves as some kind of antitransi-
tional object, mediating the refusal to recognize objects as “not- me,” the 
refusal to adopt a path toward decathexis, the refusal to accept what we 
call “reality,” to accept the object world as it is. Within Maurice Merleau- 
Ponty’s somatic phenomenology, although the body is “a thing among 
things” that is “caught in the fabric of the world,” its mobility and vision 
enable it to hold “things in a circle around itself.”41 In Miriam’s kaleido-
scope, the circle collapses in on itself.

It is still important to say that the novel, which clearly denigrates all 
the excesses prompted by mystical aspiration (even as it highlights the 
ironic convergence of antipathetic aspirations), pathologizes Miriam 
and abandons her. As the novel closes, we know only that she remains 
in hospital, unwilling to have visitors, unwilling to see her family. From 
a Kleinian perspective, it’s obvious what has gone wrong: in the rivalry 
between mother and daughter for the father, the daughter has captivated 
her father’s attention, she has idealized the second object, the father, 
while abandoning the breast. One might say that Miriam’s collecting ob-
session is both an effort to restore her own mother to her and an effort to 
compensate for her daughter’s rejection of her—of her part object. Here 
too, the kaleidoscope (as object rather than metaphor) mediates the final 
mother- daughter rupture when Eliza can make no sense of the gift that 
Miriam offers in celebration of her child’s spelling triumph, the gift she 
has decided to pass on. When Eliza “uncovers the old kaleidoscope, she 
mistakes it for one of those fancy tubes that tights are sometimes sold 
in, maybe ones that aren’t so scratchy,” and Miriam immediately recog-
nizes her humiliating failure. “It doesn’t come apart,” she explains, “It’s 
a kaleidoscope. It was mine when I was a girl.” Despite Eliza’s efforts to 
appear interested and grateful, “Miriam already envisions its internment 
on a dusty shelf in Eliza’s room, never to be used again” (67). You could 
say that such rejection gradually provokes a psychotic break; it triggers 
something like a latent schizophrenia. But as Deleuze and Guattari put 
it, “a schizophrenic out for a walk is a better model than a neurotic lying 
on a couch” (2).

A model of what? The novel might be understood as disclosing the in-
sufficiency of the attack on Balzac, stretching from Willa Cather’s “The 
Novel Démeublé” to, say, Georges Perec’s Les choses (1960), generally read 
as the French novel’s having done with the Balzatian paradigm. But in 
Miriam’s collecting habit, and in her sequestered collection, Goldberg 
more impressively seems to disclose an allegory of the work of narrative 
prose fiction itself, from, say, 1719—the effort, as Woolf put it, to “rope 
the whole universe into harmony.” Moreover, her elaborate assemblage 
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of objets trouvés evokes the poetics of accumulation that are so essential 
to outsider art, from Simon Rodia’s Watts Towers to James Hampton’s 
Throne of the Third Heaven of Nations Millennium General Assembly, the 
reassembled, foil- covered collection of detritus discovered in the garage 
where Hampton secretly worked on the throne for the final fourteen 
years of his life, the throne now housed in the Smithsonian. Those poet-
ics have come to inform a host of contemporary art practices, from the 
work of Sarah Sze to that of Theaster Gates.

Above all, like Woolf ’s own “Solid Objects” (which I addressed in chap-
ter 2), Miriam’s story, within the story of Bee Season, would seem to chal-
lenge the psychology of collecting. For what if the collector’s ambitions 
are in fact driven by some effort not to represent the self or to collect 
the self, but to dissolve the self into its nonhuman environment, to be-
come an object, a thing among things, in the collection’s perfect order? 
What if that object you long for is simply the object- cause of a more pro-
found desire to achieve some thing that amounts to subjective oneness 
with your nonhuman environment? And what if that object is—at the 
same time—precisely an impediment to that desire, perpetuating the 
desire simply by being apperceived as nonhuman? It is easy to recog-
nize that Goldberg’s novel, which patently criticizes mystical fanaticism 
tout court, shows a host of oppositions—between word and thing, sub-
ject and object, the spiritual and the material, the animate and the in-
animate—in various states of creative collapse. As Benjamin parentheti-
cally mentioned in his essay on the magic of language, “there is also a 
magic of matter.”42 However devoted to the mysterious work of words, 
the words of Bee Season speak no less profoundly of how mystical ma-
terialism can be.

How can a gift transform a child’s life? If the first steps in answer-
ing such a question amount to expanding the field of object relations, 
then the case I’ve presented here—the case of a novel refracted through 
the lens of Searles’s Nonhuman Environment, itself adjusted between the 
work of Klein and Benjamin—is a case that intimates an expansive field 
indeed, the boundaries of which, from the department store to the mys-
terious and mystical collection, from consumer- desire- as- usual to a 
de- ontologizing longing, have been very readily traversed. It is within 
that field, though, where we might formulate answers to familiar ques-
tions about our everyday lives, and where we may find questions that we 
haven’t been willing to ask, questions about materialist desires—not for 
objects but for other things—formed not outside the order of consumer 
culture, perhaps, but in some desperately different relation to it.43
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Seven

Objects, Others,
and Us
(Brian Jungen)
For George Stocking

Amnesiacs that we are, we believe that they adored the god  
or goddess sculpted in stone or wood. No: they were giving to the  
thing itself, marble or bronze, the power of speech, by conferring  
on it the appearance of a human body endowed with a voice.

m I c h e l  S e r r e S , The Natural Contract

However much Robert Smithson simply took wide- eyed pleasure in New 
York’s Museum of Natural History as a child, it became for him an impor-
tant institutional site: a site through which to consider questions of na-
ture, time, and history. Familiarly, he argues that “there is nothing ‘natu-
ral’ about the Museum of Natural History.” Less familiarly, he explains 
that this is because nature was an eighteenth- century and nineteenth- 
century invention—one that accompanied the imposition of “the tem-
porality of time” on art, itself accompanied by deference to the Renais-
sance and by the birth of the museum as such. But the natural history 
museum has the habit of rupturing such temporality by bringing the 
“distant future (post- history)” and the “distant past (pre- history)” into 
a kind of proximity that, you might say, denaturalizes history. And the 
natural history museum effectively overlooks the Renaissance, though it 
“does show ‘art’ from the Aztec and American Indian periods.”1 However 
aggressive its own taxonomizing impulse, it challenges certain inherited 
taxonomies.

George Stocking, the historian of anthropology, edited and published 
Objects and Others in 1985. That was the year after New York’s Museum 
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of Modern Art staged its blockbuster show “Primitivism” in 20th- Century 
Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern, which provoked a steady, in-
deed roaring, stream of commentary. The essays Stocking collected on 
“museums and material culture” were historical, “institutionally ori-
ented studies, focusing on what has been called the ‘Museum Period’ in 
the history of anthropology” (1880–1920) while raising decidedly broader 
issues—about the “relationship of humanist culture and anthropologi-
cal culture, and of ethnic artifact and fine art; and most generally the 
representation of culture in material objects.”2 The Stocking collection 
asked how the West has represented “other” cultures, and the otherness 
of other cultures, through the display of artifacts—a question that, as he 
himself later put it, “caught a wave of rising interest.”3 MoMA’s Primi-
tivism exhibit asked how artifacts from “other” cultures became integral 
to the Western aesthetic imagination and its understanding of the aes-
thetic tout court. In sum, such questions precipitated subsequent exhi-
bitions, conferences, graduate seminars, and new essay collections on 
the history and theory of museum practice, most paradigmatically, per-
haps, three formidable collections coedited by Ivan Karp, each based on 
conferences (involving art historians, anthropologists, and folklorists, as 
well as curators and museum directors), the first two held at the Smith-
sonian, all three funded by the Rockefeller Foundation. The first, Exhibit-
ing Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display (1991), testified 
to the new “contestability of museum exhibitions,” as to the ways that 
“museums attempting to act responsibly in complex, multicultural en-
vironments are bound to find themselves enmeshed in controversy.”4 
The most recent, Museum Frictions: Public Cultures/Global Transforma-
tions (2006) provided an international set of cases for understanding how 
globalization pre sents new possibilities and problems for museum and 
heritage practice—how, as the editors put it, “museum- based processes 
and globalizing processes come together.”5 Important specialized mono-
graphs also appeared within this time span, most relevantly, for my in-
quiry here, The Storage Box of Tradition: Kwakiutl Art, Anthropologists, and 
Museums, 1881–1981 (2002), in which Ira Jacknis tracks the changing aes-
thetic status and epistemological status of so- called tribal artifacts. What 
“anthropological encounters” and “social networks” led to the preserva-
tion of specific objects and to their metonymic value? What histories of 
taste led to their institutionalization as artworks? Museums and museum 
studies—the new museology—may no longer be enduring (or enjoying) 
that frisson of crisis from the 1980s, but the field has continued to re-
spond to the histories presented and the questions posed in that decade.6

My questions, while no less responsive, are differently lodged and 
obliquely formed. For one thing, I focus on contemporary work pro-
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duced in one of those “othered” cultures and draw attention to the ways 
that an individual artist—working on and within the many logics that 
animated museum history—recycles certain “ubiquitous” global con-
sumer products (in itself a customary practice, within and beyond the 
art market) in behalf of dilating a spectator’s sense of time, and in be-
half of expanding any understanding of cultural systems and cultural 
space. Indeed, Brian Jungen represents a new wave of First Nation artists 
whose sophistication predictably locates their work at the very edge, or 
beyond the edge, of the analytic grids deployed to understand the dy-
namics of collection, institutionalization, and display. Second, I want to 
think of this work as part of the ongoing artistic extension of what André 
Breton called (in a lecture he delivered in Prague in 1935) “the fundamen-
tal crisis of the object,” a crisis meant to be provoked by the surrealist 
dismissal of “reasonable” beings and objects, as by the surrealists’ work 
as amateur ethnologists (as William Rubin put it), as by their passion for 
objects from Africa, Australia, the American Southwest, and the Pacific 
Northwest.7 It was the impact of these objects from elsewhere that helped 
to provoke, to legitimate, and to generalize this destabilization of the 
object. Third, I’m eager to imagine Jungen’s work itself as practicing an 
archaeology of the present, and a kind of anthropology in plastic form—
what Wayne Booth might call the rhetoric of things, what Kenneth Burke 
might call the symbolic action of objects. And finally, I’m interested—in 
this case as in others—in what works of art teach us about the apparent 
otherness of objects as such, the differentiation between subject and ob-
ject, as between human and nonhuman, serving what I take to the be the 
phenomenological infrastructure on which an apprehension of alterity 
as such is built. All told, then, while Stocking’s anthology of essays ad-
dressed the ways that objects have been used to represent “others,” I’m 
interested in how particular objects dramatize the problematic of other-
ness, which is to say the uncertainties that inhere in any identification of 
sameness or difference, be it argued or experienced or acted out. But be-
fore I engage the work of Brian Jungen, with a focus on production (more 
specifically, on refabrication), I want to begin, with a focus on consump-
tion (or, say, perception: the scene of spectatorship) by following C. L. R. 
James on his trip to two museums in London—a trip establishing the 
nodes that organize my subsequent engagement.

1. Time and the Object

C. L. R. James titled one of his first “letters from London” for the Port of 
Spain Gazette, written during his inaugural trip to England in 1932, “Visit 
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to the Science and Art Museums.” He begins the article with a sight by 
which he was “knocked silly”—the “sight of the airplane in which Lieu-
tenant Stanforth won the Schneider Trophy at a speed of 407 miles an 
hour; that is to say from Port of Spain to St. Joseph in one minute.” “The 
plane,” he goes on to say, “is the most beautiful thing in the museum and 
one of the most beautiful I have seen in London . . . nothing superfluous, 
all cut and line . . . it looks so light . . . the body is like nothing so much as 
a long fish . . . the whole thing looks like a toy, and it is a thing for pho-
tographers to think about, that what has been built solely for utility turns 
out to be so beautiful.”8

His fascination with the object has little to do, finally, with this mo-
ment of Corbusian appreciation. It has to do, rather, with a recognition of 
how “scientific knowledge goes forward” provoked by competitiveness 
and the seemingly irrational dedication to “mere speed,” for instance. It 
has to do with his estimation of how such public displays—the museum’s 
combination of historical artifacts and elaborate models—can serve to 
inspire a next generation of inventors. “So Galileo must have looked at 
the pendulum,” James writes, “noting how evenly it swung” (9). And it 
has to do, too, with a sense of lack and of longing: “Why haven’t we got 
such a place at home”? (1) “We, in Trinidad, know what the answer to any 
such effort . . . [would] be. No money, and probably a hint that, ‘Oh, the 
people will not be interested,’ the people this and the people that” (10). 
To his readers back in the West Indies, James describes a perverse pro-
jection (of what “the people” can’t appreciate), just as he describes the 
distinction between wealth and poverty, extraordinary access (“Every-
thing free”) and inaccessibility (10), center and periphery, metropole and 
colony. My interest lies in the way that—for a writer who was to become 
one of the twentieth century’s best- known analysts of “civilization” and 
its colonial, class, and race relations—a particular and particularized 
object occasions this cultural comparison and charged complaint. The 
Stanforth plane embodies technological sophistication and passion, and 
it serves as an allegorical object that stands for those opportunities pre-
sented by the twentieth century, and those denied.

As a point of departure in his account of this foreign yet familiar 
land, James registers the importance of objects—indeed, their hyper-
presence—within the psychological, social, and political dynamics 
among modern human subjects. The account of Stanforth’s plane is a 
brief yet theatrical example of how objects mediate our sense of our-
selves, as individuals and as collectivities, and our sense of others. Spot-
lighting the role of the inanimate object world within culture, as culture, 
and as a means for apprehending culture, James has found (if I may para-
phrase Lévi- Strauss), a thing to think with.9
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How might we describe this thinking—this field of thought? James 
produces as his object of address and analysis the object culture of Lon-
don. By object culture I mean to designate the objects through which a 
culture constitutes itself, which is to say, too, culture as it is objectified 
in material forms. A given object culture entails the practical and sym-
bolic use of objects, and thus both the ways that inanimate objects medi-
ate human relations and the ways that humans mediate object relations 
(generating differences of value, significance, and permanence among 
them), thus the systems (material, economic, symbolic) through which 
objects become meaningful, or fail to.10 Although the phrase may not be 
common (however commonsensical), in fact the analysis of object culture 
has multiple genealogies. Among those who heard or read Georg Simmel 
on the material everyday (as we’d now put it) in the first decades of the 
twentieth century, Ernst Bloch, Walter Benjamin, and Siegfried Kracauer 
each in his way pursued the engagement with object culture, that pursuit 
achieving its most compressed and celebrated realization in Benjamin’s 
exposé of the Passagen- Werk, “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century” 
(1935), where he imagines how object culture, “from enduring edifices to 
passing fashions,” stores “the unconscious of the collective.”11 Whereas 
Marx recognized a history of human labor that lay congealed in every 
human artifact (accounting for its value), Benjamin recognized multiple 
histories congealed there together: a history of production but also of cir-
culation and consumption and use, thus also a history of collective fasci-
nation, apprehension, aspiration.

Still, insofar as ethnology developed the culture concept as such 
through the rearrangement of objects on exhibition (displaying a given 
basket not within an evolutionary history of basket weaving but within 
a contextualizing scene of use), the field of cultural anthropology re-
mains (historically and currently) the privileged site in which object cul-
ture becomes visible.12 From the museum work of Franz Boas (c. 1900) to 
Mauss’s work on the gift (1923–24), Lévi- Strauss’s analysis of masks (1975) 
to Arjun Appadurai’s collection of essays on the “social life of things” 
(1986) and Nicholas Thomas’s history of “entangled objects” (1995), an-
thropology has repeatedly centralized objects. Nonetheless, shortly after 
World War I, while some anthropologists “sustained to some extent an 
object orientation insofar as they conceived of culture as a collection of 
easily transportable thinglike ‘elements,’” Boas himself had abandoned 
museum work in 1905, and in both Britain and the United States the 
field lost faith in objects: “While ‘others’ themselves might in a meta-
phoric sense still be objectified by the scientizing orientation that long 
survived the demise of evolutionary anthropology,” Stocking argues, “in 
both countries ‘objects’ as such” could no longer “provide a focus for 
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the unity of anthropology.”13 And though objects have consistently re-
surfaced, the study of object culture persistently begins by expressing 
frustration about the fate of the object within the academy: Why have 
objects “consistently managed to evade the focus of the academic gaze”? 
Why have the social sciences “ignored” the “ceaseless and varied inter-
action among people and myriad kinds of things”? “Why has the ‘thingly’ 
component of our past and present being become forgotten or ignored 
to such an extent in contemporary social research?”14 The “very materi-
ality of objects,” Webb Keane argued, in 2001, “means that they are not 
merely arbitrary signs.” He meant that objects get caught up, analytically, 
in economic systems or sign systems that prevent us from attending to 
their material specificity and that specificity’s semantic ramifications.15

But even as it makes obvious sense to track the analytic history of ob-
ject culture within anthropology, archaeology, and, say, material culture 
studies (Jules Prown in the United States, Daniel Miller in the United 
Kingdom), I don’t want to pretend that there is anything genuinely 
ethnographic about James’s essay; indeed, as his aesthetic attention to the 
Stanforth plane adumbrates, he concludes his letter on the museums not 
with inventions (culture) but with a work of art (Culture), not with some 
metonymically or metaphorically English piece, but with a sculpture by 
Rodin: John the Baptist—“a statue of a naked man walking, that’s all” (12). 
“I was dreadfully tired out but the thing made me fresh again” (13). The 
refreshment prompts (if it is not prompted by) a brisk proliferation of 
other affiliations, identifications, interpellations. Suddenly James writes 
about what “we” of the twentieth century will be able to say to the ancient 
Greeks—to the ancient Greek who could sit with James and stare at the 
statue “with much the same eyes and feelings” as would in fact “a wan-
derer from the West Indies” seeing the statue of the man walking “three 
thousand years from now.” While the Stanforth plane would be “mean-
ingless” to the Greek, and dismissed by the future West Indian “as one 
of a crowd of obsolete designs,” the Rodin “cannot grow old. It cannot 
go out of date. It is timeless” (14). The object prompts an unanticipated 
sequence of first- person plurals—we moderns, we humans, we West Indi-
ans present and future—and it is as though the object suddenly releases 
James from the confines of modernity, including its colonialist history, to 
provoke a very differently imagined “us.” The “timelessness” that James 
pro jects onto the object is in fact a timelessness he himself seems to ex-
perience, at one with the ancient Greek and the future West Indian. How-
ever scripted this experience may be by the science- art binary, by aes-
thetic ideology, by a particular class habitus, I think it’s worth noting that 
Jacques Rancière might say, echoing Schiller, that James here occupies a 
“region of being” where the asserted equivalence of experience eventu-



 Objects, Others, and Us 203

ates in an inevitable, if unexpressed, afterthought in behalf of the ma-
terial realization of a common humanity.16

The acts of identification elicited by London’s object culture—the 
Rodin statue and the Stanforth plane—occur within that more general 
dynamic by which human subjects depend on inanimate objects to estab-
lish their sense of identity, a dynamic described not just by anthropolo-
gists, but by philosophers. John Locke, among others, imagined that 
identity was an effect of remembering thoughts and actions, but Hannah 
Arendt, as I detailed at length in chapter 5, came to argue that our sense 
of ourselves and what we call identity stabilize foremost in relation to 
concrete objects. The “things of the world have the function of stabiliz-
ing human life,” she writes, “and their objectivity lies in the fact that—in 
contradistinction to the Heraclitean saying that the same man can never 
enter the same stream—men, their ever- changing nature notwithstand-
ing, can retrieve their sameness, that is, their identity, by being related 
to the same chair and the same table.”17 But most things of this world—
food and clothes, computers and cars—are eminently consumable, fun-
gible, disposable; far from interrupting the transience of our lives, they 
illustrate ephemerality at its most banal. This is why Arendt distinguishes 
between labor and work, between human effort that disappears without 
a trace (consumed commodities) and that which results in reification, 
some more enduring product, a material externalization of an imagined 
product, as Marx would put it, differentiating between human and ani-
mal architecture.18 Arendt underscores the “outstanding permanence” 
of artworks as the quality that makes art such a significant part of the 
human condition. “Nowhere else,” she argues, does the “thing- world re-
veal itself so spectacularly as the non- mortal home for mortal beings. It 
is as though worldly stability had become transparent in the permanence 
of art” (168).

However challenged by the art of her era (and not least by Smithson), 
Arendt helps to elucidate the case of James in London and productively 
specifies the role of particular objects (what we call art, what we under-
stand or experience as art) within object culture, even though this par-
ticularity is (of course) a historical product of the same systems (ma-
terial, economic, symbolic) that particularize other kinds of objects (as 
food, kitsch, trash, &c.). Her assertion helps to dramatize the oddity of 
any emergent “new materialism” that proceeds by isolating one very dis-
tinct kind of object (an art object) within an object culture in order to 
render that object culture (other objects within that culture) newly ap-
prehensible. But such an oddity could also precipitate the coding of an 
object that concerns itself with other objects as a meta- object—the work 
of art, say, that isn’t satisfied with just being an object and seems to in-
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sist instead on taking other objects or object culture as its object of ad-
dress.19 This would seem to be one of the attractions of Pop, be it Claes 
Oldenburg’s soft monumentalization of everyday objects, or Andy War-
hol’s participation in mass manufacture, or John Chamberlain’s refabri-
cation of waste.

Much of the art of the twentieth century renders the Arendtian binary 
and its predecessors obsolete, in two ways: by appropriating ephemeral 
objects into the artwork, and by making art that is itself ephemeral, as 
though redramatizing worldly instability (if not simply entropy, as in 
Smithson’s case). But I want to deploy Arendt’s binary, heuristically, to 
highlight a paradox within James’s essay: for the Stanforth plane has been 
preserved, after all, that act of preservation having conferred upon it a 
spectatorial temporality within which its art can be appreciated: “one of 
the most beautiful” things that James has “seen in London . . . [the] body 
. . . like nothing so much as a long fish.” The paradox closely relates to 
one that Stocking describes: objects preserved from the past within the 
museum “are at the same time timeless—removed from history in the 
very process of embodying it.”20 Humans have a certain penchant for pre-
serving their things, all kinds of things. We don’t just preserve “art”; we 
also preserve quotidian artifacts, which is why we have science museums, 
and space museums, and technology museums, and craft museums, and 
Rock and Roll museums, and natural history museums, and why certain 
objects—an Aldo Rossi tea kettle or a Haida mask, a Tupperware bowl or 
a ritual bronze Chinese ding—end up in different kinds of museal sites. 
Above all, I’m interested in the metaleptic effect whereby institutions don’t 
preserve art but rather, through the act of institutional preservation, create art.

The temporal coordinates narrated by James and conceptualized by 
Arendt played a central role in the acquisition and definition of so- called 
primitive or tribal art. The very act of stabilizing ephemeral objects has 
the effect of stabilizing cultural identity, be this English identity or Haida 
identity. When full- size Haida totem poles began to be collected in the 
1870s, it became clear to the collectors that they were ephemeral objects. 
Preserving them—and thus interrupting the local habit of letting the 
poles be subject to decay—generally meant producing a new concrete 
base, replacing rotten parts, and repainting.21 Those acts of preservation 
helped to establish the allochronic character of the cultural artifacts—
both conferring a timeless tradition on the poles that were in fact a rather 
recent addition to Haida sculpture, and locating Haida culture outside 
the present tense.22 The preservation also helped to recode such “tribal 
artifacts” as art objects: the arrested time of cultural coherence became the 
universalized timelessness of art. By the time the Burlington Fine Arts Club 
presented Objects of Indigenous Art in London in 1920, it did so by accept-
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ing the most accomplished work of the Haida nation as “the outcome of 
inherent genius”; in 1927, the National Gallery of Canada described the 
work of the Haida, the Tsimsyan, and the Tlingit as “works of art that 
count among the outstanding creations of mankind in the sphere of plas-
tic decorative beauty,” “mankind” serving here as a temporal marker.23 
MoMA’s “Primitivism” exhibition located itself within the narrative where 
“tribal art,” like “all great art” comes to be recognized as showing “images 
of man that transcend the particular lives and times of their creators,” 
transcending, in other words, the life and the time of a particular cul-
ture.24 But as James Clifford put it (in 1985), anthropology and art come to 
coexist as “two domains that have excluded and confirmed one another, 
inventively disputing the right to contextualize, to represent these ob-
jects.”25 The “aesthetic- anthropological object systems of the West,” in 
his phrase, made it possible, in the winter of 1984–85, to view “tribal art” 
at more than seven different kinds of institutions.26 The specter of such 
systems animates the work of Brian Jungen as he sets out to preserve, 
however perversely, the ephemera of North American consumer culture.

2. Misuse Value and Unhuman History

Jungen, a Swiss- Aboriginal member of the Doig River band of the Dane- 
zaa (or Dunne- za) nation (or Beaver people, a small Dene population 
living in the Peace River area of eastern British Columbia and northwest-
ern Alberta), has come to rely on the act of redeploying, refabricating, 
and recirculating (within the art system) some of the most globally famil-
iar objects: baseball bats and soccer balls and cafeteria trays and wooden 
pallets and plastic coolers and sports jerseys and red plastic gas cans and 
backpacks. Of course, these days, the artistic redistribution of consumer-
ist object culture (fully formed or ravaged) has become a major mode of 
production within the contemporary art world, from the work of Thomas 
Hirschhorn to that Dan Peterman to that of Sarah Sze. Such artists evoke 
the long and global history of how things are absorbed into the field 
of cultural production.27 Within that field, there is something disarm-
ing about Jungen’s work, in large measure because the artist’s act of re-
cycling (often humorous and serious) takes place within what James Clif-
ford termed, back in the 1980s, “the predicament of culture,” by which 
he meant the predicament of ethnographic modernity wherein one finds 
oneself “off center among scattered traditions” and in the midst of literal 
and figurative mobilities that effect “a kind of rootlessness.” The anthro-
pologist’s concept of culture makes less sense once cultures have been 
dislodged from specific locales, rendering the location of culture an im-
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probable accomplishment. Clifford was one of the first anthropologists 
to be explicit about not seeing “the world as populated by endangered 
authenticities,” about recognizing that “people and things are increas-
ingly out of place,” while still understanding the importance of asking 
“geopolitical questions” of “every inventive poetics of reality.”28 Critical 
ethnography, the new museology, postcolonial theory—these have each 
in its way worked to stage this predicament of culture, as has a consider-
able body of art.

In the case of Jungen, you might think of yourself as facing not only 
the predicament of culture but also the predicament of nature: the pre-
dicament of their mutual entanglement that irritates the history of mu-
seums and material culture. For Jungen’s work, appearing in galleries 
and museums of art, situates itself at the intersection of art museums and 
natural history museums, whose iconic artifacts and traditional logics of 
display he repeatedly evokes even as he works with untraditional materi-
als, such as the stacking white plastic chair, a globally ubiquitous object 
(see fig. 7.1). These monobloc polypropylene objects, which have become, 
as one reporter adroitly dubbed them in 2007, “the everychair of chairs,” 
were “invented” in the 1960s and began to be mass manufactured in the 
early 1980s (polypropylene as such having been polymerized in 1954). 
The reporter asks her readers to contemplate just how familiar the chairs 
have become: “Just think about how many there are in schools, bars, hos-
pitals, parks, beaches, sports stadiums and retirement homes. And how 
often they appear as props in global dramas. Floating in the debris of the 
tsunami and Hurricane Katrina. Seating thousands of people at Cuban 
political rallies. Lurking in the hideout where Saddam Hussein was cap-
tured, and in Abu Ghraib prison.”29 So, while one analyst of material cul-
ture has argued that “in some respects artifacts are like new species that 
reproduce themselves alongside biological ones,” where one can see “an 
evolutionary process tending toward greater and greater complexity of 
function,” the stacking white plastic chair would seem to be the result of a 
devolutionary process, leaving us with chairness at its most generic, at its 
most “primitive” or “natural,” where economic and aesthetic minimalism 
converge in a kind of coarse yet clean vernacular modernism.30

In 2000 Jungen began to produce his first chair- dependent sculptures, 
such as Bush Capsule, made from a circle of plastic chairs covered by plas-
tic wrap, the capsule illuminated from within (plate 9). It is a structure 
that brings to mind the geodesic dome or some kind of lunar domestic 
pod. More particularly, the construction reenacts, differently, the work 
that went into the makeshift shelters built by farm workers, or tempo-
rary “winter houses” made annually by some First Nation people of the 
Northwest, or the permanent houses discovered in an ancient village 
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during the Thule expeditions of the 1920s, an especially productive chap-
ter in the history of material anthropology.31 The structures were con-
structed with driftwood or whalebone supports and covered by skins, 
then by sod and by rock. In his reenactment, Jungen has replaced the 
whalebone with the plastic chairs and the sealskins with plastic wrap. He 
has taken ready- to- hand materials that are at once local (they’re simply 
around) and representative of an Americanized global culture (that’s 
everywhere) to represent a highly specific, local and traditional culture, 
substituting an especially “unnatural” substance for skin and bone.

Jungen intensified the relay between traditional and contemporary 
domesticities in Furniture Sculpture, constructed for his first compre-
hensive retrospective at the Vancouver Art Gallery in 2006 (plate 10). He 
made the huge tepee from eleven 2006 Natuzzi leather sofas, discarding 
the guts of the sofas (that is, the stuffing), and using the wood infrastruc-
ture for the internal supports of the tepee. In a video that accompanies 
the display of the piece, you see Jungen theatrically taking a sort of hunt-
ing knife to the sofas, slicing them open, ripping out the guts, and skin-

7.1  White plastic chair.



208 Chapter Seven

ning them. (Although he had hoped to slaughter the sofas “more tradi-
tionally” by pitching them off a balcony, the gallery did not permit him to 
do so.)32 Dislodged from the domestic fashion system (where leather has 
become the material of choice within the “casual comfort” paradigm), 
the sofas, at the moment of regutting, might be said to experience a re-
becoming animal, a process that places the contemporary furniture in-
dustry within an object culture where man’s mere subsistence, or ele-
gant comfort, depends on the ongoing (however occluded) conquest of 
nature. The intensity of his re- creative imagination lies not least in his 
willingness to confer (or, more dramatically, to disclose) the status of 
animal on inanimate, manufactured objects. This could be understood as 
the playful performance of a kind of animism (classically interpreted by 
E. B. Tyler among others to be the ur- form of religion), an unwillingness 
to differentiate what we call spirit and matter, what we call the organic 
and the inorganic. This is to argue, then, that Jungen’s mode of artistic 
production, his radical misuse, transforms a characteristic of “premod-
ern” culture into a characteristic of “postmodern” Culture; but the value 
emerging from the misuse, as I understand it, is to identify the singleness 
of a culture for which “home” continues to depend on stretched hide.

That transformation thus involves not just what we call culture, but 
also what we call nature, and it is to the natural world—to the paleon-
tological recovery and display of that world—that Jungen establishes a 
citational relation in a sequence of works known as his “cetology series” 
(2000–2003), room- size skeletons made from plastic chairs, the chairs 
now replicating whale bone in behalf of representing a complete whale 
skeleton (see plate 11). Cut up, the chairs (less than $5.00 CAD each at the 
time of production) have been reconstellated, riveted segment upon riv-
eted segment forming the vast spinal column and tail, the rib cage, the 
skull and massive jaw. The most extensive of the figures is fifty feet long.

Of course, there is considerable modernist precedent for transform-
ing common manufactured objects into the figure of an animal, as in 
Picasso’s not- quite- readymade, Tête de taureau (1942), composed of a bi-
cycle seat and handlebars. But Jungen monumentalizes the gesture and 
means to equate the final product with a familiar sight from natural his-
tory museums all over the world. Even as the hovering figures resemble 
the sea monsters from the Pliocene era that hang from the ceilings of 
those museums, so too the evident creativity and craftsmanship fore-
ground the constructedness of prehistory (that is, the history of unhuman 
history). But the formal simplicity of the bright white creatures expresses 
a kind of purity, especially when they are exhibited in a white gallery 
space that evokes a white- on- white modernism.33 You could argue that 
these are full- scale representations of the killer whale or of Wasgo, the 
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mythological “sea- wolf” that is part wolf and part whale, but the crea-
tures are in fact generic, neither naturally nor mythologically spe-
cific; the replication—more an evocation—is iconic and gestural, not 
grounded in any measured correspondence to a model.

In some respects, then, Jungen might seem to fit within the crowd 
of anthropologists (say, Lévi- Strauss) and artists (say, Robert Smithson) 
for whom the natural history museum serves as the site of some primal 
scene. Smithson, as an example of his more widespread investment in 
“origins and primordial beginnings,” described himself, as an eight- year- 
old interested in collecting “naturalist things, looking for insects, rocks 
and whatever,” visiting the Museum of Natural History and making “very 
large paper constructions of dinosaurs which in a way, I suppose, relate 
right up to the present in terms of the film I made on The Spiral Jetty—the 
prehistory motif runs throughout the film.”34 His assertion that contem-
porary art must “explore the pre- and post- historic mind [and] go into 
the places where remote futures meet remote pasts,” like his equation of 
dinosaurs and modern technology, can be traced to his fascination with 
the convergence, or exchangeability, of the temporalities he experienced 
within the museum: “This sense of the extreme past and future has its 
partial origin with the Museum of Natural History; there the ‘cave- man’ 
and the ‘space- man’ may be seen under one roof. In this museum all ‘na-
ture’ is stuffed and interchangeable.”35 But unlike Smithson, of course, 
Jungen eschews rocks and dirt in favor of the substance that is indisso-
ciable from contemporary culture. Although exhibits of this work have 
pointed out how the skeletons recall the threat of extinction as it has 
been faced by First Nation people, it is the ambition of Jungen’s work, as 
I understand it, to at once mark and transcend “the currency of tribal art, 
culture, and politics.”36 (He himself has said in an interview that “serious 
political correctness” doesn’t interest him.)37 A materialist approach to 
art that understands materialism temporally could perceive a general-
ized dialectical drama of permanence and change: the relation between, 
on the one hand, bones that remain because they have been fossilized 
and, on the other, the nonbiodegradable polypropylene chairs that will 
remain in our garbage dumps long after we ourselves are gone: the non-
mortal remains of mortal being. The cetology series theatricalizes the ubiq-
uity of white plastic not in space, but in time. In Arendtian terms, the 
drama begins with the question of what identity is being stabilized in 
relation to the same chair, which is at once cheap and disposable and yet 
undisposable.

Because, at a certain distance, the skeletons become recognizable as 
fragments of the white chairs, the metamorphosis of human products 
into natural creatures remains incomplete. This is not an accretion of 
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outmoded cultural fragments conjured into some language of the fossil. 
Rather, it is an effort to prehistoricize the present, as though history (real 
human history) were an event yet to come, or an effort to posthistoricize 
the present, as though history were over and we simply linger, however 
unconsciously, in the state of our extinction. It is an effort to dramatize 
the chronological extent of the Anthropocene. By divesting the chairs—
in these acts of misuse—of their exchange value and their use value, free-
ing them “from the drudgery of being useful,”38 Jungen can reconfigure 
the chairs into sublime objects that relocate them within unhuman his-
tory—the history not of the world, but of the earth.

Or, you might say, some new history of the earth as world, given the dis-
covery in 1997 of what has been dubbed a new “Leviathan,” found in the 
North Pacific subtropical gyre: the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, a slowly 
rotating mass of debris—90 percent of which is plastic—a mass esti-
mated to be twice the size of Texas.39 Charles Moore made the discovery 
when, sailing from Hawaii to Long Beach, he took a shortcut through a 
region assiduously avoided because of the lack of current and wind, the 
constant high pressure that creates an “oceanic desert”: “As I gazed from 
the deck at the surface of what ought to have been a pristine ocean, I was 
confronted, as far as the eye could see, with the sight of plastic. It seemed 
unbelievable, but I never found a clear spot. In the week it took to cross 
the subtropical high, no matter what time of day I looked, plastic debris 
was floating everywhere: bottles, bottle caps, wrappers, fragments.”40 As 
one polymer chemist put it, “every little piece of plastic manufactured in 
the past 50 years that made it into the ocean is still out there somewhere 
. . . because there is no mechanism to break it down.”41 Plastics do break 
down (they photodegrade) to a point: to the point of becoming confetti- 
like bits and then microscopic particles mimicking plankton and con-
sumed by fish and birds, the toxicity of the plastic itself supplemented by 
the toxins it has absorbed. This is why one oceanographer, a marine de-
bris specialist who has worked with Moore, insists that “if you could fast- 
forward 10,000 years and do an archaeological dig . . . you’d find a little 
line of plastic. . . . What happened to those people? Well, they ate their 
own plastic and disrupted their genetic structure and weren’t able to re-
produce. They didn’t last very long because they killed themselves.”42 The 
becoming plastic of the human.

But my point is not that the cetology series argues for some specific 
ecological consciousness. Rather, it provokes the experience, however 
momentary, of a temporality and a natural history wherein such a con-
sciousness might develop; it means to shock our “historical metabolism” 
into some dilation that registers a more totalizing durée.43 The misuse of 
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the chairs, which draws attention to their material specificity, on the one 
hand, and to the constructedness of the icons and emblems of the pre-
historical, on the other, enables the cetological products to become dia-
lectical objects, the compressed temporalities (present, past, and future) 
dramatizing some dialectic of transience and transcendence.44 The art 
confronts the spectator with another region of being where man- in- the- 
world, in the midst of nothing more than these silly chairs, is minimized 
in the before and after of man, the pre- and the posthistoric.

3. The Re- creation of Things

A series of twenty- three works that Jungen produced between 1998 and 
2005, his celebrated “Prototypes for New Understanding,” seem to return 
the focus to human history. This is a series of “inauthentic/authentic” 
Northwest- coast artifacts meant to evoke Haida masks but made from 
Air Jordans, the sneakers unstitched and recomposed into a variety of 
iconic forms, to which, in some instances, Jungen attaches human hair—
the reminder, perhaps, that the human body is a thing among things. The 
strange, surreal masks are meta- objects that congeal three highly identi-
fiable object cultures (plates 12, 13).

The first, of course, is the traditional art of the Haida, whose masks, 
representing spirits of the woods or spirits confronted by their ancestors, 
were used during potlatch performances, and whose object culture was 
originally best known beyond Canada in the form of the Haida Gwaii 
totem poles, written about by Tylor and Boas and cherished by major 
institutions—the Pitt Rivers Museum, the American Museum of Natu-
ral History, the Smithsonian, &c. The traffic in Haida artifacts has played 
a prominent role in anthropology, in ethnographic display, and in tour-
ism, the tourist literature of the late nineteenth century identifying the 
Indians of the Northwest Coast as “the artistic savages of the world.”45 
As Stocking puts it, “the very materiality of the objects of material cul-
ture” meant that they could be dislodged, exchanged, or stolen, readily 
entering “Western economic processes of the acquisition and exchange 
of wealth.”46 He goes on to argue that “the objects of ‘material culture’—
which in traditional contexts often had spiritual value—are respiritual-
ized (in Western terms) as aesthetic objects, at the same time that they are 
subjected to the processes of the world art market,” a market that always 
threatens to compromise their authenticity (6).47 There was already a 
market, in the first half of the nineteenth century, for seamen, traders, 
and tourists, who purchased argillite carvings and masks (made for the 
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market); by the 1860s model totem poles became the favorite souvenir; 
and by the end of the century (small pox having reduced the population 
to twelve hundred, and that population having left its traditional home), 
well- known artists (notably Charles Edenshaw, whose transformation 
mask from 1890 resides in the Pitt Rivers Museum) worked very self- 
consciously to learn and preserve traditional techniques and designs. 
These days, when the work of Haida artist Bill Reid appears on the back of 
the Canadian twenty- dollar bill (the aboriginal in Canada and elsewhere 
having come to function as a sign of the national), the high- end market 
includes artists such as Robert Davidson (Edenshaw’s great- grandson), 
Jim Hart, and George Storry, well known throughout the province and 
beyond it (see plate 14). The low- end market amounts to tourist trinkets 
that you can pick up at several shops in Vancouver, just one dimension of 
what Charlotte Townsend- Gault has termed “the polymorphous prolif-
eration of First Nation designs, images, and motifs over the last 15 to 20 
years.”48 Prototypical Haida design, known nationally and internation-
ally, appears on all sorts of objects: scarves and serving trays and sweat-
shirts and skateboards (plate 15). All this is to say that, from the 1840s 
to the 2010s, both Haida objects and “Haida” objects have become part 
of many object cultures. The very ubiquity of the design makes Jungen’s 
masks recognizable at a glance as “Haida” (which is not to say that one 
or another doesn’t suggest, more precisely, a Kwakwaka’wakw or Tlingit 
analogue).49

The second object culture evoked by the pristine display of Jungen’s 
masks (which he insists on) is that moment in the history of European 
aesthetic sensibility—primitivism—when “tribal artifacts” became re-
designated as art, their further recontextualization exerting a new 
“power over viewers,” but, as Stocking says, “a power not simply inher-
ent in the objects, but given to them by the museum as an institution 
within a particular historical sociocultural setting.”50 Within the history 
of European art, that new power was mediated most famously by the 
Museum of Ethnology at the Trocadéro, which provided Picasso with the 
formal inspiration to complete the large canvas he had been struggling 
with in 1907, Les demoiselles d’Avignon, the premiere exhibit of the MoMA 
“Primitivism” show and, arguably, the painting in which Picasso “discov-
ered modernism.” In 1903 the new decoration for the ballroom of the 
governor’s mansion in Victoria included Haida motifs; in 1927, a gallery 
in Paris exhibited the paintings of Yves Tanguy with carvings from the 
Northwest coast;51 and during that decade two books (one published by 
a school of art and design) appeared in Europe that were based on mu-
seum collections of Northwest Coast specimens.52 African artifacts have 
had a more famous art- historical presence in European art history, but 
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work from the Northwest coast became no less aesthetically respected, 
ultimately the subject of “ethnocentric awe” and “escalating markets.”53

The third object genealogy is located neither on the Northwest Coast 
nor in Europe, but in the United States, where Nike’s production of Air 
Jordan sneakers, originally designed by Peter Moore, began in 1985 (plate 
16). Banned at first by the NBA because the dramatic color scheme vio-
lated the association’s design code, and originally disliked by Jordan, who 
said of the first designs that they looked like “devil shoes,” Air Jordans 
have since become the marketing triumph of the sportswear industry, 
by now famous and infamous for their expense—Air Jordan VI’s sold for 
$125 in 1991—and for their status as collector’s items.54 Indeed, Nike itself 
reproduces earlier models in their Retro and Retro Plus editions: retros 
of the Air Jordan VII, originally on the market in late 1991, were released 
again in 2002 and 2004. (Of course, illegal copies have also been manu-
factured.) The sneakers themselves have always relied on complex, cita-
tional design—one inspired by the Stealth Fighter F- 117 used in Desert 
Storm; many incorporating Jordan’s number 23 (or his Olympic num-
ber 9) into the stitching or the design of the shoe itself; and the Air Jordan 
XXI, released in February 2006, making use of the grill design from the 
Bentley as inspiration for its side vents. Increasingly the objects them-
selves approach the status of meta- objects.55

Jungen has commented at some length on the initial stages that led 
him to the Prototype refabrications. He describes being in New York and 
visiting the Museum of Natural History, the Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, and then Niketown, “where they also pre sent their products in big, 
hermetically sealed vitrines.” “I went to the sports store and purchased a 
number of pairs of Air Jordan sneakers and began to dissect them, which 
in itself was interesting—in that it was almost a sacrilegious act: cutting 
up and ‘destroying’ these iconic, collectible (and expensive) shoes.”56 The 
emphasis on the iconicity of the shoes is of particular importance because 
it helps to dramatize what you might call a rival act of recontextualiza-
tion and appropriation, within which the sneakers attain new value, or 
within which the exhibition value of Nikes has been disclosed as having 
(as always having had) greater priority than any exchange or use value. 
“It was interesting to see how by simply manipulating the Air Jordan 
shoes you could evoke specific cultural traditions whilst simultaneously 
amplifying the process of cultural corruption and assimilation. The Nike 
‘mask’ sculptures seemed to articulate a paradoxical relationship be-
tween a consumerist artifact and an ‘authentic’ native artifact.”57 Rather 
than Western art being rejuvenated by the incorporation of “primitive 
forms,” First Nation art is rejuvenated through the incorporation of the 
Western commodity, but a product that has much of the totemic potency 
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we associate with “tribal art.” Moreover, the Prototypes enact a counter-
appropriation from the North American sports world that has consis-
tently used Native American imagery for its emblems.58

Michael Jordan and the Nike swoosh achieved an international recog-
nizability in excess of Haida iconography. Air Jordans could well serve as 
the paradigmatic object for apprehending a global object culture just as 
Nike often serves as the paradigmatic global corporation; the title Michael 
Jordan and the New Global Capitalism makes immediate sense; Jordan was 
(and perhaps still is) the most recognizable individual worldwide.59 There 
are college courses offered on the Jordan phenomenon: on Nike’s work to 
turn Michael Jordan into “everybody’s All- American commodity sign,” 
at once catering to the fascination with the black male athlete and tran-
scending race; and on the “intertextual corporate coalition that engi-
neered Jordan’s global ubiquity”: “Michael Jordan’s commodified image 
can be confronted with startling regularity when strolling through the 
commercial hyperspaces of the world’s major cities, deindustrialized 
urban wastelands, excessively affluent suburban fortresses, or even rural 
hinterlands.”60 Originally signing Jordan in 1984 (for $2.5 million over 
five years), Nike aired the “Jordan Flight” commercial in 1985 and sold 
$100 million of its new Air Jordan line that year, the demand ultimately 
outstripping the supply. Nike was also one of the first U.S. corporations 
to depend on outsourcing (in the 1980s); it established factories in Tai-
wan and South Korea, then China and Indonesia and Vietnam, and found 
itself entangled in labor disputes and subject to frequent publicity for its 
exploitation of foreign labor.61 The Prototypes have a timeliness the way 
the cetology series does not: “I think in 50 years people won’t know what 
exactly Air Jordans were. They’ll see these objects and it’ll be like how the 
Surrealists used contemporary products in the 30s and 40s; you look at 
them now as an arrangement of antiques.”62 But given how Air Jordans 
have depended on the global system for their production, marketing, 
and distribution, the Prototypes might be said to defy any specificity of 
place. The first sneakers that Jungen patiently unstitched were probably 
stitched, less patiently, in Vietnam.

For me it’s useful—however traditionally anthropological—to think 
about Jungen’s “cultural corruption” (his term) with the help of Lévi- 
Strauss’s work on the masks of the Northwest Coast: La voie des masques, 
the way of the masks and the voice of the masks. Lévi- Strauss was trying 
to resolve the discrepancies in form between a particular Salish mask 
and a Kwkiutl (now Kwakwaka’wakw) mask and concluded that, within 
distinct origin myths for the masks, there are transformational relations 
that, from a purely plastic point of view, prevail among the masks them-
selves, thus explaining why the sunken eyes here reappear as the pro-
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truding eyes there. His ultimate claim was that the masks from differ-
ent tribes and different locales within the region are “parts of a system 
within which they transform each other.”63 My sense of Jungen’s work is 
that it means, say, to expand the region under anthropological scrutiny and 
to expose other systems in which artifacts appear as transformations of 
one another. Which systems?

Most obviously, within a gallery, the art system, where the Prototypes 
invert and recode that appropriative act by which Western art made use 
of “other” cultures. Like the “tribal artifacts” recontextualized as art, the 
Air Jordans have been dislodged from their original scene (of display, 
consumption, and use). Second, the system of conspicuous display, the 
process of creating and preserving cultural capital: the Prototypes high-
light the ways in which Northwest artifacts and Air Jordans look like ver-
sions of one another in their iconicity and sign value, indeed even their 
value on the market. That is, they appear as one another not just plasti-
cally but structurally: their exhibition, sign, and economic value seems 
to minimize their use value. (Indeed, Air Jordans are often not worn be-
cause of the threat of violent theft.) Third, the international “traffic in 
culture,” from the anthropologist’s traffic in artifacts of the nineteenth 
century to the global marketing enabled by new networks of commu-
nication.64 Fourth, the systems of fetishism through which inanimate 
objects “are not perceived as inert matter but as quasi- living power ob-
jects.”65 All this is to say, more epigrammatically, that in these acts of re-
fabrication Jungen transforms the sneakers into what they already are.

Of course, the confrontation—or, better, simply the conflation—of 
these three object cultures and these four systems provokes some new 
predicament of culture. Attention has been drawn, successfully, to how 
Jungen’s work relies on cultural misunderstandings and stereotypes to 
complicate and criticize the modes by which things mediate people. Jun-
gen himself has spoken eloquently, both of the influence of growing up 
in a household where “improvisatory recycling was born out of both 
practical and economic necessity” and of his attempt, with the Proto-
types, to transform these objects into a new “hybrid object, which both 
affirms and negates its mass- produced origin and charts an alternative 
destination to that of landfill.” But his creations also work to disclose a 
certain thingness derived from what Webb Keane calls the “very materi-
ality of the object.”66

In Heidegger’s famous account of Van Gogh’s painting of peasant 
shoes, he works to discover the equipmental quality (the equipmental 
being) of equipment, the reliability of “a pair of peasant shoes and noth-
ing more. . . . From the dark opening of the worn insides of the shoes 
the toilsome tread of the worker stares forth. . . . In the shoes vibrates 
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the silent call of the earth, its quiet gift of the ripening grain and its un-
explained self- refusal in the fallow desolation of the wintry field.”67 But 
shoes as Jungen has reconfigured them disclose a different being, a dif-
ferent thingly feature, a certain uncanniness that unsettles the thing as 
formed matter for human use. Not at first glance, perhaps, but with some 
concentration, a viewer finds these works so arresting because they are 
neither one thing nor the other, which is to say, by my light, that their 
thingness emerges from a kind of oscillation: neither plastic chairs nor 
whale skeleton, yet both skeleton and chairs.68 Neither sneakers nor 
mask. Both mask and sneakers. The relays between these object forms 
might finally disclose the life and longing of the constituent materials: 
the oscillation enchants dyed leather into a thing that drifts in excess of 
any object form. It allows us to imagine, I think, a world in which the 
material around us—the denim of your jeans, the glass of your watch 
crystal, the wood of your chair seat—has, as the object of its desire, per-
haps, the desire to be some other object. It is as though Jungen’s work 
begins to expose a newly animate world, a secret life of things that is ir-
reducible to the object forms with which we have constructed and con-
stricted our world. And it is the recognition of that life, I think, that holds 
some promise for transforming life as we know it.
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III
Kitsch Kulchur

About the art with which chapter 7 concluded—Brian Jungen’s “Proto-
types for New Understanding,” his “Northwest Coast masks”—about 
these you might say that there’s something kind of kitschy . . . depen-
dent as they are on a caricatured image of “primitive art,” as on the fe-
tishization of Air Jordans and the mass marketing of Jordan himself. 
You would be pointing at a low cultural bar: sham sophistication, ease 
of comprehension, witty diversion. Appreciating that ease while none-
theless sensing the disturbance that Jungen means to effect depends on a 
doubled temporality: both glance and dilating inquiry. The work means 
to catalyze a kind of double vision—something akin to what emerges, 
persistently and profoundly, in Walter Benjamin’s analytic: a capacity to 
witness anguish and aspiration, disabled past and enabled future, in the 
same instant, the same image, the same object. The object is what it is; it 
is also something else. Within his Arcades project, which he began as he 
worked on the surrealists, Benjamin concurs with the established conten-
tion that kitsch is “irreconcilably opposed” to art by being “nothing more 
than art with a 100 percent, absolute and instantaneous availability for 
consumption.”1 The trick, then, is to retard that instantaneity—to make 
kitsch available instead for consternation. Or: the trick is to shake kitsch 
loose from its oneiric habitat, the diorama of the everyday. In 1928, as 
Benjamin began to develop the idea for his collecting project on the Paris 
Arcades, he imagined releasing kitsch from “the realm of dream”: “We 
construct here an alarm clock that rouses the kitsch of the previous cen-
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tury to ‘assembly’” (Arcades Project, 883). But how can the kitsch of our 
own time be roused?

Of course, these days, if something is kitsch, it could be that it’s taste-
less in a way that makes it kind of cool, if not camp. Could be it’s so kitsch 
that it’s dope. The likes of Warhol, Barbara Kruger, Jeff Koons, and Paul 
McCarthy have made it clear how aggressively artists are willing to de-
ploy kitsch to evade an aesthetic system for distributing value, just as 
architects have made it clear that kitsch can be deployed to humanize a 
built environment sterilized by modernism.2 There was a time, though, 
within the (modernist) American art scene, when the bite of kitsch lay in 
its having been posited by Clement Greenberg not just as the antithesis of 
art but also as “the epitome of all that is spurious in the life of our times.”3 
He was willing to grant that “superior culture is one of the most artifi-
cial of all human creations” and that the “great mass of the exploited and 
poor,” unable to appreciate “genuine culture,” remain “hungry neverthe-
less for the diversions that only culture of some sort can provide” (19, 
17, 12). Still, the “virulence of kitsch,” its “irresistible attractiveness,” and 
its “potency” lay in the effortlessness with which the “predigest[ed]” can 
be consumed, eliding any “discontinuity between art and life” (14–15). 
The danger of kitsch, as Greenberg saw it in 1939, was twofold: it served 
as the medium for perpetuating the status quo (life as it is within the 
system of Capital), and it served as the medium by which totalitarian 
regimes (in Germany, Italy, and Russia) “ingratiate themselves” to the 
masses (19–22).

Engaged as he was by the “genuine culture” exemplified by Baude-
laire, Proust, and Kafka, for instance, Benjamin recognized that this 
irresistibility of kitsch, like that of film, made it the necessary locus for 
apprehending some collective desire to live life otherwise. That kitsch 
merits serious attention (rather than dismissive demonization) is a les-
son ultimately learned by his friend and harshest critic, Theodor Adorno, 
who was finally willing to explore the “kernel of truth” within kitsch, 
the degree to which it responds to a legitimate desire within the carceral 
capitalism of the twentieth century.4 He was willing, moreover, to locate 
the anticipation of kitsch in the novels of James Fennimore Cooper, in 
Hellenistic arts and crafts, in Attic comedy: in cultural forms that both 
depend on the “structure of invariables” and insist that “nothing must 
change.”5 He continued to believe that kitsch serves the “dual nature” of 
so- called progress, which maintains oppression while ceaselessly point-
ing to the possibility of freedom (M, 146).6 But he was also willing to as-
sert that kitsch “incurs hostility because it blurts out the secret of art”—
its “rational purposefulness” as something made—and because it reveals 
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the “affinity of culture to savagery” (M, 226). In his memorializing “Por-
trait of Walter Benjamin,” he points to “Dream Kitsch” as the short article 
in which to perceive not simply Benjamin’s concern with the surrealists’ 
ability to produce “shocklike flashes” from “obsolete” objects, but also his 
longing “not merely for philosophy to catch up to surrealism, but for it 
to become surrealistic.”7 On the one hand, such philosophy sees through 
the “ideologies of the ‘concrete’” as “the mere mask of conceptual think-
ing at its wits end” (“WB,” 231); on the other, “an essay on the Paris Ar-
cades is of greater interest philosophically than are ponderous observa-
tions on the Being of beings” (“WB,” 232).8 What Benjamin himself called 
the “materialist toxins” in his thought curbed any impulse toward onto-
logical speculation (“WB,” 235).

In “Dream Kitsch” (1927), he fuses the surrealist invigoration of cul-
tural debris with the movement’s own invigoration from “tribal arti-
facts.” He describes them seeking “the totemic tree of objects within the 
thicket of primal history. The very last, the topmost face on the totem 
pole, is that of kitsch.” Though his image visualizes the animation pro-
jected onto (or into) the “outlived world of things,” he concludes by de-
scribing the process in reverse, explaining how “in kitsch, the world of 
things advances on the human being” and “ultimately fashions its fig-
ures in his interior.”9 Adorno recognized that much of the power of 
Benjamin’s work derived from his willingness to permit “thought to get, 
as it were, too close to its object” and his refusal “to accept as ineluct-
able the threshold between consciousness and the thing- in- itself”: a non- 
Hegelian refusal—familiar today among speculative realists and object 
oriented ontologists—to abide by Kant (“WB,” 240). But Benjamin’s his-
torical point in “Dream Kitsch” is, more radically, that such a threshold 
no longer exists. You might have asserted, once, that subjects constitute 
objects, but things—the things we call kitsch—have now installed them-
selves within the human psyche.

The following chapters track that installation (in the psyche) but they 
do so very differently, and within very different cultural sites. In a chap-
ter on Shawn Wong’s fiction, I concentrate on a boy’s misuse of a Charlie 
McCarthy doll, which enables him to productively confuse history and 
dream, dream and history—the history of immigrant labor. I then turn 
to the “black collectibles” within Spike Lee’s Bamboozled, a film that 
discloses a “kernel of truth” within them—the truth of the ontological 
ambiguity suffered by American slaves. Finally, chapter 10, “Commodity 
Nationalism and the Lost Object,” focuses on the 9/11 collectibles that ap-
pear as an example of the materializing ambitions that worked not just to 
memorialize that tragedy but also to compensate for the loss of the Twin 
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Towers. All told, then, scrounging around the dregs of a recent U.S. ob-
ject culture, I end up fixating on particular objects that powerfully con-
geal some of the worst episodes of U.S. history; that power appears in the 
oscillation between the object and the thing.
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Eight

How to Do Things
with Things:
A Toy Story
(Shawn Wong)

What fallacy do you risk when you pause to grant a text some extratex-
tual dimension? What hazards do you chance (naïveté, banality, empiri-
cism, humanism?) when you read a literary text to write a history of the 
referent? What fetishism do you commit? Or, more important, what fe-
tishism are you trying to overcome? For only an unseemly, rear- guard 
investment in the object of reference, perhaps, can explain that object as 
the precipitate of other investments. Perhaps only an analytic overvalua-
tion of the object allows literature to teach not just a history of things but 
also the history in them.

If the history of things can be understood as their circulation, the 
commodity’s “social life” through diverse cultural fields, then the his-
tory in things might be understood as the crystallization of the anxieties 
and aspirations that linger there in the material object. And such a his-
tory might yet be explored, however provisionally and problematically, 
between two critical formations where things (very differently) disap-
peared: between a poststructuralist epistemology that insisted on dis-
pensing with “things” and a marxian phenomenology that insisted that 
we have no things to dispense with, that the “thingness of things” is pre-
cisely what modernity and its aftermath deny us.1 Here, then, as through-
out the course of this book, things will come to designate less the un-
alterably given material object world than that which becomes visible or 
palpable only in (or as) its alteration—the alteration between the object 
and the thing. Things and the history in things become conspicuous in 
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the irregularities of exchange—in the retardation of the primary circuit 
of exchange wherein man establishes objects insofar as he is established 
by them.2 The question of things, even the question of whether they are, 
is inseparable from a question about what they do, or what can be done 
with them. For things compel our attention and elicit our questions only 
in their animation, their alternation between one thing and another, be-
tween the object and the other thing. Literature, as I’ve tried to show in 
preceding chapters, can serve as a mode of rehabilitative reification: a 
resignifying of the fixations and fixities of thing- ification that will grant 
us access to what remains obscure (or obscured) in the routines through 
which we (fail to) experience the inanimate object world.

Consider what follows a materialist dream. It is a dream about the 
1950s, the point of which is all but magical: if not to hear things speak for 
themselves, then to imagine a history of things as something other than 
the exiled other of language.

1. An Object Lesson

In Shawn Wong’s first novel, Homebase (1979), Rainsford Chan lives his 
life longing to be recognized as American, not as Chinese, and to “find 
a place in this country.”3 In his childhood, though, that desire is tempo-
rarily arrested when he confronts an American icon, Charlie McCarthy, 
in the form of a doll. Among the mass- cultural debris that helps con-
struct this novel’s image of the 1950s, the toy prompts a kind of block-
age, the occasion for a more extended engagement with the products of 
consumer culture.

When his father brings home “a tattered Charlie McCarthy puppet,” 
the seven- year- old bluntly asserts that he doesn’t play with dolls. “But 
this is not a doll,” his father tells him.

“His name is Charlie McCarthy and he talks.” His father puts his hand 
through the back of the puppet, spins the head around, and pulls the 
string that moves the mouth.

“Hi, my name is Charlie McCarthy. I’m glad to meet you.” The mouth 
claps open and shut. The arm pushes out to shake hands. The head spins 
all the way around. The kid shakes his hand. (H, 70)

The doll then participates in the family meal, and Rainsford, learning 
to talk as an amateur ventriloquist with his “teeth clamped down into 
a pasted grin,” learns to play with dolls (H, 71). He adopts the doll and 
adapts it, changing its name from Charlie to Freddy, despite his friends’ 
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objections. Although China as a political, cultural, or geographic entity 
is something that Rainsford has “never seen, never been to, never 
dream[ed] about, and never care[d] about” (H, 66), nonetheless his act 
of willful misnaming prompts Charlie McCarthy’s assimilation into Chi-
nese culture. “Freddy” becomes Charlie’s “Chinese name,” and the boy’s 
mother makes the tattered doll a suit out of red Chinese silk (H, 71).

Wong’s account of how the subject reconstitutes the object—the 
boy’s ludic transformation of the doll into the bright red Chinese figure 
of Freddy—attests to how the act of consumption can itself be produc-
tive (or re- productive), to how objects remain fungible outside the com-
modity form.4 Rainsford’s transformation of the discarded cultural ob-
ject confers new value on it: the tattered doll becomes the only “Charlie 
McCarthy doll on the island that could speak Chinese” (H, 71). Homebase 
thus offers a basic lesson in how, despite the purported mass- cultural 
homogenization of America in the 1950s, some products, significantly 
recoded, could become the ground from which to express ethnic indi-
viduation. This scene is stored in the imaginative archive that enables 
the narrator to perpetuate contact with his family. Named after the town 
(Rainsford, California) where his great- grandfather settled to work on 
the Central Pacific Railroad, he narrates the history of Chinese labor as 
a history he intermittently lives in the present tense; but though home-
base names an idealized correspondence of object, place, and concept, 
the boy’s name marks a disjuncture, for Rainsford, California, has disap-
peared from the map. Literally and figuratively displaced, the boy accu-
mulates scenes of lost filial intimacy, his father having died when the boy 
was seven, his mother when he was fifteen. But 1956, the year before his 
father’s death, the year his parents moved from Berkeley to Guam, as-
sumes retrospective status as the best year of his life: he lives in “a boy’s 
paradise” (H, 3) made up of aircraft carriers and submarines, a paradise 
where, accompanying his father on his building inspecting rounds, the 
boy rides shotgun, sporting a Superman shirt and a toy Colt, proudly ex-
hibiting familiar emblems of U.S. culture (see H, 11).

No such familiarity characterizes his interaction with the doll. Freddy 
soon serves as the facilitator for the boy’s education in a language neither 
he nor his father knows.

“Yi,” said Mother.
“Yi,” said Freddy.
“One. Yi !” I said.
“Er.”
“Ergh.” It came up through the teeth from the throat, like a cough.
“Two. Er,” I said. Freddy nodded. (H, 71)
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As Freddy and Rainsford learn their numbers through ten, the scene ex-
tends as a vertiginous accretion of ventriloquist acts: Rainsford, in the 
voice of Freddy, teaches himself the “native” language he does not know.

A kind of recontextualized readymade, the doll thus emerges as the 
requisite mediating object, a pedagogic tool, without which the boy 
wouldn’t bother with his mother’s native tongue. It functions as a belated 
transitional object with which he negotiates his relation to his mother. 
The doll occupies a familiar role in the dynamic whereby the child as 
subject deploys material objects in the construction of the self. In other 
words, the scene literalizes the process of what psychoanalysis calls pro-
jection and introjection. And it literalizes, no less, the process of what 
anthropology calls objectification and internalization. The animate ob-
ject in Homebase externalizes a psychosemiotic process of cultural nego-
tiation, wherein the boy manifests—identifies with and as—the identity 
he seems to pro ject and construct. The magic of this animation is com-
parable to the paradox of the transitional object as D. W. Winnicott origi-
nally described it: created by the subject, it was just waiting there to be 
created.5

If the scene literalizes those processes, it has also erased them. For the 
protagonist’s narrative (the novel’s first- person narration) simply confers 
agency and voice on the doll, doubling the narrator’s own ventriloquist 
act. “Freddy looked at me with his mouth open, ‘Are you ready for this 
one kid? Here goes, ba’” (H, 72). In anticipation of a trip to Hong Kong, 
Freddy and Rainsford learn more than numbers: “Me and Freddy learned 
all the necessary words to get by, including ngoh m’sickg ong tong hua [I 
don’t speak no Chinese]” (H, 73). Whatever the dynamics of projection, 
introjection, identification—these assume material form in the move-
ment, the dynamism, of the object itself.

When the subject- object relation is temporalized to the point of be-
coming recognizable as a negotiation, when the object reappears as a 
thing assuming a life of its own, this is when we discover the uncanniness 
of everyday life. Though the very temporality of narrative can prompt 
that discovery, it can do so only if we unlearn some familiar habits of 
reading. By this I mean merely that, from a formalist point of view, it 
doesn’t quite make sense to say that the doll, as a narrative object, can be 
“no more than a pretext, a locus of value investment, an elsewhere me-
diating the relationship between the subject and himself,” for the subject 
seems to appear here, no less, as a pretext for the object.6 And from a 
materialist point of view, even if we agree that there can be in literature 
no “intensive life of things” independent of man, it doesn’t quite make 
sense to consider the doll just another concrete medium for “concrete 
human relationships.”7 Homebase delays and distorts the regularities of 
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mediation, which is how it preserves the object from disappearing into 
(and thereby confirming) the history we already know (the story of ho-
mogenous consumer culture), how it uses the psychosemiotic to disrupt 
the sociosemiotic register, how it defamiliarizes the object into an other 
thing that can attain a new kind of presence in our understanding of the 
American 1950s. Homebase is explicable as a narrative of mass- mediated 
ethnic subjectivity, but the irregularities of that mediation also expose 
what we might call a narrative of objectivity—a narrative in which an ob-
ject, Charlie McCarthy, becomes differently intelligible, and intelligible 
not least as an object through which a new relation to things was being 
voiced, in a decade when the topic of mass culture assumed new urgency.

2. Hybrid Objects and the Life of Things

If, like so much American fiction in the closing decades of the twenti-
eth century, Homebase returns to the 1950s, it does so not to luxuriate in 
a stable and prosperous America, nor to recover the decade as some lost 
object of desire. Rather, Wong depicts a character who manages the tragic 
chaos of his life by desperately naming places and by learning how de-
sires can be channeled through and lodged in material objects.

This is why the novel reads like an extended act of accretion. The en-
counter between Rainsford and “a tattered Charlie McCarthy puppet” is 
just a brief episode in an obsession with the material world and an obses-
sive rematerialization of the world. Things like his mother’s “dark green 
jade bracelet” command a talismanic potency in the boy’s memory: “I can 
hear her working around the house when she has it on because it knocks 
against everything she touches. I’ve felt it touching my skin many times” 
(H, 93). The memory of the (whole) object comes to substitute for the 
fragmenting memory of the mother herself: “My sleep tore me apart, 
and gave her flesh back to me in pieces, her voice with no substance, 
and finally nothing but a hollow sound would wake me, her jade brace-
let knocking against the house as she moved around, cleaning, cooking, 
writing. It had become for me, in those dreams, the rhythmic beating of 
her heart” (H, 40). His sense of the immigrant struggle becomes most im-
passioned when he reads words scratched into the walls of Angel Island, 
the material traces of an anguish that he relives.8 And he completes his 
archaeological mission by rematerializing his ancestry within the land-
scape: “We are old enough to haunt this land like an Indian who laid 
down to rest and his body became the outline of the horizon. This is my 
father’s canyon. See his head reclining! That peak is his nose, that cliff his 
chin, and his folded arms are summits” (H, 98). Psychic survival depends 
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on saturating the object world with significance. The anthropomorphi-
zation of the land is the final act in a drama of projective incarnation in 
which artifacts and the artifactual serve as the mode of keeping the past 
proximate, and of keeping it distant, of turning the imagoes of the psy-
chic life into physical objects. Though Rainsford announces his project 
as centripetal—“trying to pull all of my past together” (H, 67)—his suc-
cess depends on the centrifugal possibility of dislodging one’s past from 
oneself.

The act of projecting his father onto and into the landscape works to 
stabilize the past, to materialize an unruly ghost, just as it seems to satisfy 
Rainsford’s quest for American authenticity and, indeed, aboriginal iden-
tity. In contrast, then, Charlie McCarthy, neither an impressive monu-
ment nor an exquisite fetish, appears as a kind of unstable element. His/
its facile assumption of a Chinese identity might be understood as part of 
his/its hybridity, part of an uncanny transmutation between identities—
the animate and the inanimate, object and subject, person and thing.9

When Gaston Bachelard defined hybrid objects in 1957, he was imag-
ining how built space constructs the human psyche. He described how 
drawers and chests and wardrobes exist as “veritable organs of the secret 
psychological life,” how they serve as a kind of phenomenological pros-
thesis, providing “images of intimacy” without which “our intimate life 
would lack a model.” These are the things he called “objects- subjects.”10 
He understood their hybridity to result from their capacity as objects to 
produce subjects, for without a sense of the secretness of our secrets, 
we would hardly be who we are. But because he considers objects only 
prosthetically—as material ground for imaging the subject as such— 
Bachelard in fact forecloses any consideration of our intimacy with 
things: the way we finger watches, rosary beads, cigarettes, a favorite 
pen; the way toys become the interlocutors with whom children share 
their secrets; or the way the car or the toaster assumes an ugly person-
ality. In various appropriations of J. L. Austin’s How to Do Things with 
Words (1955), his point is taken to be that language functions perfectly 
well irrespective of any extralinguistic foundation, irrespective of things. 
But things can nonetheless, in the ventriloquism of everyday life, people 
the world we address, the world that addresses us.11 The hybrid object, 
then, may be figured as a participant in the intersubjective constitution 
of reality.12 In Homebase Rainsford re- produces himself as subject, tri-
angulated between the object and himself.

Indeed, the popularity of ventriloquism as such, like the power of the 
ventriloquism scene in the novel, may result from its capacity to liter-
alize—indeed, to vocalize—“the interior structure of the artifact,” the 
human animation of the material object world with autonomous agency, 



 How to Do Things with Things: A Toy Story 227

with human powers and weaknesses.13 And it may result from the clarity 
with which it materializes the way any human “act” arises from the per-
formance of multiple selves, in concert or in conflict. Yet the instability 
of any talking doll, ventriloquist’s dummy, or engineer’s automaton 
(its fluctuation between the animate and inanimate, person and thing) 
makes it the object of a fascination that approximates apprehension. Like 
Hoffmann’s tales from the early nineteenth century, any number of hor-
ror films from the 1950s or any number of Twilight Zone episodes attest 
to how persistently the dummy or doll- come- to- life figures in our per-
sonal, if not our cultural nightmares. Even when we wish to dispense 
with any talk about things, they may still be talking about us, sharing a 
secret life in which they slowly conspire against us.

Such possibilities help to explain why, alongside a story where one dis-
possessed individual in the 1950s actively transposed some mass- cultural 
debris, a “tattered” puppet, into a good object (successfully idealized), we 
can produce another story in which the 1950s cultural mainstream had 
begun to figure Charlie McCarthy as a bad object, recalcitrant and per-
secutory.14 That explanation would make little sense without recognizing 
how a decade’s concern with mass culture, notably marked by Bernard 
Rosenberg and David Manning White’s Mass Culture (1957), attended to 
the status, role, and activity of things.15 Indeed, while the effort to check 
mass culture borrows liberally from the Cold War rhetoric of ideological 
containment, the very problem of ideological containment could be ren-
dered as a problem with the autonomous object, the problem of action 
without retrospection: Russia, George Kennan had explained in 1947, is 
“a toy automobile wound up and headed in a given direction.”16 A new 
attention to the physical, beyond the visual, recast arguments about mass 
culture and high culture. Just as Reuel Denney was arguing, in 1957, that 
advertising had widened “the sensuous range of product appeal to in-
clude greater variety in the tactile and kinesthetic, as contrasted with 
the visual, aspect of products,” so too Clement Greenberg, in the 1958 
revision of his essay “The New Sculpture,” was describing the denigra-
tion of “the tactile and its associations, which include that of weight as 
well as impermeability.”17 Art, by Greenberg’s light, withdraws from an 
aesthetics wherein the tactility and kinesthesis of things have become in-
creasingly public.

On the one hand, as the story goes, consumerism became the touted 
locus of American happiness and the ideological battleground for the 
Cold War; on the other, mass culture became anathematized by the intel-
lectual Left.18 Within the less predictable, more ambivalent record of the 
mass media, though, there appears an account of Charlie McCarthy 
that reads as an allegory about the power of material objects in postwar 
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America. The single trajectory of Charlie McCarthy’s success, from radio 
and film in the thirties to his television debut in the fifties, was not ac-
companied by a single trajectory of appreciation for Edgar Bergen’s the-
atrical accomplishments. In the 1930s Bergen counted foremost as the 
self- made American: by 1938 he had his own show on NBC (The Chase 
and Sanborn Hour) and made $75,000 a year from Hollywood.19 By 1950 
Charlie McCarthy comics, tie tacks, watches, bubble gum, and peashoot-
ers, along with the ubiquitous dolls—“millions of miniature Charlies 
padd[ing] into homes all over the world”—contributed to an annual re-
tail business of $400,000.20 Having enjoyed the largest radio audiences 
in history, Bergen and McCarthy debuted on television, with Coca- Cola 
spending a record $50,000 to underwrite the half- hour show.21 The whole 
enterprise, the ongoing success of the enterprise, the very familiarity 
of McCarthy as an icon and a household object began to seem symp-
tomatic of a curiously pathological presence. By then McCarthy had re-
ceived votes in New York mayoral elections; he had become “so living 
a personality in the imaginations of Americans that Eleanor Roosevelt, 
upon being introduced to him, reflexively reached for his hand to shake”; 
and he himself had a private life chock full of the amenities of postwar 
living.22 (Candice Bergen, in her autobiography, records her intense sib-
ling rivalry with Charlie McCarthy in the Bergen household: “I wondered 
if there was a chance my father might leave him in that trunk, might for-
get him or lose him or something. Then I would have to fill in.”)23 We 
might say that Charlie McCarthy lived “the social life of things” all too 
literally, demonstrating not how things constitute everyday life, but how 
they come to have everyday lives of their own—even that, as Bachelard 
tried to explain, they possess a “great wealth of intimacy”24 (fig. 8.1).

Dean Jennings, writing for Collier’s in 1950, described a “titanic psycho- 
logical conflict which in recent years has become so acute that [Edgar 
Bergen] consciously rejects Charlie and is jealous of him.” The “intimate 
and mysterious relationship with his rasping alter ego” had become an 
intimacy that Bergen seemed unable to bear, not least because he recog-
nized that he was nobody without his prop (“CM,” 13). Jennings’s account 
shares something of the logic with which mass culture was being villain-
ized as “an instrument of domination” by the likes of Dwight McDonald 
and C. Wright Mills, under the influence, not least, of Adorno;25 but its 
focus on a particular subject- object relation personalizes and intensifies 
the sense of oppression. Bergen’s intimate relationship with McCarthy, 
literalizing the increasing use of objects to speak for and with us, was be-
coming unbearable. “In these dark moments Bergen, like Frankenstein, 
undoubtedly considers ways and means of killing the thing he created. . . . 
But Charlie is ubiquitous and indestructible because he is really Bergen’s 



8.1  Barbara Kruger, Untitled (When I hear the word culture I take out my checkbook) 
(1985). © Barbara Kruger. Photograph, 138 × 60 in. Photograph: Courtesy Mary 
Boone Gallery, New York.
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subconscious” (“CM,” 14).26 Such claims, however excessive, express 
something of the horror some Americans faced with the recognition that 
their subjectivity increasingly lay elsewhere, outside themselves, in the 
objects that surrounded them.

McCarthy thus appears as an object of media projection, conveniently 
materializing the hyperpresence and hyperactivity of things that come 
to dwarf the human subject. Tracing the “Freudian consequences” of 
McCarthy’s longevity, Jennings described a “ruthless intracranial battle” 
between Bergen and the doll, citing Heywood Broun’s conclusion that 
“psychologically, it is Bergen who sits in the lap of McCarthy” (“CM,” 
14). Though the mass culture of this era repeatedly displays and sutures 
the ruptures of the individual psyche (the double lives of comic super-
heroes of the 1950s are exemplary), Charlie McCarthy seems to manifest 
a psychic split that has no resolution. To say that Bergen sits in the lap 
of his doll is to say not just that objects mediate our intersubjective re-
lations but that objects ventriloquize us. The point is less that the object 
assumes priority over the subject, and more that the humiliated subject 
has become a kind of subject- object; it is as though the human being has 
become the object’s sujet petit a, perceived and longed for as the miss-
ing/completing component of itself. The simple inversion of the subject- 
object relation both expresses a kind of horror at the monstrosity of the 
material world and suppresses the dialectical disintegration and reinte-
gration of the subject in its object relations.

3. How Things Disappear

Bachelard’s argument, written before signs or discourse emerged as the 
privileged object of critical attention, portrays the material object world 
as another medium through which we are constructed, by which subjects 
are, say, silently interpellated. And the degree to which modern subjec-
tivity has been structured by the interior- exterior binary (and the degree 
to which this aligns the private- public and unconscious- conscious bina-
ries) is the degree to which his hybrid objects—drawers and chests and 
wardrobes—might be said to serve as the material condition for subjec-
tivity as such. Yet Bachelard’s very choice of objects further stabilizes the 
stasis implied by such a formulation—which can’t perceive such interpel-
lation as an act of exchange and as an activity riddled by the dynamics of 
projection and introjection. Indeed, rendered in their abstract specificity, 
drawers and chests and wardrobes (“le tiroir, les coffres et les armoires”) 
are precisely what lend a bourgeois provinciality, a kind of quaintness 
and spareness, to Bachelard’s argument, offered as it was when France 
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had begun to experience the abundance of mass modernity: a new prolif-
eration of things, a newly Americanized consumer culture, an accumula-
tion of suddenly indispensable durables within the house—refrigerators, 
blenders, washing machines.27 If Bachelard records the constitutive im-
pact of everyday objects on the postwar subject, he does so only by exor-
cising the everyday of its new American ghost, by displacing that impact 
outside the frame of metropolitan modernity. His fixation on the armoire 
begins to feel like a kind of cultural fetishism, a memorializing disavowal 
of the eradication of the French interior as it once was.

Moreover, this particular concentration on things takes place through 
his concentration on poetic language.28 And as Daniel Miller has ob-
jected, other texts about things—Roger Brown’s Words and Things (1958) 
and Ernest Gellner’s Words and Things (1959)—have virtually nothing 
to say about things, much as they have to say about words.29 In obvious 
contrast, Foucault’s well- known methodological meditation from the Ar-
chaeology of Knowledge (1969) argues that the point of his Les mots et les 
choses (1966) was to abandon both words and things, above all to forego 
any “history of the referent,” and to “substitute for the enigmatic trea-
sure of ‘things’ anterior to discourse, the regular formation of objects 
that emerge only in discourse,” discourse understood not as “the sign of 
something else” but as a practice “that systematically form[s] the objects 
of which [it] speak[s].”30 Discourses and objects must replace words and 
things.

And, yet, if one genealogical task is, as Foucault elsewhere describes 
it, to preserve the “singularity of events outside of any monotonous fi-
nality” and “in the most unpromising places,” then it may well be that 
the irregular formation of things—the other thing understood as irregu-
larity—can intrude on the regular formation of objects to provide some 
access to what counts as countermemory.31 Post- Foucauldian historiog-
raphy has cautioned against adding new “experiences” to the historical 
record, because such additions will never generate a sufficiently new his-
tory, failing as they do to problematize the very notion of experience 
on which history- as- usual has been grounded.32 We might yet imagine, 
nonetheless, that only an untoward and excessive compilation of new 
“experiences” will ever be able to alter what we understand by experi-
entiality.

4. How Things Reappear

Rainsford Chan repeatedly describes his narration as a dream, indeed, a 
dream embedded in a dream. He tells a “dream girl”—“named after an 
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American doll . . . a name like Becky or Nancy Ann” (H, 64, 73)—all his 
“dreams about my grandfathers, my father and mother”: “In the dream 
about me I get the girl I wanted when I was fifteen. . . . I tell her about 
a kid on Guam whose father brings home a tattered Charlie McCarthy 
puppet” (H, 68, 70). The oneiric coding serves not to distinguish the story 
from “experience” but rather to preserve and expand “experience” be-
yond familiar historiographical and autobiographical frames and to in-
sist on other modes by which we come to know the past as the past, and 
the past in and as the present.

This novel’s account of the 1950s begins to introduce the personal, 
cultural, and political stakes of understanding dreams as a valid form 
of experience. It thus, in a very different register, intersects with the 
work of what we might call the pre- Foucauldian Foucault, writing in the 
fifties about dreams as a form of knowledge. In his extended introduc-
tion (1954) to Ludwig Binswanger’s “Dreams and Existence” (1930), Fou-
cault joins the effort to discount any psychologizing account of dreams 
in order to respect the dream phenomenon as a specific form of “experi-
ence” and of “knowledge,” meaningful without reference to the other-
wise produced biography of the dreaming subject, and meaningful as a 
world that is irreducible to language. Foucault charts a history of dreams 
wherein, for some, dreams offer “an immediate return to objects without 
passing through the mediation of the organs,” for others a penetration 
into the “intimacy of things”; this history “teaches us that [the dream] 
both reveals the world in its transcendence and modulates the world in 
its substance, playing on its material character.”33

It is easy enough to read Foucault’s essay as the mark of his attraction 
to a phenomenology (Husserl, Heidegger, and Sartre, but also Bachelard) 
that he overcame in a historical/archaeological mode (what Deleuze calls 
“Foucault’s major achievement: the conversion of phenomenology into 
epistemology”).34 But the functioning of the dream—understood not as 
the sign of something else, but as a self- sufficient practice that forms the 
object (Existenz) of its own address—anticipates the functioning of a dis-
course that forms the object (Man) of its own address. If it might thus be 
said that Foucault learned from dreams how to write a history that dis-
pensed with things, postmodern fiction dreams the things with which 
to elaborate other histories, in the least promising places. Whereas Fou-
cault understood dreams as disclosing “the primary moment of existence 
where the original constitution of the world is achieved,”35 Frank Chin’s 
Donald Duk (1991), more adamantly than Homebase, understands dreams 
as disclosing the potential reconstitution of the world. What the epony-
mous boy in Donald Duk dreams—a specific event excised from the his-
toriography of nineteenth- century America—is an event he helps to per-
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form as a fully embodied laborer, part of the Chinese labor force racing 
to complete a U.S. cross- continental railway.

In Donald Duk, as in Homebase, oneiric drama does not foretell the 
future, it does not register a familiar erotic allegory, and it does not medi-
ate between individual desire and collective symbology. Rather, dreams 
foretell the past, in the sense of adumbrating what, in the future, might 
yet come to count as history; they develop an underexposed scene and 
render it available for current inhabitation. There is nothing erotic in 
this unless we understand the longing for history as experienced with 
something like the ache of physical desire. This is the ache to make fan-
tasy physical, to transform the material of the unconscious into mat-
ter, to make the dreamwork count as the cultural work of precipitating 
countermemory. “Donald Duk dreams he’s sleeping at night and wakes 
up dreaming, and wakes up from that dream into another, and wakes 
up into the real.”36 The real here is not the unsymbolizable. And dream-
ing is, as Cornelius Castoriadis would put it, representation that must be 
understood as something other than “representation of”—which is to 
say representation constituted (not by lack but) by plenitude.37 Donald 
Duk’s father transforms the pain the boy feels about the discrepancy be-
tween dream and history, between one history and another, into a his-
toriographical responsibility: “They don’t want our names in their his-
tory books. So what? You’re surprised? If we don’t write our history, why 
should they, huh?” (DD, 123).

5. Misuse Value

Winnicott differentiated his original work on the transitional object 
(1951) from the work of Melanie Klein by emphasizing not the internal 
object but the material object (and the materiality of the object) as a pos-
session. But when it came to the child at play, his use of dreams to make 
sense of the child’s manipulation of objects followed one of Klein’s in-
sights from the 1920s. She showed how play—where children employ 
“the same language, the same archaic, phylogenetically acquired mode 
of expression as we are familiar with from dreams”—could be appreci-
ated with the same hermeneutic intensity as the dreamwork.38 When, in 
the same decade, Benjamin coupled playing and dreaming, he did so not 
to align their interpretability, but to point to how the mimetic mode that 
they share might grant access to a new materialism, and a new materi-
alist history. In the child’s intuitive remaking of the material world lay 
the reversal of the fate of the object within capital, as Marx understood 
it, where the “sensuous characteristics” of the product of labor are “ex-
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tinguished” once it becomes a commodity,39 or as Simmel described it in 
the dialectic of proximity and distance, where our very capacity to accu-
mulate things around us stands in inverse proportion to our capacity to 
experience them as things.40

Benjamin’s perceptions become clearest, then, in the context of what 
Lukács defined as reification. Amplifying both Marx and Simmel, Lukács 
describes reification not just as the rationalization of the human (within 
the hegemony of the calculable) but also as the alienation from things. 
Once the commodity form saturates society, reification “conceals above 
all the immediate- qualitative and material- character of things as things”; 
it destroys their “substantiality”; it alienates their “individuality.”41 To 
imagine the substantial character of things, Lukács necessarily and im-
plicitly posits (as Marx explicitly does) an existentially satisfying subject- 
object relation destroyed by capital’s advance.42

Adorno, audibly following Benjamin’s lead, still caught a glimpse of 
this relation in the play of the child who “sides with use- value against 
exchange value”; within a game, toy trucks become “allegories of what 
they are specifically for.”43 Though he resists Lukács’s humanist history, 
he seems trapped within the same binary of exchange and use; this uto-
pian moment in the otherwise dyspeptic Minima Moralia (1951) acknowl-
edges only a rematerialization that is reducible to preconceived utility. 
Child’s play becomes an act of restitution, of returning the object to its 
proper place in an allegory of practical reason, in the mirror of utilitar-
ian consumption. The scene is rendered against Adorno’s better judg-
ment: “Not least to blame for the withering of experience is the fact that 
things, under the law of pure functionality, assume a form that limits 
contact with them to mere operation, and tolerates no surplus, either 
in freedom of conduct or in autonomy of things, which would survive 
as the core of experience, because it is not consumed by the moment 
of action.”44 Adorno isn’t willing to imagine how the very impropriety 
of a child’s sensuous practice, the sort of catachrestical reobjectification 
that can take place in play—the reproduction of the truck as a table, or 
a table as a truck—might produce a surplus into which the “character of 
things as things” irrupts. Misuse frees objects from the systems to which 
they’ve been beholden. Common sense may tell us that the thing exists 
anterior to (the corresponding) object, that the thing is the substance out 
of which the subject, discourse, or the economic system constitutes an 
object. But we might instead imagine—as I tried to make clear with my 
chart in chapter 1—the thing (its very thingness, its “substantial charac-
ter,” its “individuality,” its “autonomy”) as a kind of remainder—what’s 
left over after a routinized objectification has taken place, what’s palpable 
in and as irregular exchange.
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To respond to the familiar charge against poststructuralism—that it 
denies material existence—the question then becomes how to perceive 
or produce materiality.45 And the answer would seem to lie, as the sur-
realists understood so well, in the deformation of the object or in its dis-
location from one system into another. If you try to use the English foot-
ball in an American football game, its substantial individuality becomes 
manifest as though for the first time. To use a spoon as a knife, a knife 
as a screwdriver, a helmet as a soup bowl, a newspaper as an umbrella, a 
pencil as a shoehorn, a sock as a change purse, a dictionary as a pillow—
these irregular reobjectifications deform the object, however momen-
tarily, into a thing. The object assumes materiality, as it were, not because 
of its familiar designated function but during a re- creation that renders 
it other than it was. The sensuous praxis is inextricable from the resigni-
fying praxis. And, thus, what dawns on us when we confront Man Ray’s 
metronome (in Object to Be Destroyed ) or a practice like camp—the un-
toward appropriation of the everyday, the reanimation of cultural detri-
tus, the recoding of icons—is both the object defamiliarized (as physical 
thing) as well as the codes and cathexes by which it has long been trapped 
(the history in the thing). All but needless to add, the reformation of an 
object (a result of its decontextualization and recontextualization) ex-
poses its prior formation.46

If, then, we begin to understand a thing as both excess matter and 
meaning, made manifest in the time of misuse, we might nonetheless 
follow Adorno’s intuition that children are adept at exposing the secret 
life of things. Whereas child psychology and cultural anthropology have 
described how the object world produces the subjects by which it is pro-
duced, Benjamin, captivated by children’s books and children’s toys, pre-
pares the way for understanding the child at play—the child’s interaction 
with the material world—not culturally or psychologically but politically 
and historically, not as the production of the self in the subject- object dy-
namic, but as a highly charged reproduction of the material world.

For him, it is not the child’s past but society’s future that is at stake. “In 
waste products children recognize the face that the world of things turns 
directly and solely to them. In using these things they do not so much 
imitate the works of adults as bring together, in the artifact produced in 
play, materials of widely differing kinds in a new, discontinuous relation-
ship.”47 Such spontaneous assemblage, bricolage, collage, camp—this is 
what promotes children, throughout Benjamin’s work, as the representa-
tives of radical difference, able as they are to reappropriate a technologi-
cally produced world away from the utilitarian telos of instrumental rea-
son. Indeed, though at times it seems to be the child’s “cognitive mode” 
that arrests Benjamin’s attention, at others it is more exclusively the re-
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constellating practice itself, the technics pursued passionately and auto-
telically. When he himself deployed such technics, accreting the frag-
ments of the Passagen- Werk to compose an alternative history lodged in 
the tattered refuse of an emergent mass culture (as though objects might 
possess an unconscious, as though things themselves might be made to 
speak), he thought of himself as achieving the kind of “concreteness” that 
children achieve in games.48 One must imagine that within the child’s 
“tactile tryst,” the substantiality of things emerges for the first time, and 
that this is the condition for reshaping the material world we inhabit.49 
One must imagine that this experience in the everyday foretells a differ-
ent human existence. If the use value of an object amounts to its precon-
ceived utility, then its misuse value should be understood as the unfore-
seeable potential within the object, part of an uncompleted dream.

6. Icons, Objects, and the Material Unconscious

Such potential is indistinguishable from the hope of overcoming the op-
pression of everyday life, which is no more sociological or ideological 
than it is iconological, experienced as the pressure of a culture’s domi-
nant images. And literary texts, reapproached as objects of knowledge 
about objects, teach us that the first task in wresting oneself from the 
metaphysical potency of an icon is to wrestle it into three- dimensional 
form. The lesson is axiomatic in the opening pages of Toni Morrison’s 
The Bluest Eye (1970), where Claudia’s affective understanding of what 
it means to be black, which is what it means to be not- white, erupts in 
her Depression- era confrontation with Shirley Temple and the Temple- 
like dolls she receives as gifts. Claudia is “bemused with the thing itself, 
and the way it looked.” While “all the world had agreed that a blue- eyed, 
yellow- haired, pink- skinned doll was what every girl child treasured,” 
her resentment builds to the point where she destroys the dolls she re-
ceives, ripping them apart to unearth “the desirability that escaped [her], 
but only [her].”50 Morrison’s scene of destruction produces particularity 
as the effect of the child’s power: just as the doll is dismembered, so too it 
as though the American icon is figuratively fractured into its body parts: 
yellow hair, pink skin. Morrison records the subject’s interpellative fail-
ure as the unwillingness to identify with a dominant icon. Rather than 
providing an ideal and idealized body, Shirley Temple becomes the alien/
alienating body to which Claudia’s psyche produces what we might call 
destructive and self- destructive antibodies. But this moment of failed 
identification deforms the icon itself by charging it as a corporeal posi-
tivity. In other words, if the icon provides Claudia no relief from her 
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body, the child’s refusal to subject herself to its potency reveals a sin-
gular embarrassment: the child star has a body. Shirley Temple (or any 
other icon) is always a coincidence of part objects. She’s adored not for 
her “self” but because she foregrounds a set of part objects sacred to the 
culture.

When the twelve- year- old hero of Chin’s Donald Duk turns Shirley 
Temple into an object of fun, his sister mockingly objects: “Now, don’t 
disparage Shirley Temple. She was the Candlewick Fairy of my progres-
sive all- American childhood” (DD, 166). The ease and humor with which 
the folkloric metaphor provides the explanatory paradigm here for the 
attractions of mass culture is precisely not an ease her younger brother 
shares in his private nationalist quest. For him, American mass culture 
provides both an embarrassing problem and a sublime possibility. With 
his room full of posters and glossy stills, he longs to become the next 
Fred Astaire, to be loved the way Fred Astaire is still loved, to be Ameri-
can the way Fred Astaire is American. (Astaire changed his name from 
Frederick Austerlitz, which he shared with his father, who emigrated in 
1894 from the Austro- Hungarian Empire to Omaha, Nebraska.) Along-
side this planned impersonation, which includes weekly dancing lessons, 
Donald Duk, in order to palliate the bullying of gangs, is forced to ven-
triloquize himself as the homonymous Disney character: “His own per-
fect Donald Duck voice cries for help in perfect Cantonese Gow meng 
ahhhh! and they all laugh” (DD, 6). While acts of transethnic imperson-
ation—Connie Chung “‘doing her impression of Annette Funicello’ . . . 
‘doing her impression of Shirley Temple’”—provide Donald Duk’s sisters 
with amusement (DD, 105), his experience of his own inflicted imperson-
ation is inseparable from ethnic self- hatred: “‘Only the Chinese are stupid 
enough to give a kid a stupid name like Donald Duk,’ Donald Duk says to 
himself” (DD, 2). But his self- ventriloquized Chinese “cartoon” partici-
pates in the novel’s defamiliarization of the Disney character. While the 
aural equivalence of duk and duck questions the authority of writing, the 
misreferent confers corporeal specificity on the cartoon character, most 
clearly exemplified when Donald Duk’s uncle, Donald Duk, objects to his 
nephew’s name: “All the bok gwai, the white monsters, will think he is 
named after that barebutt cartoon duck in the top half of a sailor suit and 
no shoes” (DD, 7). Just as Shirley Temple becomes “yellow- haired” in The 
Bluest Eye, here Donald Duck becomes a bare butt and bare feet.

Both novels, just as they confer physical status on those icons, refuse to 
imagine a history without them, outside the waking reality of the dream-
world of mass culture. Donald Duk manages the boy’s bitterness, over 
the fifteen- day course of the Chinese New Year celebration in San Fran-
cisco, by establishing a clear trajectory for Donald Duk’s acculturation 
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into his Chinese heritage: from dancing like Fred Astaire to running the 
dragon in the New Year’s parade, from American mass culture to Can-
tonese popular culture, from hating Chinese to hating white people who 
have suppressed the history of the Chinese in the United States. Within 
this trajectory, his personal production of Chinese history in America 
effects and marks his assimilation into Chinese culture. But that produc-
tion unfolds in an explicitly oneiric and cinematic mode—“The dream 
comes on like a movie all over his eyes”—wherein he becomes his great- 
great- grandfather, laboring on the transcontinental rail lines (DD, 25).

Within the dreamwork of Homebase—in the scene in which Rains-
ford, playing with dolls, transforms Charlie McCarthy into Freddy the 
Chinese doll—lies a question about the icon’s own ethnic history. An 
answer to the question begins with Bergen, born Edgar Berggren, son 
of Swedish immigrants, a self- taught ventriloquist who paid thirty- five 
dollars in 1922 to have a dummy’s head “modeled after an impish Irish 
newsboy” carved out of wood.51 With McCarthy, Bergen performed his 
way through three years of Northwestern University before making a 
living on the national Chautauqua circuit and in the nightclubs of Chi-
cago and New York. By the late thirties, Bergen was living the quintessen-
tial ethnic American success story made possible by the entertainment 
industry. Famous for his recalcitrance—“unforgivably insolent with the 
most distinguished list of guest stars ever heard on radio”52—Charlie 
McCarthy, dislodged from any family structure, is an orphan whose 
pedigree is traceable to the likes of Horatio Alger’s tough and spunky 
heroes. Though television trafficked in the images of American domes-
tic normalcy, ameliorating the stress and suffering of a wartorn nation, 
the Irish bad boy was licensed to make audible, aggressively, the sort of 
topics (sex, money, looks) that lay otherwise suppressed in the televisual 
culture of the 1950s.53

If literary texts possess a material unconscious—whereby the history 
in things, however unacknowledged by the text, seems to overdeter-
mine their textual presence—then we might say that lurking within the 
cultural transaction in Homebase is some other motivating transaction 
that lies somewhere in the history of the object. Just as the scene drama-
tizes an American boy’s Chinese appropriation of the Irish object, so too 
the deep genealogy of the Irish doll, as Bergen and others understood 
it, curiously returned—and returns us—to China. The history of “talk-
ing dummies” returns to ancient history: “Thousands of years ago” they 
were used by Chinese priests who “would hold them against their stom-
achs” and ask them questions, whereupon “the dummies would answer 
in deep sepulchral tones.”54 In his own explanation of the “very old art” 
of ventriloquism, Bergen traced the practice to medicine men and to 
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divine philosophers and finally to contemporary Chinese practice: “Not 
long ago in Shanghai a Chinese woman made a lot of money by charg-
ing ten cents to those who wanted to hear her unborn child talk. Thou-
sands of credulous Chinese went to her convinced that she was touched 
with some divine spark. The authorities stopped her. She, of course, was a 
natural ventriloquist.”55 To be a natural ventriloquist in Chinese culture, 
it seems, is to dupe the masses; to be a ventriloquist in American culture 
is simply to entertain them. But the point I want to emphasize is how 
Bergen and others imagine China as the place where ventriloquism as-
sumes the form of listening to oneself. Homebase, then, does not just tell 
the story of a boy for whom a doll mediates his biculturality. The novel 
tells the story of a Chinese American boy making use of an Irish Ameri-
can instantiation of what was taken to be an ancient Chinese practice of 
enabling some other self (or the body itself) to attain audibility.

You might say, further, that this ethnic negotiation marks and man-
ages a nineteenth- century history of ethnic confrontation that appears 
nowhere in Homebase but can be found elsewhere in Wong’s fiction.56 
In Wong’s second novel, American Knees (1995), a romantic comedy of 
the 1990s, the Chinese- Irish conflict in America appears as a set piece 
in the “romantic search for identity” that could be satisfied by as little 
as some “momentary acknowledgment” of the story of immigrant Chi-
nese labor: “the completion of the transcontinental railroad built by Chi-
nese workers from west to east, and from east to west by Irish workers—
though no Chinese were allowed in the historic photo of two locomotives 
meeting at Promontory Point, Utah.”57

In Donald Duk, the central event of the oneiric drama is a track- laying 
contest between the Irish working for the Union Pacific, “big and strong” 
boys with “fire in their bellies and a glint in their eye,” and the Chinese 
working for the Central Pacific, denigrated by the Irish as “smaller and 
poop[ing] out sooner” (DD, 28). Led by a foreman named Kwan, the name 
of the “god of fighters, blighters and writers” (DD, 159), who stands as 
the mythic embodiment of aggressive potency, the young Chinese labor 
force both shakes up the Crocker management and establishes a world 
track- laying record of more than ten miles in a day. The dream provokes a 
set of archival confrontations. Discovering an account of the track- laying 
feat in the books of the public library, Donald Duk can find no record of 
the twelve hundred Chinese, only the names of eight Irishmen, only the 
sort of reference that perpetuates the history of the railroad as the his-
tory of “white men. White dreams. White brains and white brawn” (DD, 
131).

Donald Duk’s self- realization depends on his own counterpedagogical 
practice, a presentation of his newly produced history within the public 
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sphere of the classroom where he has been humiliated by a narrative of 
Chinese passivity. As the class and the teacher grant the scene of show- 
and- tell the status of authorized history, one of the novel’s lessons, as it 
circulates the history that its protagonist dreams, is that history is per-
petually subject to revision, and (as Faulkner’s Absalom! Absalom! and 
Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel established) to reinhabitation. Homebase 
shares this lesson: Rainsford records the history of Chinese labor as a 
history he seamlessly lives: “In 1866 I discovered the sound of granite 
breaking away. We had reached a solid granite buttress and we chipped, 
blasted, and drilled at the rock day after day” (H, 17). But rather than 
attending to how this history was suppressed in favor of the Irish, Wong 
shows his protagonist recoding the material embodiment of Irish spunk, 
the doll, as Chinese. The redesignation of the Irish boy with a Chinese 
identity seems like a kind of revenge against the displacement of the Chi-
nese, but a revenge accomplished through an unconscious identification 
with the other minoritized immigrant subject. In the “tattered Charlie 
McCarthy puppet,” the cultural detritus of the 1950s, Rainsford finds ac-
cess to something other than his longed- for American identity.

Coda: Toy Story

Periodizers in search of postmodernity might diagnose the recent inter-
est in a newly materialist knowledge of culture, as well as the very ca-
pacity to think about objects and the vitality of matter, as a symptom that 
in a postindustrial society things are no longer primary.58 In other words, 
the academic attention to things and the ontological amplitude conferred 
upon them may nostalgically preserve them from their disappearance 
along another horizon: not one where the object as substance has been 
supplanted by the object as sign (the simulacrum with no original), but 
one where the universe has become “a screen and network,” effecting a 
transparency in which we experience, in Baudrillard’s words, “the abso-
lute proximity, the total instantaneity of things.” Proximity such as this 
displaces any “tactile tryst” beyond the horizon of possibility. In a note, 
however, Baudrillard uncharacteristically admits the nonsynchronicity 
of the culture he describes: “This does not mean that the domestic uni-
verse—the home, its objects, etc.—is not still lived largely in a traditional 
way”; it means, rather, that “the stakes are no longer there.”59 This should 
mean, moreover, that the stakes (in a hypervisual culture) hardly reside 
in the literary. And you might thus suppose that literature has achieved 
the specific autonomy known as obsolescence. There can be no postmod-
ern novel, because the form belongs to modernity. Literature’s power 
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as an obsolescent form of cultural production resides not least in its ca-
pacity to make legible the disjuncture between life lived in a traditional 
way (which includes the tradition of reading novels) and the way of post-
modernity (which novels can diegetically, stylistically, or symptomati-
cally record). This is why, without ever supposing that “the true being 
of things becomes accessible precisely in their linguistic appearance,” as 
Gadamer would have it,60 you might nonetheless imagine that in the time 
and space of reading you have the chance to reexperience opacity and to 
think about the thingness of an object that might otherwise disappear. 
Moreover, any book of poetry or prose fiction clearly illustrates the way 
that an object can be “bigger” on the inside than on the outside: the way 
that an object can be some other thing.

Before the end of the twentieth century, though, the secret life of 
things had itself been rendered proximate in a kind of dream dislodged 
from the discursive register and from any oneiric coding. If Adorno and 
Benjamin once imagined toys as a repository where children could dis-
cover the autonomy of things, it hardly seems surprising that autono-
mous toys attracted Hollywood precisely when things were beside the 
point. Disney’s Toy Story (1995) was the first full- length film to be gen-
erated wholly by computer (by Pixar Animation Studios).61 It abandons 
any cinematographic indexicality and dispenses with two- dimensional 
cell animation. At the same time, within a Disney tradition that begins 
with Fantasia and crystallizes in The Brave Little Toaster, it visualizes the 
Marxian drama where “grotesque ideas” evolve out of “wooden brain[s]” 
and where “the fantastic form of a relation between things” supplants 
the relation between humans.62 By now that visualization feels like the 
routinization of the uncanny. Though the film personifies the tension 
between novelty and obsolescence as the tension between the latest 
battery- operated space ranger (Buzz Lightyear) and the pull- string cow-
boy (Woody), what makes the film feel so anachronistic and nostalgic 
is that, for preadolescent boys in the 1990s, video games and computer 
games (for instance, Disney Interactive’s own Toy Story CD- ROM game) 
threatened to render the toys depicted (including piggy banks and toy 
soldiers, Mr. Potato Head and Etch- A- Sketch) all but obsolete. Let’s face 
it: the uncanniness of the everyday in postmodernity has more to do with 
the autonomy achieved through computational technology.

The well- known climactic moment of fetishism, as rendered in Capi-
tal, appears when commodities speak for themselves, exhibiting a social 
life of things that occults the social life of humans. By 1995 the life that 
the life of American toys occults begins with a story of their international 
production. Toy Story gesturally and comically marks the geoindustrial 
facts; it also significantly displaces them. The Piggy Bank asks the new 
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toy, the space ranger, “Where you from, Singapore, Hong Kong?” And 
the space ranger, Buzz Lightyear, finally succumbs to recognizing him-
self as a mere toy when he reads, inside his wrist monitor, “Made in Tai-
wan.” To be an American toy in the 1990s is to have come from elsewhere. 
As the U.S. International Trade Commission began to explain at the out-
set of the 1980s, the variety required to successfully market dolls and toys 
precludes automation and requires the vast and intense manual labor 
that has all but disappeared from the U.S. scene of production.63 More 
specifically, just as the economic success of America in the nineteenth 
century (the materialization of its “manifest destiny”) depended on an 
immigrant Chinese labor force, so too in the closing decades of the twen-
tieth century it came to depend on the Chinese labor force living in the 
Republic of China.

Whereas Rainsford Chan imagines himself at work on the transconti-
nental railway, and works to reproduce the American- made Irish doll 
for himself, Shawn Wong published his novel at the moment of transi-
tion, when the U.S. toy industry was about to become utterly dependent 
on China. The first signs of China’s economic emergence became visible 
in 1979, in the contract signed with the British firm of Dunbee- Combex- 
Marx; by 1980 the Republic was granted most- favored- nation status by 
the United States, to be followed by the Chinese government’s opening 
of special economic zones (SEZs). The 1950s witnessed the height of U.S. 
toy production. After steadily declining U.S. employment in the indus-
try (from 20,000 to 13,000 jobs between 1986 and 1990), some U.S. com-
panies eliminated all domestic manufacturing capacity; both because of 
low wages and because of unregulated overtime (enabling a twenty- four- 
hour production schedule to correspond with the very uneven, seasonal 
demands of toy consumption), China supplied the manufacturing needs 
not only of the United States but also of Japan and Hong Kong. China 
was responsible for 6 percent of the U.S. toy imports in 1985, for 44 per-
cent in 1990 (followed by Korea, with 12 percent). Taiwan, Hong Kong, 
and Singapore lost their GSP (Generalized System of Preferences) status 
in 1989.64 The story of such staples as Star Wars characters and Cabbage 
Patch dolls, as well as the story of such seasonal successes as the Power 
Ranger (for Christmas 1994), is the story of specifically Chinese produc-
tivity. As Steven Mufson put it on the front page of the Washington Post on 
Christmas Eve 1995, in “Santa Finds a Bargain in China”: “To find Santa’s 
workshop, start at the North Pole and point your reindeer south—way 
south, until you arrive at the paved- over rice paddies of southern China. 
Here you’ll find Santa’s helpers: about 300,000 low- paid Chinese mi-
grant workers, virtually all of them women in their late teens and early 
 twenties.”65
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Toy Story, depicting the complex negotiations between toys, predict-
ably obscures the complex negotiations about toys between nations, or 
between global corporations and local worker constituencies. The film 
also has a more immediate relevance to the scene with which this chap-
ter began. Whereas the battle for the boy Andy’s affections generates the 
basic plot of the film, it is the toys’ fear of the neighbor Sid, the “psycho,” 
that provides the most tension. Sid is thoroughly demonized as a Dr. 
Moreau figure who experiments with toys, torturing them and produc-
ing speechless mutants, bodies and things, body parts jumbled together 
as frightening composites: a one- eyed baby’s head on an erector- set spi-
der, a pair of Barbie legs attached to a miniature fishing pole (fig. 8.2). 
The moral of the story for the ultimately defeated Sid is, as Woody tells 
him, “Take good care of your toys.” In other words, the film instructs its 
viewers against misuse—against irregular exchange—as though the toy 
industry should have the final say on the shape of the world and of the 
world to come. And yet the eerie mutants—peering out from beneath 
the bed, and speechless, we might say, because they have no exchange 
value—are not just benign. They are captivating, and captivating be-
cause the awkward, curious composites—surreal assemblages from the 
very late twentieth century—represent and embody those other things 
that materialize an otherwise unexpressed wish to transfigure things as 
they are.

8.2  Still from Toy Story, John Lasseter, dir. (1995; Burbank: Walt Disney Studios Home Entertainment, 
2010), DVD.
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Nine

Reification,
Reanimation, and
the American
Uncanny
(Spike Lee)

Only film can detonate the explosive stuff which the  
nineteenth century has accumulated in that strange  
and perhaps formerly unknown material which is kitsch.

wA l t e r  B e N jA m I N

1. Ontologies

Things quicken.
What you took to be the inanimate object- world slowly but certainly 

wakes.
Signs of new life can be read at a glance—in the titles of essays, exhi-

bitions, and books.
The Tears of Things, Things That Talk, Ideas in Things, The Things Things 

Say, Alien Phenomenology; or, What It’s Like to Be a Thing.1 The titles alone 
perform some anthropomorphizing work. They mark an underacknowl-
edged postmodernity: the confusion of object and subject, animate and 
inert, overcoming what’s known now, in the political philosophy of sci-
ence, as modernity’s artificial distinction between persons and things.2 
At the very least, objects have become, say, somewhat different objects 
of knowledge.

As I have remarked in the preceding pages, within the field of anthro-
pology Arjun Appadurai considerably renewed and revised the engage-
ment with things by proposing a kind of “methodological fetishism”: a 
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focus on the object exchanged rather than on the exchange system and 
its social functions.3 The anthology he edited, The Social Life of Things 
(1986), enlivened the study of objects (within and beyond the field), and 
one essay in that volume, Igor Kopytoff’s “The Cultural Biography of 
Things: Commoditization as Process,” illustrated the collection’s point 
with particular clarity and with considerable audacity.

Like Appadurai and the other contributors, Kopytoff wanted to estab-
lish a more complicated, extramercantile understanding of the com-
modification and circulation of objects, to insist that the commodifi-
cation of an object involves a cognitive and cultural element;4 he also 
emphasizes how a commodity object is unambiguously a commodity 
only during the course of transaction, after which it is individualized, 
leading a concrete life outside the commodity structure, beyond the 
abstraction on which exchange depends.5 This is why you can imagine 
writing a life story of objects, beginning with prototypically biographical 
questions: “What has been its career so far, and what do people consider 
to be an ideal career for such things? What are the recognized ‘ages’ or 
periods in the thing’s ‘life,’ and what are the cultural markers for them?”6 
He provides a “typical biography of a hut” among the Suku of Zaire: its 
original life as a home, then its gradual dilapidation and redeployment as 
a kitchen, a guest house, and a chicken coop, until the natural world, in 
the form of termites, reclaims the structure. Such biographies can elicit 
considerable pathos: “A biography of a painting by Renoir that ends up 
in an incinerator is as tragic, in its way, as the biography of a person who 
ends up murdered.” “That,” Kopytoff adds, “is obvious” (“CB,” 67).

Although a Suku hut and a Renoir painting may seem remote (each 
in its own way, from us, as from each other), they’re meant to illustrate 
a fully proximate and ubiquitous fact. For even when the commodity 
form saturates society (even when, that is, we are dealing with capital-
ism), culture works to singularize objects; however homogenous an ob-
ject is, qua commodity, the process of singularization (the decommodifi-
cation effected individually or collectively) returns the object- world to its 
heterogeneity, where the lives of things are variously differentiated.7 The 
“autonomous cognitive and cultural process of singularization” might 
thus be said to supplement the life of things as conceptualized in Marx’s 
account of the fetish character of the commodity. Kopytoff calls atten-
tion to the temporality of the bifurcation Marx demonstrated (use value– 
exchange value– use value); he provides a clarifying binary of his own 
(commoditization- singularization); and he allows us to speak of the com-
modity’s afterlife—or its several afterlives—within multiple singularized 
dimensions (none of which can wholly arrest the potential for further 
commodification).
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The calm audacity of the essay resides in the way that Kopytoff de-
ploys the term biography so confidently and imagines “biographical pos-
sibilities” so clearly (“CB,” 66), which he does by beginning his argument 
about the commodity—the object abstracted through commodification 
but subsequently individualized—with the example of the slave. How-
ever aberrant we take the commodification of humans to be, that process 
becomes exemplary of commodification itself, although the example 
shows how commodification, as an explanatory genre, never tells the 
whole story. Whereas Appadurai begins by writing of the “conceit that 
commodities, like persons, have social lives,” Kopytoff begins with a lit-
eral instantiation of the trope.8 Kopytoff, who works on slavery indige-
nous to Africa, describes how the slave has moved away “from the simple 
status of exchangeable commodity and toward that of a singular indi-
vidual occupying a particular social and personal niche.” His argument 
participates in the “shift away from [the] all- or- none view” of the slave as 
exchangeable property and toward a “processural perspective” that dis-
closes the ambiguous status of the slave, which underlies her or his social 
identity (“CB,” 65).9 Anyone familiar with The Interesting Narrative of the 
Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789) will concede 
that designating Equiano a slave discloses very little about him—about 
his circulation through various regions of the world and occupations in 
the world and his circulation in and out of slavery. Indeed, to describe 
Equiano as a commodity object alone would amount to effecting the very 
abstraction accomplished by commodification itself.

Although Kopytoff’s gambit, implicitly, is that we will not recognize 
the life of things without focusing on those things that have lives, he rec-
ognizes full well that “the conceptual distinction between the universe 
of people and the universe of objects” is axiomatic in the West, rooted 
in classical antiquity and Christianity, integral to European modernity 
(“CB,” 84). Because this is an axiom by which his readers live their daily 
lives, he patiently points out not only that the “conceptual polarity of 
individual persons and commoditized things is recent and, culturally 
speaking, exceptional” but also that the contemporary traffic in human 
organs and ova as well as debates over adoption and surrogate mother-
hood demonstrate that the boundary between person and thing may be 
more permeable than we’re inclined to believe (“CB,” 64; see 84–87). Of 
course, the ethical challenges provoked by such permeability have their 
own history; the long- standing conceptual distinction between person 
and thing riddled the institution of slavery. As David Brion Davis ex-
plains, for Roman law it was generally “convenient to regard the slave 
as a res,” but jurists also recognized that “the slave was both a person 
and a thing.”10 The contradictory legal status of the American slave—
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both human and thing—provoked obvious questions about the criminal 
culpability of slaves (which depended on granting them autonomy and 
agency) and of the slaveholders’ treatment of them (which depended on 
granting slaves some basic rights).11 And yet, for instance, a Kentucky 
court ruled (in 1828) that, “whether it be politic or impolitic, a slave by 
our code is not treated as a person, but (negotium) a thing.”12

For Harriet Beecher Stowe, of course, this ontological confusion, re-
gardless of whatever legal quandary it provoked, crystallized the moral 
horror of slavery; or, rather, the slippage between person and thing effi-
ciently captioned the moral fact that the institution of slavery enacted 
an ontological scandal. Though the history of that scandal may be most 
apparent in the law, it casually informs all sorts of discursive acts. An 
advertisement for an estate sale in 1777 reads: “puBlIck AuctION, At 
the house of the late Richard Colden, Esq., in Smith- Street, corner of 
King- Street, . . . the sale of all his neat and elegant household and kitchen 
furniture, consisting of mahogany desks and book cases, buroes, chest 
drawers, card, dining and dressing tables, beds and bedsteads, plate, 
china, an elegant Axminster carpet, etc. etc. A valuable iron chest, with 
a handy young negro girl, about 13 years old. Also, a neat riding Chair.”13 
The “handy young negro girl,” more implement than child, remains 
ontologically undifferentiated from the chest or chair. Stowe’s original 
subtitle for Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1852)—“The Man Who Was a Thing”— 
advertises such a scandal, fully dramatized by her depiction of the kind, 
loving, Christian man who makes it clear, page after page, how human 
he is. Thus Stephen Best explains Stowe’s understanding of the effect of 
slavery as “an everyday animism that cuts across the founding difference 
between persons and property”;14 and thus Phil Fisher describes the senti-
mental work of the abolitionist novel as the work of “making a thing into 
a man.”15 In Kopytoff’s terms, the biographical dilemma suffered by any 
slave—the dilemma dramatized so poignantly by Stowe—is that the “sin-
gular individual” could become a commodity again, suddenly sold with-
out warning, suffering the “social death,” as Orlando Patterson termed it, 
that vitiates any social life of the American slave.16 Indeed, the status of 
the “singular individual” hardly makes ideological sense—not, at least, 
from a Lockean perspective—given the loss of self- determination.17 This 
is one reason why slave narratives, to the degree that they foreground 
self- determination—say, Douglass’s work learning to read, his decision 
to battle Covey, his decision to speak and to write publicly—depict the 
very singular individuality that in itself (and regardless of any articulated 
plea) stages the crime of commodity homogenization.

Still, this ontological scandal does not depend on a slave economy—at 
least not according to Marx’s conceptualization of the effects of capital. 
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For the spectral completion of commodity fetishism (where things ap-
pear to have lives of their own) is human reification (where people ap-
pear to be no more than things). The point is not just that social rela-
tions appear to the producers as “material [dinglich] relations between 
persons and social relations between things” (the latter phrase inspiring 
Appadurai’s title); the commodity form itself depends on “the conver-
sion of things into persons and the conversion of persons into things 
. . . [Personifizierung der Sachen und Versachlichung der Personen]”; and 
the very fact that the worker is subject to the conditions of labor, rather 
than those conditions being subject to him, “entails the personification 
of things and the reification [Versachlichung] of persons.”18 The claim is 
at once formal (inherent in the calculus of value) and phenomenologi-
cal (part of the generalizable experience of the laborer). The irony of the 
claim, of course, lies in its anachronistic redeployment of the ontologi-
cal scandal effected by the institution—slavery—that Marx understood 
to be upended by capitalism, depending as it does on the transformation 
of the value of labor- power into wages (see C, 3:121). Just as commodity 
fetishism unveils the persistence of a kind of enchantment in the modern 
world, so too reification discloses the invisible persistence of the onto-
logical effects of slavery. And just as Kopytoff points out the incomplete-
ness of slavery even during its institutionalization, so Marx suggests the 
ineliminability of slavery even after the institution has been abolished.

Of course, in its U.S. manifestation, the institution of slavery proved 
something of a historical conundrum for Marx. On the one hand, it was 
clear that the capitalist mode of production and its accompanying tech-
nology were the preconditions for abolishing slavery (as the British gov-
ernment did throughout the empire in 1833). In a passing comment in The 
German Ideology about the incapacity of philosophy or theology to liber-
ate man, he insists that “slavery cannot be abolished without the steam- 
engine and the mule and the spinning- jenny.”19 Likewise, the success of 
moral arguments against the institution appears as an epiphenomenon 
of the economic shift: “Slavery, on the basis of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction, is unjust” (C, 3:461). On the other hand, Marx was well aware 
that the difference between “patriarchal slavery” and the “plantation sys-
tem” was the latter’s focus beyond the household economy—its focus on 
a “world market” (C, 3:940). This is why he designates plantation owners 
as “anomalies” within that market (a market “based on free labour”). De-
spite the anomaly, though, “we now not only call the plantation owners 
in America capitalists, but [also] they are capitalists.”20 All told, the per-
sistence of slavery—its persistence within capitalism and as constitutive 
of the capitalism of the American South—appeared as a denial of history.

However perplexing the slave- dependent mode of production proved 
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to be within the history of capital, Marx too was certain about the onto-
logical confusion perpetrated by the institution, in the ancient and in 
the modern American world, which he gleans from Frederick Law Olm-
sted’s A Journey in the Seaboard Slave States (1856). Differentiated from 
the instrumentum mutum as the instrumentum vocale, the speaking instru-
ment neglects and mistreats the mute instrument of his labor in order 
to “give himself the satisfaction of knowing that he is different,” which 
is why slaves are provided with particularly rude and heavy tools, how-
ever inefficient (C, 1:303–4n18).21 The psychological point, however dubi-
ous, is that the proximity to things provokes the act of differentiating 
abuse toward things. (The completion of such psychology would address 
the abuse of slaves as a comparably differentiating act.)22 It may be dif-
ficult to determine the place of slavery within economic history, but it 
is not difficult to sense the ambiguous personhood of the slave within, 
say, ontological history—that is, perceived from the purview of histori-
cal ontology.

Historical ontology, a concept developed by Foucault, now names a 
field of inquiry defined by Ian Hacking as, most generally, the study of 
the possibility of certain objects coming into being, which includes the 
historical study of the kinds of person it becomes possible to be: a per-
vert, a child, a homosexual, a heterosexual, a psychopath.23 Within such 
a field (heuristically hijacked), even as you point to a certain moment in 
a certain place when and where it is no longer possible for a person to 
be a slave (to be someone else’s property, to be [negotium] a thing), you 
nonetheless find, in the posthistory of that moment, residues of precisely 
that possibility—in other words, an ongoing record of the ontological 
effects of slavery, not marked by such terms as slave wages (which makes 
no ontological point), but fully elaborated in Marx’s account of Versach-
lichung.24 I myself want to draw attention to how such a residual ontology 
persists—figuratively or obliquely at times, at times theatrically—within 
material, visual, and literary culture. Although it is the history of sci-
ence, psychology, and philosophy that have produced the groundbreak-
ing work in historical ontology, “pop culture,” as Hacking says, is “full of 
object- making, and there is a lot to be learned there.”25

Which is where I am headed: not to trace the emergence of new kinds 
of persons it is possible to be (say, a hacker or a geek), but to bring these 
ontological residues into focus as, say, the incompleteness of history 
(what Habermas, in a different register, would call the incompleteness 
of Western modernity). The context for this, at the close of the twenti-
eth century, not only included the climate of ambiguity and uncertainty 
of the sort prompted, as Kopytoff says, by the contemporary traffic in 
organs and ova, and so on; it also involved the posthumanism (in the 
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anthropology of science, in feminism, in new media studies) that made 
modernity’s distinction between human subjects and inanimate objects 
appear increasingly artificial.26 By now, that climate change has intensi-
fied with the wide- ranging impact of Bruno Latour’s use of the narrato-
logical “actant” to perceive and describe human and nonhuman agency 
within various assemblages and networks, which I addressed in chap-
ter 5. This would seem to be an auspicious moment for rethinking that 
binary—and efforts to avoid it—within the complicating context of the 
United States. I would like to do this not by tracking the biography of 
things but by considering, say, the ontology in things, by which I mean 
the historical ontology congealed within objects.

2. Cultural Archaeologies

How does such a history become visible? It becomes visible when an ob-
ject becomes something else, emerges as a thing dislocated from the cir-
cuits of everyday life or singularized by the doting mediation of lyric or 
fiction or film, textualized (retroprojectively produced) in a microethno-
graphic operation that (consciously or unconsciously, and no matter how 
realistic or fantastic) provides access to the complex and ambiguous na-
ture of objects and to the cultures of objects whereby they become mean-
ingful, or fail to.

As an example, let me take Spike Lee’s Bamboozled, that controver-
sial film, within a career of controversial films, that bombed at the box 
office in 2000 while thriving in the academy: the object of extensive 
analysis, political commentary, and debate. However provocative the 
politics of Lee’s recirculation of the minstrel show and its black stereo-
types (curiously hard to distinguish from his protagonist’s reinvention of 
minstrelsy), I want to draw attention to those objects in the movie that 
are generally designated Sambo art, Negro memorabilia, or black collec-
tibles: the Aunt Jemima cookie jars, the Jocko hitching posts, the canis-
ters and salt and pepper shakers, the hot- pad holders, most infamously 
the Jolly Nigger bank (figs. 9.1–2).27 Such objects represent, in Patricia 
Turner’s words, “one of the most deplorable and least well documented 
impulses in American consumer history,” now provoking the kind of out-
rage provoked by the (well- documented) institution of blackface min-
strelsy.28 Whereas the minstrel show animates the stereotype of the 
“plantation darky,” these objects might be said to deanimate it, to arrest 
the stereotype, to render it in three- dimensional stasis, to fix a demean-
ing and/or romanticizing racism with the fortitude of solid form.

Different arguments have been made to explain the sudden popu-
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larity of these objects in the post- Reconstruction era. “Such objects of 
material culture,” Kenneth Goings writes, “gave a tangible reality to the 
idea of racial inferiority. They were the props that helped reinforce the 
new racist ideology that emerged after Reconstruction.”29 Steve Dubin 
reads the objects as inverted totems, enhancing the solidarity of the 
white population through “the convenient identification of who was be-
yond” the social boundary.30 They could be read, likewise, as fetishes—
as the embodiment of a specific type of fetishism: as the memorializ-
ing disavowal of the sameness effected by universal male suffrage; as 
the defense against the knowledge that the equation of physical features 
and behavior makes no sense; as, most simply, the denial of history.31 
The fixity of the stereotype, rendered in ceramic or iron or aluminum, 

9.1  Butterfly Tie Jolly Nigger bank. John Harper & Co., England (c. 1890s–1920s).  
Courtesy Dan Morphy Auctions.
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compensates for the new heterogeneity of black America; the nostal-
gic embodiment of some phantasmatic past compensates for uncertain-
ties about the future place and role of African Americans in the United 
States.32 Of course, in this respect, these household objects participated 
in the nostalgic, late- nineteenth- century romanticization of the planta-
tion South, the literary version of which we find in Joel Chandler Harris’s 
Nights with Uncle Remus (1883) and Thomas Nelson Page’s In Ole Virginia 
(1887), for instance, and the theatrical version of which we find in the 
perpetuation of the minstrel show, notably in what Robert Toll takes to 
be the culmination of the black minstrel troupes’ increasing use of plan-
tation material. The Black America show, staged in Brooklyn’s Ambrose 
Park in 1895, was a full- blown re- creation of slave life, featuring log 

9.2  Dinah bank. John Harper & Co., England (1911). Courtesy Dan Morphy Auctions.
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cabins, spirituals, watermelons, cakewalks, and more than five hundred 
“genuinely southern negroes,” cheerfully enslaved.33

Thus, it might be simpler to argue that in a world without slavery, 
these objects enabled their owners to possess and control miniaturized 
black faces and black bodies (in a world of “symbolic slavery,” as Dubin 
calls it). As Turner contends, “they are about the ways in which even after 
the institution of slavery was over, American consumers found accept-
able ways of buying and selling the souls of black folk.”34 In other words, 
it is possible to imagine consumer culture offering white Americans 
some phantasmatic perpetuation of the system that capitalist modern-
ization had helped to undo. And yet, the vast majority of these objects 
were produced in the North; there was a considerable European mar-
ket for them; and manufacturers in Germany, France, and especially En-
gland found significant domestic markets for their own black objects.35 
Thus, the point might be, more precisely, that “by operating at the level 
of humor, satire, and caricature, these objects,” as Jacqueline Najuma 
Stewart puts it, “support one fantasy of Blackness in the white imagina-
tion—that it is fixed, is visually familiar, and can be placed safely under 
white control.”36 The objects would seem to satisfy something other than 
the longing for slavery’s persistence—perhaps no more than the long-
ing for a simplicity and stability most conveniently achieved through the 
“synchronic essentialism” that arrests history.37 The point is certainly not 
that the racist objects aren’t racist, but rather that the racism, serving 
as a means rather than an end, is especially pernicious. American racial 
typology proves to be a convenient way, throughout the West, of secur-
ing such allotemporal stability. At the same time, we might consider the 
objects as sites of projection, where the human condition within the capi-
talist mode of production—reification—becomes externalized and his-
toricized: the condition of other people at another time.38 Bamboozled, 
though, characterizes and conceptualizes these objects very differently.

Within the film, the ambitious, pretentious, Harvard- educated Pierre 
Delacroix (Damon Wayans) suddenly succeeds as a television writer 
when he produces Man Tan and the New Millennium Minstrel Show, origi-
nally meant as a biting satire—à la Mark Twain, as he says—meant to 
be “so negative, so offensive, so racist” that he would offend his boss, 
Thomas Dunwitty (Michael Rapaport), and put an end to the job he has 
grown to hate.39 But his boss (whose office is decorated with African art, 
Afro- American folk art, and photographs of iconic black athletes) loves 
the show, the network loves the show, and audiences “turning out by 
the millions” love the show. Delacroix continues to insist that his new 
mode of entertainment has a social message, that his aim is to “destroy 



 Reification, Reanimation, and the American Uncanny 255

these stereotypes.” Instead, he has licensed the public to forgo its politi-
cal correctness and to embrace those stereotypes—first anxiously, then 
gleefully—all over again. He is caught between, on the one hand, a con-
science that recognizes the mass- cultural horror he has loosed upon the 
world and, on the other, the financial, artistic, award- winning success 
that accompanies his new TV hit (B).

In the midst of this success, his unambivalent female assistant and 
onetime lover, Sloan Hopkins (Jada Pinkett Smith), pre sents Delacroix 
with a satiric gift, a “Jolly Nigger Bank,” not a “repro,” as she says, but 
“circa turn- of- century.” “I love these black collectibles,” she goes on to 
say: “It reminds me of a time of our history in this country when we were 
considered inferior, subhuman, and we should never forget” (B). The 
bank is meant to snap him out of his reverie, to refocus his attention on 
the tragic and grotesque history of black caricatures, and to put a stop 
to the show; it is meant, no less, to prod him into recognizing his self- 
humiliating greed.

To perform this feat, Sloan chooses the most notorious—and most 
widely produced and purchased—of the iron bust banks, the operation 
of which is simple: after a coin is placed in the outstretched hand of the 
character, and after the lever at the back of the bank is depressed, his arm 
lifts and his hand drops the coin in his mouth as his tongue recedes, and 
his eyes roll backward. The humor of the mechanical bank industry de-
pended on circulating such caricatures, easily aligned with minstrelsy.40 
The caricaturing did not focus exclusively on African Americans: Paddy 
and His Pig depicts an Irishman, astraddle a large hog, who’s willing 
to lick a penny from the animal’s snout; the operation of the Reclining 
Chinaman exposes the four aces stealthily held in his poker hand. The 
great majority of the caricaturing, though, exploited black stereotypes, 
depicting a wide range of cartoonish incidents.41

The manufacture of the mechanical cast- iron banks began just after 
the Civil War; the first patent was taken out in 1869; and they enjoyed 
their widest popularity in the 1880s and 1890s, although they continued 
to be manufactured until World War II depleted the supply of iron.42 The 
J. & E. Stevens Company (Cromwell, Connecticut), a foundry that had 
specialized in hardware, both inaugurated the (manual) mass production 
of the banks and commanded the field, which was extensive; there were 
manufacturers in Trenton, Baltimore, Chicago, and Philadelphia, among 
other cities, and the banks sold through the pages of Sears and Roebuck 
and Marshall Field’s catalogs in the 1890s. By the turn of the century, 
the banks had become part of middle- class daily life. Although England 
served as an export market for J. & E. Stevens, the United States imported 
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few English banks, even though English manufacturers (especially Stark-
ies) and French manufacturers made considerable use of American 
themes, including their own versions of the Jolly Nigger bank.43

In the 1930s and 1940s, the banks were still relished for the pedagogi-
cal work they supposedly once performed. “Many a child,” one com-
mentator wrote, “would put his pennies in a bank that afforded him the 
amusement of seeing a mule kick his master, or an elephant lift a small 
negro boy from the ground. This same child would not be easily per-
suaded to save his pennies from a sense of duty, but once started, the 
saving habit grew.”44 Another insisted that “these so- called Penny Banks 
really did more toward instilling the idea of thrift in the mind of the 
youngster than any other one idea of the time, and many financiers can 
look back and attribute part of their first ideas of thrift and economy to 
the Mechanical Bank of their childhood days.”45 Call it the material cul-
turalist’s version of the Weber thesis, where the black caricature has been 
deployed in behalf of saving. In contrast, you could argue no less persua-
sively that the practice of childhood thrift, mediated by the banks, in-
stilled a demeaning racism—naturalizing adult myths, as Barthes would 
contend about toys, before the child could think about them.46

The Jolly Nigger bank was understood as the materialization of an 
actual practice—catching coins in the mouth—that Herman Melville, 
for one, portrays in the third chapter of The Confidence- Man (1857). “Not 
the least attractive object” on the Mississippi steamboat, the narrator 
explains, “was a grotesque negro cripple, in tow- cloth attire and an old 
coal- sifter of a tambourine in his hand, who, owing to something wrong 
about his legs, was, in effect, cut down to the stature of a Newfoundland 
dog.” By “making music, such as it was” and “raising mirth,” he attracts 
a crowd for whom he becomes “a singular temptation at once to diver-
sion and charity”: for “now and then he would pause, throwing back his 
head and opening his mouth like an elephant for tossed apples at a me-
nagerie,” at which point “people would have a bout at a strange sort of 
pitch- penny game, the cripple’s mouth being at once target and purse, 
and he hailing each expertly- caught copper with a cracked bravura from 
his tambourine.” The name of the crippled beggar—“Der Black Guinea 
dey calls me, sar”—not only fuses person and thing (which, once the 
reader discovers his identity as the novel’s eponymous character, might 
be said to mark him as circulating counterfeit coin).47 It also evokes the 
object- narratives of the eighteenth century, many of which (say, Charles 
Johnstone’s Chrysal; or, The Adventures of a Guinea [1765]) appeared as 
biographies or autobiographies of specie. Published on the heels of the 
English consumer economy’s expansion, the autobiographies (of a coach, 
a rupee, a banknote, shoes, a pen, and so on) certainly register a literal 
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version of commodity fetishism.48 But, as Jonathan Lamb has made clear, 
these narratives also seriously investigate the boundary between things 
and what Locke called “that conscious thinking thing,” the self.49 To the 
degree that, as Lamb points out, “slave narratives closely follow the nar-
rative pattern laid down by things,”50 we should add, to Kopytoff’s dem-
onstration of how the slave narratives exemplify the life of objects out-
side the commodity structure, that some of those narratives themselves 
seem to inhabit the genre of the object autobiography. “You know,” the 
preface reads, in The Adventures of a Rupee (1782), that “the limits of taste 
are not precisely ascertained—this will make you diffident in deciding 
on my merit. . . . By you I will be judged who have natural taste with ac-
quired knowledge; whose commerce with mankind has not destroyed 
every sense of benevolence for your fellow- creatures.”51 The kind of me-
chanical bank that Sloan gives to Delacroix might be said to compress 
that literary history within a single object. Indeed, Kenneth Goings hints 
at such compression in the preface to his book on black collectibles: “I 
have personified these collectibles, and in doing so I earnestly tried to 
listen to the stories that Aunt Jemima and Uncle Mose and their kin told 
me.”52 Goings’s cultural analysis, in other words, aspires to the generic 
status of the object autobiography.

Less remotely, though, Sloan means to provoke the kind of outrage 
that Ralph Ellison depicts in Invisible Man:

Then near the door [of the boarding house] I saw something which I’d 
never noticed there before: The cast- iron figure of a very black, red- 
lipped and wide- mouthed Negro, whose white eyes stared up at me from 
the floor, his face an enormous grin, his single large black hand palm up 
before his chest. It was a bank, a piece of early Americana. . . . For a sec-
ond I stopped, feeling hate charging within me, then dashed over and 
grabbed it, suddenly . . . enraged by the tolerance or lack of discrimina-
tion, or whatever, that allowed Mary [the house proprietor] to keep such 
a self- mocking image around.

In a fit of anger, he breaks the bank against a pipe, the iron head crum-
bling and flying apart in his hand, coins flying over the room like 
crickets. “I kneeled, picking up a piece of the bank, a part of the red- 
shirted chest, reading the legend feeD me in a curve of white iron let-
ters. . . . The figure had gone to pieces like a grenade, scattering jagged 
fragments of painted iron among the coins. I looked at my hand; a small 
trickle of blood showed.”53

But unlike Ellison’s protagonist, Delacroix experiences no such rage. 
And he not only becomes more obsessively involved in the success of 
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the show but also, no less obsessively, begins to accumulate Sambo art, 
his office filling up with antiques: Aunt Jemima cookie jars, Jocko hitch-
ing posts, canisters, salt and pepper shakers, and so on. By doing so, he 
mimics famous contemporary black Americans—Oprah Winfrey, Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr., Magic Johnson, Spike Lee himself, who kept the bank 
and an Aunt Jemima cookie jar on his desk while he worked on the film.54 
The psychology of this particular collecting impulse has itself been the 
topic of speculation and debate.55 Kopytoff’s analysis enables us to specu-
late that the point here is to decommodify the collectibles and to assert 
semiotic control over this concrete record of the production and distri-
bution of black stereotypes—now representing not African Americans 
but U.S. racism. Whereas Baudrillard insists that the “magic” of collec-
tion is that collecting always amounts to collecting the self,56 in this case 
you can imagine collecting, in concert with Sloan, as a memorializing 
act, marking “a time of our history in this country when we were consid-
ered inferior, subhuman,” but also manifesting your distance from that 
history. But in Delacroix’s case, as his office shelves mysteriously become 
ever more stuffed with this Americana, he seems to have little relation to 
the collection—less a collection, it seems, than a self- predicating accu-
mulation.

But the camera itself establishes an increasingly intense relationship 
to the objects, providing both close- ups of individual figures and slow 
pan shots that grant the objects an eerie life of their own. Shot on high- 
definition digital tape with handheld cameras, the film provides multiple 
angles in a consistently high resolution. The cinematography effects the 
kind of “film magic” that Vachel Lindsay, in the early years of film, asso-
ciated with the capacity of the medium to enliven the inanimate object 
world: “While the actors tend to become types and hieroglyphics and 
dolls, on the other hand, dolls and hieroglyphics and mechanisms tend to 
become human.”57 Jean Epstein called this magic photogenie: “Those lives 
it creates, by summoning objects out of the shadows of indifference into 
the light of dramatic concern, have little in common with human life. 
These lives are like the life in charms and amulets, the ominous, tabooed 
objects of certain primitive religions.”58 In the case of the black collec-
tibles, of course, their cinematic animation has everything to do with 
human life, with human lives, which is why their smiling sadness seems 
to haunt the story so ominously, lined up and packed into the shelves, 
reflecting not so much the commodity’s life, standing in some shop, but 
life on the middle passage.59 The collectibles become a mute chorus, sit-
ting in judgment and pained by the recapitulation of the history they’re 
witnessing in the new millennium.
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But even if the cinematography effects an aura of animation—scenes 
in which the objects stare back, in which the objects stare past (or all but 
stare through) the characters to establish contact with the cinematic 
spectator—Bamboozled goes on to literalize the animation. The establish-
ing shot for the moment of psychological transition—after Delacroix, 
chastised by a phone call from his mother, finally begins to face up to 
the ramifications of his unanticipated success—provides a view from the 
floor of the ominously shadowed objects that now crowd the room. At 
his desk, Delacroix desultorily deposits a few coins in the bank, working 
its mechanical hand. Then the bank works itself. In a voice- over we hear: 
“When I thought or imagined that my favorite Jolly Nigger bank, an in-
animate object, a piece of cold cast iron, was moving by itself, I knew I 
was getting paranoid” (B) (figs. 9.3–4). Such paranoia derives from the 

9.3  Still from Bamboozled, Spike Lee, dir. (New Line Productions, 2000), DVD.

9.4  Still from Bamboozled, Spike Lee, dir. (New Line Productions, 2000), DVD.
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apprehension that the animate object may be a witness to some crime; 
when Equiano first arrives in Virginia, “the first object that engaged [his] 
attention was a watch, which hung on the chimney, and was going. [He] 
was quite surprised at the noise it made, and was afraid it would tell the 
gentleman any thing [Equiano] might do amiss.”60 In Bamboozled, the 
jump cut from the office scene to a close- up of the blacked- up face of a 
new minstrel star intensifies the object- subject equation; it also intimates 
that the collectibles have some preternatural access to events beyond the 
confines of Delacroix’s office.

As the film draws to a close, Delacroix’s dreamlike success erupts into 
a nightmare. Enraged anarchists publicly execute the star of his show. 
The bank returns to life. Delacroix crumbles in a fit of despair and frus-
tration, soon to be shot himself, by Sloan. In his despair, blacked- up, he 
cradles his bank—at once an emblem of his greed and of the degradation 
he himself has perpetuated. The film rehearses the ways in which capital-
ism continually offers up examples of sudden rises and falls, of the ani-
mation of things and the deanimation of humans. Above all, though, I 
want to understand this revenge of the black- collectible- come- to- life as 
the recollection of the ontological scandal perpetrated by slavery, as the 
reanimation of the reified black body: not some literalization of the com-
modity fetish, but the reenactment of the breakdown of the person- thing 
binary, a compressed filmic figure that encapsulates a long biography of 
things—the “relentless objectification” that reappears as the personifi-
cation of objects.61 Such reanimation constitutes the American uncanny.

3. The Uncanny

Freud can be read using the term uncanny as a rather casual synonym for 
fearful, describing something that bears “some relation to danger.”62 But 
of course his 1919 essay on the topic has become the locus classicus for ap-
prehending a more highly specified kind of dread. In particular he was 
concerned to move beyond one claim made by Ernst Jentsch—who, in 
“Zur Psychologie des Unheimlichen,” had ascribed the essential factor in 
the production of the feeling of uncanniness to intellectual uncertainty, 
an especially good instance of which is those “doubts whether an appar-
ently animate being is in fact alive; or, conversely, whether a lifeless ob-
ject might not in fact be animate.” He mentions E. T. A. Hoffmann’s tales 
and describes the way that wax figures, dolls, and life- size automata are 
especially prone to provoke the emotion of uncanniness. “A particularly 
favorable condition for awakening uncanny sensations,” he writes, “is 
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created when there is intellectual uncertainty whether an object is alive 
or not, and when an inanimate object becomes too much like an animate 
one,” and he points out how regularly literature uses this device to “in-
voke the origin of the uncanny mood in the reader.”63

For Freud, routing an argument both through etymology and through 
his own reading of Hoffmann, the essential aspect of the uncanny is, first, 
the degree to which the unfamiliar is suddenly disclosed as the familiar. 
Famously: das unheimliche is das heimliche. The uncanny is “nothing new 
or alien, but something which is familiar and old- established in the mind 
and which has become alienated from it only through the process of re-
pression.” He quotes Schelling, for whom the uncanny names that which 
“ought to have remained secret and hidden but has come to light”—
in other (psychoanalytic) words, the return of the repressed. And, for 
Freud, reading The Sandman as an oedipal drama, focusing on the eyes 
of Olympia (the automaton) and her creator’s destruction of them, what 
gets repressed (and symptomatically expressed by the uncanny) is the 
threat of castration.64

Freud’s essay has become one of those celebrated sites in psychoanaly-
sis that attract extensive commentary, within which Jentsch has suf-
fered the fate of being most familiar as a dismissive note.65 Even Stanley 
Cavell, mentioning Freud’s reference to “an article from 1906 by a cer-
tain Jentsch,” working to preserve uncanniness from the hegemony of 
the Oedipus and to refocus attention on “the recognition of an uncer-
tainty in our ability to distinguish the animate from the inanimate,” does 
not return to Jentsch’s essay and its interest in the animate- inanimate 
object world. Hardly concerned with dolls or automata, Cavell draws at-
tention to “the sense of the human as inherently strange, say unstable, 
its quotidian as forever fantastic.” The uncanny emerges from an indi-
vidual’s confrontation with the otherness- sameness of others, with the 
other’s “automatonity” that “shows itself as a form of the skeptical prob-
lem concerning the existence of (what Anglo- American philosophy calls) 
other minds.” Thus, while Cavell intriguingly points out how symptom-
atically Freud repudiates Jentsch “no fewer than four times,” a denial he 
takes “to be itself uncanny,” he himself never speculates that the repres-
sion at work may be the repression of the unhuman object world itself, 
which psychoanalysis compulsively translates into the human.66 The In-
terpretation of Dreams, like The Introductory Lectures on Psycho- Analysis, 
may be chock full of objects, but each is a symbol for the human body, 
in whole or in parts.67 Indeed, you might say that the degree to which 
psychoanalysis translates the unhuman into the human is the degree to 
which uncanniness appears as the objective of psychoanalysis itself. Which is 
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precisely why psychoanalysis can hardly begin to explain the uncanny, 
ontological ambiguity of objects like the mesmerizing, haunting Egyp-
tian coffin mask of the Roman period (FM no. 4823) that was one of more 
than three thousand objects in Freud’s collection of antiquities. While 
Freud quietly dismissed the importance of the collection, Lacan did so 
shrilly.68 Here, I simply want to reassert the specificity of Jenstch’s inter-
est in the ambiguously animate object and to imagine that uncanniness 
can be precipitated by cultural history precisely because law, politics, and 
ideology so patently contribute to untoward and ambiguous ontologies, 
to the riddle of person or thing. As I’ve tried to suggest, for U.S. law the 
slave becomes the source of uncanny anxiety.

The animation of the lifeless object, in the case of the black collectible, 
reinstates Jentsch’s argument, fully leavened by part of Freud’s. For the 
point is not only that the inanimate comes to life but that the history of 
this ontological ambiguity—human or thing—is precisely what remains 
repressed within U.S. culture (or symptomatically expressed, say, in the 
law’s contradiction). The point isn’t just that the coming- to- life- of- the- 
black- object within Bamboozled is an expression of this uncanniness. 
Rather, in what one might call the material unconscious of the film, we 
can apprehend the uncanniness of the mechanical bank itself—the very 
ontological instability expressed by the artifact itself, the oscillation be-
tween animate and inanimate, subject and object, human and thing, that 
has no doubt made it such an iconic emblem of racism within American 
material culture, that has made it the most despised and most prized ob-
ject of black memorabilia, simultaneously the object of repulsion and 
fascination.

The history of this uncanniness unsurprisingly plunges us back into 
the nineteenth century, as does the imbrication of minstrelsy and so- 
called Sambo art. In “The Mantle- Piece Minstrels,” a story published by 
John Kendrick Bangs in 1896, Jimmieboy witnesses the fortnightly meet-
ing of the Toy Club, where the objects on a mantel put on a minstrel show.

Jimmieboy looked up as the rag- baby spoke, and what should he see on 
the mantel- shelf but a long row of pieces of bric- a- brac, blacked up to 
look like darkies, the clock in the middle looking for all the world like 
the middleman at the regular minstrels, and at the ends were the gro-
tesque little Chinese god holding clappers in his hands and the dragon- 
handled Royal Worcester jar holding a tambourine. Between these two 
were ranged the antique silver match- box Jimmieboy’s papa had bought 
in Italy, the Delft cat, three or four small vases, a sandstone statuette dug 
up from some old ruined temple in Cyprus, and various other rare objects 
of art which Jimmieboy Senior was very fond of.69
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The point here, of course, is that for these objects to come to life, for 
them to violate their status as mere things, they must black up, they must 
perform within, or as, the ontological ambiguity expressed by minstrelsy 
itself.

In contrast, objects assume life in Charles Chesnutt’s fiction in the 
mode of, say, residual enchantment—the sort of “animism” he traced 
back to “African fetishism,” back to the life of things beyond commodity 
culture.70 “Po’ Sandy” narrates the tale of a slave’s wife, a conjurer, who 
transforms him into a pine tree in order to keep him from being ex-
changed back and forth between plantations. But the tree is chopped 
down, and the milled boards are used to construct a kitchen. There the 
other slaves keep “hear[in] sump’n moanin’ en groanin’ . . . in de night- 
time, en w’en de win’ would blow dey could hear sump’n a holler’in en 
sweekin’ lack it wuz in great pain en sufferin’.” Rendered useless by being 
“ha’nted,” the kitchen is torn down, the boards used to build a school-
house.71 By telling the story—and intimating that the wood remains 
alive with Sandy’s spirit—Uncle Julius happily prevents the new owner 
from tearing down the schoolhouse to make new use of the lumber. In-
stead, Julius makes use of it to house the meeting for the Colored Bap-
tist Church. Insofar as such a tale reports the power of animism (actual 
or fabricated) to interrupt the northern appropriation of southern prop-
erty, it would seem to tell the story—even as Chesnutt dramatizes the lit-
eral reification endured by slaves—of how the animate object world can 
interrupt human action.

For a very different example from the nineteenth century, I’d like to 
turn to some Twainian satire, to the pages of The Gilded Age, which Mark 
Twain published with Charles Dudley Warner in 1873. This rollicking tale 
of speculation and corruption also contains an uncanny scene of gothic 
proportions. Ruth Bolton, determined to buck her Quaker family and 
to study medicine, attends the Woman’s Medical College in Philadel-
phia, where, like anyone in her trade, she begins “her anatomical prac-
tice upon detached portions of the human frame,” that is, on cadaver-
ous body parts. As the narrator puts it, remarking on the nursing work 
women did among the “scenes of carnage” during “the late war,” “cus-
tom inures the most sensitive persons to that which is at first most re-
pellant.” But the uncustomary can reassert itself within any custom. To 
complete her studies, one night she must return to the dissecting room 
of the college. She brings a friend, and the two girls, candles in hand, 
climb the stairs to the room where, as the janitor has told them, “there’s 
a new one.” They approach the long table in the middle of the room, and 
Ruth tentatively lifts the sheet. “Both the girls started. It was a negro. The 
black face seemed to defy the pallor of death, and asserted an ugly life- 
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likeness that was frightful. . . . Perhaps it was the wavering light of the 
candles, perhaps it was only the agony from a death of pain, but the re-
pulsive black face seemed to wear a scowl that said, ‘Haven’t you yet done 
with the outcast, persecuted black man, but you must now haul him from 
his grave, and send even your women to dismember his body?’”72 This 
is the example with which Jentsch closes his essay—“the horror which 
a dead body” causes, the horror provoked by those “thoughts of latent 
animatedness [that] always lie so close to those things.”73 In The Gilded 
Age, the narrator adds a scolding commentary: “Who is this dead man, 
one of thousands who died yesterday, and will be dust anon, to protest 
that science shall not turn his worthless carcass into some account.”74 
But of course, as with the animate bank that torments Delacroix in Bam-
boozled, this act of reanimation congeals a history with which it confronts 
the rattled young woman. The startling, unfamiliar event in the novel 
discloses the horror of the familiar. Different as these examples are, they 
uncannily reproduce an uncanny effect that has its roots in the condition 
of slavery itself, in the repressed fact of the ontological ambiguity that 
U.S. slavery sustained.

4. The Matter of Modernism

Modernism may have once seemed most familiar—in Proust or Joyce 
or Woolf, as in Braque and Picasso—as the story of the psychological or 
apperceiving subject. But it is no less the story of objects, as the first sec-
tion of this book worked to dramatize at some length. In the case of In-
visible Man, the scene of the smashed bank is simply one episode within 
Ellison’s elaborate organization of both plot and character as a series of 
object relations, beginning with the narrator’s disgust at the eviction he 
witnesses during his first day in Harlem, the scene of dispossession, with 
the “clutter of household objects” strewn on the sidewalk. “This junk, 
these shabby chairs, these heavy, old- fashioned pressing irons, zinc wash 
tubs with dented bottoms—all throbbed within me with more meaning 
than there should have been.”75 This excess of meaning gets discharged 
in the extemporaneous speech he delivers in the street, drawing a crowd 
and the attention of the Brotherhood. Within the Brotherhood, Brother 
Trap gives him an object similarly saturated with significance—“a kind 
of luck piece,” an “oily piece of filed steel that had been twisted open and 
forced partly back into place,” a chain link that serves as a memento of 
the nineteen years that Trap spent as a prisoner in the South. “I think 
it’s got a heap of signifying wrapped up in it,” Trap explains as he gives 
the “keepsake” to his fellow Brother; “It might help you remember what 
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we’re really fighting against” (IM, 293). Preserving the object in his front 
pocket, the Invisible Man can keep the cause proximate while providing 
himself with a weapon. By the end of the novel, the keepsake shares space 
with another object, one of the paper dolls he picks up on Forty- Third 
Street, one of the dolls that seems to precipitate the final turning point 
of the action, a thing for which the Invisible Man “fe[els] a hatred as for 
something alive” (IM, 336).

When he’s downtown, across the street he spots Clifton, a Brother 
who’s been missing and who, it turns out, has become an apostate from 
the Brotherhood. He has become a vendor, selling dancing Sambo dolls: 
“I’d seen nothing like it before. A grinning doll of orange- and- black tis-
sue paper with thin flat cardboard disks forming its head and feet and 
which some mysterious mechanism was causing to move up and down 
in a loose- jointed, shoulder- shaking, infuriatingly sensuous motion, a 
dance that was completely detached from the black, mask- like face. . . . 
[The] doll [was] throwing itself about with the fierce defiance of someone 
performing a degrading act in public, dancing as though it received a per-
verse pleasure from its motions.” “Beneath the chuckles of the crowd,” the 
Invisible Man can hear Clifton’s accompanying “spiel”: “Shake him, shake 
him, you cannot break him. For he’s Sambo, the dancing, Sambo, the prancing, 
Sambo, the entrancing, Sambo Boogie Woogie paper doll.” The Invisible Man 
simply stares, “held by the inanimate, boneless bouncing of the grin-
ning doll and struggl[ing] between the desire to join in the laughter and 
to leap upon it with both feet” (IM, 326). On the one hand, the dance of 
the doll recapitulates prior, dehumanizing episodes in the novel: when 
the protagonist, one of the black boys turned into toys, frantically lunges 
for coins on an electrified rug (“My muscles jumped, my nerves jangled, 
writhed” [IM, 22]); and when, on the verge of death, he has to endure 
shock therapy: “The pulse came swift and staccato, increasing gradually 
until I fairly danced between the nodes.” At this point he overhears bits of 
a conversation: “Look he’s dancing,” “They really do have rhythm, don’t 
they?” (IM, 180–81). The Invisible Man himself has endured a kind of 
ontological ambiguity. But, on the other hand and above all, on Forty- 
Third Street, he is shocked that a former Brother could have descended 
into caricature- mongering.

The year before Invisible Man appeared, a very different doll had be-
come integral to the discussion of race relations in the United States. 
Kenneth and Mamie Clark’s study of black children (ages six to nine) 
disidentifying with black dolls was presented as psychological evidence, 
in Briggs v. Elliot, of the devastating psychological effects of the discrimi-
nation perpetrated by segregated schooling.76 The study depended on an 
axiomatic understanding of how objects contribute to the animation of 
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a self- image. One might speculate, beyond the confines of their study, 
that this disavowal of the black doll (however benign and realistic) was 
precipitated by the perpetuation of black caricatures in the form of dolls, 
bust banks, toys . . . objects of fun, not subjects in history. Indeed, Elli-
son’s narrator recodes the uncanny as a relation to history, as the in-
decent persistence of the past in the present. He understands the lap-
sarian Clifton as having made the choice “to fall outside of history” (IM, 
328). And after Clifton has been shot and killed, his former Brother con-
tinues to think: “Why should a man deliberately plunge outside of his-
tory and peddle an obscenity?” (IM, 331). That obscenity, which is itself 
the obscenity of anachronism, goes on to inform his perception of the 
history he’s a part of; he thinks of the Negroes coming down from the 
train platform as “those of us who shoot up from the South into the busy 
city like wild jacks- in- the- box broken loose from our springs” (IM, 332). 
In other words, black life in the South is the static life of a windup toy; life 
in New York provides a kinesthetic alternative and the chance to become 
historical. For the Invisible Man, being- in- history is the precondition for 
overcoming what Cavell calls the other’s “automatonity.”

Pierre Delacroix, however privileged and however emblematic of a 
new African American class, has become, according to Ellison’s scheme, 
one of the “men outside of historical time” (IM, 333), not a man who 
remembers “a time of our history in this country when we were con-
sidered inferior, subhuman” (as Sloan insists), but a man who reenacts 
that history. Convincing the rappers to black up as minstrels, he has led 
them to some place “outside, in the dark with Sambo, the dancing paper 
doll” (IM, 333). For the Invisible Man, staring at the doll from his pocket, 
“the political equivalent of such entertainment is death” (IM, 337). The 
Harvard- educated black man, circulating his own version of “‘obscene 
dolls’” (IM, 353), succeeds, then, by commodifying not history, but the 
plunge outside of history. By telling the story of a televisualized minstrel 
show succeeding in the new millennium, Spike Lee works to produce a 
different kind of uncanniness: not ontological ambiguity but historical 
ambiguity, the incapacity to differentiate the present from the past, de-
spite history, because, despite change over time, there’s been too little 
change.

In the “sho ’nough race riot” with which the novel concludes, in the 
“crash of men against things” in Harlem that becomes the “crash of 
men against men,” the Invisible Man runs east in the moonlight along 
125th Street, avoiding the “distorted objects” within the river of glitter-
ing, shattered glass (IM, 417, 419). He then stops abruptly: “Ahead of me 
the body hung, white, naked, and horribly feminine from a lamppost 
. . . and now there was another and another, seven—all hanging before a 
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gutted storefront. . . . They were mannequins—‘Dummies!’ I said aloud.” 
Their status remains in doubt: “But are they unreal, I thought; are they?” 
(IM, 419–20). Here it is no longer the black man’s body that appears un-
canny, but, from the black man’s perspective, the white woman’s body. 
It makes some sense to understand the scene as Ellison’s effort to stage 
the coalescence of the exploitation of black men and white women.77

But I want to conclude by emphasizing how, even as the scene records 
Ellison’s experience of the 1943 riot, this scene of the mannequins invokes 
and refunctions the iconic source of uncanniness within modernity, the 
mannequins that made it clear—for Zola, for Eugene Atget, for Aragon, 
among others—that modernity was not the experience of disenchant-
ment but of reenchantment by other means.78 Once Man Ray persuaded 
Atget to contribute his photographs to La révolution surréaliste in 1926, 
Atget’s shop- window photographs from the Avenue des Gobelins (1910–
20) became integral to the surrealist imagination and contributed, along 
with de Chirico’s mannequin paintings (begun before World War I), to 
the modernist apotheosis of the mannequin, as evident in Aragon’s Le 
paysan de Paris, where a “human form . . . swim[s] among the various 
levels of the window display,” as it is in Hans Bellmer’s La poupée series, 
his photographs of the mechanical and increasingly distorted dolls, ob-
jects of libidinal cathexis.79 Breton and Eluard generated a famous mod-
ernist event when they produced their Surrealist Street, a line of female 
mannequins (dressed by Duchamp, Dalí, Arp, Man Ray, Masson, and so 
on) propped up outside the Galerie des Beaux- Arts for the 1938 Exposition 
Internationale du Surréalisme. This life of things on the Paris street then 
reappears as the life of things above the streets of Harlem—or the violent 
death of the life of things, an uncanny uncanniness, the residue of the 
violent attack on modernity, which becomes, in Ellison’s text, the disloca-
tion of modernism and the question of whether Enlightenment moder-
nity has ever really happened. If the displaced mannequins in Paris are 
meant to register the uncanny effects of consumer culture, then the dis-
placed mannequins in Harlem register, instead, an ongoing threat to life, 
provincializing modernism within the context of U.S. racial conflict.80

Georges Bataille, while elaborating his alternative, surrealist political 
economy, makes a point about the status of things that has always struck 
me, and stuck with me, prompting and sustaining my own efforts to en-
gage the complex and ambiguous nature of objects. In “The Bourgeois 
World,” from the first volume of The Accursed Share, he argues that “at 
the origin of industrial society, based on the primacy and autonomy of 
commodities, of things, we find a contrary impulse to place what is essen-
tial—what causes one to tremble with fear and delight—outside the world of 
activity, the world of things. But however this is shown it does not contro-
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vert the fact that in general a capitalist society reduces what is human to 
the condition of a thing.”81 The retreat into the subject in modern West-
ern thought, the dismissal of object- based epistemology, the declarations 
about the overthrow of matter—these refusals to accept and address the 
inanimate object world were precipitated, Bataille would argue, by the 
very centrality of that world in and for capitalist culture. But the Ameri-
can uncanny, as I’ve tried to describe it, might alert us to another dy-
namic as well: the possibility that a reluctance to think seriously about 
things may have resulted from a repressed apprehension: the apprehen-
sion that within things we will discover the human precisely because our 

9.5  Still from Bamboozled, Spike Lee, dir. (New Line Productions, 2000), DVD.

9.6  Still from Bamboozled, Spike Lee, dir. (New Line Productions, 2000), DVD.
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history is one in which humans were reduced to things, however uneven 
or incomplete that reduction.

As the closing credits for Bamboozled roll up the screen, Lee offers an 
extensive parade of black collectibles in the form of serial close- ups: an 
array of windup toys (Alabama Coon Jigger, Struttin’ Sammy, &c.) along 
with two banks (Dark Town Battery, Always Did ’Spise a Mule), each 
shown against a blank, blue backdrop, performing full steam, as Bruce 
Hornsby sings “Shadowlands” (figs. 9.5–6). According to Lee himself, the 
visual catalog is meant to display the “hatred of the minds that made 
this stuff.”82 But the extraordinary, exhausting sequence registers more 
than such hatred. Multiply animated—by their own mechanism, by the 
film, by the music—each figure, whether gorgeous or grotesque, seems 
caught, frantically dancing or fiddling, bouncing or swinging, swallow-
ing pitched balls, grinning and smiling, unable to stop. No longer part 
of that mute chorus witnessing the repetition of history, the individu-
ated objects bespeak a life of things—of the other thing, of the thingness 
of objects—that is no social life, only the past’s hyperactive persistence.
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Ten

Commodity
Nationalism
and the Lost Object

However distinct their modes of inquiry, the realist metaphysics of ob-
ject oriented philosophy shares a certain passion for the real that is mani-
fest, no less, in one or another new materialism in literary studies, as 
in, for instance, the materialist phenomenology now used as a mode 
of research by archaeologists, and several other new materialisms.1 At 
the end of my overture, and again in chapter 5, I made some effort to 
historicize this passion, considering it in relation to the new hegemony 
of the digital, to the current state of ecological emergency, and to the 
threat of human obsolescence posed by any number of new technologies 
(from 3- D printing to advanced robotics). Before the end of the twenti-
eth century, Fredric Jameson had summed up, vehemently, some of the 
risks entailed by any such critical cathexis on concrete objects. He did 
so in an essay on Georg Simmel, curiously (but importantly) titled “The 
Theoretical Hesitation: Benjamin’s Sociological Predecessor.” Jameson 
points out how Georg Simmel’s work from the turn of the previous cen-
tury, his “phenomenological commitment to the concrete”—to particu-
larity and empiricity—“forestalls concept- formation” and results in an 
inability to move “towards the absolute of universal or abstract ideas.”2 
As Jürgen Habermas put it in an analogous formulation, Simmel “was 
a creative although not systematic thinker—a philosophical diagnosti-
cian of the times with a social- scientific bent rather than a philosopher or 
sociologist.”3 Most precisely, from Jameson’s point of view (shared also 
by Theodor Adorno), the limit of Simmel’s thought, which becomes the 
limit of Benjamin’s thought, is, in a phrase, the unwillingness to theo-
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rize, by which he means the unwillingness to totalize, to move out from 
the microethnographic level of analysis.4 For Jameson, of course, the plea 
to “always historicize,” as he put it, is the plea to totalize, which means 
to allegorize: to transcode the phenomena at hand into the terms of the 
modes- of- production and stages- of- capital narrative, the barely percep-
tible telos of which is the democratic socialization of the means of pro-
duction. But it is precisely the translation of the object at hand into those 
terms that threatens not only to deny it phenomenal specificity (in behalf, 
say, of diagnosing a dominant spatiality or temporality) but also to fore-
stall other (not necessarily alternative) accounts of how object culture 
forms and transforms human life, of how (for one subject or another) 
the object becomes a thing, of how the inherent doubleness of the ob-
ject (the object- thing) becomes appropriated by the structure of the com-
modity form (exchange value– use value). The whole point of thinking 
about things—or, say, of thinking with them—is a matter of posing and 
responding to questions that a given master narrative cannot pose in an 
empirically or conceptually satisfying way. But the empirical (the com-
mitment to the concrete) must never succumb to the merely empiricist, 
or to an antiquarian investment in recuperating a thingness of things 
that amounts to no more than their coarse materiality and their histori-
cal specificity. The present chapter tries to situate itself on some edge of 
that most overwhelming of master narratives—the history of capital—
looking out at times, while at other times looking in. It does so in light of 
my conviction, spelled out in chapter 1, that Heidegger’s tireless effort to 
fathom the thingness of things is (not least) a response to Lukács’s claim 
that the character of things as things has been lost in an era saturated by 
the commodity form. For the time being, the exploration of thingness 
(like any new materialism or any object oriented philosophy) must be 
conducted within the phase of the history that Lukács had just begun to 
survey, and within which we continue to live.

1. Commodity Nationalism

Now let me juxtapose two scenes.
The first scene comes from a chapter of Svetlana’s Boym’s The Future 

of Nostalgia, “Immigrant Souvenirs,” where she describes the decorating 
habits of Soviet immigrants living in Boston and New York. Although 
these homes have clearly become “memory museums,” as she puts it, 
they’re not quite what we expect. “Their collections of diasporic souve-
nirs tempt us at first glance with a heart- wrenching symbolism of the 
abandoned mother country.” And yet, as she goes on to clarify, the col-
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lections are not meant to compensate for some original (aboriginal) loss; 
they do not participate in the “Russian melodrama of insufferable nostal-
gia.”5 Rather, the collections metonymically narrate the Russian- America 
life as the émigré, the political refugee whose hybrid identity and multi-
cultural milieu are expressed by the objects themselves. Each collection 
turns out to be a curious assemblage: matryoshka dolls and clay bowls, 
but also treasures from American yard sales and Thai lions and Chinese 
ducks and disposable objects rescued from a hyperconsumerist culture. 
Such an assemblage is explicable by Baudrillard’s still- powerful account 
of collecting: “The particular value of the object, its exchange value, is,” 
he writes, “a function of cultural and social determinants. Its absolute 
singularity, on the other hand, arises from the fact of being possessed by 
me—and this allows me, in turn, to recognize myself in the object as an 
absolutely singular human being. This is a grandiose tautology, but one 
that gives the relationship to objects all its density” (my emphasis).6 Bau-
drillard’s point is a decidedly post- Marxian and post- Freudian account of 
object relations in an expanded field, where objects are not simply substi-
tutes for human subjects or for parts of the human body: daddy’s genital, 
mummy’s genital, the good breast and the bad. (See chapter 6.) In Bau-
drillard’s version of self- possession, we collect objects in order to collect 
ourselves, to constitute ourselves; that is what these Russian immigrants 
have done, in a way that seems to express (or reflect) the very different 
dimensions of their recent past.

The second scene comes from the old State Street Marshall Field’s 
store in Chicago, where, in early December 2002, I was in the “Christ-
mas Shop,” somewhat nervously looking for an ornament to take to 
someone’s party, and then confronting Christopher Radko’s “Heroes All” 
ornament, a bright miniature of the World Trade Towers (plate 17). The 
accompanying advertisement explained that “this inspiring patriotic de-
sign is a meaningful reminder of the supreme importance of our nation’s 
freedom”; net profits from the sale of the ornament (sold for thirty- five 
dollars each) were being directed to the Twin Towers Fund. Of course, as 
someone who has spent time reading about and thinking about consumer 
culture, I should hardly have been surprised to see the Twin Towers orna-
ment glistening there, dangling between a snowman and a reindeer. But 
in fact I was caught off guard; I was surprised. In fact, I was pretty dis-
gusted. I left the Christmas Shop empty- handed, determined to arrive at 
the Christmas party with nothing more seasonal than a bottle of scotch.

Now the Radko enterprise, founded in 1983 and currently a multi- 
million- dollar business, is itself a product of nostalgia. When Christo-
pher Radko’s family’s Christmas tree collapsed, shattering their col-
lection of vintage glass ornaments, Radko went to Poland in search of 
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someone willing and able to blow ornaments in the traditional, “authen-
tic” way. The hit of these heirloom replacements inspired a business ven-
ture that came to employ more than three thousand workers in Poland, 
Germany, Italy, and the Czech Republic, preserving the old- world Euro-
pean caché, no matter how patriotically American the design.7 This “czar 
of the Christmas present,” as the New York Times once called him, has 
contributed more than anyone else to the Christmas- collecting mania, 
which depends not only on the materialization and commodification 
of sentiment, but also on a particular logic of “souvenirism,” by which 
I mean to name the dynamic by which objects retroprojectively create 
the event—the eventfulness of the event—they are meant to record and 
recall.8 The ornament emblazoned “Christmas 1998” differentiates that 
Christmas from all the rest; these are souvenirs more of time than of 
place. Of course, Christmas as such is a kind of memory machine: Christ-
mas is always “about” Christmas past, about what is now lost, about loss. 
You might thus argue that the vast accumulation of things (ornaments, 
decorations, gifts) serves some compensatory function.

But my irritation with this particular ornament—a Twin Tower orna-
ment?—prompted me to discover what I should have already known: 
that in the year following 9/11, a new market had emerged, the market 
in high- end 9/11 collectibles, not just flags and ground- zero T- shirts and 
NYPD pins and WTC plastic snow globes. When, on December 15, 2001, 
Kyra Phillips interviewed Robyn Spizman for CNN’s Saturday Morning 
News, she began by saying, “It seems September 11 has changed the way 
people are decorating and what we want to buy.” Spizman responded 
cheerfully: just by googling, she had identified more than seventy- four 
thousand “patriotic gifts,” including, as she put it, many “wonderful col-
lectibles,” and she noted that one designer was creating some of “the 
most collectible items.”9 This imbrication of grief, patriotism, and col-
lectibility seemed to mark some unforeseen moment in the history of the 
commodification of affect, in some respects on a par with the Royal Wed-
ding memorabilia, but with a far more durable market niche, and one 
that required the absence of all irony (the very irony with which Royal 
kitsch could be recoded as camp and thus legitimately accumulated by 
the British, Australian, Canadian, and American bourgeoisie).

There is nothing ironic about the figurines, statues, pins, ornaments, 
and plates that depict the twin towers, the fire fighters, the patriotic heart 
itself. Radko’s “Brave Heart” ornament, decorated with stars and stripes, 
was meant to “Keep the Heart of Freedom Beating” (plate 18). Bradford 
Exchange’s “We Will Never Forget” collector’s plate offered the savvy col-
lector the opportunity to display a vigilant memory while investing in a 
limited edition that would quickly increase in value. For, of course, what 



 Commodity Nationalism and the Lost Object 275

makes these collectibles especially collectible is their staged symbolic 
connection to an event, to the event, to an utterly singular, personal and 
collective moment in history. The symbolic connection is merely sym-
bolic, of course, without the metonymic matrix through which the sou-
venir becomes meaningful. Or you might say that such collectibles are 
meant to serve as souvenirs from an emotional place and time—that 
they’re meant to record a specific chronotope within the psychogeogra-
phy of the nation. I say “souvenirs” only while recalling Susan Stewart’s 
epigrammatic differentiation between the relic and the souvenir: relics 
“mark the horrible transformation of meaning into materiality,” whereas 
souvenirs mark “the transformation of materiality into meaning.”10 You 
could choose among “America’s Bravest Ornament” (a fireman marching 
on parade) and “Santa Salutes America’s Firefighters” and a personalized 
“America’s Bravest Fire Escape.” The “Always With You” figurine mani-
fested such sentiment at its most saccharine. The description reads: “The 
angels wings enfold the tired, discouraged firefighter as she reaches out 
to him with the touch and hope of comfort. We expect a very strong de-
mand for this affecting collectible. Please reserve yours now to avoid dis-
appointment.”11

It is easy to make fun of these sentimental objects (the way it is easy 
to make fun of Catholic kitsch—the St. Christopher or the Virgin Mary 
hanging from the rear- view mirror) but if there’s one thing that postcriti-
cal theory has taught us, and indeed one thing 9/11 taught us, it is that 
making light of the affective register does not get us far in our apprehen-
sion of how capital’s consumer culture works. Still, at this point I’d like 
to say, reflecting on the two scenes with which I began, that the hyper-
nationalist kitsch is characterized by the very insufferable melodrama 
that Boym’s immigrant collections seem to eschew and that, by Bau-
drillard’s measure, these collectibles, however passionately purchased, 
accumulated, and displayed, are not really being collected. They evade the 
tautology that constitutes collecting; the collectible’s value is culturally, 
not personally, determined; and it reflects back not personal identity but 
collective identity. Indeed, that would seem to be part of the marketing 
logic at work: by externalizing your grief in the form of the Twin Tower 
ornament, you exhibit your participation in a national act and prostheti-
cally partake of the local scene, no matter how distant from it. The object 
form of recollection provides an etherealized, aestheticized participation 
in what Mark Seltzer has termed “the pathological public sphere,” the 
sphere, generated by violence and spectacle, that, by his light, has be-
come the sole form of our being- together.12

The aestheticization of grief, which is also its homogenization, would 
seem to complicate (but also to confirm) liberal defenses of the culture 
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of consumption. Anne Norton, in her study of the liberalism of everyday 
life, makes the familiar but important point that, in America, consump-
tion appears as the realm of “self- determination”; consumer goods pro-
vide a common language that serves “to reveal the self to itself, carry-
ing ideas that, apprehended in the object, will be internalized.”13 But 
staring at a shelf or a website stuffed with patriotic and memorializing 
ornaments, with “affecting collectibles,” I find it difficult not to respond 
with the very arguments that Norton argues against, those arguments 
of Adorno’s about the pseudo- individuality promised by the culture in-
dustry, wherein “everyone amounts only to those qualities by which he 
or she can replace everyone else: all are fungible.”14 Rather than giving 
expression to individual experience, consumer culture contains that 
experience with the freedom to choose only what is the same. But it is 
precisely that sameness—the interchangeability not of the objects but 
of the subjects—that would seem to catalyze this “purchase” of the na-
tion formation itself, an imagined community of consumers purchasing 
mass- produced patriotic ornaments. To buy the Radko ornament is to 
participate in the feel of being national, which is really the feel of being 
American by way of doing what other Americans are doing and of having 
what they have, producing, as it were, a nationalized mass subject.15

But such a claim—not only about these ornaments but about all the 
9/11 kitsch—overlooks the seriousness that even Adorno, confronting 
Thorstein Veblen with a decidedly Benjaminian move, was able to bring 
to bear on kitsch culture. Veblen, he wrote, does not “grapple with the 
historical necessity of kitsch, which represents the futile but compulsive 
effort to avoid the loss of experience” perpetrated by abstract equiva-
lence. “Men prefer to deceive themselves with illusions of the concrete 
rather than abandon the hope that clings to it. Commodity fetishes are 
not merely the projection of opaque human relations onto the world of 
things. They are also the chimerical deities which originate in the ex-
change process but nevertheless represent something not entirely ab-
sorbed in it.”16 In other words: reification always leaves a residue.

What is it, in Adorno’s terms, that remains unabsorbed in the ex-
change process; what loss of experience is being compensated, however 
phantasmatically? The dialectic that invigorates capital’s consumer cul-
ture, and that strikes me as especially visible in the aftermath of 9/11, is 
simply the extent to which the proliferation of objects and the obsessive 
accumulation of objects compensates for what Lukács (following Marx) 
called the loss of the “character of things as things,” a loss marked not by 
the absence of the Twin Towers so much as by their presence—or, say, 
a loss merely literalized by their absence.17 One historian of the World 
Trade Center, Eric Darton, has argued that the antihumanist, utterly ab-
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stract design of the Towers enabled them to serve as a terrorist target.18 
Whether or not you accept the argument, it is important to recognize 
that the U.S. government itself has been thrilled by the dematerializ-
ing capacities of our culture, about our “information age.” “The central 
event of the 20th century,” Alvin Toffler reported to Newt Gingrich, “is 
the overthrow of matter.”19 More generally, insofar as the twenty- first 
century has witnessed collecting tout court as having attained a new kind 
of urgency—fueled by decorating magazines, craft shows, television hits 
like The Antiques Road Show, and new consumer systems like eBay—you 
might want to argue that our culture is struggling to bring this over-
throw of matter to a halt. The market in 9/11 collectibles simply made that 
struggle newly visible.

2. The Lost Object

The Towers literally and symbolically stood at the center around which 
other objects, literal and virtual, ceaselessly circulated. Their massive 
stability was the more important and impressive because they were em-
blems of the system of trade in which all things are fungible, in which 
all things—in the contemporary economy—seem above all virtual, with 
no solidity at all (plate 19). I want to speculate that this august stability 
in the midst of (or as the midst of) a no- less- august lability had a great 
deal to do with why the emotional response to the loss of built space, 
a human artifact, almost instantly exceeded the response to the loss of 
human lives. In diluted Heideggerian terms, an ontic tragedy (that in-
volved beings) soon became ontological (a tragedy about being). It was 
clear that America plunged into a state of mourning for the lost objects 
themselves—or, perhaps more precisely, into a state of melancholia, not 
really knowing what had been lost, the towers having become emblems 
of something like the Lost Object as such, the materialization of what 
is always missing. In this respect, Giorgio Agamben’s amplification of 
Freud is useful: the point isn’t only “that a loss has occurred, without its 
being known what is lost”; moreover, “melancholia offers the paradox of 
an intention to mourn that precedes and anticipates the loss of the ob-
ject.”20 If an intention to mourn may be said to have preceded the catas-
trophe, was it perhaps the intention to mourn the actual and seemingly 
perpetual absence of any stabilizing entity?21

More plainly, the tragedy changed not only our sense of U.S. forti-
tude; it changed—perhaps it simply revealed—our relation to the physi-
cal world as such. In the year following the attack on the towers—and 
still, perhaps—who looked at a skyscraper as a “a proud and soaring 
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thing,” the way Louis Sullivan had, instead of as a fragile thing expressing 
an untoward ambition, our hubristic architectural imagination? Among 
the lessons learned from 9/11, you could learn more about how subjects 
strive to secure themselves with objects, more about the power we invest 
in objects, more about the way we fetishize particular objects to fill in the 
gaps in our physical and our psychic lives, more about the mutual consti-
tution of the human subject and the nonhuman environment.22 As I de-
tailed in chapter 5, Hannah Arendt describes this striving with particular 
eloquence, arguing that “the things of the world have the function of sta-
bilizing human life.” It is her argument that works of art, to which I would 
add monumental architecture, have a particular kind of permanence: 
“Nowhere else does the sheer durability of the world of things appear in 
such purity and clarity, nowhere else therefore does this thing- world re-
veal itself so spectacularly as the non- mortal home for mortal being.”23

In very broad strokes, then, I want to argue that the commemora-
tive 9/11 commodities were part of an effort to organize—to reprocess, to 
sanitize, to discipline—a suddenly chaotic object culture and the psycho- 
ontological ramifications of that chaos. But this was only one such effort. 
In the immediate aftermath of 9/11, there were discursive efforts that 
turned our attention to everyday objects, as though compensating for 
the discursive inability to characterize the scene or the sense of demo-
lition. The New York Times cataloged objects that were once within the 
depths of the towers: “A quarter mile below the spectacular vistas from 
the towers was the upside- down attic dropping 70 feet below ground, 
a strange world with enough room for fortunes in gold and silver, for 
Godiva chocolates, assault weapons, old furniture, bricks of cocaine, gov-
ernment vehicles, CIA files.” There were several accounts of the storm of 
paper: “Personal and official, all shapes and sizes, bits of paper blanket 
lower Manhattan with the mundane poetry of office life. They drifted 
from the sky Tuesday and fell to earth miles away in Brooklyn, sheets 
and scraps that document the 28- year life and abrupt death of the World 
Trade Center.”24 Attention was paid to the seemingly trivial physical 
ramifications of the collapse: “the hundreds of high- heeled shoes left 
lying on the streets, shed by women running for their lives; . . . the col-
lection of clocks at the Tourneau watch store, stopped in their tracks.”25 
Such a list, wittingly or not, draws attention to the oddity of our imbri-
cation in the physical world: our reliance on objects to tell us the time, 
our utter saturation with paper, our fascination with disabling fashion. 
The abandoned shoes—not simply metonyms for the people who left 
them but emblems of a moment of terror and the moment of abandon-
ing the worldly goods by which we define ourselves in order to preserve 
the physical self—this repeated image of the abandoned high heels could 
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itself become the next chapter in the iconicity of shoes. “Now memories 
orbit around small things,” Jim Dwyer wrote, in a series of articles “on 
workaday objects that resonate in unusual ways in the aftermath of Sept. 
11.”26 The articles testified to a thorough defamiliarization, in which these 
objects became things, attaining a value in excess of any kind of exchange 
or use, reorganized within a new and unanticipated semantic field.

But even as these things depend on what you might call an aberrant 
economy (a different system of evaluation), the economy- as- usual was 
quick to foreclose this object lesson with a different discourse of materi-
ality provoked by the disaster. Dominique Browning, for instance, edi-
tor of House and Garden magazine, published an essay in the November 
issue that began, “As I sit down to write this column, it is impossible to 
think about anything besides the devastation from the terrorist attacks 
on New York and Washington”; but the essay concluded somewhat dif-
ferently: “Of course, no one is thinking about chintz, or blueprints, or 
birdbaths this week,” she writes, but “people are thinking about home, 
about getting home, and about the homes that now suffer from the ex-
cruciating absence of a family member.” You realize that “unreasonably 
trivial” things advertised in the magazine are really “all we have,” “the 
little things of everyday life, the mundane details that pile up into what-
ever larger sense we make of our days.”27 I have no quarrel with this essay 
as an emotional response to the tragedy, but as an aesthetic response, it 
seems singularly unproductive, retreating into an object world of famil-
iarity rather than inhabiting the interruption that provides some access 
to the dynamics by which the thingness of objects—the other thing— 
becomes visible.

By now, the prose fiction provoked by 9/11 has helped to draw atten-
tion to the individual and collective seismic shifts. The plot of Jonathan 
Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2006) is structured as 
the quest for a missing object: an eight- year- old boy’s mission, search-
ing all over New York, to find the lock that fits the key he has found in 
his father’s bedroom, the father whose body has disappeared without a 
trace in the wreck of the World Trade Center. In the opening pages of 
Don DeLillo’s Falling Man (2007), a cut and dust- covered survivor runs, 
and then walks, from the epicenter of the chaos: “In time he heard the 
sound of the second fall. He crossed Canal Street and began to see things, 
somehow, differently. Things did not seem charged in the usual ways, 
the cobbled street, the cast- iron buildings. There was something criti-
cally missing from the things around him. They were unfinished, what-
ever that means. They were unseen, whatever that means, shop windows, 
loading platforms, paint- sprayed walls. Maybe that is what things look 
like when there is no one here to see them.”28 Seeing things, somehow, dif-
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ferently (seeing the thingness of objects) became part of the immediate 
9/11 legacy, for better and for worse.

Shortly after the 11th, objects had become part of the survival stories 
that circulated to remind us, in the midst of our weakness, of our 
strength; indeed, objects themselves were heroized. A twenty- dollar pair 
of handcuffs (prominently pictured) was used as a chisel to scrape against 
concrete toward freedom; a squeegee was used by a window- washer to 
dig himself and others out of an elevator, caught between floors.29 I read 
these accounts as exemplifying something more than the prototypical 
way in which trauma focuses our attention on small, physical details. 
For just as our attention was repeatedly directed to survivors—to people 
who just barely escaped one tower or another before its collapse—so too 
was our attention drawn to the surviving objects, and thus to the fact that 
some human artifacts, some manufactured things, withstood the devasta-
tion. I want to describe the fascination with these objects, the emotional 
investment in these objects, as a kind of nonerotic fetishism that none-
theless, as Freud would have it, both marks and disavows an unendurable 
absence. In other words, the object of intense interest serves as a memo-
rial and as a substitute; it is a token of triumph. The usefulness of Freud’s 
model has nothing to do with the supposedly phallic character of the 
towers; it has everything to do with the fact that the handcuffs and the 
squeegee came, say, to occupy some space in the epicentric void of lower 
Manhattan. It is not their objectivity but what Laplanche would call their 
objectality—their relation to a drive—that calls for our attention.30 These 
were contingent objects that had become things—attaining new value, 
dislodged from one or another quotidian scene—in large measure be-
cause they were standing in for, and thus obscuring, some phantasmatic 
object of a drive that is ontological or mnemonic, a drive that seeks the 
structure of duration and the presence of the durable.

In the spring of 2001, Philippe de Montebello, director of the Metro-
politan Museum of Art, found himself declaring that his institution 
would fund the removal and relocation of the colossal Bamiyan Buddhas, 
230 kilometers from Kabul, carved from the sandstone cliffs in the fifth 
century in the heart of the fabled Silk Road, their durability threatened 
by the Taliban’s declaration that the sculptures would be destroyed as 
un- Islamic icons.31 By fall, long after dynamite, tanks, and antiaircraft 
weapons had been used to destroy the Buddhas, Montebello argued in 
behalf of preserving “the searing fragment of ruin” of the World Trade 
Center as a memorial, “the searing fragment of ruin already so frequently 
photographed and televised that it has become as familiar to us as the 
buildings that once stood there.”32 He did so with a barely perceptible 
but important act of personification that granted the fragment a kind of 
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interiority, a kind of consciousness: the emotional fortitude of the steel 
“that still stubbornly stands” came to signify not ruin but endurance, the 
endurance of the physical world, of the built, of human artifice (plate 20).

However intensely the World Trade Center once symbolized change, 
abstraction, consumption, and commodified labor, it had come to sym-
bolize, after its destruction, the endurance of human work, the perma-
nence of human works. Hidden within Montebello’s proposal is, among 
other things, a new chapter in Alois Riegl’s account of the “cult of monu-
ments,” for we were now faced with the unintentional monument that 
was above all a monumental absence, rather than a presence, a missing 
portion of a skyline. As a missing object—an object missed—the towers 
became a Thing, a metaphysical presence more massive than they ever 
really were. This is why, even while being remembered as the out- of- 
scale, uncomfortable buildings that interrupted the city grid and blocked 
the light of the sun, they now, like the sun itself, still shone somewhere 
despite the darkness at hand. As Jean Baudrillard put it, “Their end in ma-
terial space has borne them off into definitive imaginary space. . . . The 
World Trade Center has become the world’s most beautiful building.”33

In Baudrillard’s “Requiem for the Towers,” which was his contribu-
tion to the debate on 9/11 (February 2002), you can read an exagger-
ated version of what was already legible in the daily press: the inexo-
rable animation of the object: “Seeing them collapse themselves, as if by 
implosion, one had the impression that they were committing suicide 
in response to the suicide of the suicide planes” (47). More sentimen-
tally: “So the towers, tired of being a symbol which was too heavy a bur-
den to bear, collapsed, this time physically, in their totality. Their nerves 
of steel cracked” (48). All but needless to say, the aggressive fetishism, 
granting the buildings consciousness and agency, functions here to hide 
the history of human labor congealed within the buildings, as well as 
the labor of destruction, and the labor invested in rendering the absence 
real—that is, in cleaning up the apocalyptic scene. Beside William Lange-
wiesche’s book on the “unbuilding” of the World Trade Center—his effort 
to record the massiveness of the refuse and the massiveness and com-
plexity and politics of the rescue operation—Baudrillard’s requiem reads 
like an offensive sleight.34 And yet Baudrillard’s act of prosopopoeia, his 
indulgence in the pathetic fallacy, participated in what seems to be the 
instinct to mourn this loss of built space by granting the Towers an after-
life that enables inanimate matter to live as it never did.

Of course, the Towers were always more than artifacts, more than 
facts. They were also expressions of a fantasy: Balthazar Korab, who 
worked as Yamasaki’s photographer when Yamasaki was awarded the 
World Trade Center commission in 1962, explained, post- 9/11, that “the 



282 Chapter Ten

heroic dimensions were adopted after long soul searching, projecting 
a symbolic monument for a new millennium that was to lead to world 
peace through global trade.”35 Less sublimely, while Guy Tozzoli insisted 
that the new center provide 10 million square feet of rentable space, 
David Rockefeller insisted that whatever was built had to be a symbol of 
New York’s global economic preeminence.36 The dialectic of the physical 
and the metaphysical—or, if you will, the material and the symbolic—
produced the energy for the original construction, just as it produced the 
energy for the posthumous lamentation. Andreas Huyssen wrote about 
the towers as the representation of global capital, but he was also quick 
to move beyond (or beneath) this act of representation to address the 
way that, in New York, “their monumental size crowded out other land-
marks,” so that “monumentality itself”—monumentality as such—“is at 
the core of their after image and its effects.”37

3. Matter and Memory

As Radko’s ornament makes clear, it is not only an afterimage, but also 
an objectified image, an afterobject, let us say, that will continue to circu-
late. Indeed, one might argue that the proliferation of 9/11 objects serves 
to compensate for the spectacle that 9/11 became, its status as endlessly 
repeated footage. The attraction of objects—and the new attention to ob-
jects—may reside in their capacity to rectify the insufficiencies of image 
culture. Such a dynamic of compensation or rectification occurs no 
less obviously in the extraordinary museal response to 9/11, the official 
efforts to collect and preserve the detritus from the disaster. These stand 
over and against the initial, unofficial acts of accumulation, the first of 
which, in Union Square, came to an abrupt end on September 20. Writing 
for the New York Times, Andrew Jacobs reported that

just before rain arrived yesterday morning, New York City Parks Depart-
ment workers gingerly collected the poems, paintings and missing per-
sons fliers that had turned Union Square Park into a sprawling outdoor 
shrine to grief, remembrance and peace. Although the department said it 
was storing the items with an eye toward a future memorial or museum, 
some visitors said they were saddened to find large sections of the park 
cleared of candles, bouquets and notices about upcoming marches and 
meetings. As rain doused the hundreds of tiny flames and scattered the 
crowds, some of those who have been living in the park said they felt a 
historic moment was drawing to a close. (plate 21)
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In their place appeared the vendors selling bears and snow globes and 
pendants and caps and jackets and T- shirts and key chains. Jacobs inter-
viewed one twenty- year- old who described those initial acts of collection 
and display as “an incredible time”: “There was such a feeling of commu-
nity. Now it seems like New York is getting back to its old self.”38 The clut-
ter was displaced by the clarity of consumer culture.

Another effort to attain some clarity was already being pursued 
through the Herculean effort to sort through the wreckage of 9/11 to find 
and preserve artifacts that could serve in behalf of memorializing the 
event—an effort that came to be spearheaded by the Port Authority, the 
Smithsonian, the New York Historical Society, and the New York State 
Museum, among other institutions. Let us call this the race to curate dis-
aster. (This race has an ugly private dimension, a scramble for authen-
tic souvenirs that was disclosed by John Solomon in 2004: FBI agents 
illegally secured fragments from the crash sites for Secretary of State 
Donald Rumsfeld and the FBI’s executive assistant director for terrorism, 
Pasquale D’Amuro, among others.)39 Relics from the Rubble, a documen-
tary for the History Channel that first aired in September 2002 (“This 
Week in History”) provides the simplest record of the aspirations, the 
clearest symptoms for diagnosing this case in the history of U.S. object 
relations. In some instances, within the documentary, there is the return 
of the heroized object, such as the brass squeegee holder, now accompa-
nied by stories with the air of Ripley’s Believe or Not: the story of Lisa 
Lefler’s briefcase, for instance, which fell 103 stories but remained in-
tact, a story framed to provide affective access to the daily working lives 
of the friends who worked with her but failed to escape the inferno. What 
the documentary calls the “quest to find relics,” this particular American 
passion for the real, becomes saturated with significance because “arti-
facts are the way we touch the past” and are what we can offer “future 
generations” to install the event within collective memory. The artifacts 
are valuable because of what they will teach other people in another time. 
Because, as both Marx and Simmel emphasized, things or ideas only be-
come valuable within a social relationship, we need to recognize that the 
act of evaluation here amounts to the projection of a social relationship 
with the future, as it were, one that fairly well depends on that future cul-
ture being just as “obsessed with memory” as ours is, as ours had already 
become in the closing decades of the twentieth century.40

Within the documentary David Shayt explains that the Smithsonian 
was granted a $5 million appropriation for securing artifacts from among 
the original wreckage, estimated to weigh 6 million tons and constituting 
a seven- story mound of debris, with the “cathedral like skeletal walls of 
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the twin towers standing above the mound.” Mark Wagner became the 
Port Authority official who was responsible for “uncover[ing] objects and 
symbols that will resonate for future generations,” leading the search for 
something “truly emblematic of the iconic status of those buildings.” The 
crumpled steel was taken to JFK and carefully covered, the most remark-
able piece being an eight- ton steel I- beam that, within the heat of the dis-
aster and under the weight of the collapsing towers, bent into “the shape 
of a horseshoe.” The remainder of the debris was carted to the Fresh-
kills landfill on Staten Island, where Port Authority workers and cura-
tors from the Historical Society sifted through the rubble in search of 
meaningful artifacts: watches, rings, credit cards, but also crushed fire 
trucks and a crumpled bicycle stand, also a chunk of the granite memo-
rial for the victims of the 1993 bombing. The documentary might be 
said to recognize itself as being in medias res, in more ways than one: 
in the midst of an overwhelming chaos of things and in the midst of the 
search for some adequate “piece of history,” the most “powerful symbol” 
for the thousands of dead. The drama of the documentary derives from 
the melodramatized enigma of wondering which object will become the 
relic—which object will, in Susan Stewart’s formulation, turn meaning 
into matter.

It is reasonable to imagine, I think, that this impulse to collect and pre-
serve the artifacts from 9/11 participates in the fascination with memory 
that took particular hold in the 1990s (generally understood as a response 
to the world- transforming events of 1989, but clearly in accord with the 
architectural and literary- critical historicisms that thrived in the 1980s). 
As Andreas Huyssen put it, at the outset of Twilight Memories (1995), the 
“obsessions with memory” were inseparable from “the reproach that our 
culture is terminally ill with nostalgia,” the result of which seemed to be 
the “resurgence of the museum, monument, and the memorial as major 
modes of aesthetic, historical, and spatial expansion.”41 At the time, the 
Jewish Museum in Berlin was under construction; the year before, the 
United States Holocaust Memorial Museum had opened in Washington 
(now accompanied by Holocaust museums in Huston, Florida, Virginia, 
Maryland, California, &c.). The role of objects within these memorial 
sites would seem to have set a contemporary standard for the power of 
inanimate matter to become—as the dominant trope would have it—a 
mute witness to history. Of course, the job of the museum is to give such 
witnesses voice, and thus to effect a social relation between humans and 
things, or between humans as mediated by things. The most powerful 
exhibition within the Washington museum has been the mound of four 
thousand shoes, given voice by the engraving on the wall that reads, “We 
are the shoes, we are the last witnesses. We are shoes from grandchildren 
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and grandfathers from Prague, Paris, and Amsterdam,” the shoes taken 
off before stepping into the showers. The metonymic power of the shoes 
exists as a contact point with a particular place and time, with a particu-
lar yet departicularized person. The museum everywhere manifests what 
Michael Berenbaum, the museum director, calls an “incarnational the-
ology” that means to personalize the experience of suffering.42

The memorial museum also displays—in Washington and on its web-
site—a tiny embroidered dress worn by a Polish girl, Lola Rein Kaufman, 
who spent seven months hiding, with three other Jews, in a four- by- six- 
foot hole dug beneath a barn.43 The dress, sewn by the mother who was 
killed by the Nazis, just as the father had been, was given to the museum 
in 2002. The exhibit is entitled Silent Witness. The dress, you read, “em-
bodies not only a mother’s love and a grandmother’s courage and fore-
sight, but also the world’s abandonment of a little girl” (who, after the 
Russian liberation, wandered the countryside as an orphan). “It symbol-
izes the tragic experience of Jewish children during the Holocaust, and 
survives as a silent witness to their lives. It is a testament to resilience and 
survival, yet also a memorial to the up to one million and a half Jewish 
children who, unlike Lola, perished in the Holocaust.” The silent witness 
becomes compelling insofar as it is an incitement to discourse and can 
be located very precisely within multiple narratives that the memorial 
museum has painstakingly reconstructed and authenticated.

There are many obvious and important differences between the Holo-
caust museum projects and the 9/11 museum projects. The difference I 
want to underscore lies in the fact that the Holocaust was an event that 
was insufficiently documented, passively repressed, or actively sup-
pressed. The ambition to represent the event—on television, on film, in 
museums, in print—took hold as the last generation of survivors reached 
old age. In other words, the primary work of the Holocaust museums is 
the work of making sure that the Holocaust becomes historical (in 2007, 
for instance, the national memorial museum was “denounc[ing] the on-
going denial of the Holocaust in Iran”), which means documenting the 
Jewish communities that were destroyed, and the life of the refugees, and 
the life in the camps, and the life of those who perpetrated the crimes. 
The silent witnesses are meant to recover these lives from obscurity; 
the accumulation of objects—everyday objects, ritual objects—means 
to grant those lives and their destruction objectivity; and the objects are 
meant, one might go on to say, to withstand the widespread Nazi de-
struction of Jewish artifacts, the erasure of Jewish culture along with the 
Jewish population.

In obvious contrast, few events seem less obscure than 9/11, docu-
mented and redocumented in so many different media, collectively wit-



286 Chapter Ten

nessed on television—by a nation and by a world—the way no other 
event has been witnessed. Why does such a hypervisualized tragedy 
seem to require all these objects meant to serve as “powerful symbols” 
and “pieces of history”? Why have they become part of what Erika Doss 
has called the “memorial mania” that has overtaken the United States?44 
Who in the future, trying to learn about this tragedy, would turn to ob-
jects rather than to the image archive?

On September 11, 2002, the Smithsonian opened its 9/11 exhibit, ex-
plaining that “soon after September 11, the National Museum of Ameri-
can History began collecting objects to document the attacks and their 
aftermath.”45 The Institution also offered the public Bearing Witness to 
History, a traveling exhibit, which closed permanently in January 2006, 
after completing a two- year national tour. Among the objects on display 
were a helmet worn by the first fire chief to arrive at the World Trade 
Center on 9/11; a stairwell sign from the 102nd floor; the firefighter’s pry 
bar used by Lt. Kevin Pfeifer, who was one of the 343 firefighters killed 
during the collapse, and the remains of the heroic squeegee (plate 22).

As its strategy of display, the museum supplemented each object 
with a plain- spoken description and with some narrative context for 
making sense of the artifact, for example, a car door from a police ve-
hicle (plate 23):

NYPD patrol car door
Description: This door panel was removed from a New York Police 

 Department patrol car crushed by the falling debris of the World Trade 
Center.

Context: New York City police officers immediately responded to the 
attack on the World Trade Center. With the collapse of the buildings, the 
NYPD lost both officers and vehicles. This door panel was removed from 
a crushed patrol. Many fire trucks, squad cars, taxis, delivery vehicles, 
and private automobiles were destroyed as the World Center collapsed. 
Twenty- three NYPD officers were killed in their attempts to save World 
Trade Center tenants.

How are we to imagine the psychodynamics that are meant to transform 
meaning into matter, to transform waste into relics, to pro ject specific 
value onto these fragments? These relics—the squeegee, the fire hat, the 
crumpled car door—seem to stand in for the human remains that disap-
peared; the account of the “context” oscillates between the human (offi-
cers) and the unhuman (vehicles). Moreover, the incredible efficiency 
with which the Port Authority and the city cleaned up ground zero has to 
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be thought—or felt—in relation to the incapacity of the city and the na-
tion to protect itself. Likewise, our national museum seemed to display 
all the competence the federal government seemed to lack, and the mere 
accumulation, organization, and exhibition of the relics represented a 
return to order, however phantasmatic. But the relics, and the passion 
for the real they register, should also be located within a paradigm that 
emerged from the later nineteenth century—most notably at the 1876 
World’s Fair, which witnessed the first display of the George Washing-
ton relics, arranged in a scene where, as the fairgoers put it, the general’s 
spirit seemed all but palpable. The same fair saw the inauguration of the 
period room. (In the same decade, though in a different culture, Nietz-
sche complained of the “repulsive spectacle of a blind rage for collecting, 
a restless raking together of everything that has ever existed.”)46 The idea 
in these institutions of the palpable was to come close to touching what 
had been touched: to make some metonymic contact with the dead. Such 
metonymic contact—in the case of the 9/11 exhibits—focuses on the indi-
vidual and interpellates the spectating subject in the dimension of affect 
and memory, not reason and history. The exhibits thus seem to mimic 
not just the new collecting passions, but also, in some sense, the new ma-
terialist turns within the academy, an interest in the microethnographic 
at the expense of perceiving any totalizing narrative.

But such a materialism could also isolate one object from the Smith-
sonian that seems like a less predictable object of museal attention: an 
intact bright green Nokia cell phone, the peculiarity of which might be 
measured by the fact that the description of it is in fact a narrative about 
it (plate 24):

Nokia cell phone
Description: Roe Bianculli- Taylor used this cell phone to learn about 

the September 11 attacks as she commuted to work on the Long Island 
Railroad.

Context: The use of cell phones has reduced people’s isolation while 
traveling. New York City commuter Roe Bianculli- Taylor first learned of 
the attack on the World Trade Center when a fellow passenger on her 
train began sobbing in the middle of a cell phone call. The woman worked 
in the World Trade Center and had just learned that it had been hit by an 
airplane. Quickly everyone in the car who had a cell phone began con-
tacting others to try to learn what was going on. These phone calls, plus a 
single portable radio, were their only connection to the outside world. As 
they approached Manhattan, the passengers could see the towers burn-
ing through the train window.
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There is something uncanny about this “context,” or perhaps something 
simply awkward about anticipating a future audience for what is, among 
other things, a museum of the present recently passed (which closed in 
January 2006). But the Nokia certainly seems like a satisfactory emblem 
of the telephonic culture, and the more general communication culture, 
that helped to make this event the object of worldwide attention. The 
trauma for the boy in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close derives not just 
from the absence of his father but from the presence of the messages 
his father left on the home voice mail. One character in Falling Man de-
scribes the way that cell phones “spread the word . . . intimately,” with an 
intimacy that is itself uncanny once the private act of communication 
becomes public—indeed, attains publicity as the contested telephonic 
record—gradually released over the course of the next decade.47

But the Nokia phone, which seems so ludicrously generic, gains con-
siderable specificity as a displayed object if you imagine it registering, in 
fact memorializing, some supplement to the Smithsonian’s understand-
ing of 9/11. For the phone, produced by the Finnish corporation that be-
came the world leader in mobile phones in 1998, is perhaps the most 
obvious contemporary marker of the “global,” as opposed to the merely 
“national,” given the ubiquity of phones in, say, China, Kenya, and Iraq. 
This is to say that the phone provides access to a “context” not addressed 
by the exhibit, and thus underscores the obsolescence of the geographi-
cal imagination that informs the display of artifacts (or, say, the geo-
graphical obsolescence of this political imagination) even as it might be 
said to mark the communication technologies that have enabled “global-
ized informal violence” to be so successful.48 The phone—not as the ob-
ject represented in the exhibit, but as an other thing—provides access to 
a more totalizing theorization of the event.

It is also, more simply, the piece of technology (the machine object) 
meant to help us in a state of emergency, meant to offer us contact with 
someone somewhere else. In “The Black Box,” a chapter from her Tele-
phone Book, Avital Ronnell, reading the “Emergency Care Guide” from 
the New York Telephone Company (1986), writes that “the telephone 
puts you at risk, or it figures the language of risk. It produces a safe-
guard against disaster—Survival Guide—which, however, puts you in 
touch with your own risk.”49 The cell phone is the emergency equipment 
that makes emergency (theirs or yours) perpetually proximate, lingering 
there in your pocket or your purse. And finally, the cell phone is perhaps 
the best example of a different proximity, the newly compressed tempo-
rality in which novelty and obsolescence seem simultaneous: your cell 
phone, like your computer, will not survive the decade . . . unless, that 



 Commodity Nationalism and the Lost Object 289

is, it ends up in a museum. It is this compressed temporality—the emer-
gency of the present becoming the past before it ever seems fully pres-
ent—that might begin to suggest that this memorializing passion for the 
real had, and has, no more to do with remembering “them” than it has to 
do with the longing for someone, somewhere, to remember us.
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Coda

A Little History
of Light (Dan Flavin/
Gaston Bachelard)

The preceding chapters, I hope, have illustrated (and at times compli-
cated or amplified) four overarching points.

The first point is that the object- thing distinction, dislodged from 
fundamental ontology (Heidegger) and from psychoanalysis (Lacan), 
can become a way to caption, and a tool for apprehending, the unantici-
pated force of an object, no matter how banal that object may be (a piece 
of glass, a pot, a doll, a cell phone). I’ve been engaged here more by the 
ontic than the ontological, and by captivations that are more psychologi-
cal than psychoanalytic, but this formulation itself is meant to retain the 
productive slippage between those registers. The book as a whole (and 
not just chapter 6) can be read as a story of object relations in an ex-
panded field—a field where objects are not simply substitutes for human 
subjects but a field shaped by desires and drives nonetheless. Heideg-
ger (ultimately) understood the Thing as that which gathers deities and 
mortals, sky and earth. But the thing—indeed the thing that the object at 
once registers and obscures, as Lacan would have it—is a historical phe-
nomenon; the thingness of an object cannot be abstracted from the field 
of culture. If I may now extend the work of my title: this book has ad-
dressed other things—a different thingness—from those things thought 
by Heidegger and Lacan.

Within the field of culture, objects aren’t always what they seem; they 
don’t always behave the way they “should.” When Hannah Arendt wrote 
her influential account of how the object world sustains mankind, she 
did so in response, not least, to her recognition that certain objects were 
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destabilizing the human condition. But for Benjamin and the surrealists, 
acts of deforming and reforming the artifacts of culture held out the pos-
sibility of transforming the world tout court. The surrealist object can be 
dismissed as an amusing distraction; it can also be relished as the prod-
uct of a materialist imagination, as evidence that the imagined can be-
come concrete. The object’s inherent instability, registered intentionally 
or inadvertently through its misuse, enables it to become a thing; that 
difference itself marks the prospect that the material structure of society 
might yet be other than it is. My second point, then, is that the field of 
culture, including the field of material culture, is most productively seen 
with a clarifying double vision.

As I made clear at the start of chapter 1, the thing in my lexicon names 
a subject- object relation. When I was working on the earliest of these 
essays many years ago, I could not have predicted making this third 
point—that it is not yet time to abandon the subject: that insofar as the 
current, lively concern with objects becomes a retreat into the object, it 
fails (just like the retreat into the subject) to provide any purchase on 
the world (in its Heideggerian sense, shared by Arendt). Getting over the 
subject (as an exclusive concern) does not mean getting rid of the subject. 
A flat ontology—where subject and object, human and nonhuman, ani-
mate and inanimate become indistinct—can neither explain the shock 
of the uncanny nor register the difference between life and death. This is 
why, within the sort of networks that Bruno Latour has mapped so con-
vincingly, I remain interested in particular phenomenological nodes: in 
the synapse that emerges from the subject- object, human- unhuman en-
counter . . . the chemist and a test tube, say, when the test tube breaks . . . 
even if the thing that emerges from that encounter comes to disclose, 
above all, the operations of the network in which it takes part. Indeed the 
object qua thing is (as Latour himself has shown) the best access point to 
the network.

This book has ranged over an idiosyncratic and disparate assortment 
of objects, from the exquisite (Achilles’ Shield) to the banal (a Charlie 
McCarthy doll), the simple (a piece of sand glass) to the complex (a cell 
phone). But that range, of course, is entirely deceptive because, by and 
large, my attention has been shaped by art and literature and film, which 
(my fourth point) provide particularly salient sites for redemptive reifica-
tion: the retrieval of thingness from the blur of habit and the haze of con-
sumer culture. Inhabiting those sites productively requires what Arjun 
Appadurai dubbed (in the field of anthropology) “methodological fetish-
ism.” Only such fetishism makes it clear that literature and the visual and 
plastic arts exist to teach us about objects and our relation to them: not 
just about object culture, but about the capacity of an object within any 
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culture to become something else. Art teaches us that the doubleness 
of the commodity (its use value and exchange value) prevents us from 
seeing the doubleness of the object as such (the object and the thing). 
The casualty of modernity was—and remains—not simply the loss of the 
character of things, but the loss of the character of other things.

Back in the mid- 1990s, when I had settled into this topic of things and 
published a book on the “material unconscious,” I got to know Sidney 
Nagel, a physicist who works on the physics of everyday life: on coffee 
stains and tendrils of honey, on small piles of sand and piles of dried 
peas.1 He and his team focus on disordered systems; they work to de-
scribe the behavior of far- from- equilibrium processes. One day, over 
lunch, Sid confronted me with an unwelcome query: “If you’re interested 
in things,” he said, “I don’t see why you’re not working on light.” To which 
I responded, “Light? Sid, I’m finding it hard enough to work on toasters.”2

Taking the end of this book as an occasion to respond to Sid at long 
last, while having no thoughts to share from the perspective of physics, 
I want to offer instead a history of light. Yet, ill- equipped to provide a 
history of light as such—which would have to begin in one cosmogony 
or another, with some god’s declaration, “Let there be light”—I want in-
stead to focus on a historical convergence that occurs in 1961. This is the 
year when Gaston Bachelard (at age seventy- seven) published his last 
work, The Flame of a Candle (La flamme d’une chandelle); and it is the year 
when the American artist Dan Flavin (at age twenty- eight) jotted down 
in his notebooks a short poem that adumbrates his future career as one 
of the best known of the minimalists. The poem reads:

Fluorescent
poles
shimmer

shiver
flick

out

dim

monuments

of
on
and
off

art3
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The poem speaks to the condition of art as we have come to know it in the 
museal regime—the condition of art that, far from being autonomous, 
depends on the systems that provide for its illumination (along with 
its preservation and organization). The poem anticipates what became 
Flavin’s most famous piece of art, Diagonal of Personal Ecstasy, as titled in 
a preliminary sketch. He soon renamed the work Diagonal of May 25, 1963 
(to Constantin Brancusi) and exhibited it that year (plate 25). On the one 
hand, the famous historian and philosopher of science anachronistically 
(in 1961!) bemoans the loss of candle and lamp light in the modern world, 
doggedly pursuing his “candle romanticism,” as he calls it.4 On the other, 
a struggling American artist transposes an increasingly familiar part of 
the industrial and commercial landscape, fluorescent tube lighting, into 
a work of art. (By dedicating the work to Brancusi, and not Duchamp, 
he means to locate the work not within a genealogy of readymades but 
within the tradition of abstract sculpture.) Engaging Flavin from Bache-
lard’s point of view, my little history simply stages a particular play be-
tween matter and form, thingness and objecthood, object and thing, and 
indeed matter and spirit. The drama speaks both to materiality as such 
(materiality recognized as a process and as a problematic) and to the role 
of light within that process. Flavin’s sculpture calls for a poetics not of fire 
but of commercial lighting.

Fifty years after this coincidence—the publication of a short book by 
a philosopher committed to the “imagination of matter” and the com-
position of a poem that foreshadows the role of tube lighting within the 
realm of “specific objects”—the art world has been revitalized by objects 
and the object world, material culture and materiality. Indeed, though 
there may be “a new fascination with the material stuff of life” across the 
disciplines, that fascination can hardly hope to keep up with the work 
going on between and beyond the disciplines—in the arts.5 Any num-
ber of exhibitions make this clear: Modernstarts: People, Places, Things; 
Thing: New Sculpture from Los Angeles; Unmonumental: The Object in the 
21st Century; What Is a Thing?; Specific Objects without Specific Form; Seeing 
Things.6 Even if you understand the art world to be (by definition) a world 
of things, there is no denying this new emphasis and the extensive use of 
assemblage, reconstellation, and installation to rethink and rework the 
objects of daily life, not least to stage some character of things as things 
that has yet to be fathomed, yet to be grasped. The character, say, of other 
things. Tara Donovan amasses vast numbers of everyday utensils (tooth-
picks, straws, scotch tape, paper plates, buttons, rubber bands, &c.) and 
reconstellates them into sublime objects, geomorphic or biomorphic, 
in which the serial sameness of mass production gets dislodged into a 
dialectic of quantity and quality. The styrofoam cups gathered and hung 
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from the gallery ceiling become at once an eerie cloudscape and a hover-
ing cellular organism, both beautiful and threatening (plate 26). Sarah 
Sze creates immense and obsessively intricate object ecosystems with 
a heterogeneous array of household products: Q- tips, tea bags, paper 
towels, fans, thread, lightbulbs, clamps, water bottles, twist ties, dried 
beans, ladders, houseplants, pencils, desk lamps, sponges, plastic cut-
lery, duct tape, pens, &c. The movement within the assemblages (which 
sprawl both horizontally and vertically) and the play of shadow and light 
seem to signal the vitality of some other network (other than consump-
tion, other than domesticity), in some new scale, through which these 
bits and pieces attain a kind of mesmerizing coherence (plate 27). Dan 
Peterman, practicing a reconstitutional archaeology, converts indus-
trial detritus into newly useful objects: he transforms plastic waste into 
tables, closed- cell foam into rooms, shopping carts into chairs, and (in 
an act and allegory of recycling) old dumpsters into kiosks. In Excerpts 
from the Universal Lab (Travel Pod 1, 2, and 3) he has gathered discarded 
bits of technology, preserving them in time capsules that seem to hold 
the promise for some future life (plate 28). And the practice of painting 
seems no less drawn by the materialist experiment. Marie Krane Berg-
man, having made a career of painting nearly monochromatic large can-
vases (composed in fact of thousands of distinct, individuated marks 
of imperceptibly different hues of acrylic), has released paint from the 
canvas support, conducting “pours” that are subsequently scraped off 
of a flat surface and hung on a nail, turning painting into the “matter- 
movement” of paint that continues to alter its shape, however slightly, 
as it hangs. She now drips paint down hundreds of strings that are hung 
from the ceiling to form broad columns; she licenses her paintings to 
assume three- dimensional object form while still asserting themselves 
as paintings (plate 29). Whether it is Theaster Gates amassing the refuse 
from a construction site (fragments of lath and plywood) into monumen-
tal thrones, or Danh Vo distributing fragments of a replicated monument 
(the Statue of Liberty), or Ai Weiwei lining up row after row of artifacts 
(glass bubbles or ceramic pots), the object world has summoned artists 
to its attention. Or: artists at work both in that world and on that world 
have shown how reconfiguring the artifactual environment can provide 
sensory- affective access to reconfiguration—difference—as such.

A quiet, straightforward, and patently sentimental version of these 
dynamics could be seen in Michael Brown’s An Object Is Just Material, 
his 2009 exhibition at the Yvon Lambert Gallery in New York (plate 30). 
Like much contemporary art, this work depends on the magic of re-
fabrication: in this case the conversion of vinyl records into household 
tools. He melts down stacks of records and recasts the molten vinyl into 
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forms such as broom handles, mop handles, fan blades, buckets. More-
over, he chooses iconic records—by Aretha Franklin, by Elvis, by the 
Ramones—part of the collection he began to amass as a teenager. What-
ever sentiment he means to evoke, the interest of the project lies in his 
demediation of the acoustical medium and his remediation of it as “just 
material”—the point being that the substance from which objects are 
made (the wood of a table, the marble of a column, the ceramic of the pot) 
has always had some other life in some other object form.7 The exhibit 
also involves the most casual spectator in a dialectic of form and matter, 
for the degree to which you care about the vinyl of the handle, you cease 
to care about (or even to see) the mop itself; the degree to which you ex-
perience the mop as a mop, its materiality is effectively beside the point. 
Hegel would say that the object is the medium through which various 
properties—blackness, roundness, length—congeal. No less, the vinyl 
is the medium through which the object congeals. Object and material 
tug at one another despite their mutual support, the fact that they medi-
ate each other. Whatever: an object is not just material because material 
alone never amounts to an object. Indeed, if you believe Levinas, then 
material can be disclosed—or exposed—only at the expense of the object 
that, in his trope, is clothed with form.8

The imagination of matter as Bachelard pursued it (in a kind of alter-
nating step with his historical epistemology) lay foremost in poetry, but 
not only there. He understood Van Gogh’s use of color to be “stimulat-
[ing] matter sufficiently to turn it into a new light”; “things are no longer 
simply painted or drawn,” for there is instead “a generation of new mat-
ter.”9 When he turned his attention to Eduardo Chillida, thinking about 
the monumental works in forged iron, Bachelard considered the artist 
to be a blacksmith dreaming of “a kind of sculpture that would stir up 
matter in its innermost being.” As though casting Chillida in the role of 
Hephaestus, the philosopher describes him creating a “cosmos of iron.” 
But whereas the vibrant matter of Achilles’ Shield serves to animate the 
world of men and women, in Chillida’s work the material draws atten-
tion only to itself, to its own rights and its own agency. “Iron, like paint, 
has the right to originality,” Bachelard writes; “Chillida evokes a dream 
of iron set free”; in all his works “iron asserts initiatives of its own.”10 
Though art may have once served to grant its spectators access to one or 
another spiritual truth, it was summoned by twentieth- century philoso-
phy to provide access to truths about matter and materiality.

And yet Bachelard, in The Flame of a Candle, writes against matter. 
He writes in favor of the flame that “liberates the forces of light impris-
oned in matter.”11 The candle or the lamp provides in the flame “a being 
that lacks substance; in opposition to gross matter, it purifies matter.” 
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Intimately tracking Novalis, Bachelard argues that “fire receives its real 
existence only at the conclusion of the process of becoming light, when 
through the agonies of the flame, it has been freed of all its materiality” 
(43). The flame achieves its significance by attaining the supposedly im-
material status of light. Insubstantial yet strong, the flame of the candle 
provides an “invitation to dream”; “long ago, in a long ago even dreams 
themselves have forgotten, the flame of a candle made wise men think” 
(13, 9, 13). But the curtain has dropped on such a drama, which Bachelard 
understands as the inevitable drama of everyday meditation, of reverie 
before the flame. “Ours is no longer the era of tapers and candle sticks,” 
he writes (4). “Dreamer of words that I am, the word ‘lightbulb’ makes 
me laugh. Who can say ‘my electric light bulb’ in the same way that he 
once said ‘my lamp.’ The electric light bulb will never provoke in us the 
reveries of this living lamp which made light out of oil. We have entered 
the age of administered light. Our only role is to flip a switch. We can no 
longer become, with legitimate pride, the subject of the verb ‘to light’” 
(64).

But imagine yourself as the guard, in one or another museum of mod-
ern art, who is responsible every morning (at 9:45) for walking up to the 
Dan Flavin light installation (untitled [to Henri Matisse], 1964) and turning 
it “on.” Your anticipation and the legitimate pride you might take—as the 
subject of the verb “to light”—convey something of the stakes of Flavin’s 
transposition of administered light into art. Flavin himself worked as a 
guard at New York’s MoMA, where he met Sol LeWitt and other minimal-
ists. In 1961, when he was working as a guard for the American Museum 
of Natural History in New York, he began making sketches for sculptural 
constructions that included electric lights. He wrote the poem then. He 
stumbled upon the idea of a diagonal—“a common eight foot strip with 
fluorescent light of any commercially available color”—in the midst of 
making his series of icons, monochromatically painted masonite squares 
to which he affixed lightbulbs, fluorescent or incandescent. In his studio 
he tried out the other experiment he had sketched: “The radiant tube 
and the shadow cast by its supporting pan,” he wrote, seemed “iconic 
enough to hold alone . . . . It seemed to sustain itself directly, dynamically, 
dramatically, on my workroom wall—a buoyant and insistent gaseous 
image which, though brilliant, somehow betrayed its physical presence 
into approximate invisibility.”12 Within the quotation, certain words and 
phrases—“system,” “gaseous image,” “physical presence,” and “approxi-
mate invisibility”—suggest how much more significant his insight was 
than that suggested by early commentators, who simply focused on the 
simplicity with which Flavin had appropriated the unadorned fixtures, as 
though this were a Duchampian gesture once again.13
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Instead, the act of appropriation generates a kind of misuse value that 
is multidimensional. Given a new role, the fixture is at once an object and 
an other thing that foregrounds the thingness of administered light—
no longer light that is ignored while being used as equipment and seen 
through (while you stare at your work on the bench or the desk, or stare at 
the merchandise in a department store, or talk to a group around a con-
ference table) but light set free, its qualities (color, intensity, breadth) no 
longer serving in behalf of something else. When, in book 6 of The Re-
public, Socrates works at differentiating the visible from the intelligible, 
he explains that seeing (unlike hearing, for instance) depends not just 
on vision and the visible, but on light: “Surely sight may be present in 
the eyes and its possessor may try to use it, and colors may be present 
in things; but unless a third kind of thing is present, which is naturally 
adapted for this specific purpose, sight will see nothing and the colors 
will remain unseen.”14 Light, relegated to being this “third kind of thing,” 
the thing that manifests things in the visible, reappears in Flavin’s work 
asserting itself as that which needs to be seen.15

This is especially true of the colored light with which he continued 
the project. In Pink out of a corner (to Jasper Johns) (1963) (plate 31), it is 
less the object than the light cast by the object—the cast light that as-
sumes extent and shape while remaining essentially formless—that com-
mands attention. In his response to the Vietnam War, Monument 4 those 
who have been killed in an ambush (to PK, who reminded me about death) 
(1966) (plate 32), Flavin arranges three tubes to flood one corner of the 
exhibition space with the color of blood or the color of wartorn sky; he 
aggressively invites some recognition of proximity, some step within 
the color field, some willingness to share the stain of calamity. In 1968 
he began to install room- size environments, at times seeming to extend 
space, more often dividing space and thus creating new space. In untitled 
(to you, Heiner, with admiration and affection) (1973), a wall of 4 × 4 foot 
modules segregates a room, preventing access from one side to the other. 
The green light infuses the whole space while the infrastructure denies 
the wholeness of the space (110 feet long when it spanned the atrium on 
the National Gallery in Washington in 2004). The concreteness of the 
infrastructure, though, never denies light its own materiality. Flavin has 
granted the medium opacity—as a thing not to be looked through but to 
be looked at, the way a philosopher might stare at the flame of a candle.

In 1949, in Applied Rationalism (Le rationalisme appliqué), Bachelard 
used the electric lightbulb as his example of an abstract- concrete object, 
the kind of object in which two distinct ontologies of physical reality con-
verge, one grounded in science and the other grounded in “unreflective 
common sense.” A barely noticed part of our quotidian lives, the light-



 Coda: A Little History of Light 299

bulb would have been an object of wonder to Newton, something incom-
prehensible. The object lives a double life, irreducible to its phenome-
nological relation to a subject because it is also an object of scientific 
knowledge, constituted in a network of theoretical relations.16 Whether 
or not Bachelard’s choice of the lightbulb was determined by the duality 
of light itself—the wave- particle duality (first described by Einstein) of 
the electromagnetic radiation that we call visible light—in Flavin’s proj-
ect the abstract- concrete status of the lightbulb resurfaces as the oscil-
lation between the material and (what you might find yourself calling) 
the spiritual.

He emphasizes the concreteness of the object by working with a rela-
tively new, cheap, and widely recognized component of postwar life in 
America. While the General Electric Company of England (Osram- GEC) 
first made fluorescent light in a practical form in 1934, it was the Ameri-
can GE corporation that first engineered a commercially viable product 
in 1938. Because of its longevity, efficiency, and minimal surface lumi-
nance (which diminishes glare), fluorescent light came to dominate in-
stitutional spaces (factories and schools) by the end of the 1970s, but in 
1960 it was still a relatively new, if widely used, invention. Flickering 
remained (and remains) a problem. It is a characteristic shared with the 
candle light that Bachelard describes, fascinated as he is by the twitch of 
the flame. Because the tubes remain so crude, the light sculpture evokes 
the platform of the medium in its broadest sense: the material support 
that is not just the fixture but also the material network, the electrical 
grid. Beyond the perceptual experience, then, you are incorporated into 
the broader system.

And yet, for all their obdurate concreteness and their embeddedness 
within the network, Flavin’s sculptures evade their object forms. Indeed, 
they literalize the evasion that constitutes the thingness of objects in 
both the physical and the metaphysical register—the light spreading far 
beyond the object (that is its source), and the light serving a symbolic 
function, perhaps serving as the symbol of symbolism itself.17 Flavin told 
Carl Andre that his work was inspired by Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man 
(1952), where, in the prologue, the unnamed narrator describes his life 
in an abandoned basement, which he has lit with 1,369 lightbulbs from 
the Monopolated Light Co.: “I doubt if there is a brighter spot in all New 
York than this hole of mine.” If the location in New York and the protago-
nist’s obsessive installation are clearly germane to Flavin’s understanding 
of his project, so too is the simple symbolic potency of light itself: “Light 
is the truth.”18 And despite Flavin’s denial that there is anything specifi-
cally spiritual about his work, reviews of the Flavin retrospective at the 
National Gallery (Washington) in 2004 could not resist documenting the 
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spiritual penumbra. Writing for the New York Times, Michael Kimmelman 
insisted that “spirituality and mystery are precisely what many people 
extract from his work.”19 Writing for Art Forum, Caroline Jones concen-
trated on the dialectic by which, through the most austere technique, 
“‘aura’ seems to pulse directly from his fluorescent tubes.”20 While the 
title of the icon series straightforwardly evokes a metaphysical dimen-
sion of the sculpture, the subsequent work is bold and bright enough to 
require no titular assistance. “Light was light afterall,” Jones writes, “and 
it could be literalized and ironized while still covertly holding onto its 
philosophical and spiritual connotations. In the place of uplift, sublimity, 
and glory, in the spot where Bernini put his God rays, Flavin screwed his 
readymade bulbs” (158). Through this dialectic of the industrial and the 
spiritual, Dan Flavin reenchants the world of the present. You could say 
of the tube what Bachelard says of the flame: that it illustrates “every 
form of transcendence” (41). It is as though Flavin’s experiment came 
into being precisely to arrest Bachelard’s historiography—to insist that 
administered light has a romance of its own.

But this novel enchantment, spirituality, romance—these are now 
contingent; they depend on the electrical grid. The vitalism depends on 
the switch. Flavin underscores how the permanence of art, as Hannah 
Arendt described it, depends on the permanence of attention, of preser-
vation, on Heidegger’s “preservers.”21 Art as it is customarily known in 
the modern era is not autonomous; its being depends on electricity. It is 
the occasional, momentary flickering of the fluorescent tube that mani-
fests the fragility of that permanence, and of that being. Writing about 
Flavin’s work as part of the “new monuments” in 1966, Robert Smith-
son understood that rather than “causing us to remember the past,” the 
works “cause us to forget the future,” emphasizing the present, with art-
ists deploying materials of the present day, no one more obviously so 
than Flavin, who purchased his materials for Monument 7 for V. Tatlin 
(1966–69) at the Radar Fluorescent Company. In a barely comprehensible 
flourish, Smithson writes that “Flavin turns gallery- space into gallery- 
time,” making us ask “Where is the time?” He goes on to say that “Flavin’s 
destruction of classical time and space is based on an entirely new notion 
of the structure of matter.”22 What is this structure other than the depen-
dence of the work on the network that supports it? If the literalist object-
hood of the diagonal amounts to the fixture and luminous tube itself, 
what exceeds the object (what, in Flavin’s words, “betrayed the object’s 
physical presence”) is, on the one hand, the spread of light and the spread 
of its spiritual connotations, and, on the other, the electrical system on 
which its vitality depends. Considered not as an object of perception but 
as a philosophical object, the Diagonal of May 25 shares just a hint of 
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what Bachelard senses in the flicker of the flame: “Everything trembles 
when the light trembles” (22). This is art that, far from insisting on its au-
tonomy, dramatizes the eventfulness of museal materiality: the world of 
no touching where sight alone secures the very existence of the work of 
art—on and off, off and on.
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refusing to consider the irreducibility of a what which is a thing to that which 
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Introduction to Part One

 1 Emmanuel Levinas, Existence and Existents, trans. Alphonso Lingis (Pitts-
burgh: Duquesne University Press, 1978), 46.

 2 This relation between the world and the thing can be recast as the distinction 
that William James makes between perception and sensation. See chapter 2.

Chapter Two

This chapter began as a talk that I gave at the “Aesthetic Subjects” conference spon-
sored by the Interdisciplinary Group for Humanities Studies, Texas A&M University, 
in 1998. The argument appeared as an essay, “The Secret Life of Things (Virginia Woolf 
and the Matter of Modernism),” in Modernism and Modernity 6 (Summer 1999): 1–28; 
and in Aesthetic Subjects, ed. Pamela Matthews and David McWhirter (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 397–430, copyright 2003 by the Regents of the 
University of Minnesota. Noel Jackson assisted me with the research, and I owe a par-
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1996), 10.

 4 As I explained in chapter 1, another object can also serve as a catalyst. In other 
words, an inanimate object can occupy the subject position, though that will 
not be a focus of my attention in this book.

 5 Tristan Tzara, “Highway Single Sun,” trans. Charles Simic and Michael Bene-
dikt, in The Poetry of Surrealism: An Anthology, ed. Benedikt (Boston: Little, 
Brown, 1974), 92; Louis Aragon, “Tercet,” trans. Michael Benedikt, in ibid., 155.

 6 In “Plus- que- raisons” (More than reasons) (1930), Ponge had argued that there 
is “no possible compromise between taking the side of ideas or things to be 
described, and taking the side of words. Given the singular power of words, 
the absolute power of the established order, only one attitude is possible: 
taking the side of things all the way.” Francis Ponge, Nouveau recueil [New col-
lection] (Paris: Gallimard, 1967 ), 32; quoted and translated by Beth Archer, 
introduction to Francis Ponge: The Voice of Things, ed. Archer (New York: 
McGraw- Hill, 1972), 5. The history of such claims in their relation to the dicta 
of Ezra Pound (the “direct treatment of the thing”) and William Carlos Wil-
liams (“no ideas but in things”) has yet to be written, to my knowledge. The 
standard account of the postromantic, Anglo- American effort to disclose the 
sensuous proximity of the object world outside the subject opposition remains 
J. Hillis Miller, Poets of Reality: Six Twentieth- Century Writers (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1966). Such an effort is not confined to poetry, of 
course. Samuel Beckett’s trilogy certainly conveys a fixation on objects, but 
elsewhere, as Elaine Scarry has shown, he means to minimize the significance 
of the intentional object. See “Nouns: The Realm of Things—Six Ways to Kill a 
Blackbird or Any Other Intentional Object in Samuel Beckett,”  
in Resisting Representation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1994), 91–100.

 7 Rainer Maria Rilke, The Letters of Rainer Maria Rilke 1892–1910, trans. Jane Ban-
nard Greene and M. D. Herter Norton (New York: Norton, 1969), 102.

 8 Rainer Maria Rilke, Where Silence Reigns: Selected Prose, trans. G. Craig Hous-
ton (New York: New Directions, 1978), 131, 132.

 9 Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies and the Sonnets to Orpheus, trans. Stephen 
Mitchell (New York: Vintage, 2009), 13.

 10 Walter Benjamin, One- Way Street, trans. Edmund Jephcott, in Selected Writings, 
Volume 1, 1913–1926, ed. Marcus Bullock and Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 453–54. Thomas Mann’s Magic Moun-
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316 Notes to Chapter 2

 29 Otto Wagner, Moderne Architektur, quoted in Sigfried Giedion, Space, Time, 
and Architecture (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1941), 318; Donald 
Judd, “Specific Objects,” in Complete Writings, 1959–1975 (New York: New 
York University Press, 1975), 187. For a discussion of Marinetti (and indeed an 
invaluable account of the materials of modernism and modernity), see Jeffrey 
T. Schnapp, “The Fabric of Modern Times,” Critical Inquiry 24 (Autumn 1997): 
191–245. See also Jessica Burstein, Cold Modernism: Literature, Fashion, Art (Uni-
versity Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2012).

 30 Roger Fry, “Wedgwood China” (1905), in A Roger Fry Reader, ed. Christopher 
Reed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996), 192.

 31 Virginia Woolf, Orlando: A Biography (1928; New York: Harcourt Brace Jovano-
vich, 1956), 208, 23.

 32 Roger Fry, “The Ottoman and the Whatnot,” Athenaeum, June 27, 1919, 529–30. 
To specify further the difference between “social emotions” and “aesthetic 
feelings,” Fry developed the notion of the “opifact,” an object meant to gratify 
certain social desires (in Thorstein Veblen’s sense) that falls short of being an 
art object. Roger Fry, Art and Commerce (London: Hogarth Press, 1926), 8.

 33 Walter Benjamin, “Paris, Capital of the Nineteenth Century,” trans. Howard 
Eiland, in Selected Writings, Volume 3, 1935–1938, ed. Howard Eiland and 
Michael W. Jennings (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2002), 33.

 34 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (1849; New York: Dover, 1989), 56.
 35 On such temporal structures in historiography, see Siegfried Kracauer, History: 

The Last Things before the Last (Princeton, NJ: Marcus Wiener, 1995), 139. The 
topic is of course central in the work of Benjamin. See, for instance, Beatrice 
Hanssen, Walter Benjamin’s Other History: Of Stones, Animals, Human Beings, 
and Angels (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998).

 36 Georg Lukács, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectic, 
trans. Rodney Livingstone (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1971), 92; Martin Hei-
degger, Being and Time, trans. John Macquarrie and Edward Robinson (New 
York: Harper & Row, 1962), 72; Benjamin, One- Way Street, 449–50.

 37 Walter Benjamin, “Surrealism,” trans. Emund Jephcott, in Selected Writings, 
Volume 2, 1927–1934, ed. Michael W. Jennings, Howard Eiland, and Gary Smith 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1999), 210; Benjamin, “Dream 
Kitsch,” trans. Howard Eiland, in Selected Writings, Volume 2, 3. On Benjamin’s 
sense of the possible mimetic appropriation of the material world, which he 
called “innervation,” see Miriam Bratu Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Sieg-
fried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, and Theodor W. Adorno (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 2012), 132–47. For my own focus on childhood play as a 
refunctioning of the material world, see The Material Unconscious: American 
Amusement, Stephen Crane, and the Economies of Play (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1996), 167–98.

 38 Roger Fry, “The Artist’s Vision,” Athenaeum (July 11) 1919, 594.
 39 Virginia Woolf, “The Cinema,” in Collected Essays (New York: Harcourt Brace, 

1950), 2:268. From Woolf ’s point of view, the cinema offers a temporality that 
might enable the English to engage a reality “more real, or real with a differ-
ent reality from that which we perceive in daily life,” but she goes on to imag-
ine the surreal possibility that the cinema will offer “abstractions,” “visual 
emotions,” some way of visualizing “thought in its wildness” (2:271). In “Solid 
Objects” John’s tactile engagement with material is coupled with a new sen-
sitivity to abstract form: “He was often astonished, as he came to go into the 
question more deeply, by the immense variety of shapes to be found in Lon-
don alone” (HH, 84).

 40 Benjamin, “Paris,” 39.



 Notes to Chapter 2 317

 41 Woolf, “The Lady in the Looking Glass,” in HH, 89.
 42 Virginia Woolf, Night and Day (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1920), 22; Woolf, 

Between the Acts (1941; New York: Harcourt Brace, 1970), 70.
 43 Virginia Woolf, “Street Haunting: A London Adventure,” in Collected Essays 

(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1967), 4:155–56.
 44 Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room and The Waves (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1980), 

9, 10 (hereafter cited parenthetically as JR).
 45 Virginia Woolf, “Robinson Crusoe,” in Collected Essays (1950), 1:75. For the best 

discussion of Woolf ’s essay, see Daniel Ferrer, Virginia Woolf and the Madness of 
Language, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Rachel Bowlby (London: Routledge, 
1990), 141–48. For an account of Woolf ’s novel in the context of object rela-
tions theory, see Elizabeth Abel, Virginia Woolf and the Fictions of Psychoanaly-
sis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989). For a discussion of objects in 
Woolf ’s novels that emphasizes how they “hang loose” without ever compris-
ing a “whole world of which the objects are parts” (in other words, performing 
an antithetical function to the pot in Robinson Crusoe), see Rachel Bowlby, Vir-
ginia Woolf: Feminist Destinations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 117–27. For an 
account of how the subjective apperception of objects in Woolf ’s novels corre-
sponds with G. E. Moore’s psychology, see Harvena Richter, Virginia Woolf: The 
Inward Voyage (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1970), 67–69. For 
an account of Woolf ’s most explicit engagement with Hume’s questions about 
the separation of subject and object, see Gillian Beer, “Hume, Stephen, and 
Elegy in To the Lighthouse,” in Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground (Ann Arbor: 
University of Michigan Press, 1996), 29–47. For an account, prefaced with a 
reading of Woolf ’s essay, of Defoe in relation to the eighteenth- century china 
trade, see Lydia H. Liu, “Robinson Crusoe’s Earthenware Pot,” Critical Inquiry 
25 (Summer 1999): 728–57.

 46 It would be possible to call attention to how Woolf ’s realist mode, with its 
verisimilar rendering of decor, transforms into a modernist mode where 
objects no longer have an identifiable relation to humans or to one another. 
Such schematic narratives, however, erase the very instability that character-
izes Woolf ’s objectifications even in her role as fictional chronicler. In “Solid 
Objects,” John’s relation to the things he collects seems more like the sort of 
relation described in Leonard Woolf ’s novelistic account of Hambantota life in 
Ceylon, The Village in the Jungle (1926), where Silindu’s profound intimacy with 
the jungle provokes his isolation both from his fellow villagers and from the 
British officials.

 47 See Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1975), 325–26. For discussions of Woolf ’s novels in relation to 
war, see the essays collected in Mark Hussey, ed., Virginia Woolf and War: Fic-
tion, Reality, Myth (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1991).

 48 Writing to Lytton Strachey before his visit to Asheham, Woolf explains, “You’ll 
have to bring whatever cards for meat, sugar, butter you possess as we are 
strictly rationed here,” or, alternatively, “get your cook at Belsize to get you a 
week’s rations of butter, sugar and meat which you pack in your bag and bring 
with you,” March 24, 27, 1918, in Letters, 227, 228.

 49 Woolf ’s interest in glass extends from the material to the rhetorical. In her 
Diary, she explains of Electra that “traditional plots which have been made 
& improved & freed from superfluities by the polish of innumerable actors 
& authors & critics” become “like a lump of glass worn smooth in the sea” 
(D, 184). And when Orlando is frustrated by the way familiar metaphors 
encumber any thought or expression of love, Woolf uses the metaphor of the 
thing of glass: “Every single thing, once he tried to dislodge it from its place 



318 Notes to Chapter 2

in his mind, he found thus cumbered with other matter like the lump of glass 
which, after a year at the bottom of the sea, is grown about with bones and 
dragon- flies, and coins and the tresses of drowned women” (Orlando, 101).

 50 See T. C. Baker, The Glassmakers: Pilkington, the Rise of an International Com-
pany, 1826–1976 (London: Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1977), 242–47; and 
Pilkington Brothers, Now Thus—Now Thus, 1826–1926 (London: Joseph 
Coaston, 1926), 59–63. On the significance of glass to the Victorian imagina-
tion, see Isobel Armstrong, Victorian Glassworlds: Glass Culture and the Imagi-
nation, 1830–1880 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008).

 51 “Glass- Famine in Britain,” Literary Digest 51 (October 16, 1915): 836.
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sary. If the production of pig- iron and steel had not been doubled, the war 
could not have been continued” (700).

 59 Sir John French, quoted in The Times History of the War, October 12, 1915,  
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Surrealism, 154. One way to read Woolf ’s story, then, would be to understand 
John himself as a militaristic figure—increasingly strategic, goal- focused, and 
obsessive—as someone whose senses have been transformed by war’s engulf-
ing transformation, by its capacity to conscript even those who appear unin-
volved.
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Miriam Hansen, Cinema and Experience: Siegfried Kracauer, Walter Benjamin, 
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The Limits of Theory in Marx,” in Fetishism as Cultural Discourse, ed. Emily 
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inanimate.

Chapter Three

I presented an early version of this paper as a talk at the Art Institute of Chicago in 
2011. For their responses to the essay form of the inquiry, I’d like to thank Rachel Kyne 
and Matthew Hunter.

 1 Pierre Bourgeade, Bonsoir, Man Ray (Paris: Maeght, 2002), 62. The book 
records the conversations that Bourgeade had with Man Ray in 1972.

 2 Roland Penrose, Man Ray (Boston: New York Graphic Society, 1975), 186. 
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Art in London, where the New York retrospective traveled later in the year.
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Art, and the Modernist Lens (the Phillips Collection, Washington, DC, October 
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10, 2009– January 10, 2010), curated by Wendy A. Grossman, whose subsequent 
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“Lawrence Weiner in Conversation with Adam E Mendelsohn,” Saatchi Art 
(October 22, 2009), http:// magazine .saatchionline .com /spotlight /behind - the 
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thews and David McWhirter (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
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through Painting, trans. Jane Marie Todd (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
2009), 1–15; Georges Didi- Huberman, “The Order of Material: Plasticities, 
Malaises, Survivals,” in Sculpture and Psychoanalysis, ed. Brandon Taylor (Lon-
don: Ashgate, 2006), 195; Klein is quoted by Sidra Stich in Yves Klein (Stuttgart: 
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ence, of course: it could include, say, the Zen focus on ma—the empty space 
between objects—within one Japanese painting tradition.

 12 Arthur Danto, After the End of Art: Contemporary Art and the Pale of History 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997), 77. The Warhol quotation is 
from Danto, “The Philosopher as Andy Warhol,” in Philosophizing Art: Selected 
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(New York: Dover, 2003), 68.
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112.
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Van Vechten (New York: Vintage Books, 1962), 464.
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MA: MIT Press, 2007), 145.
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guage to cover a space rather than [to] uncover meaning.” Quoted in ibid., 164, 
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poets, to say that they mean to foreground the “materiality of the signifier,” 
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 34 Claes Oldenburg, Store Days (New York: Something Else Press, 1967), 8.
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spective, ed. Smith (Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, 2003), 173.
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place to note (but not to address) the competing semantic values of “literal” in 
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 44 Quoted in Smith, “All Freedom in Every Sense,” 174. For cultural referents, see 
Mona Hadler, “Lee Bontecou’s Worldscapes,” in Smith, Lee Bontecou, 202–9.
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on society.” See Benjamin, “The Present Social Situation of the French Writer” 
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lery, 1985), n.p. As Krauss says elsewhere, surrealist photography “achieved 
some of [the movement’s] supreme images—images of far greater power than 
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most of what was done in the remorselessly labored paintings and drawings 
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discussed below.
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of Man Ray, ed. Merry Foresta (Washington, DC: National Museum of Ameri-
can Art, Smithsonian Institution, 1988), 145.
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matic,” October 127 (Winter 2009): 25–48. Her comment about the photogram-
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108.
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chocolate grinders, if not exhibited in New York galleries, then in the apart-
ment of Walter Arensberg. Ibid., 182.
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 127 You need not look at the Object to Be Destroyed for long to see how the metro-
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Chapter Four
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portions of the evolving essay as the Gunn Lecture at the University of Kansas, and 
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(1981; New York: Vintage Books, 1991), 23 (hereafter cited parenthetically).

 2 Fredric Jameson, “History and Salvation in Philip K. Dick” (2000), in Archaeolo-
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and aesthetics. See, for instance, “The Mass Production of the Senses: Classi-
cal Cinema as Vernacular Modernism,” Modernism/Modernity 6.2 (April 1999): 
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Strauss and the Cybernetic Apparatus,” Critical Inquiry 38.1 (Autumn 2011): 
96–126.
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tics of Literary Culture and the Case of Romantic Historicism (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1998), 34–100.
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Chapter Ten
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 371

Glossary

The object- thing distinction, described at length in chapter 1, vivifies the 
thinking throughout this book. Additional concepts—the other thing, 
the material unconscious, the modernist object, unhuman history, 
the uncanny, and kitsch—receive sufficient attention to make them 
clear. Still, along the way I make more passing use of concepts that merit 
gathering here (though they can also be traced in the index) as tools for 
describing the world we inhabit: the way we inhabit that world and the 
way it inhabits us.

Dialectical Object For Walter Benjamin the dialectical image is appre-
hensible through a figural (not temporal) relation between the past 
and the present, a convergence that interrupts any sense of history- as- 
usual. I use the term dialectical object as a way to name the experi-
enced, irresolvable and contradictory, doubleness of a single object, 
the way it seems to oscillate between the poles of object and thing, 
which can be, as well, the poles of unhuman and human, the figural 
and the literal, then and now, proximate and distant.

Hybrid Object Within the computational sciences, a hybrid object is 
most often a composite of other (reusable) objects. Within the anthro-
pology of science as practiced by Bruno Latour, the hybrid object des-
ignates the composite character of a particular object that cannot be 
isolated from the ideas and practices that enable it to appear as an 
object; this means that the object cannot be purified by traditional 
enlightenment binaries (nature- culture, subject- object, human- 



372 Glossary

unhuman). His anthropological insight has evolved from the notions 
of the quasi- object and the quasi- subject, developed by Gaston Bache-
lard and (Bachelard’s student) Michel Serres. Within the book in hand, 
the hybrid object designates an imbrication or conflation of object 
and subject, the unhuman object assuming characteristics of human 
subjects (from animation to agency to consciousness). Such hybridity 
is one manifestation of the dialectical object. The art world, in its own 
argument with the Enlightenment, repeatedly stages such hybridity, 
most aggressively in the genre of the surrealist assemblage, most rou-
tinely in puppet theater.

Inanimate Object World Dish towels, desk lamps, skyscrapers, skate-
boards, pencils, coffee mugs, backpacks, sneakers, straws, driveway 
stone, cars, desks, chairs, windows, paper—these are the kinds of ob-
jects that make up the inanimate object world, a phrase that means 
to differentiate a class of objects from flora and fauna. Of course the 
inanimate character of such objects can be challenged analytically and 
historically: the cotton of the dish towel was once living; the towel 
makes no sense as an object outside a scene of its animation (its use); 
as with any object, there is incessant activity at the atomic and sub-
atomic levels of scrutiny. The point of the phrase, though, is to de-
scribe a quotidian human perception, and thus to be able to describe 
the effects of a sudden change in status when, in the course of that per-
ception, the inanimate object suddenly comes to life.

Materiality Effect In order to evade the unhelpfully general question of 
what should count as materiality, I use materiality effect as a term to 
argue in behalf of understanding materiality as a relational character-
istic. Materiality counts as materiality from a particular perspective: 
the air you breathe seems immaterial until a smoggy day irritates your 
eyes. Although the argument makes sense most readily from a human 
point of view—the carpenter, the botanist, and the physicist can de-
scribe the materiality of a piece of wood very differently—that point 
of view can be expanded. Sunlight has a materiality effect on (or for) 
the elm tree that is not shared by a rock.

Meta- object An object that seems to investigate its own status as an 
object can be called a meta- object—so, too, an object that seems to 
reflect on objecthood or on the object world more generally. Although 
the meta- object appears most frequently in the art world, it appears 
as well in the world of architecture and domestic design—in the build-
ing that seems to defy the laws of gravity, for instance, or the teapot 
designed to look like a building, or any number of large- and small- 
scale objects that cite other objects.
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Misuse Value  Marx differentiates between an object’s use value and its 
exchange value (as a commodity), the latter transforming the physical 
properties of the object into an abstraction. By misuse value I mean 
to designate the efficacy and the effects of some untoward deploy-
ment of an object—some new valuation emerging from the object’s 
displacement from routine systems or networks of use. This expan-
sion of use often includes the recognition of a different physical prop-
erty of the object—the fact that the key is sharp enough to be used as 
a small knife, for instance. In a scene of misuse, you typically see and 
feel an object with a specificity that disappears when you’re deploying 
it routinely. (And when your misuse of an object has ineffective re-
sults—when you yourself collapse along with the chair that you were 
using as a ladder—you also confront its physical specificity in a way 
that you don’t when you grab a seat at the dinner table.) Within the 
art world, the misuse of found objects can have many effects, includ-
ing an unanticipated appreciation of the formal (more broadly, the 
aesthetic) properties of the object, whether fragment or whole. More 
generally, misuse value captions the effectiveness of broken routine 
(the interruption of habit) as an unanticipated mode of apprehending 
the object world anew.

New Materialism Over the course of the past twenty years, many efforts 
have been launched—across the disciplines—to reengage the physical 
world, from a material cultural history that focuses on the circulation 
of objects, to a phenomenology that attempts to register the human 
body’s encounter with that physical world (often the built environ-
ment), to an account of how physical objects assume agency within 
particular networks, to metaphysical speculations about what actu-
ally constitutes materiality. These materialisms are new insofar as 
they focus on the objects that have been overlooked by the critical 
attention to the subject, language, and the image, as by a highly tex-
tualist understanding of culture. These materialisms are also new in-
sofar as they generally square neither with the materialist tradition 
within Western philosophy nor with the historical materialism prac-
ticed by Marx (although they are variously engaged with those ma-
terialisms). New materialism is hardly reducible to a single philoso-
phy or methodology; there are distinct new materialisms that share 
neither the same presumptions nor the same objectives. As should be 
clear throughout this book, my own new materialist practice explic-
itly takes place within the frame established by historical materialism.

Object Culture To designate the objects of a particular culture or sub-
culture (e.g., Bantu culture, Catholic culture, Hip Hop culture, French 
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culture), I use the term object culture, but in its broadest sense the 
term points as well to the systems (and not just the economic systems) 
within which those objects attain, retain, or lose value or significance.

Redemptive Reification The concept of reification, within the Marx-
ist tradition, describes the effects of capitalism: conditions provoked 
by the saturation of society with the commodity form. On the one 
hand, humans are reduced to things within a rationalized system; on 
the other, the character of things as things withdraws. Redemptive 
reification describes a re- thingification that resuscitates the charac-
ter of things as things—or the thingness of the object—although it is 
engaged not in recovery (retrieving some prelapsarian moment) so 
much as discovery (disclosing a heretofore unrecognized thingness). 
This process can be part of the eventfulness of everyday life, but it 
is most easy to see when an artist, producing an object, re- produces 
other objects (retrieving them, reworking them, recombining them, 
reframing them) in a way that interrupts reification- as- usual, grant-
ing one or another object the status of a thing, disclosing the thing-
ness of the object, some thing about the object that can be (all at once) 
material, formal, historical, conceptual, &c.
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