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1

Katherine Behar

An Introduction to OOF

A Prelude: Bunnies
Spring 2010. I am excited but a little wary as I travel to Atlanta, where 
the Georgia Institute of Technology is hosting a one- day symposium, 
“Object- Oriented Ontology.” An o¯shoot of speculative realist phi-
losophy, object- oriented ontology (OOO) theorizes that the world 
consists exclusively of objects and treats humans as objects like any 
other, rather than privileged subjects. This thing- centered nonan-
thropocentrism has captured my imagination, and I am attending the 
conference because I am certain of the potential for feminist thought 
and contemporary art practice. After all, both feminism and art have 
long engagements with the notion of human objects. The symposium 
is energetic and provocative, with an intangible buzz circulating 
among people feeling out new contours. Nonetheless, I become aware 
that my concern about gender imbalance in OOO,1 while signi�cant, 
pales beside a far graver feminist problem: there is not a single bunny 
at this conference. How could this be?

The OOO author Ian Bogost, the symposium organizer, narrates 
the circumstances surrounding OOO’s omission of bunnies in his 
book Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be a Thing.2 He describes 
how he designed a feature for the symposium website that would 
show a single random Flickr image of an object. His software, which 
he refers to as the “image toy,” queries Flickr’s database for images 
tagged by users as “object” or “thing” or “stu¯ ” and displays a random 
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2  Katherine Behar

result, with a new random selection overwriting the prior image upon 
reload. Its surprising mismatches express a wondrously unpredictable 
and nonanthropocentric “universe of things.”

The image toy is signi�cant for object- oriented ontology because 
it illustrates the central notion of “carpentry,” a praxis- based, materi-
alist form of philosophical inquiry.3 In Bogost’s words, “carpentry 
entails making things that explain how things make their world.” The 
image toy generates what he calls a “tiny ontology,” a microcosmic 
image of the diversity of being. But it is the sad fate of this tiny ontol-
ogy to appear on a website advertising the OOO symposium. There, 
what the toy object makes is a world of trouble. Bogost explains:

The trouble started when Bryant, one of the symposium speak-
ers, related to me that a (female) colleague had shown the site to 
her (female) dean—at a women’s college no less. The image that 
apparently popped up was a woman in a bunny suit. . . . [The] 
dean drew the conclusion that object-oriented ontology was all 
about objecti�cation.

This sounds like “trouble,” indeed! And the OOO response is radical—
to reprogram the ontology itself:

[As] anyone who has used the Internet knows all too well, the 
web is chock-full of just the sort of objectifying images exem-
pli�ed by the woman in the bunny suit. Something would have 
to be done lest the spirit of tiny ontology risk misinterpretation. 
I relented, changing the search query . . . 

With that, the appearance of sexually objecti�ed women within the 
toy’s tiny ontology provokes a decision to eliminate the o¯ensive objects 
altogether by altering the Boolean code. Edited, the toy now displays 
only images that are tagged as “object” or “thing” or “stu¯,” and are not 
tagged as “sexy” or “woman” or “girl.”

In what can only be characterized as ontological slut shaming, 
bunnies— which is to say, sexualized female bodies— are barred from 
ontology. And if, reading this, we think OOO must be joking by com-
mitting to this founding gesture (in print, at that), it is assuredly not. 
Now this ontology looks not only tiny but impoverished.

In many ways this episode stands as a parable for the complex 
tensions between feminism and object orientation. In their responses 
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An Introduction to OOF  3

to bunnies, both object- oriented ontologists and feminists (if we are 
to assume the women’s college dean is one) end up enacting crippling 
misrecognitions of the stakes around objects, objecti�cation, and mate-
rial practices. I return to this scenario, and unpack its rich ironies, in a 
case study later in this chapter. But �rst, fast- forward to the fall of 2014. 
Many of the authors in this volume are in Dallas for the Society for 
Literature, Science, and the Arts conference. SLSA’s interdisciplinary 
meetings have provided a quirky and remarkably unpretentious home 
for staging six panels over four years that have laid out the foundations 
for feminist object- oriented thought: OOF. Now, in Dallas, we are con-
vening a roundtable where Irina Aristarkhova poses a sly question:

Is OOF a joke?
As one might suspect, the answer can only be maybe. OOF— a 

grunt of an acronym meant to stand for “object- oriented feminism”— 
is, after all, called “OOF.” And faced with situations like these, what 
other response can we muster?

OOF
OOF originated as a feminist intervention into philosophical dis-
courses— like speculative realism, particularly its subset OOO, and 
new materialism— that take objects, things, stu¯, and matter as pri-
mary. It seeks to capitalize perhaps somewhat parasitically on the 
contributions of that thought while twisting it toward more agential, 
political, embodied terrain. Object- oriented feminism turns the posi-
tion of philosophy inside out to study objects while being an object 
oneself. Such self- implication allows OOF to develop three impor-
tant aspects of feminist thinking in the philosophy of things: politics, 
in which OOF engages with histories of treating certain humans 
(women, people of color, and the poor) as objects; erotics, in which 
OOF employs humor to foment unseemly entanglements between 
things; and ethics, in which OOF refuses to make grand philosophi-
cal truth claims, instead staking a modest ethical position that arrives 
at being “in the right” even if it means being “wrong.”

Welcoming wrongness a¯ords OOF a polyamorous knack for 
adopting multiple, sometimes contradictory perspectives. Readers will 
�nd that among the chapters in this volume, there is neither an interest 
in resolving di¯erence nor an investment in arriving at an ontologically 
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4  Katherine Behar

“correct” master theory. As a result, OOF holds itself in tension with 
the many discourses it touches and is always as ready to apply a 
thought as trouble it. This variance prioritizes feminist intersectional-
ity, which ontological framings, hinging on totality and exclusivity, 
would seem to overwrite. Accordingly, this volume and OOF as a 
whole aim to bring intersectionality to the fore, and to unsettle, queer, 
interject, and foment more critical work around the resurgence of 
objects and all things material in contemporary thought.

ReÈecting feminist ideals of inclusivity, OOF forges alliances by 
participating in endeavors in theory and practice that share not only 
OOF’s commitment to feminism but also its key interests in nonan-
thropocentrism and the nonhuman, materialism and thingness, and 
objecti�cation and instrumentalization. For example, work in femi-
nist new materialisms that highlights our common condition as mat-
ter to overcome anthropocentric human– nonhuman distinctions is 
compatible with OOF’s concern with object relations (and is explored 
in greater detail in the section on erotics below); and this same con-
cern connects OOF with artistic and curatorial practices that estab-
lish representational and nonrepresentational relationships between 
objects. Studies of the Anthropocene, exposing the ecological fallout 
of utilitarian objecti�cation of the planet, or studies in digital labor, 
examining the productivist networking of human and nonhuman data 
objects, likewise align with OOF’s object- oriented analysis of exploi-
tation (and are discussed in the section on objects and objections and 
the section on politics, respectively). Simultaneously, OOF’s method-
ological stakes in praxis introduce object theory to forms of feminist 
and social justice activism that also interrogate and seek to transform 
the very power relations objecti�cation describes (and are considered 
in the section on being otherwise oriented as well as in a case study, 
using the bunny example, in the section on ethics).

Accordingly, while OOO and speculative realism represent im-
portant points of reference (and provide signi�cant points of depar-
ture), they are by no means the only or primary context for OOF. 
Indeed, as I show, OOF’s approach to these and all subject areas 
involves appropriating certain elements and rejecting others, always 
in the interest of cultivating feminist praxis. Though OOF’s sights 
are set on broader horizons than the narrow philosophical position 
staking that sometimes echoes in these debates, its accordances with 
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An Introduction to OOF  5

and deviations from OOO and speculative realism nevertheless war-
rant spe cial elaboration in the remainder of this section on OOF’s 
genealogy.

OOF gladly seizes on speculative realism’s nonanthropocentric 
conception of the world as a pluralist population of objects, in which 
humans are objects no more privileged than any other. This provides 
a welcome respite from theories of subjecthood that many femin-
ist philosophers point out are fundamentally dependent on the logic 
of phallocentrism. It also avails itself of the important insight that 
in objects we can locate ontic “realism.” This too promises a positive 
return to the “real world” after a generation of feminist thought that 
has been accused of ascribing gender as a construct in language.4

However, these merits notwithstanding, as its awestruck acronym 
might imply, OOO’s tone often appears somewhat too elated by dis-
covering a universe composed of objects. What is more, OOO seems 
to relish, in the idea that humans too are objects, a sense of liberation 
from the shackles of subjectivity, especially from the “unreal” delusions 
of correlationism.5 Finding neither of these positions tenable, OOF 
therefore positions itself as a friendly if pointed rejoinder, remind-
ing this Èourishing philosophical discussion �rst, that object- oriented 
approaches to the world are practiced in disciplines outside philoso-
phy, and second, that all too many humans are well aware of being 
objects, without �nding cause to celebrate in that reality.

Thus, by swapping OOO’s gasp for a gutsier grunt, OOF aims 
to inject feminism into this discourse, but without dismissing these 
notions that, in fact, are essential for contemporary activism. To this 
point, a third contention of OOO, developed in the work of Graham 
Harman, is that objects are fundamentally withdrawn and sealed o¯ 
from one another.6 For feminists, this idea is particularly provocative: 
those concerned with activist struggles in late capitalism would do 
well to imagine its implications. On the one hand, the separateness of 
objects recalls Jean- Paul Sartre’s theory of seriality, an idea Iris Marion 
Young applied to the feminist movement to account for political aÌlia-
tion of individuals mobilizing around an issue without being reduced 
to group identity.7 But on the other, withdrawn objects suggest an end 
to aÌliation as such, and with it the neoliberal imperative to network 
individuals into populations. This ambiguity should give us pause. 
Despite OOO’s disavowal of “object- oriented programming,” it can 
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6  Katherine Behar

be no coincidence that object- oriented thinking is emerging at a 
historical juncture characterized by networks, or the capacity for 
ordering through code. Programmability is paramount. It remains to 
be seen whether this may prepare objects for a feminist conception of 
networks such as Donna Haraway’s “integrated circuit,” or whether 
“withdrawal” makes objects more or less susceptible to regimes of 
control.8 Steven Shaviro and others favor versions of speculative real-
ism that privilege Whiteheadian relation over Harman’s isolated 
objects, and in this respect would appear compatible with Haraway’s 
notion of a connectivity that reÈects and resists the ubiquity of code 
toward feminist ends.9 As Haraway explains, “‘Networking’ is both a 
feminist practice and a multinational corporate strategy— weaving is 
for oppositional cyborgs.”

In fact, we might say the same of branding. On this front, OOF 
takes this cue from OOO: it is a brand. As a brand, object- oriented 
ontology has leveraged a calculated posture of coolness to make waves 
among various communities. OOO struck some as radical partly be-
cause it was largely developed in the blogosphere and could a¯ord a 
somewhat punkish attitude toward institutionalized forms of academic 
publishing, appearing to buck a blindsided and sluggish philosophical 
establishment. However (notwithstanding Timothy Morton’s sugges-
tion that OOO’s politics may be anarchic), the self- proclaimed radi-
cality of OOO’s discursive intervention was not matched by a radical 
politics. For this reason, and no doubt coupled with the fact that the 
primary OOO authors were four white men (from whom the choice 
to not engage politics might appear as an act of privilege), OOO left 
some readers with a bad aftertaste and feelings of frustration.

This is where OOF steps in, o¯ering an alternative brand that is, 
following Haraway’s vision, both a feminist practice and a multi-
national corporate strategy. OOF is a brand for oppositional cyborgs. 
So is it a joke? Consider: Object. Oriented. Feminism. Perhaps this 
sounds funny? Surely, taken together, these terms are either paradoxi-
cal or redundant. After all, doesn’t feminism already deal with objecti-
�cation? Or on the contrary, isn’t feminism oriented toward subjects, 
not objects? Doesn’t object- oriented thought, at least as espoused in 
recent speculative realist ontologies, steer clear of the political, which 
is the avowed terrain of feminism? As one must expect, OOF’s sur-
face silliness carries seeds of something serious.
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An Introduction to OOF  7

Objects and Objections
What is the object of a feminist orientation? Historically, feminism’s 
object or at least its objective has been political. Speci�cally, it has in-
volved inward ways of orienting politics through subjectivity, whether 
translating private domestic practices into the public sphere of poli-
tics or advancing inner personal a¯ect as a source of knowledge.

But what if the impersonal is political?10 A better question to ask 
might be who is the object of feminism? Feminist politics might also 
arise from outward orientation, from looking to the abounding realm 
of inanimate, inert, nonhuman objects. In this case, the call for solidar-
ity should be to rally around objects, not subjects. Primarily a white, 
male, hetero, abled, rational heir to Enlightenment humanism, the 
subject is a red herring. Immersed among other objects, a “personal” 
experience of subjecthood, as in culturally or legally viable person-
hood, might proceed for some human objects, but only secondarily, 
and given this baggage it is something to be questioned, not prized.

Orientating feminism toward objects means attuning it to the 
object world. While at �rst such a move may seem to risk abandon-
ing the concerns of real human subjects (i.e., women), the object 
world is precisely a world of exploitation, of things ready- at- hand, to 
adopt Harman’s Heideggerian terminology.11 This world of tools, 
there for the using, is the world to which women, people of color, and 
the poor have been assigned under patriarchy, colonialism, and capi-
talism throughout history. If, in Audre Lorde’s famous words, “the 
master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house,” how are we, as 
feminists, to account for “tool being” as Harman would have it, much 
less his notion of “carpentry” developed by Bogost?12

Perceiving continuity with other objects in the world, not as sub-
jects but as subject to subjects’ dominion, allows us to rework assump-
tions about feminist political priorities and the what and who of 
feminist ethics. Object- oriented feminism does not abandon feminist 
attention to interiority. Rather, as Bogost commented in his response 
to OOF’s 2010 panels, the speculative realist philosopher Quentin 
Meillassoux’s entreaty to “re- join ‘the great outdoors’” is a metaphor 
he ordinarily cites “as a lever to show how big and great the world is 
outside our tiny, forlorn minds.” However, Bogost notes that object- 
oriented feminism shows
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8  Katherine Behar

the value of looking for the outdoors inside. Indeed, one of the 
goals and victories of feminism involves making insides and 
outsides accessible and welcoming, whether they involve rights, 
ideals, identities, or everyday practices. And when we go out-
side, we track that world’s dirt back in, and vice versa.13

Object- oriented feminism’s intervention is to approach all objects from 
the inside- out position of being an object, too.

Shifting focus from feminist subjects to feminist objects extends 
a classic tenet of feminism, the ethic of care, to promote sympathies 
and camaraderie with nonhuman neighbors. For instance, consider 
Evelyn Fox Keller’s classic work on gender and science in which scien-
ti�c “objectivity” is gendered as masculine precisely because it enforces 
“the reciprocal autonomy of the object,” forbidding erotic entangle-
ments that confuse boundaries of self and other,14 or Maria Puig de 
la Bellacasa’s more recent work on care as ontological as opposed to 
moral, as it is more typically understood. Drawing on work by Hara-
way, Sandra Harding, and others, Puig de la Bellacasa de�nes care, 
practiced through “thinking- with, dissenting- within, and thinking- for,” 
as a central function in relational ontology.15 In keeping with eco-
feminisms and cyberfeminisms, these transfers from subject to object 
welcome absurd coalitions and hospitably accommodate asociality.

A feminist perspective imparts political urgency to the ideas that 
humans and nonhuman objects are of a kind, and that the nonsub-
jective quality of being an object is grittily, physically realist. Recall, 
for example, the theory of Gaia as living mother Earth, or Haraway’s 
cyborg, a part- organic, part- cybernetic feminist hybrid. These exam-
ples induce what Haraway names interspecies companionship,16 in-
cluding companionship with inorganic “species” of objects, and they 
cultivate new forms of becoming other than strictly human.

Moreover, reorienting from feminist subjects to feminist objects 
puts critiques of utilitarianism, instrumentalization, and objecti�ca-
tion in no uncertain terms. People are not treated “like” objects when 
they are objects as such from the outset. By extending the concept of 
objecti�cation and its ethical critique to the world of things, object- 
oriented thinking stands to evolve feminist and postcolonial practices 
to reconsider how the very processes of objecti�cation work. In this 
new terrain, what does it mean for feminists to objectify someone 
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who is already an object? What is the transformative potential for a 
feminist politics that assumes no transformation, when all things are 
and remain objects? Bringing such notions to bear makes for a poli-
tics that is real without being speculative, enriching both new theories 
of things and feminist discourses.

These feminisms undertake an important political function. Re-
directing feminism from a paradigm of personal visibility toward what 
Elizabeth Grosz calls the impersonal politics of imperceptibility,17

object- oriented feminism shifts its operational agencies from a “poli-
tics of recognition,” of standing out, to a politics of immersion, of being 
with. Following Grosz, imperceptibility supplants the Hegelian frame-
work of reciprocal identity formation that concerns “the becoming  
of being” and is inseparable from individuation and subjecthood, with 
a Nietzschean model in which active, self- modifying forces unfurl, 
“[seeking] the being of becoming.”18 Here, object- oriented feminism 
coincides with perspectives in feminist new materialisms, wherein  
our common status as matter makes way for continuity between all 
objects, whether human or nonhuman, organic or inorganic, animate 
or inanimate.19

To this end, Patricia Clough describes how recent work on 
bodies, science, and technology propels feminist theory to “[open] the 
study of bodies to bodies other than the human body.”20 For Clough, 
this revision forges compatibility, even co- constitution, between bod-
ies and the technics of measurement that support advances in genet-
ics and digital media. Underscoring this same technicity, Nigel Thrift 
conceives of a transformation within capitalism toward territorializ-
ing a “new land” on the model of tenancy in which “site, organic and 
inorganic bodies, and information are mixed up in an anorganic mass 
that is continuously cultivated— but with a much greater turnover 
time.”21 New materialist authors along with numerous others includ-
ing Morton and Elizabeth A. Povinelli (both in this volume) empha-
size how this understanding of continuity between humans and the 
material world is revealing itself in new ways as we near ecological 
collapse on a planetary scale in the Anthropocene, a new geological 
era marked by immense human inÈuence on the Earth.22

Similarly striving to shed subjecthood— which is to say, the dam-
aging legacy of humanist exceptionalism— object- oriented ontologists 
and speculative realists also embrace objecthood. They view the latter 
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10  Katherine Behar

as a way to liberate humans from the trap of correlationism, precisely 
because correlationism is so deeply entangled with Enlightenment 
humanism’s conception of the thinking subject.23 But here we must 
tread lightly. For while the intention to slough o¯ the humanist trap-
pings of subjecthood is worthy as a gesture toward feminist camara-
derie with nonhumans, in practice it is likely to remain aspirational; 
and while, for those not already accustomed to it, human objecthood 
(which is not to say subjecthood) can be illuminating, rarely will it 
prove liberating. Certainly examples of objecti�cation’s bene�ting the 
objecti�ed are few and far between.

Otherwise Oriented
Object- oriented feminism participates in long histories of feminist, 
postcolonial, and queer practices and promotes continuity with and 
accountability to diverse pasts stemming from multiple regions and 
disciplines.24 To wit, the chapters in this book reÈect multiple orien-
tations spanning science and technology studies, technoscience, bio-
art, philosophy, new media, sociology, anthropology, performance art, 
and more.25 In philosophy, the main foci for object- oriented inquiry 
include relations between objects, objects’ phenomenological encoun-
ters, objects in “Èat” or nonhierarchical arrangements, relations and 
interactions between objects, and assemblages of objects. But of course 
these important questions are not solely philosophical pursuits, and 
during the past century practitioners of avant- gardism, feminism, and 
postcolonialism have frequently found traction in similar ideas. Indeed, 
the “object” in object- oriented feminism connects with past and pres-
ent engagements and experiments including nonanthropocentric art 
practices,26 queer/postcolonial/feminist critiques of objecti�cation and 
marginalization, and psychoanalytic critiques of relation.27

For example, Frantz Fanon famously described the experience of 
being “sealed into . . . crushing objecthood” upon realizing that he 
“was an object in the midst of other objects.”28 Or, in quite a di¯erent 
spirit of investigation, the artist Lawrence Weiner wrote of his work, 
“ART IS NOT A METAPHOR UPON THE RELATIONSHIP 
OF HUMAN BEINGS TO OBJECTS & OBJECTS TO OB-
JECTS IN RELATION TO HUMAN BEINGS BUT A REPRE-
SENTATION OF AN EMPIRICAL EXISTING FACT.”29 By 
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An Introduction to OOF  11

invoking representation, Weiner contradicts what Rick Dolphijn and 
Iris van der Tuin herald as new materialism’s antirepresentationalism, 
pushing instead for a form of facticity in objects, like Fanon’s “fact 
of blackness.”30 In this sense, we can understand what Weiner calls 
“the reality concerning that relationship” between human beings and 
objects and objects and objects as their orientation.

Along these lines, Fanon’s comment harks back to Edward Said’s 
orientalism, the dynamic by which the objecti�ed Other orients and 
thus con�rms the subject’s central position.31 Here, our pursuit of a 
feminist object- orientation brings us unexpectedly to Sara Ahmed’s 
“queer phenomenology,” a speci�cally subject- oriented endeavor. Use-
fully for OOF, Ahmed’s excavation of queer orientations leads her 
to parse multiple meanings of “orient” and to distinguish between 
being “orientated toward” and being “orientated around.”32 In orien-
talism, and under conditions of white supremacy, we are orientated 
“toward” the Orient, the East as visible object (disorientingly over-
embodied in the racialized/sexualized/classed other), but orientated 
“around” the Occident, the West as transparent whiteness (embodied 
in habit, which goes always overlooked). The blind spots inherent to 
this dynamic require our close attention, precisely because in its object 
orientation, OOF su¯ers from a similar scheme. We must recognize 
that even this volume, OOF’s �rst e¯ort, contains too little material 
on the speci�c concerns of people of color. So criticisms of OOO, 
speculative realism, and new materialism’s whiteness, and of main-
stream feminism’s whiteness, pertain, disappointingly, to this endeavor 

Figure I.1. Lawrence Weiner, Notes from Art (4 pages), 1982. Detail of an artist 
project originally published in “Words and Wordworks,” the summer 1982 issue 
of Art Journal. Copyright 2015 Lawrence Weiner / Artists Rights Society (ARS), 
New York.
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12  Katherine Behar

as well— but can feminist object- orientation help us to understand 
why, or what we might do otherwise?

For Ahmed, being orientated toward something is “to take up” 
that thing as thing, but being orientated around something is “to be 
taken up” by a thing, so that that thing becomes the very “center of 
one’s being or action.”33 In OOF, even when we construe ourselves as 
objects among objects, we take ourselves up as things, “orientating 
toward” our selfsame objecthood. Yet perhaps we are “orientating 
around” a larger and still unanswered question of what to do with our 
objecthood as such. For example, while the (white) feminist struggle 
has made room for postfeminism as one possible answer to this ques-
tion, the antiracist struggle does— and should— not accept postracial-
ity.34 Indeed, these two possibilities for “post” objecthood answer the 
question of what we can do otherwise with our objecthood quite dif-
ferently: either claim objecti�cation, giving it heightened visibility, 
or deny if not objecti�cation then its salience, further obscuring it. 
In the latter, objecti�cation threatens to disappear from awareness, 
like another Occidental habit. This sharp divergence signals a serious 
pressure point requiring close reÈection and demands that future 
OOF inquiry “take up” conditions of white supremacy— conditions 
that may be so fundamental to our understanding of objecti�cation, 
utilitarianism, and exploitation that we have become inadvertently 
“taken up by” them, even when considering our own objecthood.

In this, OOF connects with object- oriented work in feminist 
indigenous studies, such as Kim TallBear’s revealing studies of Native 
American DNA and pipestone, or Povinelli’s work on aboriginal 
arrangements and “geontology,” in which race, object- orientation, and 
indigenous nonanthropocentrism converge around questions of sover-
eignty.35 Indigenous approaches to nonanthropocentrism and object- 
orientation forge a distinct line between an artifactual mode, also 
employed in object- oriented theory, and a vitalist perspective that also 
appears in new materialism. This stance is compatible with OOF, 
especially insofar as it is forthright about having real political objec-
tives. Here, again, OOF departs from ontological speculation. For if, 
to borrow Weiner’s phrase, this is “the reality concerning that relation-
ship,” then “reality” will require intervention and change. So object- 
oriented feminism professes no innocence, but o¯ers a prescriptive 
activist practice, rejecting the noninterventionist, descriptive stance of 
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ontologists— which remains too redolent of the aloof distancing of 
orientalism.

Erotics: Methods by Artif icial Means
Orientalism’s object- Other anchors and guarantees the occidental 
subject’s so- called “view from nowhere,” making a further leap from 
objecti�cation to objectivity. Yet, as Lorraine Daston notes in her his-
tory of “aperspectival objectivity,” contemporary understandings of 
objectivity are founded in the nineteenth century’s distancing of sci-
enti�c activity from the individualistic artistic or philosophical subject 
position cultivated in intellectual solitude.36 Instead, aperspectival ob- 
jectivity, which becomes synonymous �rst with scienti�c objectivity 
and later with objectivity in general, was understood to arise out of 
scienti�c correspondence in burgeoning communication networks: an 
anonymous, convivial, (and often deskilled) collective mind. While 
we often consider rational, disinterested objectivity to be a hallmark 
of humanist subjects, it in fact emerges at the moment when creative 
individual subjects disseminate into networks of things.

Hence, in practice, and a shared commitment to nonanthro-
pocentrism, OOF also resonates with new materialist thought, in 
particular with feminist new materialism.37 OOO and OOF share a 
constructivist orientation; in new materialism, methods often mani-
fest around scienti�c experimentation with all manner of objects. This 
includes even minute and slippery objects residing well below the 
usual threshold for human access such as those at the undeniably non-
anthropocentric level of quantum physics. For example, a physicist as 
well as a philosopher, Karen Barad demonstrates how new material-
ism provides opportunities for testing out certain theories about time, 
identity, and so forth, in an empirical laboratory setting.38

Object- oriented feminism shares this penchant for experimen-
tation over speculation. Where an ontologist might speculate, describ-
ing the world, “This is the way things are,” object- oriented feminists 
and feminist new materialists engage in the world using experimental 
praxis, “This is a way of being with things.” Or more simply, “This is 
a way of being things.” With experimentation, feminist new material-
ism embraces the agency of things, apart from any human inÈuence. 
Like the Whiteheadian “panpsychism” Shaviro identi�es in speculative 
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realism, new materialism defers to the abounding animism in the 
world of things,39 as well as to political formations that need not in-
clude humans.40 So, with careful attentiveness to objects, and the pre-
cise orientation of self into a human– nonhuman assemblage, the work 
of Jane Bennett yields a material world rife with impersonal a¯ective 
power and loaded with thoughtful implications for human– nonhuman 
politics. In Vibrant Matter, Bennett describes the independent “thing- 
power” of “man- made objects” to “become vibrant things with a cer-
tain e¯ectivity of their own, a perhaps small but irreducible degree 
of independence.”41 Encounters with the outside world of things, 
including inorganic matter, expose their “vibrant” quality, seducing 
and estranging us.

Whereas Barad’s experiments occur against the more rari�ed 
backdrop of a physics lab, Bennett’s are conducted in daily experience, 
at such banal sites as an unswept sidewalk. This broad and nonhierar-
chical experimentalist disposition is shared by object- oriented femi-
nism and echoes over the wide range of objects engaged in the di¯erent 
chapters of this volume. In any milieu, experimentation is always par-
ticipatory, always both observational and interventionist. This allows 
for tinkering with received truths, priming us for alliances with hacked 
realities, investigative arrangements in living, and radical aesthetic 
practices in art.

Anne Pollock has observed that objects in object- oriented femi-
nism, as in OOO, are usually blatantly arti�cial things, typical of 
engi neering and art.42 Here, object- oriented feminism and new mate-
rialisms may begin to diverge. New materialism’s object of study is 
frequently a thing of science, some essential dollop or granular mani-
festation of matter that originates in the natural world. Like the 
human- made objects that emit Bennett’s thing- power, or Haraway’s 
naturecultures, arti�cial objects can lay no claim to any purity or the 
naturalness that might be associated with proper scienti�c inquiry.43

Perhaps for this reason, new materialism’s approach often bears a 
note of sincerity, of reverence for something that is, in some way, 
yet pure.

Contrast this with Aristarkhova’s assertion that humor is a feat 
of thought that is becoming increasingly diÌcult for theorists, phi-
losophers, and even scientists, but can be achieved by artists, immersed 
as they are in arti�ce. Rooted in Friedrich Nietzsche’s nihilistic will to 
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laugh at truth, OOF’s humor is in keeping with traditions of radical 
feminist laughter.44 Moreover, and key for object- oriented feminist 
methodologies, humor is a creative, constructivist practice. Humor, 
too, is a form of making— making ourselves laugh.

For example, Annie Sprinkle’s Public Cervix Announcement 
crystallizes object- oriented feminist humor through performance art. 
Sprinkle, reclining with a speculum inserted into her vagina, invites 
audience members to approach her with a Èashlight to familiarize 
themselves with the cervix’s hidden beauty.45 For OOF, this perfor-
mance is seminal (pun intended) �rst and foremost for placing the 
object of the cervix, quite literally, on center stage. Moreover, as a 
former sex worker and porn star, Sprinkle is uniquely self- possessed 
of her own status as a sex object, and by objectifying herself in her 
performances, she foments radical laughter, joy, and pleasure. Writing 
with characteristic cheeky cheeriness about this project, Sprinkle 
states, “I adore my cervix. I am proud of her in every way, and am 
happy to put her on display.” To those who call her work demysti�ca-
tion, she quips, “You can never demystify a cervix.”

This generative aspect of laughter brings to mind the erotic, pre-
cisely as it complicates science’s truth claims. Fox Keller writes, “The 
image of science is antithetical to Eros.”46 She perceives a connection 
between the desexualization of science and its masculine gendering, 
which, she observes, “connotes a radical rejection of any commingling 
of subject and object . . . consistently identi�ed as male and female.” 
And so Isabelle Stengers laments, “Our sciences no longer make us 
laugh.”47 Like the preference for lowbrow arti�ciality over purebred 
knowledge, Stengers’s laughing science aspires to the passion of ama-
teurism and the promiscuity of outside inÈuences. “Scientists,” she 
aÌrms, “might ally with other passions.”

The serious endeavor of science as such hinges on prohibiting 
both erotic generativity and nonheteronormativity. To this end, Angela 
Willey calls for “new conceptual resources that problematize biology 
as the locus of claims about the materiality of bodies” that she �nds 
problematically invoked in feminist new materialisms.48 The existing 
methods will not do. Willey draws on Audre Lorde’s expansive erot-
ics: inclusive human– nonhuman intimacies that “[postulate] . . . no 
qualitative di¯erence between the experiences of building a bookcase, 
thinking about an idea, making love to a woman, listening to music, 
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and writing a poem.”49 All of these “other passions,” as Stengers puts 
it, revivify joy.

Although Lorde’s eroticism accepts nonhuman entanglements, 
it remains life-  and self- aÌrming. Perhaps surprisingly, then, OOF’s 
erotics are better aligned with a version of eroticism theorized by 
Georges Bataille, as the radical surrender of self in becoming other- 
than- subject. Through physical, emotional, and religious eroticism, 
“discontinuous” individuals attain continuity with the object world. 
Forgoing the subject’s instinct for self- preservation, eroticism heeds 
no boundary, neither the boundary between self and other, nor even 
the boundary between life and nonlife, putting connection and con-
tinuity with the world above self- annihilation. “Eroticism,” Bataille 
writes, “is assenting to life even in death.” Bataille’s eroticism remains 
grounded in a humanist subject- position of sovereignty (doomed 
insofar as it is precisely the position eroticism seeks to overcome), a 
transformational aesthetics that assumes movement between subjects 
and objects rather than a Èat ontology of objects alone, and a gen-
dered dynamic that cannot begin to hold up to contemporary femi-
nist analysis. Still, Bataille’s erotic ideas about eschewing subjecthood 
through excess, unholy alliances, and nonlife are inÈuential for object- 
oriented feminism. Like laughter, fomenting erotic fusion with an 
object, as a means of becoming object, is a creative, generative act.

Such important prehistories for today’s object- orientation also 
include feminist practices around the body, like fetishistic subcultures 
and body art. While as we have seen, with Sprinkle’s performance, 
some strategic, erotic reclamations of objecthood can make us laugh, 
others are plainly politically resistive. For instance, in an expanded 
cinema work, Touch and Tap Cinema, the artist Valie Export became 
an object, twice over.50 Attaching a cardboard maquette of a movie 
theater to her bare chest, and o¯ering passersby a free grope, she 
used her body to embody the cinematic apparatus. Export turned her-
self simultaneously into the architectural object of the theater and 
the �lmic object of the male gaze, later canonized in feminist �lm 
theory by Laura Mulvey’s 1975 essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema.”51 The erotic aÌrmation of being both and presents viewers 
with an internal contradiction, and has the e¯ect of doubling down 
against objecti�cation, making clear that her political statement, even 
when disguised as half- kidding, is entirely serious. Returning then to 
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Aristarkhova’s lucid question, Is OOF a joke?, object- oriented femi-
nism maintains an always charged relationship with earnestness and 
the seriousness of sovereignty. Erotic nonsense breaks down ideolo-
gy’s common sense. Problematic erotic pairings provoke insights into 
things’ innards. And perhaps most important, erotic agility sidesteps 
the weighty burden of truth claims.

This last concern, with truth, is equally crucial for object- oriented 
feminist methods, ethics, and politics. It is often the case that humor 
carries a note of truth, but at least on the face of things, object- 
oriented feminism appears to keep its distance, remaining aligned 
with arti�ce and unconcerned with being complete or being right. On 

Figure I.2. Valie Export, TAPP und TASTKINO (Touch and Tap Cinema), 1968. 
Document of performance action by Valie Export. Tapp and Tast�lm—street 
�lm, mobile �lm, body action, authentic woman �lm. Photograph by Werner 
Schulz. Copyright 2015 Valie Export/Artists Rights Scoeity (ARS), New York/
Bildrecht Vienna.
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the one hand, object- oriented feminism draws from a postmodern 
legacy in which truth is �rst and foremost radically relativized. On the 
other, it recognizes that insisting on the salience of post- structuralism, 
capitalism, and psychoanalysis to explain everything turns those rela-
tivizing gestures back into master narratives.

While a constructivist edge coupled with rhetorical levity are fea-
tures that object- oriented feminism shares with both art and OOO, 
the latter remains invested in philosophical truth claims about an 
accurate ontology. Likewise, new materialism claims truths surround-
ing nonanthropocentric science and the nature and inherency of mat-
ter as such. But based as it is on a redundant paradox, and riddled 
through with arti�ce, object- oriented feminism is on track for being 
beyond untrue, in an erotic sense, in excess of singular truth. So it 
strives to be wrong, but not in the sense of being incorrect. Its promise 
is to be wrong as in being botched, as in “girl, that’s all wrong”— Èat 
indi¯erence to correctness. Being wrong in this way is radical, politi-
cal work. It means setting aside truth and correctness in favor of being 
arti�cial and botched, all to make room for an erotics of generative 
thinking and doing. The underlying wager is that right thinking gets 
worked out in the doing of the making.

Only in willingness to be all kinds of wrong can we arrive at 
being in the right, in the ethical sense. In her �lm work, Povinelli 
points to how variance in truth claims produces varying worlds, which 
is to say, an array of di¯ering political arrangements. Philosophical, 
�ctional, scienti�c, and everyday truth claims all wield social power to 
di¯erent degrees, such that power relations and unevenness emerge in 
what the OOO author Levi R. Bryant calls a Èat ontology.52 Bryant 
refers to a “democracy of objects,” but notions of democracy are com-
plicated by uneven power everywhere that objects are systematized 
into arrangements. Biomedicine and data�cation are cases in point. 
For example, although the research of the geneticist Rick Kittles 
reveals that 30 percent of African American men have a Y chromo-
some indicating European descent, Kittles emphasizes that you can-
not show a Y chromosome to a policeman who pulls you over.53 From 
new science comes new objects, but old problems persist.54

Wrong truths and reclamations of objecthood often reveal that 
feminist objects are inaccessible, at once obdurate and retiring. By 
removing the cinematic screen and providing “access” to her body 
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as object, Export’s performance exposes the emptiness of cinema’s 
promises: the haptic experience is equally dry. Likewise, the Y chro-
mosome keeps quiet, refusing to speak until it becomes woven, in 
Haraway’s sense, in just such a way as to form speci�c fabrics bind-
ing genetic research and the Atlantic slave trade. OOO’s conception 
of objects as fundamentally withdrawn and self- contained resonates 
with feminist objects that resist us, and the feminist notion that as 
objects, we resist. Yet, forsaking that ambition for exclusive or conclu-
sive truth in truth claims (and for grandeur in all such grand claims) 
makes for a modest theory and a humble practice. Like assenting to 
erotic self- erasure, insistent self- implication and meticulous modesty 
are methodologically necessary if the hope is to achieve anything 
resembling nonanthropocentrism. And this is the hope on o¯er: to 
be objects, generously and generatively, together; to recognize how 
fraught that position is, always for all parties, as power articulates 
itself through each and every arrangement of objects; and from this 
recognition about objecthood, which is to say self- recognition in 
objecthood, to cultivate a praxis of care.

Ethics: Out of the Closet or under the Carpet
So, as a case study for OOF analysis, let us return to that earlier “trou-
bling” example pertaining to feminism to ask, how exactly did the 
bunny come to be swept under the carpet of carpentry? Something is 
wrong about this.

The truth claim of ontologies is to account for being; as such, 
they profess completeness and suggest neutrality. An ontologist will 
assert, “This is the way things are.” But is an ontologist also alleg-
ing something more? “This is (just) the way things are.” In short, are 
ontologies subject to ethics? OOF submits that they are. Recall that 
carpentry, OOO’s mode of thing- praxis, “entails making things that 
explain how things make their world.” Not only the object or artifact 
is of import here; tantamount is the sense of orientation. The thing, 
not the maker, explains the world; so orientating or listening to things 
begets ontology.

In Bogost’s larger discussion, the image toy is one of two exam-
ples of carpentry he coded. The �rst is the Latour Litanizer, a piece of 
software that generates lists of incongruous objects in the style of those 
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found in the writings of Bruno Latour. Mimicking Latour’s predilec-
tion for lists of things, the Latour Litanizer operates in a similar fash-
ion to the image toy. The software calls up series of titles of random 
Wikipedia articles with links, and generates a novel list of objects (i.e., 
entries) with every refresh. Importantly, Bogost submits that in the 
interest of nonanthropocentrism, his Litanizer improves on Latour’s 
handwritten technique by eliminating the bias of human authorship.

The Latour Litanizer makes less “trouble” than the image toy in 
that it requires no editing to remove the offensive presence of women, 
girls, or sexiness, but only because that “editing” has taken place in 
advance. The sexist skew of Wikipedia is well known. Its “systematic 
gender bias” was the subject of two National Science Foundation 
grants in 2014,55 and despite activist Wikipedia Edit- a- Thons that 
seek to increase articles about women, it is estimated that a measly  
10 percent of Wikipedia contributors are women.56 For this reason,  
it would be redundant to code the Litanizer to remove women from 
Wikipedia. This tiny ontology already reflects a bigger problem.

Such is not the case for the image toy precisely because while 
encyclopedia articles that feature women and their achievements re- 
main statistically rare, images that objectify women proliferate online. 
Hence it is both easy for a dean to see a bunny, and easy for her to 
“conclu[de] that object- oriented ontology [is] all about objectification.” 
Bogost acknowledges that the dean’s interpretation was “understand-
able,” although “unintended,” while insisting that “sexist objectifica-
tion” is “certainly unsupported by OOO thought itself.”57

While the implication of nonsexist objectification remains an 
open question, Bogost correctly notes that in the object- experiment 
of his tiny ontology, his “change also risks excluding a whole category 
of units from the realm of being!” Certainly the choice to erase the 
ontological status of women, girls, and sexiness is a move that deserves 
further scrutiny. I would argue that by coding against further incur-
sions of sexually objectified women into a programmed ontological 
purview, OOO misses the point. Sexual objectification is not “cer-
tainly unsupported by OOO thought.” On the contrary, objectification, 
utilitarianism, and instrumentalization are presences that haunt OOO, 
and are among the very questions at the heart of object- oriented feminism.

Orientation toward the object of carpentry should teach us that 
the bunny in our midst is not “the problem.” Rather, the bunny stands, 
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objecti�ed and objectively, as evidence that OOO rests precisely on 
an ontological condition that includes objecti�cation, as uncomfort-
able as that realization may be. The dean’s question of “why Playboy 
bunnies would be featured at a philosophy conference” is not a matter 
of misinterpretation; rather, the comment astutely identi�es the messy, 
nay, wrong philosophical intervention that this ontology, by orientat-
ing to objects, would have been poised to make. And such an inter-
vention truly would have been profound. The status quo, in which 
philosophy conferences are devoid of Playboy bunnies, is entirely 
in keeping with the comfort zone of humanist morality, not to men-
tion with patriarchal institutional mores that prefer to engage female 
bodies in the abstract if at all. The dean’s response very well may have 
been motivated by this sort of politically correct (and thus politically 
impotent) feminism. But by abolishing women, girls, and sexiness, 
OOO perpetuates this same abstraction and silencing.

Bogost states that the image toy’s “philosophical accomplish-
ment comes from the question it poses about the challenge Èat ontol-
ogy and feminism pose to one another.” But the OOO response has 
the opposite e¯ect— disposing of rather than posing any questions at 
all. Here carpentry performs the sad inverse of object- orientation. By 
reasserting authorial control, OOO reinserts the same biased human 
decision making that it has been argued contaminated Latour’s hand- 
composed lists. In the end, we may know ontologies as subject to 
ethics if simply because they provoke such censorship.

Returning to the de�nition of carpentry as “making things that 
explain how things make their world,” if we are to understand the 
world as explained by the image toy object, this sexist plaything— if 
we can call it that— Èips our expectations. Outmoded humanist poli-
tics asks who counts as a subject (and criticizes the objecti�cation of 
women on the basis that classing women as objects means that they 
are less- than- subjects). Object- orientation sets forth an entirely dif-
ferent political problem: the question of what counts as an object. 
Perversely, in this example “being objecti�ed” prevents “being” in the 
ontological category of “object.” In setting out to correct the �rst 
problem about who counts as a subject— which it must be stressed is 
ontologically irrelevant, even if it is socially awkward, OOO produces 
the second problem concerning what counts as an object— which 
does carry important ontological stakes.
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This is not to diminish the value of carpentry in itself— far from 
it. The lesson to be gained, it would seem, is about the power of car-
pentry, the potency of praxis, and the ethics of establishing ontologi-
cal orders.

Politics: Retooling
Finally, and to this end, object- oriented feminism contributes a critical 
reorientation of the concept of object- orientation itself. When asked, 
OOO’s proponents insist that the term object- oriented ontology has 
nothing to do with “object- oriented programming” (OOP). Harman, 
the story goes, simply found the term appealing and appropriated it. 
But what is OOP?

Object- oriented programming is a form of computer program-
ming that makes use of “objects” to organize information. In OOP 
a programmer creates objects, prototypical entities in code that have 
de�ned qualities, known as “attributes,” and capabilities, known as 
“methods.” This allows the programmer to subsequently generate 
multiple instances of that object, each of which, while unique, con-
forms to its template.

While OOO may deny the association, much work conducted 
under the mantle of object- oriented feminism suggests that a connec-
tion does exist. In speculative realism, object- oriented ontology, and 
new materialism, we �nd a new wave of theories that takes objects, 
things, and matter as fundamental units. These ideas are emerging 
now amid a particular set of historical conditions. Although OOO’s 
and new materialism’s assertions about being transcend history, object- 
oriented feminism suggests that some form of historical contingency 
is at work. Alexander R. Galloway critiques OOO similarly for reit-
erating the language of post- Fordist capitalism, yet OOF has stakes 
in a di¯erent formulation of OOO’s historical speci�city.58 Material-
ism and object- oriented thought are popular now, for a reason, and it 
is not because the linguistic turn rewrote distinctions like gender as 
seemingly irrelevant constructs. Rather, at this moment, paradigms 
like gender are all the more worthy of our attention because they are 
in the process of becoming something other than what we thought 
we knew. Increasingly, we understand them as secondary qualities of 
objects. The primary quality of objects is that they are, simply, objects 
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qua objects, in exactly the sense that for a philosopher like Harman, 
objects are objects through to the core.

But being objects �rst has direct implications in programming. 
In OOP, secondary qualities, like gender distinctions, are simply attri-
butes. From the perspective of code, when all things are objects, they 
are individually nameable and, as such, can be interpolated into a pro-
gram. This means that all things, as individuals, can be networked 
together, subsumed in software, and thereby systematized, operation-
alized, and instrumentalized.

Now OOP may look more like OOO’s Freudian slip. And here 
is the catch: If in OOP, all things as individuals can be networked and 
instrumentalized, in OOO, all individuals as things can be so instru-
mentalized. Although OOO disavows the “P” dropped from its name 
much as it repudiates politics, programming lends shape to object- 
oriented politics. It can be no coincidence that this theory is emerging 
from within a global culture that fetishizes programmability. An aura 
of programming saturates these philosophies, hinting at something 
fundamental about contemporary objecthood.

Harman’s conception of objects rests on his Heideggerian tool 
analysis, and his view that objects are always fundamentally tools ready- 
to- hand, or broken tools present- at- hand, pervades object- oriented 
thought. With this in mind, object- oriented feminism links Harman’s 
“tool- being” to the instrumentalization of all objects, irrespective of 
their utility or unusability. Networked through code, all objects are 
compelled to generate that “hyperobject”— to borrow Morton’s term— 
data itself. This is true, R. Joshua Scannell has noted, even when an 
object does nothing at all. A broken tool generates “no” data in real 
time, which itself is commodi�able information about its brokenness.

In some of the chapters that follow, object- oriented feminist 
thinking turns to necropolitics. In necropolitics, the capacity of all 
objects to be instrumentalized, whether living or dead, puts a di¯erent 
spin on dark ecologies’ investments in the nonhuman and nonlife, and 
indeed returns “darkness” to the question of racism. Here Harman’s 
broken tool resonates, but not with vibrant animism. Instead, this 
notion of the tool connects with Achilles Mbembe’s assessment in his 
seminal essay that “the slave’s life is like a ‘thing,’” a “mere tool and 
instrument of production.”59 Just as biopower asserts a racial divi-
sion, “a split between the living and the dead,” necropower translates 

Behar.indd   23 29/08/2016   8:32:35 AM



24  Katherine Behar

the sovereign right to distinguish those who live and those who die 
di¯erently.60 Mbembe, writing on slavery, could be describing the 
brokenness of the tool when he writes, “As an instrument of labor, 
the slave has a price. As a property, he or she has a value. His or her 
labor is needed and used. The slave is therefore kept alive but in a state 
of injury . . .” He continues, “Slave life, in many ways, is a form of 
death- in- life.”61

OOF’s fundamental tension between objecti�cation and self- 
possession is brought to the surface in the artist Barbara DeGene-
vieve’s The Panhandler Project.62 DeGenevieve photographed and video 
documented �ve homeless men in Chicago between 2004 and 2006. 
The men agreed to pose nude for her in exchange for lunch and din-
ner, $100, and a night in a hotel room. As DeGenevieve explains to 
one of the models during their shoot, “Just because you’re homeless, 
there’s going to be someone who says I’m exploiting you because 
I’ve asked you to take your clothes o¯. . . . That is the ultimate in the 
art world of exploitation.” DeGenevieve’s project unsettles what she 
calls the “knee- jerk political correctness” of the art world and aca-
deme by targeting power conventions of gender, class, and race, and 
empowering naked homeless black men to make choices about their 
objecti�cation by a white female university professor. She asks rhe-
torically, “Did I exploit them? They’ve all answered no. . . . It was a 
matter of how much it was worth to me versus how much it was 
worth to him.”63 And indeed, as she points out, she would be with-
out a project were it not for their consent. The Panhandler Project 
asks who controls this interaction. What is more, it reÈects a critical 
question for object- oriented feminism: is it time to abandon subject- 
oriented terms like control, consent, and coercion if our aim is object- 
oriented self- possession?

OOF emphasizes ontology as a political arrangement, realism 
as an arena for self- possession and relation, and objecthood as a situ-
ational orientation, so as to apprehend and alter objects’ intersectional 
prospects for self- determination, solidarity, and resistance. The inter-
nal resistant quality of objects may deserve our closest attention. In 
object- oriented feminism, objects carry internal resistance, even insofar 
as an erotic whisper of death- in- life, of self- destruction, always haunts 
objecthood. In this kind of “being wrong,” where the modest ethics of 
self- implication joins the necropolitical erotics of self- sacri�ce, OOF 
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retools its politics. In the essays collected in this volume, we deploy 
them into the feminist, queer, postcolonial, anticapitalist concerns 
discussed above.

Chapter Overview
OOF’s emergent methodology, set into practice in the following pages, 
traÌcs in art and arti�ce, technology and humor, erotics and politics. 
Several of the chapters below were composed for this volume; others 
developed out of papers �rst presented at OOF panels convened at 
the Society for Literature, Science, and the Arts conferences between 
2010 and 2014. Many of the themes of those panels, Programs, Parts, 
Closer, Deviance, and Futures, echo throughout this collection. In 

Figure I.3. Barbara DeGenevieve, Mike #6, 2005. Inkjet print, 12 × 14⅜ inches. 
Courtesy of the Estate of Barbara DeGenevieve and the Museum of 
Contemporary Photography at Columbia College Chicago.
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object- oriented fashion, readers may approach these essays individu-
ally, sequentially, or in any order. Here, they are arranged into three 
suggestive proximate groupings.

The �rst essays take on questions about the independence of and 
relations between objects. How do objects self- constitute or consti-
tute one another? What distinguishes one object from a neighboring 
object or a whole from a part? How do objects self- identify and self- 
objectify, particularly in a cultural milieu? How can we account for 
and even characterize relations between objects?

Excavating the distinction between objects and things, which is 
often elided in object- oriented theory, Aristarkhova returns to Martin 
Heidegger’s account of the “assaultive” process of objecti�cation by 
which things become objects. Heidegger de�nes a girl as “a young 
thing” (neither object nor fully human) and suggests that philosophers 
and artists have a special relationship to and even protective respon-
sibility for such “mere” things, di¯erent, for example, from objects of 
science. Examining this relationship in the context of human artists 
and nonhuman art objects, Aristarkhova considers feminist artworks 
aimed at troubling objects’ objecti�cation and theorizes the diÌcult 
ethical potential for “a feminist object.”

Following OOO’s principle of the withdrawal of objects and 
arguing against the metaphysics of presence, Morton develops the 
concept of weird essentialism. Morton suggests that withdrawal makes 
all objects inherently deviant, “looping” through other objects, and in 
a loop with themselves. He suggests that all objects perform an inter-
nal deviant self- di¯ering, which he compares to Luce Irigaray’s theo-
rization of woman’s divergence from phallocentric logic.

Frenchy Lunning compares metaphor in Graham Harman’s allure 
and Julia Kristeva’s abjection. Where Harman’s metaphor for allure 
describes a “come hither” gesture soliciting the otherness of withdrawn 
other objects, Kristeva’s metaphor for abjection is a “violent repulsing 
thrusting aside of ‘otherness.’” Delving into these twin movements 
from the perspective of performances of femininity, Lunning explores 
how allure and abjection play out in relation to the female body 
as fetish object. In her reading of Lolita subculture fetish fashions, 
Lunning uncovers a complex by which the abject menstrual body, 
covered over with signi�ers of an alluring premenstrual body, is resex-
ualized and compounded as abject again.
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The next essays explore questions posed by object- oriented femi-
nism concerning truth, art, and erotics. What truth claims does object- 
oriented thinking pose? What is the value of truth claims as such, and 
what is the value of that which exceeds truth, such as falsity or �ction? 
What ethics derive from truths and untruths, and what ethical and 
unethical insights can art and arti�ciality produce? What roles do art, 
artists, and arti�ce play in engendering entanglements with objects in 
experimental, experiential erotics?

Aesthetic allure claims to Èatten the playing �eld for all objects, 
but as Povinelli points out, allure is impossible when there is no aes-
thetic encounter in the �rst place. Indeed, the social power accompany-
ing certain objects can prevent encounters for subaltern objects. In 
contrast to Meillassoux’s concept of ancestrality, Povinelli discusses 
indigenous works of �ction. Two �lms, When the Dogs Talked and The 
Origins of Bigfoot, and a short story, “That Not Monster,” articulate 
how fantastic and contested truth claims produce material relations 
among social and nonlife communities of objects, and are themselves 
results of such relations.

Using perspectives from media and performance art to counter-
balance life-aÌrming vitalistic materialisms, I offer a proposal for 
necrophiliac ethics. Applying Catherine Malabou’s concept of plastic-
ity to works by feminist performance and body artists, in particular the 
plastic surgery artist Orlan, I recommend self- objecti�cation through 
similar plastic procedures. Cosmetic Botox, employed in elective dead-
ening of the face, provides an opportunity to radically objectify the 
self, suppressing faciality, and with it the subject- oriented Levinasean 
ethics of faciality and liveness.

The bioartist Adam Zaretsky considers object cathexis by focusing 
on adjectival modi�ers in place of object- oriented nouns. Using mod-
ifying technologies like the “gene gun,” transgeneticists and bioartists 
often produce failed and partial forms that suggest disability studies 
could well inform object- oriented feminism alongside discourses of 
gender and postcoloniality. Signaling an object- oriented feminist 
erotics, Zaretsky identi�es how modi�cation— through bioarts, trans-
genic technologies, or adjectives— produces di¯erently abled, cross- 
coded, augmented qualities in radical excess of objects themselves.

Anne Pollock delves into the quandaries posed by “arti�cial” 
natures, exempli�ed by the case of endocrine disruption in birds. The 
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result of pollution, endocrine disruption appears to cause queer traits 
and behaviors like same- sex partnering or intersex character istics in 
wildlife. Responding playfully and provocatively to the sex panic 
around this issue, Pollock carefully parses the competing feminist 
stakes involved in accepting nonreproductivity as an end in itself. 
Related to Zaretsky’s queer adjectival erotics, Pollock exposes the 
multiple valences of being “trashed” or “intoxicated” with toxins, and 
toasts to the potential pleasures produced therein.

The �nal essays address economies that connect human and non-
human objects. In economic circulation, all objects are continually re-
positioned as producers, consumers, and commodities. As these roles 
grow increasingly diÌcult to di¯erentiate, we return to questions of 
relations between objects, and to questions of the human, understood 
here as political concerns. When drawn into histories of exchange 
and linked into systems of exploitation, how do objects talk back, 
and what forms of politics does this talk- back express? How do these 
economies mitigate and enforce categories of life and nonlife, pro-
ductivity and nonproductivity?

Against those who would appeal to new materialism for a suit-
ably nonanthropocentric politics, Marina Gržinić argues that, like 
OOO, new materialism participates in an ahistorical (perhaps even 
dehistoricizing) project. Going well beyond complaints about the 
objecti�cation and commodi�cation of humans, Gržinić shows how 
new materialism replicates what she terms the “humanization of cap-
ital.” This move shifts the argument from a Marxist– feminist critique 
at the level of commodities to a far larger interrogation at the level 
of capital, which in turn echoes the shift from biopolitics to necro-
politics. Gržinić implies that we are falsely concerned with objecti�-
cation, that is, of humans in OOO; we should instead be concerned 
with humanization, that is, of capital in new materialism.

In her caring and careful sociological account of Tarot practices, 
Karen Gregory perceives inversions in the active and passive roles 
assumed by Tarot cards and Tarot card readers. The cards’ agency and 
communicative liveliness is foregrounded, contrasting the passive 
stance of the human reader, listening meditatively for messages from 
the cards. But the cards also compel humans to activity in the form 
of a¯ective work, cultivating a sense of self and personal authority. 
Nevertheless, this specialized self refashions the reader’s skill or a¯ec-
tive prowess into commodity.
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R. Joshua Scannell considers the example of the New York Police 
Department and its Domain Awareness System (DAS), a vast pro-
prietary experiment in statistical predictive policing using real- time 
data in what Scannell calls “governance by algorithm.” For Scannell, 
the DAS typi�es how the pervasive object of “big data” conjures a 
reorientation away from human subjects and toward objects. In big 
data, a peculiar inversion sets in such that all objects must be rendered 
computational to be considered “real,” which is to say commensurate 
with systems in which algorithms demand “care” from humans, even 
“draw[ing] labor towards them.” Ultimately, algorithmic governance 
is directed not toward the human but toward the mathematical.

This book seeks not to de�ne object- oriented feminism but to 
enact it. The ideas, methods, and aspirations found here have devel-
oped over several years in conversations and collaborations, both per-
sonal and professional. In many respects this book is as retrospective 
as it is forward- looking. Like any artifact of practice, it contains 
within it tacit logs of its past lives, and amendments and assessments 
accrued in all attempts along the way. For this reason, and if we 
comprehend OOF as a feminist object of collective thought, there 
are numerous contributors to this volume who deserve thanks within 
the body of this text. The authors: Irina Aristarkhova, Karen Gregory, 
Marina Gržinić, Frenchy Lunning, Timothy Morton, Anne Pollock, 
Elizabeth A. Povinelli, R. Joshua Scannell, and Adam Zaretsky; OOF 
panelists, respondents, and audience interlocutors: Jamie “Skye” 
Bianco, Ian Bogost, Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Patricia Ticineto 
Clough, Melanie Doherty, Orit Halpern, N. Katherine Hayles, Eileen 
Joy, Danielle Kasprzak, Amit Ray, Steven Shaviro, Rebekah Sheldon, 
Susan Squier, and members of the Society for Literature, Science, 
and the Arts; and those who have o¯ered generous support, encour-
agement, and insights along the way: Jane Bennett, Alexander R. 
Galloway, Graham Harman, Emmy Mikelson, Katy Siegel, Trevor 
Smith, and Iris van der Tuin.

Notes
1. Of the entire program of nine speakers, only the last, a respondent, was 

a woman. This gender imbalance is symptomatic of a larger trend in specula-
tive realism. The encyclopedic The Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism 
and Realism’s twenty- �ve chapters include only one woman. The same is true 
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of Collapse II: Speculative Realism, which includes just one woman among its 
nine authors. In New Materialism: Interviews and Cartographies, Iris van der 
Tuin and Rick Dolphijn write that because the key speculative realist think-
ers are men and more new materialist authors are women, some may see new 
materialist thought as more compatible with feminism than speculative real-
ism. Michael O’Rourke was among the �rst to address these compatibilities 
and imbalances in his essay “‘Girls Welcome!!!’: Speculative Realism, Object 
Oriented Ontology, and Queer Theory.” See Levi Bryant, Nick Srnicek, and 
Graham Harman, eds., The Speculative Turn: Continental Materialism and 
Realism (Melbourne: re.press, 2011); Robin Mackay, ed., Collapse II: Specula-
tive Realism (Falmouth, U.K.: Urbanomic, 2012); Dolphijn and van der Tuin, 
eds., New Materialism: Interviews and Cartographies (Ann Arbor: Open 
Humanities Press, 2012); and O’Rourke, “‘Girls Welcome!!!’: Speculative 
Realism, Object Oriented Ontology, and Queer Theory,” Speculations 2 
(2011): 275– 312.

2. The discussion of the image toy appears in the chapter “Carpentry” 
on pages 93– 99. See Ian Bogost, Alien Phenomenology, or What It’s Like to Be 
a Thing (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012).

3. Bogost draws a distinction between his conception and the making 
of other things such as “tools and art.” Object- oriented feminism embraces 
carpentry, though it is also aligned with experimentalist practices of making 
and engaging artifacts in every discipline. Indeed, the idea of “making things 
that explain how things make their world” is neatly embodied in the sculptor 
Robert Morris’s canonical work of carpentry, Box with the Sound of Its Own 
Making (1961), a wooden box, sealed and withdrawn, that contains an inter-
nal speaker playing a hidden cassette recording of the start to �nish process 
of the box’s own construction.

4. For a nuanced discussion, see Rick Dolphijn and Iris van der Tuin, 
“Sexual Di¯ering,” in Dolphijn and van der Tuin, New Materialism.

5. “Correlationism” is the speculative realist philosopher Quentin Meil-
lassoux’s term for philosophies following from Kantian transcendentalism in 
which thought can only access thought, never the world-in- itself. See Meil-
lassoux, After Finitude: An Essay on the Necessity of Contingency, translated by 
Ray Brassier (New York: Continuum, 2009).

6. See Graham Harman, “On Vicarious Causation,” in Mackay, Col-
lapse II, 187– 221.

7. Iris Marion Young, “Gender as Seriality: Thinking about Women as 
a Social Collective,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 19, no. 3 
(1994): 713– 38.

8. Donna Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and 
Socialist- Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,” in Simians, Cyborgs, and 
Women: The Reinvention of Nature (New York: Routledge, 1991), 149– 81.

Behar.indd   30 29/08/2016   8:32:35 AM



An Introduction to OOF  31

9. Steven Shaviro, The Universe of Things: On Speculative Realism 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2014).

10. I borrow this phrase from Hasana Sharp, “The Impersonal Is Politi-
cal: Spinoza and a Feminist Politics of Imperceptibility,” Hypatia 24, no. 4 
(2009): 84–103.
 11. Graham Harman, Tool- Being: Heidegger and the Metaphysics of 
Objects (Chicago: Open Court, 2002).
 12. In fact, “tool being” aside, Lorde’s essay harks to the current gender 
imbalance in speculative realism. Sadly, the avoidance patterns and justi�-
cations she identi�es in white feminists’ exclusion of queer people of color 
are at risk of resurfacing wholesale in this context, and her 1984 critique still 
stands (“The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House,” in 
Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches by Audre Lorde [Berkeley, Calif.: Crossing, 
2007], 110– 13).
 13. Ian Bogost, “Object- Oriented Feminism: At the 2010 Society for 
Literature Science and the Arts Conference,” accessed January 30, 2015, 
http://bogost.com/writing/blog/object-oriented_feminism_1/.
 14. See Evelyn Fox Keller, “Gender and Science,” in Reflections on Gen-
der and Science (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1985), 75– 94.
 15. See Maria Puig de la Bellacasa, “‘Nothing Comes without Its 
World’: Thinking with Care,” Sociological Review 60, no. 2 (2012): 197– 216.
 16. Donna Haraway, “Cyborgs to Companion Species: Recon�guring 
Kinship in Technoscience,” in The Haraway Reader (New York: Routledge, 
2004), 295– 320.
 17. Elizabeth Grosz, “A Politics of Imperceptibility: A Response to 
‘Anti- racism, Multiculturalism and the Ethics of Identi�cation,’” Philosophy 
& Social Criticism 28 (2002): 463– 72. See also Hasana Sharp, “The Imper-
sonal Is Political.”

18. Grosz, “Politics of Imperceptibility,” 466.
19. On feminist new materialisms, see the special issue “Feminist Mat-

ters: The Politics of New Materialism,” edited by Pita Hinton and Iris van 
der Tuin, Women: A Cultural Review 25 (1).

20. See Patricia Ticineto Clough, “Feminist Theory: Bodies, Science 
and Technology,” in Handbook of Body Studies, edited by Bryan S. Turner 
(New York: Routledge, 2012), 94– 105.

21. See Nigel Thrift, “The Insubstantial Pageant: Producing an Un- 
toward Land,” Cultural Geographies 19, no. 2 (2012): 141– 68.

22. The “Anthropocene Feminism” conference held at the Center for 
21st Century Thought investigated this topic directly and resonates strongly 
with object- oriented feminism. See the collected conference edition, Anthro-
pocene Feminism, edited by Richard Grusin (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, forthcoming).
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23. The argument for noncorrelationism is presented in Meillassoux, 
After Finitude; for a thorough account of this position, see Bryant, Smicek, 
and Harman, Speculative Turn.

24. By way of contrast, speculative realism’s noncorrelationism is under-
stood as a rupture with a reigning philosophical canon. This narrative of 
rupture positions speculative realism as progressive and futuritive.

25. This diversity reÈects the fertile interdisciplinary climate of the 
Society for Literature, Science, and the Arts conferences where OOF dis-
cussions originated. Some of these connections will be sketched in the 
anthology After the “Speculative” Turn: Realism, Philosophy, and Feminism, 
edited by Eileen A. Joy, Katerina Kolozova, and Ben Woodard (Earth, Milky 
Way: punctum books, 2016).

26. Resonances with art have been explored in recent exhibitions includ-
ing And Another Thing, which I co- curated with Emmy Mikelson at the 
James Gallery in 2011, and Speculations on Anonymous Materials, curated by 
Susanne Pfe¯er at the Fridericianum in 2013, among others. Focusing on art 
objects in circulation, Joshua Simon has coined the term “Neo- Materialism” 
in a three- part essay published in e- flux journal in 2010– 11. More recently, 
in the edited volume Realism, Materialism, Art, Christoph Cox, Jenny Jaskey, 
and Suhail Malik have queried the relevance of speculative realism for cura-
torial practice; a longer history of art’s “new” interest in objects is captured in 
Katy Siegel’s essay “Worlds with Us.” See Katherine Behar and Emmy Mikel-
son, eds.,  And Another Thing: Nonanthropocentrism and Art (Earth, Milky 
Way: punctum books, 2016); Suzanne Pfe¯er, Speculations on Anonymous 
Materials (Kassel: Verlag der Buchhandlung Walther Konig, 2015); Joshua 
Simon, “Neo- Materialism, Part I: The Commodity and the Exhibition,” 
“Neo- Materialism, Part II: The Unreadymade,” and “Neo- Materialism, Part 
III: The Language of Commodities,” e- flux journal, accessed August 1, 2015, 
http://www.e-Èux.com/journals/?user=8417; Christoph Cox, Jenny Jaskey, 
and Suhail Malik, eds., Realism, Materialism, Art (Annandale- on- Hudson, 
N.Y.: Center for Curatorial Studies, Bard College/Sternberg, 2015); and 
Katy Siegel, “Worlds with Us,” Brooklyn Rail, July 15, 2013, http://www 
.brooklynrail.org/2013/07/art/words-with-us.
 27. The psychoanalytic dimension of object- oriented feminism is de- 
picted in Patricia Ticineto Clough’s contributions to OOF panels in 2010 
and 2012, subsequently published as “A Dream of Falling: Philosophy and 
Family Violence,” in Handbook of Object Matters, edited by Eleanor Casella  
et al. (New York: Routledge, 2013); and “The Object’s A¯ect: The Rosary,” 
in Timing of Affect, Epistemologies, Aesthetics, Politics, edited by Marie Luise 
Angerer et al. (Chicago: Diaphanes, 2014).
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28. Frantz Fanon, “The Fact of Blackness,” translated by Charles Lam 
Markmann, in Theories of Race and Racism: A Reader, edited by Les Back and 
John Solomos (New York: Routledge, 2009), 257– 65.
 29. Lawrence Weiner, “Notes from Art (4 pages),” “Words and Word-
works,” summer issue, Art Journal 42, no. 2 (1982): 122– 25.
 30. On antirepresentationalism in new materialism, see Dolphijn and 
van der Tuin, “The Transversality of New Materialism” in Dolphijn and van 
der Tuin, eds., New Materialism.
 31. Edward Said, Orientalism (New York: Vintage Books, 1979).
 32. Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Dur-
ham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2006), 112– 17.
 33. Ibid., 116.
 34. My thinking on the postracial is indebted to the rich discussion at 
“Archives of the Non- Racial,” a mobile workshop organized by the Johan-
nesburg Workshop in Theory and Criticism in partnership with the Univer-
sity of California Humanities Research Institute Seminar in Experimental 
Critical Theory, which I had the opportunity to participate in during the 
summer of 2014. See the “Archives of the Non- Racial” website, accessed 
August 5, 2015, http://jwtc.org.za/the_workshop/session_2014.htm.

35. Indigenous studies is yet another �eld that has long conducted sig-
ni�cant feminist and postcolonial object- oriented work, though often under 
di¯erent disciplinary terminology. For examples, see Kim TallBear, Native 
American DNA (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2013); and 
Elizabeth A. Povinelli, “The Four Figures of the Anthropocene,” paper pre-
sented at “Anthropocene Feminism,” April 10, 2014, Center for 21st Cen-
tury Thought, University of Wisconsin, Milwaukee, video, https://www
.youtube.com/watch?v=V0gcOqWNG9M.

36. Lorraine Daston, “Objectivity and the Escape from Perspective,” 
Social Studies of Science 22, no. 4 (1992): 597– 618.
 37. The recent upswing in materialist philosophies includes several note-
worthy anthologies: Diana Coole and Samantha Frost, eds., New Material-
isms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 
2010); Dolphijn and van der Tuin, New Materialism; and of special import for 
object- oriented feminism’s interdisciplinary interests, Estelle Barrett and Bar-
bara Bolt, eds., Carnal Knowledge: Towards a New Materialism through the Arts 
(New York: I. B. Tauris, 2013); and Victoria Pitts- Taylor, ed., Mattering: Fem-
inism, Science, and Materialism (New York: New York University Press, 2016).

38. See, in particular, Barad’s theory of “agential realism” discussed in 
Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of 
Matter and Meaning (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 2007).
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39. Shaviro, Universe of Things.
 40. On political formations of things, see Bruno Latour and Peter Wei-
bel, eds., Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 2005); Jorinde Seijdel, ed., Politics of Things: What Art and Design 
Do in Democracy, special issue, Open: Cahier on Art and the Public Domain 11, 
no. 24 (2012); and Noortje Marres, Material Participation: Technology, the 
Environment, and Everyday Publics (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012).
 41. Jane Bennett, Vibrant Matter: A Political Ecology of Things (Durham, 
N.C.: Duke University Press, 2010), xvi.
 42. Anne Pollock, “Heart Feminism,” Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, Tech-
noscience 1, no. 1 (2015), http://catalystjournal.org/ojs/index.php/catalyst/
article/view/pollock/98.

43. For David Berry, OOO’s arti�cial objects, insofar as they are human- 
made “products of neoliberal capitalism,” evince a blind spot in OOO’s non-
anthropocentrism. While Berry sees these objects as “contaminated” by 
human intervention, this impurity is precisely where OOF �nds common 
ground. In answer to Berry’s call to “catch sight of what is being listed in 
[OOO’s] descriptive litanies,” OOF observes that human and nonhuman 
objects are now equally products of neoliberal capitalism. See Berry, “The 
Uses of Object- Oriented Ontology,” Stunlaw: A Critical Review of Politics, 
Arts, and Technology, May 25, 2012,  http://stunlaw.blogspot.nl/2012/05/
uses-of-object-oriented-ontology.html.
 44. The early works of Rosi Braidotti, and other feminist theorists like 
Luce Irigaray and Hélène Cixous, build on the positivistic force of laughter 
in Nietzsche. On humor and the role of laughter in feminist creative and 
theoretical work, see Braidotti, “Cyberfeminism with a Di¯erence,” accessed 
August 1, 2015, http://www.let.uu.nl/womens_studies/rosi/cyberfem.htm#
par1, which has an extensive section on humor and the role that laughter 
plays in feminist creative and theoretical work. A foundational text on laugh-
ter in feminist theory is Cixous, “The Laugh of the Medusa,” translated by 
Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs 1, no. 4 (1975): 875– 93. On laughter 
and humor as a deconstructive gesture in feminist philosophy, especially in 
response to patriarchal “seriousness” of the Father, see Irigaray, This Sex 
Which Is Not One, translated by Catherine Porter with Carolyn Burke (Ithaca, 
N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1985).
 45. Annie Sprinkle, “A Public Cervix Announcement” (n.d.), accessed 
January 30, 2015, http://anniesprinkle.org/a-public-cervix-anouncement/. 
In her current projects Sprinkle collaborates with her partner, Elizabeth 
Stephens, to take object- oriented feminist erotics to a nonanthropocentric 
extreme. In projects like Dirty Sexology— Twenty- Five Ways to Make Love to 
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the Earth and Green Wedding, Sprinkle and Stephens perform as “ecosexuals” 
pursuing erotic encounters of a planetary kind. See http://anniesprinkle.org/
projects/current-projects/dirty-sexecology-25-ways-to-make-love-to-the
-earth/ and http://anniesprinkle.org/projects/current-projects/love-art-labora
tory/green-wedding, both available online and accessed January 30, 2015.

46. Fox Keller, “Gender and Science.”
47. Isabelle Stengers, “Another Look: Relearning to Laugh,” translated 

by Penelope Deutscher, revised by Isabelle Stengers, Hypatia 15, no. 4 (2000): 
41– 54.

48. Angela Willey, “Biopossibility: A Queer Feminist Materialist Sci-
ence Studies Manifesto, with Special Reference to the Question of Mono-
gamous Behavior,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 41, no. 3 
(2016): 556. Willey carefully dissects a debate on new materialism’s “found-
ing gestures,” which played out in the pages of European Journal of Women’s 
Studies. For more, see Sara Ahmed, “Open Forum Imaginary Prohibitions: 
Some Preliminary Remarks on the Founding Gestures of the ‘New Materi-
alism,’” European Journal of Women’s Studies 15, no. 1 (2008): 23– 39; Noela 
Davis, “New Materialism and Feminism’s Anti- Biologism: A Response to 
Sara Ahmed,” European Journal of Women’s Studies 16, no. 1 (2009): 67– 80; 
and Nikki Sullivan, “The Somatechnics of Perception and the Matter of the 
Non/human: A Critical Response to the New Materialism,” European Jour-
nal of Women’s Studies 19, no. 3 (2012): 299– 313.
 49. Willey, “Biopossibility,” 561. See also Audre Lorde, “Uses of the 
Erotic: The Erotic as Power,” in Sister Outsider, 53– 59.
 50. See Valie Export, “TAPP und TASTKINO, 1968” (German), 
accessed January 30, 2015, http://www.valieexport.at/en/werke/werke/?tx_
ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=1956. See synopsis in “Valie Export: Tapp und 
Tastkino,” re.act.feminism: A Performing Archive, accessed January 30, 2015, 
http://www.reactfeminism.org/entry.php?l=lb&id=46&e=. See also discus-
sion of this and other works in Charles LaBelle, “Valie Export,” Frieze 60 
( June– August 2001), accessed January 30, 2015, http://www.frieze.com/
issue/review/valie_export/.

51. Laura Mulvey, “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Screen 16, 
no. 4 (1975): 6– 18.

52. Levi R. Bryant, The Democracy of Objects (Ann Arbor, Mich.: Open 
Humanities Press, 2011).

53. Rick Kittles, interview, African American Lives: Hosted by Henry 
Louis Gates, Jr., “Beyond the Middle Passage,” episode 4 (PBS Home Video, 
Kunhardt Productions, Inc., Educational Broadcasting Corporation, and 
Henry Louis Gates, Jr., 2006).
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One

It is true that if things take to speaking,
that’s the end of the world.

— Luce Irigaray
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Irina Aristarkhova

A Feminist Object

A student in my Sexual Objects class shared a video for which he 
served as a videographer. His friend, a painting student, had diÌculty 
in parting with paintings or subjecting them to the scrutiny and cri-
tique of others. He felt that he wanted to represent this through a 
video artwork, which would channel his love toward one of his paint-
ings. In this video a young man sits in a restaurant in front of an 
abstract painting and treats this painting as if it were his girlfriend. 
This as if means here the following: he o¯ers her food and wine, picks 
up the check, and then brings “her”— the painting— to his car after 
dinner, and the car shakes as if they are having sex, in the video’s �nal 
scene. Other class participants made a few critical comments, with 
the videographer agreeing with most of the criticism. Two months 
later, at the end of the semester, I received an electronic letter from 
two other students (not members of my class) stating that they were 
concerned about this video artwork. The students protested the con-
text of the video as one that objecti�es women, presenting them as 
silent, passive, and unable to give consent, and as someone who can be 
treated as a sexual object. The original video disturbed them, and they 
appropriated it for their own creative response. They inserted subti-
tles into the original video as if the painting had an inner monologue, 
responding to the young man.1 The painting “mentally commented” 
that it did not give him its consent and that it could not eat or was not 
interested in eating human food. The ambivalent nature of the sub-
titles— on the one hand, agreeing with the original intention of giving 
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the painting an identity of a woman by speaking on behalf of this 
painting- woman, and on the other hand, trying to highlight the 
human and nonhuman qualities of the object by identifying with the 
painting’s object- qualities— created an e¯ect that explores subject– 
object, artist– artwork, and human– things relations. It also created an 
e¯ect of us, viewers, being con�dants of the painting, while the student 
who was attracted to it did not seem to know what it was thinking.

The title of the new video artwork: “I, Object,” is open and mul-
tilayered as well, pointing directly to the question of identi�cation 
with the object. At my meeting with the artists who made this new 
video, Kathleen Parks and Emily Dibble, they emphasized their long 
discussions about whether they double- objecti�ed the original object, 
the painting, and also assumed to speak on behalf of all women. They 
also explained why their video work cuts o¯ the original by ending 
without the “sex in the car” scene. They felt that presenting that scene 
potentially as a “rape scene” (the painting could not consent to having 
sex) would “go too far” and be unfair to the student who made the 
painting and came up with the original idea of the video, as well as to 
the videographer, both of whom were their college friends. Moreover, 
the scene could be potentially read as disrespecting victims of sexual 
violence by presenting them as akin to a painting, with a possibility 
that a painting could be “raped.” The topic was discussed widely at the 
school, as several town halls and meetings over these two video works 
took place that semester (the student who came up with the original 
idea remained silent, however). It had also been suggested that the 
appropriation done to the original video amounted to vandalism and 
plagiarism.

Parks and Dibble are also studying sciences and involved in re-
search with scienti�c data (Parks as a minor and Dibble as a double 
major). They are aware of ecofeminism and feminist science studies. 
They felt that working on this video complicated their relation with 
other objects, including nonliving things made by humans and other 
living beings used in their labs. Their original impulse to respond, 
however, was based �rst and foremost on their feminist convictions 
and concerns with questions of sexual violence and consent, which 
are major issues on college campuses right now. In fact, at the same 
time as the “I, Object” discussions took place on whether a painting 
could give consent to its maker, the University of Michigan updated 
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its de�nition of consent, once again. An independent (or so it seems) 
issue that comes out of this story is also the question of this chapter: 
objecti�cation of objects, what it might mean in feminism, and what, 
if anything, to do about it.

This story highlights the diÌculty of identifying, on the one 
hand, with objects, and hence anthropomorphizing them and objec-
tifying us, and on the other hand, attempting to move beyond the 
objects as existing par excellence only for human use. The students 
who critiqued the original video tried to speak on behalf of those who 
are silent, objecti�ed, and victimized, but the original video and their 
subsequent critique largely missed the question of the painting as an 
art object. It is a diÌcult question, without a doubt, and might explain 
the shortcut to heteronormative pop- cultural boy- girl cliché, which 
nevertheless should not be dismissed or discounted, as the appropri-
ation work has well demonstrated. What is the relation between the 
artist and the artwork, and how does it relate to the status of other, 
non- human- made objects, de�ned as inanimate and nonliving? This 
story of two videos also indicates the diÌculty of the application of 
de�nitions of violence, respect, and consent from humans to nonhu-
mans, how they complicate each other, and their relation to contempo-
rary feminism (I am particularly thinking of feminist animal studies, 
science and technology studies, and ecofeminism).

Before I discuss “objecti�cation of objects,” let us consider the 
terms we are using: what stands behind the object, the thing, and how 
they are thought. These are the questions that Martin Heidegger 
started with when thinking through the work of art— a topic very 
much at the center of the above story. As Heidegger directly deals 
with the subject matter of this chapter— the status of objects and 
their objecti�cation— his ideas might be helpful in my consideration 
of how feminist orientation toward objects changes, or not, their ecol-
ogy. The di¯erences between things and objects are especially relevant 
here, as they tend to be overlooked and their interchangeability, their 
sameness, assumed. What are things and objects in Heidegger, and 
why are their di¯erences important? In my discussion of Heidegger 
on things and objects, I rely on two main texts: “The Origin of the 
Work of Art,” and “The Thing,” both from the same collection.2

The de�nition of a thing in Heidegger is negative: “On the whole 
the word ‘thing’ here designates whatever is not simply nothing.”3
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Heidegger uses this de�nition immediately after declaring that “Death 
and judgment— there are ultimate things.”4 One assumes a death of a 
human being (based on Heidegger’s later use of the word mortals in 
the same series of publications on things), and a judgment after death, 
whatever it can be, of those mortals. God is not a thing, and a peasant 
is not a thing, we learn. However, a girl is called “a young thing,” 
“but only because we feel that being human is in a certain way miss-
ing here and think that instead we have to do here with the factor 
that constitutes the thingly character of things.”5 In his interpretation 
of this passage, Peter Geimer explains that “this girl as ‘a young thing’ 
that is called ‘a thing’ in Heidegger’s analysis because it is not yet 
human enough, is opposed to another thing: the body, that is no longer 
human. Heidegger writes that the dead body transforms into a ‘corpse- 
thing.’ The boundary between Human (man) and thing can therefore 
always be sharply separated.”6 A new translation, however, of the 
original passage clari�es why the young girl is not yet human enough: 
“However, we may call a young girl who attempts an excessive task, a 
‘still too young thing’ but only because in this case we are missing the 
‘human- being- ness’ in a certain way, and instead seek to �nd what it 
is that makes the ‘Thingness’ of things.”7 This excessive task— beyond 
the ability of a young girl— is the key that is missing in the above- 
quoted English translation, but essential to our understanding of the 
reason for her disquali�cation from being fully human and, therefore, 
of her crossover into thingness. One could only wonder what such an 
excessive task could be, physical, intellectual, and so forth, for Heideg-
ger, but without this quali�er it is hard to understand how a young girl 
could be connected to “the thingness of things.” Unless one does not 
even need, perhaps, a good reason, or any reason, for an explanation of 
why a young girl is a young thing (thus, in Geimer, as quoted above, it 
is simply assumed, without a reason, that she is a thing). We know it, 
the translation also suggests, omitting the reason, by default. But Hei-
degger has an explanation: excessive tasks belong to the fully human.

Following a hesitation to call many other living things, like plants, 
a thing, Heidegger comes to conclude that calling human- made or 
inanimate objects— such as a stone or a hammer— a thing is much 
easier. He uses the word mere in relation to things (just as above he 
used simply in relation to nothing). So, a thing is not simply a no- 
thing— nothing. Things, properly speaking, are “lifeless beings of 
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nature and objects of use. Natural things and utensils are the things 
commonly so called.”8 Heidegger explains, in relation to the whole 
class of “mere things”: “‘Mere’ here means, �rst, the pure thing, which 
is simply a thing and nothing more; but then, at the same time, it 
means that which is only a thing, in an almost pejorative sense. It is 
mere things, excluding even use- objects, that count as things in the 
strict sense.”9 Heidegger, thus, narrows his de�nition considerably. 
If at �rst, everything (which is not nothing) is a thing— including 
human beings, plants, all living and non- living beings— now, only 
certain entities are things. They must possess a particular thingness.

What is this factor of thingness? Heidegger goes back to the ety-
mology and history of these terms, including the grammar. He shows 
how they were borrowed, translated, confused, and changed from 
Greek into Latin and so forth to other European languages, becom-
ing what we call today the subject, predicate, and object, with their 
substantial and accidental qualities. The thing that is often pointed to 
through the object has a presence outside language and has to present 
itself to us before we can think it. But it is not a simple mirror rela-
tion. That is, if thoughts and sentences start with things, it does not 
mean that they are well- grounded interpretations. After all, our gram-
mar does not distinguish between “mere things” and everything else. 
All beings are things as far as words are concerned (subject/predicate/
object). And this lack of care, between mere things and others as 
things, or how the things are treated as this “thing- concept” without 
care for things’ “independent and self- contained character,” is not 
simply an accidental innocent semantic confusion.10 It is a matter of 
violence: “Occasionally we still have the feeling that violence has long 
been done to the thingly element of things and that thought has 
played a part of this violence, for which reason people disavow thought 
instead of taking pains to make it more thoughtful.”11 Being called a 
thing is, then, a precondition to becoming an object, de�ned by its 
availability for being used (in a scienti�c laboratory or in a household, 
for example). An object is a thing that has been made available to us, 
both �guratively and literally, one feeding the other.

The issue under consideration is whether the thinking of things 
and objects more thoughtfully would resolve the question of violence 
against them, through care for their “thingness.” Heidegger thinks so 
and calls for a feeling to play a part in this thinking anew. Feeling is 
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not separated from thinking but rather challenges this dichotomy of 
senses and reason, because it is “more open to Being than all that 
reason which, having meanwhile become ratio, was misinterpreted as 
being rational.” Thus, reason does not equal rationality but rather has 
been reduced to it. Such rational thinking of the thing- concept “does 
not lay hold of the thing as it is in its own being, but makes an assault 
upon it.”12 And the direct feeling, direct sensing of things, which has 
a relation to reason without being reduced to being merely rational, 
might help us think them for themselves, with less violence and assault.

Strong words: to not think a thing in its own being is to assault it. 
But how is it possible to hold it, in order to think it (because of a desire 
to hold, to have, to think), and not to assault something in the process? 
Heidegger’s answer is surprising, especially as far as the question of 
sexual di¯erence is concerned: “Only, certainly, by granting the thing, 
as it were, a free �eld to display its thingly character directly. Every-
thing that might interpose itself between the thing and us in appre-
hending and talking about it must �rst be set aside.”13 Heidegger 
seems to be calling on us to listen to things, to notice their talking to 
us. And it is philosophers and artists who are left to listen to things, 
to their talking.

Let us consider, then, what kinds of qualities a young girl has as 
a thing in itself. Here, rather than simply dismiss Heideggerian out-
rageous logic, I move to understand, in principle, how else art or phi-
losophy can approach her as a thing, not as a reduction in status from 
a human to a thing (a feminist response often seeks to prove her 
humanness in order to elevate her status to that of a human). This 
might allow us to understand what is in her that is thingness rather 
than “humanness.” Let us then take Heidegger at his word and ap-
proach her as a thing thoughtfully so as not to assault her but rather 
to enable, to reveal her independent and self- contained character. 
Here it would be revealed, however, that things (and young girls) still 
perform a function for a philosopher, and there is no path for us yet 
to enact this approach. That painting with which I started, the paint-
ing in the students’ videos, performed a function, did something, for the 
purpose of the work, even though the feelings of artists were invested 
in it and it is due to its existence that the videos were made. The envi-
ronment in which objects and young girls appear is one factor that 
leads to their objecti�cation, where they appear to be “at hand” for a 
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philosopher to be so innocently taken by their immediate presence, 
their aesthetic qualities as things- in- themselves.14 Heidegger’s con-
tradiction of terms (“human is no thing,” “a young girl is a young 
thing”) raises an issue of the standpoint of this environment of objec-
ti�cation, where potentially any thing is a thing except the self. What 
Heidegger is saying, however, is that there is no need to search far 
and wide for a thing to be recognized in itself. It is right in front of 
us, in its perceptibility “by sensations in the senses belonging to sen-
sibility.”15 That is, the thing is here by its aesthetic quality; before we 
think it, we already taste it, touch it, see it, feel it, sense it variously.

This also explains Heidegger’s hesitation with intermediaries be-
tween humans and things, for example, science, in its claims to truth 
through representational, mathematical, or other mediators of things. 
Science obscures rather than reveals things, as it presents them as 
its (scienti�c) objects: “Statements of physics are correct. By means 
of them, science represents something real, by which it is objectively 
controlled. But— is this reality the jug? No. Science always encounters 
only what its kind of representation has admitted beforehand as an 
object possible for science.”16 Heidegger goes on to say that since 
scienti�c knowledge deals with the sphere of objects, it already “anni-
hilated things as things.” Heidegger’s argument presents us with a 
word of caution on using his philosophy of things and objects for fem-
inist new materialist discussions, for example, which often depend 
so much on quantum physics, biomedical sciences, or other science- 
based methodologies to understand things and objects in the world. 
These new theories privilege scienti�c knowledge as providing us 
with support of postmodern and posthuman theories of cobecoming 
and coexistence. Art and poetry, on the other hand, with their much 
more direct (aesthetic) but also modest truth claims, reveal things for 
themselves.

Within Heideggerian cosmology, an intermediary between a 
thing and a thinker— such as a microscope, for example— does not 
provide any “higher” truth about matter and things, more penetrating 
than the one a thinker has access to by his or her own sensibility in 
relation to the thing, through his feeling of things. Our vocabulary 
attests to that, since on the level of quantum physics or other smaller- 
or larger- than- human- scale knowledge construction, any evidence— 
any thing— is still brought into the scale of human body, human mind, 
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and their abilities to make sense and create meaning via mediators 
of language, representation, mathematics, and other epistemological 
prostheses. Heidegger’s point is certainly not that they are not true— 
“statements of physics are correct,” he says— but they are not neces-
sarily helping us understand “things as things,” or furthermore, they 
might be annihilating “things as things.”

Hence, another cautionary tale from Heidegger for object- 
oriented feminism: �rst, in privileging scienti�c epistemology as hav-
ing more direct access to the object, we might actually be moving 
further away from it as a thing- in- itself; and second, in privileging 
objects as a sight of ethical and ontological investment, we might be 
still moving further away from other living beings, human and non-
human included.17 Because proximity to things is essential for their 
study, such proximity and access raise questions of control and power 
of humans over those whom they study, with subsequent problems of 
harm, containment, and destruction.

There are potential problems with Heidegger’s position. It does 
not question anthropomorphism suÌciently: human senses are being 
a¯ected, and human means make things available to human percep-
tion. In addition, human ideals of respectful, nonviolent treatment 
are used in presenting things for themselves (such as independence 
or self- containment, for example, that evoke autonomy). It is also not 
clear why feelings and thoughtful thinking are privileged over math-
ematics. Heidegger wishes to protect things against those in Western 
physics and metaphysics who desire to “objectively control” them, 
like science and engineering, for example. A philosopher competes 
with a scientist for interpreting things. An important issue here is the 
intention, since Heidegger wants to protect things for themselves. 
Another question here is whether things speak to a philosopher or an 
artist in a privileged manner. There is something deeply misanthropic 
about Heideggerian thing- ism (rather than humanism) here, where the 
Being is claimed as one with nature (earth, sky, things- in- themselves, 
or with young girls, still pure in their thingness) rather than with other 
human beings.

Thus, sensibility toward things in themselves is the reason Hei-
degger privileges art over science or some other human activity where 
objects get instrumentalized. Unlike a peasant who uses boots to go 
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and work in the �eld, or a thirsty person who uses a jug for drinking, 
a painter has no other relation to these things— the jug or the boots— 
than revealing them, as they are to themselves, through the senses. 
Moreover, an artist is aware of the limitations of those senses to be 
able to “capture” the thing, and hence needs to present the thing for 
itself, without the need to be used in any other way than in it being 
itself. This point was already made by Immanuel Kant, and Heidegger 
is developing it, even valorizing its contemplative (rather than func-
tional) qualities. With the help of the Kantian de�nition of things- 
in- themselves, unlike things for us, objects, Heidegger presents a jug 
as a thing that things:

But for Kant, that which is becomes the object of a representing 
that runs its course in the self- consciousness of the human ego. 
The thing- in- itself means for Kant: the object- in- itself. To 
Kant, the character of the “in- itself ” signi�es that the object is an 
object in itself without reference to the human act of represent-
ing it, that is, without the opposing “ob- ” by which it is �rst of 
all put before this representing act. “Thing- in- itself,” thought in 
a rigorously Kantian way, means an object that is no object for 
us, because it is supposed to stand, stay put, without a possible 
before: for the human representational act that encounters it. . . . 
The jug is a thing insofar as it things. The presence of something 
present such as the jug comes into its own, appropriatively mani-
fests and determines itself, only from the thinging of the thing.18

Heidegger, as a human, needs the thing for a larger project of hold-
ing his world, his ecology of various things and their elements. That 
jug, as a thing, has important work to do for the thinker, through its 
agency, its ability, to thing things: “Thinging, the thing stays the 
united four, earth and sky, divinities and mortals, in the simple one-
fold of their self- uni�ed four- fold.”19 The jug gathers these four, 
makes them one as four, enables their gathering by being made of 
earth, by mortals, who communally evoke divinities with their liba-
tions directed at the sky. This “wholeness” as interconnectedness of 
all in Heidegger works well for contemporary interest in objects and 
things, and how they are connected with humans and the cosmos, and 
contributes greatly to the ecological theory of self- forming.
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Heidegger, though, �nds himself alone, as a mortal, with the rest 
of the world: “Earth is the building bearer, nourishing with its fruits, 
tending water and rock, plant and animal.”20 His mortality, of the 
man, the fully human, is very important here, and remains at the heart 
of his mourning. Does Heidegger mourn any other thing than the 
self ? Unlikely, because “only man dies, animal perishes.” The thingy 
quality of nonhumans, including “mere things,” does not help them, 
no matter how independent and self- contained they are. Heidegger 
does not leave a space for their mourning (they are mourned only 
as fetishes?). This mourning brings us back to those two ultimate 
things, such as death and judgment, but now with the aÌrmation of 
the thing as a gatherer of the world: “The gathered presence of the 
mirror- play of the world, joining in this way, is the ringing. In the 
ringing of the mirror- plying ring, the four nestle into their unifying 
presence, in which each one retains its own nature. So nestling, they 
join together, worlding, the world. . . . The thing stays— gathers and 
uni�es— the fourfold. The thing things world. . . . If we let the thing 
be present in its thinging from out of the worlding world, then we are 
thinking of the thing as thing.”21

Let us summarize the above. Things are all that is not nothing. 
Some things are more things, as “mere things,” because of their nature 
of thingness as such, rather than other de�ning characteristics. Thus, 
plants, nonhuman living beings, and animals (and we can include 
earth here) are not “mere things.” Nature is not a mere thing, though 
some of her elements are, as well as some human- made things, such 
as a jug, stones, a hammer, and so forth. They stop being objects as 
soon as we allow them to be things, for they present themselves to us 
in their independence, in their ability to gather the whole world in the 
self- contained manner. The ascendance of objects to things is what 
would help to treat them di¯erently, as things- in- themselves, rather 
than being used for human consumption. It is not clear what the next 
step would need to be, and here is where the students who remade the 
video, Kathleen Parks and Emily Dibble, became ambivalent too. The 
next logical step seems to be giving things rights, soul, feelings, con-
sent, in order to break the logic of objecti�cation and its violence. This 
step, after all, would not be taken for the �rst time, as many animistic 
traditions showed us. But as much as this logic seems preposterous, 
especially in feminist terms, it is also not the same as animism.
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Heidegger is famously technophobic in his writing on the mod-
ern world, where technology pretends to make things come nearer to 
us, but in reality planes, radio, and television cause us to lose sight of 
nearness. Things are so near to us (much nearer than ever) that we do 
not see them (or each other?) any longer. In the desire to annihilate 
distance, we do not recognize nearness and its nature in distancing. 
But the change in our orientation, or our attitude, to things is not 
enough to be able to think things in themselves, and not only as 
objects in front of or for us: “nothing that stands today as an object in 
the distanceless can ever be simply switched over into a thing. Nor do 
things as things ever come about if we merely avoid objects and recol-
lect former objects which perhaps were once on the way to becoming 
things and even to actually presencing as things.”22

Converting objects into things would not do, as it would not 
make them into independent things- in- themselves. Because just as 
things, including animals, human- made or natural entities, are innu-
merable, they remain modest, and nothing in comparison with “the 
countless objects” and “the measureless mass of men as living beings.” 
In the end, “men alone, as mortals, by dwelling attain to the world 
as world. Only what conjoins itself out of world becomes a thing.”23

Thus, Heidegger comes back to his earlier de�nition (anything is 
potentially a kind of a thing), but he rede�nes it with a humanistic 
twist: men are di¯erent as things, even if they could be things at all. 
But why did Heidegger need the last sentence, a thought that seem-
ingly crosses his own text on the thing as thing- in- itself ? The last 
insistence on men as the only ones capable to attain to the world as 
world? Even if it is true, it does not change things.

Heidegger clearly resists the earthly judgment here based on 
some instrumental arbitrariness. We are left with a solipsistic tautol-
ogy, even if it is the one that attempts to show but fails to enact its own 
method of approaching the di¯erence between things and objects. 
They appear, or as Heidegger says, presence themselves for the phi-
losopher as it is handy for his world attainment. To say this is not to 
deny him this pleasure but to ask what it is for things in philosophical 
thoughtfulness about their thingness. If Heidegger suggested that 
thinking further and di¯erently about things in themselves, listening 
to them, hearing them speak in their immediate sensory qualities, re-
duces the violence and assault on them, then one assumes that even 
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more so it would be done in relation to “more- than- mere- things,” like, 
for example, other living beings, human and nonhuman. How much 
is Heidegger listening to them or wanting to hear from them?

In her fascinating feminist reading of Heidegger, The Forget-
ting of Air in Martin Heidegger,24 Luce Irigaray shows that in his 
desire to listen to things carefully, Heidegger dispenses with their his-
tory, trying to recover their original states and disregarding change 
as a question of contamination of their true nature. In Heidegger’s 
account there is “nature that is excluded from history.”25 Blaming oth-
ers for annihilating things, he does not admit that he also only thinks 
things and objects that are important to him as a representative of the 
mortals. And nature, with her ability to cradle the philosopher, does 
not seem to speak to him in any other form than in soothing and 
reassuring terms: “Will man speak to himself, still and always, through 
a medium that is determined by him, through an other de�ned in him, 
through a god or divinity created or interpreted by him”?26 Nature 
with its intelligible language of the senses that the thinker can feel is 
the echo of his mourning of himself, his death and judgment.

Irigaray starts her book with an epigraph from Angelus Silesius: 
“The rose is without ‘why’; it Èowers because it Èowers.” This line was 
used by Heidegger, translated in his Principle of Reason as “The rose is 
without why; it blooms because it blooms, It pays no attention to itself, 
asks not whether it is seen.”27 There, Heidegger claims: “Humans, in 
the concealed grounds of their essential being, �rst truly are when in 
their own way they are like the rose— without why.”28 Irigaray ques-
tions this comparison throughout the book, asking whether the rose 
is ever a thing- in- itself, whether Heidegger has been true to Silesius. 
If the rose in its Èowering is appropriated, when Heidegger seeks to 
speak “for all growth and Èowering that is still in silence. . . . Making 
of its whole self an o¯ering, the rose would have no ‘why’ other than 
to Èower. It would o¯er itself to sight without foreseeing or oversee-
ing an impact.”29 But man speaks of this kind of Èowering in order to 
“re- cloak this groundless ground for the dwelling of Being in reason,”30

and in e¯ect robs the rose of its history, of its own story, where even 
Èowering might not be the reason for it to be. What if there is no 
reason to be? If the man is like the rose, as Heidegger claims above, 
without “why,” then how does he sustain the dividing line between 
things, objects, and mortals? They are all appropriated for the state of 
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Being, and here Irigaray’s critique of Heidegger’s orientation is par-
ticularly useful for object- oriented feminisms:

But a wall separates the rose from the question that is addressed 
to it at this point. . . . The rose is there, though, static before our 
eyes. Too close for what is most singular about it to be per-
ceived. . . . To tell of the rose, wouldn’t speech forever have to 
appropriate the rose anew for itself by proceeding toward an 
origin the rose does not have? Seeking, in the rose, a false depth: 
the reason for its Being. Relinquishing naïve admiration to dis-
cover the cause of the Èower in thinking. Into which the Èower 
cannot be transposed? The metaphorical rose no longer blooms—
�xed in an ideal �gure. A �gure possible only thanks to imme-
diate sensible perception, something man ends up forgetting.31

Though Irigaray underplays Heidegger’s position on the importance 
of the senses (his notion of thinking is more complex, as I showed 
earlier), this paragraph provides a forceful critique of Heidegger’s 
fetishization of the object– thing couple as an unchanging standing 
reserve, which is available to a thinker. I see this critique also as a warn-
ing, a word of caution, to the recent feminist valorization of the object: 
what do they do for us that we have turned to them right now? In 
other words, there is a need to consider what such objecti�cation of 
the object does for Heidegger and, potentially, for object- oriented 
feminism, material culture studies, new materialism, and other think-
ing that seeks out and speaks so much of objects in their objectness, 
in their agency, as things in themselves.

Irigaray also warns Heidegger and his philosophical followers 
of valorization of the rose/nature/earth (the environment) that hides 
a “silent feminine other” through the suppression of a “female other 
whose voice would be di¯erent” and who is “always assimilated and 
not known or recognized in her irreducible di¯erence,” unlike Being, 
“spared as that which overÈows appropriation.”32 This back- and- 
forth between giving others (other than mortals, than men) the same 
status of overÈowing appropriation and the known, and not giving it 
to them, depending on what the philosopher’s needs are, is what pre-
vents thinking of things and objects (rather than men) and being with 
them anew, di¯erently. Are we ready, in other words, to give them 
their mobility and overÈowing, and not only take:

Behar.indd   51 29/08/2016   8:32:36 AM



52  Irina Aristarkhova

Would some “thing” that philosophy would never have thought 
out always and already have been of use to Being? The utility of 
a being for the constitution of Being. . . . He creates things, 
immanent and transcendent, matter and form. Things whose 
approximation is remote, for in them past forces are evoked, and 
future forces invoked, that resist any present co- belonging. They 
remain at rest, but recall, or call for, movements. Immobile, their 
forms commemorate the mobility deployed. To let them be, then, 
means to leave to them the forces that they contain or retain.33

The rose, then, only Èowers because of ; otherwise, without the Èow-
ering, there would be no rose. As Heidegger would say, the rose, 
Èowering, roses itself. Without its characteristic rose petals, there is no 
rose. Immobility, silence, lack of history, and change (their own story) 
are characteristics of things and objects in Heidegger that Irigaray 
unpacks as tied to sexual di¯erence. That is why Irigaray’s warning 
about the end of the world if things start speaking includes gendered 
and sexed things as they are in Heidegger’s thought. As we approach 
objects, then, and orient ourselves toward them with renewed desire 
to understand, interpret, and experience, it is important to remain 
mindful of this danger of assault that Heidegger warns us about and 
Irigaray brings forth as also a question of sexual di¯erence. Heidegger 
did not elaborate on such strong terms (and corresponding practices?) 
as violence and assault on things if they are not approached as things in 
themselves. One assumes, from his account, that violence and assault 
are the result of what today is called objecti�cation: only thinking of 
and presenting things for their use value, for exploitative purposes. Not 
being ends in themselves, but being means to achieve something else 
(to satisfy thirst, lust, hunger). When non- mere- things (men, other 
living beings) are reduced to things (as mere things), and mere things 
are, in turn, reduced to objects of use, violence happens. It is also pos-
sible to speculate that Heidegger takes time here to distance himself 
from violence that has already happened by giving things— “mere 
things”— more space and respect to be contained independently in 
themselves, rather than being instrumental to the needs of people.

As I mentioned above, there is a sense of protection that Heideg-
ger demonstrates toward objects. His protection is akin to contem-
porary art projects that deal with materiality of things and what they 
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do for us. I agree with Heidegger that art— especially contemporary 
art, I would add— reveals objects in ways that are important and often 
undervalued compared with other paths of sensing, knowing, and 
interpreting. For example, it is diÌcult for a scientist to study an 
object and at the same time include this object’s labor into this study 
(not just acknowledging its labor but making the labor itself part of 
the subject matter). I started with an example where the labor of a 
painting came into discussion as a problem for feminist claims, or 
at least what the young artists and scientists Parks and Dibble iden-
ti�ed as a problem. I would like to discuss here another art project 
about objects, which is engaged directly with questions of their work 
and environmental degradation, and what a new thinking about and 
caring for objects might mean. In her project E- Waste, Katherine 
Behar, an artist and scholar whose work focuses on issues of objec-
ti�cation and objects, elegantly explores things as if for and among 
themselves.

Here a multilayered, hidden, life of objects takes place. Behar 
emphatically creates a world for and of USB devices:

But what of all the gadgets those factories churned out, the 
always-on armies that once served the human race? Their plas-
tic bodies prove impervious to eventual climate change and 
sudden catastrophe. Indeed they hastened this.

But without humans to program them, to direct their 
work and give them purpose, the devices persist in their empty 
routines. As years go by, the Earth beneath them takes pity. The 
stony ground creeps toward the orphaned gadgets, embracing 
their fragile frames to soothe and brace them for their burden of 
in�nite work.34

Humans are no more, or nowhere to be seen, and those left (out?) 
USB devices have to fend for themselves. But instead of being poor 
things or mere things, they are in a community and also act individu-
ally. The work is an installation of various things, each a separate 
work. They need electric grids to feed on, and they also carry on being 
because of humans who created them. But they do not remember that 
any longer, and it does not matter anymore. These devices �nished 
their work for humans, though their “in�nite work” is never done. They 
are not de�ned by their functionality. A human from the audience 
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looks at these objects as if in wonder and familiarity at the same time. 
We are left contemplating (with) them.

Today it is customary to discuss issues of sustainability and waste 
in relation to plastics and electronics, and this intention is certainly 
present in a work with the title of E- Waste. But Behar also chooses 
to focus on the beings and lives of these plastic devices that are 
demonstratively connected to unconcealed wires and exist in this 
techno- futuristic, complicated paradise. They seem to be comfortable 
and independent from those who made them. The fact that they will 
potentially be forever is not a naive position here but a beginning 
of thinking of objects for themselves and not as tools only for some-
one else. Their form, their needs, their shapes and movement, their 
color, their self- representation and communication— yes, this is all in 
our heads (eyes and ears), but not really. That is not all that there is. 
Here they are, in front of us, and who is to assert that there is nothing 
else going on. The ridiculous question of USB devices’ Being is not 

Figure 1.1. Katherine Behar, E- Waste, 2014. Installation view at the Tuska 
Center for Contemporary Art, Lexington, Kentucky. Photograph by  
Dana Rogers. Courtesy of the artist.
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that far removed from the question of investing any other object, such 
as a painting, a cell, or a particle, with a meaning to have an ability of 
being a complex interface in the material relation with others. If we 
can invest so much intellectual, philosophical, scienti�c, emotional, 
and spiritual force into “DNA” and other objects and things, certainly 
Behar’s USB devices should not be excluded too.

Their “loneliness” transforms the installation into a peep show 
for humans. USB devices left to themselves might not, after all, need 
us. They are just �ne by themselves. Never mind that this is a man- 
made (woman- made, to be precise) community. And what? Now they 
are, there, among themselves, whether we want it or not. The relation 
between the thing and the work of art is not that simple. But it is 
right here, in front of us, comfortably arranged.

Behar’s work also tests the arguments about “objects’ agency” in 
her unique comfortable aesthetic; its edginess being in this comfort, 
the lack of guilt or anxiety about their plastic future. That agency is 

Figure 1.2. Katherine Behar, E- Waste, 2014. Installation view at the Tuska 
Center for Contemporary Art, Lexington, Kentucky. Photograph by  
Dana Rogers. Courtesy of the artist.
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usually de�ned in anthropomorphic terms: independent movement; 
autonomy and life on its own, without humans around; “the rose” that 
does not need “why” to Èower, as a rose in herself, for herself, and 
not an audience member or a philosopher.35 In that sense, being 
human- made here creates an even more radical community of self- 
sustainability. A world without people, where machines, plastic, metal 
things, our “creations” that are nonhuman and nonliving, will long out-
live us, will exist in such a literally posthuman world. We only imag-
ine it, in theory, but it is already here. After all, human- made space 
explorers might well have a better chance to see this solar system 
end in around four billion years. They might still be around when the 
Milky Way– Andromeda galaxies collide, just before or after our Sun’s 
death. Do we hate them and love them because of that? Then their 
“agency” is omnipotent if it is de�ned as simply “we don’t die as you 
do.” These USB creations are laughing at us, mortals! For Heidegger, 
death and judgment remained the “last” important questions that 
things do not need to care about, and it makes them less than human. 
Behar’s work messes up all these questions by not taking this separa-
tion of animate and inanimate objects too seriously. One can wonder 
if it indicates an ethical Èaw. It would be too easy to fall into Behar’s 
trap of misplaced fetishism of the contemporary artist who is not seri-
ous about the human condition. Her ironic self- representation here as 
a “lost” posthuman feminist who envisions and farms USB devices 
subverts the question of labor as always already human (depending 
on who de�nes human, of course). Would these devices pass the test 
of humanness as in ful�lling “excessive tasks,” as in Heidegger’s de�-
nition of a “young girl as a young thing”? Her E- Waste things have 
their Being without even trying to have it: we do not know what is 
excessive to them or not.

My discussions with Behar on various possibilities of approach-
ing things anew touched on the meaning of “things for themselves” as 
“being left alone.” This new possibility, of what she called in relation 
to her E- Waste series “care as neglect and neglect as care,” outlines 
various consequences of other treatment of objects, when our de�ni-
tions between human, nonhuman, and posthuman are interrogated. 
Behar’s aÌnity with non- Western approaches to nonhuman beings is 
close to other feminist concerns and my own engagement with Jain-
ism and its philosophy of nonharm as it poses critical questions to the 
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feminist ethics of care and ecofeminism.36 E- Waste is not simply illus-
trating these topics but produces ethics and politics of such “objects- 
for- themselves” futures. E- Waste heralds new aesthetics in a feminist 
orientation toward objects.

Bringing together aesthetic and philosophical concerns discussed 
so far, I can identify the following reasons to be cautious in our search 
for a feminist object, de�ned here simply as an object that would sat-
isfy various feminist concerns and be good to think with in feminist 
scholarship:

1. Objects, de�ned in relation to subjects as objects to be used, 
have limitations for feminist thought, because women have 
been often de�ned as objects to be used and violated.

2. Rede�nitions of objects and subjects with the aim to complicate 
their complementarity and oppositionality are limited by the 
lack of changes in the context of the relations between subjects 

Figure 1.3. Katherine Behar, E- Waste, 2014. Installation view at the Tuska 
Center for Contemporary Art, Lexington, Kentucky. Photograph by  
Dana Rogers. Courtesy of the artist.
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and objects: subjects continue to be subjects, and objects 
continue to be objects for the use of subjects.

3. Objects provide essential labor, they do important things for 
subjects, and this dynamic creates a hierarchy between them 
that endures.

4. “Elevating” objects to things- in- themselves would not 
necessarily change what happens to objects unless the position 
of subjects and how they are de�ned change too. Subjects 
would need to agree to give up their power and control over 
objects (including the hierarchy and unequal status).

5. Assigning agency to objects is useful, especially theoretically, 
but has its limitations in the extent to which this agency is 
assigned in anthropomorphic terms. Giving up power, 
relinquishing control, leaving objects alone, might enable them 
to become things, as in things- in- themselves.

6. The following terms might be useful, to highlight the 
conundrum of assigning agency to objects: consent, freedom  
of choice and expression, a right to self- determination, 
freedom of movement, dignity, quality of life, nonharm. Here  
I am not saying that assigning agency to objects is necessarily 
futile. On the contrary, I am asking how consistently feminist 
scholars who welcome objects into feminism are willing to 
apply their feminist values to nonhuman, nonliving beings 
(“mere things” in Heidegger’s account). The uncanny 
(unheimlich) and potentially problematic proposition of 
consensual objects demands our continuous demarcation, 
reorientation, juxtaposition, and clari�cation of the notions, 
the commitments, and value judgments that they represent. 
Here, the artwork of Behar risks what in other circumstances 
might not feel “right.” And where she might intend to foment 
solidarities of various labor groups, her work also enables  
the question of machine labor for the sake of machines 
themselves, not as a topic that needs to be bracketed outside 
our (post)human ethics.

7. As questionable as it might seem, within object- oriented 
feminism and new materialist discussions, it is important to at 
least pose a question of objecti�cation of objects and what 
such objecti�cation makes of feminist goals.
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The notion of objecti�cation creates a contradiction in terms 
when applied to objects. After all, most charges of objecti�cation are 
levied when other- than- objects are treated as objects. In her de�ni-
tive text on objecti�cation, Martha Nussbaum de�ned objecti�cation, 
following the work of Catharine MacKinnon and Andrea Dworkin, 
through seven characteristics: instrumentality, denial of autonomy, 
inertness, fungibility (exchangeability), violability, ownership, and the 
denial of subjectivity.37 Heidegger warned of instrumentality in relation 
to things, a gesture that made things into objects. In this context, their 
value is based only on their usefulness and their function. In relation to 
objects today, a question of their subjectivity is in order. If they can be 
objecti�ed, they have subjectivity that could be denied to them. After 
all, subjectivity, as a term, was introduced to end the subject– object 
dichotomy. When they do have it, in literature or art, that subjectivity 
is being given to them. But so is the subjectivity of humans being 
given to them by others (otherwise they, too, could not be objecti�ed).

The relation between being owned and being objecti�ed pre-
sents another complication. In Behar’s work, the objects exist in a 
science �ction story as free and not owned by anyone, since there are 
no humans around any longer. Is there a concept of ownership outside 
the human de�nition of the word? More important, the issue of own-
ership raises the question of value: objects certainly perform labor and 
have value in terms of the market. But this is not a necessary de�ni-
tion, and other terms rather than ownership (especially as private prop-
erty) start being applied to those who until recently have been seen 
as property of others as a norm: pets, zoo animals, biomaterials in the 
biomedical sciences. More countries object to de�ning any living mat-
ter as “mere things.” These objections take the form of governmental 
position statements, referendums, or changes in their legal treatment. 
These follow and produce changes in ethical approach, principles, 
and ontological status of those objects. If previously such changes 
have been easily dismissed as misplaced in the face of violence, assault, 
and annihilation of humans that are not suÌciently dealt with, today 
forces that want changes in the status of objecti�ed humans claim 
aÌnity with those who protest objecti�cation of nonhumans (includ-
ing “mere things”). Behar’s work engenders this human– nonhuman 
aÌnity. This aÌnity cannot be simply reduced to the problematic 
claim of identi�cation between human and nonhuman victims, as 
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Parks and Dibble felt not “right” about framing a “sex scene” with a 
painting as a “rape scene” (in the story that began this chapter).

This might all seem like a ridiculous idea, and it is here, I believe, 
where the power of object- oriented feminism might shine the most: 
in the fact that it claims ethics (how is it possible today to claim 
ontology without ethics?) to things, to objects, the most inanimate, 
life- free things out there. Certainly, many feminists who are follow-
ing the tradition of women’s liberation might �nd it objectionable 
and even dangerous: we do not have respect, equality, and consent 
for women and sexual minorities, and here we are, seriously talking 
about problems with the objecti�cation of things! And what a theory 
we have in which to be a thing is a great improvement— from being a 
mere object! Isn’t being a thing also not that great? Heidegger initially 
wrote the texts I am quoting from here before World War II, and 
�nished them after it. His discussion on things and violence and assault 
against things should not be taken lightly, as an exercise only in phi-
losophy. His thought should be interrogated as complicit in the vio-
lence and assault against humans as things, as later thinkers, such as 
Jacques Derrida and Irigaray, and Emmanuel Levinas, his student, have 
shown. Similar to this postwar turn in European philosophy, the philo-
sophical conditions of elevating objects to things- in- themselves (with-
out necessarily reverting to animism) and making sure that no humans 
are objecti�ed and made into “mere things” in order to be annihilated 
have been developed further also by feminist, civil rights, and ecologi-
cal movements. The hesitation of Parks and Dibble in objectifying 
a painting because they felt that it would weaken the consistency 
of their other feminist positions in relation to the environment, for 
example, or nonhumans speaks to these changes that allow a question 
of the objecti�cation of objects not to be so easily dismissed.

Heidegger speaks about listening to and feeling things for them-
selves. The terminology of peaceful coexistence, cobecoming, and co-
evolution established itself within various strands of feminist theory. 
But what does this mean from a nonhuman side, the side of things and 
objects, living or not? Pointing in the direction of object rights or con-
sensual objects, I am not trying to be clever and merely funny here; 
rather, I am trying to exemplify the stakes of this question within this 
new feminist orientation toward objects with full understanding of and 
appreciation for the conÈicting de�nitions and divergent intentions.
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Initially I felt sad for Behar’s USB devices. I felt that they were 
left out. Then I started pondering things as they are for themselves, 
even if human- made, as in Behar’s work, as they go about their own 
business. Their labor for us, whether it is in holding the world or stor-
ing our memories, is done. Things left us, mortals, a long time ago and 
will be here long after we die, creating their own worlds and stories. 
Our world is ended. They do not need us. Earth and sky, the jug and 
the young girl, the animal and E- Waste, could not care less about 
humanity’s death and judgment. It might be time to forgive them for 
that and learn to let them be.
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Figure 1.4. Katherine Behar, E- Waste, 2014. Installation view at the Tuska 
Center for Contemporary Art, Lexington, Kentucky. Photograph by Dana 
Rogers. Courtesy of the artist.
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Timothy Morton

All Objects Are Deviant
Feminism and Ecological Intimacy

Plato’s Cave and the Proximity of Things
This chapter is going to argue that because of withdrawal, objects are 
intrinsically deviant. They are never straight. They always swerve. I 
shall �rst argue for a view of objects that counterintuitively posits 
them as irreducibly “close,” despite their reputation for being distant, 
“objecti�ed,” background beings. This proximity cannot be thought as 
immediacy; rather, it is the ultimate subversion of the metaphysics 
of presence. The metaphysics of presence depends on a certain visual-
ity and on a certain distance. Object- oriented ontology (OOO) sub-
verts the metaphysics of presence by arguing that all beings withdraw, 
that is, they are incapable of being (fully) accessed by another entity: 
my idea of this glass is not the glass, the parts of the glass are not the 
glass, and so on.1

“Withdraw” cannot be thought ontically: it cannot be thought 
as distancing in space or time. Withdrawal rather underscores the 
unspeakable suchness of a thing. Withdrawal is a paradoxical term, 
since it might be better to imagine what it consists in as an intimacy or 
proximity that makes a thing impossible to access because it is too close. 
Impossible to “see” not because they are too far away but because they 
are too intimate, objects crowd upon one another like characters in an 
Expressionist carnival. They cannot be fully subjected or subjugated 
by us (or indeed by anything). Nonmetaphysical proximity is better 
thought when we replace the language of vision with a language of 
kinesthesis. A reading of Plato’s allegory of the cave will establish this.2
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What this chapter outlines, then, is a strange new form of essen-
tialism, which perhaps we could call weird essentialism. In this weird 
new essentialism, we have dropped the metaphysics of presence— 
namely, the idea that in order to exist you have to be constantly pres-
ent. This idea of constant presence a¯ects metaphysics whether it has 
to do with basic substance ontology or with more recent and perhaps 
sophisticated forms of process philosophy in the lineage of Henri 
Bergson, Alfred North Whitehead, and Gilles Deleuze.

Why is that? Because with substances or with Èuids, what we are 
thinking of when we think of an existing thing is something that is 
present in such a way that it can be subdivided— it is constantly there, 
so there can be parts of a thing, whose removal will at some point 
drastically alter that thing’s existence. Say, for example, I am an ecolo-
gist studying a meadow. If I think that the meadow is constantly pres-
ent, I can remove pieces of it— a blade of grass here, a blade of grass 
there. At some point I imagine that the meadow will not exist any-
more. The trouble is, when exactly is that?

I remove a single blade of grass— the meadow is still there. I 
remove another one— still the same meadow. I can go on removing 
blades of grass and verifying that the meadow is still there, perfectly 
logically, until all I am looking at is a bald patch of dirt. I conclude 
from this, mistakenly, that there must not have been a meadow there 
in the �rst place— again, I am cleaving to “being a meadow there” 
in terms of something that must be constantly present. Likewise, 
I can start the process in reverse. I plant a blade of grass on the dirt 
patch. This is evidently not a meadow. I plant another one— the same 
logic applies. I plant ten thousand blades of grass, and still I do not 
have a meadow.

This is known as the Sorites paradox, the paradox of the heap: 
how many grains of sand are there in a heap of sand? How many 
cloud pu¯s are there in a cloud? The Sorites paradox applies to vague 
predicates, which is to say that it applies on my view to real objects in 
the real world, such as meadows, and indeed to other entities that 
ecologists and biologists study. I can do what I did to a meadow to the 
biosphere as a whole, I can do the same with an individual life- form 
such as a meadowlark, and so on. If I regard them as existing insofar 
as they are constantly present, I can apply the Sorites paradox to them 
and make them evaporate. Either the beings that biology and ecology 
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study are not very real, or my logic is faulty. I may have to accept at 
some point that to exist is to be fuzzy— that is, if I am not an antireal-
ist or a nominalist for whom nothing exists but as it is designated or 
named as existing.

I use the term fuzzy in a way that is far from fuzzy, but indeed 
rather sharp. A thing is a set of other things that do not sum to it. 
These other things include its various parts and the way it appears. 
There is an intrinsic and irreducible gap within a thing between what 
it is and how it appears, a gap I call the Rift.3 This gap cannot be 
located anywhere in what I am calling ontically given space- time. 
That is, I can travel all around the surfaces and depths of a thing, 
study its history, think about how it is used, interview it— if it can 
speak— and I will never be able to locate the Rift.

I cannot point to the Rift because a thing does not sum to its 
uses, or history, or relations, or pieces. A thing is an irreducible unicity. 
This means that I have to accept that things can be themselves and 
not- quite- themselves at the very same time, because the appearance 
of a thing just is not the thing. This means that to be a thing means 
to be in a state of logical contradiction, which means that our OOO 
view is diametrically opposed to Alain Badiou, for whom to exist is to 
be consistent.

This line of thought brings us to Plato’s allegory of the cave in 
the seventh book of The Republic. Reality is something to be seen, 
suggests the allegory. After considerable mental toil you infer the 
existence of real things of which the shadows on the wall are just 
distorted projections. But what are the conditions of possibility for 
this toil? Why would one even start in the �rst place, chained to the 
spot and totally taken in as one is? Isn’t there something like a faint 
echo, in the very fact that you are able to turn around and stumble 
toward the �re, and then make your way up the tunnel into the light, a 
faint echo of an intuitive grasp of reality, already installed in your mind?

Plato may think here of the doctrine of transmigration of souls 
and of the soul’s task of remembering its previous existence, and bet-
ter yet, remembering what it is. Yet there is a more satisfying, less 
tacked- on way of thinking about this already installed knowing. It has 
to do with the fact that I am physically there, sitting in the cave, chained 
up. Martin Heidegger reads Plato’s �gurative language about the cave 
as an artifact of some nonmetaphysical way of thinking reality: there 
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are all kinds of motions and movement in the cave, all kinds of things 
are happening already— it is not simply a hypnotic spectacle. To move 
toward the light of the truth, I have to turn— and Heidegger makes a 
lot of this physical motion, which for him suggests the kehre or turn-
ing (or bending, or swerving, just to make it more physical) within his 
own philosophy, the way that thinking can turn from the metaphysics 
of presence.4

I feel the warmth of the �re on my limbs. I sense the coexistence 
with a host of people all watching the display. What I see on the wall 
are shadows, Èuid, motile, Èickering— I see what indigenous humans 
saw painted on cave walls, dancing �gures. Figures that are distorted 
shadows— distortion itself, as a dis- torsion, a twisting away or apart, 
as movement. They are shadows of things, but they are also shadows 
in themselves. It is as if, buried within the imagery of Plato’s cave, 
there resides a deeply ancient �gure of Paleolithic humans watching 
shamanic displays.

At no point in the display, at this level of thinking about the 
allegory, am I ever separated from reality. It is not correct to say that 
reality is outside the cave, waiting for me up there, waiting for me 
to see correctly. Reality is literally all over me— in the sweat from the 
�re’s heat, in the dancing shadows. Reality is already here. Plato seems 
to want us to struggle away from this reality to see the truth that must 
reside somewhere outside it. But what is more interesting is that there 
is a kind of “beyond” within things, not outside them— I feel my way 
along, totally shrink- wrapped in reality, unable to get a �rm purchase 
outside it from which to see perfectly. This groping, grasping, han-
dling, and turning is more like what OOO means when it thinks 
about how entities are.

It is not some fantasized immediacy of touch, as opposed to see-
ing, that intrigues me about Plato’s kinesthetic imagery. It is rather 
the total opposite. What intrigues me is that when I handle a thing, 
when I walk along a corridor, when I turn my head, when I walk 
upward toward the light, I do not exhaust the corridor or my neck 
bones or the upwardly sloping passage. When I handle a thing, I can 
never see it all at once. What was the underside of the object is now 
the front side— I can never see the underside of this rock as its under-
side, but only by rotating it so that a new face presents itself to me. 
A cross section of the rock now gives me the rock sliced in two— in a 
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sense, I now have two problems, or more, where before I had just one. 
My grasping or apprehension of the thing never gives me the thing 
itself.

This is an insight that Immanuel Kant has about raindrops. I 
feel them on my head— but I don’t feel them. I feel anthropomorphic, 
or better, human head– shaped renderings of them. The intimacy of a 
thing, the intimacy a¯orded to me by its haptic nudging, reminds me 
not of its constant presence but of its withdrawnness. The essence 
of the raindrop is not just any old thing. A raindrop is not a stick 
of butter. It is raindroppy, not buttery. It has just these qualities of 
wetness, a certain heaviness as gravity pulls it toward my skull, a slight 
or extreme coldness, the explosive thing it does to some of the hairs 
on the top of my head. Yet none of these things is the raindrop as 
such. Consider how Kant talks about it:

In phenomena, we commonly, indeed, distinguish that which 
essentially belongs to the intuition of them, and is valid for the 
sensuous faculty of every human being, from that which belongs 
to the same intuition accidentally, as valid not for the sensuous 
faculty in general, but for a particular state or organization of 
this or that sense. Accordingly, we are accustomed to say that 
the former is a cognition which represents the object itself, 
whilst the latter presents only a particular appearance or phe-
nomenon thereof. This distinction, however, is only empirical. If 
we stop here (as is usual), and do not regard the empirical intu-
ition as itself a mere phenomenon (as we ought to do), in which 
nothing that can appertain to a thing in itself is to be found, 
our transcendental distinction is lost, and we believe that we 
cognize objects as things in themselves, although in the whole 
range of the sensuous world, investigate the nature of its objects 
as profoundly as we may, we have to do with nothing but phe-
nomena. Thus, we call the rainbow a mere appearance of phe-
nomenon in a sunny shower, and the rain, the reality or thing in 
itself; and this is right enough, if we understand the latter con-
ception in a merely physical sense, that is, as that which in uni-
versal experience, and under whatever conditions of sensuous 
perception, is known in intuition to be so and so determined, and 
not otherwise. But if we consider this empirical datum generally, 
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and inquire, without reference to its accordance with all our 
senses, whether there can be discovered in it aught which repre-
sents an object as a thing in itself (the raindrops of course are not 
such, for they are, as phenomena, empirical objects), the ques-
tion of the relation of the representation to the object is tran-
scendental; and not only are the raindrops mere phenomena, 
but even their circular form, nay, the space itself through which 
they fall, is nothing in itself, but both are mere modi�cations 
or fundamental dispositions of our sensuous intuition, whilst 
the transcendental object remains for us utterly unknown.5

This means that there is a gap between subjects and everything else, 
which for the anthropocentric Kant means that there is a gap between 
humans and everything else. But to return to the cave, there is also a 
gap between the �re in the cave and the walls of the cave. There is a 
gap between the walls of the cave and the shadows projected onto the 
walls. There are gaps within the shadows themselves, which I detect 
as their Èickering motility. There are all kinds of gaps, at least as many 
as there are things— and exponentially more, when we consider that 
things interact in all sorts of ways with all sorts of other things. Tril-
lions of gaps. The OOO reality is like a beautiful piece of Japanese 
raku wear, cracked to smithereens yet somehow coherent.

I cannot peel myself away from the so- called illusion level of 
reality, the level of appearance. It means that reality has the quality 
of art, and as we know for Plato, art is a little bit evil, because it tells 
lies in the form of the truth, lies that are thus contradictory on the 
inside. It is not the laser guns and hyperdrives that would disturb a 
Plato about Star Wars, it is the expressions of fatherhood. Art also 
exerts a demonic inÈuence insofar as it renders my free will somewhat 
inoperative. It Èows all over me, it pushes me or hits me, communi-
cating some kind of force from a dimension beyond me. The trouble 
with the shadows is that I simply cannot tell whether they are illu-
sions or not: “What constitutes pretense is that, in the end, you don’t 
know whether it’s pretense or not.”6

To put it in Heideggerian terms, what happens in the cave is 
a play of nothingness. Of nihilation. The shadows both are and are 
not translations of other entities, projections of puppets and �re. To 
be immersed in them is to experience a never- ending play of illusion. 
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This is not absolutely nothing at all, but rather a- ness, a quality of 
nothing, “nothing- ing,” if you like. A philosopher, goes the allegory, 
is someone who tries to tear himself or herself away from the illusion. 
But this act of wresting oneself away results in a fourfold series of 
blindings, as one is dazzled by higher and higher levels of truth. Even 
this truth is seen as a kind of nothing at �rst, since the onlooker can-
not assimilate to her experiences in the cave.

But outside the cave, the philosopher knows the illusions to be 
illusions. Within the cave, the illusions are not known as such. How 
on earth, unless the inkling that there are illusions is already present, 
is the protophilosopher to move upward? Or even imagine doing so? 
Plato strives to separate the language of seeing, of insight into truth, 
of clarity, from the haptic confusion of the cave’s interior. Yet this is 
impossible without reducing the nothingness within the cave to abso-
lutely nothing— to pure illusion, which one knows is illusion. Once 
illusion has been reduced this way, it is not really an illusion, because 
we can tell whether it is an illusion or not— we are sure that it indeed 
is an illusion. The cave’s display has been totally negated. The clear 
seeing of the philosopher is separated from the warm, haptic seeing of 
the cave dwellers.

Within the cave, the essence of things is weirdly hidden inside 
them— the shadows distort the puppets, but not completely. There 
are puppets and there are shadows. Outside the cave, however, there 
is a clear bright line between truth and falsity. What Heidegger calls 
alētheia, undisclosedness, is already there inside the cave. It must be, 
as Heidegger argues— it is an always already, a condition of possibility 
for the metaphysical journey. What the metaphysician does is to posit 
some things as more real than other things and to draw a thin, bright 
distinction between them. Realness here means constant presence— 
the sun of truth keeps shining no matter what, more real than the 
shadows on the cave wall.

The object- oriented reality is withdrawn precisely because it is 
so proximate— it is in your face; it is your face. The most incontesta-
ble fact about me, the fact that I just am me, whatever that is (let us 
call me a human) is phenomenologically the most distant thing about 
me! This is the same as saying that my glasses, through which I see 
everything else, are hiding on my nose. Hiding in plain sight in the 
allegory of the cave are all kinds of objects, and all kinds of human 
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relation to objects. And objects in the mirror, as my American car tells 
me, are closer than they appear. This means that what is most inti-
mate about me is in fact nonhuman, if by human we mean not “just 
exactly what I am” but “this graspable, given entity that I can point to 
in a mirror.” Indeed, as Kant showed, this nonhuman being is within 
thinking itself as a condition of possibility for pointing at myself in 
the mirror!

What suggests itself here is a return to the kind of essentialism 
advocated by 1970s feminism, but with a weird twist: weird essential-
ism. In this weird essentialism there are real things, but they are not 
subject to the metaphysics of presence. It is this weird essentialism 
that provides a fourth position on the logic square of common argu-
ments about existence these days.

This is just what we need for navigating the strange and disturb-
ing ocean of ecological awareness. Why? Because ecological aware-
ness is coexistence with beings that are sometimes terrifyingly real 
at least in spatiotemporal, scale terms, yet downright impossible to 
locate as constantly present. Beings such as evolution, biosphere, and 
climate. Let alone beings such as human and species. Beings such as 
global warming, a gigantic entity executing itself in a high- dimensional 
phase space that happens to have an amortization rate of one hundred 
thousand years.

1. Essentialism + metaphysics
of presence

2. Nonessentialism + metaphysics of 
presence (relationism, process)

4. Essentialism – metaphysics  
of presence (OOO)

3. Nonessentialism – metaphysics  
of presence (deconstruction)

Figure 2.1. Ontology: a logic square.
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The Deviance of Things
Now that we have established the need to return to something like a 
weird essentialism, promoted for instance in the work of Luce Irigaray, 
let us proceed with more detailed thoughts about how things might 
be if we understood them this way. In brief, objects would be deviant.

All objects are deviant insofar as they exist in di¯erence from 
themselves. This is because they are riven from within between what 
they are and how they appear. To say this is to continue the thought 
of Irigaray, for whom at least one entity, known as woman, falls out-
side the logical Law of Noncontradiction, insofar as female physical-
ity cannot be thought either as one or as two but as a weird touching 
between one and two, a loop- like self- touching denigrated as narcis-
sism.7 Irigaray observes that women’s speech is alogical: “she steps 
ever so slightly aside from herself ” with “contradictory words.”8 Iriga-
ray asserts that women’s bodies are “neither one nor two.”9 What 
object- oriented ontology does is simply apply this thought to any 
object whatsoever.

The question is, in so doing is one exiting logic altogether? Are 
objects (people, �sh, stars, gurgling fountains) just illogical? Or does 
logic require rethinking from within? I shall argue that the latter is 
the better option, and not only for the strategic reason that an entire 
region of thought should not be handed over without struggle to 
reactionary forces. The main reason for working on logic is that logic 
works much better if it is able to think deviance, to think deviantly.

First, consider Jacques Lacan’s formula for subjectivity, $ ◊ a.10

This means that the “split subject” is constituted in relation to a fan-
tasy thing, the object- cause of desire. $ ◊ a is also his formula for 
perversion. Why? Because, and this is a general truth of correlationist 
thought, the subject and its fantasy thingy are mutually constituting— 
there is no subject before its correlation with the object. Thus the sub-
ject is looped through the other, which is best expressed in forms of 
so- called perversion where my desire is looped through your pleasure— 
this so- called perversion expresses a general truth about desire and 
being a subject at all.

Barred S, the subject: $. This means the transcendental subject 
as opposed to phenomenal me, which follows from Kant’s grounding 
of David Hume. This is not a subject that exists when you subtract all 
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of the phenomenal me— my clothes, what I am wearing, my fondness 
for those little cubes of lemon- Èavored gum. There is nothing that is 
not me in those phenomena, yet they are not me. It is the same with 
a raindrop. There is a raindrop, it is not a gumdrop, alas— or a little 
lemon- Èavored gum cube— but when I reach for it with my �ngers 
or with my tongue or my thinking, what I �nd are raindrop phenom-
ena.11 I do not �nd lemon gum phenomena. There is a real raindrop, 
but it is, to use the object- oriented language, withdrawn. This does 
not mean that something is lurking behind the phenomena. It means 
ontologically withdrawn— there is an irreducible gap between what a 
thing is and how it appears.

This is how Kant grounded Hume. For Hume there are data, 
such as the iron- y or leathery taste of some red wine (as he puts it in 
“Essay on the Standard of Taste”). But what I do not have is the abil-
ity to see the actual cause of this taste, de�nitely, once and for all, 
unnecessary to repeat. In a way Hume could have written the lyrics 
to Pink Floyd’s song “Breathe”: “All you touch and all you see / Is all 
your life will ever be.”12 Then you drink the cask of wine and �nd that 
there is a key on a leather strap at the bottom.13 But now the wine has 
gone— you cannot have direct contact with the key in the wine. Yet 
the wine has been, in OOO terms, translated by the key and its leather 
strap. Now here comes a further twist. When you get hold of the key, 
argues Kant, you do not have the key either— you have key data; it is 
shiny and makes a certain crunching sound in a lock, and so on— 
inseparable from the actual key, but not the key. Any bald metaphysi-
cal assertion that there is a key (or a cause, or an e¯ect) would be 
scraping the bottom of the barrel (groan).

At this point we need to explain a, which stands for autre, the 
little other, the thingy, on the other side of the manifold. This a is the 
fantasy thing that you structurally cannot directly get ahold of. It is 
like the soap in the bath: if you grip it too hard, it slips out of your 
�ngers. It is what in advertising is called the reason to buy: it is not 
the product itself but the dream that happens when I think about 
consuming the product. What I am buying is this elusive dream, and 
of course it slips away as the product slips down my throat, so I will 
need to get another product, thanks very much. I am coconstituted 
by my idea of me, which is in a loop with actual me: it is me insofar as 
it is me- phenomena, as it were— but it is not me. Anyone who has 
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meditated will easily discern here the funny thing that happens when 
you do so— you notice your thinking and you notice it is not you, but 
that you are not anywhere else, either.

For the rest of this chapter, I shall call the manifold $ ◊ a by the 
name “Roadrunner,” after the misadventures of Wile E. Coyote, a 
desperately desirous being in pursuit of his obscure object of desire, 
even at the cost of his happily malleable life. It is both funny and true. 
If Wile E. Coyote ever actually caught up with Roadrunner, he would 
eat Roadrunner, and Roadrunner would become him. So he can never 
truly catch up with Roadrunner.

And we must explain ◊, the funny little lozenge in between the 
subject and the little thingy. This symbol simply means has a loop 
form. By loop I mean mutually determining: the two things on either 
side of the symbol are coconstituting such that neither one has onto-
logical priority. Consider trying to �nd out whether the light is on in 
your fridge. You have to open the fridge to �nd out. But now you have 
changed your fridge, so you cannot ever �nd out whether the light is 
really on before you open the door. But the idea that the light might 
be on is a kind of fantasy thingy that gets you to want to open the 
door in the �rst place. So you and the fantasy light are in a loop.

This manifold, Roadrunner, sits on top of what I here call object. 
Roadrunner, the dialectic of desire, happens because there is an irreduc-
ible Rift between Roadrunner and the object. Consider it again in 
terms of fridges. I wonder about the light in the fridge because there 
is a fridge. I cannot specify what that is in advance, because all I touch 
and all I see are all my life will ever be, so I just have to go ahead and 
open the fridge.

This might give me the masculine fantasy that I am Harold and 
the Purple Crayon and I can do anything to anything— reality is a 
kind of wonderful Play- Doh, and I get to mold this plasticity as I like. 
Kant is already associated with the Marquis de Sade by Lacan for 
this very reason. Yet this is to assume that the object is just a lump 
of whatever, and we have already ruled that out. The sadism in Kant 
does not come from correlationism. It actually comes from a viral 
piece of code that I believe derives from patriarchal agricultural “civi-
lization”: the idea that a thing is an extensive lump decorated with 
accidents, like something that comes out of an Easy- Bake Oven, the 
Hasbro toy. Let us call this kind of substance (alas, it is still default) 
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the Easy Think Substance. Actual objects are not Easy Think Sub-
stances. They are not lumps of blah decorated with accidents. Their 
phenomena are inseparable from them.

This means that there is a Èip side to the supposed Harold and 
the Purple Crayon approach to things, just as we know that masoch-
ism subtends sadism. There are already things; they issue directives in 
whose tractor beams I �nd myself, always already. There is a givenness 
about reality that is not quite the same as saying that there is a god or 
there is substance or any other metaphysical assertion. To assert such 
things, which Quentin Meillassoux calls the Ancestral Statement, is 
not so di¯erent as the well- rehearsed deconstructive argument that 
for every sentence there must be some kind of writing, an arche- 
writing.14 I am not going to �nd it when I look directly for it— but 
that is not so much a proof that it does not exist, as oblique evidence 
that it does exist.

Let us name the manifold $ ◊ a / object Looney Tunes.
Looney Tunes is truly loony and loopy. This is because object is 

sparklingly uniquely itself, its phenomena inseparable from it, yet not 
it. Because this is true, I can have fantasy thingies that do not coincide 
with it. Because I can have fantasy thingies, I can have Roadrunner. 
Imagine all the fun when the object, the fantasy thing, and the sup-
posed subject all have the same name, like Tim or whatever. You could 
write a lot of Romantic poems that way!

Next, consider this: Roadrunner is the formal structure of the 
appearance of any object whatsoever, not just a (human) subject. I 
have already shown that, by the way: there has to be some kind of 
object (in the object- oriented) sense for Roadrunner to happen. And 
all the terms in Looney Tunes can coincide, as I just mentioned with 
my autobiographical example. So there is no need for an external per-
ceiver who “makes it real” by observing or otherwise correlating with 
it. There is already a di¯erence between a thing and itself. But since 
this de- anthropocentrism is still quite counterintuitive, let us run 
through it a little.

I cannot have fridge light fantasies without fridges and lights. 
Yet when I look for the fridge and its light, I have the same dilemma 
with which I started. I cannot jump out of Roadrunner. When I try, 
I �nd myself in Roadrunner. But that does not mean that there is 
nothing at all. Yet, and for the same reasons, it is not me who makes 
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the fridge and its light— I am not Harold and the Purple Crayon, 
tempted as I am to resolve the Kantian tension in that familiar and 
patriarchal way, running to technologically intoxicated idealism or 
what one might call Happy Nihilism: How I learned to stop worrying 
and love the bomb. . . . So although I cannot access the fridge in itself, 
there is a fridge, in itself. The fridge appearance is not the fridge real-
ity. Yet the fridge is not this purple crayon, and so on. It just is a fridge.

The way a photon accesses the fridge will be just the same as 
the way I access the fridge. It is actually well established at that very 
small scale that to see is also to change, so that a photon cannot directly 
see what it ends up touching. Quantum- scale phenomena give very 
elegant examples of how when you isolate a thing as much as possible 
by cooling it right down and putting it in a vacuum, it starts to shim-
mer, without the aid of anything else, such that its appearance and 
its weird essence do not directly coincide.15 But meditation also does 
this: when you isolate yourself and relatively immobilize yourself, you 
discover that you are sort of rushing with thought, while sitting quite 
still watching yourself, at the same time.

There is no reason why $ needs to be a human. It could be a 
camera, a photon, or a line of code. Quantum- scale phenomena show 
decisively how things quite happily get caught in Roadrunner all the 
time— they do it without humans, in vacuums close to absolute zero, 
conditions that would be violated if I were able to peer in. They hap-
pen in physically isolated systems. Yet they happen, I claim, because 
things are just like that in general. A cask of wine talks about a key 
and a leather strap. But what it says is not the key and the leather 
strap. This means you can have debates about whether your wine is 
iron- y or leathery. The trees talk about the wind. But the sound of the 
wind in the trees is not the wind. And so on.

Now let us proceed. Roadrunner is the structure of how anything 
appears. Moreover, Looney Tunes is the formal structure of any object 
whatsoever: human, crowd of humans, grass blade, grassy meadow, 
spoon, spoon collection. Everything is riven from its appearance yet 
inseparable from its appearance. This means that Roadrunner deviates 
from Looney Tunes, and it also means that Roadrunner is deviation 
(from itself ), since its loop form is recursive. It is not symmetrical, 
because $ and a are coconstituting. We have Roadrunner deviations 
because of the more encompassing Looney Tunes deviation, which is 
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between an object and its appearance. The soap in the bath is slippery 
because the entire bath, and the bathroom, and me looking for the 
soap are also a slippery bar of soap.

Thus an object deviates from itself, let alone other things. This 
deviation violates the “Law” of Noncontradiction. But this violation 
is a good thing because it is the price you pay to part decisively from 
Easy Think Substances. If I cannot peel how an object appears away 
from what it is, I cannot make a neat metaphysical dotted line that 
tells me where the key data stop, the key appearances (sparkly metal, 
crunching sounds, etc.). I am stuck with appearance wherever I look. 
But these appearances are not the object. Again this is quite evident 
at scales that are small enough and isolated enough for the blurry, 
shimmering qualities of things to become more obvious. Sparkling 
and shimmering are metaphorical qualities of the nothingness— 
which is the soapy slip of this weird, undetectable yet real and irreduc-
ible gap. Sparking is a visual Èuctuation of reÈected light that appears 
to travel across a thing, like the surface of a lake or a Christmas orna-
ment. Things are sparkly with nothingness, dappled by shadows.

An object is deviation— objects in general turn, not just the human 
(Heidegger’s kehre). Not simply from our (human) idea of it, but from 
other entities’ models, conceptions, plans, frameworks. And not sim-
ply from other objects, but from itself. We are not talking about move-
ment of an Easy Think Substance in some Easy Think space or time. 
Movement is part of being a thing, period, such that a thing deviates 
from itself, just to exist. Preventing a thing from deviating is called 
destroying it.

Thus Irigaray’s theory of woman as self- touching loop is in fact 
a theory of everything. A loop is a looping, or a circle is a circling, 
just as nothingness is nothing- ing or as Heidegger puts it, nihilation. 
Circles are not all that holistic. They are lines that constantly deviate 
from themselves. In the same way pi, which rules the world of circling, 
cannot be found anywhere in the in�nite set of rational numbers. But 
you can think it easily, and you can somewhat see it, by looking at the 
diagonal proof of Cantor. Imagine this fantasy thingy: a grid on which 
are arranged all the rational numbers, in sequence from the �rst to 
the whateverest. Appearing down the diagonal of this incredible list 
is a weird, monstrous, deviant number that literally slants away from 
the others. An irrational number such as pi is not in the in�nite set of 
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rational numbers, by de�nition! No wonder there is a rumor that 
Pythagoras, worshipper of the sacred integer, drowned Hippasus, who 
discovered irrational numbers.

We need to explore the term veer, from which we obtain the term 
perversion. Fascinatingly, we get the term environment from the same 
root.16 The environment is a veering insofar as it circles in the deviant 
sense just outlined, all around us and within us. It is not your grand-
daddy’s Nature, as contemporary data concerning the Anthropocene 
and its global warming have made all too clear. What is called Nature 
is just an Easy Think Substance version of the actual, deviant veering 
around, the evolution, the symbiosis, the feedback loops, never return-
ing to the same place.

The marvelous thing about veer is that it is disturbingly poised 
between activity and passivity— and here I beg your indulgence, as 
we are all inclined toward the Law of the Excluded Middle, which is 
a consequence of the Law of Noncontradiction. When a ship veers, 
is it turning by itself or following the current— or is that whole way of 
questioning not relevant? There is a deep poetic truth in Lucretius’s 
account of how things got started— with a veer, an inclination (clina-
men). Perhaps veer is a better term for that than the popular swerve, 
because that verb implies something from which I am swerving. But 
veering may not imply a simple state from which I deviate. It disturb-
ingly or wonderfully suggests that I will not �nd a simple, undeviant 
state.

I veer toward the refrigerator. Am I choosing of my own free 
will to open it and �nd the cool sparkling water? Or do the fridge and 
my sparkling water fantasy of what is inside the fridge emit kinds of 
tractor beams, such that like a good surfer I catch their waves and �nd 
myself drawn toward them? There is a basic uncertainty there, an 
uncertainty we should not try to crush or ignore. Don’t we know from 
consumerism that there is a good way to handle a glass of wine, a 
bottle of sparkling water, a small rubber toy?

Free will is overrated. What is now required is a mutual veering 
(attunement). This mutual veering takes the form of Roadrunner— 
it is irreducibly perverse. There is some Easy Think Substance code 
in Kant, which ended up in Lacan, who deviates a little bit from  
deviation when he thinks Roadrunner. It is as if the object itself is 
only a blank screen or a mirror. This tendency is corrected by Alphonso 
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Lingis in his theory of directives and levels, the masochism that under-
lies sadism, and in the transition from Lingis to Graham Harman, 
with his theory of objects that are too unique to be exhausted by their 
appearances or relations.17 Yet Lingis also su¯ers from the residual 
Easy Think code insofar as he wants to show that there is a proper 
way to consume a thing, a proper way to follow its directives. There 
is a good, natural way to handle a glass of wine, and a bad arti�cial 
way. Don’t these two positions of Kant and Lingis, like two halves of 
a torn whole, say something about the profound ambiguity of moder-
nity, with its consumerism? Isn’t there perhaps a glimpse, within my 
relationship to the sparkling water, of a relating to nonhuman beings 
and among human beings that is not instrumental or sadistic? Or 
anthropocentric?

And isn’t it thus necessary to think how things, and how think-
ing, can be ambiguous and contradictory, without being wrong? And 
isn’t this what Irigaray says about the Èuid being she calls woman?

Thinking is a form of deviance. Insofar as thinking is deviance, 
it is environmental.
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Three

For me one of the more interesting dimensions of 
OOO is precisely what happens when objects interact.

— Ian Bogost, “What Is Object- Oriented 
Ontology? A Definition for Ordinary Folk”
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Frenchy Lunning

Allure and Abjection
The Possible Potential of  
Severed Qualities

This is a tale of two gestures that meet in the heat of a metaphoric 
confrontation of transformation. In comparing Graham Harman’s 
work on allure juxtaposed with Julia Kristeva’s work on abjection, 
certain relationships, similarities, and movements suggest a way to 
read across each of their central metaphors in structure and move-
ment, and in their implications of marginal identities and aesthetic 
locations. Both Harman and Kristeva o¯er unique aspects that can 
be used in critiquing the other, such as in the intriguing leftovers of 
severed qualities or “dark agents” found in the gaps between objects 
and the note- objects created in the metaphoric gesture of the abjec-
tion process.

Even more essential is the potential for similarity in the move-
ment of the “thrust aside” of Kristevian abjection and the “special sort 
of interference . . . or strife between an object and its own qualities, 
which seem to be severed from that object” of Harman.1 In the expli-
cation of both movements is the use of the metaphor as a mode of 
narration to explain the invisible, the real / not real, and the possibili-
ties of the desire– disgust binary as not only the generator of the ges-
tures of separation and attraction but also the landscape of a potential 
agency, as they lie at the very limits of representation. And extending 
beyond the allure between two objects lie the implications for this 
condition of allure/abjection to be considered in terms of their notes 
on a cosmic scale . . . as a set of notes caught in the meronymic mael-
strom of a hyperobject. As Timothy Morton de�nes it: “Hyperobjects 
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stretch our ideas of time and space, since they far outlast most human 
time scales, or they’re massively distributed in terrestrial space and so 
are unavailable to immediate experience.”2

In investigating object- oriented ontology’s “landscape of entan-
gled object stu¯ which has given us the diagram . . . of the object 
world,” Harman asks, where is the key to activating this “di¯erence 
engine”? It arrives in the form of a special situation in the interaction 
of objects called allure and seems to operate in the aesthetic realms. 
Harman describes it as a situation where “the sensual object some-
how breaks loose from its own qualities and meets them in a kind of 
dual.”3 This is possible because many of these qualities become objects 
themselves as they are exuded from the original object— objects with 
their own notes of connotations and associations and, further, those 
new qualities also become objects— forming a chain or echo e¯ect of 
potential and actual interactions with other objects in the “element” 
that Harman describes as the “ether in which objects bathe.”

In allure, “there is a combat between the object and itself, between 
the monad and its traits.”4 And this operation, Harman suggests, can 
lead us to understand other operations and interactions in the world 
of objects. Principally, we are led to one of Harman’s two spaces in 
which they— the colliding objects— “meet . . . in a sort of chemical 
technique that shows the mechanisms by which objects break apart 
or melt together,”5 which, for Harman, results in the play of comedy 
and metaphor.

Harman uses the notion of the metaphor to explain the operation:

. . . two objects collide: shattering the bond between the object, 
and its notes, and uses one or more of these notes as a secret 
pipeline through which all the mysterious resonances of one of 
the objects Èow directly into the body of the other object. . . . 
The object recedes, while still dominating its notes—becoming 
a brooding subterranean power—but no longer identical with 
its notes.6

Allure, which provides the process for metaphor, does not take us any 
closer to the object— but merely translates it into object language— 
redolent with the pull of the now withdrawn object, but engineering 
a mysterious exchange of qualities that are left in the gap of the con-
ceptual �eld that is the heart of the metaphor. As Harman states, with 
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his usual poetic loft: “Given that no direct links are possible between 
objects of any sort, we might turn to the qualities of objects as the glue 
of the universe, as the tingling skin through which entities are able to 
communicate.”7 Further, “these qualities form a vicarious link between 
objects by means of these qualities as intermediaries.”8 These qualities 
are linked as quality- objects, but they do not act as objects because 
they are, in fact, the sensual world of things we identify as objects in 
the world. So Harman has named them “elements” to clarify their 
status. They seem to be the primary actors in this drama of transfor-
mation, as they “form a bridge between objects that otherwise could 
never interact.”9 As Harman stresses, “Elements are the glue of the 
world, the vicarious cause that holds the reality together, the trade 
secret of the carpentry of things.”10

So now to the mechanics of the operation: we know that the 
mechanism of change occurs in the amniotic Èuid of bubbling masses 
of elements that have been issued from the sensual object and have 
become object- like, but still approachable, still mobile. Their qualities 
are, in fact— in their elemental form— the sensual notes of the sensual 
object (not to be confused by the notes of the object itself ) that remain 
behind. Harman begins with a general rule: one object seems to con-
vert another object into notes, although in metaphor, the notes them-
selves are somehow converted into objects. If we use the metaphor 
“the abject subject in rejection of an aspect of the self,” which as an 
aesthetic object also places it into the situation of allure, we can trace 
Harman’s explanation and perhaps learn where the point of transfer 
lies and how it was done.

Metaphor— the special theatrical event that provides us with the 
“secret pipeline”— also draws close a network of other supporting 
actor- objects with their own ganglia of qualities and yet, in that meta-
phoric moment of eternally paradoxical swiveling, wherein linkages are 
formed through a theatrics of similarity, while retaining their other-
ness through di¯erence, creates the moment of meaning that abso-
lutely de�es the speci�c qualities of the entire cast of objects involved. 
The resulting and unrelenting gap formed in the �re of this exchange, 
or “duel” as Harman calls it, is precisely where meaning resides— always 
tentative, provisional, and wavering— but never actually “breaking or 
melting together,” as Harman would have it, instead creating a shim-
mering haze of potential that thrusts the objects into the aesthetic 
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realm, making it perceivable only through imaginative cognition. It is 
in this indeterminate haze that the engine of metaphor resides, never 
actually ending Harman’s “duel” but sustaining it forever in a time-
lessness and placelessness of an eternal potential contact. In fact, the 
shimmering potential is the “element”— to use his term— in which 
these qualities swim. These severed qualities— the star performers of 
this chapter— are created in the “strife between an object and its own 
qualities, which seem to be severed from that object.”11

Casting these severed qualities as “dark agents” created by the 
event of metaphor, but juxtaposed to “normal experience” of visible, 
perceptible surface qualities, allure creates the shimmering of invisible 
but ghostly presence of meaning as the metaphoric event brings them 
into a sort of distorted- mirror relationship that de�es explanation as 
it simultaneously creates meaning. We “get it” at the same time as we 
have diÌculty explaining why we get it. In fact, Harman suggests “that 
metaphor actually generates new objects rather than passing straight 
toward those already stockpiled . . . It liberates qualities or notes from 
their banal servitude to withdrawn objects and sets them loose as 
objects in their own right,” and in the performance allowing one object 
to be seduced by another, consequently “bathing those notes in the 
music of the new object that ensnares them.”12 Despite Harman’s 
assertion of ensnarement, these objects made of severed qualities never 
totally consummate their attraction. Instead, they remain forever in 
foreplay, in Èux, in desire, and sometimes, in disgust. And it is in that 
strange alchemical exchange that the metaphor is successfully achieved.

Such a metaphoric play is found in much of Kristeva’s work on 
abjection. Her most famous metaphor for abjection has characterized 
this movement as a gesture of a violent repulsing thrusting aside of 
“otherness”— the otherness that is the “subject/object”— as I refer to 
the subject in the language of Harman, or “I.” Abjection entails a 
denial of an aspect of self, a denial that appears desirable within a 
regime that expects it. Abjection generates a phantom object— to use 
another term from the OOO lexicon— an ever- present shadow of 
“dark agents” dogging the subject’s every move and disturbing its 
identity, system, and order, without respect for borders, positions, 
or rules.13 It conjures forth the place, says Kristeva, that harks back to 
the earliest stage of development and the establishment of boundaries 
and borders that demark our selves from the maternal, and from the 
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moment of “the pure materiality of existence, or what Lacan terms 
‘the Real.’”14 It is a state in which meaning breaks down, in which 
we are left trying to locate the boundaries of self and other, subject 
and object. It is before language, before words can comfort with their 
de�ning and naming functions, and thus removing the dread of the 
drifting amorphous state between abjection and language.

In Kristeva’s metaphoric formation, it is the mother, the de�n-
ing subject/object position for females, which is necessarily thrust 
aside. This leaves the emerging female subject/object in a rather sticky 
spot, especially under patriarchal conditions. For under the patriarchy, 
women are reduced to various image- objects of their singular and nec-
essary function of reproduction: not just the mother, but also the boda-
cious babe who is codi�ed and commodi�ed in terms of breeding 
potential. As such, women are abjected and degraded as objects in all 
senses of the word, and so is any linkage with the maternal and femi-
nine objects in the culture. The coded trappings of feminine objects— 
the notes of these objects— and especially those clustered around the 
extreme manifestations of feminine qualities, are thus regarded as cloy-
ing, obnoxious, and disgusting objects.

Another metaphor cites the fear of seepage between the inner 
psychic notes and the qualities that denote the outer- body- object in 
the real. For young female bodies, the menstrual blood of the mature 
female body represents this seepage. As the “threat that seems to 
emanate from an exorbitant outside or inside,” menstrual blood rep-
resents within the heterosexual matrix the cultural onset of the heavy 
responsibilities of sexual maturity and maternity for females, which 
results in the threat of being “ejected beyond the scope of the possible, 
the tolerable, the thinkable.”15 That inner state is signi�ed on the female 
object through a �guration understood to reside within the body and 
is “signi�ed through its inscription on the body.”16 It is this signi�ca-
tion through the various objects of abjection, chosen from a particular 
range of associated objects— commonly having to do with clothing 
or fashion— which provides a structure for the identity of the self, 
contained or enclosed within the body. Identity is, in a sense, a label 
inscribed on the body, illustrated by how that outside is fashioned.

To begin the translation, and thus discover the potential for 
agency, by reading abjection through the process of allure, we can use 
Harman’s forms of vicarious causation in which he posits allure as “a 
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good candidate for providing a key to the other forms of such inter-
action, serving as a kind of primitive atom- smasher for exposing the 
simplest workings of relationality.”17 First, he introduces the various 
relations existing between the distinct objects in the experiential world, 
which he considers a “genuine riddle, given that objects or toolbeings 
are supposed to withdraw from one another, failing to grasp or exhaust 
each other despite their mutual interference through subtle connec-
tions and outright blows,” that is, the “causal bonds between things.”18

For example, the causal bond generated in the confrontation be-
tween the subject/object of say, a young female— susceptible to power 
in relation to an image, or more succinctly, an imago, generated by the 
highly e¯ective media that results in an abjection (the shame in an 
acknowledgment of the self ’s di¯erence from the ideal and thus a 
disgust of the perceived imperfections of the bodily self ) and the “not 
‘I’” of Kristavian metaphor. This is the most pervasive and profoundly 
destructive aspect of the patriarchal culture’s e¯ect on female subject/
objects. Yet how precisely does this work? And where is the potential 
for agency in this process to be found? Harman has described the 
center of the object as a withdrawn aspect deep in “in�nite recess” 
to the point of becoming “a veiled being.” Levi Bryant refers to this 
formation as an “essence, withdrawn from any actuality or presence, 
and is therefore, analogous to a ghost or poltergeist,”19 an echo of 
the ghost in the machine concept, yet as I would suggest, much more 
powerful. In its secretive unknowableness, it nevertheless can tell us 
something of itself. From this deeply recessed perch within the object, 
Harman’s “Virtual Proper Being” emits a sort of radiating belt of “qual-
ities.” These qualities are the complex structures of various forms of 
aspects that are “the joints and glue that hold the universe together.”20

These are the sensual properties of the object: the “sensual traits” that 
we commonly understand and perceive as the object in the world. But 
there is yet another quality formation, and that is the “notes.” In a 
sense, notes are the cultural concepts attached to the object. The notes 
not only refer to this particular object but instantly drag in the vast 
community of objects that are related via its history, and its other tan-
gential relations, concepts, conditions that surround and many times 
de�ne that object in the world.

Yet all of this action— this slamming into the sensual object and 
its expanding qualities of notes and thingnesses— must occur in some 
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Figure 3.1. Meg Gaiger, Outside In�uences: Project Fashion Edition, 2014. An 
imagined scene of a young girl caught in the throes of abjection/allure after 
viewing the preferred fashion image of the model body. The girl accurately 
represents the age when most young girls begin to hate their bodies, but it can 
happen even younger. Courtesy of the artist.
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medium, some aspect of spatial objectness to allow us to comprehend 
this universe of objects all jostled together. Harman introduces the 
term elements to begin to describe the diagram:

The sensual ether in which objects “bathe” is made up of ele-
ments: those vague yet distinct bits, chips, Èakes, fragments or 
shards of being that neither recede into the digni�ed aloofness 
of objects, nor Èood us with incomprehensible rawness. . . . the 
interaction between elements in the sensual sphere has the char-
acter of vicarious causation—the sensual world is packed full of 
elements pressed up against each other—bubbles of reality some-
how engaged in mutual inÈuence without direct contact.21

Following this causal bond into the process of allure, we can see how 
the disgust of the mature matriarchal female body and its promise 
of heavy breasts and abdomen run up against the ideal of the thin, 
fashion model body so prevalent in all forms of popular media. In 
Harman’s metaphor, the qualities of the image of the maternal female 
object “breaks loose from its own qualities and meets them in a kind 
of duel” in collision with both the image of the fashion model and its 
loose qualities— and the loosened qualities of the subject/object.22 The 
duel becomes— if you will excuse the term— a cluster- fuck of severed 
qualities transforming into new objects in the shimmering hazy ele-
ment that provides the space of negotiation that forms as a meta-
phoric event. In essence, abjection forms as the connotative notes 
belonging to the subject/object’s disgust, altering the polarity sug-
gested by Harman’s term of allure— that is: a seduction, a come- hither 
gesture— to a gesture of repulsion, a violent and propulsive thrusting 
away. Metaphor forms the only formation possible for these severed 
and negatively charged qualities— a formation that is perpetually open 
and never, ever actual.

But a potential for agency arises within the fever of transforming 
severed qualities confronting other female- related but severed quali-
ties swirling near the abjected subject/object. This formation congeals, 
through the process of allure, other and perhaps positive qualities, and 
are cast into metaphoric, constructed, and idealized identity objects. 
Their �ctive but powerful and positively charged qualities that have 
been exuded by image objects found in popular culture become what 
Harman calls the “beautiful object.” He explains that the beautiful or 
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aestheticized object “strikes us as an active power infused throughout 
its various beautiful properties while also surpassing them . . . and 
hints at a fertile surplus vaster than its sum of visible deeds, none of 
them ever capturing the style as a whole.”23

For example, as the pivotal defense against the threatening sex-
uality and bodily form of a mature woman, the current fad of the 
Lolita— a popular cultural character focused on a �ctive identity not 
of any single character but a pastiche collection of various Victorian 
images, stories, myths, clothes, �lms, and other media, all centered on 
the image of the wealthy Victorian little girl— promises a “sealing up” 
of the body surfaces against the confrontation with the mature mate-
riality of the Real, to secure the subject with an armor constructed 
from the safe costumes and totems of this mythic childhood. In other 
words, those qualities— dark and severed— adrift in the subject/object’s 
encounter with the other objects in the experience of both the psy-
chical and the sensual world, o¯er a metaphoric identity compris-
ing those qualities now reconstructed into an object in its own right, 
that works therapeutically to elide the founding somatic identity 
with an overlay of severed qualities and notes from the vanquished 
object of Victorian girlhood. As Harman suggests, “Allure contends 
with objects and notes in separation rather than through the usual 
fusion of the two,”24 the so- called dark agents that also become 
objects, sever their qualities and, through allure, create yet another 
layer of metaphoric events and potential. We can see this e¯ect on the 
ever- changing iterations of the Lolita on the Internet, as the fad pro-
liferates creating communities of Lolita, just as the bonds of vicarious 
relationships proliferate further iterations of this abject fashioning.

As the highly mediated and fan- produced conception of a histori-
cal— yet entirely �ctive— subject/object of the Victorian young girl, 
the Lolita is a direct response to the abjection of maturity. The conse-
quent desire for agency and power is paradoxically con�gured through 
a metaphor as a masquerade of the severed qualities of innocence and 
purity: the infantilized signs of cute heroines proliferated in popular 
culture and media.

The origins of the Lolita are found in the historic styles of the 
Victorian period. This is not an arbitrary choice but a recognition of 
a mirrored reality. British Victorians had developed a dual aspect to 
their culture: a proper bourgeois surface of morality with rigid proper 
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Figure 3.2. Two “Sweet Lolitas,” wearing one of many di£erent categories of 
Lolita fashion, on the cover of Gothic&Lolita (Phaidon, 2007). Photograph by 
Masayuki Yoshinaga.
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family values, and its gothic demimonde, a welter of landmark por-
nography, eccentric social practices, and obsessions: “A characteristic 
feature of the Victorian middle class was its peculiarly intense pre-
occupation with rigid boundaries. . . . crisis and boundary confusion 
were warded o¯ and contained by fetishes, absolution rituals and lim-
inal scenes.”25 The obsessive concern over deployments of purity and 
cleanliness signi�ed the culture’s intense abjection of the contamina-
tion of the foreign and feminine body/objects. These associations with 
bodily Èuids and excrement rendered a cultural fetishizing of vest-
ments that provided not only protection for the body from outside 
contamination objects but, in terms of the notes of the feminine, a way 
to constrain, manipulate, and label female bodies.26 And it is here, in 
this very speci�c time and place (late nineteenth- century Paris) where 
we can further observe abjection involved in a more complex level of 
allure as a hyperobject— or, as I tend to think of it, a hyperobject agent— 
which in its sweeping active abjecting motion creates a cultural move-
ment in which one gender, abjected by another, leads to the male- 
heroicized culture of the hyperobject that is modernism, evidenced by 
its severed qualities of abjection made visible on the sartorial subject/
objects of the time.

In The Ecological Thought (2012),27 Timothy Morton coins “the 
term hyperobject to refer to things that are massively distributed in time 
and space relative to humans.”28 His key distinction lies in his admo-
nition that if we think we can perceive the presence of the hyper-
object, it is not because it is an event that is eminent; it is that we are 
indeed already deeply and impenetrably immersed within its plane-
tary maelstrom of colliding qualities, notes, and objects that are at once 
“viscous, which means they stick to beings that are involved,” and 
“nonlocal; in other words, any ‘local manifestation’ of a hyperobject is 
not directly the hyperobject.” Further, they “involve profoundly di¯er-
ent temporalities than the human- scale ones . . . occupy[ing] a high- 
dimensional phase space that results in their being invisible to humans 
for stretches of time.”29 But the most pertinent aspect of the qualities of 
the hyperobject object(s), for this discussion, is their resulting e¯ect 
of “interobjectivity; that is, they can be detected in a space that consists 
of interrelationships between aesthetic properties of objects.”30

In this odd sense, the modernist hyperobject can be seen— or 
tracked visibly— from the bizarre interrelationships that evolved around 
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three strange Èourishes in the clothing behaviors of this period in 
Paris: primarily in the invention of the ubiquitous male uniform of 
the dark three- piece suit— or habit noir— the stable uniform of busi-
nessmen to this day, which as a class of objects signi�es its rigorous 
notes of an almost parodic, standardized masculinity, ensured author-
ity, and sti¯ phallic pro�le.

A second example lies in the development of the male- controlled 
practice of couture design of the still- rococo- esque styles of women’s 
fashions. In the couture houses in which the designer— usually male— 
created the fashion objects of the day, women became swaddled in 
layer upon layer of ruóed white muslin crinolines, ribbon and lace 
trims, silk skirts, slips, shirts, shawls, feathers, and fur pieces. These 
feminine qualities were scripted as a caricature of the maternal note— 
the “queen bee”— with her exaggerated hourglass pro�le, her hygienic 
regimes, and her protective cocoon of feminine objects locked in a 
prison of ignorance, fear, and desire.31

Finally, the most telling and transgressive development of cloth-
ing behaviors was that of the severed qualities in what became the 
fetish subculture, appearing at this time, which was focused around the 
sadistic female dominatrix, the domineering subject/object, whose cos-
tume was constructed of the feminine Victorian underwear— a prac-
tice and a style of costume that continues to this day. But also, fetish 
describes the entire thought and practice of the hyperobjected state of 
allure that intensely involved all clothing objects, notes, and subjects 
in a whirling constellation within the emerging commercialized sys-
tem of couture; they themselves became fetishized as fashion. Fashion 
is fetish, and fetish is fashion.

Morton positions the hyperobject as “responsible for . . . the end 
of the world.” Certainly, the onset of what we call— since it is now pos-
sible to perceive it in the world- object phase- space we call modern-
ism— a cultural phenomenon that was composed of particular objects, 
notes, and qualities that presented themselves as uni�ed, as utterly 
new, as absolutely pure. This phase, to use the quantum deployment of 
this term,32 is mapped on what we understand to be the cultural para-
digm shift from feudalism via a long, slow emergence of modernist 
tendencies, sped up by industrialization and the innovations of media, 
and made visible in this late nineteenth- century moment in Paris. 
Morton typi�es this phase for humans as that of “hypocrisy, weakness, 
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Figure 3.3. “Mistress Jean Bardot,” an internationally known dominatrix, 
wearing the classic costume based on the underwear of late nineteenth- century 
women. Photograph by Drayke Larson of Photosynthetique.
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and lameness,”33 and although he is writing in terms of our great plan-
etary ecological disaster and so is positioned a bit di¯erently, yet it is 
still possible to call on the conditions of culture at that moment and 
�nd the same phase conditions to be extant.

Morton reminds us to bear in mind that we cannot “naturalize” 
this phase as comprehensible and thus a �xable set of “collections, sys-
tems, or assemblages,”34 since what we are dealing with is vastly more 
complex and de�es our abilities to conceptualize with any “proof ” in a 
phenomenological sense, but also states emphatically that it is indeed 
an ontological reality: “Hyperobjects are real whether or not someone 
is thinking of them. Indeed . . . hyperobjects end the possibility of 
transcendental leaps ‘outside’ physical reality. Hyperobjects force us to 
acknowledge the immanence of thinking to the physical.”35

Modernism was a Western metaculture that appeared invincible 
by the cultural standards and objects those Western white guys devel-
oped for themselves. But in fact, if we look at the objects that twinkle 
out from the maelstrom, which evince hypocrisy, weakness, and lame-
ness, we �nd the aesthetic notes from abjecting/abjected objects as 
they appear in the heat of exchange— in allure— and thus we are able 
to, in Morton’s words, “establish what phenomenological ‘experience’ is 
in the absence of anything meaningfully like a ‘world’ at all.”36 Allure 
on this scale explodes from mere clusters- of- fucking to a seething boil 
of object- note exchanges— not just in a rhizomic formation but com-
pounded into many dimensions and time shifts, resembling an imagin-
ative metaphoric visual phase of, the birth of— ah, yes— the universe.

Hypocrisy is, of course, a term that even in its dictionary de�ni-
tion �ts the conditions of culture in speci�cally late nineteenth- century 
Paris perfectly, though it is still applicable in less aesthetic terms to the 
rest of Western culture of the time. Morton’s description of the hypoc-
risies �ts this cultural turn, but it is in his description of hyperobjects 
as “messages in a bottle from the future: [in that] they do not quite 
exist in a present, since they scoop the standard reference points from 
the idea of the present time” that he begins to clamp down on the 
peculiarities of this particular “moment” of allure. He suggests that “to 
cope with them, we require theories of ethics that are based on scales 
and scopes that hugely transcend normative self- interest theories, 
even when we modify self- interest by many orders of magnitude to 
include several generations down the line.”37 Modernism stretches in 
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its phasic formation from roughly the Renaissance to the present 
time, as it continues to breathe its bad breath into what we currently 
refer to as the postmodern period. That postmodern turn in its semi-
nal utopic formations was �rst itemized in binary opposition to then 
abjected modernism, which made it easier to teach to freshmen, but 
vastly ignored the scale and complex implications of what had hap-
pened. The theories of ethics that evolve in that aesthetic phase in 
nineteenth- century France reveal weak and lame attempts at bandag-
ing the gaping wounds that broke open on the bodies of those �n de 
siècle subject/objects.

Further, Morton explains that hyperobjects “do something still 
more disturbing to our conceptual frames of reference”; that hyper-
objects such as this “undermine normative ideas of what an ‘object’ is 
in the �rst place,” resulting in an “uncanny e¯ect” of making us “ques-
tion commonsensical ideas about the utility and bene�ts” of— in this 
case— social, gender, and sexual rules, roles, and de�nitions.38 And just 
as Morton suggests, under these same uncanny conditions, the skewed 
view of these very particular objects within the welter of this massive 
state of allure produced a highly unstable and almost surrealistic sense 
of reality, “turning ordinary reality into a dangerous place . . . a ‘risk 
society’ . . . in which government policy now involves the distribu-
tion of risk across populations”; ultimately, “we cannot abolish this 
awareness, and so it corrodes our ability to make �rm decisions in the 
present.”39

The “uncanny objects” in this case extended from “a weakened 
government, under which France found itself in a self- conscious 
nationalistic dither concerning the slow adaption to new forms of 
production and industrialization, and new constructions of society 
and class.”40 But also, as the French government “lagged behind other 
more prosperous and prepared nations . . . principally Germany, the 
geopolitical status of the nation underwent a steady deterioration 
during this era, from the undisputed primacy under Napoleon I to the 
position of a second- rate power following the ignominious defeat at 
the hands of Prussia in 1870.”41 Not only was France behind in terms 
of economy and industrialization, but the country was also experienc-
ing a much lower birth rate.

This particular issue had profound e¯ects on scienti�c, psychi-
atric, and medical developments in France in the latter decades of the 
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century. As Robert Nye notes, there were two principal concerns: �rst, 
that in addition to the lower birth rate that indicated a future with 
less workers to bolster a Èagging economy, and fewer natural resources, 
was the prospect that “by 1910 Germany would be able to put two 
soldiers in the �eld for every Frenchman . . . [and] exposed France to 
future dismemberment at the hands of its more aggressive and fertile 
neighbors.”42 But even more signi�cant, it fanned a welter of fears 
about impotency, criminality, and insanity centered on the medical 
concept of degeneration43— a concept that suggested evidence of the 
existence of a “hereditary stain” of weakness of mind and body that 
would inevitably lead to sterility. This fear was rationalized by the 
newly formed medical authorities as a “degeneracy” that had infected 
the masculine drive to reproduce and, further, though ironically, that 
excessive sexual activity was a key force in this depletion of male 
desire. The culprit was masturbation, which drained the apparently 
limited potential of what these authorities referred to as the “genital 
instincts” of both men and women, but that women— being more 
“instinctual” and “biologically primitive”44— did not deplete them-
selves so much as did males, who also were depleted by their exercise 
of reason.45

It is in this rather fearful and hysterical consideration that the 
suggestion emerged that the objects that were the subject of obses-
sional sexual �xations could so pervert the attentions of the male sub-
ject/object that he would not be able to respond to the “proper object.”46

This condition was referred to as “erotomania” in Des maladies men-
tales (1838) by Jean-Étienne Esquirol, for whom the solution— the 
cure— was to be found only in a “moral treatment,” through a dose of 
“mental reasoning.” That “proper object” was the wife in a marital 
relationship where children would be the result of desire, and it was 
only through a moral restructuring toward the “family” that the male 
would recover his drive.47

As for the position of female subject/objects in this same time, 
the role of the Salon contributed to their growing political and cul-
tural inÈuence in Paris of the late nineteenth century, promoting dis-
cussion of contemporary events and thinking among both men and 
women who attended these salons. The central concern for feminists 
in this period was a pervasive, toxic hegemony of masculine authority 
and control referred to as masculinisme.48 Female subject/objects in 
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France were excluded from politics, higher education, and legal and 
other professions, and even where such exclusion did not exist, such 
as the home and the factory, women were con�ned to profoundly 
subordinate positions, prompted by a key tenet under masculinisme 
that held that women had only one place and function, as mothers 
and teachers in the home: “In thus presuming a fundamental link 
between social role and innate characteristics, masculinisme resembled 
nothing so much as a form of racism in which the presence of female 
genitalia pre�gured a common, unindividualized social destiny for 
half a population.”49 This constriction was punitively legalized and 
promulgated by the Napoleonic Code of 1804— a “‘Paper Bastille’  
of legal restrictions”50 that excluded and restricted the lives of women 
to the home under the total authority of husband and father: “Woman 
belongs to man, Napoleon maintained, as the tree and its fruit belong 
to the gardener.”51

Yet more revealing among the myriad profound restrictions to 
the body and soul of women by masculinisme, and certainly in terms 
of the formation of the fetishizing of clothing objects and fashion,  
is what Patrick Bidelman refers to as the restrictions to personal 
mobility— particularly as it concerned the rules of dress for women. 
In France at this time, it was against the law for women to wear pants. 
Only women whose work outside the home required the wearing of 
pants as a safety concern could successfully petition for a permit to 
wear pants. Women’s clothing was radically gendered, by law and by 
class, as the “elaborate and expensive costumery worn by women 
became visible icons of male prosperity and class status.”52 This regi-
mented, highly restrictive, and abjected social condition encoded cloth-
ing objects as a particular collection of objects of a femininity whose 
qualities signi�ed the female subject/object as abjected because of their 
domesticated, subjugated, idle, powerless, and sentimental qualities— 
against a masculine costume coded as militaristic, rational, scienti�c, 
authoritative, and related to work and power in the world.53

As representative objects of the abjected past, women’s clothes 
were heavily layered with undergarments, all of which were obses-
sively overdetailed in a rigidly speci�c and heavily coded fashion. 
Undergarment objects were white or the natural muslin color as a 
boundary of cleanliness against the moist “impurities” of the female 
body- object: the source of feminine Èuids, especially menstrual blood. 
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The female subject/object it created was, in its mythic bourgeois form, 
a welter of qualities suggesting a femininity of purity, a pink- tinged- 
delicacy, and a virginal sexuality. This Èurry of skirts and petticoats 
for women and especially for little girls, from the closeted culture 
of Victorian hyperfeminine objects and qualities, developed a state of 
allure in which notes of imagined safety and delight- �lled narcissism 
allowed the abject gender to create an abject community.54

Like most cultural artifacts from the Victorian period, this image 
of femininity was full of notes of contradictions and ambiguities, 
hidden powers, and subversive sexualities. Under the overrationalized 
and instrumental patriarchy of the time, the artifactual objects of this 
feminine culture were structured through the eccentricities of male 
desire. Yet it is not the fashions of the adult female subject/object 
captured in the cult of the Lolita: it is the feminine aspects that reside 
in an even deeper level of abjection, the Victorian girl- child. She is 
positioned with qualities that are simultaneously presexual and hyper-
sexual: virginal but seductive, innocent but dangerous. The premen-
strual little girl presents the ideal female- object pro�le in which the 
boundaries of bourgeois hygienic regimes and moralistic sexual restric-
tions come together in allure to form an ideal subject/object for the 
heterosexual male matrix. Even more than her adult form, the Victo-
rian bourgeois “little girl” is swaddled in white and pastel- colored 
dresses with Èowers, ribbons, and lace, and ruóes upon ruóes. Her 
pu¯ed sleeves stand in for a large bust, her waist made smaller through 
the wide dimensions of her petticoats and pu¯ed sleeves. Her legs are 
exposed, an erogenous zone of that era, yet enclosed in white stockings 
that puri�ed and ampli�ed their representation of sexual presence. 
She has little hats, gloves, and other accessories, but in a miniaturized 
and consequently fetishized version of the adult model.55

Other forms and variations in the Lolita family of styles of the 
“little girl” are the “schoolgirl” (a decidedly Japanese contribution) 
and the “maid,” who although an adult model is dressed as a child to 
accentuate her subservient position and utter lack of power in society. 
For the Lolita (the speci�c practice of dressing and performing as the 
highly mediated, fan- produced conception of the historical subject/
object of the Victorian young girl), the response to the abjection of 
maturity and the consequent desire for agency and power are both 
con�gured through a masquerade of qualities of innocence and purity: 
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Figure 3.4. Antique postcard of young Victorian girl in her classic late 
nineteenth- century costume and pose.
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the infantilized qualities of cute heroines proliferated in contempo-
rary popular culture and media. Yet, even as heroines imply power and 
agency, little girls are notoriously considered the weakest human sub-
jects. This seeming contradiction is answered in Anne McClintock’s 
explanation of sadomasochism as “a historical subculture that draws 
its symbolic logic from the changing social contradictions.” McClintock 
also quotes G. W. Levi Kamel: “The desire for submission represents 
a peculiar transposition of the desire for recognition.”56

For the Victorian “little girl” subject/object, these fabrications not 
only supplied the armor of a gender identity but now create a cultural 
space that nurtures and reiterates the missing jouissance of the mythi-
cal historical notes of this girlhood, for contemporary young women 
in patriarchal cultures. An idealized form has been set aside for the 
young female subject/object, one that was valorized in the Victor-
ian period, one that evokes a particular “scene” of innocence, purity, 
sweetness, and a feminine qualities whose power is derived not from 
her ability to reproduce but from her power as an aesthetic image of 
a potentially “pure and innocent” sexuality. Thus metaphor provides 
a transformation in identity of subject/objects, and ultimately, in the 
culture— itself a metaphor for the vast hive of eternally transforming 
severed qualities— the active agent- objects of cultural production. 
This is the key to the revolutionary and paradoxical agency created 
in the allure of the severed qualities, soldered together through meta-
phor, to form new objects and, ultimately, the hyperobject theater of 
transforming cultures.

This demonstration was but a mere example of the cultural hyper-
object in a state of allure. Its potential lies in the actual dissection of 
the transformation of various Victorian women’s clothing into the 
fetish objects they became and, in various forms, remain active today. 
The actual exchange phase of objects and their notes and qualities, 
extended over time and space— from about the 1870s to the 1890s— 
and through allure, created a variety of “dark agents” from across the 
social, military, cultural, governmental, medical, fashion, and economic 
object- clusters and communities. But this “strife between [the cul-
tural quantities] of concealed sensual object[s] and [their] own quali-
ties” circled to bear down on a particular note:57 the pressure of the 
hegemonic patriarchy on the notions of gender. As Harman asserts, 
“Allure, with its severing of objects and qualities, is the paradigm shift 
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of the senses,”58 but also, in the hyperobject, the culture as it is made 
visible through its subject/objects at large.
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The World Is Flat and  
Other Super Weird Ideas

If a common thread can be said to connect the diverse schools of 
speculative realism (or, speculative materialism), that thread would be 
common abhorrence of Immanuel Kant’s inÈuence on metaphysics 
and critical theory. Kant’s correlationalism is the bête noire of the 
speculatists and the defeat of correlationalism their common purpose. 
Steven Shaviro observes that “to do away with correlationism” most 
have tried “to eliminate all [human] thinking about the object, in 
order to allow the object just to be, in and of itself.”1 Shaviro’s own 
solution for how to sidestep the correlationalist trap is to intervene in 
how we think about thought: “We need to grasp thinking in a di¯er-
ent way; we need, as Deleuze might put it, a new ‘image of thought.’”2

“We need to recognise that thought is not, after all, an especially human 
privilege. This is one of the driving insights behind panpsych ism. 
Also, recent biological research indicates that something much like 
thinking— an experiential sensitivity, at the very least— goes on in such 
entities as trees, slime mold, and bacteria, even though none of these 
organisms have brains.”3 Other forms of existence might not think 
like humans think, that is, apprehend through the semiotic forms of 
human cognition (categories and reason). A noncorrelational approach 
to thought— pulled from Charles Peirce’s model of the interpretant or 
George Molnar’s concept of aboutness— seems to exist in all things.4
But advancing such a mode of thought “means developing a notion of 
thought that is pre- cognitive (involving “feeling” rather than articu-
lated judgments) and non- intentional (not directed towards an object 

Behar.indd   107 29/08/2016   8:32:42 AM



108  Elizabeth A. Povinelli

with which it would be correlated).”5 Here Shaviro �nds himself in 
agreement with Graham Harman, a founder of object- oriented ontol-
ogy. Rather than miring oneself in a philosophical contradiction, think-
ing how objects can be let to be without human thought transforms 
�rst philosophy into aesthetics.6

Shaviro’s agreement with Harman on what philosophy becomes 
when it returns to the object in a precognitive nonintentional man-
ner stands out because of his disagreement with Harman on so many 
other substantive issues. Whereas Shaviro �nds conceptual inspira-
tion in the work of Alfred North Whitehead and Gilles Deleuze, and 
understands objects as, originally, assemblages, Harman has been a 
scathing critic of “postmodernism” and understands objects as autono-
mous and independent even as they are withdrawn and unknowable.7
For Harman, all objects are objects in a robust sense, that is, each is an 
independent and autonomous entity with its own unique and indepen-
dent essence. But all objects, including human subjects, distort their 
essence in relation to other objects and themselves. As a result, objects 
are withdrawn from each other (they elude knowledge) and absolutely 
irreducible to the qualities they manifest in any speci�c relation with 
other objects. The qualities they express only allude to what is foun-
dationally eluded. Thus while real objects are posited as absolutely, 
truly existing, they can never be known. But objects do not merely 
elude other objects and allude to themselves in the distorting contact 
with other objects; they also allure other objects.8 The allure of objects 
solves Kantian correlationalism via aesthetic rather than ethical or 
logi cal means. As Katherine Halsall notes, the “aesthetic reÈection 
takes advantage of aesthetic experience and o¯ers the promise of 
glimpse of reality beyond experience.”9 But as Svenja Bromber notes, 
this understanding of aesthetic sense and judgment seems, ironically, 
to reboot the Kantian project in order to unplug it.10 For all the anti- 
Kantianism that de�nes the speculatists, it is Kant who posited aes-
thetic judgments as a mode of universal truth that is not subsumed 
under a concept (the categories) or reason (the syllogisms). Thus we 
judge something as “beautiful” not because it conforms to a set of con-
cepts and reasons— it might also do so— but because the judgment 
results in a disinterested pleasure; it is purposive without a discernable 
purpose (no determinate cognition). For Kant, aesthetic judgment 
experiences a form of truth (beauty) freed from our purpose. And this 
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is primarily the purpose of aesthetics for object- oriented ontology: 
to provide us with a sense- perception of objects independent of our 
cognitive capture.

In this short chapter, I want to pull out three strands of Harman’s 
object- oriented ontology and place them in conversation with three 
�ctional pieces produced by members of the Karrabing Film Collec-
tive. The three strands are, �rst, Harman’s claim that objects are and 
reality is the way theory describes it independent of the thought- 
mediated nature of the theory itself. In other words, although we can-
not know objects and thus reality, and trying to know them reproduces 
the correlational fallacy, we can know that they are objects because, 
and this is the second strand, we can encounter the truth of the theory 
through an aesthetic experience. The third strand is in a reciprocal 
relation to this second. Because the human– world relation does not 
fundamentally di¯er from other object relations, all objects relations 
are aesthetic relations. Thus not only are all existents (objects) made 
to be the same kinds of things, but all relations between objects are 
also the same. And this might well be put in another way: to experi-
ence the truth of object relations, one must make all objects and their 
relations the same. The world must be a Èat world— we must, in other 
words, homogenize before we equalize. Then we can know the allud-
ing allure of things. The three �ctional pieces are a short �lm by the 
Karrabing Film Collective, When the Dogs Talked; a short story created 
by a member of the Karrabing, Sheree Bianamu, “That Not Mon-
ster”; and a short animated �lm, The Origins of Bigfoot, that I made 
for another Karrabing member.

Let me �rst say a few words about each Karrabing piece before 
putting them in conversation with this strand of object- oriented 
ontology’s approach to truth, aesthetics, and leveled worlds. When the 
Dogs Talked tells the tale of an extended Indigenous family who must 
�nd a missing member if they are not to lose their government hous-
ing. In the process their truck breaks down, and they �nd themselves 
stranded in their bush outstation. An argument breaks out about 
whether they will take their boat back to the city to save their housing 
or continue with a GPS project to map the travels of the Dog Dream-
ing— a series of geographic formations created by ancestral dogs who 
walked and talked like humans. As the adults argue, the young kids try 
to decide how the geographic powers of ancestral talking and walking 
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dogs make sense in their contemporary lives. Bianamu �rst told “That 
Not Monster” in a tent when members of the Karrabing were out 
bush. She was trying to get a toddler to go to sleep. The story begins 
with an infant being placed in a basket by her parents as they are 
about to perish at sea. An Indigenous woman discovers the basket 
and its contents at the site Mengentha (Orphan) Dreaming. Think-
ing it is a small monster, she tries to drown it. Her husband inter-
venes, saying, “That is not a monster; it is a small human being.” 
They decide to name it Parrabat, but also to call it Beth if white 
people are around. The couple’s other children are jealous of the new 
addition— “maybe because there is not enough food and tea”— and so 
they decide to push Parrabat/Beth back into the sea. Their father 
intervenes once again, swatting them on the bottom. After that every-
one gets along. The Origins of Bigfoot was my response to a question 
Sheree’s brother, Ricky, asked me on a long night out bush, in the 
middle of shooting When the Dogs Talked. After listening to several 
stories about the adventures of the ancestral dogs, Ricky asked me if 
Bigfoot was real, and if so where did it come from? Bigfoot tells how 
Homo sapiens viciously descended on Neanderthals, spearing entire 
tribes until the last surviving family had been driven to the edge of a 

Figure 4.1. The Karrabing Film Collective, When the Dogs Talked, 2014. Film 
still. Courtesy of the artists.
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vast swamp. The Neanderthal elders said that they had two choices, 
die or go into the swamp. But if they went into the swamp, they would 
have to eat raw food so that the Homo sapiens would not be able to see 
their �re, and they would have to grow their hair long to survive the 
cold of the night. They go into the swamp and become Bigfoot. But 
the elders also say that the world is actually a gigantic porcupine pro-
duced from all the spears the Homo sapiens have thrust into the body 
of the Earth and that, one day, the Earth would shake them o¯.

If we approach these stories from a text- external perspective, then 
none of them seems oriented to aesthetic sense and judgment. Each 
text is purposive insofar as each seems to account for, or at least 
describe, a causal relationship between objects in order to answer a 
factual question about reality. In other words, they seem oriented to 
a logical, maybe ethical, judgment rather than an aesthetic one.  
What caused these holes? (Ancestral dogs made them while trying to 
light a �re to cook cheeky yams.) Given that she is white, where does 
Beth come from such that she calls my father, Trevor Bianamu, and 
they behave like other siblings behave? (Our grandparents’ and great- 
grandparents’ generations transformed her from a monster orphan 
into a merely potentially dangerous human being, just like, though 
very di¯erently from, all Indigenous siblings.) If Bigfoot is real, where 
did it come from? (Vicious colonialists drove perfectly peaceful beings 
to the edges of existence.)

But as these texts circulate through the world, they also produce 
an aesthetic experience (or let’s just say they do). They produce a sense 
experience of a purposiveness without purpose (or let’s say there is)—  
an object that is simultaneously alluring to universal truth and alluding 
to any capture of its essence in thought (as categorical or relational 
truth). This may be due to how, in the various stories, the central object 
is obscured rather than revealed by its encounter with other objects 
(including discourses). The narratives do not attempt to subsume their 
objects in a categorical concept or even a singular relational logic, but 
instead allude to an entire assemblage of attributes and qualities that 
are expressed and withdrawn, actual and emergent, when the object 
comes into contact with other objects. In Dogs, for instance, the �lm is 
less interested in deciding what made the holes than in the various ways 
in which their presence elude, allude to, and allure other objects— 
wind, rain, excavators, �re- sticks, ghosts, people— and their cognizable 
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Figure 4.2. Elizabeth A. 
Povinelli, The Origins of 
Bigfoot, 2013. Stills from 
animation. Courtesy of the 
artist.
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powers. It is the capture of a drama about what might have made the 
holes and how this drama manifests the full if nontotalizable topol-
ogy of power that interests it. Similarly in “That Not Monster,” the 
object Parrabat/Beth is an occasion for revealing the circulatory insuf-
�ciency of available concepts (categories) and reasons (syllogisms) to 
account for awkwardly emergent social relations. And Bigfoot brings 
evolutionary reason and colonial reason in contact through Bigfoot in 
order to create an encounter with a “hyperobject” that cuts through 
and knits the two together.

Of course, part of the aesthetic experience derives from the rela-
tionship between the “I” producing these narratives and the narratives 
as statements. That is, in this case, the authors of these objects (the 
texts as objects and the object referred to in the texts) are also objects 
that allure and allude to other objects (subjects) and thus are part of 
the larger �eld that is producing an aesthetic experience and judg-
ment. The Karrabing Film Collective is itself an object that alludes 
and allures insofar as it is primarily but not exclusively Indigenous, 
nor are the Indigenous all members of one tribe or one perspective. 
Indeed, their �lms center on the various ways that an object presents 
its qualities depending on what other objects it encounters— including 
the array of human forms and formations. As a young female, Sheree 
Bianamu’s enunciation of “That Not Monster” likewise foregrounds 
the �eld of objects as continually eluding even as it continually pre-
sents itself in any particular surrounds. And in Bigfoot the author, a 
white aunt, is part of what is indexed and preserved in the expression, 
retreat, and desire of the object- text. Obviously the author– object– 
audience assemblage in these cases includes far more than mere humans 
and their textual excretions. Vocal cords, computers, projectors, light-
ing, sun, and weather are all within the things called “Dogs,” “Mon-
ster,” and “Bigfoot.” And the eluding, alluring, and alluding nature of 
this �eld of objects only intensi�es as one moves from the restricted 
area of author– text– audience to “hyperobjects” (or let’s just say it does) 
of colonialism and capitalism.11 Here we see the author– text– audience 
is not before these hyperobjects but an e¯ect of them, creating these 
as kinds and qualities vis- à- vis the contact and creating a withdrawal 
of what they are or might be in the wake of the relationship.12 In 
other words, these hyperobjects continually intrude on the expressive 
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facets of these objects (geological formation, social formation, species 
formation), separating them as kinds of things even as they provide 
an aesthetic feeling of somethingness thereness. But this somethingness 
thereness is the experience of a deranged arrangement or an arranged 
derangement— the constant disturbance produced by the multiple 
arrangements and derangements of their composite objects. This 
dynamic- as- truth is felt not because we place all objects (and sub-
jects) on a level conceptual �eld but because we allow them to be, 
or express, the concept- interpretant as itself produced by the unequal 
relations between objects.

This leads directly to the third strand of object- oriented ontol-
ogy, namely, the dance of truth made possible, or sought, after the 
relations between objects have been leveled. I am not interested in the 
content of that truth but rather the truth as a kind of object that is 
everywhere all the same and autonomous, alluding and alluring in the 
same way. Remember Harman and other OOOs and speculatists are 
making truth claims. Quentin Meillassoux and Ray Brassier engage 
in very di¯erent conceptual and rhetorical tactics to overturn Kantian 
correlationalism. Harman distinguishes between his approach and 
Meillassoux’s speculative realism in how they approach two Kantian 
propositions: �rst, that “human knowledge is �nite, since the things- 
in- themselves can be thought but never known,” and second, that “the 
human- world relation (mediated by space, time, and the categories) is 
philosophically privileged over every other sort of relation; philoso-
phy is primarily about human access to the world, or at least must 
take this access as its starting point.”13 Harman sees the main di¯er-
ence between speculative realism and object- oriented ontology pivot-
ing on their opposite answers to these two propositions. Speculative 
realism disagrees with the �rst proposition but agrees with the sec-
ond; object- oriented ontology agrees with the �rst and disagrees with 
the second. Nevertheless, and uncontroversially, Harman’s philosophy 
is claiming to truthfully (represent) how things are in the world— 
things correspond to his description of them. Of course, I hear what I 
am saying, that is, I am noting how his approach to objects iterates a 
certain correspondence approach to truth— the very bête noir of spec-
ulatists and object- oriented ontologists. I am less interested, however, 
in this simple gotcha moment, when a human thinks the defeat of 
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thought, than in the social status of truth claims in and among the 
speculativists, that is, in how truth claims function as demands to 
treat objects in a speci�c way.

Take for instance, When the Dogs Talked. It presents the viewer 
with competing truth claims (the various interactions of objects and 
potential objects that might account for a geologic feature). Indeed 
the �lm is, in a signi�cant way, about how the various truth claims 
maintain their force in the world as it is currently constructed. And 
it expresses how a truth claim, as a kind of object, withdraws and 
expresses itself di¯erently depending on its context. (The truth claim 
that ancestral dogs made these holes might morph from a factual 
statement to a cultural one— rather than true in a natural science cor-
respondence of dog and hole, it is true in a cultural recognition of the 
truth of the social nature of believers and disbelievers.) Of course,  
no one making the �lm or in the �lm is claiming that these ancestral 
beings created all geologic features. That is, the �lm’s truth claim is 
of a more restricted nature than Harman’s, although we could say that 
one strand of the �lm is saying all things may well be like this in the 
sense that we should be cognizant that all things might be the result 

Figure 4.3. The Karrabing Film Collective, When the Dogs Talked, 2014. Film 
still. Courtesy of the artists.
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of similar kinds of interactions (ancestral geologic, settler colonial, 
and capital). In contrast, “Monster” is not a truth claim. Indeed people 
like the story Bianamu authored but are quick, as she is, to disclaim 
it as just a made- up story, not true. It has real people and real places, 
but these things did not happen, even though their happening seems 
more likely than huge, ancestral walking and talking dogs. Finally, 
Bigfoot seems most like Dogs in making a causal claim about two 
objects, Bigfoot is what remains of Neanderthals. But it is framed as 
a made- up story in the same way as “Monster.” It might provide an 
aesthetic judgment, but no one in Karrabing thinks it is producing a 
truth claim of equal weight as certain positions in Dogs.

But does this truth claim (as a sort of object) encounter a level 
Èat world with other truth claim objects? Certainly not for one pro-
tagonist in the speculatist �eld. In After Finitude Meillassoux begins 
by trying to persuade his readers that they actually already have an 
intuition of absolute knowledge freed from correlationalism by plac-
ing his readers in a trap. The jaws of the trap are “ancestral statements” 
and the “arche- fossil.” Ancestral statements refer to any reality anterior 
to the emergence of the human species or any other form of life on 
earth. Arche- fossils include all materials indicating the existence of 
this anterior reality or event.14 In philosophical terms, arche- fossils are 
traces of being before givenness; ancestral statements are statements 
about being before being- given (for) humans or life— being outside 
or before or after givenness or (human) thought. Ancestral statements 
could certainly also include all statements indicating an existence long 
after human beings vanish, such as the future archaeologies imagined 
by Trevor Paglen’s The Last Pictures, in which the artist created a visual 
archive of contemporary human life for a satellite that will remain 
within the Earth’s orbit long after humans are gone, or Katherine 
Behar’s E- Waste, discussed in Irina Aristarkhova’s chapter, “A Femi-
nist Object,” in the present volume.15

When Meillassoux asks his reader, don’t we all agree, that at the 
minimum, science is making a true statement when it claims that 
what arche- fossils were existed prior to human existence, he reminds 
his reader what she will become if she answers in the negative. She 
will �nd “herself dangerously close to contemporary creationists: those 
quaint believers who assert today, in accordance with the ‘literal’ read-
ing of the Bible, that the earth is no more than six thousand years 

Behar.indd   117 29/08/2016   8:32:43 AM



118  Elizabeth A. Povinelli

old, and who, when confronted with the much older dates arrived at 
by science, reply unperturbed that God also created at the same time 
as the earth six thousand years ago those radioactive compounds that 
seem to indicate that the earth is much older than it is— in order to 
test the physicists’ faith.”16 Or she will become a primitive who thinks 
fossil caves are communicating to her when they are revealed by kind 
tides. Much pivots on the idea of the arche- fossil as a trace of being 
before givenness; that these arche- fossils are indi¯erent to us; that 
we can know them nevertheless. But Meillassoux is not indi¯erent 
to what a way of thinking makes things— fossils and ourselves. And 
Meillassoux is canny enough to mobilize this intense self- involvement. 
The existential terror evoked but then directed by another equally 
terrifying prospect: if we do not allow human existents to be one 
entity on a temporal line of entities, then we will become a creationist; 
maybe a primitivist, an animist, an irrational bu¯oon. If we are not 
to become them, we must admit that what we touch here and in this 
place is radically indi¯erent to us. To be sure, Meillassoux, as opposed 
to Harman, is seeking to know reality in and of itself. But Harman 
agrees with Meillassoux that the realm of objects is independent and 

Figure 4.4. The Karrabing Film Collective, When the Dogs Talked, 2014. Film 
still. Courtesy of the artists.
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indi¯erent to us. They are acting before and beyond being given to 
or for us. Meillassoux includes in this indi¯erence an indi¯erence to 
reason— that the truth of reality is that it can change at any moment 
for no reason.

What should we make of this indi¯erent action? On the one 
hand, the �lms themselves posit a realm of objects behaving for their 
own reasons— this is especially clear in Dogs. That is, the world is best 
and most truthfully understood when agency/interpretation is extended 
to all object assemblages. And Dogs expresses the truth that no object 
is known by us or any other objects but only expressed as an allusion 
at the point of contact. But we also �nd that the reason certain quali-
ties or facets of “objects” are expressed in encounters with other “ob-
jects” is not because they are evidence of the same ontological status 
but because they encounter di¯erent material forces. And objects do 
not stay one thing but become other things because of these forces of 
shaping and shifting and assemblage. And thus the real question is 
not merely, or even primarily, how objects withdraw, allude, and allure 
but also, and perhaps more important, why it is that there are object- 
assemblages that are enticing and being (not) encountered. Aesthetic 
experience and judgment exist, after all, nowhere but in whatever 
assemblage of objects are being encountered and judged. And this 
world is not Èat when viewed from the unequal forces redrawing and 
demanding certain formations as the condition for an object’s endur-
ance, extension, and domination of interest. This is not to make humans 
the center of the object- assemblage world or to make other things 
passive. Rather, it is to make the forces that produce centers and pas-
sivities the name of the game. And part and parcel of this force is, of 
course, whose arguments about truth and persuasion gain the power 
to a¯ect our relation with objects and reality— those who are careful 
to abide by the noncontradictory mandates of a certain mode of rea-
son; those who abstract a universal equivalence among objects in real-
ity in order to decenter human politics and social conditions; or those 
who attempt to experience truth through a maximal saturation of the 
possibility of the object and its assemblage via all the unequal forces 
of its constitution?
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Facing Necrophilia, or  
“Botox Ethics”

Philosophies are means to ends. New ideas beg the question not of 
whether they are right or wrong but of whether they make for being 
rightly or wrongly. For this reason, ideas deserve deployment.1

This chapter asks after the deployment of recent object- oriented 
thought, and whether, when deployed, it lives up to its promises. Do 
speculative realism, object- oriented ontology, and new materialism 
truly banish philosophy’s thinking humanist subject? Can they man-
age, �nally, to put philosophers into contact, and philosophy into 
action, with and within the world? In other words, do these ideas 
“work” in an artistic sense? Can philosophy hold its own as perfor-
mance art?2

Conceiving of the world as objects or matter sounds like a savvy 
strategy for avoiding the hubris and distortion of anthropocentrism. 
(And certainly we are agreed that anthropocentrism has proved again 
and again to be an enormous liability in deployment: from the eco-
logical to the epistemological to the ethical.) But when put into 
practice, object- oriented thinking remains hindered by two obstacles. 
The �rst is a trend toward privileging connectivity that results in a 
fetishiza tion of liveliness.3 This tendency may be most evident in new 
materialist thought, and given that some object- oriented ontologies 
propose that objects are ultimately independent and apart from rela-
tion, this claim may seem counterintuitive. Still, I fear liveliness lurks 
not only in new materialist animism and agential realism but also 
in object- oriented theories of relation and causation. Like a Trojan 
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horse, liveliness is poised to smuggle anthropocentrism back into the 
game. Even more concerning, the second obstacle is a failure to truly 
implicate the self as an object. By not exploiting the self as a specimen, 
object- oriented thinkers can miss what may be their only opportu-
nity to discuss and engage with objects’ perspectives and experiences. 
Without the modesty of self- implication, anthropocentrism’s arro-
gant exceptionalism returns.

These two sticking points place our object- oriented endeavors 
in an untenable ethical position. Either we disrespect objects in the 
name of commonality by projecting our own liveliness onto them, or 
we set ourselves apart as nonobjects by saying that we know nothing 
of objects’ perspectives, implicitly denying that an object’s perspective 
is ours, too. We seem to have backed ourselves into an ethical corner.

Happily, we can regain our modesty with the help of an object 
usually associated with vanity: Botox. This misunderstood object’s 
assistance o¯ers a practical way out of our ethical dead end. In the 
following pages, I set forth ample evidence that Botox will remedy 
our woes, easing our brows and righting our philosophy. Yet we must 
�rst attend to these points of contention.

Loving Life: Liveliness as Anthropocentric Relapse
Like new materialism, object- oriented ontology stresses connectivity 
between objects.4 For example, in Prince of Networks, his beautiful 
book on Bruno Latour’s metaphysics, Graham Harman indicates that 
for Latour, the very “reality” of objects hinges on their connectivity. 
Harman puts Latour forward as an anticipatory �gure for object- 
oriented metaphysics. In Latour’s view, objects (or in his terminology, 
“actors”) are “real” only insofar as they are connected and, through 
their connections, have measureable e¯ects on other objects. In Har-
man’s words, an “actor that makes no di¯erence is not a real actor.”5

For Latour, a real object is networked with others.
Harman’s view is closer to my own. He sees objects as discon-

nected and sealed o¯ from each other. Still, Harman is not content 
to let autonomous objects lie. To accommodate interaction, he formu-
lates a theory of “vicarious causation,” a complex system of allure and 
all- enveloping, third- party intentions, which allows him to explain 
how sealed objects may enter into relations after all.6 Even while 
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deviating from Latour’s networked connectivity, Harman asserts that 
some form of inÈuence must remain possible. With vicarious causa-
tion, he accounts for interaction between objects without the direct 
causation of overt connection; indeed, for Harman, the latter’s impos-
sibility is precisely what makes the former necessary. The alternative— 
radical disconnect— is untenable, so vicarious causation is Harman’s 
solution for preserving autonomy without sacri�cing connection or 
inÈuence.

In e¯ect, this concession to connection betrays a preference for 
lively objects, an inclination not only of Harman’s but one that, as 
Harman establishes, appears in Latour and runs throughout much 
of object- oriented thought. Liveliness also features especially strongly 
in the Whiteheadian brand of object- oriented ontology favored by 
Steven Shaviro.7 In various con�gurations, the preference is for objects 
that get up and do things, that twist and turn and nudge one another, 
inÈuencing and making di¯erences by, as Harman writes of Latour, 
“modifying, transforming, perturbing or creating” their allied friends.8

Simply put, for Latour, a disconnected object doesn’t count. 
Latour’s theory of alliances is a means to validate the “reality” of objects 
on the basis of their network e¯ects. A real object does make a di¯er-
ence. In this view objects are informatic; they are a “di¯erence which 
makes a di¯erence,”9 so they can be sustained only as a circulating 
network e¯ect. For his part, Harman accepts that real objects can have 
“no relation at all” without compromising their status as real,10 but 
he too explains his theory of vicarious causation in informatic terms 
as a “problem of communication between substances” wherein relation 
amounts to “signaling” (emphasis added).11 This informatic formu-
lation is critical. As information, objects must continually generate 
change (in Latour’s language, by modifying, transforming, perturb-
ing, or creating), and this imperative to change— this dynamism— is 
nothing if not lively.

In her excellent book Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett, an author 
who has been associated both with object- orientation in speculative 
realism and with new materialism, refers to this same networked 
dynamism as “distributive agency.”12 Taking an embedded view of the 
liveliness of objects, Bennett writes of the vital “Thing- Power” of 
objects, which she explains is “the curious ability of inanimate things 
to animate, to act, to produce e¯ects dramatic and subtle.”13
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Yet reveling in objects by recognizing their inner material life, 
and appreciating how their actorly connectivity produces lifelike, 
emergent complexity, is symptomatic of what I call vivophilia: loving 
objects for their liveliness. And herein lies my �rst point of conten-
tion. In privileging alliances, object- oriented ontologies risk reinstat-
ing anthropocentrism, where what is “anthro” is no longer the subject 
but instead the networked individual. Such object- oriented ontologies 
are in danger of merely rewriting the terms for anthropocentrism. In 
e¯ect, object- oriented ontology’s philosophical intervention promotes 
a new view of the human self, in which to be a self, it is more critical 
to be connected than to be a thinking subject. Objects represent this 
change from a subject that thinks, and therefore is, to an informatic 
self that is in connection. The trouble is that this reformulation takes 
its cues from something residually “anthro,” and not from objects in 
and of themselves.14

Aside from undoing the hard work undertaken thus far in whit-
tling away anthropocentrism’s death grip on philosophical thought, this 
move should be rejected for the simple reason that it is bad for all par-
ties: it is bad for philosophy because it mistakes a meta- phenomenon 
(connectivity or alliances) for a structure (the self- contained nature of 
the object’s black box). It is bad for human objects because the imper-
ative to connect is detrimental to individuals who su¯er from the 
overconnection compulsions of neoliberal subjectivity. And it is bad 
for nonhuman objects that get theoretically mangled when they must 
bear the (human) “indignity of speaking for others.”15

And on that note, object- oriented ontology’s second obstacle 
concerns this question: What of speaking for oneself ?

The Missing Me: The Self as Omitted Object
Object- oriented ontology correctly states that humans are a kind of 
object. However, when pressed to account for their ontology from an 
object’s perspective, object- oriented thinkers seem to draw a blank.16

Perhaps the problem lies in thinking of “humans” as objects to begin 
with. By “human,” one always seems to mean those other self- conscious 
bipeds, never me. Yet this remove is immediately problematic. Ontol-
ogizing objects must come from a �rst- person (if you will forgive the 
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term) perspective. The particular self, not a human generality, is needed 
as an exemplary object precisely to orient this ontology.

Object- oriented philosophy is a joy to read because it is pep-
pered with witty lists— Latour Litanies of screamingly incongruous 
specimens.17 But object- oriented thinkers should be their own �rst 
specimens because anyone’s ability to articulate the being of “phlogis-
ton, unicorns, [and] bald kings of France” is at best severely curtailed 
by the very black boxes those objects describe.18 Really implicating 
ourselves as objects is the only chance we have to say anything at all 
about objects’ being.

Donna Haraway argues that “feminist objectivity means quite 
simply situated knowledges.”19 Object- oriented ontology’s claim to 
speak of or for or as “humans” is a “god- trick of seeing everything 
from nowhere.”20 Instead, object- oriented ontologies should be lim-
ited to— or delimited by— the personal viewpoint I have when the 
object I am is “quite simply situated” in being only me. We must name 
ourselves. Until we do so, our discussion remains abstract conjecture 
because talking about objects from the perspective of anything other 
than an object cannot help but foreclose the object’s real, indepen-
dently formulated perspective.

And yet, merely taking ourselves as specimens is not enough. To 
ethically interrogate ourselves as objects requires something more: that 
we take ourselves not as living specimens but as dead ones. Otherwise, 
we risk reverting to vivophilia, on the one hand (by anthropomor-
phically ascribing lifelike experience to objects), or phenomenology, 
or some such, on the other (by anthropocentrically focusing on our 
lived subjective experience).

We have now identi�ed the two key issues this chapter seeks to 
overcome. Our goals are to eradicate vivophiliac bias toward objects 
and to instate the self- object’s “�rst person” perspective, which we 
can best accomplish by coming face- to- face with the alternative: 
necrophilia.

Facing Necrophilia
In lieu of vivophilia (loving objects for their liveliness), and against 
the omission of the self- object from its own ontology, I advocate for 
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an opposite approach: a necrophiliac orientation to objects. Vivophilia’s 
imperative to connect insists that we look outward, but necrophilia 
allows us to turn our gaze within. Rather than see something living 
in the abounding world of objects, facing necrophilia entails that we 
�nd— and love— something dead within ourselves. A necrophiliac 
philosophy is a philosophy that takes dead objects as love objects.

It is a question of perspective. Vivophilia says that most things 
in the world are, in some signi�cant way, as alive as I am. Necrophilia 
says that I am, in some signi�cant way, as dead as are most things in 
the world.

The former statement sounds surreal, but more signi�cantly, it 
carries an epistemological liability: it does not generate new insight 
into the nature of objects because, living or dead, objects other than 
myself remain black- boxed and unknowable. The latter argument is 
only marginally more commonsensical, yet it allows for an inroad 
toward credible knowledge or further understanding about the being 
of objects.

Necrophilia thus seems the better bet. Finding liveliness in every-
thing is a Sisyphean task, requiring not just connectivity but omni-
science. But implicating myself as an object, and �nding the deadness 
I have in common with my inanimate neighbors, is far easier to im-
plement. Necrophilia suggests that it may not be necessary, to borrow 
Bennett’s phrase, to “[distinguish] me from my corpse.”21

Necrophilia has better promise for yielding a concrete, ethical, 
object- oriented practice. In fact, we can already observe necrophilia 
at play in self- implicating object- oriented feminist practices. Beyond 
the enormous body of work by feminists on women’s objecti�ca-
tion in culture, we encounter examples of overtly necrophiliac object- 
orientation in the philosopher Catherine Malabou’s account of brain 
plasticity and in the work of feminist body artists like Orlan.

Plasticity
What Should We Do with Our Brain?, Malabou’s stunning book, 
explores brain plasticity and its implications for consciousness and 
identity. Plasticity, for Malabou, is not only generative and lively but 
also deadly.
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As Malabou de�nes it, plasticity is the threefold capacity for giv-
ing form, receiving form, and destroying form.22 Plasticity is a near- 
perfect description of the material quality of being an object. Latour 
has warned us not to think of objects as substances but as perfor-
mances;23 my own experiences of deploying myself as an object in 
my work as a performance artist accord with this view. Experience 
shows that while objects are not substance, their performance does 
have material consistency. Objects’ performed material quality is plas-
ticity. Objects consist of plasticity; they perform plasticity’s qualities. 
In this case and to stress the ontological point, if to be an object is to 
be plastic, what is plastic being?

Malabou associates receiving form with materials like “clay [that 
are] called ‘plastic,’” and giving form with “the plastic arts or . . . plastic 
surgery,” and she relates plasticity’s annihilation of form to “plastique,” 
or plastic explosives.24 Plasticity thus encompasses what Malabou calls 
“two extremes.” One plasticity sculpts. This is the plasticity of sculp-
ture, plastic objects, and plastic surgery. It is a plasticity that models. 
A second plasticity disobeys. This is the plasticity of explosives. It is a 
plasticity that refuses the model.25

Plasticity suggests that the self as an object is both moldable 
and resistive. Malabou explains that being only moldable, only ready 
to connect to the model, is not plasticity in the full, potentially liber-
ating, sense of the word. Alone, the side that persists in models, that 
exists by opening alliances, is not plasticity but mere Èexibility, which 
she calls “plasticity minus its genius.”26

Flexibility is the harmful, neoliberal sensibility that I have iden-
ti�ed as being perpetuated by vivophilia’s imperative to form crea-
tive, generative alliances; to network the self; to increase the object’s 
power;27 to participate in the model.28 Its necessary counterpart is 
destruction. There is no polite way to refuse the compulsory form of 
the network; Latour is right in saying that the disconnected object 
that makes no di¯erence is not real, but with the following caveat: 
so far as the network is concerned. The “I’d prefer not to” of Herman 
Melville’s Bartleby gets us close to disconnected objecthood, but is 
not strong enough here. In Latour’s terms, the passivity of “I’d pre-
fer not to” just makes for a weak object.29 It is a biopolitical moment 
par excellence. The only way to disconnect, to get o¯ the grid, is to 
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self- destruct. Plasticity reminds us that our repertoire of self- practices 
includes this capacity for deadliness, too: a necropolitical aesthetics.

As objects consisting in plasticity— which is to say, as plastic 
objects— we engage both creative and destructive processes in the work 
of “self- fashioning” ourselves. Malabou writes, “Self- fashioning implies 
at once the elaboration of a form, a face, a �gure, and the e¯acement 
of another form, another face, another �gure.”30 Far from an abstrac-
tion, plastic self- fashioning— this activity at once lively and deadly— 
is a concrete practice that we have opportunities to examine: it has 
already been realized in many forms, among them, feminist body art.

Feminist Body Art:  
Object- Orientation and Plasticity
Considerable work in the practice of being plastic objects has been 
carried out since the 1960s by feminist body artists who, while not 
using this terminology, have rigorously investigated these very con-
cepts: object- orientation, plasticity, and necrophilia. In body art, artists 
use their own bodies as material in their artwork, quite literally elabo-
rating and e¯acing their own faces, �gures, and forms. The bodily self 
of body art is an eminently plastic, not to mention evidently necro-
philiac, object.

To take but a few art historical examples of body art’s object- 
orientation, Hannah Wilke has undermined and exploited her eroti-
cization and objecti�cation as a posing female nude.31 Yayoi Kusama 
has di¯used herself into obsessive surfaces of polka dots and phal-
luses, and in a further gesture of disregarding her di¯erence from 
other objects, has subsumed herself into the art market as an art object 
commodity.32 Eleanor Antin has “carved” her body in the manner of 
“classical sculpture” through dieting.33 And Adrian Piper, a perfor-
mance artist and philosopher whose work also thoroughly investi-
gates objecti�cation through gender and race, has re- formed herself 
in a Kantian, yogic fast.34 Yet the most quintessential example of body 
art’s object- orientation within a plastic attitude appears in the work 
of Orlan, where the sculptural plasticity of body art intersects with 
and is reinforced by the surgical plasticity of plastic surgery.

Orlan has been working with her body as sculptural material since 
the 1960s. She is best known for Reincarnation, a series completed 
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Figure 5.1. Orlan Omnipresence-Surgery, 1993. Close-up of laughter during the 
Seventh Performance no1, New York. Cibrachrome in Diasec mount, 65 × 43 
inches. Copyright 2015 Orlan/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/
ADAGP, Paris. Courtesy of the artist.
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from 1990 to 1993, in which she designed and staged nine multimedia 
plastic surgery performances. Turning herself into her own “ultimate 
masterpiece,” Orlan has aesthetically transformed her body and face 
by appropriating and literally incorporating (i.e., into her body) ele-
ments from art historical sources including notoriously distinctive 
forehead implants.

Following a computer- generated compilation of her own mak-
ing, Orlan has surgically collaged her face to merge, in the words of 
the cosmetic surgery scholar Meredith Jones, “the chin of Botticelli’s 
Venus, the forehead of Leonardo da Vinci’s Mona Lisa, the lips of 
Boucher’s Europa, the nose of the School of Fountainbleau sculpture 
of Diana, and the eyes of Gerard’s Psyche.”35 In her operation perfor-
mances, Orlan collaborates with plastic surgeons who share and enable 
her artistic vision. As performances, the surgeries include elaborate sets 
and props, philosophical monologues by the artist (who remains anaes-
thetized but fully conscious throughout the operations), and lavish 
designer surgical gowns for the artist and the medical sta¯. Orlan’s 
work literally involves “at once the elaboration of a form, a face, a 
�gure, and the e¯acement of another form, another face, another �g-
ure.”36 In her words, “I’ve chosen to put some face on my face: I 
develop a work on �guration and re- �guration.”37

Body art’s object- orientation is patent enough, but Orlan’s work 
shows its double signi�cance for our discussion: in body art, object- 
orientation expresses both plasticity and necrophilia. With regard to 
plasticity, body art sets into practice all three of plasticity’s capacities. 
In the �rst sense, body art is an example of lively self- fashioning. 
From the authorial perspective of the artist who sculpts, the body- 
self- object is an experiential and intentional object that self- fabricates. 
In this respect, body art is a practice of giving form. In the second 
sense, body art is an example of a self- implicating feminist object- 
oriented practice. From the interpretive perspective of feminist cri-
tique, the body- self- object is a readymade cultural object. By placing 
the body- self- object in the artwork as a “preloaded” culturally deter-
mined signi�er, body artists show their capacity for receiving form. 
In the third sense, body art is an example of feminist object- oriented 
necrophilia. It is a practice that promotes a necrophiliac relation to 
self in which any notion of the self ’s liveliness is beside the point. 
From the physical perspective of the artwork, the body- self- object is 
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a convenient art material, comparable to any other material object. 
In its ruthless re-rendering of the body- self- object, body art shows an 
unparalleled capacity for destroying form.

Feminist Body Art:  
Necrophilia and “Specif ic Objects”
In this destructive light, and with regard to necrophilia, feminist body 
art exploits the body- self- object as an artistic medium for its formal 
properties and material speci�city. Body art’s matter- of- fact, inglori-
ous approach to the body- self- object as material shows its connection 
to a contemporaneous art movement, minimalism.38 Minimalist art-
ists use nonprecious industrial materials and fabrication processes, 
cheapening the status of sculpture by “phoning in” its manufacture, 
and rendering the authentic art object simultaneously singular and 
absolute, and serial and replaceable. Body art takes this cavalier, dead-
pan, necrophiliac attitude toward its primary material, the body- self- 
object, which it both takes as inviolable and is willing to destroy and 
replace.

Because of this connection to minimalism, feminist body art 
should be understood in contrast with essentialist and gynocentric 
feminist art, which deploys the body for its anthropomorphic symbol-
ism and insists that the body is in the representational register more 
than it is in the material register.39 Instead, in feminist body art, the 
body- self- object is a singular, “speci�c object,” a term that the mini-
malist artist Donald Judd coined to describe works that evince their 
own singleness and absolute presence. Through absolute presence, the 
speci�c objects of minimalism undermine the anthropomorphism 
inherent in the “part- by- part” narrativist structure of European tradi-
tions in sculpture. Describing the speci�c objects of “the new work” 
(now called minimalism), which was gaining prominence in the same 
conjuncture as feminist body art, Judd wrote,

Materials vary greatly and are simply materials— formica, alu-
minum, cold- rolled steel, plexiglas, red and common brass, and 
so forth. They are speci�c. If they are used directly, they are 
more speci�c. Also, they are usually aggressive. There is an objec-
tivity to the obdurate identity of a material.40
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Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky, quoted by Bennett, declares, 
“We are walking, talking minerals.”41 It is in this sense of being no 
more or less than minerals that the body- self- object appears in body 
art as “aggressive . . . obdurate identity.” As plastic material, body art-
ists have both the sculptural obduracy to create their form and the 
aggressiveness to explode it. For Malabou, “the threat of the explosion 
of form structurally inhabits every form.”42 In this way, body artists 
who assume what the body art historian Amelia Jones calls “the rhet-
oric of the pose” are always ready to dispose of themselves.43 Body 
artists expose themselves as plastic (disposable) objects.

At once blasé and brutal, body artists like Orlan treat their own 
bodies as fully plastic objects and, as such, regard themselves with 
necrophilia. Body art uses plasticity to catapult us over the stumbling 
blocks of vivophilia and self- omission. Denouncing the fetishization 
of lively integrity in body objects, body art foregrounds the self not 
only as a deadly object to be killed o¯ but also as the scene of the 
crime.

Body art is a concrete practice for facing necrophilia. But its 
necrophilia is extreme and aesthetic. What quotidian version of necro-
philia can a greater population of objects enjoy? How can object- 
oriented thought incorporate necrophilia, bringing this deadness into 
the corpus of philosophy and into the corpus of the self ? To integrate 
necrophilia into our philosophy and our bodies, the obvious drug of 
choice is Botox.

Botox Plasticity
Botox is the brand- name for a suite of pharmaceutical products man-
ufactured by Allergan, all of which consist of injections of onabotu-
linumtoxinA (the same toxin found in botulism). The product line 
includes prescription treatments with medical applications for reliev-
ing facial spasms, strabismus, limb spasticity, and cervical dystonia, 
as well as severe underarm sweating, but by far the most widely popu-
lar and widely known treatment is a product called Botox® Cosmetic, 
which is used to temporarily “improve the look of moderate to severe 
frown lines between the eyebrows ([known as] glabellar lines).”44

The toxin in Botox injections inhibits the connections between 
nerves and muscles, engendering local, short- term paralysis around 
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the site of injection; the e¯ect takes about fourteen days to set in and 
lasts, on average, for three to six months. With Botox® Cosmetic, 
paralysis lessens frown lines by disabling the brow muscles’ capacity 
to furrow. The cosmetic advantage of this paralysis is ampli�ed in that 
Botox not only suppresses existing frown lines but simultaneously 
prevents the muscular engagements that create the formation of new 
ones. In e¯ect, the paralyzing toxins create a temporary “dead zone” 
in the body. As a self- practice, Botox directs its necrophilia squarely 
at the body- self- object, forbidding the omission of “me.” Moreover, 
the resulting internal dead zone exercises a certain necrophiliac attrac-
tion. The widespread adoption of Botox indicates that individuals 
(perhaps even philosophers) may be poised to accept its uniquely 
necrophiliac form of plasticity.45 In addition to its merits as a self- 
directed practice, Botox has the right blend of plastic capacities to 
cure our thinking of residual vivophilia.

Botox expresses its plasticity in three di¯erent ways in medical, 
military, and cosmetic contexts. When applied for medical purposes, 
Botox is an example of the plastic capacity of receiving form. Used 
as a cure, Botox restores deviant bodies to normativity. Bodies that 
receive Botox receive the form of health.

Applied in military contexts, botulinum toxin demonstrates plas-
ticity’s destructive capacity. Used as a biological weapon, botulinum 
toxin eradicates form. In “E¯acing the Face,” Grayson Cooke de�nes 
Botox as a pharmakon that always simultaneously occupies “a double 
role of creator/destroyer and poison/cure.”46 As pharmakon, Botox is 
itself a plastic object, encompassing the two extremes Malabou iden-
ti�es in plasticity. Cooke reminds us that apart from its use in “highly 
diluted form” in the plastic treatment of faces, botulinum toxin is  “one 
of the deadliest and most powerful neurotoxins known.”47 As a bio-
logical weapon, botulinum toxin— arguably the ur- form of Botox— is 
applied much like plastique explosives. Through active annihilation, it 
erases forms of life, creating a clean slate for humanity,48 or, perhaps, 
for a world without humans or humanity at all— what Alan Weisman 
and Eugene Thacker call “the world without us.”49

Finally, in cosmetic applications, Botox gives new form. Botox 
inhibits the old forms of faciality, interrupting muscle memory and 
habits of facial expression. By inhibiting the modes of expression we 
have come to expect, Botox creates a new form of inner- directedness.
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Cooke’s interpretation of the face and its relation to Botox cen-
ters on communication. The face records and communicates its archive 
of experience, which Botox erases and censors. The face expresses; 
Botox represses. Cooke de�nes expressing as “a sending out, an outer-
ing,”50 which returns us to the vivophiliac imperative to connect. In 
Cooke’s interpretation, Botox “is pure repression, the repression of ex-
pressions” (punctuation modi�ed).51 In its role as an inhibitor, Botox 
represses the outering, the other- directedness of the informatic self 
that is in connection. It inhibits the vivophiliac, neoliberal self that is 
real only when it expresses itself in the communicative act of making 
a di¯erence, of sending and receiving information.

In weapon form, Botulinum toxin is a matter of force; Botox 
medical treatments, considered medically necessary, are a matter of 
necessity. Yet Botox® Cosmetic injections are deemed optional. They 
are a matter of choice and, thus, of ethics. Botox represents a new, 
necrophiliac direction for ethics in an object- oriented feminist practice.

Conclusion: Botox Ethics
The choice is this: Do we use the face, as Emmanuel Levinas would 
have it, as a vivophiliac site for living ethical encounter? Or do we put 
on dead faces, suppress errant expressivity and lively countenances, 
and remind ourselves, with a thwack on the forehead, that object- 
oriented ethics occurs between mutually dead objects?

For Levinas, the moment of ethical encounter is when, meeting 
face- to- face, the living visage of the Other apprehends the ethical 
subject with the silent entreaty “Don’t kill me!” The numbed face of 
Botox, however, renders this version of ethics meaningless. Not only 
is a partly paralyzed face incapable of expressing such signals, but 
these become pointless requests when coming from a face that is, in 
signi�cant portion, already dead. The alternative to Levinasean ethics 
is Botox ethics, the encounter between objects that silently acknowl-
edges the independent mutuality of their deadness.

Joanna Zylinska has written, also in the context of cosmetic 
surgical body practices, about what she terms “prosthetic ethics.”52

Describing the work of Orlan and another body artist, Stelarc, whose 
best- known project is his robotic third arm, Zylinska advocates for 
an “ethics of welcome” that accommodates di¯erence and engenders 
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hybridity between living and nonliving forms— in this case, the body 
and technology. Meredith Jones describes Zylinska’s “‘prosthetic eth-
ics of welcome’” as a “perform[ance of ] hospitality, openness, and 
invitation.”53 In Zylinska’s insightful formulation, prosthesis is “an 
articulation of connections”54 that creates, in Jones’s words, “unbounded, 
networked, and changeable subjects.”55

Botox ethics represents the exact inversion of prosthetic ethics. 
Botox ethics seeks not to articulate connections but to inhibit them; 
to create not unbounded subjects but enclosed objects; it recommends 
not outward- directed networking and changeability but inward- 
directed unexpressivity and singularity.

Prosthetic ethics is an extension of Levinas’s ethics of facialized 
living encounter. Both place a vivophiliac demand for living respon-
siveness from every single thing we greet “face- to- face,” or “welcome” 
aboard. Levinasean ethics is sustained by communication through  
the face and its expression and response. Prosthetic ethics, too, is sus-
tained by communication, in ongoing exchanges and transfers of in-
formation. Where in Levinasean ethics, communication occurs on the 
surface of the face, in prosthetic ethics, communicating subjects are 
networked at their core. In the expansive gesture of prosthetic welcom-
ing, network alliances are invited in.

Welcoming is the sort of inclusive practice that feminism has 
traditionally promoted. But here, object- oriented thinking o¯ers an 
alternative direction for practicing feminists. In this, an object- oriented 
feminism might diverge from historical feminisms that embrace the 
body beautiful in unaltered form or that promote Other- directed 
camaraderie and practices of community. Instead, Botox ethics war-
rants some newfound inhospitability. The subjectivity that gets formed 
through unbounding and networking is indeed precisely that of a 
“changeable subject.” This too dynamic, too lively subject is caught up 
in the network’s imperative for continual “modi�cation, transforma-
tion, perturbation and creation.” By including everything, an “ethics 
of welcome” resumes “outering” expressivity as pure communication. 
By numbing ourselves with Botox ethics, we can resist the Other- 
directed compulsion to connect, and the neoliberal internalization of 
the requirement to make alliances.

As an alternative, Botox closes the communicative port of the face 
as site of Other- directed expression. Levinas and prosthetics welcome. 
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Botox slams the door shut. It wants to be left alone. What we are left 
with when we stop communicating is ourselves, the missing “me” 
that, as object, provides our only ontological orientation.

As objects ourselves, we engage Botox ethics as a self- practice. 
Botox is only a cosmetic insofar as it is, more accurately, an inhibitor. 
Self- fashioning with Botox is not the cosmetic e¯ect of appearing 
dead to the Other through a facial communiqué. This would be no 
more than “playing possum,” hiding under the mask of deadness to 
escape the threat of death. Botox ethics does not avoid death— it 
aspires to it. Its self- fashioning is the corporeal practice of inhibit-
ing life within oneself. It is a praxis of practicing death. We do not 
mock the appearance of death; we practice being dead by giving it— 
or ourselves— a shot.

Botox turns us into objects, shoots us up with our own plasticity, 
and lets us— as objects— exist mutually, independently, and graciously 
in the dead object world. When another smooth forehead returns our 
expressionless stare, we can be sure that we are facing necrophilia. As 
a self- practice, a little shot of death provides all the object- orientation 
we need. In place of the vivophiliac ethics of “Don’t kill me!” Botox 
ethics says “I’ll kill myself !” Shooting up to shut up, Botox ethics rec-
ommends battening down the hatches on our own black boxes and 
becoming killer objects who will shoot ourselves �rst.

Notes
My thanks to Patricia Ticineto Clough, Alexander R. Galloway, Graham 
Harman, Anne Pollock, and Elizabeth Wollman for their generous insights 
on early drafts of this chapter, to Jane Bennett for her enthusiasm and 
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temporary studio practices.
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Adam Zaretsky

OOPS
Object- Oriented psychopathia sexualis

In this chapter, the bioartist Adam Zaretsky presents a performative provoca tion 
of object- oriented ontology’s heightened textuality. Through exaggeration and sat-
ire, Zaretsky’s parodical text pushes OOO’s textuality over the edge. The result 
reflects two important currents in object- oriented feminism’s methodology: the 
necessity of performativity in theoretical work, and the joyful embodiment of sub-
altern and sometimes irrational orientations. As Zaretsky states: “Reason is not 
the reason for being.” Through unreason, Zaretsky arrives at cogent conclusions, 
pressing the object- oriented obsession with nouns to open to a contingent world of 
adjectival modifiers.— Editor

Gendering Methods of Transgenesis and  
the Material Vitalist Aesthetics of Bioart
What if life itself is fundamentally— Èappy, viscous, Èowing erect, 
and deÈating? It is hard to imagine an organism de�ned as an ori�-
cial/metabolic punctuated equilibrium without concluding that aspi-
ration is merely allowed play. The jury is still out, life may not be an 
elegant machine or comprehensible as a biological system— especially 
steeled from within the orders of physics and chemistry. The jury 
on bioart is still out as well. Consider the control most bioartists exer-
cise over the alpha and the omega of our pet mutant media messages. 
Consider the torture of forcing a generative life art into a transgenic 
surgical theater. Consider the use of these, display beings— often 
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readymade— in paid artist public exposures. Why are beings put on 
the obscurely cultured environment of a pedestal? Are bioartists just 
pimp producers, makers of nature- snu¯ torture- porn? If so, wouldn’t 
it behoove us to explain why pop OOO clings to life’s phenomeno-
logical instrumentation and art’s useless promulgations as a sign of 
nonchalant matter? What are we to make of these transformative 
meat locker aesthetics? Life is life, Parts is parts, Stu¯ is stu¯, but is 
Life just stu¯?

In bioart, the spectacular emphasis is generally on the nervous, 
metabolic, or morphological reaction of the organisms in the exhibit. 
This is akin to focusing on a subaltern form of secular vitalism, one 
that may be universal in terms of panspermia— life everywhere. Per-
haps there is a special force of life, an élan vital, not reducible to 
physics alone— a bioforce? Perhaps we should look again at Wilhelm 
Reich’s force of bion- powered orgone?

We can establish an unbroken line from psychic excitation or 
grati�cation via the antithetical drives of pleasure and anxiety and 
the physiological antithesis of sympathetic and parasympathetic, 
via the chemical antithesis of potassium and calcium (lethicin 
and cholestosterin), to the purely mechanical- physiological anti-
thesis of internal pressure and surface tension. The continuity of 
this line from the simple inorganic vesicle to the highly complex 
system of psychic functions in human beings is in no way bro-
ken by the fact that it exhibits fundamentally di¯erent charac-
teristics and complexities in the various developmental stages of 
function.1

This unbroken line between matter, organic chemistry, and relational 
connections between objects sounds a lot like the spontaneous gen-
eration of OOO thing interiority. Reich even shows how the in-
organic holds bion energy– life– force in its interior event horizon: 
“The Plant, for example, contrasts with the Èuids in the soil in which 
it grows; the org- animalcule contrasts with the bion formed from the 
plant by sucking up— ‘eating this bion.’”2 SuÌce to say, bioartists tend 
to preface their aesthetics— even their pretentions of politicality— 
through the experimental sculpting of life’s form: anatomically, rela-
tionally, and often permanently impressed. This cusp of relationality 
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and the obviousness of the usury is often couched in the language 
of antianthropocentrism. Speaking for the organisms of experimental 
material use is similar to the OOO insistence on a secret life of 
objects. Bioart forces heterogeneity on nonhuman life-forms, trans-
human families, and surhuman ecospheres.

The meddle of bioart is enacted outside any health, any knowl-
edge production, or even (with a few exceptions) any viable marketing 
strategy. In some living installations, the intent is to show the vagaries 
of the line between matter as vibrating atoms made of rock– paper– 
scissors and being as distinguishable from negentropic living. Life is 
reproductive yet not neatly reactive in our all organisms living (AOL) 
isnesses. This often- perforated line between living being and mate-
rialisms of human haunted stu¯ remains held in the living arts, 
especially in terms of (1) isolated and banked DNA— as an inert acid 
until reincorporated; (2) viral loads— contagious but not considered 
alive; (3) disembodied cell or tissue cultures kept incubating and 
uncontaminated outside a core bodily hierarchy— for the sake of pro-
liferation and directed artistic di¯erentiation; (4) as well as protein 
crystals that seem to grow, mingle, fold, unfold, and conform to other 
clinging potentials— often in the soft maze of the casual endoplasmic 
reticulum.

World human population is becoming even more global because 
of mass transit cultural mixing, genetic miscegenation, standardization 
of nutrient source, and an epigenetic landscape of ever more predict-
able upstream traumas. We �nd our cultural identities to be postrace. 
Nongeographically based population genetics implies that reentrench-
ment of isolated gene pools— retribalism— has to rely on other bio-
political selection pressures than the nearest neighbor. Many of these 
choice pressures are now based on postcolonial media subroutines, web 
search data, and organismic migratory predilections having little or 
nothing to do with previous reproductive success. Nowadays, all mouse 
clicking, track pad �ngering, touch- sensitive tablet screen- swiping, 
multibutton- coordinated gamepod joysticking, and infrared line danc-
ing is a form of sexual selection. And this is what proposed, future 
human selection is based on— tinder tribal twitter cupid cloud based 
my face spaces. In the name of heterogeneity and the name of non-
human genomic diversity, we applaud the most obscure monomanias 
of the web as future deciders of the Punnett squares of the replication 
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ready. This is the space of mediated biopolitics. This is biotechnology 
as art.

Training can only take a body to the limits of its predisposition. 
Pancapitalism has realized that the body must be designed for 
speci�c, goal-oriented tasks that better complement its inter-
face with technology within the real space of production. Human 
characteristics must also be rationally designed and engineered 
in order to eliminate body functions and psychological charac-
teristics that refuse ideological inscription.3

As we approach the realms of the mammalian, the collateral 
damage of short- range enhancement strategies meet eye to eye with 
the Luddite, wild- type, nonoptimized human genome. It would do 
us well to diversify our analogies to encompass more than cybernetic 
signals over a Èat plane of noiseful creatures. Perhaps race, gender, and 
class, though applicable, might take a backseat to disability studies 
and the di¯erently abled politics of being on the serviced end of a 
positive eugenic soft- genocide of time- based fashion?4

Posthumanism in the Anthropocene
The resistance to antianthropocentrism has used anthropomorphiz-
ing of our nonhuman others as a critique of animal studies concepts 
of working with the rest of life’s worldings. Skeptical debunking of 
human or person ability to know another object ignores AOL familial 
common origin— from Archaea on down. We are they, be they: another 
person, another species, or another material, in any scale, any sensual 
view or any emo- cognitive habitus. For instance, a slice of wheat 
bread is dead fermented yeast by- product, cooked until lightly brown 
on the outside and yummy to eat— if you are not glutenphobic. The 
yeast is used as a metabolizing factory to produce a richer, predigested 
gastronomic sculpture of necropolitical aesthetics. But, the quality of 
life of wild yeast, as it is converted to bread starter, is alterity for the 
yeast �rst and human delicacy second.

I use yeast as an example simply because most people do not 
consider yeast cultures to have a worlding worth consideration, al-
though any lite study of their sex life— asexual, sexual, and budding 
all in one— would include potential a¯ects that defy human mating 
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types, hedonistic conceptions, and nonqueer gender being. After tedi-
ous, posthumanist training, one might make a near Jainist leap to intuit 
yeast ethology as a complex, worthy gaggle, most capable in its own 
niche and having a habitus of their own. But, as we apply technologi-
cal aspects to yeast, through genome sequencing and bioinformatics, 
yeast arti�cial chromosomes for genetic cassette inserts, bakery tech, 
and secondary metabolite production— that is, vitamin, pharmaceu-
tical, and industrial solvent production— we enter into the realm of 
hacked Èesh.5

Fundamental OOO assumption of autism between objects pre-
sumes that an object universe dissonantly diverges from sameness of 
origin. Being is scattergrammed into di¯erent morphologies and 
attributes, yet all is of “the stu¯ of stu¯.” Homogeneity may have a 
holistic role in the origin of a universe of di¯erence, but biopolitics is 
not coldplay. AOL has at least as much accurate feeling about what is 
just under the membrane of the inner object- skin of another as any 
life-form has an ability to react to thanatopolitical oppression. Though 
not completely accurate, we do run around with our relatives: life 
being, founded in the elements, the descriptive adjectives (i.e., furry, 
dry, kitsch, noodly, spindly, or knee- deep in trepidation), the adverbs 
(i.e., partially, aliterally, unusually, or art brutally), and others with any 
being of sorts. Being can read being, sometimes with uncanny accu-
racy and sometimes with inconsistency. But to allow a shot in the dark 
of aÌnity, intuition and aesthetic connotative states should not be reac-
tively called anthropomorphism. We morphed together endo/semi/
symbiotically from common ancestors, and we are capable translators 
of our initial and deep- time original experiences. We live and perceive 
through innate microbomorphism, archaeamorphism, and even in-
animatemorphism.6 This vital splay, a fecund and passionate series, is 
also teeming with microbiomes, epigenetic gene expression patterns, 
habituated niche sedentariness, and a certain gravity. Are sympathetic 
relations to others anthropocentrism, or is the microbialcentrist mem-
ory? What sort of human real transspecies relational ability might be 
due to our archaic common origin with other life?

In this sense, there is some credence to bioart’s reimagining of 
élan vital. A hinting at a relatively special force of life is an a¯ront 
to reductionist, objectivist, and materialist atomization of existence. 
Unfortunately, as Robert Mitchell’s book Bioart and the Vitality of 
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Figure 6.1. Adam Zaretsky, mutaFelch- , 2014. Performance document, Kapelica 
Gallery, Ljubliana, Slovenia, European Union, November 24, 2014. A 
sledgehammer and jackhammer gene gun bombard a mixture of human sperm, 
blood, and feces with raw hybrid DNA soaked in gold nano microcarriers. This 
is part of a VASTAL school project called Methods of Transgenesis toward DIY- 
IGM (Do- It- Yourself Inherited Genetic Modi�cation of the Human Genome), 
including Intranuclear Transgene Infection Bioart labs in Microinjection, 
Electroporation, and Biolistics. Courtesy of Miha Fras / Kapelica Gallery.
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Media makes painfully clear, vitalism’s conceptual resultant has had 
its unseen hand in many camps, including religious, fascist, and super-
stitious movements.7 These biopolitical prides, recently reemergent 
under the rubric of population genetics,8 belie feigning equality or 
even the chance for di¯erence commensalism. Postracial, migratory, 
tribal, blood- gene satellites are now new identity. Why are so many 
chomping at the bit for any sign of elite privilege by aligning with 
traits in the postracial arena (i.e., Genghis Khan red star– cluster haplo-
type; Saxons, Vikings, and Celts @ Odin Ancestors; and Yo Abraham 
Subpopulation Cluster Study).9 This is again a job for the Slovenian- 
style retro- garde (see IRWIN, NSK, Laibach, Scipion Nasice Sisters 
Theatre, etc.) for their thick overidenti�cation movement. Isn’t this 
how Andy Warhol would have wanted pop to succeed, through overt 
failing again, reverberating feedback, the social hopped up on carnal, 
cannibalistic, autodestruct?

Carnal Carny Vitalism: Gene Gun as a  
Parental Object of Transgenic Instance
Are we fucking in an e¯able world or just putting the mania back into 
homicidal mania? By seeking to gender the parentage of various 
physical methods of transgenesis, technics is mired in the aesthetics 
of object relations. Transcarpenters of the lifeworld— regardless of 
their interpersonal gender identity— are read through the gender 
identity of their tool being or, in OOO, their becoming tool with 
tool’s being. These include process arts such as biolistic, microinjec-
tion, and electroporation. These are some of the technics of intra-
nuclear genomic invasion and progenitorization. Embodied drivers 
partake in device protocols for beaming a vectorized plasmid into a 
nucleus of an embodied or disembodied— sometimes reimplantable— 
cell lineage. The techno- physical entry into the germination altera-
tion of thing- being includes reidenti�cation of cells in solution, early 
embryonic cell fates, and gonadal precursor cells— for instance, oogo-
nia or spermatagonia. These creative relations toward transgene- 
infected tooled beings are on the cusp between negentropic life and 
entropic matter.10 As a practical test, biolistic protocols are run 
through a regimen of OOF analytics.
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A gene gun is a biological ballistic (biolistic) device. Used to get 
novel genes into the nuclei of living cells, this process is known either 
as transfection, trans- gene infection, transformation, genetic modi�-
cation, transgenic production, or, in the case of the human animal, 
germline alterity. A gene gun can be used to genetically infect cellular 
genomes or whole organisms with foreign species DNA. The brute 
accomplishment is achieved by aiming the barrel of the gun and �r-
ing. The nanoshot projectiles in the biolistic gene gun are submicron 
gold or platinum powders. These expensive powders are soaked in 
DNA or RNA— in naked or plasmid form— engineered for insertion 
into the genome of the cells or organisms under the gun. Bombarding 
a part of an organism with infectious plasmids or just naked DNA 
alters the metabolic fate of an entire organism— or the mosaic parts 
exposed to the gene gun blast. If the gene gun is shot into a mammal’s 
gonads, or an early embryo, it may a¯ect the germ line, which will 
transfer this trait to that organism’s kin ad in�nitum— sic. Hereditary 
cascade. Shooting plasmid or naked DNA- soaked metallic powders 
into the nuclei of living organisms forces the uptake of new and 
sometimes inheritable aesthetics based on applications such as health, 
pro�t, curiosity, libido, or the production of enigma.

The gene gun was invented by John C. Sanford with the aid of 
Edward Wolf. It was originally mocked up and tested in Wolf ’s base-
ment at home. By mixing submicron, nanofabricated dense particles 
of tungsten coated with DNA that expressed a marker gene, scien-
tists produced the �rst gene delivery bullets. The nanoshotgun shells, 
soaked in DNA, were then �red by a modi�ed Crossman air pistol 
into raw onions.

The genetic information blasted into the sample in the dish 
with a doughnut e¯ect (devastation in the middle, a ring of 
good transformation and little around the edge).11

These genetically modi�ed onions with their telltale annular 
mark— the result of the doughnut e¯ect described above— were the 
�rst organisms to be bombarded by a biolistic particle delivery system. 
This USD$26,000 machine is an apparatus for experimental ejacula-
tion, and the resultant formation is a conceptual anal ring of infected 
research nuclei. This ring of explosive genetic alteration tells us a lot 
about the type of libido inherent in new hereditary technology and its 
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relationship to the natural world. In biology, sex has been de�ned as 
the transfer of DNA from one or more organisms to their progeny. 
This de�nition suggests that the human biolistic bombardment of 
transgenes is a type of reproductive sex.

The use of gene gun machinery to integrate novel genes into the 
hereditary cascade of a research— or other— organism is techno- 
ejaculation. But, gene gun technology applied to insertational muta-
genesis— in the case of transgenes �red into viable embryos, gonadal 
germ cells, or their precursors— implies not just eggless/spermless 
gene ejaculation into fertile space but also a type of tool- being parent-
age. Whoever the engineered personage, they are also partly your 
child— even if you are a sworn nonbreeder.

At Cornell University, Geneva campus, New York, USA, two 
prototype gene guns are on display: “Father Gun” and “Son of a Gun” 
both reside on the second Èoor of Hedrick Hall. Prototypes of the 
gene gun have been displayed at the Smithsonian Institution’s 
Museum of American History in Washington, D.C., as part of its 
“New Frontiers” exhibit and at EPCOT Center in Orlando, Florida, 
USA.12 It appears that the inventors named the prototype gene guns 
with male familial gerund. The question remains, what is the troubled 
gender of the human sexual participant toward an other- body expres-
sion of the applicator’s desire, mechanical mating type, and intention? 
Considering the objecti�ed dominance (scope and poke), lust for 
reproductive signature (living fame) as well as the standard libidinal 
taboos of xenotransplantation and heritage— incest, pedophilia, semi- 
necrophilia, coprophilia, zoophilia, and ritual murder— it almost 
seems as if gendering the terminal sexual act is less important than 
considering the entrenched aspects (forced di¯erences) of the remain-
ders: transgenic o¯spring.

With the remashed organism’s di¯erence in mind, it is fair to 
impart not just paternity to the polygendered engagement of a biolis-
tic sex instrument but also— in the case of biolistics— a proclivity for 
anal sex as genomic entry point. In its obvious mimicry of the anus, 
the “doughnut e¯ect” around a kill zone implies a lust for the nether 
reaches of life’s guttural beginnings.

As we have said, the practice of biolistics is a way to stably insert 
new sequences into model organisms; this makes all female, male, trans, 
or unlabeled dissonant outliers, when practitioners of this practice, the 
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sexually active co- parents of these organisms. The ring of transfection 
reveals a symbolic preference toward the artifacts of the biolistic pro-
cess,13 which tips the scales toward a reading of the mechanism as a 
sort of gene pool buggery. At least this is a form of rectal- cloacal 
experimentation that suits sociobiology because of its procreative 
potential. But, an OOF analysis of transgenesis methods leads us to 
wonder about the impetus behind this form of sexual selection. How 
are we to orient the nuances of other objects in the clutches of tech-
nological strategies developed for signing human name into iterative 
life? How deep should we allow neo- Heideggerian isness to be 
sourced from the open? Aren’t there still some problems that emerged 
from phenomenology during our last century’s making of a clearing 
with the handness of ofness?

Listmania Trending, Fetish Focus,  
and Networked Outliers
An object- oriented bioaesthetics, as a dry run through the analysand 
of transgenic humans and AOL others, retreads two other object sci-
ences: the rich rancor of feminist object relations and the glib, drag- 
and- drop compiling of object- oriented programming. There is some-
thing that smacks of sublimation woven into the terms of OOO’s 
refutation of philosophical alignment to the literary turn. Social media 
philosophy brings metaphysics to Twitter feeds, blogging, and You-
Tube conferences. This is timed to the last wave of printed books. As 
if there is a competition to be the last ideas on papyrus, OOO claims 
to be nonobfuscational while reeling in utter phenomenological glaz-
ing. Somewhere between the read on the tea leaves and the drag- and- 
drop mind melds, the OOO subroutines need some debunking.

The poetic style of cathexis leads to wonder, stylistic wonder, but 
OOO is far from escaping the specter of post- structuralist, cultural 
constructivist, story- time �ctions. Without claiming to be neodecon-
structivism, does the OOO writing style then reÈect concepts for 
anything but the retro- pleasure for future middle- aged, millennial 
huckster, digital natives? A major question for object- oriented ontol-
ogy and queer culture (OOQ) and OOF in terms of language and the 
development of OOPS for new, gene- collaged Èesh being is, What 
are we to make of the fetish of listmania in OOO as it applies to 
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bodies in transition? Is this a humorous literary Èourish, a sign of 
Internet trending gone wild? Is listmania a call to global scholar soci-
ety to unite the subtribes of academic borderline schizophrenics? 
Don’t the Lacanians already have a corner on the market there? Are 
these lists absurd versions of typical nouncentric object reduction, 
a radical materialism that is bent on a Sadean annihilation of the 
subject? Or is every OOO list a fastidious collecting of the longest list 
of the last presingularity, non– arti�cial intelligence (AI) written words 
as a digital metaphor of cloud- based judgment?

I would think that the mere listing of the range of a¯ective 
relations to the outside world (OW) would not be enough to call 
on philosophical newness. Like a strange attractor, OOO relations 
to OW are often cataloged to- do lists of the canyons and buttes of 
stunted relational shorthand. This listings project has been at logger-
heads with the concept of drives driving drives, because of the initial 
drive of OOO being a monocultural need to list for list’s sake. In an 
ode to free association, the list of incongruent objects has been used 
as a form of talismanic heraldry for OOO. Listmania is a literary form, 
kindred to the form alliteration, upstream related to the tabular syn-
opsis of categories. It is the list that de�nes the range of objects both 
universal and confoundedly fractal in the macrocosmic object interi-
orities. It is the fun of mashing up de�ned object borders through 
incongruous lists that is the de�ning punctum of OOO stylistic inten-
tion. I would like to pose this trope as an intellectual monomaniacal 
online happening: we have reached the point in the perpetual pre-
singularity to realize that today’s philosophy has become an Internet 
dating service for academic fetishists.

A short list of lists:

List 1
From the Celestial Emporium of Benevolent Knowledge, “The Ana-
lytical Language of John Wilkins,” by Jorge Luis Borges:

1. those that belong to the Emperor,
2. embalmed ones,
3. those that are trained,
4. suckling pigs,
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5. mermaids,

6. fabulous ones,

7. stray dogs,

8. those included in the present classi�cation,

9. those that tremble as if they were mad

10. innumerable ones,

11. those drawn with a very �ne camelhair brush,

12. others,

13. those that have just broken a Èower vase,

14. those that from a long way o¯ look like Èies.14

List 2
Online dating website OkCupid has expanded its gender and sexual-
ity options for its users. Previously allowing users only to identify as 
either male or female in gender, and gay, straight, or bisexual in sexual 
orientation, the website is slowly rolling out new options.

The gender options are now woman, man, agender, androgynous, 
bigender, cis man, cis woman, genderÈuid, genderqueer, hijra, inter-
sex, nonbinary, other, pangender, transfeminine, transgender, trans-
masculine, transsexual, trans man, trans woman, and two- spirit.

The sexuality options are straight, gay, bisexual, asexual, demisex-
ual, heteroÈexible, homoÈexible, lesbian, pansexual, queer, questioning, 
and sapiosexual (attracted to intelligence).15

List 3
Of types of bankruptcy, a list from quintessential listopian Charles 
Fourier:

I. The Innocent.

1. Child bankruptcy.

2. Dare- devil bankruptcy.

3. Stealthy bankruptcy.

4. Posthumous bankruptcy.
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 II. The Honorable.
 5. Goose bankruptcy.
 6. Ecstatic bankruptcy.
 7. Unprincipled bankruptcy.

 III. The Seductive.
 8. Amiability bankruptcy.
 9. Bankruptcy de bon ton.
 10. Amorous bankruptcy.
 11. Bankruptcy by favor.
 12. Sentimental bankruptcy.
   Center of the Series. Grandiose Hues.

 IV. The Tacticians.
 13. Fat bankruptcy.
 14. Cosmopolitan bankruptcy.
 15. Hopeful bankruptcy.
 16. Transcendent bankruptcy.
 17. Graded bankruptcy.

 V. The Maneuvers.
 18. Running �re bankruptcy.
 19. Close- column bankruptcy.
 20. Marching- in- �le bankruptcy.
 21. Skirmisher bankruptcy.

 VI. The Agitators.
 22. Bankruptcy in grand style.
 23. Large- scale bankruptcy.
 24. Attila bankruptcy.
   Left or Descending Wing. Dirty Hues.

 VII. The Cunning Sneakers.
 25. Compensation bankruptcy.
 26. Bankruptcy out of rank.
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27. Crescendo bankruptcy.
28. Godly bankruptcy.

VIII. The Bunglers.
29. Fools’ bankruptcy.
30. Invalids’ bankruptcy.
31. Crushing bankruptcy.
32. Swinish bankruptcy.

IX. The False Brothers.
33. Villains’ bankruptcy.
34. Gallows-bird bankruptcy.
35. Fugitive bankruptcy.
36. Bankruptcy for fun.16

List 4
Usenet alt.Porn Groups from GUBA (Giant Usenet Bitmap Archive, 
no longer free �le sharing for monomaniacal tribal barter formations). 
Blipvert analysis of each group in terms of the sociobiology of net-
porn are mine.

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Senior- citizens: Age and Nihilism of 
Reproductive Goals

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Wives: The Marriageable and Sperm 
Competition, see Kamikaze Sperm

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Breasts.large: Fertility, Infantilism 
and Milk, the Moon

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Male.bodybuilder: Fertility, 
Longevity, Musculature, and Exaggeration as Sexual  
Selection

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Vintage: Generational trends and 
retro conquest as porn fetish itself

alt.Barefoot: Naturist Foot Fetish and the chthonic/earth- bound 
upside- down holiness of dirt to sky
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alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Gaymen.twinks: Roman Twink 
Tradition as the birth of modern heterosexual mores (the 
musical)

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Anime: the Neonatal Imaginary

alt.binaries.Nospam.plumpers: Venus of Willendorf, fat as 
wealth/safety/vaginal, Gynophilia

japan.binaries.pictures.erotica: Japan as a porn mirror/imperial 
interrogator of Los Angeles today, and mother China both 
yesterday and tomorrow

alt.binaries.Nospam.sappho: see Bonobo, GG Grinding, and 
Paci�sm

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Balls: Sperm production as 
alternative to more violent dominance patterning (see 
Siberian primate testicle size and physical assault statistics)

alt.binaries.pictures.erotica.Pregnant: Holy mother de�led, 
worship as exposure, gynophobia as imaging fetal invisibility 
(i.e., The belly)17

So, this listmania is a call of the OOO e- yenta, matchmaking 
breeders and nonbreeders alike to join in a junta of literary momen-
tum: conference, publish, narrate, exigesize, upload and download, 
get loaded, and make furtherance. OOO is Oulipo- inspired, James 
Joycean absurdism. The humor of this rallying fetish objective is tiny 
and felt erotic only for a subcultural clique of literarily needy aca-
demic master narrative workers. Philosophers are known to be failed 
authors of �ction, failed players of real- world challenges, and in some 
ways hiders in obscurity. What better survival skill, echoing the Judeo– 
Christian– Islamic trinity, in selling water by the side of the river. Thank 
you to another philosophy of making the inde�nable, irreducible re-
mainders into another tome of lists, of seductive partings and postneo 
in- groupings. Faulted egos will line up behind this mini- mystery cult. 
It’s timeless.

Why waive the beady eyes and heady interludes of academe past 
the embodied equation? Why not? The mind is not dry schemata. 
The mind is the wettest organ of the body. A fetish for incongruous 
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listmania is not any more or less a sign of obsession than other “more 
de�ned as lustful” fetishisms (i.e., foot and shoe— toeless or stomper 
boot— worshipers or CNS painslut BDSM Femdom cultures). Queer 
monomania is de�ned by obsession, inordinate focus, and a virtually 
uncharted object choice. Hence philosophy is a subset of fetishism. 
Object- oriented ontology and queer culture share nested loops, iter-
ating in any OOO cultural ori�ce. Statistically, it is the outliers that 
make the foci, keep us busy at both ends, and are oft still capable of 
networking future socio- heritable palettes. There is no artifact of life 
gleanable without a queer edge to it— and a being to work that edge. 
Becomings are queer by their negentropy, by their coming together, by 
their candles left burning, by their sacri�cial economies. Questioning 
is queer.

What is most prescient, in terms of the Listmania fetish of OOO, 
OOF, OOQ, OOPS, and object- oriented et cetera (OOETC), is 
the imprinting of this belly button version of new materialism with 
the joy of listings- as- koans. Yet the poesis consistently shows signs 
of systemic failure as an attractor for conjoined schizo- a¯ectiveness. 
If schizo- analysis is not properly apportioned to schizopolitics, how 
can we get to the appreciation/gelling of what glossolalia and neocor-
textualization can do for neologism and borderline ideation in general? 
If the preposterous elbows, doorknobs, and peppercorns are subsumed 
in banal schizo- a¯ections, then all these thousands of rhizomatic 
“plateaus” are truly utilized for a pure paying of the bills. Writ large, 
philosophical talk is cheap and falls not much further a�eld than 
advancing personal credit lines and ossi�ed tenure for drugged- free 
psyches. Eliminating psychotic ostracization, we have a Chaosophic 
system in permanent transcendence of job insecurity, a mere advertis-
ing of aesthetic horizons. Without the magnetic pull of psychotic 
speech, parrhesia, and the cutting non sequitur, these are just fun lists: 
unromantic, nonexpressive napkin writings of sub- babel alliteration. 
Bite the hand that feeds you babble, bituminous, bismuth of balder-
dash, Balthusian banter bleeds without blemish on the buggered banal-
ity of Bundt cake and bosons. These are the showy last gasps of the 
written page. Emoji art criticism trumps written art criticism with 
hieroglyphic assessment of aesthetic emotional ranges. Emo glyphs 
known as emoji (of the emoticon type), when well mixed, encompass 
all ranges of feeling that known clip art aesthetics allows. Because of 
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their breadth and nonverbality, the emoji lexicon is a most accurate 
critical review of artistic product.

Cathexis and Adjectivist Relations:  
Have You Ever Been Experienced?
Psychedelic technoeisis has experience within in�nite iterative and 
nested endo-  and exo- objects. Parasitical matter interactions imply das 
network ding. If object bodies are often superimposed outside spatio-
temporal cartography, then it would not be obscure to ask: Where is 
the a¯ect? Is it in the descriptive text, OOO’s literary turn? Looking 
deeper into the web of life, let us broach the following concept: within 
and without poesis, are we not peripheral to mere noun (object) or 
verb (action) relations during experience? Without the blue- shag, 
lemon- scented, lilting- leaning details in any peer- to- peer (p2p) rela-
tion, there is no thing to thing (t2t or das ding zu das ding) aesthetic/
a¯ective dimension. Experience is weighted to the adjectives and the 
adverbs.

This is a way toward an opening. From the dullness of material 
culture, leveled by a nondescriptive Èat ontology of things, enter into 
an unclearing. Beyond a sheep shearing, limited palette obsession with 
lists, we �nd a not- of- nouns cosmos. Object relations are meted out 
in the home on the range of noun and verb descriptivores. Cathexis 
is sometimes a ghost bridge, often an imaginary tube, called complex 
bond, charged attachment, emo- core law. Cathexis has savage sover-
eign verve. The aesthetic of the bond is not of the thing as object. 
Attraction/repulsion is in the way of assessing the nuanced pudding of 
the object relations. Does a cell phone long for another object? If so, 
it might be another cell phone, a recharge, a string of on- screen emo-
ticons, or even an invasive virus. For that matter, a cell phone might 
feel life- lack when confronted with a carrot- and- stick object relation.

The obscurity of schizo- analytic relations is sinister, plausible, 
yet trite without a romantic, baroque, and Èorid description of the 
types of relational longings between cell phone and t2t object- sex- 
object- being. Does stu¯ in the itness pine with ardent zest, grim slick, 
and peach fuzzy among the sour repressions of resentment? Are 
thing- to- thing relations besotted, surly, yet steam punk sympathetic 
for the third- rate fake— fake of lugubrious object desire descriptives? 
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This is a way to read the objecti�cation of the omniverse in as wide 
a range of feeling- producing interaction as form allows. The feeling 
of at- home on the wide range of relationality engages certain being. 
Others feel at- home relations nominally at best. The same homme 
OOO thought experiment is fermentingly repugnant and nauseating 
a home to some. All the ontological de- is- nesses fulminatingly require 
a fruity, loopy, hairballesque prognosis for the literary buildup of the 
salt- stick Èavor in today’s philosophical trending toward others.

The problem of object relations is pressing. This psychic trail to 
the world is driven by drives. Yes, drives drive drives. If it is libido or 
other forms of life force as well, the type of relations an organism has 
with and for objects is charged by describable characteristics. There is 
no nondescript desire. The relations of withness and forness applied 
simultaneously to an always semi- able body are made power estranged 
through the, often fatal, doneness to objects relationally lost. What is 
most important, most left unexplored, is the descriptive relation, the 
peaks and canyons, and, in particular, the open ranges. The classical, 
archaic, bacterial drive toward habitus, sustenance, and rewarding 
reproductive clime is directed by the descriptive types (attributes) of 
cathexes (object relational instances). Even in the realm of object- to- 
object (objects only) relations, we need adjectives, descriptors to mete 
out the style of the aesthetic action (verb) dimension:

When you make or study art you are not exploring some kind of 
candy on the surface of a machine. You are making or studying 
causality. The aesthetic dimension is the causal dimension.18

In this sense, we may need to add a second order of quality- focused 
emphasis to the quadruplicate of OOO, based on the descriptive 
nonobjects: adjectives (and adverbs too!). Without description, drives 
have no aesthetic; they are leveled, and no causality can rise to make an 
occasion. In charismatic point of fuzzy fact, adjective- oriented ontol-
ogy (AOO) for AOL is a steamy, chalky, repressed, and knotted 
recharge predecessor for any thing- actor noun theory.19 This is a ques-
tion of whether broken, bent, blocked, butchered, and bashed cathexes 
are the root of objecti�cation, or if there is no other relation, still 
traumatic yes, but no relationship without some force of describable 
yet verb- bound, done- to interaction. This would advance the range of 
cathexes descriptors to include diÌcult relations, as a carrying potential 
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for trauma- lessness. Relations alone are severed, shredded, �nely 
minced, and tormented in various ways. Without these inured, blunted, 
impeded, and scarred relations, the grasping, moist, slow, throbbing, 
pulsing, squiggling, negentropic, optimistic, and elated transmissions 
of want and gift will have no bearing in the world of Èat unit objects.

Queer Adjectivist Ontolog y (QAO):  
Object Relations and Descriptive Cathexis
It is relational politics that bind objects to objects. Our bodies, our 
late- capitalist identities, are cathected into— not through— the net-
work. Even identities who prefer the collapse of sentimental “self ” 
subjectivities in favor of posthumanist, anthropo- decentered refer-
encing as pseudo- self- alluring simulators, as an instance of a type 
of object, have net- surplus object relations. These object relations are 
based on attentive types and instances of relationships that are quali-
tative in psychic nature, often belittlingly described as aspects, a form 
of detailing. The details are not nouns but descriptive adjectives of the 
object relations. A¯ective relations to external object of fascination, 
revulsion, mild inuredness, or suspicion are but the tip of the adjectiv-
ist ontology.

Knotted, polka-dotted
Twisted, beaded, braided
Powdered, Èowered, and confettied
Bangled, tangled, spangled, and spaghettied!20

It is the analysand’s developing ability to catalog the depth of each 
relational instance as a type of cathexis. For instance, relations can be 
taut or frayed, fuzzy or slick, kinked or softly Èowing, unidirectional or 
omnidirectional, branched or fomenting, shaggy or anorexic, untimely, 
eóuvian, clogged, sharp, pert, preternatural, somnambulistic, Nuren-
bergian. A compendium of adjectives— a listmania for descriptors— 
is a more drive- driven tableau than our stone- faced nounists in the 
object- oriented crowd. The thrownness of the Heideggerian cupness 
that �ts the handness and guzzles the beerness is thrown according 
to cultural and anatomical physiognomy that is based on the local 
emo- weather, not mere minecrafted thing- stu¯, as the world of object 
inventory schemes seem to imply.
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Sex Is Not Heteronormative or Even Repronormative
If experience can morph anatomy, what are we to make of the Èuid- 
exchanging devices of assisted reproductive technology? How are we 
to read gender alterity, libidinal sexuality, and biological sex through 
the mechanism of experiential, physical, and erotic incorporations of 
transgenic, biomorphic, or hereditary cascade methodology? This is a 
question of impregnating and imbuing in and around a scienti�c or 
medical process as changeling. The question is posed for the devel-
oping genetically modi�ed life forms: how do we identify, enact, and 
metabolically con�rm the sexual, gendered, and mating roles techni-
cally played out on us during the �rst minutes of initial conception— 
zygote, blastula, germ cell, fertilized seed?

UnÈinching, proli�c, and showing mad repertoire of wet- lab 
skills, the bioartist Dr. Marta de Menezes teamed with Maria Manu-
ela Lopes and the scientist Dr. Isabel Gordo to produce a living instal-
lation titled Tetrahymena:

The common aquatic organism Tetrahymena exists in Nature in 
seven di¯erent “mating types.” . . . Individuals from each “mating 
type” display characteristic morphologic and behavioral traits 
and are able to mate with individuals from any other of the six 
types di¯erent from their own. Furthermore, while each indi-
vidual from each mating type can reproduce with an individual 
from any other di¯erent type, interactions with individuals from 
the same type do occur but do not lead to reproduction.21

This is appropriate technology to ground the argument of bio-
diversity as always queer and exuberant in expressivity. Shown to us 
through the living bioarts, we can experience �eld of life as polymor-
phously perverse and teeming with orgonomic energy. Sexual selection 
and nonreproductive sex have a carnival in Tetrahymena. Attractions 
and celebrations beyond �tness strategies enter into concepts of dis-
play, allure, and popular nonhuman socializing. Let’s call it omni-
directional exponential hobnobbing. The intent of the bioartwork is 
to school spectators in a nonhuman orgy of complexity and let lack of 
recognition be the guide:

Where they can discover how distinct and unique di¯erent 
genders can be, even when they are devoid of anthropomorphic 
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characteristics. It is possible to see how di¯erent mating types 
have their own way to move, have a speci�c shape, or interact 
with each other in their own unique ways.22

We can conclude that all living being is representative of deep- time 
typographical error, a queer sifting of quorum sensation. If mutation 
is random driftworks and life is the canalization of mistakes, e¯erves-
cent changes to compulsive series, how is this not a celebratory motion, 
a turning to face the ever more strange?

Gender Is Political, Both in Terms of  
Identity and All Politics Living (APL)
Dr. Boryana Rossa is a body artist, a bioartist, and a new media cul-
tural critic. She is also an outspoken, brave, and global political voice 
of the �rst caliber. As the curator and editor (with Stanimir Panayo-
tov) of the So�a Queer Forum, she constructs a voice that reinterprets 
queer theory to include all bioexploitable facets. Resistant to mere 
regaling of the “free” modern subject, the rights to proclaim gender 
Èuidity are coincident or even synonymous with a global understand-
ing of socioeconomic di¯erences as part and partial of any de�nition 
of self- being. Queer pride is reactionary unless we begin with

understanding gender as something Èexible, constantly chang-
ing and not de�ned by the restriction of patriarchal or binary 
heterosexual conventions. This theory makes possible rethink-
ing feminism and rethinking the existence of people who do not 
�t in heterosexual norms. By stepping on this theory, it becomes 
possible that sexual and gender identity be connected with eco-
nomic and social processes in society; it becomes possible to 
talk about solidarity between varieties of marginalized groups, 
based on their common demand for social and economic rights. 
Despite the “celebration” of diversities, which should be able to 
live together in contemporary society, if the e¯orts’ direction 
towards equality remain within the domain of “identity” and the 
“very personal” and never touch upon economic and social 
issues, we cannot expect solidarity between diversities.23

By being brave enough to organize this forum and by queering of the 
concept of queer for a real and present Bulgarian cultural analysis, 
Rossa holds to rigorous analysis of contemporary homophobia as it 
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relates to economics, sociology, and neoliberal transitioning. How are 
Èows of economic digitality able to herd gender and sex into tropes 
of bank- bias? The World Trade Organization has its own version of 
carrot- and- stick object relations that e¯ect “individual” identity and 
divide to conquer queer solidarity.

We are witnessing hatred on behalf of poor heterosexual layers 
of society against “the gays” because they are seen as “the taken 
care of ” by the new international politics and the NGOs, while 
the “straight whites” remain poor and neglected. At the same 
time nobody ever talks about the very speci�c economic prob-
lems that all these “gays” have. They are “given the right to be 
di¯erent” but are not given the access to jobs and social and 
economic rights, because they are not in the focus of NGOs 
and government initiatives even for the straights in Bulgaria. 
This separation of social rights from “the right to be di¯erent” 
already generated bad results. Looking for and revealing the 
connection between social rights and identity would have given 
an opportunity for new solidarity and this is how we could have 
avoided the already emptied from content propaganda of “love” 
among everybody at any rate.24

This reminder of queer history is perhaps fueling the rigid impetus to 
replace the Q in LGBTQ from the word queer to the word question-
ing. Queer politics that acts inured of sociopolitical queering needs an 
ACT UP anamnesis. Hard- hitting real politics include a becoming 
direct, queering societal norms, including expression of nonpopular 
a¯ects (like anger, angst, and antagonism) as well as nonpopular e¯ects 
through tactical, direct, and nonviolent actions. This version of the 
o¯- the- locus outlier’s union is embedded in a global social network 
on the defense against hemorrhagic border puncturers. We need con-
stant reminders that there is no apolitical art, apolitical thought, or 
apolitical queerness. Is Rossa’s point not the hardest to digest for both 
culture- in- general and the apolitical stance of much of OOO? We are 
far from done with humanism by avoiding politics.

Sexuality Is Not Mere Pleasure
There is a lot to read into new reprogenetic relations here already. It 
pains me to add another layer of OOF complexity on this dynamic 
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OOQ enigma. But, are the mechanisms in their itness also capable 
of being read as gendered, personaless sexualities and mating types— 
sexed as objects? Can vibrating material objects have cathexes to the 
living? Can a gene gun, a biolistic, vector- dipped nanoprojectile in 
Èight, read in its objective, physics- based vital universal material 
isness, convey some integral OOO aspects of parentage, ALT orgasm, 
and gendered behavioral roles? How does das ding get into its robotic 
juxtaposition in an otherwise rather simple, Èesh- based orgy of erotic 
preference and aesthetic equations? Are the directional aesthetics 
based on option and relation? Ask the same of your desires, your 
wild pleasures, and your technical identities. This OOPS queer impli-
cation is best explored through a lyrical quote from the punk UK 
band Gang of Four in their anthem “Natural’s Not in It,” from the 
album Entertainment!:

Fornication makes you happy, no escape from society
Natural is not in it, your relations are of power
We all have good intentions, but all with strings attached
Repackaged sex, your interest25

Scrapple: Bioart as OOO’s Visceral Epic Fail
It is an opportune time to weigh in on the ethological in terms of the 
inability to reduce life to digital information.26 We might expand our 
reach around the issues of diversi�ed gender, postrace, enhanced dis-
ability, and class (same as it ever was, untouched by identity politics) 
by embracing the irrationality of the humanities, seemingly not bent 
on instrumentalizing all life under the umbrella of biocapitalist inten-
sives. After some very cool years of relegating life and theory to dry 
computer science eye- candy- based digital art, bioart is an a¯ront to 
arti�cial life and simulationist metaphors as a wry celebration of a 
hot, retro medium: the be- in of gut trickles. This is the other half of 
posthumanist, cyborg politics, without which Donna Haraway would 
never have bet on technoscience.

And, what of neo- animism? Biosemiotic seepage refutes life as 
a language, code, or integrated circuit. Which is the best metaphor for 
life? Living being is closer to mucus than any literary device, but lan-
guage as a semiotic system— including any code or circuit of control 
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line poesy— is more mucus like, mucus driven, mucus seduced than 
it is often comfortable to admit. Language is not a glori�ed spark 
of clarity. Immaterial electrons are not untouched between synapses. 
The written, spoken, and thought word has a viscosity, both where 
it lives (embodied) and what it means to be alive (entendres). We 
can �nd the plasticity of codes and circuits as langue styles, styles of 
life, preprogrammed, highly tractable yet somehow slimy, oozing, 
crashing, and fritzing in jazz accidentalism. But life brings a most 
slippery challenge to AI and the OOO refutation of inanimation. 
Is this a philosophy without thanatos? In general, ignoring mortality 
is not a wise path to optimization. Surely, genocide and other forms 
of institutional abuse are yearning for a form of being in equality. But 
the dynamic equilibrium of Èattening can de�ne genocide in itself (as 
Martin Heidegger has so handedly proved), so where is the becoming 
inanimate left o¯ in OOO proper?

The economy of care tends to be relinquished completely when 
the lifeworld is reduced to gadget love mecha- talk. Bioart is living- 
materials- �rst, previous to any bioethical excuses made by the artists 
about stimulating debate or reworlding for the other. In some ways, 
bioart is the best example of the epic fails folded into OOO. No 
o¯ense to the object- oriented animism of listmania, but tinkers and 
tailors of life feel the experience indi¯erently as well. The use of bio-
media for aesthetic projection is the ethico- political stake we wield 
in unison. The blood on the hands is part of the sacri�cial rite, neh? 
That being sort of put out there bare, I am more interested in the 
debate being started in terms of the potentials for positive declension 
in the molding of populations.

If OOO needs to talk of life as a subset in the set theory of in-
stances with aspects,27 this aloofness mirrors common language tropes. 
The in- culture of biotechnology’s commercial factory business assess-
ment of raw, bare life as a product orientation seminar speaks list-
mania! Synthetic biology o¯ers biobricks as a registry of standard 
biological parts.28 Biotech underscores the uncanny position of our 
being as soft, moist machines made of meat.29 Most bioart does have 
a technological life- support system during exhibition. Bioart is often 
interchangeable as process based, new media, mecha- life- itself.30 But, 
is it still too early in ethological or even natural history to determine 
that meat is made out of machinicness? Life may be a mix of the 
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material and the vital without any mecha- technical analogy applied 
to the swelling and welling up. Thoughts, and other bodily excre-
ments, are often Èuid dynamisms, not easily relegated to electrical 
discharge and therefore less integrated, even less circuitous in their 
eóuvial contagion.

Not that the force of life is something special, sacred, or worth 
preserving— for whom and why? A goddess’s dressing up of life bod-
ies with romantic versions of holism— like the noosphere yab yunk 
out there— or unsullied virginity (unfertilized eggs are only good for 
usury), naturism does not improve the debate or make for interesting 
response patterns. But, conceptualizing the mind as wired, heredity 
as a hard drive, our reliance on appliances and digital metaphors as 
placeholders for embodiment is mere channeling of commercial tele-
vision. Pop culture is the most kitsch way to annihilate care. If the 
machinic metaphor is meant to be ironic, then it is at least informed. 
But, if mecha- digital allusion is just the lowest common denominator 
crutch of a technophiliac culture, even unto the intelligentsia, then we 
are just slouching into more penitentiary- led eras of “Long Live the 
New Flesh” borg interface.31 Instead, a truly open source, unscreened 
life tech might be Red in Bluetooth and Claw.

Is the Work of the Positive to Posit a Function of  
the Organism, Orgasmically in Optimism . . .  
in Every Describable Direction?
Finding optimism in biopolitics, even in terms of techno- breeding 
for novel feelings, is, comparably, not a total ruse. A trajectory from 
Charles Fourier to Wilhelm Reich to Buckminster Fuller, not to 
mention the Bronx cheer of Charles Fort, can be traced, queered up 
into the utopian philosophy of Annie Sprinkle; follow the traces and 
we can hear the subaltern potential for timeless amorous Èows. These 
are deep meanderings. But even for queer vitalist optimism,32 can we 
really delimit the emphasis on the work of the negative?

Vitalmania is a gore hound, too. New vitalism is netcasting for yet 
another Valerie Solanas, Lydia Lunch, Kathy Acker, Lizzie Borden.33

An anamnesiac philosophy is caught up in the industrial confession-
ary. This is often exempli�ed, for better or worse, in bioart. Amy 
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Youngs, in the “Culling Is the Secret” section of her bioart historically 
pointed essay “Creating, Culling, and Caring,” details her experiences 
breeding show rabbits as a youngster and how the killing of the less 
than competitive baby bunnies inÈuenced her acts in the bioart 
medium. She already knew how to read the real returns of the breed-
er’s art: the organisms on relational display . . . and those who fell by 
the wayside in the time- based media of the making of neo- life:

Limited time, energy and resources prevent the support of the 
failed experiments. In a breeding project, culling is a way to 
ensure that the population of living things under one’s care does 
not exceed the available resources, as these will be needed to 
continue to care for the living things that have “made the cut.”34

The troubled role of care in biotechnology is, hopefully, still an issue 
for those who claim insight into embodied analysis, reÈection on ani-
mal studies, and pondering the biopolitics of AICUCs (animal care 
and use committees). We may be parrhesiac cheerleaders, spreading 
liturgy for liturgy’s sake, but the toying with fascist orderliness, clean 
ability, and utopian breeding is just an armchair away from the radia-
tion’s leak.35 In terms of aÌrming aÌrmation while underscoring un-
suturedness in life art aesthetics, it makes sense to ask whether we 
can �nd solace through the interiority of OOO’s deep ecospheric 
indiscriminacy.

Is OOO just abstract expressionism again? Or is there something 
here that is not mere vamping, posing, droning, and trending in the 
lands of verbiage? We all live under the kill- ’em- all Èag of the global 
war machine’s nightly thanatotic blowing away of thing- bodies. Does 
OOO o¯er something schizogenic, queering, and adject- activizing? 
We need placement of derailed psychoanalysis to retain object rela-
tions with the posthuman cognitive re�lling of the place and space 
of this species. There is a problem and a truism engrailed in putting 
being on par with any other described postnoun or attachment (sticky, 
removed, stuck, or cornered). Without a queer reach- around reading, 
OOO speculative materialisms tend to be the penultimate postideo-
logical pastiche, followed by the Heideggerian standard, trite, and for-
gotten annihilation. The antithesis of lists of fragmented compilation 
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is still to be found in nuanced descriptive depth. Especially in the age 
of Our Genomes, Ourselves, being needs readings.36

Escape Command and Control through Options: 
(ESC.CMD/CTRL.OPT )
From a Marxist standpoint this complex of denatured lists is the oxy-
moron of materialist specters: workers’ grief and anxiety as a haunting 
force. Objects or the objecti�ed instances of perceptual de�nitions— 
even after �ltering out or siphoning o¯ assumed antianthropocen-
trism— have haunting powers of alienation, interests beyond their 
means. Irreverence and slippage, jazz varieties of instruments and 
notes are perceived with a blank on either side— blank intention / 
blank reception. Where is philosophy holding the potential for fetish 
escape from code? Is there a role for unmonitored forced evolution in 
synthetic biology and genetic algorithms? Can re- cathexis, de- cathexis, 
skew- cathexis, and Èange- cathexis perceive the nuanced interstices 
between master and servant dominance and humiliation perceptual 
universes? Worlding has not superseded the buggy interplay of Èuid, 
porous, and nonoptimized universal relations. Improbability is in all 
ways iteratively inevitable, statistically speaking . . . but can we rely on 
ESC.CMD/CTRL.OPT or is that just the jacked- up optimism of 
the critics of late capitalism?

Places where an all- object language is troublesome in assisted 
reproductive and reprogramming human and nonhuman molecular 
stasis is

1. Flitting macro and micro triteness, an upper- middle- class 
collection of words yet refuting the literary turn.

 2. An honest catalog of bric- a- brac verbiage in the postliterate 
world.

 3. Self- appointed harbingers of the last deep book, hopeful of 
futureshock’s glut, preening for the last poetic, academic, 
ideational concept that breaks the camel’s back of 
consciousness and awaits our snow crash into viral glossolalia.

 4. On the factory Èoor, genetic engineering news (GEN), the 
ori�cial economy upended, back to slime mold with nothing 
but ruins to show.

 5. In the being Èesh of programmed isness, as is.
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Technical Devices: Gender, Sexuality (Eros),  
and Sex (Mating Types)
Initially, the question of this chapter asked: What is the e¯ect of a 
patient provider’s corporeal, environmental, active metabolic, behav-
ioral response to initiating nonnormative, techno- reproductive fertili-
zation? What are the potential gendered and sexed readings of arti�cial 
breeding– type parentage transferred from these kindred beings- in- 
progress back to the life science progenitor? Simply put, how does the 
scientist or doctor producing transgenic humans or other transgenic 
life-forms change themselves by engaging in such a re�ned way of mak-
ing sex? It can be assumed that the change has something to do with 
how being, di¯erence, and remainder hide behind the role of doctor, 
scientist, or clinical technical assistant in general. This role allows the 
clinician to contain, screen, veil, or oÌcially neuter self— as concept— 
favoring object- oriented relations as global variables: health, knowl-
edge, pure and fundamental research. Client provider services are in-
vasive. They are beyond personal, survivalist even. And yet, the object 
relations are kept deeply impersonal, even quarantined from instance. 
This disavowal is part and parcel of noun totemism and adjectivist 
taboo, but any marked emotional di¯erence on the embodied clinician 
is a place of research potential. Certainly the chemistry of preserving 
sanity and some awkward semblance of bedside manner is worth 
searching behind. I suggest research into the gene expressionism pat-
terns and somatic character armor of those in charge of running human 
subjects through their paces in gene therapy trials.

Organismic Entrapment as Metabolic Disorder . . . 
The focus is on the aesthetic or detailed emotional type of cathexis in 
the object relations between the scienti�c– medical– technical applica-
tor, the infectious gene construct introduced, and the altered organism— 
the nucleic living genome of future hereditary cascade beings. Inferred 
by the terms of the actual architecture of the devices used in the choice 
method of transgenic infection (transfection), the question is how well 
OOO can read a¯ect alteration directed at the viral vacci na tion sur-
geon’s emotional repertoire. These devices of transgene infection are 
not usually read as psychological archetypes even if the dreams of tech-
nics are relatively easy to interpret. Certainly, the physi cal application 
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of these devices as a familial making— fraternal, partial birth e¯ector/
defector— implies a certain describable bond with the society of hands-
on mutagenesis. Yet, the psychoplastic bond is seldom symbolically in-
terpolated as an aesthetic between medical doctor and unborn patient, 
certainly not as a co- parent in an underexplored realm of reproductive 
a¯ect relations.

Accordingly, Anne Fausto- Sterling, in Sexing the Body: Gender 
Politics and the Construction of Sexuality, adds this layer of somatic 
contagion as applicable to the object relations of medical- experimental 
assisted reproductive technologies (ART). “The fact that human brains 
are also plastic, . . . makes it possible to imagine mechanisms by which 
gendered experience could become gendered soma.”37 In this case we 
can assume that the social stigma or prestige of being a genetically 
modi�ed human client will be culturally a¯ective on the level of sexu-
ality, gender identity. We can expect an imprint on physical sex, a 
showing, in an anatomical and morphological sense. This hard sex 
includes psychopathological adjectivist interventions in fertility, mat-
ing role, brain development and functioning, gene expression patterns 
(including epigenetic multigenerational Lamarckian e¯ect), erotism, 
and gross anatomy. The somatic incorporation and developmental 
expression of social conceptions results in inborn traits. This is a case 
for depth descriptivores in disability (di¯erently abled) studies, as a 
gateway, beyond trans(genic) queer pride, to comprehending trans-
genic embodied anomic experience. This is one place where bioart 
holds sway. A meeting of an unstigmatized version of the term psycho-
pathia sexualis and contemporary disability studies is enacted in bio-
art. A multilectical relationship is visited on the fetishistic desires, 
cognitive futures— and preconceptions— as well as the physical bod-
ies of patient, techno- parental machine, biomedia and reproductive 
assistant. To enter into feminist new materialism here, Fausto- Sterling 
asks the pertinent question:

“How does knowledge about the body acquire gender?” The 
active question on the inside surface is, “How do gender and 
sexuality become somatic facts?” How, in other words, does the 
social become material?38

A precursor question to Fausto- Sterling’s magni�cent question 
is, How do we technically prepare the body for social applications? 
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Figure 6.3. Understanding the Cellular Basis of Neural Computation, micrograph. 
Simultaneous quadruple patch- clamp recording from layer 5 pyramidal neurons 
in a cortical brain slice. Neurons were �lled with a ªuorescent calcium indicator 
and imaged with 2- photon laser- scanning microscopy. This approach investi- 
gates the location- dependence of synaptic plasticity in pyramidal neuron den- 
drites. Copyright 2015. Courtesy of Professor Michael Häusser, Neuroscience, 
University College London, United Kingdom.
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An exemplary example is the patch clamp. The “patch clamp” is a 
scienti�c tool,39 a medieval rack for a single cell. After considering the 
patch clamp to have an emotionally autistic, indefatigably veiled inner 
life, after considering it as an axiom of a seductive object, should we 
then concede to the objecti�ed clamping of bodies as just another 
nounist form of orbital relations between trappist things and anatom-
ically canalized subjects? Are we freed, by the patch clamp, from the 
social dance of learned behavior, or is it a potential inception stage for 
social alterity? Is some form of Guantánamo Bay– styled antisover-
eignty an a priori basis for social cohesion or empiricism in general?

In summary, it is perhaps not a decisive gendering of a variety of 
mecha- methodologies of transgene infection that is called for. Instead 
the text addresses the subtext of all these loss rites, the initial bondage 
of life and the double jeopardy of being an experimental subject. A 
liver is born into you. We are born into the multitudinous plethora, 
the material, the stu¯. The relationship is preset in some ways and not 
without strife. Microbiomes abound. The same goes for all artifacts of 
time and chance: bricks, grammar, mildew, and steak. It is panexploi-
tation . . . life teemed on life. And, yes, size does not always matter. 
There are various biopolitical metaphors for the torture of our famil-
iars. How can we be sure that excess usury is not just another “way of 
metabolism”? If injustice is not performed always in panic and sadism, 
if it is not always the result of humiliating prudery (as Reich would 
claim), then vantage, gleaning, knowledge, and dissection have a place 
at the table of the positive declension. In which clearing of the lifeworld 
does this form of universalizing- unity, phrase- turning, ontolog ically 
trending, aloof phenomenological deprogramming emphasize happy 
endings? The urge of critical bioethics to immanentize a light- �lled 
eschaton of futurist descriptiveness alone, as philosophy, is applaud-
able. But biopolitics does and should remain bitingly insightful. A 
soldier is a soldier even when “at ease.”
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Anne Pollock

Queering Endocrine Disruption

Queering endocrine disruption. What do I mean by this? For those who 
are familiar with the ecological alarm around endocrine disruption, it 
may seem to be already queer, not needing a present progressive verb 
from the likes of me. In addition to its association with breast, pros-
tate, and other cancers, the major story of endocrine disruption is this: 
there is considerable scienti�c evidence that toxic chemicals that pol-
lute our environment interfere with the endocrine systems of wildlife, 
contributing to an increased prevalence of animals that are sexually 
atypical— with lowered fertility, intersex characteristics, and pairing 
with animals of the same sex. I am by no means the �rst to point out 
that there is homophobia embedded in that ecological alarm. Many 
writers in feminist and queer ecocriticism have pointed out that dis-
course of endocrine disruption in both scienti�c and environmentalist 
literature has exempli�ed a “sex panic.” Posing intersex characteristics 
as the sine qua non of harm to our environment is a move steeped in 
heteronormativity. And yet to my knowledge, no one is celebrating the 
queer here. In this chapter, I want to suggest that we depathologize 
queer animals, even when that queerness is the product of human- 
produced toxins in the environment, and even when it inhibits animals’ 
reproductive capacity. Perhaps we even might �nd a perverse joy here.

A minor article in Nature News— the general interest auxiliary to 
the premier scienti�c journal Nature— is the jumping- o¯ point for my 
contemplation.1 The headline is “Mercury Causes Homosexuality in 
Male Ibises.” The term homosexuality resonates with a (human) identity 
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category. Since animals of course do not check boxes on surveys, the 
reference is fundamentally to observed behavior. The subhead is typi-
cal of the scienti�c literature on endocrine disruption: “Environmen-
tal pollutant radically changes birds’ mating behaviour.” The article 
is concerned with the declining reproductive rate of the birds and 
suggests that a rise in male pairs is a signi�cant factor. The research 
article that the Nature News piece is publicizing appeared in the Pro-
ceedings of the Royal Society of London B: Biological Sciences as “Altered 
Pairing Behaviour and Reproductive Success in White Ibises Exposed 
to Environmentally Relevant Concentrations of Methylmercury.”2

The term altered can provide a route to the queer— not precisely an 
identity, but a disruptive lens.

One could write a whole paper just deconstructing these articles’ 
use of the terms heterosexual and homosexual and female- typical and 
male- typical to describe the birds in the study, since these terms are so 
obviously resonant with human identity categories and gender stereo-
typing. For my focus, I am just as interested in the more modest ter-
minology of the headline: the “altered pairing behavior” is toward the 
homosexual, speci�cally male– male. The ultimate question that the 
researchers are interested in is impact on “reproductive success.” Now, 
this may seem fully appropriate. For biologists, reproductive success 
is often understood to be the �nal cause of animal existence, which is 
to say that the aim or purpose of the animal is to reproduce. Yet from 
whose perspective is reproductive success the ultimate de�nition of 
“success”? God’s, Darwin’s, ecologists’, or the animals’?

From a queer feminist perspective, should we automatically decry 
the Èourishing of nonreproductive male pairs of birds? The Nature 
News article features a photograph of a pair of white ibises walking 
along a Florida beach, in ankle- deep water, with a gently breaking 
wave just beyond them. I want to suggest that we suÌciently embrace 
the temptation to anthropomorphize so that we can see that gay stroll 
as having value in and of itself, and question whether reproductive 
�tness is the ultimate purpose of animal existence.

The queer theorist and critical linguist Mel Chen has pointed out 
the common roots of the words toxic and intoxication.3 Chen is work-
ing at the intersection of disability studies, animal studies, and criti-
cal race theory, and compellingly argues that toxins deterritorialize by 
breaking down boundaries between organisms and environments, and 
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that queering is immanent with these animate transgressions. I want 
to read these birds strolling on the beach without any chicks as intox-
icated. Yeah, maybe these birds are “fucked up” by their polluted envi-
ronment. But I do not think that I am saying too much about my own 
experiences of intoxication, or assuming too much about that of the 
reader, to point out that it can be fun to be fucked up. As the cultural 
studies theorist Kane Race points out in his broader argument for a 
queer politics of drugs, “Pleasure is more or less absent from serious 
talk within public health, but it is a common enough motive for, and 
element of, human activity.”4 Being intoxicated is an ambivalent state: 
impaired, yes, but also released from responsibility in particular ways 
that can be both dangerous and pleasurable.

Sobriety, purity, health, and safety tend to travel together discur-
sively, all on the side of the good. But sobriety should not necessarily 

Figure 7.1. Screenshot of Nature News article “Mercury Causes Homosexuality 
in Male Ibises,” featuring a photograph of a pair of ibises walking along a beach. 
http://www.nature.com/news/2010/101201/full/news.2010.641.html.
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be considered the default natural state, much less the purest or most 
healthful. Of course, the assumption that health optimization should 
be a primary goal of human beings is a notion laden with morality.5 In 
an ideological framework in which purity is located in the premodern 
past and is sullied by modern pollution, it is easy to forget that in 
many ways water is and has been much more dangerous in other 
times and places. During much of the history of civilization in the 
West, contamination of the human water supply created conditions in 
which mead has been safer to drink than water.6 The contemporary 
presumption of an opposition between inebriation and health is not 
inevitable. Permanent intoxication is a reasonably common condition 
of human societies historically, and people may well have enjoyed that 
state.

A key problem of intoxication, from the perspective of disci-
plinary actors, is that it decreases thoughtful consideration of the 
consequences of today’s actions for tomorrow. Endocrine disruption 
discourse is deeply wrapped up in the notion that these arti�cial 
chemicals in our environment are depriving natural creatures of the 
future, as exempli�ed by the domain name of the citizen- science- 
oriented site “ourstolenfuture.org” (itself building on the landmark 
1996 book on the topic, Our Stolen Future: Are We Threatening Fertil-
ity, Intelligence, Survival?— a Scientific Detective Story).7 Lee Edelman’s 
No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive is helpful here. Edelman’s 
provocation is compelling: “Queerness names the side of those not 
‘�ghting for the children.’”8 These birds may provide an opportunity 
to disambiguate the concept of Edelman’s title, “no future,” from the 
one in his subtitle, “the death drive.” Their diminished “reproductive 
success” is a literalization of a lack of future- orientation, but without 
the presumption of any death drive for an agential subject. Edelman’s 
calls for “embracing the negativity of the queer” can be characterized 
as “antisocial.”9 But although these birds’ sociality is circumscribed 
(no intergenerational community), it is not erased (male pairing). 
Their stroll is neither suicidal nor solitary. These birds are living in 
the moment and for themselves, rather than for the children.

The joy the birds may share does not seem to be an antisocial 
jouissance. It may be more in line with a feminist joy, perhaps a sharing 
of joy that Audre Lorde posits as “uses of the erotic” and that Angela 
Willey draws on as a source for thinking through “biopossibility” of 
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monogamous reproductive pairing and beyond.10 It is resonant with 
the queer sociality that Elizabeth A. Povinelli explores: “an obscene 
enjoyment” that has “no part in the social contract” yet “creates a queer 
sort of social bond.”11 The toxic becomes, as the art theorists Antke 
Engel and Renate Lorenz argue, a condition of possibility of a sociality 
“formed not by healthy, sane, and self- same bodies claiming whole-
ness, autonomy, and control, but by toxic (intoxicated/intoxicating) 
bodies a¯ected by and a¯ecting toxic assemblages and forming queer 
socialities.”12 Insofar as the birds are altered by methylmercury, they 
come into relationship with one another from a compromised posi-
tion. There is no organic wholeness before or after their stroll, but 
there may well be joy in the communion.

The birds might be “queer survivors,” in a very modest way. The 
feminist historian Michelle Murphy uses the term queer survivor to 
describe another animal a¯ected by the endocrine- disrupting chemi-
cals: the round goby.13 This species of �sh is altered by but still Èour-
ishes in the highly polluted water of the Saint Clair River that connects 
Lake Huron to Lake Saint Clair, near Detroit. In Murphy’s account, 
the round goby �nds good nesting sites among the garbage and has 
altered ratios of its multiple sexes in response to toxicity, allowing its 
population to thrive in that chemically altered landscape. Often 
decried as an “invasive species,” Murphy refers to the round goby as a 
“queer survivor.” Murphy posits “the capacity for intergenerational 
life” as an alternative to the heteronormative logic common in endo-
crine disruption discourse. But why must life be intergenerational in 
order to be worth living?

The emphasis on the intergenerational and on genetic continuity 
is an undue limitation on queer possibility. As the queer theorist Jack 
Halberstam has argued, “The deployment of the concept of family, 
whether in hetero or homo contexts, almost always introduces norma-
tive understandings of time and transmission.”14 In living queer lives, 
“we may want to forget family and forget lineage and forget tradition 
to start from a new place.”15 These birds’ stroll can evoke the slogan, 
popular on magnets and T- shirts in gay bookstores among other places, 
of a pop art woman’s face with the text “Oops, I forgot to have kids.”

Indeed, these ibises’ altered pairing is a chance to think about bio-
diversity beyond the reproductive frame. Consider this conventional 
de�nition of biodiversity, from the Encyclopedia of Biodiversity: “The 
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variety of organisms considered at all levels, from genetic variants 
within the same species to the whole range of species and ecosys-
tems.”16 In this model, all diversity at the individual level is reduced to 
genetic diversity within a species. However, this is out of step with 
contemporary biology’s epigenetic paradigm, in which genes need not 
be thought of as deterministic because their expression is necessarily 
contextual.17 DNA is not the only biological substance that makes 
up organisms. A friend of mine in an epigenetics lab liked to use an 
analogy with grammar to explain how it is that knowing the letters of 
the genotype does not necessarily reveal the phenotypic expression in 
an organism: if we understand the genetic code as the letters, epi-
genetics might be understood as punctuation. Her go- to example was 
the phrase “woman without her man is nothing.” With di¯erent 
punctuation, the same words become “Woman! Without her, man is 
nothing.” Although this example implies a complementarity that I 
would not endorse, it does capture the nondeterministic quality that 
genes take on in context. The epigenetic turn still leaves aside the fact 
that existence exceeds the somatic— experience would matter even if 
it did not become embodied, and has its own value for the organism 
independent of its physical trace. But even in strictly biological terms, 
the lived biologies of individuals are diverse in far more ways than can 
be accounted for by simple genetic variance. These birds’ altered bod-
ies are also examples of bio/diversity.

Like the literature on endocrine disruption generally, these arti-
cles from Nature News and the Proceedings of the Royal Society of Lon-
don B: Biological Sciences operate on the assumption that change in 
animal behavior and biology because of human pollutants is neces-
sarily bad. Many feminist biologists have shared this assumption, in-
cluding Lynda Birke (whose book Feminism and the Biological Body I 
deeply admire).18 Birke is particularly worried that endocrine disrupt-
ers’ e¯ects on the reproductive capacity of animals might be applicable 
to humans, too. For Birke, endocrine disruption because of pollution 
spurs her to describe herself as “sitting on the fence” between social 
constructivist feminist critique and activist biologist feminist critique.19

On the one hand, she is critical of the binary (mis)understanding of 
gender in the scienti�c and activist discourse around endocrine disrup-
tion. At the same time, she is alarmed that “there are several ways in 
which women’s health might become compromised through exposure 
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to endocrine disrupting chemicals” and that “the possibility of dam-
age to reproductive health is undoubtedly a feminist issue.”20 A femi-
nist issue, yes, but no simple one.

In this analysis, Birke implicitly de�nes lowered fertility as “dam-
age to reproductive health.” This is peculiar given the prominence of 
a¯ordable access to oral (hormonal) contraception in contemporary 
political arguments that travel under the rubric of reproductive health. 
Feminists have lots of reasons to like exogenous hormones, including 
precisely for their ability to inhibit reproductivity.21 Birke’s conÈation 
of reduced fertility and “damage to reproductive health” perhaps re-
Èects a biology- rooted frame, in which reproduction is the goal of an 
organism’s existence, or perhaps just a normative heterosexist frame, 
in which reproduction is the goal of the family. What of the actually 
existing women who experience their fertility as itself a burden?

Birke laments that in the literature on endocrine disruption, as 
usual, most of the attention has gone to the impact on men, speci�-
cally sperm count and quality. But, operating on the assumption that 
human couples who �nd it diÌcult to conceive will pursue assisted 
reproductive technology, which often involves a regimen of further 
exogenous hormones administered to women, Birke argues that this 
may expose women to still more risk: �rst from endocrine disrupters 
in our environment, and then from the exogenous hormones we take 
to deal with the resulting infertility. The science that Birke is describ-
ing is all speculative, but Birke is clearly worried. She writes, “It may 
be true that the evidence for deleterious e¯ects is clearer for wildlife 
exposed to high levels of chemicals through chemical spills, than it 
is for human populations who are exposed normally to much lower 
levels. . . . Just because there is no clear evidence to date does not 
mean that our health is not at risk in subtle ways.”22 The conÈation 
between lowered fertility and harm to women accurately captures 
many actually existing women’s experiences, but it renders invisible 
the also existing pleasures of nonreproductive lives.

Along the same lines as Birke, the feminist environmental theo-
rist Giovanna Di Chiro wants to critique the heteronormativity of 
endocrine disruption discourse while still worrying about the toxins. 
Writing in the collection Queer Ecologies, Di Chiro puts the issue this 
way: “What are presented by many environmentalists as critical sci-
enti�c facts (and quite rightly worthy of alarm) can, however, work 
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to create a ‘sex panic’ resuscitating familiar heterosexist, queerphobic, 
and eugenics arguments classifying some bodies as being not nor-
mal: mistakes, perversions, or burdens.”23 Di Chiro is among many 
queer ecological critics who seize on Pope Benedict’s egregious claim 
that gender constructivists are a bigger threat to nature than climate 
change is. I agree with them that we should question the heteronor-
mativity of this environmental logic, and at the same time, I also want 
to suggest that we abandon this constant caveat “quite rightly worthy 
of alarm.” The heteronormativity, and the alarm at its violation, are 
inseparable. For Birke and di Chiro both, any impact at all is assumed 
to be “harm.” How do we know that the known unknowns of this 
intoxication are always and completely harmful? How about insofar 
as the intoxication also gives the birds a chance to enjoy walks on the 
beach?

Scienti�c and journalistic interest in endocrine disruption comes 
at the same time as increased interest in the sexual diversity of animals 
broadly, such that biology’s purview has expanded beyond “reproduc-
tive behavior” to attend to “nonreproductive sexual behavior” that has 
been there all along.24 Scientists are willing and able to see gayness  
in animals in a way that earlier models that equated animal sexual-
ity with reproduction never could. Since, as Jennifer Terry points out, 
“animals provide models for scientists seeking to determine a biologi-
cal substrate of sexual orientation,”25 this has been seized on by those 
who want to say that gayness is natural. For my part, I am not inter-
ested in what is natural, only what is, and what might be.

The writer who comes closest to my perspective here is Catriona 
Sandilands, and I quote from her “Eco Homo” at some length:

On the ecological side, I should note that even though some 
biologists are gradually accepting the liberal idea that other spe-
cies might have interesting sex lives, the idea of queers as abject- 
toxins still lurks in environmental discourse. There is an ongoing 
tension, here, between an increasing naturalization of queers as 
“just like everyone else” and a continued heterosexist resistance 
to the uncertain possibilities of queer sex. Most noticeably, the 
mere presence of homoerotic sexual activity is enough to lead 
some environmentalists to cry “pollution”; if the assumption is 
that the health of a species is guaranteed by reproductive ability, 
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then the presence of homoerotic activity must signal some dys-
function, a response to some toxic exposure or another. Hence, 
in the case of the lesbian seagulls, a Canadian environmental 
researcher cried DDT contamination (speci�cally, he theorized 
hormonal problems) when he observed homoerotic pairings 
among female Paci�c Coast gulls, even though other research-
ers had noted no toxins whatsoever in their proli�cally “les- 
bian” gull populations. Even more insidiously, many ecologists 
assume the absolute naturalness of bodily dimorphism, even in 
species that harbor a wide range of characteristics within mem-
bers of the same sex. If male organisms are starting to become 
“feminized,” it must be a very bad thing for nature (some envi-
ronmentalists have even been heard arguing that the greater  
visibility of the human transgender community must be a result 
of pollution, too).26

Now, in the piece as a whole, Sandilands is on the side of queer theory 
and the arti�cial, not on the essentialist liberal side that posits that 
gayness is OK because (but then somehow only if ) it is inborn. I love 
what she is up to here, but I am troubled that her queer reading seems 
to rely on ruling out the possibility of queerness being caused by pol-
lution. Why does it matter where their queerness comes from? What 
if some of the lesbian seagulls are intoxicated, can’t they still be here, 
be queer, and it is up to us to get used to it?

We might read these intoxicated birds as trashed, in a couple of 
senses. One of the most prominent aspects of the discourse around 
being trashed in campus culture, for example, is sexual vulnerability. 
But to trash is also to criticize severely, and in that way is to dismiss. 
There are radical feminist roots to this term, especially Jo Freeman’s 
landmark 1976 essay “Trashing: The Dark Side of Sisterhood.”27 On 
one level, I am deliberately misreading Freeman’s term, because it is 
context- speci�c to the social dynamics of the feminist movement in 
the 1960s and 1970s. However, her analysis provides an interesting 
refraction here: “This attack is accomplished by making you feel that 
your very existence is inimical to the Movement and that nothing 
can change this short of ceasing to exist.” If these trashed birds are 
merely sentinels of environmental peril, their ceasing to exist would 
be an environmentalist victory. They become the objects of a more 
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total version of environmentalist eradication fantasies toward so- called 
alien species, because the altered birds do not even have an elsewhere 
in which their presence might be appropriate.28 These birds are stig-
matized for being trashed, and they are talked about as if they are the 
embodiment of trash. In that kind of logic, the queers produced by 
toxic waste themselves become disposable.

In his critique of queer ecology generally, Greg Garrard quotes 
from the same section of Sandilands’s writing that I have, and dis-
agrees: “Sandilands clearly wants the reader to reject ecologists’ stig-
matization of intersexed or ‘feminized’ bodies, even though endocrine 
disruption actually is ‘a very bad thing’ whomever it happens to.”29

Sandilands seems more resistant to the biological research on endo-
crine disruption than I am, but I share her aversion to seeing queerness 
as pathology. But what evidence do we have for Garrard’s apparently 
realist claim? If the impact of endocrine disruption is, for example, 
same- sex pairing, surely that is not “a very bad thing” to whomever it 
happens to, is it? Sandilands wants to reject the connection between 
birds’ queerness and any pollutants, but I want to ask a question that 
is prior: there is an inherent conservatism in ecology, insofar as it 
wants things to stay the same or better yet go back to a previous state. 
I want to ask: if the birds are a¯ected by endocrine disruption in this 
way, does that necessarily mean that they are harmed?

I do recognize a profound challenge to the kind of playful and 
speculative engagement that I have been exploring in this chapter: 
the embeddedness of these toxins and their reproductive impacts in 
oppressive systems of capitalism and structural racism. If we take 
antiracist and anticolonial critique seriously, blurring the boundaries 
between animal reproductive harm and human reproductive harm can 
point toward a danger in embracing the queer products of our toxic 
environment. The reproductive harm to indigenous peoples who live 
in areas highly a¯ected by chemical industries, and who rely on the 
water and especially the �sh there, has been an important aspect of 
activism for stronger regulation of these chemicals. The framing of 
endocrine disruptors as examples of environmental racism is powerful. 
As the feminist and environmental legal scholar Dayna Nadine Scott 
points out, “The theory of endocrine disruption in the context of a First 
Nation encounters a history that has, at various times, refused racialised 
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groups the capacity for children.”30 To the extent that actually existing 
indigenous women want to mobilize against endocrine- disrupting 
chemicals in their water supplies as part of a broader movement for 
self- determination, that is worthy of respect. It highlights the funda-
mental role that structural inequality plays in constituting embodied 
experiences of injustice.31 Although the feminist analyst of hormones 
Celia Roberts does not foreground indigenous people’s concerns, her 
intervention is relevant here: endocrine- disrupting chemicals “con-
cern �nancial and sexual economies,” and we must not lose track of 
the question cui bono?— or more starkly, “who lives and who dies?”32 
Feminist analysis has to do more than just let capitalism o¯ the hook.

Yet even bringing discussion of indigenous peoples together 
with discussion of wildlife makes me uneasy. The tropes of the purity 
and vulnerability of close- to- nature indigenous bodies have their own 
problematic colonial histories, which contribute to, rather than dimin-
ish, the political power of the critique on those terms. Arguments for 
protecting the procreative mother have a complicated relationship 
with colonialism and postcolonialism. Gayatri Spivak’s conceptual-
ization of reproductive heteronormativity (RHN) can help see how. 
As Spivak points out: “RHN is the biggest, oldest global institution. 
Tacit globalization, millennia before the silicon chip. It’s all over the 
world, whether capitalist or anti- capitalist. It’s before capitalism. It’s 
before anti- imperialism. The imperialist and anti- imperialist alike are 
tied in, folded up with RHN.”33 The imperative to “carry on the race” 
is also a colonial narrative, with its own set of erasures.

The anxieties about the impact of toxins on pregnant indigenous 
women is resonant with anxieties about pregnant intoxication. It is 
of a piece with broader colonialist frames in which settler colonial-
ism’s danger to indigenous communities is conceptualized as residing 
within indigenous bodies: specious “virgin soil” theories of vulnerabil-
ity to infectious disease that give genetic notions of causation primacy 
over displacement in explanations of population collapse;34 and in 
alcoholism as a catch- all for contemporary native pathology that rests 
on highly problematic notions of native di¯erence.35 I am troubled by 
the ways that indigenous women’s concerns are often rather cynically 
used as a hook for (white) advocacy around endocrine disruption. For 
example, Nancy Langston’s book Toxic Bodies has a cover that features 
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a pregnant belly against a black background, as if in outer space. It 
opens with an anecdote from an environmental justice �eld trip to the 
Shoalwater nation in Washington State: “losing their tiny reservation 
to erosion and legal battles, and they were losing their future to a 
mysterious run of miscarriages.”36 The rest of the book drops any 
reference to indigenous women. This narratively positions the strug-
gle over land as secondary to the struggle over toxins. Endocrine- 
disrupting chemicals are more sensational than land treaties, but we 
should be suspicious of their visceral appeal. Native American women 
are articulated as vulnerable stewards of the Earth, a pristine people 
(ideally) outside history. Their environmental struggle is subsumed 
into an argument for the precautionary principle. Plucking out the 
impact of endocrine disruptors on indigenous women for concern, 
while leaving behind broader resistance to settler colonialism, is highly 
problematic. These toxins are not, in and of themselves, the fundamen-
tal threat to indigenous communities. As in mainstream “pro- life” 
discourse, the unborn carry a troubling primacy over the already here. 
Women appear in these arguments as vessels for the next generation, 
rather than as people who matter to themselves and their present 
communities. It is all about the ability to reproduce, not the ability 
to live.

Queers have long been understood to be symptomatic of liberal 
capitalism, exemplars of bourgeois and/or Western decadence from 
diverse quarters— by New Left ideologues and more recently by con-
temporary leaders of non- Western countries.37 But there is also a tra-
dition in progressive queer theory that wants to locate lesbian and gay 
existence in history rather than in essentialism. For example, John 
D’Emilio’s classic essay “Capitalism and Gay Identity” argues that gays 
and lesbians have not always existed, but that the identity categories 
have emerged in the context of the ascendance of the free labor sys-
tem over the household labor system, and, as such, the separation of 
sexuality from reproduction.38 Once individuals did not need to join a 
normative household in order to have the means to survive, they could 
explore a wider range of social and economic arrangements, and had 
more room for putting queer sexuality at the center of identity and 
day- to- day life. D’Emilio is well aware of the exploitation that under-
lies the freedom of labor under capitalism, but going back in time to 
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a preindustrial household model is neither a practicable nor desirable 
solution. Queers should have the freedom to set up our households as 
we please not because we have always existed but because we want the 
space to exist now. If products of capitalism (in the form of industrial 
pollution) are producing these queer birds, this provides an evocative 
material analogue for D’Emilio’s political economic case.

Endocrine disrupters are an excellent case to illustrate that sex is 
simultaneously material- semiotic and the product of history.39 These 
birds may have become cyborg in Haraway’s sense: “The cyborg does 
not dream of community on the model of the organic family.”40 Of 
course, their existence is by no means innocent. Like cyborgs gener-
ally, “they are the illegitimate o¯spring of militarism and patriarchal 
capitalism.”41 But our appreciation of queer animals— including queer 
humans— should not depend on their being outside industrialization.

Timothy Morton has compellingly argued that we should not 
put nature on a pedestal and admire it from afar.42 The desire for a 
pristine virgin nature is not the lack- of- desire it claims to be.43 It is 
deeply ideological and chooses what gets to count as natural. Like 
Sandilands, Morton convincingly argues that queerness is in biologi-
cal substance, not just culture. Morton does not mention cases in 
which animals’ queerness might be the result of pollution, but he does 
suggest that queer theory is a friend to nonessentialist biology, and I 
agree.44 If we take seriously Morton’s argument that queer ecology 
must embrace silicon as well as carbon, then surely these birds are 
rightly part of a queer ecology, however they came upon their perver-
sions. Insofar as their queerness may have arti�cial roots, that should 
not itself be seen as a threat.

These male pairs of ibises are getting on with things in the face 
of a hostile environment, and I raise my glass to them.

Notes
An early version of this chapter was presented at the “Object- Oriented Fem-
inism” panel at the 2013 conference of the Society for Literature, Science, 
and the Arts, and the discussion there was extraordinarily helpful. I thank 
those who provided feedback on written iterations of this work: Katherine 
Behar, Melinda Cooper, Maital Dar, Nassim JafariNaimi, Mary McDonald, 
and Jennifer Singh.
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Political Feminist Positioning in 
Neoliberal Global Capitalism

A Schematic Political Genealog y from Cyborg to the 
Posthuman via New Materialism
It is time to reevaluate the position of the human, which is increas-
ingly becoming a central term of many concerns within global neolib-
eral capitalism. At the moment, many claim to speak and act in the 
name of “humanity,” in order to save humanity and supposedly rescue 
thousands from their inhuman conditions. However, it is safe to say 
that to accomplish this, many seemingly “inhuman” individuals have 
to die. The human as a term is central to feminism and its socialist 
aspirations, as well as to the technological revolutions provided by 
new media technology, computer devices, and the enhanced develop-
ment of science and technology that are sped up via the computer and 
cybernetic developments. In this chapter, I try to outline a condensed 
history and present state of these shifts and changes.

Alana Brooks Smith, in her attempt to reevaluate Donna Hara-
way’s text “A Cyborg Manifesto: Science, Technology, and Socialist- 
Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century,” published in 1985 in 
Socialist Review (and then, as Brooks Smith puts it, concisely reprinted 
as a chapter in Haraway’s Simians, Cyborgs, and Women in 1991),1 says, 
“At �rst it may seem abstract to think of a person— if the cyborg is 
meant to be the model for a new, posthuman kind of person— who 
is at once organic and mechanical, arti�cial and natural, real and �c-
tional. When the boundaries between the ‘natural’ and ‘arti�cial’ parts 
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of what makes us human are blurred, it becomes much harder to take 
‘nature’ for granted, and a whole array of assumptions get under-
mined.”2 For Haraway, the “cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid 
of machine and organism, a creature of social reality as well as a crea-
ture of �ction. Social reality is lived social relations, our most important 
political construction, and a world- changing �ction.”3 As summa-
rized by Brooks Smith, for Haraway, the cyborg is a “political myth” 
meant to inspire and guide socialist– feminist theory and practice in a 
postmodern era that is radically inÈuenced by the “social relations of 
science and technology.”4

Brooks Smith accurately states that Haraway is not against tech-
nology and that she tries to propose a possibility for the future based 
on the appropriation of cyber technologies. Brooks Smith emphasizes 
that Haraway believes that “human beings, like any other component 
or subsystem, must be localized in a system architecture whose basic 
modes of operation are probabilistic, statistical,” and “no objects, spaces 
or bodies are sacred in themselves; any component can be interfaced 
with any other if the proper standard, the proper code, can be con-
structed for processing signals in common language.”5 This view of 
the human is consistent both with movement inside the political 
feminist, though white feminist, genealogical development, and with 
the multicultural transformations of capitalism in the 1990s— when 
we witnessed the disintegration of sti¯ borders in capitalism, the fall 
of the Berlin Wall in 1989 that had divided Eastern and Western 
Europe, and the change of Fordist relations of capital and labor into 
post- Fordist, neoliberal capitalist ones. These contexts each tried to 
shift, as Haraway proposed, “from an obsolescent 1960’s- style identity- 
centered politics in[to] an order to embrace multiplicity.”6

As previously emphasized by Brooks Smith, when Haraway was 
speaking in 1985 about the informatics of domination that is an aggre-
gation of neo- imperialism, population control, and communications 
engineering, she discussed the social relations of science and technol-
ogy and proposed using technology in “creative and political ways.”7

Further drawing schematically, but not any less politically, on the 
history of the (post)socialist trans/feminism context and the changes 
that it proposes in relations between capitalism, capital, labor, and tech-
nology, I can suggest several di¯erent paths about what follows after 
Haraway in the conjuncture between the human(ity)/humanization/
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posthuman(ities). While rereading Lucian Gomoll’s text “Posthuman 
Performance: A Feminist Intervention,” I envisioned at least three 
lines of development.8

The �rst is the one outlined in 1999 by N. Katherine Hayles in 
her pioneering work How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in 
Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics.9 Gomoll states that “for Hayles 
and other writers in the 1990s, the posthuman’s ontology included 
a dispersal of information and consciousness through cybernetics in 
addition to an expanded notion of embodiment.”10

The second line brought to light in Gomoll’s text from 2011 
comprises “discourses in posthumanities (that) contribute to the de-
centering of classical notions of the human, o¯ering a renewed empha-
sis on the relational or coevolutionary. While the terms posthuman 
and posthumanities might at �rst seem harmoniously related, their 
discursive histories are divergent and sometimes frictional. Scholars 
in the posthumanities are actively trying to distinguish themselves 
from conceptualizations of the posthuman by emphasizing a critique 
of liberal humanism and an engagement with animal studies.”11

In this respect, Gomoll quotes at least two authors. Haraway, 
as Gomoll shows, is skeptical when it comes to the term posthuman. 
This is expressed by Haraway in her 2006 interview “When We Have 
Never Been Human: What Is to Be Done?,”12 and another author 
relevant to the topic is mentioned, Rosi Braidotti. Her text, with the 
telling title “Posthuman, All Too Human: Towards a New Process 
Ontology,”13 was also published in 2006, in the same issue of Theory, 
Culture & Society as Haraway’s interview.

Gomoll states that closer inspection reveals that Hayles’s dis-
course on the posthuman also centers on the critique of liberal human-
ism. As Hayles clari�es, “My reference point for the human is the 
tradition of liberal humanism; the posthuman appears when compu-
tation rather than possessive individualism is taken as the ground of 
being, a move that allows the posthuman to be seamlessly articulated 
with intelligent machines.”14 So in di¯erent ways, both of them expose 
a distance toward liberal humanism, or rather a speci�c way to under-
stand it that I evaluate in the present chapter.

The third line is the one that Joshua Labare outlined in his re-
view of Cary Wolfe’s What Is Posthumanism?, published in 2009 as 
part of the University of Minnesota Press’s Posthumanities series.15
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Labare, as Gomoll summarizes, “critiques Wolfe’s framework, calling 
his book humanist- posthumanism, and recognizes that it is ‘a grave 
oversight on Wolfe’s part to ignore the ways that feminist theory, 
critical race theory, and queer theory have already unsettled and re-
con�gured the subject. Indeed, these �elds and the �eld of science 
studies constitute the condition of possibility for animal studies, as 
much as if not more than poststructuralism and deconstruction do.’”16

We should take into account Gomoll’s statement that there exists:

[a] desire amongst posthumanists to disidentify with the post-
human, and taking to heart Labare’s critique, I propose that we 
knot the posthuman to other modes of unsettling the subject, 
such as feminist and postcolonial theories, as well as respectfully 
calling upon those individuals who have been framed as Others 
to the human during earlier eras (including so-called freaks and 
hybrids).17

Besides these divisions that will increasingly haunt the whole 
terrain of research, there is a so- called division of the unsuitability of 
constructivism/post- structuralism/postmodernism positions (that I 
fully endorse) versus science, biotechnology, and so forth, in tran-
scending di¯erent dualisms; at present we also see a vast landscape 
of post- , anti- , and metahumanisms with or versus speciesism and 
against the “human” operating in front of us.

Under those circumstances, as conceptualized in 2014 by Fran-
cesca Ferrando in “Posthumanism, Transhumanism, Antihumanism, 
Metahumanism, and New Materialisms: Di¯erences and Relations,” 
the posthuman “has become an umbrella term to refer to a variety 
of di¯erent movements and schools of thought, including philosoph-
ical, cultural, and critical posthumanism; transhumanism (in its varia-
tions of extropianism, liberal and democratic transhumanism, among 
others); the feminist approach of new materialisms; the heteroge-
neous landscape of antihumanism, metahumanism, metahumanities, 
and posthumanities.”18 Therefore, while opening these lines of thought 
and research, and exposing the broadened and meticulously shaped 
di¯erentiations that are in front of us, but at the same time not being 
too descriptive or apologetic, I ask here, following in the vein of dif-
ferentiation within the post/human / post/humanities, what should we 
do with the human and its class, race, and gender lines of division?

Behar.indd   204 29/08/2016   8:32:50 AM



Political Feminist Positioning  205

Moreover, as stated by Ferrando in reference to bell hooks, “as 
posthumanism attracts more attention and becomes mainstream, new 
challenges arise. For example, some thinkers are currently attempting 
to embrace the ‘exotic’ di¯erences, such as the robot, the biotechno-
logical chimeras, the alien, without having to deal with the di¯er-
ences embedded within the human realm, thus avoiding the studies 
developed at the human ‘margins,’ such as feminism or critical race 
studies.”19

Ferrando states that “new materialisms is another speci�c move-
ment within the posthumanist theoretical scenario” (30), acknowledg-
ing that the term was coined independently by Braidotti and Manuel 
De Landa in the midnineties. In brief, new materialism presents a 
set of theoretical approaches that at the moment comes after what is 
called the post- structuralist linguistic turn or cultural turn (developed 
in the last decades under the spell of the Èuidity of language). By 
using what is said to be aÌrmation over criticism, new materialism 
tries to give a new perspective on signi�cation and methodologies 
of knowledge and history. It is speci�cally orientated toward things 
in the world and what we know about them. It is an orientation in 
which ontology and epistemology are not divided but instead interact 
with each other; therefore, just like language in the post- structuralist 
view, materiality is also becoming Èuid in the new materialist view— 
changed, reshaped, and remodeled.

Analyzing the introduction to Diana Coole and Samantha Frost’s 
2010 edited volume New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics, 
Ferrando argues that the authors “re- inscribe matter as a process of 
materialization, in the feminist critical debate.”20 She emphasizes that

new materialisms philosophically arose as a reaction to the rep-
resentationalist and constructivist radicalizations of late post-
modernity, which somehow lost track of the material realm. . . . 
Even though the roots of new materialisms can be traced in 
postmodernism, new materialisms point out that the postmod-
ern rejection of the dualism nature/culture resulted in a clear 
preference for its nurtural aspects. Such a preference produced  
a multiplication of genealogical accounts investigating the con-
structivist implications of any natural presumptions, in what 
can be seen as a wave of radical constructivist feminist literature 
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related to the major inÈuence of Judith Butler’s groundbreaking 
works. This literature exhibited an unbalanced result: if culture 
did not need to be bracketed, most certainly nature did. In an 
ironic tone, Karen Barad, one of the main theorists of new mate-
rialisms, implicitly referring to Butler’s book Bodies that Matter, 
has stated: “Language matters. Discourse matters. Culture mat-
ters. There is an important sense in which the only thing that 
does not seem to matter anymore is matter.”21

Ferrando also notes that for Coole and Frost “the renewed critical 
materialisms are not synonymous with a revival of Marxism.”22 

Therefore, by using a decolonial vocabulary, we have to ask what is 
“the darker side” of “new materialism”?23 The answer can be found 
via Kimberly DeFazio, who in “The Spectral Ontology and Miracu-
lous Materialism,”24 published in 2014 on the online platform The 
Red Critique, formulates a detailed critique of selected contributions 
published in New Materialisms: Ontology, Agency, and Politics. Within 
DeFazio’s larger study, an important part is given to Coole and Frost 
in their introduction to New Materialism. This forms another path 
that I follow in my analysis.

Coole and Frost implore, “How could we ignore the power of 
matter and the ways it materializes in our ordinary experiences or fail 
to acknowledge the primacy of matter in our theories.”25 They claim 
that “the radicalism of the dominant discourses which have Èourished 
under the cultural turn is now more or less exhausted.” Therefore, 
they “insist that the time has come for the return to materialism and 
the world of matter” (3). Furthermore, they suggest using diverse 
developments in digital technology, the natural sciences, biotechnol-
ogy, the environment, the economy, and health. Coole and Frost pro-
pose returning to the “materialist traditions developed prior to 
modernity” and avoiding the worldly determination of reality in order 
to �nd “fresh applications” of spiritualism (4). For the new material-
ists, the problem with the “cultural turn” is in part the “constructivist 
orientation” of its theory (4), which treats matter as a social construc-
tion with no existence or agency independent of humans. “Construc-
tivist” accounts of matter, as argued by the new materialist theorists, 
and as emphasized by DeFazio, are no longer capable of addressing 
new realities like global climate change, ecological crisis, and grow-
ing economic disparities worldwide, not to mention the fact that 
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because of the new technologies and new scienti�c discoveries, Coole 
and Frost write, “unprecedented things are currently being done with 
and to matter, nature, life, production, and reproduction” through, 
for instance, biogenetics (4). Proponents of the new materialism, as 
pointed out by DeFazio, express frustration with what Coole and 
Frost refer to as the “allergy to ‘the real’” of earlier textual approaches 
that had the e¯ect of discouraging “critical inquirers from the more 
empirical investigation that material processes and structures require” 
(6). They suggest that it is now necessary to address how the material 
world— the world of not just objects, nature, and the human body but 
also such phenomena as “the electricity grid, food, and trash” (9)— has 
an “agency” that has hitherto not been accounted for. In fact, Coole 
and Frost, as argued by DeFazio, joyfully aÌrm the new materialism 
because its “post- dualism” means that there can be “no de�nitive break 
between . . . material and spiritual phenomena” (10).

I concur with DeFazio that new materialism uncovers the ques-
tions at the center of our interest, concerning the role of the human, 
posthuman, and the materiality of agency in neoliberal global capi-
talism (NGC). Coole and Frost expand the question of the agency 
that is independent of the human, where the world is not just made 
of objects and human bodies, but they see agency in electricity and 
trash too, and they also expose an allergy to the real. All these points 
are essential for rethinking new materialism from an emancipatory 
postsocialist feminist political point of intervention.

DeFazio is bravely detailed in her critical points and the reevalu-
ation of how the new materialism operates at the present:

Materialism in the “new materialism” is largely a physicalist 
notion of matter (an experientialism which it justi�es by allying 
itself with the discourses of natural science and phenomenol-
ogy) and which is ideologically valuable precisely because it is “a 
materialism which excludes the historical process” (Marx Capi-
tal Vol. 1 494). It is a form of materialism that cannot explain 
the material world as a dialectical process whose motion can be 
positively and reliably understood. At the same time, the new 
post- historical materialism is elaborated through a (“new”) post-
humanist ontological framework that seems to o¯er an under-
standing of the social as a totality, emphasizing interlocking 
“webs” of connections between the social and natural world, and 
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the “vital” corporeal “embeddedness” of the human in the non-
human. Of course, such allusions to totality have a great appeal 
at a time when the global interconnections of social and nat- 
ural life can no longer be avoided and when people struggle to 
understand the conditions to which their lives are ruthlessly 
being subjected. However, what is being o¯ered by posthuman-
ist ontology is in fact a theory which is preventing class under-
standing of issues in their material totality. It is a theory of 
“ecology” that removes the social out of the world, reducing it to 
physical and biological dynamics of local systems. Embedded-
ness and corporeality are ideological terms— their role is to limit 
knowledge to local knowledge and, especially, to the knowledge 
of experience. They are code words for anti- totality. It is not 
surprising, then, that the aÌrmation of individual experience 
and rejection of objectivity leads the new materialists to embrace 
spiritualism, the framework of which is rooted in one’s individ-
ual beliefs and feelings. In other words, posthumanist ontology 
turns out to be a very familiar spectral ontology— an idealism. 
Under the guise of a militant anti- theological return to the 
material world (which is needed in order to distinguish the new 
materialism from the Right’s crude defense of theocracy), the 
new materialists as in the view of Coole and Frost (Coole and 
Frost, 4) advocate a subtle “new” reading of the (spiritual) “life” 
of matter.26

Therefore, returning to the line of division along the unsuitabil-
ity of constructivism/post- structuralism/postmodernism in new mate-
rialism, DeFazio argues that “new materialism, consequently, is not a 
rejection but an update of the culturalism that has played an integral 
role in dismantling the materialist critique of capitalism in the post-
war “era . . . [where] the relation between subject and object reÈects 
a deep confusion about, if not a deliberate rewriting of, some of the 
‘fundamental questions’ of materialism, and thus have profoundly 
problematic implications for materialism and the struggle for a world 
organized on the basis of meeting social needs.”27

With this in mind, I would like to emphasize two main points 
that are crucial for the understanding of what new materialism actu-
ally does. First, in one way or another, it repudiates the human. This 
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connects new materialism to the critique of posthumanism recounted 
above with reference to Gomoll and Ferrando. Second, again, in one 
way or another, it repudiates history, practices, and ideas in order to 
isolate ideas and practices from the material relations of history. As 
DeFazio states, new materialism does this by highlighting “the cel-
lular, molecular, subatomic, and cosmic levels” of matter.28

New materialism emphasizes, at any rate, the lack of capacities 
of “the human” to perform any consistent politics and, somehow, the 
impossibility of the human to be capable of political agency based on 
history. Furthermore, I argue that this repudiation of the human, and 
of its political capacities and agencies, is in fact supporting (paradoxi-
cally, it must be said) precisely what is at the core of the present- day 
NGC agenda. This agenda consists of introducing a systematic pro-
cess of speci�c humanization into the “boring” reality: the logic of the 
humanization of capital.

To be even more precise, my thesis is not that new materialism is 
responsible for the humanization of capital (I am not interested in any 
crusade against new materialism, as the advent of the posthuman/ities 
is rapidly proliferating and, as we can see, impossible to stop any-
way), but it is precisely the opposite at work here— the logic of the 
humani zation of capital, on one side, and an almost completely derog-
atory perception of history, on the other, are needed in order for the 
new (mostly white feminist) posthumanist materialism to proceed 
undisturbed.

While the theoretical and philosophical Western thought pro-
claims to be too fatigued to address humans and their political agency 
and history, capital develops its “humanity” through brutal and sys-
tematic exploitation, as well as the reorganization of power and insti-
tutional structures and a systematic depoliticization of the social, 
political, and economic structures. To understand what the humaniza-
tion of capital entails, it is important to draw attention to an example 
from January 2010, namely, the U.S. Supreme Court decision in Citi-
zens United v. Federal Election Commission, a case that grants corpora-
tions the same rights as individuals to spend money on advertisements 
supporting or opposing candidates for political oÌce. The Supreme 
Court’s 5– 4 vote in this case decided that campaign spending is pro-
tected under the First Amendment, meaning that corporations and 
unions could spend unlimited amounts of money on political activities, 
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as long as it was done independently of a party or candidate. The 
result has been an outpouring of cash into so- called super PACs— 
political action committees or particularly single- candidate PACs— 
which are only nominally independent from the candidates they sup-
port. The result of such a decision is that, on one side, corporation 
funds, known as “dark money,” never have to be publicly disclosed 
and, on the other, that granting corporations the same rights as indi-
viduals to spend money on political advertisements brings about the 
scary reality of “the humanization of the corporate entity.” The deadly 
outcome of both processes is not yet fully acknowledged.

The Human, Humanization, and  
Neoliberal Global Capitalism
In 2014 I coauthored the book Necropolitics, Racialization, and Global 
Capitalism: Historicization of Biopolitics and Forensics of Politics, Art, 
and Life,29 with Še�k Tatlić, which represents the culmination of years 
of discussions that developed into our mutual conclusions combined 
with speci�c authorial insights. The book is structured in such a way 
that in the �rst part it conceptualizes possible new relations between 
capitalism, racialization, and necropolitics, established by me into and 
from decolonial, post- Marxist, transfeminist, and black thought con-
texts. This was then a ground for Tatlić’s elaborations in the book. 
Therefore, as this chapter comes after the book, following a dialectical 
line, it is time for me to elaborate on Tatlić’s work. Tatlić has devel-
oped my analysis of neoliberal global capitalism into a dual scenario of 
relations of exploitation and dispossession: (1) the logic of the humani-
zation of capital; and (2) the Èexibilization of power relations between 
the oppressor and the oppressed.

At the present moment, NGC o¯ers a paradoxical process of 
humanization, and it is the logic of the humanization of capital itself. 
It could be said that this logic is at the core of NGC; it allows, simply 
put, for the posthuman to thrive in the situation when the NGC is 
pervaded by the logic of the humanization of capital. Consequently, 
all those di¯erentiations that were based on class, race, and sex are 
also taken back. In other words, the question of di¯erences is mini-
malized and, even more interesting, the perspectives opened by new 
media technology and the ideas based on such perspectives present 
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the world as being “caught” in a process of an in�nite (dystopian and 
“sexy”) future that renders all the perceptions of history as more or 
less irrelevant. Because of new media technology (computerization 
and virtualization of the world that brought about a possibility for 
research in biotechnology, brain sciences, physics, and technology at 
large), the human is becoming an obsolete matter, its perception 
reduced, along with its possibility of cognition and understanding.

The second process, which works hand in hand with this logic 
of the humanization of capital, is the obsolete position of history in 
NGC, as a result of the Èexibilization of power relations between the 
oppressor and the oppressed in the system of exploitation that serves 
the capitalist relations of re/production. The outcome of this process 
is that questions of agency as political subjectivization and interven-
tion have (almost) vanished. History is seen as redundant, to such an 
extent that is possible to state that NGC is an overhistorical mode 
of re/production that behaves as being outside history. But in which 
way? This relation to the “end of history” is, in fact, not about the 
closure of history but, as argued by Tatlić, about the disconnection of 
the political processes, and therefore of political agencies, from the 
registry of historical events, and when this happens, it gives rise to the 
erasure of the political process itself.

However, let us proceed step- by- step.
The logic currently central to NGC is that of the humanization 

of capital, which presents a speci�c form of the rationalization of 
capitalism— a system of relations of production based solely on brutal 
exploitation. Each power/economic structure, undeniably including 
capitalism, needs to use and implement power to facilitate its brutal 
relations of exploitation while hiding its means of exploitation. It does 
so by exposing that in the last instance the system tries to provide the 
best human relations possible and, at all times, insists on humanist 
premises. However, under the logic of the humanization of capital in 
neoliberal global capitalism, the emphasis is not on the humanization 
of capitalism but on the logic of the humanization of capital itself. 
This is because, as stated by Tatlić, even though each power structure 
organizes the principles of the relationship between power and soci-
ety in supposedly the most humane form of implementation of the 
society’s “basic” interests, in capitalism these relations take the form of 
a direct hierarchy of exploitation. Consequently, this reveals the main 
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purpose of capitalism and, accordingly, the purpose of maintaining 
such relations of exploitation, and it only further emphasizes the 
necessity of the system that fully supports them. Hence, Tatlić believes 
that capital is not only a result of the logic of the maximization of 
surplus value and private property of the means of production (and 
consequently of all the other strata of society, such as social structures, 
institutions, knowledge, people, bodies and their lives), but it is also 
the �nal goal of capitalism, as capital interests organize the society in 
capitalism. Thus, the only interests at stake here are in the last instance 
the interests of capital itself. NGC is a deadly circular format of power 
and exploitation; it departs from capital only to return to capital’s 
interests. Furthermore, this also presents the central tenets of capital’s 
interests within the overall narrative of modernist progress.

As a result, the logic of the humanization of capital presents a 
form of depoliticization of the relations of capitalist exploitation. As 
shown above, this means that we insist on the historical point of view 
when it comes to capitalism and, even more, on the fact that the logic 
behind the humanization of capital, which is at the core of NGC, is 
perhaps the �nal stage of capitalism’s modernist narratives of progress 
developed over several centuries as a form of capitalism “theology.” 
This means that capitalism presents itself as being a supposedly uni-
versal project that represents the most optimal organization of society 
and the relations of power and production. The humanist rhetoric, 
or the rhetoric of becoming human as a capitalist anthropological 
machine of humanization, is today the dominant liberal capitalist nar-
rative de�ned by the modernist logic of progress. Capitalism, despite 
its e¯orts to present itself as nonhegemonic, nondiscriminatory, and 
postideological, and therefore as a universal format of the organization 
of production and social relations— in other words, of modernity— 
is, as �rmly argued by Tatlić, the relation of pure domination. For this 
reason, the logic of the humanization of capital indicates a full range 
of either current or historical sociopolitical discourses that may seem 
to have no structural link with the development of capitalism. In fact, 
the result is that the society is more and more desubjectivized and 
presented only as human resource, while capital is more and more 
acquiring the contours of subjectivization.

To understand the logic of humanization, we need to draw a 
genealogy of the capitalist modernist humanist project and make its 
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principles visible and tangible. In other words, we have to think about 
the (re)organization of capitalism, locating it (back) in an era when, 
as stated by Tatlić, colonialism was still an explicit political project. 
By referring to the work of the members of the collective project 
Modernity/Coloniality/Decoloniality (MCD), speci�cally to Aníbal 
Quijano, Walter Mignolo, and Enrique Dussel, we can state that the 
equivalence between the subject and the idea of humanity, as de�ned 
within the epistemological coordinates of the relation of capitalism 
and colonialism, consequently implies the existence of a coherent link 
between the (function) of the humanistic project and the dominant 
power of capitalism/colonialism. Therefore, in this sense, the project 
of colonialism should be understood as a project of imposing the de�-
nition of what the humanist project within the capitalist institutional 
and epistemological processes is.

In 2007 Quijano formulated in “Coloniality and Modernity/
Rationality,” which I am paraphrasing here,30 that the whole Euro-
centric capitalist colonialism was elaborated and regulated by the 
Europeans, and was established worldwide as an exclusive European 
project bringing about a universal paradigm of knowledge in relations 
between humanity and the rest of the world (176). By making the 
connection between the territorial expansion of the West (colonial-
ism) and the imposition of Western de�nitions of the human, it 
becomes clear that this de�nition takes on aspects of Christian theol-
ogy. The result is the imposition of a certain logic as the only possible 
de�nition of the human. With this in mind, Quijano states that the 
emergence of the idea of “the West” and “Europe” was also deter-
mined by the enunciation of identity; in other words, the relations 
with other cultural experiences and di¯erences have been perceived as 
relations between identities. At the same time, all the other “inequal-
ities” were seen as redundant within the hierarchical imposition of the 
system, and the identity di¯erences were increasingly being perceived 
as belonging to nature. The outcome was that only European culture 
was seen as rational, while all other cultures were seen as irrational 
(173– 74).

For that reason, when it comes to colonialism, as stated by Tatlić, 
we see the forming of the Eurocentric monopoly on the de�nition of 
modernist characteristics; we also see how allegedly predestined or 
“natural” impositions of European di¯erentiation inside the category 
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of the human were imposed on those residing in the colonies. It is 
safe to say that European colonialism was built on modernist prin-
ciples; hence, following such a connection, we can establish the start-
ing point of humanization in capitalism. It follows, as elaborated by 
Tatlić, that we are not dealing just with the construction of a new 
matrix of di¯erentiation, but that the distinction between the human 
and the less human is imposed as the only kind of social di¯eren-
tiation. In this sense, a process based on privileging a certain set of 
imposed characteristics has been naturalized and put forward as a 
starting point for the exploitation by those seen as more human and, 
consequently, “naturally” privileged. A case in point is that all exploi-
tations under colonialism were then rationalized under the narratives 
of weights based on the presupposition of a higher humanity and 
civilization superiority.

Another key point that we have to recognize is that capitalism, 
as a Eurocentric and Christian project of the �rst capitalist world, is 
thus only a form of progression in the intensi�cation of the processes 
of “humanization” under the logic of capital. As exposed by Tatlić, the 
establishment of modernity coincides with Christianity, since Chris-
tian theology emerged as central to the imposition of the Eurocentric 
colonial epistemology within the Euro- Atlantic geopolitical space. 
Not only are the elements of Christian theology (speci�c anthropo-
centrism, natural law concepts of salvation, the concepts of innate sin-
fulness, and ideas about linearity of the development of primitive into 
civilized) ideologically mobilized by capitalism to play a central role in 
interpreting and institutionalizing privileges, but, according to Tatlić, 
Christianity declares that it is most compatible with capitalism. Even 
when secularism substitutes for Christianity, Tatlić does not consider 
this as representing any radical break with the epistemology of uni-
versalization (as a hegemonic monopoly) that is used in forming the 
de�nition of humanity.

In Tatlić’s elaborations, secularism presents an even more exces-
sive depoliticized, ideological constructed system of political/social 
and economical relations in the West. With its allegedly humanist 
universal applicability and the forms of liberalization, it processes cap-
ital as a methodological and ideological discourse that hides exploi-
tation behind the universalization of a particular vision of modernity 
in almost “pure” form. However, according to Tatlić, it is clear that 
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secularism, if not harnessed directly by the occidental neoliberal global 
capitalism, possesses di¯erent political capacities.

The other point at the center of NGC is the question of Èexibil-
ization of power relations. This Èexibilization is extremely important, 
as it directly follows the humanization of capital. It is seen as a part of 
the great humanist projects that started with the Renaissance, contin-
ued through the Reformation and throughout the age of Enlighten-
ment and the French Revolution— a genealogy exposed by Tatlić and 
based on analyses by Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben. It is a 
steady devaluation of rigid ancient power, but not really a distribution 
of power. It should be emphasized that after World War II and the 
nominal “end of the colonial era,” as argued by Tatlić, colonialism has 
become obsolete, since capitalism created “conditions” for the former 
colonies to Èourish, but only (and this became clearly visible from the 
historical point of view) along the prerogatives of continued exploi-
tation by capital. At the same time, it was said that the “uniform” 
Fordist model of exploitation had to be replaced by a post- Fordist 
model of production. It presented itself as an open system, when in 
fact it was a precarious and even more pervasive system of exploita-
tion. Furthermore, as elaborated by several theoretical analyses, in 
post- Fordism the factory was universalized by the whole social and 
political and economic body of global capitalism. Finally, the outcome 
of Èexibilization is that the power relations in NGC are a question of 
delegation— mistakes that are an outcome of the “humans.”

In the late twentieth century, in the era of neoliberal capital-
ism as the dominant model of the organization of exploitation, we are 
witnessing a complete distortion of the protagonists/agencies and 
subjectivities (“humans”) within NGC. The relationship between the 
oppressor and the oppressed is paci�ed and instead de�ned as a part-
nership. This occurs under the conditions in which capitalism is 
de�ned as a “postideological” project, in an era de�ned as the “end of 
history,” implying that that social conÈict / the antagonism in capital-
ism ended. The humanistic project of democracy, which is at the core 
of the posthistorical and postideological system of exploitation rela-
tions between capital and labor, is presented, as argued by Tatlić, in 
the form of a system that replaces social antagonism with partnership, 
while on the other side, racializations and class divisions are presented 
as social diversity managements.
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Racializations, Necropolitics
It is important to expose as well that the outcome of these described 
processes is, as I try to show continually in my writings, racialized 
labor divisions, on the one side, and naturalized histories of colonial-
ism and contemporary forms of coloniality (colonialism without col-
onies), on the other. These processes are, in conclusion, an outcome of 
capital’s racialization (a system of racism, discrimination, and dispos-
session) and are directly connected to the almost forgotten colonial-
ism and its almost universally accepted imperial war machine, as well 
as the militarization of every level of the social, economic, and politi-
cal in the present state of neoliberal �nancial global capitalism. NGC, 
with its processes of �nancialization, appropriates the �elds of poli-
tics, the social, the economic, as well as theory and culture, for direct 
money laundering, while also heavily exploiting the new economy 
of attention that uses a¯ective labor as an intrinsic part of the system 
of reproduction inside global capitalism in a form of unprecedented 
dimensions for new neoliberal global accumulation of capital and 
power. At the epicenter, we see the �nancialization of life and labor,31

and the militarization of life, politics, and labor, where the “human” 
is the direct result of the capitalist war machine. Therefore, we face a 
political situation of death and corruption that presupposes an unspo-
ken permissibility for wars, mass murder, and torture. Essentially, the 
power of coloniality, as a structure of control, is in speaking so force-
fully that we see no alternative but to accept it, e¯ectively dispensing 
with human life.

One of the most tangible passages in this drawing of NGC 
genealogy, and therefore in the genealogy of the new materialism, 
that will inÈuence the new materialist basic premises is precisely the 
shift from biopolitics to necropolitics. Biopolitics, coined by Michel 
Foucault in the 1970s as a mode of governing and managing life, 
which I translate (as brieÈy as possible) into “make live and let die,” 
was a way of governing life intended exclusively for the capitalist �rst 
(Western) world.32 Because of the pressing socialism all around it, the 
�rst capitalist world provided in the 1970s (though under the hidden 
regimes of discipline for its fellow Western citizens) comfortable life 
facilities, but almost exclusively for those perceived as “natural” citi-
zens of the respective �rst- world capitalist nation- states. The other 
worlds were left to die, as they were not relevant to the interest of 
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the �rst capitalist world, except when from time to time (and with 
varying frequencies), it was, of course, necessary for the former impe-
rial and colonial nation- states, that were also all anti- Semitic states, 
to suppress the decolonization struggles or attack socialism by using 
military or paramilitary forces. Accordingly, this was the case when 
the “absolute democracy” of private property and surplus value, the 
two fundamental pillars of capitalism, were put under question. At 
the same time, the migrants (both economic and political refugees) in 
the �rst capitalist world (the strained relations between Latin Amer-
ica and the United States are at the center of these discussions) have 
gone from their nonexistent position in the past to an overtly and 
continually criminalized what is called “second- class” and noncitizen 
positions in the present.33

However, what we actually see today is a brutal intensi�cation 
of the biopolitical regime of life from the 1970s. This intensi�cation 
was named necropolitics by Achille Mbembe;34 it was conceptualized 
by Mbembe in 2003 based on his analysis of the condition of Africa 
as the postcolony. Necropolitics focuses on new capital’s logic and its 
geopolitical demarcation of world zones, which are based on the 
mobilization of the war machine; necropolitics’ accumulation of capi-
tal is a result of total dispossession and the subjugation of life to the 
power of death. Therefore, if Foucault’s biopolitics, a term in between 
bio (life) and politics, can be designated axiomatically as “make live 
and let die,” then necropolitics, a term in between necro (death) and 
politics, can be designated axiomatically as “let live and make die.” 
There is a huge di¯erence between “make live,” providing structures 
and facilities for life, and just “let live.” The latter presents the struc-
ture of pure biopolitics of abandonment that is, in fact, necropolitics. 
Furthermore, the necropolitical now also punishes the natural nation- 
state citizens that are abandoned in the meanderings of laws and 
administration articles, where the lives of those coming from the so- 
called third states and their partners become trapped in vicious regimes 
of poverty, deprivation, and seclusion. Furthermore, aesthetic contra-
dictions are profoundly re/articulated within the intensi�ed militari-
zation and racialization of our lives. It is precisely what I initially 
exposed as dehistoricization that is at stake here.

In The Production of Difference: Race and the Management of Labor 
in U.S. History (2012), written by David R. Roediger and Elizabeth D. 
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Esch, and reviewed by Joe R. Feagin,35 the authors analyze the rela-
tionship of institutionalized racism with the management of labor in 
the United States. As they emphasize, “race management” has been a 
much- neglected topic in the social sciences. Some analysts, as Feagin 
states, might suggest that this centrality of white- racist framing and 
related action is just a leftover from premodern impulses and repre-
sents e¯orts that would soon end in a critical era for the development 
of capitalistic management theory and practice, but Roediger and 
Esch reject that interpretation and demonstrate that capitalistic 
management has for many decades, even to the present day, used the 
“irrationalities of race” to manage labor and much else in capitalistic 
economies.36

A case in point is that the thinkers engaged in the new mate-
rialism, speculative realism, nonrepresentational theory, constructivist 
philosophy, and posthumanism, when engaging critically with race 
and gender, rethink race as material ontology and as assemblage the-
ory. The assemblage theory is used to challenge and extend the con-
cept of intersectionality. Consequently, here also lie the possibilities 
and potentialities.

Capitalism permanently erases the boundary of di¯erentiation 
between the humanist project and its necropolitical impact. Tatlić 
observed a recon�guration of the social, political, and economic body 
of NGC after 9/11, in which the forms of maintaining capital infra-
structures for exploitation, the imposition of free markets, the dispos-
session of resources, and the organized military interventions received 
an overall ultraparadoxical dimension— one implying that they are all 
rooted in the principles of humanistic projects. In other words, they are 
all used in the name of humanity. Essentially, the goal is to get rid of 
all those supposedly “archaic” forms of human organization (class divi-
sions, gender divisions, racialization processes) and to reduce all the 
processes of exploitation and dispossession by capital to an even lower 
common denominator, which is the human! However, in the rhetoric 
of the new materialism, this human is today seen only as a biological 
medium— one that capitalism intensively and mercilessly reshapes.

Therefore, although I have already drawn attention to the fact 
that object- oriented ontology and the new materialism give legitimacy 
to a speci�c kind of politics that is nonanthropocentric and works hand 
in hand with dangerous de/historicization and de/politicization, what 
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I want to emphasize is not just OOO’s objecti�cation and commodi-
�cation of humans but also a process that is essentially that of the 
humanization of capital itself. Consequently, this presents an impor-
tant shift from the traditional feminist critique based on the com-
modity and rei�cation toward capital itself. Capital supports and 
allows— in other words, incites— the topic of the nonhuman. As seen 
above, the relation is not between the human and commodity any-
more but between capital and the nonhuman, as capital itself is now 
at the center of humanization (processes covered with a set of terms 
like transhuman, metahuman, etc.).

This also allows capitalism to perform a radical universaliza-
tion of exploitation, one that is fully detached from history, all in the 
name of the “common destiny of humanity,” which is in fact only the 
humanization of capital itself. In such a de�ned “society,” racialization 
becomes the main form of di¯erentiation, and all those subjugated 
to it are classi�ed under the brand of the “common destiny of human-
ity.” Today, coloniality, with the imposition of Western epistemology 
and its model of social di¯erentiation implemented under the broader 
humanistic narrative of democracy, is presenting the human, as em-
phasized by Tatlić, purely as biological material. By analyzing the 
genealogy of these processes in such a situation, it becomes clear 
that NGC has to insist on the posthuman as the human, since history 
and agency are completely co- opted, regulated, and reproduced under 
the order of capitalist reproduction of exploitation, expropriation, and 
dispossession. Shifting the discourse elsewhere, away from historical 
and political analysis and instead toward the posthuman, masks the 
frightening possibility that today the human is transformed through 
the logic of the humanization of capital into something that is purely 
biological matter— and as such without political subjectivity.

Conclusions: The Privatization of Subjectivity
To summarize, the critique that I am proposing puts itself in opposi-
tion to new materialism and treats NGC as the object of research, as 
well as capital maximization of surplus value (making pro�t and fur-
ther maximizing it), and a consequent privatization of everything and 
everybody. I do this by exposing two major features of NGC that are 
also lurking behind the new materialism, the process of the logic of 
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the humanization of capital and also the purging of history, as a result 
of the Èexibilization of power relations in capitalism. The latter is 
capitalism’s ability to depoliticize or, more accurately, dehistoricize 
hierarchical and vertical relations of power, and instead reduce the 
rigidity of political control over society, quite perversely, in the name 
of “humanity.” These two processes of NGC present the political sub-
ject as nonexistent, making us wonder who this “human” is.

The �nal result of connecting these two processes of neoliberal 
global capitalism is an emphasis on the “nonanthropocentric” dimen-
sion of any political subjectivity, or to be more precise, presenting the 
subject as obsolete. Therefore, one is powerless when it comes to any 
future critical interventions into capitalism and its system of produc-
tion, which is essentially a system of exploitation. As for who is to be 
seen as the human, this comes across not as a natural state of a¯airs but 
as the outcome of a highly advocated process of racialization. Modern 
scienti�c revolutions present the NGC system as existing apart from 
history, or above history, and therefore, preventing any e¯ort to his-
toricize the genealogy of the “human” (precisely as being an ideologi-
cal racialized category) and to understand clearly that the present 
state of the logic of the humanization of capital started with capital-
ism and its political project in the �fteenth century (colonialism).

Moreover, the human is as well an ideological category. There-
fore a proposition of this chapter is not to recuperate the human and 
humanity (as this has often served to escape deeper interrogations 
of power) but to emphasize precisely the humanization of capital as a 
third link between the human and posthuman. Without taking into 
account the logic of the humanization of capital, we are incapable of 
understanding discrimination and exploitation in relation to mecha-
nisms of power in neoliberal global capitalism.

Given these points, it comes as no surprise that we are witnessing 
the development of modern warfare in the twenty- �rst century toward 
increasing autonomy and automation. Lockheed Martin, a U.S. weap-
ons manufacturer, has recently produced a missile for the U.S. Air 
Force that can autonomously select targets, using sensors that allow it 
to decide on its own whom or what to target. Increasingly widespread 
use of arti�cial intelligence for di¯erent purposes of trading, medi-
cine, and so forth presents the chilling dystopia of the future, and 
ultra- advanced �nancial computers, algorithms, and quarks are today 
indispensable and irreversible components of the reality of modern 
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�nancial markets, methods of warfare, and, increasingly, education 
(as Seth Lloyd predicts that the ever smaller microchips and more 
powerful computers, tablets, and smartphones will nevertheless soon 
reach a limit, and the development will go in a direction of quantum 
computers and quark- scale computers).37

The progressively autonomous and robotic forms of weapons, 
thereby, take away the responsibility and ease the “human” conscience 
in case of errors because drone pilots are far away from the zone of 
war, as they, without any risk of losing “human” life, guide missiles 
toward remote targets. All of this is not simply a gray area, but the 
darkest side of NGC. In short, the logic of the humanization of capi-
tal remains an ideological category invested in the reorganization of 
capitalism, and it represents a central logic around which the “aim” of 
the human is formed.

Under these circumstances, the relationship between the capital-
ist order (and its logic of the humanization of capital) is presented 
as something beyond the historical discourse where, instead of any 
possibility for political subjectivity, we only �nd, as Še�k Tatlić bril-
liantly expressed, the articulation of the human— a biological matter, 
medium, subsumed under the brand of its reinvention.
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I thank Irina Aristarkhova and Katherine Behar for their insights in our 
discussions of this chapter.
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Karen Gregory

In the Cards
From Hearing “Things” to  
Human Capital

It is just before 5:00 p.m. on Thursday, and the majority of the attend-
ees of the Tarot Readers’ Studio have already made their way to the 
registration table, where I am volunteering with two other Tarot Cen-
ter students. With the day’s �nal wave of registrants over, we are just 
about to head into the larger conference room at the Airport Sheraton 
and settle in for the evening’s “master class,” which will be conducted 
by Warren and Rose. Tonight’s theme for the master class is “listening 
to the oracle,” and Warren promises that we are in for a radical new way 
to approach the Tarot. This is my �rst time attending the Readers’ 
Studio, and I am not quite sure what to expect, but everyone I have 
met during registration has been overwhelmingly friendly, enthusias-
tic, and welcoming, arriving as though the annual conference were 
their home. Many tell me that “RS” (as it is often abbreviated) is their 
homecoming reunion. It is their annual gathering of the “Tarot tribe,” 
and they look forward to the conference throughout the year. The 
Readers’ Studio draws almost two hundred professional Tarot readers, 
newcomers, and esoteric practitioners from around the world to this 
hotel for four days of intense Tarot study, reading, and networking. 
While other Tarot conferences are beginning to crop up in California 
and Texas, the Readers’ Studio has been able to maintain itself as the 
premier event for professional readers, hosting well- known authors to 
conduct innovative workshops and evening classes, as well as using its 
proximity to Manhattan as a tourist draw.1
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As the last administrative materials for registration are put away, 
I �nd myself staring into the grand conference room, where vendors 
make last- minute adjustments to their merchant tables and where an 
impromptu bookstore has been established in the corner of the room, 
o¯ering a range of old and new Tarot classics, prominently displaying 
new books from any authors who are attending the conference. In the 
middle of the room a large dais has been set up. It is the performance 
stage that will host the conference speakers. Tonight, two large throne- 
like chairs have been placed on the stage, awaiting Warren and Rose 
and evoking their roles as the respective King and Queen of Tarot. 
Warren and Rose will be our guides during the four days of Tarot 
and “transformation.” According to Warren, the Readers’ Studio will 
“touch my life,” and already I can feel, from the crowd that is gather-
ing in the room, waves of excitement and exuberance.2

In addition to the Tarot School students attending the confer-
ence, many of whom I have gotten to know and feel comfortable 
with, Tarot attracts a number of “big personalities” who are perfor-
mative and irrepressible in their manner, in their dress, and in their 
interactions with other people. As I watch the room �ll up, I feel 
rather small and quiet, and I wonder if Tarot practice will draw out 
some of my own performativity or my own sense of agency. I can see 
in others that such a drawing out is the part of Tarot’s “lure” and 
why people cherish their relationships with what is essentially a deck 
of seventy- eight illustrated cards. As authors such as Ann Taves and 
Molly McGarry have shown with respect to mediumship and spiritu-
alism, women in particular have found a source of social and personal 
power through their participation in “marginal religious movements.”3

As McGarry writes, “Personal and corporeal spiritual experiences ob-
viate the need for a learned clergy to mediate that experience, render-
ing religious practice open to women in ways that a more structured, 
hierarchical religion might not be.”4

The study of Tarot is framed not only as a spiritual journey but 
as a process of �nding one’s “voice,” and given shifts in the contem-
porary spiritual marketplace, which have made esoteric knowledge 
more accessible, such a project is now entangled in the (often digitally 
mediated) personal pursuit of information, experiences, objects (such 
as cards and books), as well as seeking out community through digi-
tal networks. Formerly occult or “hidden” texts and materials are now 

Behar.indd   226 29/08/2016   8:32:52 AM



Figure 9.1.  
La Papesse (Tarot  

de Marsella). 
Licensed under the 
Creative Commons 

Attribution– 
ShareAlike 2.5 

Generic License.

Behar.indd   227 29/08/2016   8:32:52 AM



228  Karen Gregory

much more easily encountered via the Internet, meet- up groups, or 
schools like the Tarot school. However, the distribution of esoteric 
knowledge via accessible networks is brushing up against the very 
business model of the Tarot School, which tends toward privileging 
Warren and Rose as unique sources of esoteric information. The cre-
ation of the Readers’ Studio conference is an attempt to bu¯er the ill 
e¯ects the market has had on the school. As one reader told me, “This 
is where Warren and Rose break even for the year.” Indeed, the week-
end event is designed to fully maximize the “experience” of Tarot, with 
classes and workshops scheduled from nine in the morning until ten at 
night. Warren’s opening night ceremony is a bit of a teaser for what is 
to come— a weekend of personal exploration, Tarot study, and opening 
one’s self to the enchantment of the cards.5 Indeed, learning to make 
one’s self “porous” or to open one’s “self ” to the agency of objects and 
to environments sits at the heart of the project of learning the Tarot.

As Warren and Rose take the stage, people settle in their chairs 
around the circular conference tables, placing notebooks, co¯ee cups, 
and Tarot cards on the table. Some people have brought decorative and 
quite beautiful “reading cloths” to place on top of the hotel’s muted 
burgundy tablecloths. Some are establishing their place at the tables 
with little magical odds and ends, such as candles or crystals or bells. 
Bit by bit, the conference room is beginning to take on the personali-
ties of its inhabitants and reÈect back, quite literally, the “colorful” 
world of Tarot, with its rich art, symbols, and mythological �gures. 
The vendors, who are set up along the edges of the room, help fuel this 
decoration, each bringing their own brand of Tarot crafts and wares. 
One woman sells magical crystals and handmade wands; another sells 
beautifully woven throws and shawls; another couple sells magical, 
hand- poured candles that can be used for rituals and spells. Artistic 
versions of the Tarot abound. One woman is selling a handmade, 
abstractly collaged deck of Lenormand cards; a man sells his famous 
deck of lovely woodcuts; another woman sells a deck illustrated by 
watercolors and populated by fairies and childlike �gures.6 These 
objects are not only the result of personal labor and an attempt to 
create a marketplace for enchanted goods; they are also, as I came to 
understand, companions in the study of cards, “vibrant” objects in their 
own right that have (at times) seen individuals through the diÌculties 
of everyday life.
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Once the crowd has settled in, Warren begins his workshop, 
“The Wall of Silence.” He asks the crowd to remove a single card 
from their Tarot decks. In this workshop, we are going to learn how 
to listen to what the Tarot, as a complex object, is saying. Beyond 
being a metaphor for language, Warren is explicit that he intends to 
teach us to hear the “voice” of the cards. This may be the voice of the 
actual �gures of the card; for example, we may hear the voice of the 
�gure of Justice (Trump XI), or the female �gure in the Strength 
cards (Trump VIII), or even the voice of an angel, such as Gabriel, 
who is blowing his horn of resurrection in the Judgement card (Trump 
XX).7 This may be the voice of the “symbolism” of the cards. For 
example, the voice of the “Sun” itself speaking through the image or 
symbol of the sun in the Major Arcana. This may be the voice of the 
“elements” contained in the card, for example, the voice of “�re,” as 
understood in the system of the fourfold elements of earth, water, air, 
and �re, which are believed to be invoked by the deck’s four suits. This 
may be the voice of the card itself or deck itself as a physical object, 
independent from a speci�c image depicted on that card or the cards 
as a whole.

To begin, Warren encourages everyone to spread out their cards 
in front of them and to see which card “resonates” or “feels like the 
card that wants to work with you.” We are simply to sit “with” the 
cards and “feel” what they are saying. Growing quiet, both physically 
and mentally, and being as meditatively “silent” as possible, is central 
to Warren’s exercise. While we are sitting quietly, Warren gently sug-
gests that we open our “hearing” and reminds us that is not just the 
anthropomorphized, allegorical �gures of the cards that may “speak” 
but any element of the card, by which he means any image abstract or 
�gurative (e.g., any of the animals or plants of the deck may speak), as 
well as any “information” contained in or represented by the card such 
as the card’s suit, or perhaps the card’s astrological associations (the 
Sun or the Moon are associated with those respective Major Arcana 
cards and are the most obvious examples, but more subtly each card 
is associated with a particular astrological feature), or even the card’s 
colors (in some decks the colors have been chosen for their qualities, 
such as the warmth of the color red, and some decks have become 
notable simply by being “recolorings” of other decks). Any of these 
elements of the cards may “speak to us loud and clear,” according to 
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Warren. And, as Warren explains, if we can learn to sit quietly enough, 
“turn o¯ the thinking brain” for long enough, the card will “speak” 
through a quiet voice or through a vivid mental image— an image 
that speaks so fully that it can be felt. In this way, Warren is suggest-
ing that the full materiality of the card, its symbols, and its elements 
can communicate. In my e- mail to another Tarot School student who 
had asked me how Warren’s preconference workshop had gone, I wrote 
the following:

The central part of it (the workshop) was the idea of getting 
beyond normal perception and using a technique called “da-
shan” to ask questions of objects. W’s guiding question was 
“how do you speak to a co¯ee cup (or a tarot card)?” Using the 
technique of Da-shan, you sit quietly, creating a silent space 
where you can ask a question (of anything really, an object or a 
concept) and where you wait quietly for an answer. The process 
is to listen and wait (with the possibility that you might then 
“hear/understand.”) The trick seems to be to trust that what 
you’re hearing or to go with that reality that what you’re hearing 
is really coming from the object rather than simply being a pro-
jection of your own mind or biases. In order to get to this place, 
the answer is to practice meditating. I thought it was a cool 
exercise and got me excited to sit with myself and to let the 
answers from things Èow in. What does the tree want to tell 
me? What is the computer saying right now? I thought it was 
a fun exercise—fun to see that the world is so very alive.

The idea that the world itself is alive and speaking is central to the 
work that Tarot Readers engage in and, indeed, is central to the very 
notion of magical practice.8 In this chapter, I do not focus on magical 
practice per se but look to the cards themselves and to our sense of 
what an object is or can do. Here, I look to what has been called 
speculative realism, new materialism, and the process philosophy of 
Alfred North Whitehead in order to explore the Tarot and to con-
sider what Jane Bennett has called “thing- power,” or “the strange 
power of ordinary man- made objects to exceed their status as objects 
and to manifest traces of independence or aliveness, constituting the 
outside of our own experience.”9 Truly to understand how Tarot read-
ers work with Tarot cards, we will, as Bennett would, allow that the 
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cards and the elemental energies contained and evoked by the cards 
are functioning in a “lively” manner. Tarot cards themselves point 
toward a “vital materialism” in that they involve the recognition that 
“vitality is shared by all things” and not limited to ourselves alone.10

Tarot cards manifest these traces of independence or aliveness 
through their enigmatic symbolism, their underlying metaphysical 
and magical associations, and through their aleatory nature. As the 
philosopher Inna Semetsky writes, “Tarot ‘speaks’ in the universal lan-
guage of images, signs and symbols, and represents the long forgot-
ten ‘lost speech.’ Tarot helps in discovering meaning and purpose in 
our individual and collective experiences and a deep sense of value 
both inside and outside ourselves.”11 While the symbolism of Tarot is 
deeply powerful, here I want to suggest that we refocus our attention 
just slightly beyond the representational schema of the cards and look 
to how the cards— as a social actor— function. Another way of saying 
this is to ask the question: What happens when a deck of cards begins 
to speak to an individual?

We who read the cards know that the cards don’t lie. Sometimes 
we doubt them. Sometimes we hesitate. Sometimes we don’t see 
how they can possibly be telling the truth. But deep down, we 
know. And sometimes we are even freaked out by how true they 
are. Learning to trust the cards can be a long process, especially 
in terms of telling the future. I’ve had three very “in my face” 
experiences this week to remind me that there is truth in the 
cards. This is one reason I don’t ask clients “does this sound 
right to you?” Just because it doesn’t seem or feel true . . . or even 
if logically it doesn’t make sense . . . the cards still tell the truth. 
We all know that there were times when we “felt” sure that 
something was true, only to discover it was not. Feeling is not 
an indicator of truth. And neither is common sense or logic. 
That’s one reason we come to the cards, isn’t it? Because we are 
having trouble discerning truth for ourselves?12

As the quote above illustrates (and is echoed in many of the Tarot 
School conversations), readers do not necessarily have to “know” how 
the cards work, nor does this unknowing challenge the legitimacy of 
the cards or the legitimacy of other religious beliefs. Lisa, a Tarot 
School student, is a practicing Catholic who sees no conÈict between 
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her Catholic beliefs and her Tarot practice. Through her study of the 
Golden Dawn (via Warren’s lectures and home study that she has 
taken with Warren personally), Lisa takes comfort in the notions of 
Christian mysticism that informed the development of the Rider- 
Waite- Smith deck of cards. In addition, Lisa �nds that kabbalistic 
interpretations of Tarot even accommodate the �gure of Jesus, as he 
is associated with the sixth Sephiroth (whose “function” is that of 
beauty and which sits at the center of the Tree of Life). Although I 
have never heard Lisa mention Jesus in her readings or make explicit 
references to Catholicism in her Tarot work, in our conversations she 
has been quite clear that she sees Tarot and its mysteries as linking 
her to the Divine. Tarot allows her, quite literally, to be in touch with 
what is speaking through the cards. For Lisa, it may be the voice of 
God or the voice of the universe that “connects her to her higher self.” 
It is not necessary for Lisa to understand where the voice of the cards 
comes from, but she does believe that the cards themselves can become 
an invaluable and wise companion and that the very act of reading 
puts her in touch with this divine source of knowledge.

One thing that helps foster trust in the cards, regardless of the 
personal cosmology of the reader or their spiritual or religious beliefs, 
is that the cards “work”: they are simply cards, which can be shuóed 
and, more important, Èipped over. This simple “technology” of the 
cards, which guarantees that something (anything) will be revealed 
by turning them over, works independently of beliefs that are used to 
explain what is at work in the cards. Rather, the cards themselves 
foreground an ontological insight that easily links up with the feeling 
of eventfulness or the felt perception of dynamism as an organizing 
principle of how the universe (and our lives) are structured. The cards, 
in that they are cards, can begin to be trusted because, regardless of 
whether they are “right” or “wrong,” they nonetheless provided some 
information that was unknown before the Èip, and in doing so, in 
providing that information, they have provoked a feeling. They have 
affected. Readers, then, are willing to accept the challenge that the card 
Èip asserts: here is a mysterious communiqué from the card. Tarot 
work charges the individual with working through the complexities 
of the simple question: What does this mean?

While it true that some people are afraid of the Tarot cards— they 
have been called “a wicked deck of cards”— they are also a relatively 
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passive occult item that does not demand much more than attention 
from the reader.13 Consider them in distinction to a doll I was intro-
duced to by Christine W., a young pagan priestess and Tarot card 
reader. This doll, she told me, was “particularly obnoxious during 
menstruation,” when the doll demanded that the blood be sacri�ced 
to it. Christine explained to me that the divinity that the doll was 
channeling needed to be “put in its place” and that she worked to set 
boundaries on the demands that it placed on her. Tarot cards, and 
what may or may not be presence- ing itself through the cards, do not 
work in this way. They do not demand sacri�ce or such boundary 
work, nor are they self- animating.

However, in my work with professional readers, many recall 
being given a deck of cards as if it were an act of “the Tarot choosing 
you” and feeling as though they were being initiated into a something 
that felt like a secret and existed under the radar of mainstream soci-
ety. Today, you might not have to be so chosen: you can walk into 
almost any bookstore and encounter a wealth of cards and books; 
even more immediately, you can type “Tarot” into Google and receive 
“about 42,100,000 results” (as of December 2014). Tarot decks them-
selves range from the classic Rider- Waite- Smith deck and Aleister 
Crowley’s Thoth deck, which was illustrated by Lady Frieda Harris, 
to feminist- inspired decks such as Vicki Noble’s MotherPeace deck 
and Kris Waldherr’s Goddess Tarot, to Eastern- thought decks such 
as the Osho Zen Tarot, to more thematic decks such as Tarot of the 
Fairies, the Teen Witch’s Tarot Deck, Tarot of Cats, and even geo-
graphically inspired work, such as the recent Tarot of the Boroughs. 
But what are you looking at when you encounter these decks?

Most immediately, when you encounter the Tarot, you are look-
ing at a deck of cards, a pile of card stock, often professionally printed 
with various images, often cut into a 2.76- by- 4.72- inch rectangle. 
As a physical object, all cards are a standardized device that are two 
sided, portable, small, and impermanent. And, importantly, they can 
be Èipped. In this regard, you are looking at a very old and very simple 
machine or mechanism for engaging change and chance that works via 
the elegant gesture of the card Èip. Regardless of their design or imag-
ery, their internal structure or hierarchy, or the philosophies espoused 
by the deck, humans have found this type of object captivating since 
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their evolution from Korean divinatory arrows in the sixth century.14

The poker historian James McManus imagines the story went some-
thing like this:

One possibility is that it gradually dawned on one of the sha-
mans that the random fall of sacred arrows— arrows unguided, 
the Koreans believed, by human will— could be achieved more 
eÌciently by mixing up pieces of silk marked with the same 
insignia the arrows bore, then turning over the silks one by 
one. This would save him the steps of going outside, launching 
arrows skyward, and scurrying around to read and interpret 
which one had landed where, at what divine angle, and so forth. 
One frigid January morning, our shivering but imaginative 
soothsayer must have returned to the hearth of his cozy shelter, 
set down his quiver and bow, shuóed some previously marked 
pieces of silk, and dealt them out on a table. “Stay inside, fool,” 
he might have interpreted them to advise.15

Although this story is facetious, historians and anthropologists agree 
that playing cards emerged in a synthesis of play and divinatory pur-
suit (as well as boredom and obsession), as cards worked as a simple 
source for the controlled production of randomness. Such a machine, 
whether it was composed of silk, wood, or (eventually) paper could 
provide potentially valuable, divinable patterns from which to detect 
the hidden meaning of the fates, or they could be elaborated into a 
game of “chance,” where the uncertainty of a card Èip could be en-
gaged through play and rule making. This synthesis of divinatory 
capacity and play, neatly present in the gesture of the card Èip, sits at 
the heart of the love story between humans and cards, which have 
allowed humans to ask big questions in, literally, a way they can han-
dle and manipulate: Does fate exist? If so, how might we know it? 
What of chance? Does luck exist? If so, can it be cultivated? Is there 
a structure or knowable pattern underlying what appears to be ran-
domness? As Jackson Lears has so attentively traced in Something for 
Nothing: Luck in America, these questions course through and helped 
de�ne a particularly American sensibility that seeks both to engage 
and control chance.16 For Lears, chance has never quite been tamed 
and so continually resurfaces in the market, in cultural sensibilities 
about the value of risk, in entrepreneurial language, and in the ethic 
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of success. “Despite fresh evidence that hardworking people can easily 
lose everything to corporate con�dence men, the insistence that ‘you 
make your own luck’— that you are personally responsible for your 
own economic fate— remains a keystone of our public life,” writes 
Lears.17 The synthesis of the aleatory object, luck, and the notion of 
agential self remain linked in contemporary Tarot practice, as though 
each Èip of the card can give rise to a sense of what is possible or what 
should be avoided.

As Steven Connor writes in Paraphernalia: The Curious Lives of 
Magical Things, “Cards are the visible sign of communication between 
an unordered and ordered world, a world of mingled and overlapping 
hybrids, a world sorted into categories.”18 Connor writes that it is the 
very materiality of the card— its “Èatness” and its “sti¯ness”— that in 
part lends the card a liveliness. Flatness (to have only width and breadth 
but not height) is, according to Connor, “one of the strangest and the 
most exotic of conditions” and a geometric conundrum.19 Yet Èatness 
inheres in paper— as well as the page, the canvas, and the screen, to 
name a few. Such Èatness of an ideal surface can be a site projection, 
but, as Connor suggests, such surfaces also act as tables or places to lay 
out, organize, and reorganize things (or concepts). Tables help order 
and reconnect. As such, a card, through its Èatness, is also a table or a 
tabulator. Conner does not mention this, but Èatness is also, physi-
cally, an enabler of movement and mobility. Cards can be shuóed, 
reshuóed, packed, and carried. This simple fact most likely accounts 
for both their popularity and their perseverance throughout history. 
The sti¯ness of cards, suggests Connor, operates as a “special kind of 
ambivalence.”20 Sti¯ness suggests “deceptiveness,” as in “to sti¯ some-
one,” yet “there is a kind of uprightness, a quasi animate erectness in 
the card, that, in standing up for itself seems to disdain and redeem the 
Èimsy ductility of paper. In the card rigor mortis can suddenly spring 
into vigor mortis.”21 Connor further writes:

Playing cards are also magical partly because they are meaning-
less in themselves; their power comes only from the signs they 
carry, and the meaning of those signs in relation to other signs. 
The meaning of the card is in part its arbitrariness, its Èatness, 
its lack of intrinsic life or meaning, the fact that no card means 
anything on its own. Its Èatness signi�es this dry semioticity. 
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Its life comes from the contingency and adjacency, from what 
occurs when it is laid next to another card.22

While it is true that cards “speak” through the symbols or signs that 
they carry, we can also look to what cards can “do” or what can be 
“done with” cards, and we can see that a card is not entirely meaning-
less outside a semiotic context. Cards, most basically, can be Èipped. 
They can also be used, as Ian Hacking has shown, as agents of ran-
domization, and simple playing cards were not only employed in the 
history of the search for telepathy but, as an “organizational system,” 
played an important role in the history of computing, making pos-
sible serial functions and memory.23

The card Èip, however, is not only an evocative gesture that indi-
viduals have found compelling; it is also an extremely successful social 
actor. Through this simple gesture (as well as the throwing of dice or 
the invocation of those objects that have an aleatory capacity), we see 
not only the link between divination and games of chance but the 
development of the study of probability, as gambling games Èourished 
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and e¯orts were 
made to develop a mathematical theory of odds. By 1560 Girolamo 
Cardano, a self- confessed chess and dice addict, had begun Liber 
de ludo aleae, a written investigation into the nature of luck and the 
mathematical principles associated with random events. By the mid- 
seventeenth century, the general outline of probability theory was 
known, linking card play with a form of productivity and giving the 
often- condemned act of gambling a chance to enter into a scienti�c 
discourse. This linking of aleatory objects with statistics and probabil-
ity demarcated the once blurry line between divination and games, 
with the latter being fully indoctrinated into Western European philo-
sophical discourse as well as into the support of the state via sponsored 
lotteries (games, gambling, risk, and chance now seem to form the 
very structure of global �nance, oddly rejoining the open- endedness 
of divinatory practice via speculative �nance). As Hacking, quoting 
Walter Benjamin, writes, “The proscription of gambling could have 
its deepest roots in the fact that a natural gift of humanity, one which, 
directed toward the highest objects, elevates the human being beyond 
himself, only drags him down when applied to one of the meanest 
objects: money. The gift in question is presence of mind. Its highest 
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manifestation is the reading that in each case is divinatory.”24 Here, 
Benjamin points to the notion that the “natural gift” of humanity is to 
be oriented toward objects, which in turn may reveal a “presence” of 
mind. Money, for Benjamin, debases this gift, yet it is this entangle-
ment of play, gambling, and divination that is at the heart of the basic 
pleasure associated with cards, and proscriptions against the use of 
cards only helped them spread within a culture of widespread game 
playing and fascination with the link between mathematical and phil-
osophical insight. The card Èip, therefore, is not only at the heart of 
the Tarot but at the heart of the assemblage of Tarot— an assemblage 
of game playing, magical innovation, con artistry and illusion, and, 
eventually, therapeutic capacity.

Beyond their long history as a game of social critique, magical 
systems, or a prompt for self- development, the assemblage of the 
cards operate as what Whitehead would have called a “lure for feel-
ing,” drawing bodies, selves, cards, symbols, and a¯ect together, invit-
ing an opening not only to the energy of the cards but to the very 
ontology of change and of dynamism.25 Such a “lure” draws elements 
of what Whitehead called a “continuum” toward one another, momen-
tarily giving rise to what are thought of as “occasions,” which merge 
together and fall away, dying back into the continuum out of which 
all “things” both come and return to. Tarot is an occasion- generating 
technology that, with each Èip of the card, opens the reader (and the 
querent) to the possible. This possible contains within it the possibil-
ity of “knowing” across the paradigms of psychic, intuitive, emotion, 
and a¯ect, as well as the possibility of developing the skill of “articula-
tion,” or the narration of the occasion.

It is this aleatory Èipping and the revealing of new occasions 
that not only keeps past metaphysical traditions alive (in that cards 
continue to be created and shared and explored) but also comes to 
inform (particularly in an a¯ective economy, which valorizes innova-
tion) a way or mode of relating to the self, which in turn informs new 
possibilities for laboring. Such an aleatory sensibility, which can shift 
between paradigms of psychic, intuitive, and therapeutic, “plays” well 
with the impetuses of entrepreneurialism: to be continually on the 
lookout for new opportunities and, at a very personal and subjective 
level, to continue to �nd the energy to “hustle” and continue working. 
It is the aleatory nature of the cards that enables them to both “speak” 
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as well as become a site of investment, as individuals use the cards 
to develop “psychic” sensitivities, proclivities, or inclinations. As the 
introductory �eld note from Warren’s Readers’ Studio class suggests, 
Tarot cards invite individuals into a practice of listening to information 
and of understanding the world as essentially radiant with informa-
tion. Such listening, or what we can think of as “attuning” the body, not 
only prepares the ground for becoming a reader but is also entangled 
in the shifting logics of post- Fordism and networks of communica-
tive capitalism, which are continuing seeking new terrains of value.

Tarot’s enchantment is being kept alive today, not necessarily 
by ceremonial magicians seeking the astral plane but by the card Èip, 
which as Lauren Berlant has written in relation to the “click” of social 
media, turns the “episodic now” into an event.26 In other work, I have 
traced how working with Tarot is a form of “caring for the self,” but 
before something as molar as the self is even evoked, the card Èip has 
already invited the reader to play with the relations between body, 
mind, environment, and objects.27 Here, in that play, we see that the 
supposedly �rm boundaries between psychic ability, personal or sub-
jective intuition, and therapeutic talk slip and become deeply blurred. 
Indeed, one could argue that “being psychic” in our political economy 
has shifted away from the notion of being in possession of a supposed 
esoteric skill or even a skill that could be observed, measured, and 
tested. Indeed, for many Tarot readers, the “validity” or proof of exis-
tence of psychic phenomena is not really the point of their work. 
Rather, what determines success here is the ability to fold Tarot and 
its ensuing conversations and a¯ective connections to “work”— or to 
make them productive in a larger project of well- being. This is a form 
of well- being that is built up out of moments, Èips, and occasions— a 
well- being constantly in search of itself. While the very process and 
project of learning to trust and work with “extra information” is a form 
of a¯ective self- management— the cultivation of a form of a¯ective 
normativity— this particular political economy also valorizes contested 
knowledge or what Brian Massumi has called “variety,” writing:

It’s no longer disciplinary institutional power that de�nes every-
thing, it’s capitalism’s power to produce variety— because mar-
kets are saturated. Produce variety and you produce a niche 
market. The oddest of a¯ective tendencies are okay— as long as 
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they pay. Capitalism starts intensifying or diversifying a¯ect, 
but only in order to extract surplus- value. It literally valorizes 
a¯ect. The capitalist logic of surplus- value production starts to 
take over the relational �eld that is also the domain of political 
ecology, the ethical �eld of resistance to identity and predictable 
paths. It’s very troubling and confusing, because it seems to me 
that there’s been a certain kind of convergence between the 
dynamic of capitalist power and the dynamic of resistance.28

Such variety encourages a rather interesting paradox, which is the 
production not only of a feminized and a¯ective subject but of a 
porous subject capable of opening to, parsing, and making productive 
what Nigel Thrift has called “an expressive infrastructure” of environ-
ments.29 I would argue that making productive such an infrastructure 
now adds to one’s own reserve of human capital, which, as Michel 
Feher writes, has become the “dominant subjective form . . . a de�ning 
feature of neoliberalism.”30 Writing on the early work of the Chicago 
economist Gary Becker, Feher writes:

The notion of human capital, initially, did not seem all that 
ambitious. It referred to the set of skills that an individual can 
acquire thanks to investments in his or her education or train-
ing, and its primary purpose was to measure the rates of return 
that investments in education produce or, to put it simply, the 
impact on future incomes that can be expected from schooling 
and other forms of training.31

This notion of human capital, according to Feher, however, would 
eventually be broadened “so that its evaluation would include a mul-
tiplicity of factors: some innate (e.g., one’s genetic background and 
individual dispositions), others contextual (e.g., one’s social milieu, 
one’s parents’ ambitions and care) as well as collateral (e.g., one’s 
physical capital or psychological capital, ranging from one’s diet or 
sports regimen to one’s sex life or recreational activities). In short, the 
things that I inherit, the things that happen to me, and the things 
I do all contribute to the maintenance or the deterioration of my 
human capital.”32 Such a radical expansion of the notion of human 
capital points toward a radical territorialization of the practices that 
Michel Foucault would have considered “care of the self ” by capital. 
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Interestingly, for Feher, the expansion of human capital not only indi-
cates a territorialization of the self in the present but also for future 
iterations of the self or, as he writes,

not all investment in human capital is for future earnings alone. 
Some of it is for future well- being in forms that are not cap-
tured in the earnings stream of the individual in whom the 
investment is made. . . . In other words, insofar as our condition 
is that of human capital in a neoliberal environment, our main 
purpose is not so much to pro�t from our accumulated potential 
as to constantly value or appreciate ourselves— or at least pre-
vent our own depreciation.33

It is in this double movement of privatization and exploded sociality 
that we �nd the Tarot and its students, oscillating between private 
selves learning to trust one’s “inner voice” precisely as that inner voice 
guides them to become ever more open and receptive and willing to 
make their lives “productive” by �nding ways to apply, translate, and 
survive through Tarot. This is a form of entanglement not just of the 
spiritual into daily or ordinary life but of body, a¯ect, energy, and 
media— a spiritual assemblage fueled by card Èips, symbols, elements, 
and the very voice of these objects.

Notes
1. Still, keeping the Readers’ Studio exciting and appealing has been a 

challenge for Warren and Rose, who use the event to subsidize their weekly 
classes. While the conference’s energetic and welcoming atmosphere is often 
a unique and a¯ecting experience for newcomers to Tarot, for those readers 
who attend every year, the workshops can grow repetitive or inapplicable to 
their practice. The conference costs $295 to attend, plus the costs of travel 
and accommodations. For many, attending is a stretch and a sacri�ce. My 
�rst year at RS, one male attendee spoke in the conclusion of the conference 
about not having enough money to attend but “miraculously” receiving a 
check a few days prior that allowed him to come. In his speech, it came across 
that prioritizing the conference is something that even those without ample 
funds will do because many readers feel that the space is unique, that it re-
energizes them and allows them to connect with their “tribe,” which does not 
happen in their day- to- day worlds. Many professional readers feel alienated, 
often working alone or only meeting other readers online.
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swirling energy (psychic and otherwise) can be a bit overwhelming.” The 
letter contains tips for “surviving” the conference, such as taking advantage 
of the meditation room that Rose and her sta¯ set up, “grounding” oneself 
through food and naps, staying hydrated, and “�nding an energy worker” to 
help rebalance yourself.
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Marie Lenormand. The cards seem to be based on “The Game of Hope,” a 
German racing game. Around 1850, the German game was adapted to a deck 
called “The Petit Lenormand,” which became more popular in Germany than 
in France because of the postrevolutionary prohibition on fortune- telling 
and divination. Both activities, however, remained popular despite the ban.
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Ten

We have no idea, now, of who or what the inhabitants of our 
future might be. In that sense, we have no future. Not in the 
sense that our grandparents had a future, or thought they did. 
Fully imagined cultural futures were the luxury of another   
day, one in which “now” was of some greater duration. For us, 
of course, things can change so abruptly, so violently, so 
profoundly, that futures like our grandparents’ have insufficient 
“now” to stand on. We have no future because our present is too 
volatile. . . . We have only risk management. The spinning of 
the given moment’s scenarios. Pattern recognition.

— William Gibson, pattern recognition
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R. Joshua Scannell

Both a Cyborg and a Goddess
Deep Managerial Time and  
Informatic Governance

In her 2012 article “I Would Rather Be a Cyborg Than a Goddess,”1

Jasbir Puar deconstructs and interrogates the relationship between in-
tersectionality and assemblage theories. She convincingly argues that 
intersectionality, while epistemologically crucial, both mysti�es the 
categories of oppression that it seeks to unpack and solidi�es unstable 
subjectivities under rubrics that are, ultimately, reÈective of hegemonic 
“humanist” power structures.2 Assemblage (or, agencement, as she 
prefers it) destabilizes the body and distributes it. Taking seriously 
Donna Haraway’s claim that the body does not “end at the skin,”3 she 
argues that the assemblages of technocapital are not reÈective cate-
gories but active producers of mutative, unstable relations. A¯ective 
intensities, distributed bodily information, data trails, teletechnology, 
all commingle in a constantly productive distribution of posthuman-
ist political modulations that are the target of what Gilles Deleuze 
identi�ed as “the society of control.”4

Puar metonymizes these analytics as goddesses and cyborgs. On 
the one hand, the rei�ed humanist categories of goddess identity and 
personhood render a political imagination that exoti�es both the sub-
jects it seeks to represent and the political systems that oppress them. 
On the other, the teleological technical determinism of the cyborg 
easily slips into a sort of pseudo- intellectual “disruptive” solipsism. 
Surely, she claims, there must be cyborg goddesses in our midst.

It is my contention that a �gure with the attributes of the cyborg 
goddess has emerged, but that it is not human. Or, put slightly di¯er-
ently, that it is an assemblage of forces that has concatenated as an 
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object. The becoming- intersectional assemblage of the cyborg god-
dess not only already exists but is in fact an organizing principle of an 
emerging logic of algorithmic governmentality. Contemporary forms 
of data- driven governance conjure an improbable intermingling of his-
torically constructed social arrangements (the intersectional) and non-
human analysis and prediction that, I argue, construct possible future 
populations in time scales that are not accessible to human cognition 
(the cyborg).

To intervene in contemporary discourses surrounding “big data,” 
I look to object- oriented ontology (OOO), which posits that the uni-
verse is composed of objects of equal status and unequal force. Rather 
than envision contemporary data- driven police practices as an exten-
sion of old modes of social organizing, I instead argue that they rely 
on a novel mode of spatiotemporally organizing populations, which is 
to say matter— and that in doing so, they conjure new social objects. 
Not exactly human, but extracted and recombined from the human, 
these carceral quasi- objects thrive on dilating human life chances and 
debilitating human bodies.

Contemporary modes of data science, and their applications in 
techniques of governance, have rearranged the terrain of what consti-
tutes the social and must be interrogated. To that end, this chapter uses 
a brief case study of a relatively new data- processing system employed 
by the New York Police Department to stage a series of questions 
about how big data— that most overhyped of buzzwords— suggests a 
novel mutation in logics of governance and population management. 
I argue that the capacity to process data streams on the scale and with 
the speed that the NYPD’s system facilitates forces a shift in the tar-
get and rationale of governance away from the production and modu-
lation of statistical populations in the biopolitical, humancentric sense 
of the term (what I call deep managerial time). Instead, big data drives 
governance toward the maintenance of the eÌciency of algorithmic 
processing as an end in itself. In conjuring this shift, the sociotechnical 
commitments of governance inaugurate a new object as the target of 
modulating power— the hybridized mathematical bundlings of mate-
rial existence.5 This object is neither an aftere¯ect of human move-
ment through data�ed terrains6 nor a precursor modulation of security 
possibilities but an emergent ontological plateau that operates within, 
through, and on the social via human- indi¯erent metric technologies.
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The Object of Big Data
In hailing this logic as an emergent object, rather than a shift in con-
cepts of governance or a move beyond biopolitics (in other words, as 
an ontological object rather than an epistemological tactic), I hope to 
highlight a few points.

First, we should not fetishize the “technological exceptionalism” 
of our expanding present.7 In many ways, the big data revolution is 
a question of scale rather than of kind.8 These new power con�gura-
tions do, however, concatenate a certain set of forces that are working 
on neoliberal biopolitics in uncanny and irreverent ways.9

Developments in the capacity to collect, store, and analyze mas-
sive amounts of data extraordinarily rapidly have been spotlighted in 
popular media and academic research as heralding a major transfor-
mation in information- driven governance. Collected under the name 
“big data” is a loose array of techniques and technologies that have 
posited technical, information- dense solutions to problems that have 
historically fallen under a wide range of disciplinarily and institution-
ally distinct sets of knowledge.10 Whereas, not so long ago, the logical 
bases of �nancial houses, astrophysicists, and urban municipal systems 
were functionally unrelated, they have in recent years converged on a 
data- driven informatic solutionism that has steadily eroded disciplin-
ary and institutional borders.11 The skill sets, institutional histories, 
and goals of scientists using NIH funding to map global genomes 
are obviously distinct from those of the Target number crunchers who 
want to granulate demographic position to predict shopping behav-
ior. Yet both of these projects have been written about as examples of 
the “big data revolution.”12

Practitioners of big data have concerned themselves with �ne- 
tuning modes of surveillance in an e¯ort to maximize the capacity of 
ubiquitous information collection to return on a promise of illuminat-
ing occulted social relations. Facebook, for instance, invests enormous 
amounts of money in �nding marketable relationships that emerge 
out of the daily practices of its millions of users idly clicking. Likewise, 
the NYPD has spent billions on an integrated data analysis software 
that is designed to make ubiquitous security surveillance accurately 
pre dict crime.13

From this perspective, calculative governance is in an easy contin-
uum with neoliberal �nancial and security practices. After all, making 
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the most eÌcient use of “information” and “knowledge” to maximize 
productivity is a central and transhistorical drive of capitalism.14 Big 
data analytics appear to be little more than an intensi�cation of already 
existing processes. This includes an obsession with statistical detail, 
commitment to technocratic solutionism (and a corollary “rejection” 
of political “ideology”), demobilization of human labor, highly specu-
lative capital investment, and �nancialization. However, the quanti-
tative jump in scale and computational capacity that emerges out of 
neoliberal practice produces a new object of calculative governance. 
This information- dense cyborg goddess, which emerges in relation to 
technology but is not the technology itself, warps biopolitical logics 
and confuses neoliberal governmentality.15

Second, governance by algorithm inaugurates a series of prac-
tices and dispensation toward the care of the algorithm itself— that 
algorithmic architectures contain a density that draws labor toward 
them and that this labor is fundamentally predicated on a governing 
propulsion that is not “toward” the human but toward the mathemat-
ical.16 The care of the algorithm is a care of mathematics, in which the 
mathematical desires of metrics become the operative basis for pro-
ducing and transmogrifying the material.17 Algorithms are material, 
are real, and are not human.18

Thus, we may begin to make sense of the otherwise bizarre deci-
sion of major municipalities to spend billions outsourcing the impor-
tant work of making sense of their cities to mathematicians and computer 
scientists under the employ of tech conglomerates.19 This, rather than 
a mere case of privatizing public services, essentially reorganizes the 
target of urban governance toward algorithms, server farms, and com-
putational nerve centers. Labor and capital are drawn to the care of 
the mathematical and its infrastructure as a �eld of vision— as a way to 
materialize the city for intervention. Rather than use computational 
capacity to maximize labor power, maximum labor power serves car-
ing for the algorithm.

Third, the contours of neoliberal biopolitics demand a much 
less individuated subject than is often taken for granted.20 They have 
in fact necessitated massive population blocks and stabilized subjec-
tivities as targets of state and economic intrusion. Rather than pro-
ceed from new economic and social theory, neoliberalism inherited 
a deeper and durable project of heteropatriarchal, militarized racial 
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capitalism.21 I call this ontological stabilization of populations deep 
managerial time. I do so in an e¯ort to push back against a narrative 
of neoliberalism as an individuating practice that upends coherent 
space- time,22 and as a reminder that the violent organization of popu-
lations subjected to state violence is an inheritance of plantation cap-
italism given a technocratic veneer.23

The ontological requirements of plantation capitalism’s meta-
morphosis into neoliberalism demanded a putatively “Èexible” human 
subject in order to mask the essential stability of state violence and 
capital expropriation, particularly against women, people of color, and 
queer populations.24 Neoliberalism’s critics tended, therefore, to focus 
on how the human subject was constituted for population management 
through a focus on destabilizing epistemologies. This theoretical in-
tervention is often bracketed as the linguistic turn.25 Although often 
labeled antimaterialist, a reframing of neoliberal ontology as deep man-
agerial time opens the space to argue that it was in fact diagnosing the 
methodologies of population formation under neoliberalism.26 While 
neoliberalism still exists, the shift toward algorithmic eÌciency as an 
end in itself suggests that there is a change in the ontological object 
of governance, in which the “human” ceases to be the desired, massi-
�ed target and is in fact replaced by the massi�cation of the data trail.

In suggesting this, I do not mean to say that this change has 
inaugurated a practice of governing that is wholly new in the sense of 
evaporating intersectional realities of distributions of power and vio-
lence. Nor do I want to claim that its e¯ects are phenomenologically 
novel in the sense that denizens of “smart cities” so much as notice the 
shift. New York is a city that allows its oÌcers to use possession of 
prophylactics as legitimate evidence to charge gender- nonconforming 
people with soliciting.27 It deals with criticisms of pervasive police 
violence and abuse against people of color by suggesting that victims 
solicit state violence by failing to submit to arrest fast enough.28 It 
arrests young people of color for dancing on subways.29 The NYPD 
now pursues a policy of “omnipresence” rather than “stop-question-
and-frisk,”30 but white supremacist capitalist heteropatriarchy is alive 
and well, and tends to target similar bodies over a longue durée. Inter-
sections and their e¯ects, in other words, are real.

And yet the truth of this “changing same” does not denude the 
potential utility of promulgating conceptual tools to reckon with 
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shifting horizons of social life.31 It instead refashions such a socio-
logical imagination as speculative rather than reÈective. The aim is 
not to take stock of existing conditions and propose likely explana-
tions for why they exist as such, or to look at existing dynamics and 
infer a future. Rather, it is to try to tease out the implications that 
advancing technical capacities and shifting aims of governance have 
for a virtual sociality that is materializing. It aspires, to borrow a term 
from A. N. Whitehead, toward a prehensive logic of critique,32 rather 
than a predictive one.

Predictive or inferential sociology uses the logics of deep mana-
gerial time to produce populations durable enough to solicit prediction 
in order to mobilize (often state) resources to act on them.33 First, a 
subject must be suÌciently stabilized theoretically to justify its in-
terpellation in a survey with reasonable expectation that the hailed 
subject recognize herself as such. We might think of Judith Butler’s 
concept of the citational practices of gender formation as an emblem-
atic example of how this operates.34

Then, the population parameters of the interpellated subject 
must be drawn on a naturalized sociality that, while it is perhaps “con-
structed,” is always constructed by and for “the human.” In other 
words, to keep with the example: once gender stabilizes as a de�nite 
category of investigation, it serves as a methodological organizing 
point for comparison against a range of social forces. Inferential soci-
ology might ask, for example, What is the relationship between 
“women” and “wealth” over a “life course”?

In mapping the data�ed subjects onto the social terrain (other-
wise known as demography), a population emerges (women) as having 
a logical trajectory over a space- time that is either heteronormative or 
in a dialectical relation to heteronormativity (life course). The tauto-
logical assumption of this feedback loop is the stability and centrality 
of “the human” over spans that are inherited from hegemonic notions 
of space- time, and which then justify the bringing to bear of state 
apparatuses for intervention.

However, in light of the turn to big data, the methodological 
tools and epistemological justi�cation for the practice of predictive 
sociology is eclipsed by a mode of data collection and analysis that 
does not guess at a future but expands the temporal logic of the pres-
ent into a mode of capturing possible futures.35 Histories do not 
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course through a durable present onto a logical or imaginable future. 
Rather, patterns circulate, emerge, destabilize, robbing “human” tem-
porality of meaning, reaching for virtual life trajectories actualized 
in the vanishing present of an algorithmic calculation that is already 
always disassembling and grasping at new objects.

In proposing prehensive sociology as an alternative to predictive 
or preemptive, there is also a necessary rejection of the notion that 
sociology’s role is fundamentally one of demysti�cation. Instead, we 
should consider sociology as a mode of practice for what Deleuze 
called developing new weapons.36 As Karen Gregory argues, “Big data, 
like soylent green, is made of people.”37 True. But I wonder whether 
what “people” are becomes increasingly fungible in a period in which 
the target of governance is not “people” but, rather, the trails of data 
that cyborged bodies produce and pass through, are instantiated and 
captured by.38

The fact of the matter is that opening up the black box does not 
explain social ontologies; it reasserts the supremacy of human ingenu-
ity and capacity (one is tempted to say “mastery”) as the only reason-
able mode of explaining the social.39 I would argue that, rather than 
“always historicize,”40 the call might be to “always mystify” in order to 
see where these unclear or occluded social relations draw novel spaces 
for understanding an increasingly mystifying sociality. Algorithms are 
largely made by people, for people, to do mundane tasks that people 
are not good at doing very fast. But algorithms are also generative 
social actors that proliferate relations in strange and awkward direc-
tions,41 that allure social objects to them and peel o¯ bizarre qualities 
into their relational matrices.42 I want to follow OOO in arguing, 
forcefully, that these trails are not traces, nor are they immaterial. 
They are objects of intervention that are every bit as real, as material, 
as human beings.43 This emergent object is exactly the cyborged god-
dess that Puar suggests.44 To think contemporary sociality, we could 
move away from the central assumption that the phenomenological 
body is the only logical starting point for thinking social experience 
and toward these mystical cyborgs as a basic organizing principle of 
contemporary dispositifs of control.

Bodies in this alternative prehensive logic are informational, 
overÈowing, never dead (what does it mean for them to be alive? to 
whom and subject to what conditions does liveliness register?), never 
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outside production.45 The absence of particular modes of embodiment 
from �elds of data collection are powerful informatic present absences 
just as much as the fully capturable data pro�les of the networked 
and ensconced digital classes. Metadata on where credit cards are not 
being swiped and quanti�ed selves are not being tracked are just as 
useful information as the metadata on where they are.46

This weird logic renders intersections of oppression as computa-
tion errors; debility, disability, genetic inheritance move from organi-
zational operative logics of population management to informational 
glitches of nonoptimal bodily manifestation.47 This is a reformulation 
of a truth that feminist, queer, antiracist scholarship has known and 
argued for a long time: that, from the governing perspective of soci-
eties of discipline and control, “deviant” bodies have always been 
computation errors, subject to correction. It is no surprise that the 
�gure of the cyborg has emerged so forcefully out of feminist posthu-
man scholarship: the cyborg has always been built through a white 
supremacist heteropatriarchal logic that holds nonnormative (read: 
not white, not hetero, not male, not able, not wealthy) bodies as always 
already being- toward- management. And, indeed, it is the common-
sense understanding that these bodies call out for intervention (in 
their hysteria, in their ill- discipline, in their disease, in their melan-
cholia, in their skin, in their muscles, in their a¯ects, in their bodies 
themselves) that undergirds Michel Foucault’s periodization of the 
trajectory of biopolitics.48

To tease out aspects of this emerging ontologic, and its implica-
tions for sociality, the rest of this chapter is divided into three sections. 
In the �rst, I consider the example of the NYPD’s Domain Awareness 
System as indicative of an emerging settlement in the logics of capital 
and governance on how to properly consider the organization and 
management of the urban. While I focus on the New York case, I situ-
ate it within a more general consideration of “smart cities” and data 
management systems, and the competitive drive of major information- 
technology concerns (primarily IBM, Microsoft, and Cisco Systems) 
to carve out shares of the increasingly lucrative market. Part of this 
process consists of reimagining the material world as eminently math-
ematizable, and thereby Èattening out received ontological hierarchies 
of things.
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In the second section, I explain how this ontological Èattening 
denotes a signi�cant shift in logics of population organization away 
from deep managerial time and toward an emergent mode of sociality 
that Patricia Ticineto Clough, Karen Gregory, Benjamin Haber, and 
I have elsewhere identi�ed as “the datalogical.”49 Our concept of the 
datalogical derives from Clough’s recent work that theorizes the 
shifting relations between materiality, metrics, and measurement in 
the context of teletechnology and the rise of digital sociality. In this 
section, I address these concepts speci�cally to what I understand as a 
nested transition zone in which the datalogical and deep managerial 
time uneasily cohabitate.

In the �nal section, I turn to some of the implications of datalogic 
for life and liveliness. I wonder particularly about the necropolitics 
of the algorithm and the manner in which emergent digital technol-
ogies like the Domain Awareness System enact a sort of “furious 
media” that communicates between incommensurate ontological 
planes.50 I call this uncanny transubstantiation “digital mysticism” and 
argue that refusing the mystical qualities of the black box on the 
grounds that the black box can, in fact, be deconstructed is too easy a 
move in too classic a critical theory vein.51 Instead, a fruitful specula-
tive sociology might not satisfy itself with demonstrating how digital 
systems are just code and god is all science, and take seriously the 
a¯ective captures of a social logic that is so smugly disinterested in 
the human.

Domain Awareness
In spring 2014, NYPD commissioner Bill Bratton testi�ed before the 
New York City Council at a hearing on the departmental budget and 
announced that much of the department’s $4.1 billion budget is ear-
marked for investment in an ominously named “Domain Awareness 
System” data- processing nerve center.52

The Domain Awareness System (DAS), codeveloped with 
Microsoft, run by Microsoft technicians and analysts, and sold for 
Microsoft’s pro�t to other municipalities (New York keeps 30 percent 
of proceeds as an alternative tax structure),53 has two broad functions. 
At once proactive and reactive, the system is designed to syncretically 
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loop, making an apparently cybernetic circuit aimed at clarifying gen-
eralized surveillance data into actionable policing information.

DAS applies massive processing power to rapidly sort through 
NYC’s surveillance data. Built with Homeland Security funds under an 
antiterrorism mandate, its surveillance extends far beyond the obviously 
“criminal” to include data as exotic as feeds from radiation detectors— 
sensitive enough to pick up recent chemotherapy treatment in passing 
bodies— and sophisticated enough to rapidly recall up to �ve years’ 
worth of stored “metadata” and temporally unbounded (and unde-
�ned) “environmental data” in its continuously mined databases.54

The DAS converts these massive information streams, on the 
order of several petabytes, into preemptive geospatial representations 
(maps) that are rapidly �ltered down the department hierarchy to 
identify locations and classes of possible criminal activity.55 The 
department argues that if it “knows” where the “criminals” will be, 
when they will be “there,” and what “crimes” they will commit before 
the “criminals” do, then the department can proactively prevent them. 
“Real time” capacity to process massive streams of seemingly innocu-
ous or unrelated bits of surveillance data will, the logic goes, produce 
patterns in the space- time and human geography of criminality that 
will allow police personnel and matériel to be applied with maximum 
eÌciency.56

At the NYC budget meeting, councilmembers were quick to 
point out the unsettling ring of such a police praxis. In response, an 
obviously exasperated commissioner chided the Council that, whether 
civilians like it or not, “Predictive policing is real and it is here. We are 
beginning to write algorithms that identify in a real- time way paths of 
criminal activity.”57 While political critics and activists desperately cite 
the dignity of the human subject as an agent of free will as a neces-
sary condition for sociality,58 the prison– industrial complex gleefully 
does away with this basic pretension of the Enlightenment. The vir-
tual future here actualizes in the pattern recognition of the expanded 
present. The distinction between the two blurs, as a new emergent 
object of datalogical analysis compresses and contorts temporality 
and embodiment into a strange blur of mystifying sorting systems. 
What is simultaneously targeted and conjured is not the human but 
the patterning of capacities and possibilities distributed over networks 
of digital surveillance.
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Whereas DAS’s predictive capabilities are designed to improve 
the department’s oracular ability, its crisis- response infrastructure is 
essentially reactive: designed to optimize the application and econ-
omy of force- dispersal. When an “incident” occurs on the DAS grid, 
the system identi�es the type of disturbance and its location. It dis-
plays this information on a set of massive screens in its downtown 
nerve center and automatically shows the feeds from all local surveil-
lance cameras. The center’s technicians (Microsoft employees) then 
coordinate police and emergency service response. At the same time, 
the system is storing the details of the incident in its metadata banks,59

where they remain inde�nitely available for future proactive data min-
ing.60 Thus, the system’s circular functionality repurposes in- progress 
events as granulated futural data, recombinable as data points in com-
plex algorithms within the entire surveillance apparatus of the city of 
New York.

On the one hand, this data�cation of the social world, in order 
to be circulated in predictive algorithmic architectures, reÈects the 
aim of apparatuses of security to modulate risk at a distance.61 Rather 
than cordon o¯ a ghettoized “space of con�nement” into which crim-
inality can be organized and acted on,62 the DAS distributes the logic 
of securitized surveillance throughout the social �eld.63 Its distributed 
sensor systems make the Èuxes and Èows of the city the raw infor-
matic material from which it can build algorithms that produce iso-
morphic knowledge of “paths to criminal activity.” At the back end, 
the DAS actively maximizes the eÌciency of tactical response in the 
real- time unfolding of crisis. Rather than overwhelming disciplinary 
police presence, the DAS aims to minimize points of contact between 
urban municipal apparatus and urban disruption. In neoliberal par-
lance, this minimization of contact points is called “eÌciency.”

The orientation of security away from geographically delimited 
spatiotemporal structures (discipline) and toward di¯use and minimal 
population modulation (control) does not imply a reduction in applied 
force. On the contrary, apparatuses of control depend on the maximal 
application of force at minimal points of contact to most eÌciently 
mobilize population dynamics toward satisfactory ends.64 Extreme 
technical governance is necropolitical. Since the DAS aims to distrib-
ute the maximal application of force at minimum points of contact 
(eÌciency) and models future analytics on the relative e¯ectiveness of 
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existing models, it is not uninteresting that the city’s favorite example 
of this system in action is a 2012 incident outside the Empire State 
Building in which police rapidly and accurately responded to a vio-
lent assault only to accidentally shoot nine bystanders.65 The speed of 
response time, number of oÌcers deployed, accuracy of DAS geospa-
tial data— in short, the eÌciency of maximum application of force— 
outweigh the consequences of the operation. The useful information 
gleaned is enough to render such a fraught exercise in the incidental 
spilling of civilian blood a technological success story.

Depending on one’s political disposition and lived intersectional 
reality, the DAS often reads as either an important new tool in the 
quest to build a fairer, smarter, safer city or an Orwellian surveillance 
dystopia. It is, of course, neither. DAS does not care about the “you” 
of Èesh and bone. It “cares” about making materiality interestingly 
mathematical. That is to say, once “the world” is a nebula of informa-
tional clusters, the interest of sorting algorithms is to see what sorts 
of relationships can be mapped and what patterns might emerge. A 
human’s ontological status of “being” sublimes into the possibilities of 
�nding improbable relations between data sets.

Deep Managerial Time and  
Ontologies of Neoliberal Population
It is tempting to argue that developing techniques that seek to man-
age and make sense of the “infoglut” of contemporary data collection 
emerge smoothly out of neoliberal practices and theories.66 After all, 
these techniques are largely being developed by state and corporate 
interests that are major boosters for neoliberal ideologies and pro�t 
from neoliberal restructuring. I argue, however, that while these sets 
of practices are concatenating within neoliberal ecologies, they are, 
by introducing datalogical object- logics,67 in fact warping many of 
the basic assumptions that have undergirded neoliberal capitalism. As 
a consequence, novel spaces of necropolitical distribution are metas-
tasizing throughout an increasingly digitized social �eld.

While neoliberalism has been about the devolution of state 
apparatuses designed to manage the economy, it has never been about 
the devolution of the state or the dividuation of populations.68 Rather, 
it has always depended on the formulation of explicit and durable 

Behar.indd   258 29/08/2016   8:32:56 AM



Both a Cyborg and a Goddess  259

populations that are to be subjected to state violence in the interest- 
smoothing spaces for the Èow of capital.69 Always indistinguishable 
from biopolitics,70 neoliberalism is, before anything else, a set of tactics 
and strategies that has human populational (re)productive capacity as 
its target, and the human security state as its weapon. In the service  
of this mode of organizational logic, neoliberalism has depended on 
the deep managerial time of populations, with the human subject as 
its target.

Deep managerial time demands an ontological separation between 
what is being measured, the population that measurement produces, 
and the institutional apparatuses that will then be brought to bear. 
These ontological distinctions presume a diachronic coherence between 
object measured and population produced as a political justi�cation 
for taking action to modulate the population. The necessary assump-
tion, in this loop, is that the committed institutional resources will 
articulate a change at the level of the human thing itself that will then 
be noticeable on the metric reproduction of the population. This is 
the requisite temporal durability of deep managerial time: everything 
will still (more or less) be there when you get around to measuring it 
once again.

Under deep managerial time, the orientation of governance and 
capital is toward the durable replication and modulation of biopoliti-
cal categories. This is to say that the nexus of governmental strategies 
that underwrote the formation and reproduction of a laboring body 
politic under industrial and postindustrial capitalism imagined social-
ity as the terrain of the organic, with the human as the �gure on which 
social logics could be drawn.71 Neoliberal capital- state formations rest 
on an ontological relationship between measuring technologies, statis-
tical populations, and institutional arrangements in which the target 
of governance is the organized relationship between human demo-
graphic groups and capitalized and/or militarized environments.72

Such social relationships are manufactured by hegemonic hetero-
patriarchal notions of the “biological,” in which intersectionally 
informed rhythms of life transmogrify into denuded technocratic 
assumptions like “life span.”73 Straight, industrial, middle- class tempo-
ralities then stand in for sociological projections across “generations,” 
in which the labor of reproduction disappears into assumptions about 
the “life course.” An interest in the maximization of certain forms of 
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life and the abandonment- toward- death of others drives a particular 
project of state science geared to the production and assessment of 
populations as hybrid biological questions, sites of technical interven-
tion, and grounds for probabilistic governance. In other words, the 
“human” object that is the target of biopolitical governance is a prod-
uct of its own tautology— produced by exactly the set of techniques 
that are designed to measure and collate them into probable futures.74

For such systems of power/knowledge to “make sense,” they must 
commit to time scales that are conceivable and knowable. Based instru-
mentally on histories that are spun into recognizable, “meaningful” 
narratives, the production of human sciences enact a peculiar ontol-
ogy in which the most signi�cant time- spaces at which measurement 
might be pursued and honed are oriented around the rhythm of 
“human” time spans. This biopolitical governmentality of human 
life— in which institutions of statecraft combine to form knowledge 
practices that situate a particular convergence of historical, social, and 
industrial forces as neutrally “human”— is doubly articulated as the 
raison d’être of the social. It is from where the rationales and funding 
for measurement emerge. Such ontological assumptions of concepts 
like “life course” then demand an imagining of predictive futures that 
are all committed to a temporality centered on the “human” and the 
state apparatuses that have produced it. Deep managerial time, in its 
solicitation of rational or reasonable assumptions of the relationship 
between government, capital, and organism, do the work of mystify-
ing and reinscribing the very force relations that are purportedly the 
subject of measure.75

As neoliberalism deterritorializes the ontological premises of deep 
managerial time, it also reterritorializes. So, with the dissolution of 
industrial union- based contract bargaining, and that model of labor 
settlement’s presumption of “straight” time and space, there is the 
reterritorialization of heteronormative family arrangements as a puni-
tive demand of the state. We can think here of the attacks launched 
against the urban poor in the twinned dismantling of welfare and roll-
out of “quality of life” policing as a state project of reorganizing and 
reinforcing heterocapitalist family formations that had been under 
pressure in the wake of the collapse of the industrial settlement.76

Indeed, we would do well to remember that part and parcel of 
the turn toward neoliberal economic doctrine in the 1970s and 1980s 
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was a state retrenchment in security that speci�cally targeted spaces 
that were not apparently heteronormative as sites of state violence. To 
secure the “free hand” of the market’s investment, state apparatuses 
(particularly in New York) mobilized “broken windows” policing 
strategies to designate queer, and particularly queer people of color, 
as populations that are inherently criminal, subject to and deserving 
of state violence. Times Square, after all, was “cleaned up”— that is to 
say, militarily smoothed out for heteronormative capital Èows— to 
attract the investment of the Disney Corporation.77

The violent imposition of heterocapitalist space- time has been 
a fundamental commitment of neoliberal strategies in governance. 
Rather than see this as aberrant to individuating and anomic eco-
nomic structures, we might follow Clyde Woods in pointing out that 
the violent organization of neoliberalism has inherited its logics from 
southern “plantation capitalism.”78 He contends that the continuities 
between plantation capitalism and neoliberalism are clearly articu-
lated in three arenas. First is capital’s consolidation of land ownership 
e¯ected under neoliberal regimes through new enclosure policies such 
as asset stripping, rezoning, and “economic redevelopment.” Second is 
capital’s consolidation over labor power, e¯ected through systematic 
hammering of labor unions, massive devaluation of labor value, and 
criminalization of poverty. Third is capital’s necropolitical consolida-
tion over policing power and the systematic inversion of legal frame-
works for rights claims and citizenship status79 (what Lisa Marie 
Cacho has termed “social death”), conducted under the auspices of 
wars on drugs, gangs, terror, and so forth.80

Neoliberalism has, in other words, always been about the pro-
duction of spatially static and temporally durable populations deliber-
ately exposed and subjected to systematic state violence. The major 
distinction is that neoliberalism has historically been articulated and 
defended in purely technocratic language. Rather than late- capitalist 
enclosure, state- driven (or at least enabled) projects of capital extrac-
tion and land consolidation are framed as “economic redevelopment” 
or “neighborhood improvement” projects, justi�ed with sociologically 
bankrupt statistical economic projections. It ought to be shocking 
to no one that a region’s GDP will increase after the poor are forcibly 
expelled and replaced by capital- intensive development schemes. It 
ought, likewise, to come as no surprise that, as Roderick Ferguson 
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points out, such technocratic assessments of economy and the criti-
cisms leveled at them from their “left” rest on the a priori radical eli-
sion of the poorest and most vulnerable from the social.81 In other 
words, it is exactly the force of such a technocratic turn to violently 
dispossess the poor by producing them as negative populations, as 
generative populational voids against which the proper body politic 
can be constituted.82

The pursuit of totalized technocracy that is governance- by- 
algorithm has inaugurated a mode of ontological organization that 
dissolves deep managerial time. It has provoked a disarticulating 
movement away from biopolitical orientations toward life and its 
political constructions, and toward the speculative technical manage-
ment of a granulated universe of data�ed things. This process has 
several characteristic features that, borrowing loosely from Deleuze’s 
concept of the diagram,83 we can analyze to coordinate an emerging 
mode of calculative governance whose intensity is such that it has 
instantiated a quantitative shift in the logics of the arrangement of 
governance and capital that has provoked a qualitative change in the 
production and management of populations.

This rests precisely on (rather than in spite of ) the apparently 
diagrammatic character of big data analytics technologies across such 
disparate �elds as �nancial trading, public security, military, weather 
prediction, and so forth. This is most obviously seen in data “fusion 
centers” being rolled out across the planet. These centers often rely 
on algorithms designed for one purpose (like weather prediction) in 
order to make sense of institutionally distinct information Èows (so 
inputs like traÌc patterns and electrical grid eÌciency end up as basi-
cally equal input data points).

Just as the �nancialization of industry has depended on traders’ 
capacities to reduce production companies to constituent parts and 
sell them as speculative values on the �nancial market, fusion centers 
depend on the logic that institutional histories and knowledges are 
reducible to constituent parts that can be algorithmically analyzed 
diagonally across seemingly di¯erentiated knowledge formations. Such 
an orientation explicitly undermines the ontological presumptions 
behind deep managerial time. Instead of presuming durability, of 
organisms, social groups, and institutions, and viewing such durabil-
ity as epistemologically meaningful and practically desirable, policy 
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based on massive data mining explodes temporality and strobes it. 
Histories and historically based policies and policing are transformed 
into mobile data points. Such analytic systems require understanding 
capital and community as contagious sets of zeros and ones.84

Digital Mysticism, or The Cyborged Goddess
This necropolitical heterotopia rests on the built- in total indi¯erence 
of computational governance to make ontological distinctions. In Dig-
ital Memory and the Archive, Wolfgang Ernst points out that, within 
the black box of the computer, the entire notion of “multimedia” is 
a con. There are not multiple medias circulating in the computer’s 
hardware being translated via a digital interface. Instead, digitization 
converts material waveforms into binary bits of information that, to 
the computer, are interchangeable. The phenomenological appearance 
of multiple medias is incidental to indi¯erent computer hardware. 
It is a by- product of the particular arrangement of human bioware.85

This Èattening of the material into the digitally transactional extends 
with smart city systems into the materiality of life itself. Objects may 
exist, endure, and allure one another,86 but under the regime of in-
formatics, such temporalities become operational formalities rather 
than ontological substrates. Objects are, in other words, only as real 
as their capacity to be made computational.87 Bodies are dividuated 
points of recombinable data, and “humanness” is a slowing modula-
tion of data Èow.88 In data- driven systems of informatic governance 
like the NYPD’s DAS, life is incidental to the collection and circula-
tion of useful data.

DAS maps produce space, time, and objects’ secondary qualities 
as policeable. Under given spatiotemporal, racialized conditions, like 
gang injunction sites, the color red is a criminal o¯ense.89 The DAS 
does not determine the policy of outlawing red shirts on black bodies, 
but it provides the technical know- how to determine where red dye 
is transubstantiated into an eventuality of violence. That the violence 
provoked by redness is ordinarily police violence is recycled back into 
a system that understands it as an indicator that “crime is dropping.” 
That is to say, the criminalization of secondary qualities does not reduce 
violence, as though “violence” is a neutral and abstract thing. Instead, 
it proliferates violence by endowing the state with the preemptive 

Behar.indd   263 29/08/2016   8:32:56 AM



264  R. Joshua Scannell

justi�cation to Èood an area with its own violence— a violence that 
does not register with departments that understand state violence to 
be disinterested and therefore not worth collating. So the ratcheting 
up of state violence, and the distribution of justi�ed violent action 
toward ever more granulated sites of a¯ective infraction, perversely 
generates a drop in statistically registered violence. Gang injunction 
sites, by enabling and amplifying state violence, and proliferating 
incarceration, insanely indicate to technicians of data collection cen-
ters that violence as such is dropping.

The DAS is indi¯erent to the maximization of certain life 
potentials over others in that life is incidental to the map, no more 
relevant than credit histories, shopping habits, electrical usage levels, 
road quality, air quality, radiation levels, real estate values, noise levels, 
transportation habits, and so forth. It is the capacity to geospatially 
arrange such derivate populational values in fast time that is the tar-
get of this new mode of state- sponsored, Microsoft- driven criminal 
production. Racialization and racism’s “state- sanctioned or extralegal 
production and exploitation of group- di¯erentiated vulnerability to 
premature death” are the raw material, rather than the end point, of 
such a mode of governance- beyond- control.90 In such a brutally tech-
nical logic of the body politic, the urban poor and mentally ill rot in 
Rikers Island less because of surplus labor than because of surplus life, 
because they do not make beautiful math.

But, as is so often the case, if the idea behind this system is to 
“change the world” in any meaningfully phenomenological sense of 
the phrase, then none of it works very well. Despite hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars that cities pour into smart data management systems, 
“the city” is still a mess. In New York, quality of life arrests and com-
munity policing have criminalized so many quotidian practices that 
the discretion of the police force to stop, question, frisk, and assault is 
essentially unencumbered.91 The impact of “data driven” policing sys-
tems has basically been to disincentivize police oÌcers’ relationships 
with policed populations. With the building computational intensity 
of DAS, most oÌcers are rendered little more than remote controlled 
enforcers, with limited autonomy to do more than make arrest num-
bers and inÈict violence. They become the prison- industrial- complex 
equivalent of Amazon warehouse employees, whose labor is monitored 

Behar.indd   264 29/08/2016   8:32:56 AM



Both a Cyborg and a Goddess  265

and “maximized” by algorithms. For many on the receiving end, the 
way DAS predictive policing has played out in real life is indis-
tinguishable from an era before big data analytics became a byword 
for “good governance” and middle managers started to talk like Ayn 
Randian technoshamans.

And indeed, big data discourses have increasingly adopted a tenor 
normally reserved for theological considerations. St. Augustine’s proof 
of the existence of god is repurposed through technobabble about 
unfathomably enormous data sets pregnant with meaning, but inacces-
sible to human consciousness. Algorithms appear as gnostic grimoires, 
with cults of tech priests trained to divine the latent meaning of their 
communiqués. What systems like DAS are designed to do is to ren-
der the social as an undi¯erentiated nightmare world of information 
subject to technical intervention and modulation. In its uncanniness, 
it seems a furious media accessible only through enchanted techno-
logical interfaces. Computers are of course hardware. They are nuts- 
and- bolts counting machines that are easily demysti�ed. Opening the 
“black box” and looking at its components can bring the mechanism 
down to earth, and taking apart the algorithm to see its components 
can remind us of its banality. And yet what they do is apophatic. They 
translate between incommensurate ontological planes, droving the 
via negativa of technocratic capitalism. They enact technical shifts in 
the logics of governance and population that account for something 
like organic liveliness as an afterthought, as an ontological haunting 
of the numbers.

Both techno- theological fever dream and heavily capitalized 
reality, the quanti�cation of everything manifests itself in increasingly 
ubiquitous technologies of data�cation and digital surveillance, of 
which the DAS is but one example. The universe of things is constantly 
generating data and passing through data�ed terrains and conjuring 
calculated ecologies. The data�cation of everything is underpinned 
by a radical reformulation of liveliness as capacity. A hallucinatory 
reworking of the possibilities of the body as a �eld of intervention or 
ontological object is achieved by a nearly theological encounter with 
the possibilities of informatics to draw improbable arrangements of 
technical, modular populations. I call this operational enchantment of 
the computational “digital mysticism.”
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But not mysticism in the sense of the total fetishization of the 
commodity that Apple devotees perform, in which iPhones seem like 
late- capitalist Turin shrouds, or in the sense of ascribing magical qual-
ities to things that are actually quite understandable. Actual algorithms 
are often quite boring. It is mysticism as a way to trace how the vir-
tuality of big data has reorganized networks and relations between 
objects in such a way as to make their “objectness” almost spectral 
and, crucially, always subject to transubstantiation— into code, into 
data sets, into eÌciency, into ease, into leisure, all of which are ways 
of saying into capacities of measurement. This measurement, this 
thirst for metrics, this perverse gnosis enchants the speculative jouis-
sance of a¯ective technocapital and the rapacious desires of a carceral 
state that yearns for the grounds to commit violence without viola-
tion. Not mysticism as metaphor but as an accelerative, iterative logic 
of power. To the extent that there is much left of a human assemblage 
to be found here, it is certainly a cyborg goddess.

Conclusion
In sum, the emergence of datalogical political calculus from within 
neoliberalism’s violent population racism is noteworthy not because it 
abnegates the latter’s violent drives and processes. Instead, it reinte-
grates neoliberalism’s negative populations as pro�table sites of data, 
and therefore capital, generation. Acting at a distance, governance 
probes and prods capital’s queer times and places, importing them 
into its mutable calculus of security. For systems like the Domain 
Awareness System, the concentration of the absence of digital infor-
mation is in fact productively generative of new arrangements in the 
logics and apparatuses of security and capital. From quanti�ed human 
security regimes to speculative derivatives bundling subprime mort-
gages to apps purpose- built to guide users on how to evade “sketchy” 
neighborhoods, the emerging forms of governmentality bundle the 
Other of deep managerial time, against which institutional capacity 
is mobilized as a coproducer of informatics security- capital. By way 
of conclusion, I propose three sets of problematics that the emergent 
dynamics of data logic suggest.

1. Datalogic is emergent within neoliberal settlements of capital 
and governance— speci�cally the consolidating formation colloquially 
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called “big data.” Big data has required heavily capitalized commit-
ments to expanding the reach and power of data analytics tools in the 
interest of maximizing eÌciency and productivity. Often the product 
of hybrid projects of state and private capital, big data infrastructures 
and projects have tended to demonstrate a commitment to instru-
mental and technical modes of governance often associated with 
neoliberalism.

And while the drivers for this investment in such a particular 
mode of data analytics comports with neoliberalism’s �nancial imper-
atives, it signals a nascent rupture with neoliberal governmentality’s 
institutional mode of measuring and organizing the social. Neolib-
eralism as a political praxis has always been deeply committed to 
institutionally driven tactics of drawing, consolidating, and acting on 
populations in the interest of maximizing the social space for capital 
accumulation and expansion. I de�ned and described this set of oper-
ative logics as deep managerial time.

In tracing the power- knowledge dynamics of deep managerial 
time, I also hope to have Èagged certain shifts in the governmentality 
of populations. Deep managerial time’s reliance on institutional com-
mitments to the production of populations in the name of capital 
security has historically demanded the forcible consolidation of pop-
ulations and spaces that are to be excluded from capital expansion, 
to be left or made to die or to be rendered surplus. Datalogic, though 
not necessarily less brutal, mutates security’s carceral spatiotemporal 
logic.

2. Datalogic performs a praxis of surfaces. It is nonideological in 
the hermeneutic sense of the term. It is postideological and post political 
in a way that neoliberalism never has been. Whereas neoliberalism’s 
commitment to deep managerial time presupposed to the ontological 
stability of a human organism from which to launch the interrogation 
and production of a polity,92 datalogic dissolves the organismic into 
an anorganic analytic of computable relations. This, on the one hand, 
works as a political nonpolitics. On the other, in its postpolitical tech-
nocracy, it depends on a certain dissolution of the body into matrices 
of analytics and control. I suggest that we might understand this pro-
cess as a shift away from the mode of “encounter” in which the body 
“encounters” the technical or the technological in order to “be” digi-
tized. Instead, under a consolidating mode of informatic production, 
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the body emerges as an onto- epistemological coproduction with data. 
The “body” stabilizes as a function of human- indi¯erent techniques 
of measurement, an ontological haunting of data clouds.

3. Datalogic rests on a biomediated necropolitical logic. Hege-
monic techniques of government cannot reduce everything to zeros 
and ones without an ontology that does not particularly concern itself 
with the art of distinguishing between life and nonlife. These systems 
are fundamentally agnostic to the organism. These logics of technical 
governance and capitalization are only possible under conditions in 
which the blanket killing and incarcerating of everything is imagin-
able. It is a transmutation of biopolitical logics of eugenics and geno-
cide and extermination into strategic and technocratic organizations 
of inde�nite detention,93 mass incarceration, thanatopolitical free- �re 
death worlds. If life becomes lively only in its capacity to modulate 
a data set, death becomes just another technical input. Whereas bio-
politics, in its own twisted way, is about maximizing life potentials 
and capacities, this mode of governmentality is about maximizing the 
algorithmic eÌciency of data analysis.

The process of producing death worlds in the name of human 
security certainly proceeds apace. At the same time, the technical 
modes by which the production of population are a¯ected have been 
drawn away from deep managerial time and toward a bizarrely perfor-
mative, human- indi¯erent governmentality that is, beyond anything 
else, about pretty math. Such a mode of governance subjects capital 
and governance to the aesthetic of the algorithm, rather than the other 
way around.
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