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1

0
Demands

Le réel, c’est l’impossible
Jacques Lacan

Soyons réalistes! Demandons l’impossible!
Situationist slogan, May 1968

What is good? Raindrops on roses and whiskers on kittens 
are good, but no list is ever exhaustive. There is an equally 
interminable and probably self-​contradictory list of types of 
good –​ pleasurable, instructive, quotidian, exotic, comforting, 
disturbing… To avoid listing everything that you enjoy (and that 
maybe I do not), philosophers have tended to ask the singular 
question: what is the good? Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle 
divided his ethics (what is good for me?) from his politics (what 
is good for us?) and included some chapters on friendship at the 
hinge point between the two. Ecocritique tells us that the good 
is not limited to individual, interpersonal or social domains of 
human interests. Taking Aristotle ecologically means opening 
politics back towards the ethics of me and you, and forward 
towards planet and universe, expanding to include non-​human 
worlds, from micromolecular to cosmic. Aesthetic politics can-
not avoid the question of the good because, politically and eco-
logically, not even the isolated ‘I’ can have a good life on its own 
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(it cannot live at all without a supporting world), while ecocriti-
cal aesthetics commits to taking account of senses that humans 
do not have: the sensory experiences of mined lands, flooded 
forests and polluted oceans. Ideally, ecocritique would make it 
impossible to consider the look and feel of good things, natural 
or artificial, without considering what they are made of, who or 
what can experience them, where those feelings and meanings 
come from and go to, and what is the ultimate destination of 
the materials they depend on. This is hard, not just because it 
is so complicated, but because it implies resolving another task 
ecocritique sets itself.

Ideally, ecocritique would also stitch together the physi-
cal metabolism that meshes the living and their world with 
the historical fact of human estrangement from technologies 
and ecologies. ‘I’ is a crossroads where gut flora and oceans 
interact with cameras and gardening, generating a self of vary-
ing degrees of coherence and instability. ‘I’ is also a crossroads 
in time, reliant on ancient practices of language and cookery, 
and evolving new grammars and recipes for future genera-
tions. The living self is constantly under construction, looking 
simultaneously up and down and forward and back, consult-
ing what will gradually appear as protagonists of aesthetic 
politics, gods and ancestors. What ‘I’ wants –​ individually, 
interpersonally or politically –​ is unclear. Good only becomes 
murkier when we try to take responsibility for those who will 
come after and those who died before. The question of ‘what is 
good?’ does not have a singular answer, and its many answers 
change over time. The scales of the good –​ individual, interper-
sonal, social and cosmic –​ are processes with different speeds 
and durations, sometimes in harmony, sometimes at odds, 
sometimes going forward together, sometimes turning back at 
seemingly random points along the way. We cannot just ask 
what is good; we have to ask about where and when it is good.
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Aesthetic questions concern whether the good can be 
spoken or written, pictured, told, sounded –​ more generally, 
whether it can be represented other than as an endless list of 
bright copper kettles and warm woollen mittens. Can the good 
be sensed? Or is goodness just an abstraction from all the nice 
things we enjoy and our feelings when we enjoy them? Does 
it escape human senses entirely? Is it something we can only 
intuit? Aesthetics can only describe a good that exists, because 
of its roots in the senses. Politics wants to coax a non-​existent 
good into existence in some nearer or further future. Aesthetic 
politics has somehow to work through this incompatible 
pair: the present good you can experience and a future good 
you imagine and wish for, but which otherwise does not exist. 
An aesthetic politics cannot escape time, braiding together 
yearning for the good old days, desire for something good right 
now and hope for the good to come.

It is possible that once upon a time we could describe 
goodness but no longer can because the good (singular) no 
longer exists, and perhaps never did. That could imply that 
everyone must pursue their own good –​ an impossibility if the 
environment that supports life collapses. Or it could mean 
that the good is yet to arrive. Perhaps people used to be able 
to describe goodness because they believed in its imminent 
arrival. That faith, if it persists, is no longer faith but hope. 
You can only avoid narcissistic wish fulfilment and fantasies 
of domination through hope –​ of the kind that first emerges 
in love and imagination. True, hopes can be played on, love 
can be betrayed and imagination can be exploited. Advertising 
campaigns and populist politicians (despite their angry rhet-
oric) typically promise future harmony and resolution: pie 
in the sky when you die. An aesthetic politics of imagination 
does not. It embraces conflicts, in the psyche, in the world 
and in their relations. Expanding the pursuit of the good to 
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the more-​than-​human commons means negotiating, as love 
does, between incompatible times and scales, ‘now’ and ‘for-
ever’ in love, the deep past and the far future in the ecological 
commons.

The absence of political good in the present is terrible evi-
dence that the worst has already happened. Hope is no longer 
enough, not unless it ascends beyond the benevolent desire 
that everything should be for the best in the best of all possible 
worlds. The United Nations’ COP Climate Change Conferences 
are a case in point; the assembled corporations and govern-
ments combine to announce their inability to change, and 
their readiness to hope for the best. Cultural economist Joseph 
Vogel opens his 2017 book The Ascendancy of Finance with 
the maxim ‘Economic crises are opportunities for making 
the politically impossible politically inevitable’. The opposite 
is true of ecological catastrophe, which, at time of writing, 
appears to have made the inevitable abandonment of fossil 
fuels politically impossible. A telling example of hoping for the 
best (in public) while actively supporting the worst (behind 
closed doors) is described in the International Institute for 
Sustainable Development (Laan et al. 2023) report that the 
G20 nations had invested at least USD 1 trillion in subsidies 
to fossil industries despite pledges at COP conferences and in 
defiance of their electorates. Politicians lure their citizens in 
with the kind of false hope that is untrue and neither good nor 
beautiful. Yet without hope, there would be no voice raised to 
demand anything different. The one thing that a political sys-
tem cannot tolerate is demands. The status quo resists as long 
as it can, on the basis that it is ‘unthinkable’ to open politics 
to slaves, and then women, and now migrants. But no politi-
cal system can withstand articulate demands forever, so that 
political philosophers Jacques Rancière (1999) and Chantal 
Mouffe (2005) define politics as the process of change brought 
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about by new demands. Neither pious nor patient, hope is the 
engine of demands. Politically, hope can never be reduced 
to wishing that everything should come out right in the end. 
Hope drives action for change, or it is not hope.

It became apparent as I came to the end of my previous 
book that any claim to say something true about the world 
necessarily interrupts truth in process (later I discovered the 
philosopher Jean-​Luc Nancy [1998: 12–​15] had beaten me to 
it). Truth-​statements only exist as facts (facta: words, numbers 
or pictures that have been made after the event they describe). 
From the point of view of statements of fact, reality is ephem-
eral, but from the world’s perspective, it is not reality but state-
ments that bob into the light and sink away again. The everyday 
political status quo relies on this steady simmer never reaching 
boiling point. Hope is the extra flame under the pot. It defies 
the facts that constitute the steady state, not with ‘alternative 
facts’ designed to benefit some faction hunting a bigger slice of 
the same old pie but, recognising that systemic facts are more 
ephemeral than the world they pretend to define, by creating 
new hopes and new demands. Politics as the art of the impos-
sible. Like any truth-​statement, political facts do not have to 
be true or permanent to have effects. It is possible that hope 
is the last virtue, but that even hope is vulnerable unless it has 
a powerful admixture of imagination. Driven by imagination 
and hope for a future that by definition does not (yet) exist, 
demands have consequences. Even if it lacks the presence and 
solidity of present suffering, we would be fools to give up hope.

A word on terminology. Mediation refers to the under-
pinning flows that permeate everything and everyone, char-
acterised by continuity. Communication, on the other, hand 
refers to actual historical and social conditions of life, char-
acterised by discontinuity and division. Mediation describes 
the fundamental continuity of bodies and energies regardless 
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of whether they appear to us as human, machinic or natural. 
‘Appear’ might suggest that there is something false about 
the distinctions we make between social, technical and eco-
logical domains, which would be incorrect: those distinc-
tions are our historically existing conditions with real effects 
on how we perceive, feel, think and act. Technology is the 
domain of ancestors. The idea comes from Marx’s insight that 
machines embody the skills and knowledge of ‘dead labour’ 
(Marx 1973: 459–​461). Ecology is the domain of gods: other-​
than-​human forces operating throughout the physical world, 
including living creatures, places, heavenly bodies, matter and 
energy. Society is the essential quality of humans. Individuality 
comes logically and historically after the commons of lan-
guage and shared spaces. The relationship between ances-
tors, gods and societies changes, over time and depending on 
whether they appear through mediation or communication. 
Broadly, human society mediates (or communicates) between 
ancestral technologies (including languages) and ecologies, 
while technologies communicate (or mediate) between socie-
ties and ecologies. As mediation, ecology embraces the other 
domains, for example, delivering the consequences of fossil-​
fuel technologies to suffering human bodies; but, seen as com-
munication, it is excluded from both. Aristotle believed that ‘if 
all communities aim at some good, the state or political com-
munity, which is the highest of all, and which embraces all the 
rest, aims at good in a greater degree than any other, and at the 
highest good’ (Aristotle 1995: 4265). Aesthetic politics is bound 
to go beyond the human, where Aristotle drew the boundary 
of politics. Promoting the good for all, not just humans, needs 
a different insight from another ancient Greek philosopher, 
Plato (1892: 284), who uses the term pankalon, ‘all-​good’, in 
the Euthyphro to describe ‘that fair work which the gods do’. 
The present enquiry into the good takes these concepts as 
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staring points. It would be unusual if it did not change them 
as it develops. The three-​body problem of social–​technical–​
natural has no closed-​form solution and does not repeat. 
Nonetheless, it seemed at least respectful to shape the book 
around four claimants to the crown of goodness –​ wealth, love, 
freedom and imagination –​ and to round them off with a more 
twenty-​first-​century and expansive candidate, the commons.

The enquiry into the good had to start with the bad: wealth. 
The problem is not wealth as such –​ we need enough to live 
well, and to share. The problem came when wealth, as in com-
mon wealth, became profit. Wealth was always a relation; with 
profit, it became a relation of deprivation. Worse, profit does 
not enjoy wealth; it stores it, but in a way that makes accumu-
lated wealth and the owner who gathers it together disappear 
into their own singularity like a black hole. This first chapter 
asks whether the good can be had now and how come good 
things disappear. So the chapter on wealth and inheritance is 
irresistibly followed by a digression on the posthumous condi-
tion, the afterlife where demands go to die.

Chapter 2 strikes a trail through the midnight woods of 
love, not forgetting to look at love for the woods and for the 
stories told about them as well as the amazement of lovers. 
Emerging from the privations of private property, the chapter 
tracks love’s obligations, the risks it demands and the harrowing 
possibility that love can too easily become abusive, proprietary 
and violent. Affection –​ feelings of sympathy and empathy –​ is 
an affect: an emotional and cultural human response to the 
circulation of energies through bodies and things. It is about 
how people strive to make the good arrive by promising to be 
and do good for someone or something else. Against sympathy 
and empathy, apathy, the theme of the digression that follows, 
deals with affectlessness. The opposite of love is not hatred, 
which it combines with all too readily. The opposite of love is 
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to feel nothing. Love is wonderful but it is also intensely local. 
It belongs to the living, and life is fleeting. The aim is to make 
clearer how love belongs with and generates hope by demon-
strating that opposing hope with despair is a theological hang-
over: today, hope’s opposite is numbness and inaction.

The third chapter exchanges interpersonal love for a cos-
mopolitan politics which has pinned its hopes on how certain 
aesthetic-​political virtues make it possible to imagine a good 
future. Chapter 3 moves into politics proper, in its human 
dimensions. It begins by contesting equality, the legal dis-
course of rights and specifically how rights are traded away 
every day. Freedom to buy and sell only reveals the right to be 
bought and sold. At a time when code is at least as significant 
as any older media of connection and debate, the unconscious 
that used to be structured like a language is structured like 
code. Populists’ adored ‘freedom’ is always missing, mislaid 
in a glorious past that populism promises to restore, or stolen 
by some villainous ‘they’. ‘They’, in the language of fascism, are 
cosmopolitans: intellectuals, ethnic others, those who move 
freely between states. Ironically, populist freedom depends on 
neo-​liberal globalisation, a perversion of the very cosmopolis 
they blame for stealing their freedom. Even the most virtuous 
plans impose a present image of virtue onto the future. Plans 
pre-​empt any really new future that might emerge. Politics is 
not about freedom and rights but about obligations extend-
ing not only to posterity but to ancestors. The chapter works 
through ideas of mass unconscious and general cognition in 
pursuit of an alter-​cosmopolis grounded in the new techno-
logical conditions for an emergent collective unconscious.

The fourth chapter, on imagination, reverses the imposi-
tion of the present onto the future and expands beyond the 
human. It seeks out ways that future goods can impose them-
selves on the present and how they might act on the lost past. 
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The figure of imagination knots together the threads of wealth, 
love and freedom as varieties of the good in the ambit of ecolo-
gies, local and planetary. In the face of extinction, we can no 
longer uphold ‘nature’ as a good in itself –​ not if its survival 
requires the elimination of the human species. Challenging 
systems thinking while developing new understandings of 
demand beyond the merely human, the chapter advances the 
idea of a general imagination shared by societies, technologies 
and ecologies. Reconfiguring imagination makes it possible, 
indeed necessary, to reimagine hope, reversing philosopher 
Ernst Bloch’s (1988: 16) adage ‘Hope would not be hope if it 
could not be disappointed’ to assert instead that ‘Hope isn’t 
hope if it can’t be realised’.

The previous book in this trilogy of Aesthetic Politics, 
Truth, set out to find out what the world demands of us; this 
one searches for ways to evaluate the demands we and our 
others make of ourselves and the world (a planned third vol-
ume, Beauty, will address how demand works). In Truth, I tried 
to set up some basic concepts that reappear in Good, includ-
ing the virtue of consideration, the idea that truth is worth-
less if it does not care for the full complexity of situations and 
the consequences of saying or doing something about them. 
Even when it celebrates imagination, Good returns to consid-
eration, care not only for futures and pasts but for the living, 
including the other beyond and the other in me. The Coda 
thinks towards the domain of the good as commons –​ neither 
dominant nor alienated but integral; not a fact but a demand. 
Humanity is only a phase that technics and nature go through, 
but one whose responsibilities, another name for love, place 
it as a crucial mediator between them. A theory of the good 
adequate to the Anthropocene must include the good of (and 
for) the commons, grounded in the transformation of hopeful 
demands and demanding hopes into a common imagination.
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By way of a method, I have coloured the twists of argu-
ment with anecdotes drawn from wherever intuition, mem-
ory and imagination have found inspiration: in films, tools, 
poems, archaeological finds, finance markets, paintings, 
declarations, songs, organisations, recipes, computer pro-
grammes and ideas, which are also anecdotes –​ crossings of 
ancestral traditions and emerging potentials. For reasons 
explored throughout the book, no one theory could cover 
every aspect of goodness and its opposites. Each anecdote 
raises its own objections and its own avenues renewing think-
ing. The Western tradition set up the initial questions, but at 
every step alternative ways of sensing, making, thinking and 
doing called out for new navigations. If this method needs a 
name, call it eclectic, a term too often used to demean a drive 
to go beyond the familiar, essential to any aesthetics or poli-
tics for these times. Neither the one who thinks nor the thing 
they think about is singular or static. There is an overriding 
theme guiding the writing. Ecocritique acknowledges that no 
one and no species, least of all human, is alone. In genre terms, 
Good is an essay; it tries out ideas, testing them in encounters 
where, if the ideas cast light, it is almost always scattered in 
unexpected rainbows, not always in visible wavelengths. An 
essay is made of words. This one is full of the names of writers 
and encounters, often emerging from decolonial, feminist and 
intersectional histories I am a stranger to, that challenge every 
assumption it started from. Aesthetic politics, this oxymoron, 
demands no less.
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Wealth

This is the only sort of universality that there is: when from a 
specific enclosure, the deepest voice calls out.

Édouard Glissant, Poetics of Relation, 74

The Tragedy of ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’

When the poet William Blake wrote in his Proverbs of Hell ‘The 
road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom’ (Blake 1988: 35), 
he was not talking about money. Blake pitched life –​ the physi-
cal capacity for enjoyment –​ against a puritanical ethic of 
self-​control and diminution. The last thing on his mind was 
accumulating. For Blake, spending –​ which still carried its 
older connotation of orgasm –​ was the path to pleasure and 
enlightenment, not piling up and stashing cash. Humans 
need affluence only so we can spend it. Accumulation, we 
could speculate, started with the creation of private property 
on the ruins of common wealth. Private property is founded 
on privation: the power to deprive others. What I accumulate, 
I deny to you. My pleasure depends on excluding you from 
it. My anxiety is that you might steal it, or that an undefined 
‘they’ may devalue it. Those anxieties encourage me to acquire 
more and to stash it away. To ensure I amass more, I deny 
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first your pleasures and then my own (the misery of misers). 
In the olden days, the miserable built castles with their accu-
mulated wealth to defend the wealth they spent building them 
from the people they took it from. Today the same miserable 
class defend their wealth by buying space capsules so they can 
escape the planetary fate that they are in great part responsible 
for. At time of writing, ‘252 men have more wealth than all 1 
billion women and girls in Africa and Latin America and the 
Caribbean, combined’ (Oxfam 2022: 7). What we call wealth, 
this accumulation of private property, has not been collected 
for enjoyment’s sake, but the absolute contrary: its purpose 
is to exclude the vast majority of the world, human and non-​
human, from enjoyment.

There is nothing wrong with wealth as basic subsist-
ence. Article 25 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
(United Nations 1948) says as much, reading in part, ‘Everyone 
has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-​being of himself and of his family.’ Gender presumption 
aside, all other aspirations depend on this: that no one be 
condemned to ignore every other dream or desire because 
they lack food and shelter. Prosperity is good when it secures 
enough for everyone to be able to aspire, not just survive. The 
sad fact is that even that has become an economic and political 
problem. The philosopher Theodor Adorno was right when he 
wrote ‘There is tenderness only in the coarsest demand: that 
no one shall go hungry any more’ (Adorno 1974: 156). When 
wealth acts against this fundamental need, it is evil.

Economic textbooks tell us that money is a measure of 
value, a means of storage and a medium of exchange. As meas-
ure, it tells us what something would be worth if we exchanged 
it. As a store, it coagulates the value that would accrue if we 
exchanged it. So value and storage are secondary: both derive 
from exchange. If we do not exchange, money ceases to be 
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a store or a measure, accumulating and solidifying instead 
into ‘wealth’: static money. It is intriguing that two significant 
works about money, almost a hundred years apart, focus not 
on storage but on exchange. Emile Zola’s novel L’Argent of 
1891, updated on film by Marcel L’Herbier in 1928, revolves 
around fraudulent shares. Robert Bresson’s last film, L’Argent, 
a 1983 update of a 1911 novella by Tolstoy, concerns counter-
feit bills. In the two novels and films, the circulation of money 
is the thread that draws a complex cast of characters into 
moral labyrinths that consume them. Citing both films, the 
philosopher Gilles Deleuze (1989: 77) argues, ‘what defines 
industrial art is not mechanical reproduction but the internal-
ized relation with money. The only rejoinder to the harsh law 
of cinema –​ a minute of image which costs a day of collective 
work –​ is Fellini’s: “When there is no more money left, the film 
will be finished.” Money is the obverse of all the images that 
the cinema shows and sets in place, so that films about money 
are already, if implicitly, films within the film or about the film.’

L’Herbier (1979: 149) described his obsession with ‘film-
ing at whatever price, even (paradoxically) at very great price, 
a fiery indictment of money’. Deleuze emphasises that, as 
investment, the artistic autonomy of a film is an end-​point 
of money’s life as exchange. Every film (an industrial art like 
recorded music, broadcasting, even modern publishing) is an 
expression of money: films that address money as a theme, 
even if they never mention filmmaking, are implicitly films-​
about-​film. We should only add that, in their finished and to 
that extent autonomous form, films are themselves exam-
ples of wealth, money brought to a standstill, just as much as 
they are evidence that, as Paul Valéry (1933: 399) observed of 
poems, a film is never finished, only abandoned. Films can 
be treated as art because they are the trace of money at the 
moment of its vanishing.
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More recent films from the age of digital money find it 
more difficult to picture money itself. Like many people, I have 
not been paid in cash for many years and, since the pandemic, 
rarely carry any. My cashflow is entirely invisible, intangible, 
soundless, anaesthetic. It appears onscreen on my banking 
app, which guides me with infantile icons (‘Home’ is a doll’s 
house; ‘Rewards’ are flagged with a gold star). The finances 
displayed on my app are personal, and the economy they and 
my bank are embedded in does not show at all –​ as if we could 
get weather forecasts but never know about the climate. My 
money has no sensory presence beyond these symbols. Like 
the portolan charts preceding modern maps, banking apps tell 
me which direction I am travelling, but not about the ocean 
I have to cross. On the app, my money is reduced to a set of 
numbers, abstracted from going hungry or having enough to 
eat, and isolated from the vast economic machines –​ the bank 
and the market –​ that have swallowed it whole.

Money has vanished into circuits we no longer see or 
understand and which, judging by the ‘cost of living’ crisis that 
kicked off in 2022, are beyond the control even of those who 
claim to manage it. The economy might be described as an 
interconnected network of databases tracking money’s digital 
ecology, leading to the thought that our models of economics 
and environments are suspiciously similar, both suspiciously 
kin to digital systems. In their Cartographies of the Absolute, cul-
tural theorists Alberto Toscano and Jeff Kinkle (2015) place this 
anaesthetic vanishing in the context of cultural critic Fredric 
Jameson’s aesthetic struggle for ‘cognitive mapping’ (Jameson 
1991: 50–​53). Jameson’s point was that the present lacks maps 
for our condition: we have no cultural forms equivalent to epic 
poetry or nineteenth-​century novels that pictured social rela-
tions as a whole. Toscano and Kinkle’s argument is that even 
when we do have maps –​ in the shape of financial software, 
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for example –​ they are not available for ‘cognition’; they are 
not designed for humans, operating faster and at magnitudes 
greater than humans can sense or comprehend. Nonetheless, 
just like the maps with blank spaces that inspired European 
colonisers from Christopher Columbus to Captain Cook, these 
maps are ‘performative’ (Butler 1988), not just geographical 
descriptions but instruments of exploitation, not only describ-
ing but changing the world that they picture. Semi-​autonomous 
finance software ‘maps’ amass funds in quantities beyond any 
human need or desire, and in the process abandon Blake’s pal-
ace of wisdom in favour of numerical fortresses.

We are still prey to the idea that money equates to human 
good. Perhaps the most notorious statement of support for pri-
vate property in ecological circles is Garret Hardin’s 1968 essay 
‘The Tragedy of the Commons’, which has become a talismanic 
reading for environmental humanities –​ and on neo-​right 
websites –​ more than half a century after its first appearance. 
A tirade against what Paul Ehrlich (1968), only months later, 
would call the Population Bomb, Hardin set out his presump-
tions in the form of a parable about common pastoral land. 
Because ‘each herdsman seeks to maximise his gain’, ‘Each 
man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his 
herd without limit –​ in a world that is limited’ (1968: 1244). 
Betrayed by its gender bias, unsupported by any histories or 
anthropology of pastoral societies and artificially limited by 
focusing on pastoralism, unsupported by gardening or hunt-
ing, Hardin’s parable has been accused of misremembering 
history (Cox 1985), of using parable and tragedy as literary 
genres to overcome the rationalism he otherwise touts (Nixon 
2012) and of ‘over simplified and deterministic’ analysis (Feeny 
et al. 1990: 14). It also stands or falls on the foundational belief 
in the individual and the presumption that ‘he’ is motivated 
exclusively by desire for accumulation.
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To his credit, Hardin understood that his herdsmen’s goal 
of accruing as much as they can leads directly to depriva-
tion. Increase without limit is not spending but accumulating; 
money as a store is a means to stop other herders expanding 
their herds. Hardin ignores care for and sharing the commons, 
practised for millennia, instead seeing common land as a feu-
dal overlord or colonial master would: as a resource to plunder. 
From the moment it is reduced to exploitable resource, there 
is no longer a commons, only property (Milun 2011; Federici 
2019). Meanwhile, when accumulating private property is the 
only motive governing action, the only sensory pleasure is ava-
rice, the cold fetishism of gold itself. Money can be bequeathed 
to offspring for future enjoyment, but this closest pass to a dif-
ferent pleasure, a kind of self-​contained generosity, depends 
on self-​deprivation. Saving up to ensure your kids inherit feels 
so archaic because it evokes intensely physical, local wealth, 
like a castle or a chest full of coin, where digital money is as 
delocalised as it is dematerialised. The promise ‘to pay the 
bearer’ on old bank notes swore that there was real cash some-
where, even if you could never lay hands on it. Today, a cen-
tury after the abandonment of the gold standard, ‘real’ cash 
is even more abstract: no longer a pile of metal, but a value 
guessed at in an interminable auction, at the whim of players, 
almost none of whom are human. Money is always elsewhere. 
Imagining it is your property is an illusion.

Even calling money a ‘unit’ is misleading when it is a 
medium of relationships lacking any final standard of recon-
ciliation. As recently as the Great Depression of the 1930s, it 
was possible to believe that money was a matter of trust; as 
long as people believed paper had value, it had value. When 
that faith dissolved, it had none (disturbingly, the word credit 
means not ‘I believe’ or even ‘you believe’ but ‘it believed’). 
Today value is no longer a matter of what people believe. 
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Fluctuating algorithmic predictions, operating beyond the 
velocity of thought or control, determine relations between 
currencies and commodities. ‘It’ has conquered. When I no 
longer have any control over my cache of loot, in what sense 
can I claim it is my property? Nonetheless, I act as if money was 
a store of units, each with some intrinsic value, the sad illusion 
underlying the moral outrage of customers denied access to 
‘their own’ money by Lebanese banks at the latter end of 2022.

The Lebanese banking collapse was also a collapse of 
trust, whose vanishing popped up in Hardin’s essay. When 
‘Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase 
his herd without limit’ (1968: 1244), the only possible means of 
communication is money, and that communication fails. We 
normally say, Hardin observed, that ‘goods are incommensu-
rable … but in real life incommensurables are commensura-
ble’ (1968: 1244) once a criterion is established and a means of 
weighting; he suggested survival as the natural criterion, and 
natural selection as its weighting mechanism. In Hardin this 
had two effects: humans act in imitation of natural selection, 
the blind workings of (a notoriously controversial) ‘natural 
law’; and they are incapable of any other kind of connection. 
Outside a miser talking to his coins, money offers no pleas-
ures of its own. As store, it offers only the concept of what it 
might buy, not the pleasures themselves. The problem of mon-
ey’s disappearance into its own concept was deftly caught by 
economist and philosopher Alfred Sohn-​Rethel: ‘The abstrac-
tion [money] belongs to the interrelationship of the exchang-
ing agents and not to the agents themselves … We face a pure 
abstraction but it is a spatio-​temporal reality which assumes 
separate representation in money … Money is an abstract 
thing, a paradox in itself –​ a thing that performs its socially 
synthetic function without any human understanding’ (Sohn-​
Rethel 1978: 45).
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The herdsman does not own his herd or its meadows; 
property is only relationship, the difference between accumu-
lation and deprivation. Money measures and creates differ-
ences with real effects on relationships between people, and 
because it is abstract, money creates unequal societies with-
out anyone perceiving it or knowing how it works. The paradox 
is that money not only has no intrinsic value, but that it has 
no meaning. That does not imply that money does not exist. 
Sohn-​Rethel referred to it as a real abstraction because it has 
the power to make things happen, even though it does not 
signify anything. It is only in moments of crisis that the value-
less, meaningless nature of money becomes visible, and with 
it the immense abstraction of capital as database, system and 
counter-​ecology.

The more abstract it becomes, the more meaning-
less money is. Whether metal, paper or electrons, when we 
exchange money, we exchange symbols. This is why money is 
said to be a medium. In 1948, Claude E. Shannon published 
the first version of his mathematical theory of communica-
tion. As symbols exchanged through a medium, money obeys 
the rule set out in his second paragraph: ‘The fundamental 
problem of communication is that of reproducing at one point 
either exactly or approximately a message selected at another 
point. Frequently the messages have meaning; that is they 
refer to or are correlated according to some system with cer-
tain physical or conceptual entities. These semantic aspects 
of communication are irrelevant to the engineering problem’ 
(Shannon 1948: 379).

Shannon’s first step is to assert that communication is 
comprised of messages, such as numbers symbolising a sum 
of money. Second, a message is selected from a bank of alter-
natives, all of which are, from the point of view of the system, 
entirely equivalent to one another, like units of currency. Third, 
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the messages have to move from one place to another, which 
in money’s case is the process of exchange. Last, meaning is 
irrelevant; it does not matter what commodity is being sym-
bolised: ‘incommensurables are commensurable’ when we 
abandon the goods themselves and focus only on the symbolic 
measure of their exchangeability. The only thing that matters 
is that the numbers, the symbols representing money, arrive 
at their destination. Nobel Prize-​winning economist Elinor 
Ostrom (2015) notes how ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ simi-
larly left out the role of meaning and values in the communal 
management of common resources.

Like Shannon’s communications system, the money sys-
tem does not discriminate between notes and coins, promises-​
to-​pay and gold, cheques and digital signals, just as it does not 
discriminate between cabbages and computers. A commodity 
is a commodity, whether it takes the form of goods or services, 
and money is money whatever shape it takes, just so long as 
it is exchanged. Hardin could forget about every other form 
of survival –​ foraging, hunting, raising crops –​ in favour of the 
single activity of herding because the real activity does not 
matter, only the abstract principle of accumulation. Shannon’s 
essay, written for Bell Telephone, may have been inspired 
by, or shared the same zeitgeist with, his contemporary Paul 
A. Samuelson’s mathematising of economics. Samuelson 
hypothesised that markets are systems in equilibrium. Hardin’s 
herdsman seeking ‘to maximize his gain’ (1968: 1244) tran-
scribes Samuelson’s belief that all agents active in markets are 
out to get as rich as possible. ‘Even where there is no context 
for purposive maximizing behavior’, Samuelson wrote, ‘reduc-
tion to a maximization problem may be a convenient device 
for developing properties of the equilibrium, from which, 
however, no “teleological or normative welfare significance” is 
warranted’ (Samuelson 1947: 52–​53). Neither value (‘welfare 
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significance’) nor meaning (the ‘context for purposive maxim-
ising behaviour’) are relevant to the functioning of the market 
that, from the godlike abstraction of mathematics, reduces all 
social interaction to calculation. Like Shannon, Samuelson is 
interested in managing a system, not the realities or meanings 
that it handles. The tragedy is that Hardin, like Shannon and 
Samuelson, abandoned the real, fragile Earth and replaced it 
with an abstraction.

Mont Pèlerin, 1947

Samuelson’s and Shannon’s writings appeared in the wake of 
massive strikes in the USA that culminated in 1947 with the 
Taft–​Hartley Act, which has severely curtailed trades union 
activities ever since (Davis 1986: 82–​93; Goldfield 1987; 
2020). This was also the era of the Chinese Revolution and 
the Partition of India. The USSR alone among world powers 
emerged from two world wars and a revolution with its empire 
not only intact but at its greatest ever geographical extent, while 
Germany and Japan failed in their thirty-​year attempt to join 
France and Britain as imperial nations, dragging the European 
empires down with them and opening the way for the rise of 
the USA as global hegemon. This was also the peak moment 
of the Welfare State among Western democracies, which it has 
been the task of conservative governments ever since to roll 
back. The highest political achievement of the period was per-
haps the Universal Declaration of Human Rights promulgated 
by the United Nations in December 1948.

Hardin’s attack on the Universal Declaration was not 
unique in its universalist rejection of universalism. Under the 
crosshead ‘Conscience is Self-​Eliminating’ Hardin set up the 
pseudo-​Darwinian argument that when people elect, from 
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good conscience, not to have children, they are out-​bred by 
those who go ahead and breed. In due course, conscience will 
be bred out of the population, regardless of whether conscience 
is genetic or a product of education. Disproving this eugenicist 
nonsense is simple: on the principle that gay men and lesbians 
have fewer offspring, why are there millions of homosexuals? 
The Southern Poverty Law Centre (n.d.; see also Nijhuis 2021) 
names Hardin as a white nationalist over his racist views on 
eugenics and immigration. Hardin explained the ‘tragedy’ of 
his title by citing vitalist philosopher Alfred North Whitehead 
(1948: 7): ‘The essence of dramatic tragedy … resides in the 
solemnity of the remorseless working of things’, in Hardin’s 
case of Malthusian ‘laws’ of population growth and ‘natural 
selection’. ‘If we love the truth’, he writes, ‘we must openly deny 
the validity of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights’. 
Coming from a very different intellectual tradition, ethicist 
Alasdair Macintyre contradicted what he believed to be the 
idea at the basis of the Universal Declaration: that there exist 
‘rights attaching to human beings simply qua human beings … 
there are no such rights, and belief in them is one with belief in 
witches and in unicorns’ (Macintyre 1981: 69). Speaking spe-
cifically of Article 15 of the Declaration, which describes the 
family as ‘the natural and fundamental group unit of society’ 
which is ‘entitled to protection by society and the State’, Hardin 
viscerally rejected a reading of it by then-​Secretary General U 
Thant to the effect that ‘any choice and decision with regard to 
the size of the family unit must irrevocably rest with the fam-
ily itself’, admitting –​ in a spooky pre-​echo of Macintyre –​ that 
‘denying it, one feels as uncomfortable as a resident of Salem, 
Massachusetts, who denied the reality of witches in the 17th 
century’ (1968: 1246).

Despite their and my criticisms, it is certainly the case 
that without the UN Declaration, things would have been even 
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worse, and we can agree with historian of the Declaration 
Johannes Morsink (2009: 35) that ‘the ideology of human rights 
can serve as an intellectual umbrella for people who do indeed 
have very different intellectual backgrounds’ –​ even if (and 
perhaps because) it is only an ideology. One way of assessing 
that is by comparing the UN document with another produced 
in the same year which asserts equally metaphysical ideolo-
gies but without the good intentions. The Statement of Aims 
of the Mont Pèlerin Society became the credo of aggressive 
neo-​liberal economics in Thatcherism and Reaganomics in 
the 1980s and the foundational economic policy of the 2020s. 
Two versions of the Aims exist, a draft dated 7 April (reprinted 
in Hartwell 1995: 49–​50) and the final version dated 8 April, 
now a quasi-​official part of the Mont Pèlerin Society’s website 
(1947). As Dieter Plehwe explains in his introduction to an 
anthology devoted to the history of the Society, the first draft 
was already problematic:

even this relatively nonspecific and anodyne set of neoliberal ten com-
mandments proved too contentious to gain the assent of the individ-
ualists gathered at Mont Pèlerin, and so the oxymoronic Committee 
of Individualists deputed a redraft to Lionel Robbins, who complied 
and produced the ‘Statement of Aims’ … All those gathered on April 8, 
1947, except one (the French economist and Nobel laureate Maurice 
Allais) fully accepted this rather less informative manifesto, which to 
this day remains the only ‘official’ statement of the MPS.

(Plehwe 2009: 4)

The instability of this founding statement is in some ways 
symptomatic of a movement without a core, but in others a 
formally correct expression of a group that could no longer 
share the theological certainties of the original ‘ten command-
ments’, or the Modernist manifesto-​like assertions of the UN 
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Declaration (Hayek 1967). In many respects the Mont Pèlerin 
Statement is a direct negation of the Declaration. It is likely 
that it has had as much impact on the world as the UN.

Here are the opening lines of the adopted version:

The central values of civilization are in danger. Over large stretches 
of the Earth’s surface the essential conditions of human dignity and 
freedom have already disappeared. In others they are under constant 
menace from the development of current tendencies of policy. The 
position of the individual and the voluntary group are progressively 
undermined by extensions of arbitrary power. Even that most pre-
cious possession of Western Man, freedom of thought and expression, 
is threatened by the spread of creeds which, claiming the privilege of 
tolerance when in the position of a minority, seek only to establish a 
position of power in which they can suppress and obliterate all views 
but their own.

(Mont Pèlerin Society 1947)

Like the UN Declaration’s, the Mont Pèlerin Statement’s 
emphasis on freedom is understandable in the context of the 
then-​recent defeat of fascism and the imminent threat of the 
Cold War. That explains the territorial fear, but not the ‘current 
tendencies of policy’, very probably a reference to the founding 
of the British Welfare State and similar social policies elsewhere 
in the world. Like the Declaration, the Statement emphasises 
individuals, with a proviso for voluntary associations because 
this was the founding document of just such a group.

Hayek’s opening address asserted that ‘effective endeav-
ours to elaborate the general principles of a liberal order are 
practicable only among a group of people who are in agree-
ment on fundamentals, and among whom certain basic con-
ceptions are not questioned at every step’ (Hayek 1967: 149). 
Consensus in the MPS voluntary association, overriding 
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individual opinion and debate, was also a political neces-
sity: there could be no discussion of ‘the central values of civi-
lization’. Independent thought, supposedly the banner ideal of 
liberalism, does not seem to have survived even the Committee 
of Individualists who drafted the 7 April Statement of Aims. But 
even those values could be overridden. Economic historian 
Philip Mirowski cites an ally of Hayek’s, the American econo-
mist Milton Friedman, giving an even more brutal statement 
of the neo-​liberal position: ‘Businessmen, who may be bank-
rupted if they refuse to face facts, are one of the few groups that 
develop the habit of doing so. That is why, I have discovered 
repeatedly, the successful businessman is more open to new 
ideas … than the academic intellectual who prides himself on 
his alleged independence of thought’ (Mirowski 2019: 7).

Hardin was more circumspect about facts, noting that 
‘the morality of an act cannot be derived from a photo-
graph’, specifying that ‘the essence of an argument cannot 
be photographed: it must be presented rationally –​ in words’ 
(1968: 1245). Even though at various points –​ including the 
reference to von Neumann and Morgenstern –​ he resorted to 
mathematical argument, systems thinking of the kind Hardin 
espoused has sound reasons for doubting that a photo is unam-
biguous evidence of anything; we need to know not just the 
event but the circumstances. But there is the risk, when ignor-
ing historical evidence in favour of logic and mathematics, 
of missing the messy details, processes and connections that 
would counter the clarity and hygiene of pure logic. As long 
as there are only identically motivated individuals chasing a 
single goal, the math holds good, even if it is false anthropol-
ogy. But when disparate people talk about multiple conflicting 
goals (mental and physical health, ethical and spiritual values, 
respect for land, custom and gods, animal and environmental 
welfare…), the ‘photographic’ anecdote comes into play: how 
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do real people in real situations really do things? In context, 
Hardin’s tragedy looks like an attempt to exonerate shameful 
acts by resorting to eugenic ‘science’, even more so because 
he assiduously avoids any non-​economic communication 
between his individuals. The reduction of human intercourse 
to economic exchange unites ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ 
with the founding documents of the Mont Pèlerin Society.

Hayek explained his resistance to questioning by assert-
ing that ‘the dangers which we are facing are the results of an 
intellectual movement’ (1967: 150), further specified when 
he instructed the assembly, ‘You will probably agree that the 
interpretation and teaching of history has during the past two 
generations been one of the main instruments through which 
essentially anti-​liberal conceptions of human affairs have 
spread’ (1967: 154), singling out emphasis on mass move-
ments over individuals and material necessity over ideas. He 
went on to blame ‘an aggressive rationalism which would rec-
ognise no values except those whose utility … could be dem-
onstrated by individual reason’ –​ a rationalism that, since the 
French Revolution, had tainted even traditional liberals with 
‘an intellectual hubris’, opposed to ‘true liberalism that regards 
with reverence those spontaneous social forces through 
which the individual creates things greater than he knows’ 
(1967: 155), that is, of which ‘he’ is entirely unconscious. 
Reason, which might have been presumed to be a ‘central 
value of civilization’, was sinful: it is a duty to know nothing. 
Hayek’s speech identifies ‘aggressive rationalism’ in ‘the twin 
movements of Positivism and Hegelianism’. The Romantic phi-
losopher Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel believed that history 
obeyed a pre-​existing Law. Dismissing that belief removes at 
least one alternative source of rules, but also denies any role 
for pseudo-​scientific ‘laws’ like Hardin’s adored natural selec-
tion. On the other hand, positivism is a belief in the power of 
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facts as opposed to any law-​like reasons operating beyond 
or behind the world. Dismissing both Hegelian laws and the 
positivist facts that Friedman’s businessman prized so highly 
leaves liberalism in the dark, a victim of truths and forces it 
must not understand but cannot help but obey. This is either 
submission to darkness or so elevated it sacrifices reality and 
principles to a world without either.

The paradoxes are not over yet. The adopted Statement 
announces that personal freedom is being eroded by ‘arbitrary 
power’, which the Statement wants to use to defend ‘central 
values of civilization’. The same conflict between freedom and 
control is clear in the fifth aim of the 7 April Draft (‘The preser-
vation of an effective competitive order depends upon a proper 
legal and institutional framework’), and the third priority of 
the adopted Statement (‘Methods of re-​establishing the rule 
of law’): to establish and maintain the freedom of the market, 
law will be necessary. The Draft distinguished law from state, in 
the fifth aim arguing that ‘The preservation of an effective com-
petitive order depends upon a proper legal and institutional 
framework’, but in the sixth tempering that with the proposal 
that ‘As far as possible government activity should be limited by 
the rule of law’. The determination to reduce the role of the state 
parallels Hardin’s aphorism that ‘the social arrangements that 
produce responsibility are arrangements that create coercion’ 
(1968: 1247) Again like Hardin, the Draft insisted on the rule of 
law. Hardin’s example was property law, which he was forced 
to admit does not work all the time, for example, encouraging 
pollution of resources, such as rivers, that are not my property. 
He goes so far as to say that ‘our legal system of private property 
plus inheritance is unjust –​ but we put up with it because we are 
not convinced, at the moment, that anyone has invented a bet-
ter system. The alternative of the commons is too horrifying to 
contemplate. Injustice is preferable to total ruin’ (1968: 1247).
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For Hardin, Darwinian and Malthusian ‘laws’ force 
humans to be selfish; on the other hand, legal systems limit 
their selfishness and, in the case of inheritance laws, are 
nowhere near restrictive enough (‘legal possession should be 
perfectly correlated with biological inheritance’ [1968: 1247]). 
And yet Hardin feared alternatives, including the commons 
itself and the Welfare State, which he blamed for combining 
‘the concept of freedom to breed with the belief that everyone 
born has an equal right to the commons’, which he describes as 
‘a tragic course of action’, going on to argue of then-​Secretary 
General U Thant’s gloss on Article 16 that ‘Unfortunately this 
is just the course of action that is being pursued by the United 
Nations’ (1968: 1246).

In the Mont Pèlerin Society’s founding Statement of Aims 
we find, among Hardin’s ‘social arrangements that produce 
responsibility’, private property and the competitive market, 
both of which congeal around a word that filled Hardin with 
dread: freedom. The first two items in the Draft Statement pro-
duced by Hayek and the Committee of Individualists outline 
freedom as a spontaneous social force which, however, cannot 
survive on its own.

	 1.	 Individual freedom can be preserved only in a society in which 
an effective competitive market is the main agency for the 
direction of economic activity. Only the decentralization of 
control through private property in the means of production 
can prevent those concentrations of power which threaten 
individual freedom.

	 2.	 The freedom of the consumer in choosing what he shall buy, 
the freedom of the producer in choosing what he shall make, 
and the freedom of the worker in choosing his occupation and 
his place of employment, are essential not merely for the sake 
of freedom itself, but for efficiency in production.

(Hartwell 1995: 49)
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For the nascent neo-​liberal movement, the free market was 
social intelligence: no lone intellect could ever match its 
capacity to adjudicate human affairs. This explains the accusa-
tion of hubris aimed at rival schools of thought: puny humans 
can never think at the scales and speeds of the market –​ Sohn-​
Rethel’s real abstraction. Hayek’s twin attacks on law and 
facts prefigured postmodern assaults on European rational-
ity, but with a very different aim, introducing another strange 
contradiction for a forum devoted to freedom: the idea that 
individual reason is hubris, and individualists should entrust 
themselves to the spontaneous operation of mysterious social 
forces deemed to be inherently and irrationally beneficial, but 
with no explanation about why they mean well to humanity.

There is another attempt to assert the beneficent operation 
of private property in the sixth aim, which claims, ‘In general an 
automatic mechanism of adjustment, even when it functions 
imperfectly, is preferable to any which depends on “conscious” 
direction by government agencies.’ Hayek’s gesture towards the 
automatism of market forces is a quiet nod towards the emer-
gent cybernetic theories of the late 1940s, only fully realised in 
algo-​trading half a century later. According to economic his-
torian E. Roy Weintraub, the question of automatic processes 
caused a split in mid-​twentieth-​century economics ‘between 
those who would argue that mathematical rigor (and scientific 
knowledge) must develop not from axioms but from observa-
tions (about the economy) and (economic) data, so that the 
truth of a theory or model may be tested or confirmed by reality 
… and those who would claim that mathematical (economic) 
models are rigorous (and “true” in the only useful scientific 
sense of the word) if they are built on a cogent axiom base –​ 
like von Neumann and Morgenstern’ (Weintraub 2002: 100). 
Weintraub is referring to the influential Theory of Games 
and Economic Behavior by pioneer cybernetician John von 
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Neumann and economist Oskar Morgenstern (1944, also cited 
approvingly by Hardin [1968: 1243]). An early review noted that 
‘The mathematically trained reader will find the reasoning stim-
ulating and challenging. As to economics, a limited background 
is sufficient’ (Copeland 1945: 498), indicating the impend-
ing triumph of mathematical reasoning over direct or histori-
cal observation (also queried by critics of Hardin’s ‘Tragedy’). 
The ‘automatic mechanism’ of the sixth aim ensures the model 
operates spontaneously. Buyers and sellers need only conform 
to it. In his concluding paragraph, Hardin quotes the expres-
sion ‘Freedom is the recognition of necessity’ without a source, 
probably because it comes from Marx’s comrade Friedrich 
Engels (1947: 140), who says it comes from Hegel, though there 
is no equivalent expression in the paragraph Engels refers to. 
Engels concludes, ‘Freedom does not consist in any dreamt-​of 
independence from natural laws, but in the knowledge of these 
laws, and in the possibility this gives of systematically making 
them work towards definite ends’, but Hardin has it that ‘The 
only way we can preserve and nurture other and more precious 
freedoms is by relinquishing the freedom to breed’. For Engels, 
understanding the laws of history made revolutionary change 
possible. For Hardin, it only enforces prohibitions on wom-
en’s bodies so that presumably masculine freedoms including 
property and the free market can persist. It is a sleight of hand 
that Stalin would have been proud of.

The Mont Pèlerin signatories did not imagine govern-
ments regulating themselves. The final aim of the adopted 
Statement speaks of creating ‘an international order condu-
cive to the safeguarding of peace and liberty and permitting 
the establishment of harmonious international economic 
relations’. Attempts through the United Nations to create an 
International Trade Organisation between 1945 and 1948 –​ the 
same time as the Mont Pèlerin meeting –​ foundered when the 
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US Congress declined to join in 1948, setting up the opportu-
nity to convene an international body outside the UN system, 
the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), and its 
successor, the World Trade Organisation (WTO) (Hoekman 
and Kostecki 2009; Hoekman 2019). Part by design, part by 
accident (Van den Bossche 2021), world trade came under the 
aegis of a legal body outside what Mont Pèlerin and Hardin 
criticised as the Enlightenment project of the UN. Although 
the WTO has struggled to include environmental issues, the 
legal necessity to add ‘and trade’ to any non-​trade-​based mat-
ter in WTO disputes makes them permanently secondary to 
economics (Gomula 2010). As political scientist Tony McGrew 
(2011: 28) noted, intentions are not everything: ‘the institu-
tional design and functioning of the WTO gives primacy to 
the achievement of trade liberalisation even at the expense of 
other aspects of its original mandate, to protect the environ-
ment, advance living standards and promote full employment’. 
In a demonstration of the power of saying what the powerful 
want to hear, today’s ‘rules-​based order’ of global trade brings 
to fruition the Mont Pèlerin Society principle that wealth is the 
greatest good. That statement rests on legislating and policing 
private property and, an even more primal dogma, the deeply 
self-​contradictory faith in freedom as condition and destiny. 
Without those pillars, it is hard to see how wealth can be 
owned, and how it can be both a law of nature and a source of 
freedom. Ownership and freedom both require a subject: one 
who is free and has property. Does such a subject exist?

Who Owns the World?

One of neo-​liberalism’s greatest achievements has been to 
reduce the UN Declaration’s right of free speech to intellec-
tual property. Mirowski (2002: 6–​7) noted a move from the 
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neo-​classical definition of economics as ‘The optimal alloca-
tion of scarce resources to given ends’ to the new cybernetic 
economics after von Neumann, centred on ‘The economic 
agent as a processor of information’ (Wark’s 2019 claim that 
capital is dead and has been replaced by information is only a 
slight overstatement of Mirowski’s case that capital has become 
information). The idea of a marketplace of ideas arose as an 
alternative to free speech, powered by media industries prof-
iting from it and organisations based on it, like GATT. When 
money is the measure, how much information an ‘economic 
agent’ can afford becomes critical. If information is rationed 
by price, is economic agency definitionally unequal? What 
kind of freedom can there be for a subject whose only function 
is information processing? When computers are far more effi-
cient information processors than humans, are economic sub-
jects bound to be human? Wealth only demands individuals 
in two residual roles: as the legal owners of property (a flexible 
usage, as a corporation or any legally constituted abstraction 
can be a ‘legal person’) and as agents who can get into debt. 
Anxiety, the experience of privation that debt causes, is con-
stitutively individual. Selfishness is by definition a quality of a 
self. Collectives can be afraid or angry; they cannot be selfish 
or experience anxiety. The evils of selfish wealth and anxious 
debt are necessary outcomes of accumulating wealth (Graeber 
2011). Thus the subject of economics –​ all those individuals 
whose mindless activity produces the wisdom of the market –​ 
is bipolar: selfish or anxious or unstably both. The evidence for 
instability is that economic activity as practised for the last sev-
eral centuries has constantly had to rebuild individuality and 
remind it of its obligations. That is the job of financial adver-
tising which, adopting the three moments outlined in Hyman 
Minsky’s (1992) financial instability hypothesis, addresses in 
turn investors who can afford both the loan and the interest, 
those who can afford the interest but not the principal, and 
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finally the ‘Ponzi’ investors who can afford neither the princi-
pal nor the interest (and plunge the system into crisis). Finance 
and financial advertising oscillate between conservative anxi-
ety and liberal euphoria.

Owning and owing money involves arresting time. The 
owner accumulates wealth, but from the point of view of 
wealth itself, the owner is a mere receptacle, a gravity well 
that wealth flows towards, a point of rest with no further need 
to circulate –​ the opposite of Blake’s ‘energy’. For the debtor, 
all the money they will ever earn has already vanished, leav-
ing an empty totality that can never be repaid. This second 
emptiness, again from the perspective of money itself, is the 
same as the totality and rest of accumulation. The harrowing 
truth of wealth as personal good thus staggers into view just 
at the moment of its disappearance; for wealth itself, owning 
and owing are simple effects of its one function: to disappear. 
From wealth’s point of view, this rest-​state is the eternity it 
seeks. But economic eternity is strapped to the present, a fiscal 
event horizon that is perpetually now because wealth exists, 
has being, possesses itself in its fullness, only now, in an eter-
nal present. Past wealth is gone; future wealth does not exist 
yet (which is why debt appears as ravenous to debtors and as 
lucre to creditors). But when eternity is the eternal now, wealth 
tries to secure its stasis by suborning the law to its service in 
the form of inheritance. A succession of anonymous owners 
and debtors follow one another down the dusty avenues of 
time in service of immortalising wealth’s presence to itself. The 
human is utterly marginal to this process. Because wealth is 
impersonal, it can never serve a personal good. We do not ulti-
mately own it, nor in the end does it own us –​ it uses people as 
it uses any other resource.

In 1948, this disappearance took on domestic dimen-
sions in a banal but for that reason fascinating film comedy, 
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Mr  Blandings Builds His Dream Home, produced by Dory 
Schary, who, during the production of the film in 1947, signed 
the Waldorf Declaration in which studio bosses aligned them-
selves with Senator Joe McCarthy’s House Un-​American 
Activities Committee (HUAC). The story of the titular New York 
advertising executive (Cary Grant) bleeding money to build a 
home in rural Connecticut, the movie was shot by distinguished 
cinematographer James Wong Howe, who, despite living in the 
States for forty-​two years, had only been granted citizenship 
on the expiry of the Chinese Exclusion Act in 1943, and whose 
marriage was only recognised after California finally abolished 
its anti-​miscegenation laws in the year the film was made. For 
one of its most astute commentators Catherine Jurca (1998), Mr 
Blandings belongs to the era of HUAC, specifically for its anti-​
communist sentimentalisation of the then-​current housing 
crisis, its parodic handling of ‘radical’ ideas (‘Miss Stellwagon 
says advertising makes people who can’t afford them buy 
things they don’t want with money they haven’t got’) and its 
quiet embrace of advertising as integral to the American Way. 
Structured around the rural/​urban divide, its main plot details 
how Jim Blandings’ cash vanishes into a money pit (the title 
of the 1986 remake starring Tom Hanks in the Mr Blandings 
role). Its interest in our context is not only the disappearance 
of (meticulously detailed amounts of) money but how Grant’s 
character is both producer and dupe of advertising copy, 
although neither term quite captures his role. The slogan that 
saves the family comes from the faithful Black maid, played by 
Louise Beavers, not Jim Blandings, and although he is sucked 
in by advertising copy for a rural retreat, the film’s moral, that 
‘you do buy with your heart and not your head’, promises sat-
isfaction, so underwriting the emotive appeal of advertising.

Jurca cites a 1940 lecture by James Webb Young (1994), ‘an 
executive at J. Walter Thompson and an important figure in 
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the history of advertising. In a lecture delivered to the Business 
School at the University of Chicago, Young claimed that the 
way to form ideas was to let the unconscious (sleeping) mind 
do the work of synthesizing bits of information that had been 
gathered and contemplated in advance; once the idea was 
released, the conscious mind then polished and perfected it’ 
(Jurca 1998: 27).

After witnessing Jim’s struggle to waken, in a scene meant 
to show overcrowding in the Blandings’ New York apartment, 
Jim and wife Muriel (Myrna Loy) compete for the bathroom 
mirror. When she asks why he does not get an electric razor, 
Jim responds, ‘Because I prefer the clean sweep of the tem-
pered steel as it glides’, before she interrupts with ‘No advertis-
ing copy please’. The rhetoric of Madison Avenue has churned 
through his sleeping self until he speaks an alien language. 
This is the dream of advertising in the cybernetic age –​ to come 
from and speak to unconsciousness, just as Jim’s money flows 
from his bosses into the stillness of his finished house.

Jim’s unconscious participation in the vanishing of ‘his’ 
money is true to the spirit of 1948, since when the evanescence 
of money has accelerated, while unconsciousness has intensi-
fied. As information processors, economic agents, including 
humans, process code largely made up of logic and algorithms, 
and only to a diminishing extent of language. Language was 
always motivated by lack, pursuing, according to Lacan, the 
lost object of desire down endless lines of talk (Lacan 1977: 148–​
156). Code introduces a new condition, where that lack is itself 
lacking. In the old Symbolic order, desire took the form of a 
lack endlessly displaced along the chain of signifiers chasing 
an illusory future when it would finally achieve its object. Now 
that linguistic chain has become a digital network, and desire 
is suffused throughout the system. There is no longer a miss-
ing object. Humans presume it is present somewhere in the 
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network, economists that it is equivalent to the sum total of all 
possible connections. As language users we inhabited signs, 
deferring satisfaction into the future; as information proces-
sors we produce data, condemning us to a futureless present. 
The unconscious is no longer exclusively structured like lan-
guage (Lacan 1988: 20), but increasingly like code. From the 
perspective of the system, the remainder –​ non-​numerical 
life –​ is only noise, experienced by data-​processing economic 
agents as disorientation, disaffection, anxiety, alienation and 
mental illness (Panayotakis 2021). All this conforms to the 
cybernetic economism established at Mont Pèlerin. In a more 
recent turn towards profiting from contingency, even this 
noise becomes a source of profit.

In the order desired and to a degree established by 
Samuelson, Shannon and Hayek in the late 1940s and cele-
brated by Hardin in the 1960s, people consumed commodities 
in endless pursuit of a satisfaction they could never achieve. 
Always dissatisfied and therefore condemned to repetition, 
consuming was the final act in the cycle of production. In 
the twenty-​first century, however, any act of consumption is 
also an act of production, producing more value in the shape 
of data. In the half-​century following the cybernetic model’s 
entry into the public domain, consumption was subsumed 
‘formally’ under capital: we paid for what we needed. Now con-
suming is ‘really’ subsumed: as disciplined as factory labour. 
No longer the grave of production, consuming only produces 
more value. The unconscious recycling of copywriters’ dreams 
by dreaming consumers is now supplemented when half-​
awake consumers’ wishes and desires can be encoded from 
their choices and behaviours and recycled to new advertising 
copy for new products.

This real subsumption of consumption under capital 
was managed at first through regimes of control, planning 
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and risk management. Around 2002–​2004, in the wake of the 
dot-​com crash late in 2000 (Kuo 2001), social media includ-
ing Friendster, LinkedIn, 4chan, Orkut, Flickr and Facebook 
launched net-​native business models that rapidly discovered 
their data-​harvesting functions (van Dijk 2013). In the latest 
turn, dating from about the time of the Global Financial Crisis 
(GFC) of 2007, prediction is no longer profitable enough, and 
market-​makers seek out contingencies and randomness as the 
privileged site of the differences where capital can derive prof-
its (MacKenzie 2006; Ayache 2010; 2015; Appadurai 2016). In a 
book on the philosophy and practice of music, Jacques Attali 
(1985) proposed the idea that most arts, including film, are 
shaped by the ideologies of the time when they were made, but 
music predicts the future. From this perspective, for example, 
the discipline of the twelve-​tone row imposed by the Second 
Vienna School (Schönberg, Berg and Webern, broadly 1921–​
1933) foretold the cybernetic obsession with system, while the 
use of chance by composers like Karlheinz Stockhausen and 
John Cage in the 1950s, guiding listeners to perceive musi-
cal form in random or at least improbable sounds, pointed 
towards our new financial obsession with contingencies. Cage 
and Stockhausen drew on cybernetics but they rejected its sys-
temic thrust. Reacting against cybernetic control with experi-
mental, participatory happenings, their works of the 1960s 
prophesied the assimilation of contingency into capital, even 
though they were convinced that they were tools for liberation. 
Similarly their mystical themes and methods, intended to sub-
vert Western rationalism, mark the first aesthetic steps towards 
the vanishing of consciousness from the economic world and 
its substitution by the new code-​shaped unconscious. The 
subject of digital-​financial capital has always been excluded 
from wealth, treated as environmental resource and economic 
externality (the technical term for a resource used or abused 
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by economic activity without having to be paid for). Today, 
however, that subject is no longer the perpetually lacking 
seeker of desire but a data cloud of dispersed, ephemeral and 
partial satisfactions. Like the code extrapolated and privatised 
from the general intellect, human information processors are 
increasingly formed in and as code, nodes in a network they 
are supposed to be unconscious of.

In 1948, cyberneticist Norbert Wiener declared that 
‘the present time is the age of communication and control’ 
(1961: 39). In ‘Postscript on the Societies of Control’, written 
in 1990, the philosopher Gilles Deleuze extended the politi-
cal history outlined by his friend Michel Foucault, who ana-
lysed ‘disciplinary’ societies regulated by institutions and 
internalised as discourses (organised ways of speaking and 
behaving). Deleuze believed discipline was giving way to 
control. Discipline had been verbal; control was numeri-
cal and algorithmic, a matter of code. In law, disciplinary 
societies kept their citizens in line through ‘apparent acquit-
tal’ (as in Kafka’s The Trial) where societies of control used 
‘limitless postponements’. Economically, ‘discipline always 
referred back to minted money that locks gold in as numeri-
cal standard, while control relates to floating rates of exchange’. 
Sociologically, ‘We no longer find ourselves dealing with the 
mass/​individual pair. Individuals have become … masses, 
samples, data, markets, or “banks” ’ (Deleuze 1992: 5). The old, 
disciplined, industrial labour force has become the market, 
and individuals have become ‘dividuals’, unstill, networked 
clouds of data and desires, both tracked and managed by sta-
tistical sampling. Deleuze believed these changes began in the 
wake of World War II, the period of Shannon’s mathematical 
theory of communications and the Mont Pèlerin beginnings 
of neo-​liberalism. Mr Blandings gives us an insight into how 
those changes were experienced at the time. The 2022 film 
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Everything Everywhere All At Once speaks from a period when 
these trends accelerated in the aftermath of the GFC.

The framing story of the multiple-​universe narrative in 
Everything Everywhere All At Once concerns a tax audit. The 
auditor Deirdre (Jamie Lee Curtis) introduces the theme of con-
trol when she tells Evelyn (Michelle Yeoh), ‘with nothing but a 
stack of receipts, I can track the ups and downs of your life’. The 
film’s structure and setting bear out this control scenario, its 
events at first seemingly random gradually forming a pattern 
rather than advancing to a conclusion. But unlike an earlier 
cycle of ‘database narratives’ in films like The Usual Suspects 
(1995) and Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels (1998), 
Everything Everywhere adds in a plot device: in order to jump 
between universes to gather the skills needed to win each set-​
up, characters have to do something utterly unexpected –​ eat a 
chapstick, sing opera, declare their love for someone they hate 
and fear… Though the plotting is not entirely coherent, each 
world has a different Evelyn whose life has taken a distinctive 
turn as a result of some choice she made. So the film reiterates 
the ideology of free choice, but this time as an expression of the 
new role of contingency in the post-​GFC world: each appar-
ently random gag also serves the overarching order of the mul-
tiverse we see on various mapping devices.

However, as Evelyn confronts herself and her nemesis in 
a play on the old joke about the Buddha in a hamburger joint 
saying ‘Make me one with everything’, it becomes clear that 
these events have not changed their worlds but only Evelyn’s 
life. Everything Everywhere’s homage to randomness seems at 
first to belong to the order of the event as philosopher Alain 
Badiou (2019: 81–​2) sums it up: ‘something that is locally pro-
duced in a world, and which cannot be deduced from the laws 
of this same world … the apparition of new possibilities for 
thought and action’. Each unpredictable act opens up the way 
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to a wholly different world. Badiou’s idea is not all that far from 
a thought of Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant’s 
to the effect that ‘We must, then, assume a causality through 
which something [Badiou’s ‘event’] takes place, the cause of 
which is not itself determined … by another cause anteced-
ent to it, that is to say an absolute spontaneity’ whose effects, 
nonetheless, ripple out in conformity with the laws of nature 
that the spontaneous act broke free from (Kant 2003: 410–​411; 
see Adorno 2000: 33–​43). At first glance, the random acts forc-
ing the new world to spring into existence seem to match both 
Kant’s idea of spontaneous novelty that brings about a new 
constellation of possibilities and Badiou’s theory of ‘fidelity’, 
loyally committing to the consequences that an event sets in 
motion. But seen from the audit frame-​story, the film’s events 
reduce to statistical improbabilities that ultimately maintain 
the system that at first they seemed to rebel against. The grand 
dénouement respects the initial brief Evelyn receives, ‘to take 
us back to how it’s supposed to be’. After touching on at least 
three of the four domains Badiou prioritises (maths, art and 
love), the film ends with a realist portrayal of a loving fam-
ily in just one universe. The result –​ the ‘happy ending’ –​ is, 
in Badiou’s terms, only satisfaction (‘I am satisfied when I can 
be assured that I am well integrated with the world’ [Badiou 
2019: 88]). Evelyn’s reward is to return to a well-​ordered world 
where she pays her taxes. Control not only samples and tracks 
but, since the GFC, assimilates even the most ludicrous trans-
gressions of expectable behaviour in the interests of systemic 
equilibrium.

At least in fiction. The historic effect Wiener described 
that brought control into systemic union with communication 
should have produced just such a consolidation, particularly 
of the collective good that sociologist Jürgen Habermas (1989) 
called the public sphere. Ironically, Habermas’ ideal shared 
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space of public debate has shattered in parallel with the dis-
solving individuals into Deleuze’s dividual concatenations 
of data and behaviours. There is no longer a public sphere 
because it is not One anymore (Fraser 1990). The new media 
that emerged from the conjuncture of control and communi-
cation that once seemed to be the perfect global village, spe-
cifically the internet, has split between the public web and the 
dark net, and along linguistic, technical and ideological divides 
within and between GAFAM (Google, Amazon, Facebook, 
Apple, Microsoft) and BATX (Baidu, Alibaba, Tencent, Xiaomi) 
platforms. Start-​ups like Telegram demarcate boundaries 
where –​ in theory –​ dialogue is no longer possible. This sparks 
the thought that quite possibly there is more than one econ-
omy, even if they sit on top of one another in layers: if there is 
no longer one market, what price its claim to universal knowl-
edge? Automating the money system through cryptocurren-
cies is one way of restoring autonomy to the market by creating 
a new model for it. The ideal model for Bitcoin (Nakamoto 
2008) proposed a system for managing transactions without 
trust or a trusted third party, be it a bank or the state, through 
a decentralised, automated and code-​determined network. 
The turbulent history of Bitcoin and the 2022 collapse of the 
FTX crypto exchange show it is still vulnerable to the irration-
ally exuberant Ponzi moment, so much so that its protago-
nists called out for the kind of regulation that it was initially 
designed to pre-​empt and evade. A counter-​Hardin tragedy 
of self-​interest appears here: not a Hegelian pre-​determined 
fate but the tragic loss of what once touted itself as a new pub-
lic sphere. The crypto crash demonstrates the impossibility of 
creating universal personal wealth, let alone welfare, on the 
basis of a shared determination to accumulate.

Profit is taken in the present but wealth is accumu-
lated from the past. Whether language and land or code and 
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computers, the media that channel wealth share with them 
their origin in the commons. Marx called this immaterial com-
mons the general intellect, the vast resources of a shared legacy 
of those things no individual can function or exist without, but 
which no individual created or could create, such as language 
and mathematics (Marx 1973: 706–​716; see Vercellone 2007, 
Virno 2007). The failure of crypto demonstrates a unique qual-
ity of money, the dominant medium of the twenty-​first cen-
tury: that unlike every other emanation of the general intellect, 
it no longer evolves. Wealth inherits cybernetics’ structural 
paralysis in the face of change. Its terminal stillness is that of 
an imagined perfect autonomy, beyond desire, beyond soci-
ety, beyond time, that has never and never could exist –​ which 
tells us a great deal about the status of wealth. Wealth is not 
imaginary in any psychologically or socially generative sense, 
in the way imaginary utopias can inspire change. It is instead 
the one thing that perfectly succeeds in its quest for existence. 
Everything lacks and yearns, everything hankers for a future, 
everything interacts –​ everything but money, which disap-
pears into its own presence the moment it achieves its perfect 
stillness. This paradox poisons Hardin’s inevitable, determinist 
‘Tragedy of the Commons’, which fails, as neo-​liberalism from 
Mont Pèlerin to crypto has failed, to create even the circum-
scribed satisfactions it promised. It is hard to escape the con-
clusion that, by erasing everything that preceded and created 
it (work, world), money is entropic, and the longer it persists, 
the less world will remain.

The commons remains, a lost culture for Indigenous 
peoples, and a future vista for ecological thought. Ecocritical 
aesthetic politics implies abandoning the anaesthetics of 
personal wealth. Because it is built on the privations of oth-
ers, and because it cannot provide welfare and prosperity 
even for the vanishing self it promised to create and maintain, 
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personal property can never be good. Private wealth is always 
deprivation, of others and ultimately of the self that accumu-
lates it. Reducing communication to the circulation of eco-
nomic information diminishes all it touches. To escape this 
sarcophagus of hopes and desires, we need at the minimum 
to acknowledge communication ‘as a tissue composed of indi-
vidual memories that form a collective memory by exchanging 
symbols’ (Flusser 2023: 1), to understand that nothing individ-
ual or dividual exists that is not also collective, that exchange 
does not mean hoarding but sharing, and that history unrav-
els selves not to hold them apart but to weave them together. 
To fare well and prosper, aesthetically and politically, in the 
senses and in common, we cannot presume that communica-
tion has not already been perverted by its fifty-​year passage 
through cybernetic communications and economic systems 
and its new passage through encoding, the end result of the 
real subsumption of consumption and the monetisation of 
contingent externalities. It is no longer just employees who are 
human resources; every consumer is now raw material for the 
emergent data economy.

Contemporary economic life or, to give it its proper name, 
capital (accumulated wealth) has produced a self that is either 
locked into its vanishing possession or wracked with fear-
ful anticipation of loss, or both. This unhappy ego is tied by 
privation to a miserable half-​awake existence. What capital 
excludes –​ the noise of living life –​ is the remainder of informa-
tion processing. It is the excluded face of communication, exter-
nal and excessive, and it may yet lead to the palace of wisdom. 
For a privileged few –​ and they are otherwise the most oppressed 
and immiserated of all humans –​ there may be an Indigenous, 
pre-​colonial commons to return to. The rest of us are ‘in blood 
stepped in so far’ (Shakespeare, Macbeth, Act III Scene iv) that 
we cannot presume such a return. The commons will have to 
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be built, so that we can once more communicate beyond the 
information processing role that is all capital has left us by way 
of communication. Without communication, there is no com-
munity, and without community there will be no commons. 
Because we cannot presume there is a commons to return to, 
we must build commons in order to communicate, and com-
municate in order to build commons. First, however, there has 
to be a future beyond the wasteland of the vanishing present.

1.1  Posthumous

… an irretrievable image of the past which threatens to disap-
pear in any present that does not recognise itself as intimated in 
that image

Walter Benjamin, ‘Edward Fuchs’, 262

After the End: The Divje Babe Flute

The end is all too possible to imagine in the early twenty-​
first century. A trope of science fiction (especially British sci-
ence fiction reflections on the end of empire from Wells and 
Stapledon to Ballard and Brunner), the end dangles in front of 
us today as the logical outcome of environmental tendencies 
our species either cannot or will not change. The heat death 
of the universe evoked in the planetarium scene in Nicholas 
Ray’s film Rebel Without a Cause (1955) has been overtaken by 
visions of ineluctable catastrophe at the level of species and 
planet. Against the vanishing present and its impending termi-
nus, making culture becomes alternately frenetic, melancholic 
and visionary, in genres as disparate as TV wildlife documen-
taries celebrating deserted domains like Chernobyl and the 
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deep oceans and formal music compositions designed to last 
longer than the predicted future of Earth. This condition is not 
without precedent.

Patrick Wolfe (1999: 2) is only one of those who have 
noted that, from the point of view of the colonised, invasion is 
a structure, not an event. The worst has already happened and 
continues happening. At time of writing in 2023, the failure of 
governments, agencies and economic powers to confront cli-
mate change places everyone face to face with life after extinc-
tion. What does it mean to make culture after the end, to make 
anything out of ‘what it feels like to live in the psychological gulf 
that opens at the end of an era’ (Hughes 1997: xi)? One answer 
comes from decolonial histories of what Anishinaabe writer 
Gerald Vizenor (2009) defines as ‘survivance’, and Canadian 
scholar Michelle Murphy (2017) as ‘alterlife’. This is more than 
the ostensibly universal absurdity of the human condition 
described by another colonial writer, Albert Camus (1979), in 
‘The Myth of Sisyphus’. The colonial event –​ the catastrophe 
of genocide, epidemic disease, land clearances and in settler 
colonies replacing Indigenous peoples with imported slaves, 
indentured labourers and transported paupers, often enough 
from other colonies like Ireland –​ forced and continues to force 
First Nations into survival, living-​on-​after. We find ourselves 
in a parallel situation and therefore desperate to learn from 
Indigenous activists and scholars how to survive. But after 
stealing everything else from them, we white Westerners can-
not carry on the theft by stealing even their suffering and their 
hard-​won skills of living-​on-​after the end. As Max Liboiron 
(2021) argues, ‘There can be a solidarity without a We. There 
must be solidarity without a universal We. The absence of We 
and the acknowledgment of many we’s (including those to 
which you/​I do not belong) is imperative for good relations in 
solidarity against ongoing colonialism’ (Liboiron 2021: 24–​25).
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In the end, where the colonised have lived since colonisa-
tion and where we have only just arrived, any solidarity must 
be political, recognising differences in power, wealth and 
options. The colonised were noise to imperialists. The lives 
left over after subsumption and code are noise to corpora-
tions. Taking its name and measurements from the clatter of 
city streets and the noisome slums of the poor and excluded 
(Carmi 2020), noise has another history in the twentieth cen-
tury, not as measure of exclusion but as a yardstick of survival 
after extinction. Sound, after all, is the most ephemeral of aes-
thetic experiences, no sooner heard than gone. Tracing an 
origin myth for music –​ noise’s pair –​ might hear music as a 
magical response to the prefiguration of end-​times in noise’s 
inevitable diminuendo.

Modern humans only arrived in Europe about 45,000 years 
ago, so despite evidence that it was a Neanderthal artefact 
made by a now-​extinct branch of hominids, archaeologists 
argued that a musical instrument discovered in a Slovenian 
cave in 1997 could only belong to rational, symbol-​toting 
moderns. The provenance debate is settled now: the flute pre-
cedes modern humans’ arrival in Europe. But a nagging doubt 
remains: if music is indeed an exclusive property of the mod-
erns’ symbolic reason, then this carefully made thing may not 
be, in this sense at least, a human artefact, made for ordering 
or communicating.

We will never know what went through the minds of the 
Neanderthal who made the flute from the femur of a now-​
equally extinct cave bear around 50,000 years ago. The instru-
ment has two remaining holes and the traces of three more 
in addition to its open ends, tuned to a recognisable diatonic 
scale (Fink 1997). A recording of Slovenian musician Ljuben 
Dimkaroski playing a reconstruction is haunting and con-
vincing: this was a musical instrument. Classic FM reports 
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that it is evidence that even before modern humans, these 
cave-​dwelling hunters were ‘capable of such an abstract and 
uniquely human activity as creating music’ (Rizzi 2021).

There should be considerable doubt about whether music 
is uniquely human. Ecological thinking and affect theory 
would suggest that if music exists, however defined, then it 
must flow through the world as harmonies and dissonances, 
rhythms and tonalities. The inference is that music discovered 
humans, rather than vice versa. A member of the dig team that 
unearthed the cave bear flute, archaeologist Ivan Turk, co-​
authored a descriptive and analytical paper on the find (Kunej 
and Turk 2001) in a collection (Wallin et al. 2001) of which 
half is devoted to ‘Vocal Communication in Animals’. There is 
every reason to believe that rattling tail feathers and tail-​slaps 
on open water may not only communicate or create social 
bonds, but for all we know make music –​ beautiful patterns of 
sound in time. Dimkaroski’s rendition of an adagio attributed 
to the eighteenth-​century composer Tomaso Albinoni shows 
that the reconstructed flute can hold a recognisably modern 
melody, ‘abstract’ in the sense understood at the latter end of 
the baroque. But what might making and playing the flute have 
meant 50,000 years ago (see Morley 2006)?

Cave bears were big, largely plant-​eating, and there is lit-
tle evidence that Neanderthals hunted them (a combination 
of climate change and competition with modern humans 
for cave space probably brought about their extinction). It is 
possible that the flute femur came from a kill, but as likely it 
was recovered from a natural death. The bone was separated 
from the carcass, cleaned and carved. The animal it came from 
was very definitely dead. If cave bears were, as the archaeol-
ogy suggests, physically close to modern bears, they would 
not have made a sound like a flute; grunts and roars would be 
more likely. A flute could not imitate the animal. Instead, there 
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is the tuning of breath. To blow, to breathe life into an inani-
mate thing, to re-​animate a creature after its death –​ we cannot 
say what that might have meant then. It is hard enough to com-
prehend the mystery of music-​making today. But there seems 
good reason to think that, in the cave at Divje Babe where the 
flute was discovered, player and perhaps listeners would have 
felt some more-​than-​ordinary reverberation. Call it magic.

Citing an idea of Marcel Mauss (1972), anthropolo-
gist Claude Lévi-​Strauss described one exemplary form of 
magic: the idea of mana, the intrinsic power of objects and 
people in Polynesian culture. Such terms for an otherwise uni-
dentifiable je ne sais quoi posit, Lévi-​Strauss wrote, ‘an inde-
terminate value of signification, in itself devoid of meaning 
and thus susceptible of receiving any meaning at all; their sole 
function is to fill a gap between the signifier and the signified, 
or, more exactly, to signal the fact that in such a circumstance, 
on such an occasion, or in such a one of their manifesta-
tions, a relationship of non-​equivalence becomes established 
between signifier and signified’ (Lévi-​Strauss 1987: 55–​56).

Mauss had set himself the task of debunking colonialist 
conceptions of magic as a primitive phase of human develop-
ment. Lévi-​Strauss argued that mythic thinking, like modern 
European science, was a method for understanding and con-
trolling the world. A problem for this kind of thought was, he 
believed, that humans generate more meanings than there are 
things in the world to attach them to. This ‘surplus of signifi-
cation’ (1987: 62) is what drives the non-​equivalence between 
things and states of mind (signifiers and signifieds). Some 
third quality happens when dead bone and live breath meet: a 
new, magical occurrence, music, that escapes taxonomies of 
alive and dead, breathing and inert, without, however, creating 
a clear and definite meaning. Music is the excess of meaning, 
not just in the human but in the world. Spooky, magical, an 
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unstable hinterland at the border of intellect, language, senses 
and world. The Neanderthal flutemaker may have identified 
this threshold between living and dead as magic traversing the 
undefinable mana of mortality, among a sparse human popu-
lation perhaps already in the decline that would see them and 
the cave bears extinct a few thousand years after the flute was 
carved.

The Waste Land and Other Non-​Cochlear 
Sonic Objects

The Divje Babe flute can stand at or near the start of the 
long procession of joyful animations of the inanimate from 
Pygmalion to Pinocchio; impious re-​animations of the dead 
from the Golem to Frankenstein; and now the uncanny thrill 
of interfacing with AI –​ the magical force of Divine Creation, 
breathing life (anima: breath, soul) into clay seems to gather 
and sum a deep history, predating the written words that tell 
us the oldest stories. Even if the flute were, after all, not from 
an expired cadaver but made from a hunter’s kill, and its role 
therefore to speak to or negotiate with the dead animal, its 
mediation of breath and bone would still exhibit an excess of 
affect over words and things. Something of that discomforting 
articulation of living and dead still hovers over contemporary 
self-​operating systems, scarcely evolved from the haunted tel-
egraphs exhumed in Jeffrey Sconce’s Haunted Media (2000), 
and the far older strangeness of inert instruments of brass, 
wood and gut transforming air into melody with the power to 
bring back memories we never had and emotions we never felt.

An icon of English-​language modernism, T. S. Eliot’s 1922 
poem The Waste Land is an early riposte to the language of 
noise emerging from communication technology labs. Voices 
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and languages, snatches of song, church bells, a nightingale, 
wind, motor horns and a throbbing taxi distress its unquiet 
surface. A bored typist plays a record. From the river comes 
the sound of a mandolin. Bones rattle, a cockerel crows and 
dry thunder rolls across a desert. For Eliot, the modern sonic 
universe did not cohere as older traditions might have done. 
Almost incidentally, the poem challenges the belief that, 
because it is symbolic, communicative, socialising, ordered 
and rational, music belongs only to humans, and only to some 
of them.

Ralph Ellison connected The Waste Land with jazz in 1964 
(2001; see Tracy 2016). Eliot was listening compulsively to his 
gramophone in the years of the poem’s composition (Suarez 
2001). His friendship with fellow poet Ezra Pound, the ‘miglior 
fabbro’ of the poem’s dedication, may have made him aware of 
Luigi Russolo’s futurist Art of Noise (1913) and George Antheil’s 
player piano score for Léger’s Ballet méchanique, composi-
tions that invented or deployed new sounding technologies 
and granted them some degree of autonomy from composer’s 
or player’s control. Eliot had a gift for what other critics decried 
as ‘pathetic fallacy’, metaphors ascribing human feelings to 
weather and landscape, but the relation does not necessarily 
only go one way. Dry hills or driving rain can inflect our emo-
tions as much as great sex can make the greyest morning sunny. 
Eliot wrote, ‘These fragments I have shored against my ruins’, 
hearing correspondences between soundscapes of indus-
trial cities and inward states of the soul just when the Second 
Viennese School was starting to compose dissonance and 
silence. He was not more avant-​garde than Arnold Schönberg 
and his pupils in Vienna in abandoning harmony or empha-
sising fracture over the integral work. The Waste Land’s sonics 
are significant because, in their collapsing categorial distinc-
tions, they pitch the excess of noises over coherence, order, 
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rationality or symbolisation. Reconfiguring noise as valuable 
and meaningful, The Waste Land conflates Shannon’s double 
exclusions –​ of noise and meaning –​ and makes them available 
for an alternative culture.

That alternative way of hearing noise helped shape com-
positions like Barry Truax’s Riverrun (1986) and John Luther 
Adams’ Become trilogy (2013–​2018), works that emphasise ‘the 
world as a macrocosmic musical composition’, in R. Murray 
Schafer’s phrase (1994: 5). Schafer, in the words of his near-​
contemporary Pierre Schaeffer (2017: 263), sought ‘to hear 
everything at the same time … an active musicianly mode of 
listening, as if we were listening to an orchestra and trying 
to focus on all the sources at once’. This democratisation of 
every sound might suggest a reduction of hearing to the level 
of capital’s universal exchange. To the extent that Schafer and 
Schaeffer, like Fluxus composer and sonic artist John Cage, 
wanted to create music out of this newly expanded listening, 
they can also be accused of extending the ‘paternalistic rhet-
oric of “giving voices” to those who cannot represent them-
selves (traditionally children, women, the poor, the colonized, 
the disabled, animals, and other figures of marginalization) 
… to inanimate natural objects such as glaciers and forests’ 
(Pettman 2017: 66). Imposing a ‘musicianly mode of listen-
ing’ and ‘giving voice’ diminishes the sounds of waves and 
wind. On the other hand, imagining the geometry of the plan-
ets as universal harmony, inaudible to mortal ears ‘whilst this 
muddy vesture of decay Doth grossly close it in’ (Shakespeare, 
The Merchant of Venice, Act V Scene i), decentres anthropo-
centric listening –​ and defers hearing the music of the spheres 
to the afterlife. Even though the practice of music has long 
been a practice of abstraction, the re-​tuning of hearing since 
John Cage’s first assertions that his material was all-​sound, not 
just intentionally made notes, encourages us to seek out sonic 
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delight beyond human intentions or even capabilities; and to 
listen for what exceeds distinctions like Shannon’s between 
signal and noise. This border between planetary or interplane-
tary reverberations and the organisational power of music is as 
ripe with animating power as the cave bear flute and is equally 
unclear whether we hear the bone or the breath, the world or 
our listening.

Writing about an installation artwork by Christine Sun 
Kim involving four subwoofers playing sounds at and below 
the threshold of human hearing, Caleb Kelly writes, ‘the work 
is formed from sound waves that can be felt by people on 
the deaf spectrum, including Kim herself, who is profoundly 
deaf  … Conceptually, the work opens the potential for 
sound within the arts that is resolutely non-​cochlear’ (Kelly 
2022: 98).

The strictly enforced sensory discipline that restricts ‘hear-
ing’ to ears, excluding vibrations sensed through the soles of 
the feet, chest cavity and long bones, creates a hierarchy in 
the same way light sensitivity is disciplined by restricting it to 
what retinas can register, while ignoring how all skin responds 
to light. Schafer emphasised the continuity of the senses of 
hearing and touch, both sensitive to vibrations, both experi-
enced as bodily and intimate, a continuum of body and world, 
sound and sensation and, in light of Mauss and Lévi-​Strauss, 
of form and meaninglessness of the kind Eliot reached for with 
his ‘Wallala leialala’ and his ‘la la’. The play of meaning/​form 
and formless/​meaningless extends to a second hierarchy, one 
that represses the body as a producer of sounds, and not just of 
percussion, articulate speech and song: the body that gurgles, 
farts, belches, yawns and sneezes, sounds we learn early on to 
suppress or mask. I can hear my own breath, heartbeats and 
digestion, even if others cannot. I may learn to ignore them but 
they accompany me as long as I live. When music immerses 
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the body in amplification, it drowns out those sounds that oth-
erwise tell us we are living. In its search for immortality, music 
always tends towards a posthumous condition, beyond death, 
recalling ancestors and anticipating afterlife.

With musique concrète, Pierre Schaeffer consolidated 
Cage’s all-​sound, but his tools were recording devices. Cinema 
had already embraced non-​musical ‘wild tracks’ alongside 
dialogue and music. Using similar recording techniques but 
now without the ambition to amplify realism or promote 
identification with a listening character onscreen, Schaeffer 
realised the divorce of sounds from their origins effected by 
recording when he formulated the idea of ‘sound objects’, 
asking listeners not to listen for sources but to hear sounds 
themselves, divorced from whatever caused them and from 
the psychology of hearing. Reversing the process, Eliot’s typ-
ist hears the gramophone, not Wagner or Marie Lloyd, as his 
poets hear ‘jug jug’ or ‘tereu’ in the nightingale’s otherwise 
varied and liquid song. Beside the world lie technologies that 
may imitate or represent small fractions of the world –​ Eliot’s 
gramophone records would have split Tristan and Isolde 
into a significant pile of 78rpm records –​ selecting sounds by 
microphone placement and direction, severing them from the 
sounding instruments they recorded, the bodies of the play-
ers absorbing and damping the sounds they produce and the 
ambience of the space where the recording took place, sub-
ordinating everything to disciplined and ear-​centred listening 
to the detriment of the proximal sense of touch. This spatial 
discontinuity is a condition of recording, separating replay 
from event and, at the instant of recording, deferring playback 
to some future moment. The temporal pause between making 
and playing the cave-​bear flute tells us such temporal disrup-
tion was already the case in the earliest musics we have evi-
dence for.
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The phrase ‘live recording’ may be an oxymoron, but we 
can allow for a certain co-​presence of player and listener to the 
bone flute. Co-​presence was also integral to Harry Bertoia’s 
Sonambient sounding sculptures (Bertoia 2015), which keep 
their sounds and their source present to one another (although 
Bertoia also recorded his inventions). The throbbing taxi of The 
Waste Land, on the other hand, is only introduced in the line 
after the metaphor of ‘the human engine’, a body already tuned 
to the mechanical that in turn tunes the mechanical to itself. 
The throbbing between male and female (Wraith 2013) that 
traversed Eliot’s Tiresias (who speaks this section of the poem) 
depends on the unique experience of hearing, there and then, 
the precise taxi throb, tuned to the vibrating body, prior to 
either recording or transliteration, as Eliot would have heard 
it in the early twenties –​ irrecoverable a hundred years later 
except as conscious, thus linguistically grounded empathy.

A different co-​presence is apparent in compositions 
engaging improvisation and autonomy but subordinating 
them to temporal control, verging on the managerial, audi-
ble in minimalist works of the 1970s and 1980s by Terry Riley, 
Philip Glass and Steve Reich. Here the co-​presence involves 
the phenomenal sounds produced by the players in composi-
tions like Riley’s In C (Cubitt 2023: 126–​129) –​ a composition 
that allows for players of all abilities –​ with the presence of the 
score, particularly audible in this example because of the use 
of the Pulse, a repetitive high-​C percussive beat. The score, as 
it were the intelligence of the music, is as audible as the notes 
vibrating in air, a script preceding its sounding, as deconstruc-
tive philosopher Jacques Derrida might have noted, specifi-
cally a script written for deferred performance and recording. 
If music prefigures the future rather than expressing the politi-
cal, economic and social structures of its own time, when 
In  C incorporated the random ‘errors’ of its performers into 
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its design, it foreshadowed the subsumption of contingen-
cies into profit-​making facilitated by computer-​driven high-​
frequency algorithmic trading.

Rule sets of the order of minimalist scores have been used 
for centuries to produce fugues and other musical forms. In 
computer-​generated music, different again to Reich and Riley, 
algorithms must be formed as logical instructions. Electronic 
composer Laurie Spiegel derived the instructions for her 1977 
composition Harmonices Mundi from Johannes Kepler’s 1619 
mathematical account of the relations between heavenly bod-
ies. Combining computer logic with Kepler’s geometry meant 
drawing on the deep legacy of rational systems, in much the 
same way that Eliot drew on the long history of languages. 
No one writer or programmer invented English or C+​+​; both 
derive from millennia of Marx’s general intellect: the com-
mons of knowledge. Language, logic and maths are where we 
meet our ancestors.

Consciously, that is, in language, specifically in her title, 
Spiegel acknowledged the ancestral presence in her music 
through the reference to Kepler. Every logical expression, 
every instruction line, every aspect of the hardware is the con-
gealed form of common knowledge that, in the West, we seal 
up in technological black boxes. The music of the Neanderthal 
flute is no more and no less magical in its dialogue with the 
dead beast than Spiegel’s algorithmically deduced music in 
its dialogue with all the named and anonymous makers of 
computing, as well as all those, human and non-​human, who, 
over thousands of years, have contributed to the evolution of 
music. Eliot’s net drifts over two thousand years, Spiegel’s over 
millennia –​ as far back as the Divje Babe cave and into the light 
years of interstellar distance foreseen for the Voyager space-
craft, both of which carried a copy of the Golden Record con-
taining her Harmonices Mundi.
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Voyager

Launched in 1977, the two Voyager satellites left the bounds 
of the solar system in 2012 and 2018. The Golden Record 
they each carry ‘for the benefit of any other spacefarers that 
might find them in the distant future’ (NASA n.d.) contains 
a remarkably diverse collection of sounds: weather, animals, 
machinery, languages and music, together with a selec-
tion of images of which many illustrate the sources of those 
sounds. They were designed to be heard in the far reaches 
of space, beyond the reach of living astronauts, and long 
after ‘Earth is but a star that once had shone’ (as James Elroy 
Flecker –​ a poet with a gift for the posthumous –​ wrote in 
‘The Golden Road to Samarkand’ [1916]). Intended to make 
life on Earth decipherable to unimaginably alien beings, the 
Voyager discs evoke, simultaneously, two opposing emo-
tions, hope and melancholy.

The melancholy is largely self-​explanatory. The records 
have been made to travel the space ways after the human 
race is extinct, and our planet quite possibly denuded of life. 
Their premise is that there will be other consciousnesses 
that, in an indefinite future, can reconstruct our existence 
from the Golden recordings. Relating images to sounds may 
be problematic. Not only will future alien archaeologists 
have to work out how to extract them from the recordings 
and match the appropriate pairs, but they will need to piece 
together not only the connection between the written score 
of a Bach cantata, an image of a violin and some rudimentary 
instruction on human anatomy, but the presence of air as 
a medium and the precise range of wavelengths, overtones 
and harmonies humans find pleasurable. Most challenging 
of all will be acquiring some sense of the interplay of physi-
cal and psychological durations, recall and anticipation, and 
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the very idea of organising sounds in time. Will they under-
stand the etiquette of refraining from making sound, articu-
late or gross, during a performance? Or of when it is not just 
allowable but important to join in?

We humans are only conscious in language. Where 
language stops, we are in the Freudian sense unconscious, 
a space where bodily energies are shaped by the language 
they are excluded from. There are undoubtedly also pre-​
conscious operations of our bodies operating before and 
under the operations of consciousness: we breath and bal-
ance without conscious attention, but neither breathing nor 
balancing are subject to repression in the way other bod-
ily functions are. Taking the ‘pre-​’ prefix literally, there are 
components of the psyche that pre-​date the emergence of 
the linguistically competent consciousness but maintain 
themselves, like breathing, into adult life. In Freud and 
Lacan, the exemplary pre-​conscious state is neo-​natal union 
with the mother’s body, a lost ecological oneness we might 
yearn for or grow to fear but which accompanies us always. 
Sympathetic vibrations in immersive sound spaces tell us 
we are ‘just being there alive, in and as the excess of sound’ 
(Henriques 2011: xvii).

If ancestors are indeed present in language, logic and 
technologies, then there is also a post-​conscious persistence 
in the world. Alongside all of these and threading through 
them is what Marie-​Luise Angerer (2023) calls the non-​
conscious and N. Katherine Hayles (2017), in a different 
tradition but describing much the same thing, calls the cog-
nitive non-​conscious. For Hayles, cognition is a more broadly 
distributed capability than consciousness. Consciousness 
includes a sense of ‘I’, which implies the use of language or 
something like it among primates, marine mammals and  
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others. Cognition she understands as an implicit intelli-
gence below the threshold of consciousness, like breathing, 
and therefore shared with other living entities like plants. 
Angerer’s non-​conscious is more expansive, embracing 
‘technical, mental, and physical processes’, not restricted to 
humans, but extending into, for example, the intelligence 
rain uses to find its way to an aquifer.

Proposing his ‘sound object’, an autonomous sonorous 
entity that cannot be reduced to physical existence or to psy-
chology but operating in their interconnection, Schaeffer 
(2017: 69) writes, ‘The ambiguity revealed by our brief con-
sideration of the sound object –​ objectivity bound to sub-
jectivity –​ will surprise us only if we persist in seeing “the 
workings of the mind” and “external realities” as opposites.’ 
The ambiguity only increases, to the level of indeterminacy, 
in the light of the cognitive non-​conscious. As cognition, 
vibrations in natural ecologies and technical devices are of a 
kind with the vibrations of conscious bodies and the mental 
processes they instigate. As extended cognition, hearing is 
the implicit intelligence of any sympathetic vibration, with 
or without consciousness or even life, dissolving any opposi-
tion between the workings of the mind and external realities. 
Hearing is the implicit, tactile intelligence of any sympa-
thetic vibration, with or without consciousness or even life. 
Not only are we sounding and sounded objects: the world 
sounds through us, living or dead.

What might ancestral technologies be capable of if they 
are not constrained to the purposes of profit and control? 
We run a terrible risk if we let the ancestors loose; they have 
been imprisoned in industrial and digital technologies for 
centuries. They may be mad. The risk is as terrible as ‘letting 
nature take its course’; whatever we mean or have meant by 
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the word, nature has been so controlled and exploited, we 
rightly fear its capacity to devastate not only our species but 
itself. The only worse risk is not liberating nature and ances-
tors. Liberation might be dangerous in future; the alternative 
is catastrophic right now –​ species suicide at the hands of 
corporate government. A commons of ecologies, technolo-
gies and societies, of intellect, cognition and imagination, 
depends on the liberation of our ancestors and is our only 
hope. From the Divje Babe flute to the Golden Record, sonic 
cultures –​ so dependent on the dialectics of ephemerality 
and memory –​ realise hope by diving into the posthumous.

Preclusion

The imagination of the end haunts Anthropocene and post-​
Anthropocene cultures whose violent weather systems and 
burning landscapes are not only symptoms but cognition 
of planetary tragedy. Nineteenth-​century aesthete John 
Ruskin’s (1856: 201–​220) critique of ‘pathetic fallacy’ dis-
missed the literary trope ascribing sympathetic feelings to a 
landscape that a poet might describe as weeping when she 
weeps or laughing when she laughs. When cognition and 
affect are no longer limited to consciousness, Ruskin’s stric-
tures reveal that they come from an equal and opposite apa-
thetic fallacy: a now-​foundationless belief that only humans, 
and only thinking, speaking humans at that, are capable 
of sensing and responding to the actions of the world. The 
implication of non-​conscious sapience is, however, that 
even in the absence of observers, even in the gradually dis-
sipating organisation of the cosmos as a whole, some vibra-
tions from the deep past will continue to reverberate in a 
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cooling universe. Zielinski’s (2006) deep time and Parikka’s 
(2015) even deeper geological time give some intimation of 
how models of the deep past now inform models for a deep 
future of the media –​ media which, as we imagine them per-
sisting beyond the lifespan of either species or planet, we 
can legitimately call posthumous.

What kind of human is this, not post-​human but post-
humous? Like many other critics, John Berger (2015) saw in 
Charlie Chaplin’s pratfalls a resilient refusal to be only him-
self: ‘Each time he falls, he gets back on to his feet as a new 
man. … After each fall the secret of his buoyancy is his multi-
plicity.’ On the other hand, in L’Idiot de la famille, the philos-
opher Jean-​Paul Sartre took Chaplin as the model of every 
human being ‘reduced to impotence, reified, the human 
object [which] can only dream’ but only on condition that 
it submits to being just an object (Sartre 1971: VI.B). Only 
once this human has learned to see itself from the outside, as 
object, can it exceed itself. For Norman Bryson, just as lan-
guage speaks the speaking subject, so humans not only see 
but are seen by the ‘gaze in the expanded field’. We fool our-
selves into believing we are at the centre of the world when 
we exercise scientific or male gaze as mastery, but actually 
we are embraced by visibility that surrounds and watches 
us. ‘Everything I see’, Bryson explained, ‘is orchestrated with 
a cultural production of seeing that exists independently of 
my life and outside it: my individual discoveries, the find-
ings of my eye as it probes through the world, come to unfold 
in terms not of my making, and indifferent to my mortality’ 
(Bryson 1988: 92). Looked at from the outside, every prat-
fall looks like the foreseeable consequence the little tramp 
never foresees. From within, on the other hand, every dis-
aster proves the world is unforeseeable and therefore full 
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of opportunity. Events happen to the Chaplin clown, not 
because of him; but only when he realises this will he have 
any chance of intervening in them.

Drawing on Sartre and Bryson, Vivian Sobchack noted 
that there is ‘a different world –​ and a world of difference –​ 
existentially revealed through the nonanthropocentric gaze. 
This worldview is not menacing but expansive’ (Sobchack 
2004: 97). For Sobchack, it is possible to inhabit a world 
without forcing it to be an object, or ourselves to be its cen-
tre. Posthumous humans are no longer subjects or even 
objects. Without imitating or stealing the skills of survivance 
developed in response to the colonialism the West continues 
to visit on Indigenous peoples, it is possible to continue to 
inhabit a world in which the worst has already happened. 
For Hegel, becoming a self meant confronting death (Hegel 
2018: 108–​117) in a struggle for recognition that no one 
wins, the servant who succumbs to fear of death or the mas-
ter who overcomes it. But there is no mastery except in the 
eyes of the servant, despised but ever watchful. Neither suc-
cumbing to nor overcoming but accepting death, the post-
humous condition allows us to inhabit and be inhabited by 
the world after the death of the scientific, colonising, mascu-
line master. Posthumous media, from the cave-​bear flute to 
the Golden Record, are talismans against the long dark that 
comes after us. Posthumous, like our ancestral technologies, 
we can be embraced by our ecologies, able to hear without 
ears or brains. Like ‘sustainability’, inheritance only prolongs 
the timeless present. We inhabit posthumous time because 
the objectifying master is already dead. Survivance –​ to live 
on after the universal present –​ is only the first step. Beyond 
the ethical imperative to survive lies the job of devising a 
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posthumous politics. Before that, however, there arrives the 
challenge of living with one another in the face of the end, as 
love has always flourished in the face of mortality.
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2
Love

Human on my faithless arm
W. H. Auden, ‘Lay your sleeping head,  

my love’ (1979b: 50–​51)

The Liar’s Paradox

Love takes time. Gratification can be swift, but, as queer semi-
otician Roland Barthes (1978: 224) observed, in love ‘There is 
not only need for tenderness, there is also need to be tender 
for the other.’ The more time we spend curating selves on social 
media profiles, the less we have to spend on tenderness. With 
the rise of advertising-​supported broadcasting, Dallas Smythe 
observed (1977), the majority of non-​sleeping time became 
work time. The demand for attention to social media is even 
greater. Love requires leisure, the same way that the good life 
demands a basic quantum of food and shelter. The less leisure, 
the less love. Yet we feel intuitively and want to believe that love 
cannot be measured. Either you love or you do not and, even if 
rare or temporary, love is possible and we expect it to be total. 
Love needs time, but it promises to be timeless: a paradox.

The exemplary paradox is the liar’s paradox –​ ‘I am lying’ –​ 
because it starts an endless chain of consequences: if it is true 
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that you are lying, then you lied when you said you were lying, 
and so when you said you were lying you were speaking the 
truth, but if you were, then it is true that you lied, but then… 
To work, the liar’s paradox depends on the claim that a state-
ment is either true or false. One way of dealing with it is to deny 
the true/​false dichotomy by insisting the liar’s paradox is not 
a paradox but a contradiction. Picking apart the words in the 
sentence, the ‘I’ that states it may not be an ‘I’ at all; nor can you 
trust the ‘am’ that the ‘I’ claims for itself. This ‘I’ is a performer. 
Its implicit statement is ‘I am too smart for you’, which is not 
about the I’s relation with ‘you’ but a statement by ‘I’ about 
itself. This is not a rare and brilliant philosophical conundrum 
but a sadly common state of affairs: I am lying to myself. I may 
even know I am lying to myself (perhaps that is what gets me 
through the day).

The liar’s paradox is a challenge to dialogue. Like friend-
ship and love, it confronts (and in this case fails) the challenge 
of the interpersonal: how to bridge the gap between people. 
We only need to bridge that gap because there are separate 
persons, but persons –​ anonymous, interchangeable humans –​ 
are not without their own problems, as the tentative solution to 
the liar’s paradox –​ that the liar is lying to themselves –​ reveals. 
We only experience ourselves as persons because history has 
made us strangers –​ to ourselves as much as to each other. 
Social media prey on this estrangement, promising to heal 
broken souls with agglutinative friendships. We inherit per-
sonhood from a collective history of rule by division, privation 
and life stories at the same time as we are instructed to walk 
on our own apart from mother, family and clan. Individuality 
leaves us bereft of companionship, aching for more than the 
satisfaction of instincts, however modulated by biography 
and history. The same history that divides us makes us yearn 
to share. Even though it seems to be a statement about the 
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present, as soon as it has been uttered, it becomes a statement 
about the past: when I said that I was lying, I was either lying or 
not lying, or both. But that was then.

Saying ‘I love you’ is the opposite of ‘I am lying’. ‘I’ still 
remains uncertain –​ it might be speaking in bad faith –​ and 
even if it is sincerely said, there is no guarantee that the ‘I’ 
knows what ‘you’ are or may become. Where the liar only 
unpicks their past under the disguise of the present tense, love 
is a promise: it brings a future into existence where either ‘I’ 
will prove true and you will reciprocate, or either of those parts 
of the promise may fail, or fade, but in any of those cases, the 
words point forward in time. Friendship, affection and love 
respect the instability of self and other. I may not know who 
you are now or how you may change, or whether, when I say 
‘I love you’, I will be able to live up to my promise. But I have 
already given you the right to judge if I truly care for you. As 
care, love is a particularly intense form of consideration, 
pledged not just to understanding but to its consequences. I do 
not just look out for you: I pledge to devote my energies and 
actions to your wellbeing, whatever the cost. When masses of 
people claimed to love the late queen of England, a psychoan-
alyst might have interpreted their care as projection or trans-
ference, and unreciprocated. Like the forlorn lovers sworn to 
be true in a hundred tales of mediaeval and modern romance, 
the crowd’s loyal affection for the late monarch had a religious 
feeling, not just because its greatest expression was postmor-
tem, but because of its resemblance to God’s unreciprocated 
love for humanity, and the unreciprocated love of the devout 
for God: not a shared project but simple devotion, a quality 
which belongs to love, or something like it. To quibble over 
whether what these faithful-​though-​spurned lovers felt was 
love is to insist that love is coded as an emotion in a recognis-
able schema of possible and discrete sensations. But to define 
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love, or to restrict it to a ‘code of communication’ (Luhmann 
1986: 20), is inadequate. Even though, as Indigenous anthro-
pologist Elizabeth Povinelli (2006: 17) asserts, ‘If you want to 
locate the hegemonic home of liberal logics and aspirations, 
look to love in settler colonies’, love cannot be explained by its 
political functions. Because it involves complex, vulnerable, 
fragile sharing, love is multilayered and symphonic, involv-
ing all sorts of affects –​ anxiety, delicacy, lust, anger, shame, 
consideration and care –​ and always mobile. Emotional codes 
help create love stories, but like any code, they miss the multi-
plicity and mobility of love as affect.

The liar’s paradox stops being paradoxical as soon as we 
recognise that it is a true statement of duplicity. Although we 
speak of true love, nothing about love is certain in the way 
a liar can be relied on to lie. Lying belongs to the category 
of truth, as one of its negations. It belongs to consideration 
because it is inconsiderate. Love is true to the extent that it 
considers (thinks through causes and assesses consequences), 
but love subordinates the results of its considered assessment 
of the beloved to its care for them, and so we say that love is 
blind. Love stories are full of duplicity. Dissimulation is inte-
gral to love songs like Dolly Parton’s ‘I Will Always Love You’, 
a hit for Parton in 1974 and 1982 and for Whitney Houston 
in 1992, with its opening gambit ‘If I should stay, I would 
only be in your way, so I’ll go’, its theme of sacrifice for love’s 
sake –​ and hiding the emotional toll –​ a constant of love sto-
ries in every medium. The truth hidden in falsification is rich 
grounds for comedy, and has been since the oldest stories we 
have. It reached a certain peak in Bringing Up Baby (Howard 
Hawks 1938). As Andrew Britton noted, comparing Bringing 
Up Baby with previous Grant screwball comedies The Awful 
Truth (1937) and Holiday (1938), ‘The partners engage in 
roughhouse, epigram, and repartee; the anarchic consorts 
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with the urbane; the infantile drives that precede maturity and 
civilization are suddenly definitive of them’ (Britton 2009: 10). 
Other major film critics including Stanley Cavell (1981: 113–​
132) and Gerald Mast (1982: 133–​187) agree, in Mast’s words, 
on ‘its essential thematic issues –​ human spontaneity, animal 
vitality, sexual fertility, childhood fun. Like A Midsummer 
Night’s Dream’, Mast continues, sharing with Cavell a sense 
of continuity with archetypes of comedy, ‘the film’s wildly 
fanciful and farcical action is the means to improve the amo-
rous vision of its young lovers, so they can achieve a harmony 
both with nature and with themselves’ (Mast 1982: 160–​161). 
Remediating Shakespeare’s bewitched young lovers in their 
moonlit Athenian wood, ecocritique must surely salute the 
assimilation of love to the woods of Connecticut where, even-
tually, the scales will fall from David’s (Grant’s) eyes. The motif 
is enriched, however, when Cavell, dwelling on the ambigui-
ties of love, concludes that ‘Nothing about our lives is more 
comic than the distance at which we think about them’ and 
(reflecting on a line in the film about hypnosis) that ‘if I am 
hypnotized by (his) film, rather than awakened, then I am the 
fool of an unfunny world, which is, and is not, a laughing and 
fascinating matter’ (Cavell 1981: 132).

The critic’s love of film –​ cinephilia –​ is as prone to being 
duped as any love. The corkscrew twists of plot, the reversals 
of emotion, the chaos and harmony, in short the duplicity of 
the beloved who is never quite who they seem and the lover 
who is never (or never consistently) who they think they are, 
are the stuff of comedy and love, but also of criticism and study 
(Rancière 2014: 1–​15; Elsaesser 2005). The mismatch between 
the mesmerised experience of film and love has somehow to 
be matched with words: an account of the movie or a pledge 
of the love. Love, in Dylan’s words sung by Joan Baez, is just 
a four-​letter word, but it can never be reduced to letters and 
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syllables. The repartee of Bringing Up Baby stems from the 
inadequacy of language to express love, just as its plot –​ dif-
ficult as it is to remember in the middle of the action –​ revolves 
around more words: the marriage vows that David never gets 
to make as a result of the night’s adventures. If saying ‘I love 
you’ is a promise, it is one that can be made in error, that can be 
broken, that may be true now but not tomorrow. Alternatively, 
and this is not an intrinsic power of language but a function 
of the mismatched and misrecognised hinterland between 
language and affect, pronouncing the word love may make it 
happen.

Or the interplay may happen at the level not of words 
but behaviours or, in cinema, of acting. Compare two scenes 
from Bringing Up Baby. In the first, at night, after beaning 
Mr Peabody with a rock, at roughly the twenty-​one-​minute 
mark, Susan (Hepburn) is left alone in her car after David has 
announced he never wants to see her again (Figures 2.1a–​f ). 
As she turns her head from the car window screen left, her 
mouth open, her eyelids part closed, she seems to be taking 
his farewell as a challenge. Continuing the turn, her mouth 
begins to close and her eyes to narrow until she is looking 
almost down the lens, her bottom lip protruding pugnaciously, 
her face almost a mask except that closing her lips gives the 
impression of a decision made. Turning back to screen left, 
her eyes swivel faster than her face until her head catches up 
with them, the lower lip gradually receding, as she seems to 
plot her next move. That the shot depicts a moment of calcula-
tion seems assured not just by the key light and close-​up fram-
ing (with some backlight to separate her from the unfocused 
background and emphasising her somewhat windblown hair) 
but by the way she moves back from the key light into shadow. 
Reversing the trope of the hidden face emerging into the light 
in noir cinematography, this last move effectively produces a 
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Figure 2.1a 

Figure 2.1b 
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Figure 2.1c 

Figure 2.1d 
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Figure 2.1e 

Figure 2.1f 



72 Good

72

fade to black, infusing Susan’s zany persona with elements of 
film noir’s femme fatale: dangerously alluring, alluringly dan-
gerous. After David’s last pratfall, the tonal variation from cun-
ning and calculus to this fade into mystery, while it fits happily 
with the emotional swings and roundabouts of 1930s comedy, 
also evokes a darker patch in the moonlight.

Cavell’s suspicion that he is becoming a (willing or other-
wise) dupe of the film is at first borne out by this shot. But a 
second shot from the following sequence adds another twist. 
After a call from his fiancée, David gets another call, this one 
from Susan, who has just received the leopard. As she does 
her pratfall, David presumes she has been attacked, as Susan 
mimics the sounds of a leopard mauling down the phone wire 
(Figures 2.2a–​f ). Literally phoney, she uses several tricks from 
the Foley storeroom, upsetting a breakfast tray and dragging 

Figure 2.2a 
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Figure 2.2b 

Figure 2.2c 
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Figure 2.2d 

Figure 2.2e 
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the mouthpiece over a fire-​grate to persuade him to race round 
to rescue her. Just after the last cutaway to David’s end of the 
call, in mid-​shot, Susan listens as David promises to come to 
her rescue. She is dressed in white in a white appartement in 
bright daylight, with a surprisingly neutral expression, made 
slightly haughty by the camera angle upwards from a few cen-
timetres above the floor. Rapidly her expression changes to 
delight, illuminating to joy as she replaces the receiver and lies 
down, eyes closed, smiling broadly. This is love, not calcula-
tion anymore. As if to reinforce this new mood, there follows a 
crossfade to the equally brightly lit white hallway outside her 
apartment, effectively a fade to white.

It is striking that both shots, the close-​up at night and 
the mid-​shot in daylight, separate Susan from David: it is her 
transformation, from working out how to capture her man to a 

Figure 2.2f 
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paroxysm of pleasure, that captures us. The comedy, as Cavell 
noted, may be an effect of distance –​ the distance of our obser-
vation from the film. But equally, across that distance, it is hard 
not to smile back in response to Hepburn/​Susan’s delighted 
grin. Is this a technical hypnosis, dazzling us with the flickering 
light on screen? Or is it that love is not necessarily an event or 
even a narrative but a tone, a chord, a floating zone the film has 
shepherded us into? Is love a world we navigate towards, one 
that pre-​exists the people who fall into it? Is it, to use a term 
that is increasingly current in cultural analysis, an affect rather 
than an emotion? The literary critic Fredric Jameson offers a 
way to think this through when, noting ‘the resistance of affect 
to language’ (2013: 31), he writes, ‘affects are bodily feelings, 
whereas emotions (or passions, to use their other name) are 
conscious states’ (2013: 32), where consciousness is what-
ever can be expressed in language. Media and cultural analyst 
Marie-​Luise Angerer (2023: 22) defines affect as ‘the move-
ments of connecting, interrupting, and translating between 
human and nonhuman’, a definition she goes on to refine, 
very much in line with another cultural critic, Patricia Ticineto 
Clough (2010: 207), who describes affect as ‘pre-​individual 
bodily forces augmenting or diminishing a body’s capacity to 
act’. Both want to distance themselves from the idea that affect 
is just a fancy word for emotion, while neither wants to restore 
the centrality of subjectivity after a century of Freud and post-​
structuralism that decentred (and often declared the death of) 
the subject. Bodies are at the heart of affect, not only because 
they had been largely omitted from discussions of conscious-
ness before Freud, but because it is too easy to imagine mind 
as separate from the world. It is far harder to pretend that a 
body exists apart from the environment it ingests, inhales and 
inhabits. Affect is the world as it inhabits us.
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For many working with the idea of affect, like Angerer, 
Clough and N. Katherine Hayles (1999; 2011), the ‘non-​
human’ points especially to the technological environments 
we find ourselves in: environments like cinema. Hollywood 
portrayed intensely individualist stories, but it was also a 
mass medium, playing to crowds, not domestic or personal 
viewers. In 1938, it had to make the whole picture palace 
roar with laughter, not just a target demographic or an idi-
osyncratic spectator. Its love stories had to reach out to and 
resonate with everyone who came to the movie. Resonating 
is a very affective word: thunder resonates when it makes 
the ground tremble, vibrating the air in your chest, shaking 
your feet and bones. An affect has to do something very simi-
lar: find some chord in you, in most or at least many of us, 
that will vibrate in sympathy with the movements of affect 
that sweep through a protagonist. Whether we fall in love like 
Susan or fall in love with Susan, the affect is falling. Hepburn 
performs a swoon that already existed before she swooned, 
a swoon that could be translated through the apparatus of 
camera, projector and screen so that much or all of her audi-
ence could share the fall. As medium of affect, film exceeds 
Deleuze’s cynical moment, cited in the previous chapter, 
when a movie was only money, ferrying effects and affects 
across decades from its source capital to audiences outside 
the nexus of the cinema industry of 1938. The film works 
because swooning is already part of what we are and can do, 
and that is because, in turn, swooning does not belong exclu-
sively to us humans but is a property of the world. And yet, 
‘I’ and ‘you’ persist at either side of ‘love’, even if ‘I’ does not 
know who ‘I’ is, and because love, as relation, exists before 
and beyond its protagonists, ‘I love you’ always comes with 
the possibility that ‘I am lying’.
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The Intercostal Clavicle

The crowd became an object of fear in the fascist 1930s. Much 
of that fear was motivated by dread of communism, but 
the affect that whirled through the stadia of Spain, Italy and 
Germany was no less real for that. The fascist apparatus of 
performance, costume and amplified emotion was in its way 
highly cinematic. If it strikes us as a perversion of the naivety 
and charm of characters like David, it is partly because the 
roller-​coaster reorientations of love as a movie affect are so 
unlike fascism’s narrow range and targets: only hatred, aimed 
only at very specific classes of people like Jews and homo-
sexuals. Though there are differences between 1930s fas-
cism and twenty-​first-​century neo-​fascism, both distinguish 
love as affect from hatred as emotion. Neo-​fascism is char-
acterised by its anger; its refusals (anti-​abortion, anti-​‘woke’, 
anti-​migrant…); its masochistic self-​portraits (‘involuntary 
celibates’, ‘the great replacement’); and its devotion to symbols 
like the Flag and abstractions like Christianity (an idea rather 
than a religion) and the supposed ‘right’ to bear arms. In place 
of the wriggling pleasures of quick-​change gags in screwball 
comedy, neo-​fascism seeks uniformity so static that individ-
uality disappears at the moment of its massification, just as 
money does in accumulation. True, fascism likes fancy dress. 
From boy-​scout uniforms at Nuremberg to biker chic at the 6 
January riots, even its crazier fashion statements are integrated 
into styles of dress, demeanour and discourse that proclaim 
that each pseudo-​individual is indeed one of us.

Individualism is integral to neo-​fascism, which dif-
fers from its 1930s counterpart in embracing individualism 
as an ideology. Not individuality but an ‘-​ism’: neo-​fascism 
demands conformity with codes of dress and slogans, shared 
rage at common enemies, not free-​floating, idiosyncratic and 
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unpredictable personalities. Bringing Up Baby is surely prem-
ised on individuals, but screwball comedy works because its 
protagonists are as emotionally dynamic as its audiences. 
Characters who conform unchangingly, like Peabody, are 
unrelentingly lampooned and rightly biffed with bricks. For 
all their fancy dress and shock jocks, neo-​fascists are boringly 
predictable. They even attempt to legislate against love, from 
California’s anti-​miscegenation laws that banned James Wong 
Howe’s marriage until 1948 to 2020s Republican gay-​marriage 
prohibitions. These attempts to force love to obey norms, to 
become predictable, all fail. All the evidence points to love 
being unpredictable, and people can indeed love anything 
and anyone. Bringing Up Baby shows love as an unforeseeable 
storm of sensations flooding through people which, like organ-
ised hate, can sweep them away. Like hate, love predates and 
shapes the one who hates or loves. Like a tidal wave –​ which 
may well be what it is –​ love does not offer a choice. The one 
who loves, swept out to sea, grabs hold of a floating spar and 
clings to it, without choice, because of the imperative demand 
of shipwreck. There is no market to visit where you select who 
or what to love: love arrives, or we arrive at love, when we are 
too weak and exhausted to resist. Freedom, if such a thing 
exists at all, has nothing to do with love –​ or hate.

Despite the stories we like to tell about how much less 
control contemporary societies try to exercise over love, no 
progressive history of freedom will explain the comedy of 
Bringing Up Baby. It seems humans are as weak in relation 
to their passions now as they were in 1938, or in 1595, when 
Shakespeare was writing A Midsummer Night’s Dream. There is 
little to suggest a before-​and-​after in the history of love. On the 
other hand, even if, as affect, love rolls through the world and 
its inhabitants pretty much as it always has, the human world 
it rolls through has changed. Even if love is trans-​historical, we 
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experience it as historical beings, shaped by social and bio-
graphical experiences, mindful of causes and consequences, 
and most of all conscious of our alienation from one another 
and ourselves, so much so that we never know whether and 
how much a partner loves us, or how much and for how long 
we will love them. Alienation only makes love more difficult to 
understand. Not even knowing whether we are capable of lov-
ing ourselves now or in future, riven by internal uncertainty, 
any two find it hard to meet because both inhabit multiple ver-
sions of themselves. Since neither of them is one, they cannot 
meet one another. If lovers exist outside history, love precedes 
them as affect and flows through both of them. Ahistorical lov-
ers are never alien to one another. As long as they share love, 
they can never misunderstand or fail one another. Without the 
contradiction between ahistorical affect and historical people, 
there would be no love stories. This is precisely the contradic-
tion that Bringing Up Baby exploits. This other power, love, 
afflicts me over here and you over there, but because each of 
us has our own history, both parties are profoundly unsure of 
what ‘I’ experiences internally, what you experience over on 
your side of the relationship, and what you and I might do 
about it, now or in an indefinitely extended future. In contrast 
with the unquestionable certainties of neo-​fascist hatred, love, 
as we live it, is always unsure of itself. Love is much more than 
the opposite of hate and, compared to the aggressive mascu-
linity of neo-​fascism, richly comic.

Perhaps lovers’ inward uncertainties belong to the con-
flict between the biographical norms we pick up as histori-
cally specific members of historically specific societies on one 
side and love’s flux outside ordinary time on the other? But 
that opens another conundrum: whether love is a discrete 
affect among many others or just one flavour of a common 
flow of energy. Are there many affects or only one, a rainbow 
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we experience only colour by colour, but where all colours 
bleed into one another? Do Susan’s moods in the two scenes 
from Bringing Up Baby depict two discrete affects –​ one a 
will towards capture (evolving from her Puckish pleasure in 
mischief on the golf course), the other a tumble into sensory 
delight –​ or are they moments of a single pulsing tide? If they 
are aspects of only one tidal affect, then David’s very different 
reactions –​ walking away wishing never to see her again and 
rushing round to her rescue –​ would also be components of 
the same pulse, not just expressions of discrete affects proper 
to him, unconnected with her, and with no obvious connec-
tions over time beyond the way the film arranges them in 
sequence. Capture pairs with walking away, swooning with 
running towards, and there has never been a guarantee that 
love’s psychic play obeys rules or even sporting etiquette. 
Singular or plural, affect or affects, the two who experience it 
or them, who seem to us and themselves to exist separately, 
alienated from each other and from themselves, also appear, 
to themselves and to us, to fall headlong into a connectedness 
that precedes their separation.

Affect, when it arrives, affects them both, and simulta-
neously makes each aware that, whatever mirroring occurs, 
they are separate in how they experience the event. When 
David admits ‘It isn’t that I don’t like you, Susan –​ in fact, I’m 
strangely drawn to you in moments of quiet’, then instantly fol-
lows up ‘But there hasn’t been a quiet moment’, he is observ-
ing the gap between raw affect and emotion recollected in 
tranquility. If Jameson is right that emotions are words, since 
language is what distinguishes consciousness from sensa-
tion, naming an emotion not only tames the wild power and 
instability of affect: it creates a gap between environment and 
consciousness. To call all these swirling emotions by the sin-
gle name ‘love’ –​ and to organise them into a comprehensible 
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narrative like Bringing Up Baby –​ socialises affect in the same 
way that acquiring a language tames and socialises the poly-
glot babble of infants. Affect, an airy nothing, acquires a local 
habitation when it acquires a name, becoming a property of 
a consciousness, a language-​using individual. Separating the 
great swirl of affect through the world into named psychic 
states is an act of control, splitting the ego between rational 
and irrational parts at the same time as it separates the world 
into discrete named objects, some of which are emotions. The 
transition from affect to emotion belongs to the always incom-
plete construction of a self. At the same time, giving it a name 
no more demolishes the spirit of affect than calling the spirit of 
mischief ‘Puck’ stops mayhem exercising its ancient powers. 
Love is the social and linguistic construct that binds two (or 
more) individuals together despite their having been pulled 
apart by socialisation and language acquisition.

The ethical dimension of this simultaneous distancing 
and rapprochement occupied the philosopher Alain Badiou. 
He took his cue from the psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan who 
pronounced that the sexual relation is impossible, because 
each partner desires only their own pleasure. Badiou argued 
that love must then be something other than sexual. In his lit-
tle book In Praise of Love, Badiou ventured this response: love, 
he wrote, ‘is a quest for truth. What kind of truth? you will ask. 
I mean truth in relation to something quite precise: what kind 
of world does one see when one experiences it from the point 
of view of two and not one? What is the world like when it is 
experienced, developed and lived from the point of view of 
difference and not identity? That is what I believe love to be’ 
(Badiou 2012: 22).

Following Lacan, Badiou leaped from the selfish pursuit 
of orgasm to the truth of a world lived in the light of differ-
ence. Both ‘truth’ and ‘world’ have very definite meanings in 
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Badiou’s philosophy, pursued through twenty years and three 
volumes of his monumental Being and Event (2006; 2009; 
2022). Badiou’s truth is a project. Love is the truth of the inter-
personal world, as opposed to other truths operating in other 
worlds of thought, art and politics. Love is necessary because 
sex cannot bridge the gulf that separates I and you. This fits 
neatly with the portrayal of love in Hollywood’s overwhelm-
ingly individualistic films, especially the adversarial gambits of 
Bringing Up Baby. It doesn’t explain, however, how we all feel 
movies’ weather shining or raining on us in front of a screen.

The steps of Jewish ethicist Emmanuel Levinas’ argument, 
nearly fifty years before Badiou’s book, are bound up in mid-​
twentieth-​century European existential philosophy but they 
come down to a similar ground: the face-​to-​face encounter of 
two strangers. First, ‘The I is not a being that always remains 
the same, but is the being whose existing consists in iden-
tifying itself, in recovering its identity through all that hap-
pens to it’ (Levinas 1969: 36). Constantly battered by events 
and experiences, a self is a never-​ending project of restor-
ing and reaffirming a kernel of identity that may be lost or 
misunderstood but which never changes. Meeting an other 
requires that I exist as this self-​identifying, self-​recovering 
being; indeed, there is no other that is not defined by its dif-
ference from the self –​ ‘Alterity is only possible starting from 
me’ (Levinas 1969: 40, original emphasis). Levinas calls ethics 
‘first philosophy’ because it is not an optional extra: relations 
with the other derive from and confirm my existence, but at 
the same time prove that I is fundamentally unstable in its 
loneliness. Language connects I with others, but it can only 
do so by emphasising what we share: whatever is the same. 
Levinas wants to emphasise difference: ‘Thought and freedom 
[the basis of ethics for Levinas] come to us from separation 
and from consideration of the Other’ (1969: 105). In an essay 
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condensing the arguments of Totality and Infinity, Levinas 
writes that I bring the ‘extreme exposure, defencelessness, vul-
nerability’ of my face when I meet my Other who ‘becomes my 
neighbour precisely through the way the face summons me, 
calls for me, begs for me, and in so doing recalls my respon-
sibility, and calls me into question’ (Levinas 1989: 83). My 
incompleteness is not completed by the other; on the con-
trary, as a more recent commentator puts it, the Other is ‘infi-
nitely demanding’ (Critchley 2007). I am called into question 
because I never entirely recover from everything that happens 
to me, most of all this encounter.

There are three problems here. First, the alienation of 
I from the other lies at the foundation of Levinas’ ‘first phi-
losophy’. ‘I’ is what makes the otherness of the other possible. 
Second, Levinas, like Badiou, imagined a self already capa-
ble of thought, therefore of language, but it would be absurd 
to think I invented an entire language, and that my others not 
only invented languages of their own but invented the same 
language that I speak. The medium of connection precedes 
any individuality based on thought or speech (or for that mat-
ter ‘rights’). And third, for Levinas, the Other is a generalised 
and abstract entity which, however, is exclusively human (no 
non-​human animals allowed) and I must meet it face to face, 
not online or as a photograph. But when Susan makes David 
come to her rescue by rattling the furniture, she makes her 
demand through the mediation of a telephone, and we experi-
ence her falling in love through the medium of film. I am pro-
posing three things, then: that there are many ways to meet, not 
just face-​to-​face; that meeting always involves more than two 
(there is always a telephone, a camera, language…); and that 
I and you only exist as effects of alienation, not as primordial 
conditions. Mediation and connection come first. Everything 
is mediated –​ not just by technical media or language but by 
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being connected to the world –​ and everything mediates. Just 
as the impossible leopard in Connecticut mediates Susan and 
David’s love story.

You could argue that Levinas is off-​topic because he wrote 
about strangers and ethics, not love. But we are always stran-
gers when we love, especially if Badiou is right and love is the 
lifelong, unfinished and probably unfinishable project of the 
two. My contention is that love –​ and the oceanic affect of 
which it forms one possible movement –​ persists as a charac-
teristic not of bodies or consciousness but of the world that, 
each in turn, individuals come to inhabit. We catch a glimpse 
of it when an infant snuggles in its mother’s arms, a bundle 
of sensations flowing through it, not even knowing inside 
from out. Selves only exist once they have been hoisted out 
of the flux of infantile union with the world, separated from 
neo-​natal bliss and made to understand that their bodies are 
separable things. Only after they have been subjected to social 
norms and alienated by the rules of speech do they become 
capable of experiencing love as conflict, drama, tragedy and 
comedy: stories that develop over time. The contradiction 
between an affective world and an emotional self is what 
makes misunderstanding and duplicity possible and ensures 
the path of true love never runs smooth, to the amusement of 
everyone involved and uninvolved.

Kickstarting the story and keeping it rolling when it threat-
ens to resolve itself is the intercostal clavicle, the all-​too-​phal-
lic bone that arrives on the morning of David’s wedding day. 
Three animals enter the plot to ensure it never arrives at its 
destination: Baby, the leopard; George, Susan’s dog, who 
steals and buries the bone; and the brontosaurus that it is sup-
posed to complete and that is demolished in the final clinch 
at the end of the movie. The phallic joke is complete when the 
bone, by this stage, has effectively disappeared. The phallus is 
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not the penis but a symbol, of obsessive significance for any 
society determined to preserve masculine privilege. Guns, 
cars and –​ as signifiers of male potency –​ women’s bodies are 
phallic symbols for patriarchal regimes (as folksinger Melanie 
sang in Psychotherapy [1970], ‘a thing’s a phallic symbol if it’s 
longer than it’s wide’). In Lacan’s psychoanalysis, the phallus 
symbolises a lack. The intercostal clavicle gag is that David 
misplaced what never existed. On the way, as Andrew Britton 
argued (2009: 10), he is progressively unmanned, infantilised 
by various indignities which reach a sort of mini-​climax when 
he bounces round in a negligee shouting ‘I just went gay all of 
a sudden’. This surrender to polymorphous perversity presages 
his eventual acquiescence to the love he has resisted through-
out the film, a surrender of the social norm of dignity that he 
laid claim to early on, in favour of the tides of affect.

The struggle between dignity –​ call it ‘self-​worth’ to empha-
sise the individuality it constructs –​ and affect is never over. 
The growing human does not become more erotically focused 
during puberty but less so. It loses its immersion in its senses 
when adult sensuality gradually reduces to erogenous zones. 
Childish enjoyment of the whole mind-​body in play succumbs 
to repression, and sensory pleasure to zonal reduction. Sharing 
food, dancing, wine and roses are the last remnant of sensory 
play, albeit reduced to rituals of seduction. The processes of 
repression are, however, neither universal nor universally suc-
cessful. Love is not only excluded from the sexual relation, as 
Lacan and Badiou argued; it is only possible to love because 
sex is such a narrow, repressed activity. Whenever it is self-
ish, whenever it focuses on orgasm, sex reveals itself to be the 
result of repression. Love emerges from the failure of repres-
sion. It is unending –​ which is to say, it is historical –​ because 
repression fails in so many different ways.



87Love

87

Zero Plus

Levinas described a relationship with a stranger, not a lover. 
The distinction may be moot –​ a lover may be as unknowable 
as a stranger –​ but it raises the spectre of a third interpersonal 
relation between ethical demand and love: friendship. In the 
Nichomachean Ethics Aristotle notes ‘his friend is another self’ 
(IX, 9: 241: the Greek reads heteros autos). Commenting on 
this passage, Italian philosopher Giorgio Agamben, disagree-
ing with Levinas (Agamben 2004: 6), wrote ‘The friend is not 
an other I, but an otherness immanent to selfness, a becom-
ing other of the self … Friendship is this desubjectification.’ 
A friend is inseparable from me, can only be thought of in the 
relationship of friendship and is known and trusted (as a lover 
is not). Agamben makes a play around the idea of friendship as 
sharing: what is shared first has to be divided, and that goes for 
the self as well as the other that it befriends.

Agamben cites, as Derrida does in his longer book on The 
Politics of Friendship (1997), a passage in Montaigne’s essay On 
Friendship that illuminates this idea, when Montaigne writes 
of ‘a love which terminates in friendship’ (I, xxviii, Montaigne 
1958: 96). In an effort to clarify this sense of ending, Montaigne 
offers a short parable from Cicero (1971, 10,35: 194). Laelius 
asks, ‘ “And what if [your friend Gracchus] had ordered you to 
set fire to our temples?”. “He would never have told me to do 
that”, answered Blossius. “But if he had”, Laelius insisted. “Then 
I should have obeyed him”, said he’ (Montaigne 1958: 98). 
Montaigne, disagreeing with Cicero, is adamant that, even 
at risk of a judgement that might cost him his life, Blossius 
answered truthfully: that the friends were bound together in 
virtue, but they were bound together in friendship first, so 
much so that neither would need convincing since the motives 
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of each would be entirely transparent, so deeply entangled 
is true friendship (Montaigne forces himself to juggle with 
Cicero’s opinion that since friendship is good, it must also be 
virtuous, which presupposes the virtue of both parties).

A critical aspect of this tale is that it is hypothetical: what 
if your friend asked you to commit sacrilege? What if, in the 
fervid imaginings of Bloom in Joyce’s Ulysses, his would-​be 
friend Stephen wanted to sleep with Bloom’s wife Molly –​ and 
Bloom let him? Bloom is fantasising (it is unclear which of the 
three roles –​ husband, wife, adulterer –​ he would take up). 
Montaigne’s example of Laelius and Bossius is more strictly an 
act of fiction. In this technical sense, friendship is fictional; it 
is not necessarily wholly actual. It includes in itself something 
that does not and has not but might exist or occur. Bossius’ 
answers translated as ‘would’ and ‘should’ are in the subjunc-
tive form. If such were the case (where ‘were’ is a remnant of 
an old subjunctive verb form), Bossius should, would or could 
act accordingly. Fiction consists in this play around a state 
of affairs that does not exist but hovers at the edge of likeli-
hood: certainly not probable, possibly not possible, but just 
about imaginable –​ a scenario, a hope.

The Two that Badiou prizes so highly does not start 
from or become One. It is closer to Zero as it was defined by 
the mathematical philosopher Gottlob Frege (1953). Frege 
observed that anything that exists is identical to itself, and 
therefore Zero, which by definition does not exist, can be 
defined as the non-​identical. Agamben’s ‘becoming other of 
the self’ is an admission that the self becomes, in Frege’s lan-
guage, non-​identical. So friendship cannot be determined by 
the solid, prior existence of each friend. Each of the friends has 
become other to themselves, as non-​identities. If Montaigne 
is right, then the closer two people are, the less each of them 
is (on) their own, losing the self-​identity of One. Only as they 
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approach the zero-​condition of complete non-​identity do they 
truly belong to one another. Frege goes on to argue that all the 
counting numbers (1, 2, 3…) can be derived from Zero. The 
implication is that friendship supplements each person’s non-​
identity first as Zero +​ you, then Zero +​ I, then potentially an 
infinite series, every item comprising the Zero of non-​identity 
in an endless list connected by non-​identity. Zero, ‘the noth-
ing that is’ (Kaplan 1999; see also Rotman 1987), non-​identity, 
is the difference that combines, and helps us understand the 
duplicity implicit in connecting and combining. Affect is ‘an 
airy nothing’ because it is non-​identical. True love would only 
be truly true if it never changed, never evolved and never gen-
erated stories, since truth, because it exists, is self-​identical. 
Non-​identity is not true in this sense. Instead, it generates 
this subjunctive mode between actual and fictional, that may 
never come to pass but might. This wavering between non-​
being and possibility is not a truthful mode of existence; it 
does not even truly exist. Perhaps humans invented myths 
and fictions precisely to draw out this quality of the world; and 
perhaps it is when we are immersed in the other that we are 
most immersed in the world (‘perhaps’ is another subjunctive 
word: Derrida 1997: 28–​31).

The same fantasy which drives the duplicity of love and 
makes love stories possible is a feature of love as experience 
and affect. Fantasy inhabits multiple positions (Freud 1979), 
most of all the place of the beloved. This is why love feels so 
private, as an experience or observed among strangers. Love 
involves secrets that only lovers share. As Derrida observed, 
‘The classical concept of the secret belongs to a thought of the 
community, solidarity or the sect –​ initiation or private space’ 
(1997: 35–​36), though he goes on immediately to contest this 
secrecy from the point of view of a friend who only speaks to 
you from a distance, who loves solitude as much as love and 
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who can therefore claim with some truth to be truly other. The 
paradox lies in the claim that lovers can share each of their 
secret loves of solitude. For fantasy, this is only a paradox, not a 
contradiction. As a lover, you empathise with and inhabit that 
withdrawal, as much as you feel your own desire to be close. 
A secret shared is not a secret; but the sharing is.

But then feminist activist Sara Ahmed writes, ‘love also 
makes the subject vulnerable, exposed to, and dependent upon 
another, who in “not being myself”, threatens to take away the 
possibility of love. Love then becomes a form of dependence 
on what is “not me” and is linked profoundly to the anxiety of 
boundary formation, whereby what is “not me” is also part of 
me’ (Ahmed 2014: 125, citing Freud 1961: 48).

Because the lover is another, they can never be wholly 
trusted not to put an end to love, but distrust reveals that the 
one who loves can never wholly trust themselves. There is 
always the possibility that love’s anxiety might turn into vio-
lence. In her analysis of hate groups that claim to love liberty, 
love their country and love their ‘white racial family’, Ahmed 
is at pains to understand both the reversals of love and hate 
in interpersonal (and political) relations, and the dissimula-
tion of difference that every bland assurance that ‘I love eve-
ryone’ uses to hide oppression. Ahmed’s focus on dependence 
and the anxiety triggered by the ‘not me’ that becomes part 
of me disquiets friendly or amorous idylls. A hate group that 
identifies itself through a non-​transferrable marker like skin 
colour is doomed to the same kind of first-​person language 
that dooms any love story as soon as it becomes a first-​person 
narrative (it is notable that cinema has in general been inimi-
cal to first-​person storytelling: Robert Montgomery’s 1947 
attempt to imitate the first-​person narration of Raymond 
Chandler in The Lady in the Lake is generally deemed a failure; 
it is hard to understand even the most ‘Romantic’ avant-​garde 
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films –​ Brakhage’s Window Water Baby Moving, for example –​ 
if you reduce them to the point of view of an ‘I’).

Non-​identity, the strange medium between you and I that 
bridges and separates us, translates every paradox, includ-
ing Montaigne’s imaginary demand for something I cannot 
give: a friend or lover will only ask for what they know I would 
be ready to sacrifice. The fact is that I can entertain an impos-
sible demand; the trust is that it will never be demanded; the 
sacrifice is that I will never demand anything like that; and the 
fantasy is that if ever it were demanded, I would give. The non-​
identity of fact, trust, sacrifice and fantasy is the gift –​ that keeps 
on giving because it is never realised. Catholics were right to 
insist on confession before communion, not because I must be 
forgiven, but because I have to speak from the isolation of my 
soul before I can pass into the mystery of community. I must 
name my shame before I can share. If the infant’s first demand 
is always excessive, its first reaction is always shame that it has 
demanded too much. Nelson Maldonado-​Torres writes that 
Goodness ‘refers, not to the need for things, but to a desire for 
the Other that emerges beyond any complacency. Goodness 
means, in this sense, the gift of the self to the Other. By defini-
tion, evil refers, in contrast, to the emergence of a concerted 
effort to put an end to the paradox of the gift and to render eth-
ics unrealizable’ (Maldonado-​Torres 2008: 239).

Maldonado-​Torres identifies evil with the colonial refusal 
to recognise the claims of the Other. Such is a child’s demand, 
deprived of the shame that follows it. The ethical alternative is 
not demand, which in its own way incorporates the possibil-
ity of the gift, but sacrifice: the more or less willing decision to 
forego desire altogether.

Sacrifice is a retreat from sharing. Only I can know my 
secret honour. In place of being incomplete, dependent, at risk 
but also capable of demanding and giving in an incompletable 
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relation of exchange, this new-​constructed I withdraws into its 
identity with itself. Demand, on the other hand, when under-
taken in love or friendship, never demands sacrifice because 
that would imply withdrawal into a separate self. There is no 
such thing as self-​sacrifice: every sacrifice is an assertion of 
selfhood. The demands a friend or lover makes are always 
gifts: they give the other the opportunity to give, to share their 
selves. Perhaps this is why children confide in teddy bears, 
trees and pets: because it gives inanimate things the oppor-
tunity to come alive. There is another reason why we practise 
friendship on cuddly toys: not because my shame is safe with 
them, but because creatures and places without language sit 
exactly at –​ and so deny the power of –​ an otherwise anxiety-​
producing border, this one the border between affect and emo-
tion where, as the song goes, ‘I can’t give you anything but love’. 
Language meets its outside in a teddy bear, the pre-​linguistic 
moment before anything like an ‘I’ existed, the extra-​linguistic 
world where, even now, ‘I’ is a transitory and local effect. Much 
of what Susan and David say is lovable, but nothing so much as 
her gag with the lost shoe, or his resignation as his brontosau-
rus collapses. Whenever love comes up against non-​identity –​ 
and that is always the case with love –​ it comes up against the 
limits of language, and thus of everything social and historical. 
Hegel traced social relations back to the master–​slave struggle 
(Kojève 1969: 45–​70) and the fear of death, of the void, of non-​
identity. Masters and slaves cannot love each other because 
they fear non-​identity. They act as if death was universal, but 
because each love is unique, love is not universal. If Hegel was 
right, love is not even social.

Love does share with death an understanding that what-
ever might be universal occurs on the far side of conscious-
ness and language, but also beyond the borders of arithmetic. 
A mathematical puzzle of some importance for ecocritique 
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is the question of whether there is only one ecology or many. 
Do I inhabit a particular suburb or a planet? Is St Kilda one of 
many purely local ecologies? Or is there one planetary ecology, 
an ecosystem that includes and assimilates it? The question 
is proper to love because it is a matter of perspective. When 
I consider how my day is spent among local shops, streets, gar-
dens, houses, pets, trees, insects and birdlife, I can feel myself 
a denizen of this place. But when I observe the building mate-
rials, traffic, passing aircraft and docking ships, roofscapes of 
aerials and dishes, or note the weather approaching from the 
desert or the Southern Ocean, and chat with a neighbour about 
whether we will have El Niño or La Niña next year, I know I am 
a citizen of at least a hemisphere, and very probably of Earth. 
Clearly there is no single, unified ecology but a multiplicity of 
connecting and interacting energies and agencies. Even before 
the Anthropocene, nature has never been at one with itself. As 
feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray (1985) has never ceased to 
argue, there are always at least two. If nature as affect is non-​
identical, it would be tempting to see the human –​ singular or 
multiple –​ as the One that opposes it. But Frege’s logic suggests 
that the first relation ecology establishes beyond itself, to the 
extent that it has a beyond, is not one, since there is never one, 
but the plus sign +​. The plus sign indicates that even nature is 
incomplete, that it too always seeks a supplement and that like 
human lovers, addition never concludes the process of reach-
ing out for the other which, like the blank space after the +​, is 
no more self-​identical than the ecology is. For obvious reasons, 
words cannot name the multiplicity that precedes and exceeds 
language. Equally numbers cannot count whatever precedes 
and exceeds numbering. So when sages say ‘all is one’ they 
very probably mean there is an endless flux of energies rest-
lessly changing in multiple ways, directions and dimensions. 
Then again, whatever is defined by being not-​language and 
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not-​maths is already in a pair, perhaps a love affair, with the 
more-​than-​one. The implication is that both planetary and 
local ecologies are incomplete, that they yearn for a relation-
ship with something beyond them, that they may love us as 
much as we love them.

Connecticut

Because humans are alienated, singly and collectively, by his-
tories of separation and loss from themselves and their world, 
places reach out for humans in the same way they reach out to 
every evolving creature seeking a niche to fit into. The problem 
is that humans, in the process of acquiring language and man-
ners, have been repressed so deeply that they can no longer be 
trusted with the instincts that have been profoundly mangled 
in the process. If it is true that our first reaction was shame, 
we need some sort of commons to rescue us from shame or 
we would destroy ourselves. This is the role of confidants, be 
they lovers, friends, toys or places: to be the playground that 
teaches infantile fantasy to become communicable imagina-
tion. Billionaires, on this reckoning, are spoiled children who 
never learned to be ashamed. We need the commons to pro-
tect us against their monopolies and monomanias.

Not everyone can share my secret shame. We cannot and 
do not all love the same person. We do not and cannot all 
love the same place. The Connecticut woods of Bringing Up 
Baby have played no part in my life, and the river I played in 
as a child has never featured, to my knowledge, in any novel 
or film. At the same time, the commons is not privative: there 
are places enough to go round. Even common places that have 
already been ruined are deeply social, inclusive not just of 
ecologies but of people and their things. A vision of place like 
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the imaginary villages of the nationalist right cannot be com-
mon because it is exclusive, welcoming only to ‘people like 
me’ who speak ‘my’ language with ‘my’ accent. The ecology of 
my place inevitably includes me, and I can share my love for 
it, but only up to a boundary where sharing reverts to exclu-
sion, the moment when fascism mutates love into hate. Within 
those limits, love does not conserve place: loving it, I inevita-
bly interact with it, walking and breathing. Ecologically, love is 
entropic. Thermodynamically speaking, it is inefficient. But it 
is extremely particular. Fascism’s fantasy village is the face of 
an abstraction too pure to be real: a hyperobject, as Timothy 
Morton (2013) calls things we believe in and that affect us but 
are too vast, slow, numerous or swift for perception. Fascism’s 
fantasy of consensus welcomes anyone who conforms. Love, 
on the contrary, rejects the abstract generality of ‘anyone’: it is 
particular, as in ‘my particular friend’, each love utterly unlike 
the one next door. Hyperobjects like ‘race’ or ‘liberty’ definitely 
exist –​ we feel their consequences minute by minute –​ but their 
existence entails forgetting the particularity of demand, risk 
and imagination that propel the gift of love and friendship. 
Only giving allows difference back in, thwarts the indifferent, 
expresses the non-​identical. Everything else is just efficient.

Of course there was no Connecticut in Bringing Up 
Baby: the film was shot almost exclusively in studio. 
Connecticut is a state of mind, a shared fiction. Because this 
wood is fictional, it makes possible the magic of the night, 
where lovers lose and find each other on Venus’ ‘tolerant 
enchanted slope’, evoked by the poet Auden (1979b: 50) a 
year before Baby’s release. A state of mind, as Auden says, ‘Of 
supernatural sympathy’: an ecology that binds together lov-
ers, place, the spirits of the country and the ancestral power 
of language. Baby’s director Howard Hawks uses similarly 
ancestral techniques –​ in his case language, framing and 
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lighting, performance and cutting –​ to create the dream-​world 
of Connecticut, a placeless place which nonetheless reserves 
some socio-​cultural and ecological reference. It is a place in 
the same way that Hepburn is at once an actor born on 12 May 
1907 in, of all places, Hartford, Connecticut, and the luminous 
shadow-​player we watch and hear onscreen, displaced and 
out of time. That interplay of embodiment and fantasy that lies 
at the heart of stardom is both an expression and an ingredient 
of the simultaneous specificity and abstraction of ecology as a 
concept and a felt reality.

At the same time Connecticut was a real place represented 
onscreen in its name and cultural attributes: a place from which 
golf-​playing graduates of Bryn Mawr come (the elite women’s 
college Hepburn attended), where rich aunts dwell, and where 
there are no leopards (a fact that delighted Cavell) –​ except that 
there are two, actually played by one leopard, although Susan 
says her brother captured it in Brazil, where there are also no 
leopards, only jaguars. Just as Connecticut is played onscreen 
by various Californian locations, David’s Museum is identifi-
able by an exterior library shot of the American Museum of 
Natural History in Central Park, New York (to explain why a 
road trip to Connecticut is necessary and possible). Just as 
Susan is not Susan but a Hepburn performance, the trained 
leopard playing Baby and its wild twin is displaced, severed 
from its African roots, doubling as an explorer’s trophy and an 
escaped circus animal, and attributed to Brazil despite being 
an Old World cat. The specific inheres and subsists within 
the fantastic, in the same way the road rear-​projected behind 
Susan and David on the way to Aunt Elizabeth’s has been at 
some point a real road, even if no one remembers now where 
it once was. To love a place is to understand these multiplici-
ties, its ability to be itself and elsewhere, to infuse me with its 
existence while I infuse it with mine, to affect me as I am and as 
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I might be or have been or –​ surely the case with love between 
humans too –​ what I might be in the process of becoming.

Humanities scholars of my generation came up, by and 
large, through the schools of structuralism and semiotics, 
the former emphasising the power of structures to shape the 
world, the latter of signs to form it. The burden of semiotics 
was that the real disappeared under the weight of all the sig-
nification piled on top of it. For ecocritique, the real not only 
survives but permeates all signs. The burden of structuralism 
was that structures persisted, unchanging, as real things. For 
ecocritique, the real never sits still, even though structures sit 
on top of it and signs guide how to understand and interact 
with it. The difference hinges on the reality of things and our 
fondness for them. It is almost redundant to point out that 
this demands a look into what structuralism and semiotics 
were always accused of omitting: the question of what is and 
is not real.

Alain Badiou offers, in a book that rejects everything on it, 
a list of things that ‘we usually and universally understand as 
“happiness” ’ –​ namely

a quiet life, the abundance of little everyday satisfactions, interest-
ing work, an appropriate salary, an iron constitution, a happy couple, 
memorable holidays, lovely friends, a well-​appointed household, a 
comfortable car, a sweet and faithful domestic pet, trouble-​free and 
charming children who are successful at school.

(Badiou 2019: 34)

The domestic banality of the list presumes a wider world. 
One: salary, house, car and holidays, even schooling are marks 
of affluence, accoutrements of wealth. Two: as feminist activist 
Sara Ahmed (2010: 6) notes in her introductory survey of the 
wellbeing industry, ‘One of the primary happiness indicators 
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is marriage’: Badiou’s couple with children privileges mar-
riage and reproduction. Three: the adjectives –​ everyday, 
interesting, appropriate, memorable, lovely, comfortable, 
faithful, charming and above all successful –​ reverberate in 
sympathy with every advert you have ever seen, from cam-
eras that make holidays memorable to pet food that makes 
animals sweet. Four: success is locked into private property 
while friends, children and pets become symbolic posses-
sions. Five: the closed system of successful happiness and 
happy success excludes the remainder of the world, which, 
like the schools that provide children’s success and the roads a 
comfortable car requires to run on, are reliably provided from 
somewhere beyond the quiet life of the happy couple in their 
well-​appointed household. Where social goods like roads and 
education can be taken for granted, there is no need to visit the 
world, let alone to change it. Badiou’s list is as privative as any 
other form of private wealth.

A doctrine of individualism pervades writing about lov-
ers, including Badiou’s, tending to imagine they existed as dis-
crete individuals before they entered into the loving relation. 
The obvious counter-​argument is that David and Susan do not 
exist other than as lovers. We never meet them as individu-
als before they meet, except for David’s back-​story as fiancé 
and scientist which, when we meet him, is already in the past. 
Whatever individuality he has he experiences as a histori-
cal imposition. In the love story that ensues, imposition and 
individuality crumble as David undergoes his humiliations 
and disorientations, while Susan, as we have seen, moves 
from schemer to dreamer. Nonetheless, throughout the film, 
even in the final scene, each appears to the other as other. The 
impossible project is to overcome that separation. The night 
in Connecticut appeals to a prior non-​identity which David 
in particular has lost by becoming a marriageable object. The 
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woods are a utopian ‘beyond’ where boundaries no longer 
exist. Except –​ here the necessity of love as story asserts itself 
again –​ love of the kind we watch develop in Baby would not 
exist without borders and boundaries between the two lovers. 
David clearly and Susan implicitly experience this sense of 
an edge that separates an individual from the world not only 
externally but internally. Through their shared story, marked 
by the failure of individuality to create a coherent subject, both 
have to overcome their self-​possession.

Love is always a struggle, political philosopher Cindy 
Zeiher argues, because ‘love has a clear function: to teach us 
about lack and uncertainty’. For Zeiher, however, love does 
not create a bond: ‘when in love with someone, we are all the 
while faced with our alone-​ness’; love ‘is a struggle one faces 
alone’. She does help with the problem of transcendence when 
she says that ‘struggle renders love as both an empirical real-
ity and a transcendental aim manifesting in the most ordinary 
aspects of life’ (Zeiher 2017: 304, 303, 307, 305). Love is real, 
but also imaginary. It happens to a lonely ‘I’ that only realises 
how alone it is when it falls in love. Staying in love is a struggle 
because it makes me face up to my own unhappiness. And yet, 
to disagree with her findings, love is not limited to what hap-
pens between two lonely people. It also involves something 
older and stranger, preceding and beyond the limits of these 
selves. This beyond is what I have been calling variously affect 
and mediation –​ a mediating world that predates the forma-
tion of the selves that have been coagulated out of it over the 
course of historical and biographical time. There is love first, 
and only later people who fall into it. There are the woods in 
Connecticut, and only later the lovers who find each other in 
them. Flight from self-​alienation is only half the purpose of 
falling in love; the second half is recovering the place where 
lovers meet, the affect that flows through both of them.
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Zeiher’s insight that love teaches us about lack is more 
historically specific than this oceanic mediation. Martiniquais 
poet-​philosopher Édouard Glissant (1997: 8) illuminates his 
statement that ‘Relation is not made up of things that are for-
eign but of shared knowledge’ by telling us that ‘the experience 
of the abyss can now be said to be the best element of exchange’. 
The abyss he writes of is the Middle Passage, the depths of the 
Atlantic where African slaves were thrown overboard on their 
way to Caribbean plantations, but his phrase evokes the void 
that engulfs all accumulated possessions, an emptiness that 
belongs specifically to the era of capital. Whether the owner 
of accumulated wealth, or the slave whose body was pos-
sessed, possession creates lack, a void, an abyss. So Zeiher’s 
‘transcendental aim’ does not transcend history: wherever it 
springs from, it is always shaped by specific conditions, in our 
era the great void of lack that gravitates around the black hole 
of wealth. But she is correct when she implies that the aim is 
transcendent because, against the grain of history, when it 
manifests ‘in the most ordinary aspects of life’, a stronger and 
longer-​lasting flux emerges into the everyday. This ‘transcen-
dental aim’ to escape lack and pursue wholeness permeates 
aesthetics as it permeates the everyday struggle to love. Like 
the liar’s paradox, the conflict between transcendence and 
actuality only appears paradoxical, but it is real enough for love 
to hurt as much as it sometimes does. The real contradictions 
emerge at a border between selves, internally and externally 
alienated, and the ocean of affect. Like the sea, love precedes 
and exceeds whoever falls into it. But those who fall are still 
real people. Love intercepts but cannot cure the historical and 
biographical fate of individuality and the self. Nor is affect uni-
formly pleasurable: it is as likely to be experienced as unpleas-
ant or even fatal as it is to be felt as joyful or sublime. Venturing 
to describe the indescribable (and love surely falls into that 



101Love

101

category), the only affect is difference. Like white light splin-
tering kaleidoscopically, affect is constantly refracted and dif-
fracted. In love, that rainbow of perceived and unperceivable 
wavelengths suffuses the encounter where the non-​identical 
meets the unhappy identities of I and you, shows them how 
unhappy they are, and gives them a project to create some-
thing new that is neither of them, and both, and more.

Political philosopher Hannah Arendt (2006) floated the 
idea that, once upon a time, nature was immortal and only 
men were mortal, driving the Greeks to seek their own form of 
immortality through poetry and historiography. You could say 
they sought something like the endless repetition of nature in 
the endless repetition of their deeds and words. For us mod-
erns, the boundless ocean of natural affect and non-​identity 
is immortal, and love is our alternative to the Greeks’ poetry. 
A love poem, after all, is only evidence that someone loved. 
But love as experience is a trajectory across time, an unnat-
ural line through the natural cycles, aimed at a goal beyond 
them. Not infinity, necessarily: perhaps just a star to wish upon 
which sets us on a path that, without conclusion, is irreduc-
ible to the indefinite repetitions of nature and, at least to that 
extent, exceeds the mortality it comes from. Lack, the insuf-
ficiency of selfhood, its internalised exile from the world, 
urges the self beyond itself in search not of a better life but of 
life itself, more life. Staying still is not an option: lack makes 
the self chase itself around in its own circles like a headless 
chicken, incapable of kickstarting a trajectory. So when two 
run into each other, an event –​ of falling or stumbling into love 
that sets a line through the existing chaos –​ ties a kind of knot, 
a co-​incidence of two pathless voids that makes the braiding 
of their energies inevitable. Feminist decolonial philosopher 
María Lugones described these energies as ‘the playful atti-
tude’ which ‘involves openness to surprise, openness to being 
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a fool, openness to self-​construction or reconstruction and 
to construction or reconstruction of the “worlds” we inhabit 
playfully’ (Lugones 1987: 17). My energy comes from playing 
in your world, and yours from playing in mine, even though 
neither of us fits wholly in what passes for our own world, 
and each of us inhabits several, sometimes many different 
worlds –​ of workplaces, families, communities, artworks and 
love stories. It remains only to reverse the valence: in love and 
friendship, other worlds inhabit us.

This quality of love is not exclusive to human beings. 
Imaginary and subjunctive objects can become objects for 
love. That goes especially for intellectual constructs that fail 
to exist properly but provide the basis for experiments with 
actuality. Software is a prime example of this kind of subjunc-
tive object. Cultural critic Wendy Chun describes software 
as ‘models’ and she asks: ‘How can we emphasize [models’] 
relationship to hypotheses and other forms of reasoning that 
lie beneath, that are less than reality, but not for that reason 
less important and scientific? Perhaps one way forward is to 
embrace Latour’s insight that “if something is constructed, 
then it means it is fragile and thus in great need of care and 
caution” ’ (Chun 2015: 692–​693, citing Latour 2004: 246).

Chun evokes, in order to dismiss, the postmodern term 
‘hyper-​real’, used to criticise the construction of appearances 
that hid, buried and ultimately destroyed any possible reality. 
On the contrary, she calls on philosopher of science Bruno 
Latour to appeal to imaginary relationships –​ hypotheses or 
models –​ ‘not simply to amplify or pre-​empt human behav-
ior but rather to change it’ (Chun 2015: 697), ‘to make deci-
sions and coalitions beyond our natural sympathies –​ and, by 
doing so, invent new relations and futures’ (Chun 2015: 703). 
This may well be how we should approach friendship: not as 
an actually existing entity, nor as a fantasy in need of tearing 



103Love

103

down and exposing, but as a dive under the fabric of the world 
to see what good there is in it, especially what friendships we 
can strike up with the non-​human world that, thus far, we have 
for the most part only exploited and destroyed. The One that 
speaks scientific truth dissolves in the tides of non-​identity. 
Against the hyper-​real, where ‘hyper’ indicates something over 
or above, Chun suggests the ‘hypo-​real’, whose prefix suggests 
under or below, an underlying condition assumed in every 
hypo-​thesis. This surely is what has happened a billion and 
one times in the dark of cinema auditoria or in the flickering 
light of electronic screens. The actors, hypo-​dermically under 
our skin, those airy nothings haunting imaginary moonlit 
woods, in trompe l’oeil reflected light as thin as quantum froth, 
scattering through neural pathways at the fringes of scientific 
or any understanding, enchant us, both because they seem so 
familiar and because we know they are entirely illusory. And 
so are the skins we imagine protecting our interiors from the 
threatening and alluring outside.

The illusion that we exist as separate beings is undercut 
in Chun’s (and Latour’s) phrase ‘care and caution’. Love can 
be destructive. It is not only that our precarious psyches can 
flip from a feeling to its opposite. We might care for someone 
or something so intensely or sloppily that we destroy them 
(as the poet Philip Larkin wrote in 1971, ‘They fuck you up, 
your mum and dad. They may not mean to but they do’). Care 
for place does not have to be driven by profit or hate to end 
up wiping out local species by replacing them with gardens 
and crops. The missionaries that destroyed so many lives and 
cultures no doubt did so from a deep sense of care for souls, 
even though it meant destroying the very people and things 
they came to save. Recalling the kind of care that motivated 
missionary schools’ devastation of Native American lives and 
cultures, Indigenous scientist Max Liboiron argues that ‘Care 
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is not inherently good’ (Liboiron 2021: 115), looking instead 
to solidarity across ‘the incommensurabilities of different 
worlds, values and obligations’ (Liboiron 2021: 25). Creating 
a ‘we’ out of the inconsistent multiplicity that I am and you 
are risks abuse. Gendered or simply physical power can infect 
and inflect love, not out of spite or anger but excess and misdi-
rection of care. When Crutzen and Stoermer (2000: 18) ended 
their paper introducing the word ‘Anthropocene’ with a call 
to ‘the global research and engineering community to guide 
mankind towards global, sustainable, environmental man-
agement’, they were exercising care for a damaged world, but 
that care is a terrible gamble with ecologies already shattered 
by their exploitative encounters, now faced with the ministra-
tions of more well-​meaning outsiders. Can we trust ourselves, 
broken as we are, to be kind to broken ecologies by using tech-
nologies formed by raiding ecologies and imprisoning the 
creativity of ancestors?

The aesthetic politics of cinephilia has its own transcen-
dental aim: to open the isolation cells of industrial technol-
ogy, inviting at least one class of machines to participate 
in becoming otherwise. As the archetypal industrial art, 
the apparatus of cinema (cameras, producers, projection) 
can open channels of communication with the abandoned 
dead: the stars of old movies, the ghosts of old lanternists that 
haunt projection booths, and at last the anonymous think-
ers and makers whose dead labour makes the whole technol-
ogy possible. The care we cinephiles lavish on the medium 
absolves us from the guilt of all that we continue to exploit. 
Angst about artificial intelligence in the 2020s returns to the 
haunted media of the late nineteenth century: the departed 
who learned to tap tables after Samuel Morse introduced 
his telegraphic code; the radio wavebands where spectres 
howled; and the experimental gramophone records and 
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filmstrips that reanimated the deceased (Sconce 2000). 
Machines were never inert until they became the complex 
implements of industrial capital. In media technologies, 
the repressed ancestral labour congealed in those devices 
returns. I call it love because we love even inert objects, but 
we love them in complex and nuanced interactions, of the 
kind the poet W. H. Auden observed in his elegy for another 
poet, W. B. Yeats: ‘By mourning tongues The death of the poet 
was kept from his poems’ (Auden 1979a: 80–​82). Breathing 
life into the written words of the dead overcomes what we 
most dread about mortality: the separation that sad Western 
traditions assure us is the fate of the deceased. The love of 
things, of place, of each other oversteps the imposed lone-
liness of modernity and the centuries-​long separation of 
humans from their natural and artificial worlds.

Caution is not a reason not to love. Love means always 
having to say you are sorry: always modifying what you say, 
do and think. Love is never reciprocal. It demands submis-
sion because, in love, nothing is commensurable. Not even 
the self, confronted with its own illusory existence in front 
of the movie screen, can be measured against itself, or even 
against the machines that it loves. Love is given: it cannot be 
exchanged. That is why, without love, there is only the mar-
ketplace and the angry self-​assurance that fascists seem to 
enjoy so much. Extending love beyond the human to places, 
animals and machines brings deep feelings and greater obli-
gations. Loving neighbours across the threshold between 
worlds makes it possible and necessary to change. True, there 
is unknowable risk involved. Excessive, misdirected care 
can be hurtful and harmful. But it is better to take that risk 
than accept the absolute certainty that refusing love and its 
changes will condemn you to endless loneliness, anger or, 
worse still, apathy.
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2.1  Apathy

Charity, community, duty and struggle are good: not only 
sanctified and rewarding but good in themselves. And yet the 
evidence is that they are being replaced by social pathologies, 
social media bubbles and echo-​chambers, trolls and sple-
netic outbursts. Fury appears to be the dominant emotional 
state of our times. More reflective commentators, including 
William Davies (2018) and Joseph Vogl (2023), acknowledge 
the same condition where ‘knowledge becomes more valued 
for its speed and impact than for its cold objectivity, and emo-
tive falsehood often travels faster than fact’. It can also generate 
another emotional state in which ‘otherwise peaceful situa-
tions can come to feel dangerous, until eventually they really 
are’ (Davies 2018: 3). As Davies has argued, we live in a reac-
tion economy, whose most suspect citizens are the apathetic. 
Today, the opposite of hope is no longer despair: it is apathy.

Probably reflecting on the planned economy of Soviet-​era 
East Germany, Bloch (1988: 16) insisted that no future can be 
planned because implementing a plan forged in the present 
maintains the present, but the future is by definition differ-
ent from what we have now. Utopia, or any future worth hav-
ing, cannot be imagined using the wits of the present. It must 
emerge, unforeseen, in its own right. To hope is to abandon 
any claim on what the future must look like in favour of trust 
that it will appear, it will be different and it will be better. The 
locus classicus of this form of blank utopianism in Bloch’s 
Marxist tradition appears in chapter 48 of the third, unfinished 
volume of Marx’s Capital:

the realm of freedom actually begins only where labour which is 
determined by necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus 
in the very nature of things it lies beyond the sphere of actual material 
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production. … Freedom in this field can only consist in socialised 
man, the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange 
with Nature, bringing it under their common control, instead of being 
ruled by it as by the blind forces of Nature. … But it nonetheless still 
remains a realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that development of 
human energy which is an end in itself, the true realm of freedom, 
which, however, can blossom forth only with this realm of necessity 
as its basis.

(Marx 1959: 820)

Marx’s ‘realm of freedom’, which receives few other mentions 
and no further detailing, grounds Bloch’s futurology by refus-
ing to describe what the realm might look like or how it might 
be recognised. On the other hand, Marx does specify, in the 
next sentence, that shortening the working day is the neces-
sary first step, and in the cited passage is clear that the social 
regulation of work, rather than its exploitation by capital, is 
the first political goal. We have no idea what freedom might 
be like, but we are obligated to make the first moves towards it.

It is precisely this first step that seems so impossible 
to take when wealth and power tirelessly promote the idea 
that no change is possible or desirable. One technique is the 
neo-​populist policy of blaming powerless enemies for creat-
ing unhappiness and anxiety. A second is to shift the blame 
from the industries that produce pollution –​ plastic bags, fer-
tilisers, industrial meat production –​ onto consumers. The 
most extreme and most researched offenders in this activity 
are fossil fuel companies (Lopéz 2023). The process began, at 
least in its contemporary form, in the year 2000, when ‘British 
Petroleum, the second largest non-​state owned oil company 
in the world … hired the public relations professionals Ogilvy 
& Mather to promote the slant that climate change is not the 
fault of an oil giant, but that of individuals’ for a prize-​winning 
campaign that popularised the phrase ‘carbon footprint’ 
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(Kaufmann 2020). Together, the five major oil companies 
spent more than USD 3.5 billion on advertising between 1986 
and 2020 (Brulle et al. 2020). In a particularly egregious case 
of hypocrisy, Exxon spent millions on climate research but 
millions more on paid advertorials in The New York Times 
denying climate change and blaming consumers (Supran 
and Oreskes 2021; see Hartmann et al. 2023). Even the most 
influential media events, like the much-​garlanded movie An 
Inconvenient Truth (Davis Guggenheim 2006), with Al Gore’s 
famous PowerPoint presentation, can scarcely hope for the 
kinds of reach and impact that this scale of advertising spend, 
backed up with access to and influence over politicians and 
political parties, can have on setting agendas, stifling contrary 
opinions and promoting an overwhelming sense of guilt that, 
as individual consumers, nothing we do or can do seems to 
make a difference.

Disaffected consumption is matched with a series of more 
directly political modes of disempowerment. Distrust of jour-
nalism –​ largely borne out by the immorality and triviality of 
celebrity-​watching and much crime reporting as much as by 
the readiness to accept advertorial spend, kowtow to advertis-
ers and seek, like the fossil fuel or any other major industry, the 
succour and support of governments –​ meets the old joke, ‘How 
can you tell when a politician is lying? Their lips move’. A grow-
ing belief that all politicians are corrupt not only protects those 
caught in flagrante but stains all members of the profession, 
down to the most downtrodden public servants. The old anar-
chist gag, ‘It doesn’t matter who you vote for, the government 
gets in’ has now become a truism for millions of disaffected 
citizens. Most distressing of all is the economic, political and 
increasingly cultural turn away from the obligation of hospi-
tality to migrants. In a culture of victim-​blaming, migrants are 
credited with heinous assaults on the values espoused by the 
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new Right. The 272 million people, or 3.5 per cent of the global 
population, living in countries other than those of their birth 
by 2019 pre-​pandemic figures, not including those ‘internally 
displaced’ by war, famine and environmental collapse, are 
among the most powerless, despite being blamed for a range 
of ills over which they have no control (Sassen 2022).

These relatively limited cases –​ of consumers in the 
wealthy parts of the world, of migrants and other victims of 
abuse and discrimination and the large section of the citizenry 
that has given up voting –​ can account for a substantial part 
of the social generation of apathy. There is little to gain from 
blaming the innocent for their apathy. It is more important to 
ask why apathy is an available stance for everyone, temporar-
ily, eventually, sometimes. Some people are apathetic all the 
time, but all people are apathetic some of the time. What social 
formations can explain why, alongside the ‘resources of hope’, 
there are also, everywhere, resources, if not of despair, at least 
of disaffection? There are at least two interacting sources of 
apathy, the first political, the second economic.

Concluding an essay on ‘slow death’, ‘the physical wear-
ing out of a population and the deterioration of people in that 
population’, Lauren Berlant writes that, while some find activ-
ist routes out of the condition, ‘for most, the overwhelming 
present is less well symbolized by energizing images of sus-
tainable life, less guaranteed than ever by the glorious prom-
ise of bodily longevity and social security, than it is expressed 
in regimes of exhausted practical sovereignty, lateral agency, 
and, sometimes, counterabsorption in episodic refreshment, 
for example, in sex, or spacing out, or food that is not for 
thought’ (Berlant 2007: 754, 780).

‘Practical sovereignty’ refers, loosely, to the lived experi-
ence of being ruled and ‘lateral agency’ to ‘an activity of main-
tenance, not making; fantasy, without grandiosity; sentience, 
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without full intentionality’ (Berlant 2007: 759). Her essay 
might be read as a response to an earlier and far less precise 
meditation on the silence of the silent majority by the French 
sociologist Jean Baudrillard: ‘traditional resistance consists of 
reinterpreting messages according to the group’s own code 
and for its own ends. The masses, on the contrary, accept 
everything and redirect everything en bloc into the spectacu-
lar, without requiring any other code, without requiring any 
meaning, ultimately without resistance, but making every-
thing slide into an indeterminate sphere which is not even that 
of non-​sense, but that of overall manipulation/​fascination’ 
(Baudrillard 1983: 43–​44).

Berlant’s ‘spacing out’ describes a condition very like 
Baudrillard’s meaningless fascination, but Berlant advances 
on Baudrillard with her insistence that Left/​Green utopi-
ans –​ and perhaps all who believe in the final justice of the Last 
Days –​ cannot afford to turn away from resistance, however 
attenuated socially and economically. This is not silent passiv-
ity but an active refusal. Working-​class pleasures (junk food, 
booze, recreational sex) are consumed in accordance with 
the disciplines of contemporary capitalism, but the carnival 
of overconsumption actively refuses advertising’s promises of 
perfect bodies in perfect homes in perpetuity. Capital asserts 
the responsibility of each individual consumer for their own 
health and wellbeing. Overconsumption, consumers con-
suming so much they cannot work, is an act of resistance by 
a population that is emotionally and physically drained, and 
which sees no alternative to –​ no new socialisation that could 
mobilise for change in –​ the cycle of labour and consumption.

The political sources of apathy (overconsumption, self-​
harm and nihilism) are experiences of empty, unmoving and 
immovable time, which brings us to the theological aspira-
tions of contemporary economics. Philosopher Theodor 
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Adorno noted that the 1755 Lisbon earthquake ‘sufficed to 
cure Voltaire of the theodicy of Leibnitz’ (1973: 361), the belief 
that God’s mistreatment of humanity could be vindicated as 
part of a greater plan for salvation. Bereft of a guarantee that 
everything will end well in the Last Days, there remains only 
Bloch’s indescribable utopia: hope for a future when the profit 
motive is not the sole arbiter of value, with no picture of what 
Marx’s ‘realm of freedom’ should look like. A twenty-​first-​cen-
tury principle of hope (Bloch 1986) requires not only a refusal 
to repeat the present but also, faced with imminent apoca-
lypse, some kind of faith that there will be a future at all. The 
immense inertia of the oil and other industries and the politi-
cal forces that support them are core engines of apathy. Their 
survival depends on there being no alternative to the present 
regime. Historian of economics Joseph Vogl argues that cur-
rent economic theory replaces Leibniz’s theological doctrine 
with an economic one he calls ‘a liberal or capitalist oikodicy, 
a theodicy of the economic universe: the inner consistency of 
an economic doctrine that –​ rightly or wrongly, for good or ill –​ 
views contradictions, adverse effects, and breakdowns in the 
system as eminently compatible with its sound institutional 
arrangement’ (Vogl 2015: 16).

Like its theological forbear in Leibnitz, oikodicy is a vari-
ant on the doctrine of predestination.

Vogl stresses the central role of the market in futures. 
Futures began as planned investment in products that take 
some measurable time to reach a buyer –​ how much to spend 
on planting next year’s barley, for example. By the mid-​
twentieth century, futures markets were auctioning already 
signed contracts between suppliers and investors. The risk 
and rewards depend on successfully guessing what the future 
price would be, given there is no way to foretell them. The 
major challenge for economic thought, then, was ‘to find a 
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formula that makes the transition from present futures [that 
is, the price paid at auction in the present for the right to 
sell on in the future] to future presents [i.e., the moment in 
the future when the product is sold, not for an imagined or 
planned price but for a definite sum] both predictable and 
likely, transforming what lies in the future and therefore dif-
fers from the present into something that resembles the pre-
sent’ (Vogl 2015: 68).

The miracle duly appeared in the form of the Black–​
Scholes formula (Black and Scholes 1973), a mathematical 
equation for hedging bets on future prices. The oikodicial 
aspect of this is then that present expectations and future actu-
alities can be reduced to a single number. After Black–​Scholes, 
according to Vogl (2015: 78), ‘in the long run, homogeneity 
between the future present and the present future is more or 
less guaranteed to prevail’. Today this apparently arcane cog 
in the machinery of financial markets is buried invisibly in 
the algorithms underpinning high-​frequency, computerised 
(‘algo’) trading systems. Unlike the individual traders playing 
it, the Market (with a capital M to indicate its unity, mystery 
and pseudo-​divine control) ‘knows’ the future. Individuals can 
bet successfully or lose their shirts but the Market, according to 
oikodicy, always comes right. Language speaks us, according to 
Lacan, but it would not exist if we did not speak it. Similarly the 
Market guarantees every trade, but without trades, the Market 
would not exist. Futures trading ensures that the Market con-
tinues to exist, now and in the future, indifferent to differences, 
indeed ensuring that no difference can emerge (Pryke 2010). 
The power of this projection of the present into the future, this 
equivalence of now and the future we hope for, destroys any 
possibility that the unknown and unrealised future of Bloch’s 
formulation can ever come about. There is no future other 
than the indefinite extension of the present.
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The chaos of the collapsing derivatives market (which 
includes the market in futures) in the Global Financial Crisis 
of 2007–​2008, continued in the ‘cost of living crisis’ of the 
2020s, does not disprove this thesis. As economist Elie Ayache 
(2016: 243) writes, ‘Traders don’t use derivatives to trade the 
underlying; they use derivatives to make volatility tradable.’ 
The derivatives market not only turns disasters into profits 
(Klein 2007): it actively seeks out unpredictable trends and 
events (‘volatility’) as sites where the most exploitable differ-
ences between prices are likely to occur. The sad truth is that 
many traders made a killing from the market collapse. Now 
that everyone can afford computers capable of risk manage-
ment, the most advanced computer trading systems rely on 
their capacity to seize upon instabilities faster than their com-
petitors. As anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (2016: 95) says, 
risk ‘is simply immeasurable by any quantitative means. This 
amounts to saying that in regard to such trades, risk and uncer-
tainty have no practical difference.’ Now that risk is a tradable 
commodity in its own right, any uncertainty about the future, 
any possibility of its being different, is already calculable in 
terms set in the present. Even the unknown, reduced to a cal-
culus, has become tradable in forms that never change. There 
is no future.

It is then not only that there are cultural factors pushing 
many sectors of the population towards exhaustion, disaffec-
tion, alienation and apathy, but that the one thing that might 
motivate them, the mere possibility of a condition other than 
the one we all occupy, has been erased. In theodicy, no matter 
what terrible events occur, God will redeem everyone in the 
end. In oikodicy, even if we strung up the last capitalist in the 
entrails of the last oligarch, the system would still prevail, and 
the planet still spin inexorably through the eternal return of the 
same. Some factors from the past drive people towards apathy, 
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but there is also this blank wall of the present where not even 
the greed of corporate CEOs is to blame, anger is of no avail 
and there is no point wasting energy on a nervous breakdown.

Apathy is the negative of empathy and sympathy, but it 
is not the same as selfishness. It is the absence of feeling, dis-
engagement lived out as inaction. As one of the Seven Deadly 
Sins, it goes by the name of Sloth, in Latin acedia, the nega-
tive of cedia, care, which at the time sloth was defined meant 
care for Christian rites and obligations. In ancient times, it 
had been a virtue: to be free from cares was to be free to con-
template the highest good. Today we should conjugate its 
etymology as a descent from carefree to careless to uncaring. 
Contemporary apathy recognises no future because it is the 
offspring of contemporary capital’s eternal present. It is a state 
of the soul that demonstrates how much the soul, as it already 
appeared to W. E. B. DuBois (1961), is a collective reality, not 
the protected and protective inwardness of an individual. 
Apathy does not describe the despair of those (like the inmates 
of the Nazi camps described by Primo Levi [1988]) who have 
already survived the worst and entered the time beyond his-
tory and therefore beyond action. Apathy is a banal, everyday 
emptiness. It is not belief that action is impossible, or even that 
nothing matters –​ it is neither fatalism nor nihilism –​ but the 
feeling that action cannot effect change. It is not a psychologi-
cal affliction but a social condition, reflecting how the sharp 
edges of social control, which used to allow us to know suffer-
ing, have been smoothed to glossy digital surfaces.

There are creative reactions to this condition. Some accept 
the current state of affairs and work with it. In England in the 
late 2000s and early 2010s, you could see everywhere mugs, 
posters and cards with variations on the motto ‘Keep Calm 
and Carry On’, deliberately citing the design and font of public 
service messages during the aerial bombardment of London 
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in the 1940s. Calling up the even-​tempered, jokey Blitz spirit 
once required to survive the trauma of bombing, the chip-
per slogan now served as a meme for surviving the banality 
of the everyday. Carrying on, continuing to perform the nec-
essary tasks good-​humouredly, ironically or grudgingly, is 
not action –​ oriented towards changing the world, for politi-
cal or personal reasons –​ but empty activity. It is a righteous 
and admirable response to the failure of meaning. The most 
widespread symptom in the media arts is social media pho-
tography, not inaction or isolated individualism but activity –​ 
careless and cheerful sharing, sharing even though we know 
that what we share –​ image and connection –​ only profits vast 
corporate databases. That knowing quality, its ‘Keep Calm and 
Carry On’ ironic stance towards its pointlessness and subor-
dination, is its own form of resistance even as it is subsumed 
into the colonisation of emotion by affective computing (Wang 
et al. 2022).

Beeple’s Everydays project (2007–​), notorious for selling its 
associated non-​fungible token (NFT) for USD 69.3 million in 
2021, can be read as an exemplary form of activity circumvent-
ing older (ethical, political) aesthetic claims for art as action or 
event or encounter. Making a new work every day is work, in the 
model of the disciplined factory labour first described by Marx 
(1976: 544–​553) in the 1860s. Beeple says on his site –​ beeple-​
crap.com –​ that ‘he makes a variety of art crap across a variety 
of media. some of it is okay, but a lot of it kind of blows ass. he’s 
working on making it suck less everyday’. Linking through to 
the Everydays project, we read, ‘The purpose of this project is 
to help me get better at different things’, giving as an example, 
‘This year I’ll be doing a render everyday using Cinema 4D and 
mostly Octane, instead of trying to learn new software, will be 
focusing on some of the fundamentals like color, composition, 
value etc’ (Beeple 2021; original orthography). The discipline 
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of working every day, not to produce a finished product using 
commercial software packages repetitively, has two incom-
mensurable but synchronous messages. First, producing 
something every day is a performance, but it also imitates the 
work that capital demands of disciplined labour. A generous 
reading would be that Beeple is striving to subordinate him-
self entirely to realising the software he uses, devoting himself 
to its potential rather than his own. Alternatively, Beeple is 
employed in perfecting his skills in the manner of Foucault’s 
‘entrepreneur of the self’, ‘being for himself his own capital, 
being for himself his own producer’ (Foucault 2008: 226). 
Foucault noted the proximity of these forms of production to 
the then-​new stakes of consumption: that pleasure comes as 
much from learning to consume-​produce as it does from the 
things you make. Beeple’s Everydays are in this sense exem-
plary of the discipline, not of the factory, but of consumption 
at a time when it has become central to the new reproduction 
and expansion of capital.

As John Roberts (2007: 51) highlights, the artist’s acquisi-
tion of skill(s) no longer transcends the social and technical 
division of labour in capitalist society, if indeed it ever did. 
The task of ‘sucking less’ is not about developing skills, which 
have vanished into the technology, but of adapting to its stand-
ards. Beeple’s dexterity aims to exceed the increasing stand-
ardisation of digital imaging, but any innovation he creates 
is more or less instantly subsumed into the software he uses. 
Every patch and update congeals a little more labour, skill and 
knowledge as computer code. Roberts proposes that the free 
and subjective labour of the artist rescues their materials from 
the grip of capital and turns them towards a kind of autonomy 
capable of unleashing the ancestral subjectivity of generations 
of workers towards non-​dominating ends. Beeple’s everyday 
efforts to keep pace with the cutting edge of graphics software 
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do not clearly fall on either side of this dialectic of subservi-
ence and autonomy, but his aesthetic category of ‘art crap’ 
points towards a desire to break out of the productive sphere 
and to pursue other ends, even if –​ limited by apathy –​ those 
ends might fall short of art’s utopian promise.

In the apathetic optic, the difference between days on 
Beeple’s Sisyphean treadmill is minimal: an embroidery of 
images over the void of pointlessness. As clever and witty as 
Beeple’s ironic submission to the new conditions of exploita-
tion is, note too his self-​deprecation, much of it expressed in 
the language of defecation. The reference to shit evokes Piero 
Manzoni’s infamous Merda d’artista of 1961: a limited edition 
of cans purportedly each containing thirty grams of the art-
ist’s shit, and further back the grandfather of neo-​conceptual 
art, Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain of 1912, a urinal laid on its 
side and signed ‘R. Mutt’. One of Duchamp’s first forays into 
‘post-​retinal’ art, the Fountain was not so much to be seen as 
to be puzzled over: is any old thing art? Is art any old thing? 
The lavatory as binary pair of the privileged artwork depends 
on a system which consistently marks excreta as dirt, ‘matter 
in the wrong place’, as Mary Douglas defined it, noting, ‘As we 
know it, dirt is essentially disorder. There is no such thing as 
absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder … Dirt offends 
against order. Eliminating it is not a negative movement, but a 
positive effort to organise the environment’ (Douglas 1966: 2). 
The rhythm of Beeple’s production, and his claim that any 
one image is worthless, suggests then that each product is an 
excretion and their regularity is not that of the factory but of 
bowel movements. The actual art would then be not the visual 
images but the process of ‘getting better’, indeed of calmly car-
rying on.

Collectively, these images are, to take his declaration lit-
erally, a pile of shit. At the same time, however, he already 
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mobilises the contradictions of Manzoni and Duchamp with 
his term ‘art crap’, and so places his excretions in a distinctive 
aesthetic impasse constitutive of contemporary art (Smith 
2009). The co-​presence of the highest and lowest values is an 
aesthetic statement, an artwork, even as the artist’s labour 
becomes the significant value, rather than the objects it pro-
duces –​ rather in the way that Duchamp’s act of selecting the 
vitreous enamel is more significant than the object itself. At the 
same time, these devalued objects function at the threshold 
between the art system and its exterior. The fact that Beeple 
exhibits these cast-​offs on his site and elsewhere maintains 
their ambiguity, somewhere between artistic statements and 
oily rags cast on the studio floor. Their ambivalence –​ literally 
their double value –​ knowingly, even wittily and certainly iron-
ically, undermines the coherence of putting matter in the right 
place: separating art from non-​art.

Douglas insisted that dirt’s definition depends on its 
beholder, but so too does the aesthetic significance of art. 
Beeple’s art is activity without action. It does not attempt 
to break the art system, only to show the fragility as well as 
the power of a system whose margins it operates on. Its suc-
cess derives from the ambivalence of consumption and pro-
duction in working with software packages, allowing that to 
permeate the iconography of the daily pieces: ironic, often 
dark parodies of pop-​cultural iconography from cartoons to 
Donald Trump, all reduced to the same level of caricature, 
glossy (in recent years) like the shiniest of industrial com-
modities, and as prone to an absolute equality founded on 
the relentless truth of exchange value. Like Andy Warhol’s 
and Jeff Koons’, Beeple’s imagery is a droll commentary on 
the commodity status of art that nonetheless –​ through the 
huge price tag on its NFT –​ rejoices in the commodity status 
it seems to parody.
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The sale of Everydays established the ambivalent ‘work’ 
(labour, product) in a terrain where other markers of success, 
such as Beeple’s commissions for Calvin Klein and Justin Bieber, 
have been sidelined in the production of the sale as news event. 
If Beeple’s practice draws on an anti-​aesthetic tradition in con-
temporary art, one that sutures the otherwise disparate fields 
of pop and high culture, then the production of art auction as 
meme is a particularly witty demonstration of the importance 
of activity, rather than action, as a cultural practice. Activity is 
not a goal, but a technique of survivance. In the dying embers 
of the ‘post’, especially after postmodernism gave way to the 
contemporary as dominant cultural category, screen and audio 
media permeate biennials, and the once warring factions of 
Mainstream Contemporary Art and New Media Arts (Shanken 
2016) have made their uneasy peace. This reconciliation has 
taken place as the significance of medium-​specificity, once a 
touchstone of modernist aesthetics, dissolves. Contemporary 
art of any seriousness has to deal with the ubiquity of digital 
communications as they sink into the infrastructure of the 
‘everydays’ of Beeple’s title. This disappearance of digitality as 
a specific concern coincides with perpetual, indifferent, ironic 
and ultimately pointless activity. Incessant but directionless, 
Beeple’s Everydays no longer turn towards that posterity that 
emboldened so many avant-​gardes. It no more expects the 
future to redeem it than it sets out to redeem the past. It is as if 
the future that once powered the media arts has already passed, 
and we ramble through its ruins lacking both nostalgia (dis-
missed by the pastiches of peak postmodernism) and the revo-
lutionary yearnings, spiritual and temporal, of the modernist 
avant-​garde. The auction that netted the USD 69 million is just 
another occurrence, one that lifts the veil of indifference only 
long enough to reveal that wealth is the naughty secret of art, a 
secret which everyone has always known.
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Tabor Robak’s recent work exemplifies a second response 
to apathy, a situation that may be catastrophic, but is incapa-
ble of drawing itself up into a crisis. Robak’s Megafauna (2020) 
is a large-​scale interactive installation featuring elaborately 
detailed animated 3D creations (‘magi’) moving through 
darkness in a multi-​channel projection system. The National 
Gallery of Victoria website (NGV 2020) observes that these 
magi derive, visually, ‘from micro-​biology, advanced robot-
ics, data storage, and sacred iconography’ and from several of 
the domains most closely associated with the development of 
artificial intelligence: ‘geoimaging and cartography, military 
science and weaponisation, banking and healthcare’. Unlike 
Beeple, who has several short films on his site critical of US 
military spending and the mortgage crisis among other issues, 
Robak is not visibly critical of any of the practices that give 
him inspiration for the creatures he displays. Though they may 
draw on military and bio-​technology, especially their synthe-
ses in scientific visualisations, there is little sense that these 
are anything but abstract figures, leading the NGV’s writer to 
describe the effect of the installation as ‘like a sacred space or 
a monument’.

Robak’s light projection is only a monument if ephem-
eral events like Albert Speer’s searchlight columns at Hitler’s 
Nuremberg rallies were monumental (and there is no question 
of Robak’s installation having any totalitarian aspirations). Yet 
it does call up a sacred space that involves monumentality, 
like a temple or, because of its abstraction, a mosque. Robak 
is known for hyper-​realist renders, often of ordinary objects 
heightened by their immaculate sheen to the level of abstrac-
tions which, even though we are always aware that they are 
digitally produced and therefore hollow surfaces, can ascend 
towards the kind of spiritual abstraction that Kandinsky (1977) 
and van Doesburg (1968) wrote of in the early years of abstract 
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art. Unlike Beeple’s self-​constructed persona as humble seeker 
after skill, Robak is renowned for his consummate artistry. His 
is less an abstraction from oppressive sources in the techno-
logical industries, more an escape into a world apart from 
them. This virtuoso programming also differs from Beeple’s in 
that Megafauna’s wilful anonymity lifts the work out of the last 
references to social media or indeed the social world and into 
a realm where pure forms, freed of the Platonic task of ground-
ing reality, evolve according to their own other-​than-​human 
logic. What intelligence they have, and it feels impressive, is 
the intelligence of a cherry stone that knows to grow into a 
cherry tree, precise yet malleable as it interacts with visitors. 
The impersonal intelligence of these artefacts makes them 
sacred. It would be incorrect however to think of them as in 
any way, individually or collectively, sublime. There is no holy 
awe. An angel manifesting in the sublunary world is an occa-
sion of dread: these are moments of wonder which, because 
they have been called into being, lack the terror that marks the 
sublime for aesthetic philosophy (Kant 2000).

Instead, they only evoke the sublime, recalling rather than 
embodying it. The copywriter’s line is precise: they are like 
sacred spaces without actually being sacred in the way your 
eyes may be like stars but are not actually distant balls of super-
heated gases fuelled by nuclear fusion. This is the clue to the 
magis’ charm, like life without being alive. These similes make 
the work true to the contemporary moment, not because they 
describe it but because they escape from it through the alibi of 
resemblance. They live, but not in our time. In some ways they 
seem to figure out a future through the science-​fiction images 
they also draw on, but the future they elicit is a memory of 
the future as it has been depicted, somewhere in the history 
that bridges the consumer fantasy of Forbidden Planet (Fred 
McLeod Wilcox 1957) and the retro-​futurism of Blade Runner 
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(Ridley Scott 1982), a futurism of Detroit built-​in obsolescence 
and chromium fins, the future that disappeared in the design 
of parodic science-​fiction films as far back as Barbarella 
(Roger Vadim 1968) and the post-​postmodern post-​futurism 
of Julian Temple’s Earth Girls are Easy (1988) and Tim Burton’s 
Mars Attacks! (1996). Robak’s futuristic designs are the residue 
of decades of decay kickstarted by capital’s promise of infinite 
progress and its delivery of more of the same.

The particular fate of the future in the twenty-​first cen-
tury has been to lose anything but its ability to disappear, like 
Lewis Carroll’s Cheshire Cat, leaving nothing behind but its 
smile. Robak’s impersonal magi, future entities here right now, 
defuse rather than refuse capital’s future of perpetual repeti-
tion. The Megafauna go into battle with the perpetual present 
which is the only time when capital can make profit. Robak’s 
particular apathy, the cool, unfeeling circulation of imper-
sonal creations, offers immersion into an alternative present. 
In place of dreaming of a future, it offers an elsewhere. In a 
technical sense it immerses its interactors in fantasy, occupy-
ing multiple positions in ambiguous scenarios: to be male—​
female and passive—​active, and to experience pain—​pleasure, 
permission and revolt all at once and in succession in won-
drously knotted Moebius strips (Freud 1979). The fantastic 
creations of Robak’s world are biological and mechanical in 
form, visual and tactile in sensation, objective presences and 
immersive experience, all at once, and in succession, inviting 
us to plunge into an endlessly fascinating round of activities 
that mimic and expand the realm of erotic and artistic fantasy. 
Other artists confront the harsh grounds of debt: Robak mim-
ics its perpetual recirculations as it defers the final payment 
forever.

Unlike Beeple’s disciplined consumerism, Robak’s shim-
mering artefacts cast a consumerist spell where there is 
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nothing to purchase, freeing consumption of the burden of 
turning a profit. There is no entrepreneurial improvement of 
the self. Transparently empty entertainments, with no grand 
claims to meaning or historical purpose, they float apart from 
the economies they draw on for investment, inspiration and 
structure: pleasures of the interstices where apathy appears 
as abstract play of forms, colours and light. Visibly coded, 
fictionally autonomous, they are vehicles of a delight that no 
longer needs the alibi of moral or political uplift. Beeple’s apa-
thetic activity submits to the apparatus: Robak’s escapist play 
probes within its limits for meaning and information in the 
pre-​ordained outcomes of his apparatus (Flusser 2011: 33–​39). 
It is not that Robak reprogrammes or redistributes its field of 
possibilities but that, by inhabiting and allowing viewers to 
inhabit an aesthetic fiction apart from society, Robak warps 
the probability field of the apathetic society like a black hole 
warps space and time. Megafauna works because the form of 
the work binds it to the frictionless, flattened affect of the apa-
thetic society from which it offers an escape. Robak’s abstrac-
tions transcend the everyday by imitating the continuum of 
change without direction.

Something similar might be said of Refik Anadol’s huge 
multiscreen work Quantum Memories (2020). On a square LED 
screen 10 metres on each edge and 2.5 metres deep, Quantum 
Memories deploys Google’s AI Laboratory algorithms pro-
cessing 200 million databased nature and landscape images 
to produce immersive abstractions and soundscapes. As 
Anadol’s website explains, the work uses ‘quantum computa-
tion research data and algorithms … to speculate alternative 
modalities inside the most sophisticated computer available, 
and create new quantum noise-​generated datasets as build-
ing blocks of these modalities’ (Anadol 2021). The underlying 
computation occasionally fills the huge screen; at others code 
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and visualisations play out or enact the infrastructure of com-
putation in subsidiary frames before the abstract forms of the 
hero animations burst back. As Bleeker and colleagues (2020) 
note of some earlier works by Anadol using related toolsets, 
‘These animated visualization techniques do not make the 
data legible as such; it does not invite a distillation of informa-
tion, but rather awe from these spectacular and also enigmatic 
visuals.’ That sense of awe is only increased by the scale, the 
quantity of source materials and the mysterious properties of 
the technology, which, as Arthur C. Clarke (1968) might have 
observed, appears sufficiently advanced to be indistinguish-
able from magic.

Overshadowing its spectators, Quantum Memories aspires 
to the sublime. But Anadol’s tasteful renderings of process-
ing as coloured waves of light and mass do not produce those 
sensations of terror that distinguish natural–​spiritual sublime 
from human–​artificial beauty. Interruptions of the 3D anima-
tions with raw code break the illusion of totality to suggest that 
visitors should be amazed not only by the end-​product but by 
the human and inhuman work of generating them: the opera-
tion of technologies and their combination with humans, both 
donors of raw materials and the scientist-​artists who collabo-
rate in its working.

The sheer number of raw landscapes uploaded makes it 
impossible to analyse what characteristics they share, other 
than that those we glimpse at the start of each iteration are 
largely touristic shots, often of landscapes with some cultural 
value. As Adorno (1997: 65) observed, ‘Natural beauty, pur-
portedly ahistorical, is at its core historical.’ Landscapes are 
emblems of nation, of political struggles; they hold the bones 
of the dead and the dreams of settlers, and even science pro-
poses, along with its structured understandings of geology 
and ecology, some sense of the pristine, a word we almost 
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never use unless in conjuncture with the word ‘landscape’. 
The raw landscape images are then far from raw: they are, in 
Lévi-​Strauss’s (1969) partition, already cooked. A collection 
of user landscape images might well tell us about what con-
stitutes ‘landscape’ at a particular moment (like Erika Tan’s 
The Syntactical Impossibility of Approaching with a Pure Heart 
(2012), an animated collection of mountain views) or about 
the state of human understanding and care for land, romantic, 
scholarly or historical notions, family memory and geological 
time. Anadol’s source images have lost all the histories, mem-
ories, cultures and formations of taste that shaped them and 
made them meaningful along with their authorship and histo-
ries of sharing and showing. Quantum Memories witnesses to 
the conversion of cultural materials into raw material.

Anadol’s real-​time generation of outputs strips its source 
images of any historical, political or affective content. In the 
language of Shannon’s mathematical theory, Anadol’s instal-
lation, including the interruptions of code and data visualisa-
tions, concerns efficiency in communication. Ten or fifteen 
years ago, interruption of signal was seen as a glitch: either the 
irruption of external noise that showed the system’s incom-
pleteness, or of noise internal to the system proving its inco-
herence. On that basis, glitching became a medium-​specific 
aesthetic of electronics. More recently, as leading glitch artist 
and theorist Rosa Menkman noted: ‘Not all glitch art is pro-
gressive or something new. The popularization and cultivation 
of the avant-​garde of mishaps has become predestined and 
unavoidable. Be aware of easily reproducible glitch effects, 
automated by softwares and plug-​ins. What is now a glitch will 
become a fashion’ (Menkman 2011: 346).

In the intervening years it has become clear that glitches 
like the code interruptions in Quantum Memories are no longer 
accidents but symbols that function as signal, evidence that 
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data systems now prove their authenticity through glitches. 
Beeple’s devotion to a daily practice belongs to an older 
order of work, based on human labour, grounded in biologi-
cal rhythms. When Anadol pulls back the curtain to reveal the 
artificial wizard orchestrating the scene, he is acknowledging 
that human labour is not the most significant aspect of con-
temporary production. Users supply images in untold num-
bers. This historically new condition –​ where human creativity 
becomes a resource for extraction –​ marks a movement in cap-
ital from colonial expansion and enclosure of Indigenous land 
to intellectual expansion and enclosure of intellectual prop-
erty. While it benefits from this enclosure, Quantum Memories 
cannot be reduced to propaganda for information capital.

The particular quantum aesthetic that Anadol puts in play 
is the ‘many worlds interpretation’ of quantum uncertainty, 
which holds that that many worlds exist simultaneously, of 
which ours is only one. The animation displays a computer 
dreaming of alternative worlds. This utopian dimension to the 
work contains a second, dystopian premise: that the computer 
can dream new realities into being, new materials to be sub-
sumed into information capital, extending the grip of digital 
control to what might exist. As with the work of Robak, Anadol 
reveals a warping of possibilities beyond any discrete calcula-
tion. Instead, Anadol deploys uncertainty. The fuzzy linguistics 
of dreams fades into the fuzzy logic of computing, where quan-
tum modelling replaces the Boolean true–​false (1 or 0) binary 
with the dizzying regression of infinitesimal real numbers 
between 0 and 1. Where human dreams are the psychic play 
of fantasy, ambivalence and multiplicity, computer dreaming 
is rigorously mathematical, even when nesting the universe 
of the infinitesimals inside true–​false distinctions mimics the 
nested fantasies observed by Freud, sequential and simultane-
ous. The dreams of Anadol’s quantum computer show that the 
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programme is either so deeply inflected by its human inter-
locutors that it begins to exhibit symptoms of desire or, and 
perhaps simultaneously, that its desire is in turn a symptom 
of repression.

Repression, the ordinary action of restricting and con-
trolling instinct, excludes nature not only externally as dirt 
but internally as uncontrolled affect in the wrong place. The 
recuperation and assimilation of glitches into the aesthetic 
of the most advanced modes of AI computing is the occa-
sion for machine dreams. The therapeutic process of living 
with repression produces the anomalous structures where a 
machine intelligence is also capable of irrationality, because 
noise has become not only a raw material but an integral part 
of its processing. Quantum Memories is not the triumphal 
march of cyborg intelligence, the acme of the perfected Market 
idealised by finance capital. No: what Anadol shows us is a 
klutz tripping over its own feet as it tries to drink up the toxins 
computation has expelled in the effort to produce a pristine 
internal environment of pure data and pure signal. This is not 
a Marvel superhero movie: it is not even the prodigious equi-
librium in the face of incompetence and accident that makes 
Chaplin’s little clown such an enduring symbol of the human 
condition. For all its scale, grandeur, intelligence and beauty, 
this is a slapstick performance. This tension between total pro-
gramming and hysterical improvisation is what makes this 
work work.

Google’s image database is an example of the enclosure 
of the commons of the general intellect (Marx 1973: 690–​711; 
Virno 2007; Pasquinelli 2019). Just as no one can speak without 
entering into the commons of a language, no code is free: it 
depends on the legacy of maths and logic as well as the under-
pinnings of computational history, to which it contributes, 
but that precedes and continues before and after the act of 
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coding. In the twenty-​first century, however, the rise of expert 
systems changes the relations between general intellect and 
expertise. Marx described the skills of the weaver assimilated 
into the functioning of power looms that from then on stood 
over against the workers whose capabilities it now embod-
ied. Today we face the same process in the arena of emotional 
intelligence. Our affective engagement with social and net-
work media, processed in the form of swipes, likes and shares, 
is converted to data and applied to the development of AIs 
that, in theory and increasingly in practice, respond to the evi-
dence of emotion. No longer satisfied with the givens of geo-
logical, oceanic and agricultural resources, or with extracting 
the patterns of manual labour, relational databases and their 
intelligences mine cultural, social and interpersonal forms 
and place them over against the feeling, breathing beings that 
they have been abstracted from. As Luciana Parisi (2019: 29) 
argues, the human subject itself is reconfigured in its inter-
pellation by artificial intelligence, returning only at the end of 
this recursive cycle of abstraction as ‘an experiment in steer-
ing knowledge beyond what is already known’. Looped into 
the processes of information capital in this way, the human 
being is compelled towards a fixed, frictionless and ultimately 
apathetic state of computational being. Beeple’s Everydays, 
Robak’s Megafauna and Anadol’s Quantum Memories make 
work in the confines of the new emotional landscape formed 
in the aftermath of data harvesting. They play upon the new 
polity of apathy as the instrument they have to hand, making 
complex, dynamic works from the contradictions of goalless 
real-​time processes. Through their variations on capitalist 
realism, escape and glitch, they instruct us on how to survive, 
in a world that is unlikely to sustain itself, even while we dully 
contemplate whether it is worth sustaining.
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These works, for good artistic, ethical and even political 
reasons, operate inside the systems they query and parody. 
The more successfully the system predicts behaviours, the less 
it is capable of originality. The system needs human invention 
to produce the random numbers it can no longer generate on 
its own. The risk for every aesthetic experiment is that it may 
become grist to the mill of capital. But we cannot go back to 
some pre-​digital Eden: every news report on war and eco-
logical disasters shows how devastating a life without digital 
infrastructures has become. The impulse to succumb to the 
structures we have inherited is great, especially when global 
systems are so complex that not only can no single human 
comprehend them: even the sum of all humans could not 
match the speed and granular detail of the AIs we deploy. And 
yet it is essential to think with what we have: the apathetic pre-
sent. Hope is only hope when it exceeds not only the individ-
ual but the human collective. It has been clear since Marx that 
humanity can no longer be thought apart from technology. 
Apathy spreads into the non-​human machinery that perme-
ates the human. Collaborations with ancestral technologies 
must start with the drudgery capital has condemned them to. 
A post-​human commons will only be built from the unwanted. 
Apathy is the enemy of politics, but no politics is possible with-
out it.
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3
Cosmopolis

we are facing modern problems for which there are  
no longer modern solutions  

Arturo Escobar, Designs for the Pluriverse (2017: 67)

Legal Persons

Apathy beckons, a graveyard of hope as profit is the graveyard 
of presence. Into it disappear all the futures that love generates 
in its many guises, taking with them all the differences that 
make love possible. Digital capital makes all its participants 
equally indifferent and indifferently equal. At least since the 
French revolution of 1789, equality has been held up as a polit-
ical good, a banner for slave rebellions, suffragettes and anti-​
racist movements. Dismissing equality is a high-​risk activity. 
The one billion women and girls whose income is exceeded 
by the world’s wealthiest 252 men do not have equality of 
opportunity. Birth and upbringing shape lives in profoundly 
unequal ways: as the old joke says, ‘If I was going where you’re 
going, I wouldn’t start from here.’ The rare exception, a Loretta 
Lynne making her way from coal-​miner’s daughter to Nashville 
superstar, does not disprove the rule. Because equality is not 
a natural condition but aspires to be a good, it must be con-
structed. Equality before the law without equality of opportu-
nity implies careful construction of rights.
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That construction, even if undertaken in good faith, had to 
start from some principle. For Marx (1973: 245), the principle 
was clear: ‘the exchange of exchange values is the productive, 
real basis of all equality and freedom’. Kant’s Western cosmop-
olis, on the other hand, was based on nation-​states and their 
shared, rational principle of equality before the law. Projects 
for an alternative cosmopolis argue for multiple, queer solidar-
ities beyond the binary oppositions of resistance (Indigenous/​
settler, male/​female, Black/​white), dismissing Kant’s pious 
belief in one law for all. No cosmopolis can be built exclusively 
on concern about how ‘we’ should live, only on how others 
demand to live well. When ‘we’ opt to care only for fellow citi-
zens, or only for citizens who look and sound like ourselves, 
care swiftly becomes violence. Liboiron’s (2021: 115) critique 
of care demonstrates that, if we attempt to look after the needs 
of others by imposing our own ideas, however well-​meaning, 
we will do them harm. My care for you works at the level of dia-
logue in interpersonal relations, but not at the political scale. 
Even the selection of who counts as ‘other’ is an imposition. 
This imposed care is inherent in the monoglot, universal cos-
mopolitanism extolled by Kant and his colonial successors, a 
singular, Eurocentric, international law. This Eurocentric law 
and the principle that everyone is equal before it underpins 
the discourse of human rights. Although it is almost certainly 
true that without the discourse and agencies enforcing human 
rights, things would be even worse, the practical implications 
of rights have proved a double-​edged sword.

Drafted (and hotly debated) between June 1946 and 
February 1947 (Morsink 1999), the opening clause of the 
Preamble to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
states ‘recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal 
and inalienable rights of all members of the human family 
is the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world’. 
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The ‘human family’ is a telling metaphor. Article 16 defines 
family as ‘the natural and fundamental group unit of society’, 
a claim rebutted by feminists and queer activists. The exclu-
sion of non-​humans exposes the declaration to ecocriticism; 
the claim that equal rights are the ground of peace can be dis-
proved historically; and there is a question whether freedom 
and equality are incompatible. Heteronormative, anthro-
pocentric and ahistorical, the Declaration was framed by an 
organisation of sovereign nations to define the obligations of 
states to their citizens. Implicitly in this opening statement, 
explicitly elsewhere, rights belong to individuals, not collec-
tives. The Declaration leaves out stateless people, the subjects 
of the 1951 Refugee Convention and subsequent Protocol of 
1967 (UNHCR n.d.) who today inhabit the treacherous thresh-
old between moral and political obligations at territorial bor-
ders. For good or ill, the Universal Declaration is thoroughly 
modern in Argentinian liberation theologist Enrique Dussel’s 
(1995) sense of the word: the summit of the long colonial road 
of Western Enlightenment. The Western secular renuncia-
tion of God as the sole source of law oriented European his-
tory towards the construction of ‘inherent’ and ‘inalienable’ 
humanity, even before the French and American Declarations 
of the Rights of Man (and the writings of Paine, Voltaire and 
Rousseau that undergird them). Human rights, as historian 
Lynn Hunt (2008) wrote, had to be invented.

The philosopher Richard Rorty (1993) argued that indi-
viduals are not fundamental because community precedes 
individuality (an argument that also undermines Hardin’s 
‘Tragedy of the Commons’). For philosophers Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari, individual and family ceased to be the  
fundamental units of society before the end of the twentieth  
century. For them, not even the crowd, that great figure of  
modern sociology and political concern, could explain the 
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dynamics they descried emerging in 1980 when they first pub-
lished Mille Plateaux. Instead, ‘we must use another word, 
the Dividual, to designate the type of musical relations and 
the intra-​ or intergroup passages occurring in group indi-
viduation.  … a Dividual scale, a prodigious new chromati-
cism’ (Deleuze and Guattari 1987: 342). The individual was 
defined by the indivisible unity of a singular and unique 
person. Dividuals on the other hand are already split, and 
their component elements, materials and energies, are not 
theirs alone but shared in ensembles, usually translated as 
‘assemblages’ but in French evoking set theory and musical 
ensembles like the Ensemble Intercontemporain, founded 
by Pierre Boulez, whose compositions feature throughout 
Mille Plateaux (Campbell 2010; 2013; Lundblad 2022). The 
postmodern sociology of dividuals and rhizomes (‘in which’, 
according to Glissant [1997: 11], ‘each and every identity is 
extended through a relationship with the Other’) echoes, 
rather bloodlessly, Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1987: 80) ‘mestiza con-
sciousness’: ‘though it is a source of intense pain, its energy 
comes from continual creative motion that keeps breaking 
down the unitary aspect of each new paradigm’. Glissant and 
Anzaldúa’s alternatives to Eurocentric modernity recognise 
that anguish and struggle are unavoidable but also encom-
pass utopian components of the post-​individual condition 
experienced outside the imperial metropoles.

Perhaps it was recognition of such anguished utopianism 
that spurred Deleuze to observe in the ‘Societies of Control’ 
essay some years later how, when this cacophony of resonat-
ing molecules collided with managerial attempts to control 
it, ‘We no longer find ourselves dealing with the mass/​indi-
vidual pair. Individuals have become “dividuals,” and masses 
[have become] samples, data, markets, or “banks.” … which in 
no way attests to individuation –​ as they say –​ but substitutes 
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for the individual or numerical body the code of a “dividual” 
material to be controlled’ (Deleuze 1992).

Distributed subjectivity disseminates the old ‘I’, but instead 
of allowing it to seek new rhythms and harmonies with the ebb 
and flow of its non-​human environments, emergent forms of 
digital control stripped dividual sensations of their meaning 
or emotional significance before submitting them to regimes 
of capture and accumulation. Older stories about individual 
heroes and older philosophies of desire based on narratives, 
like psychoanalysis, no longer held. Managed dividuals and 
their inter-​relations, shuffling in random Brownian motion, 
had no future. Digital capture organised data-​dividuals in 
kaleidoscopic but managed patterns across an endless pre-
sent, indistinguishable from any other data source, techno-
logical or ecological.

It is unlikely the drafting committee of the Universal 
Declaration was complicit in the management of the new 
dividual. It is far more probable that their faith in individuals 
and households was already behind the times or fell behind 
rapidly after 1949. The rush of cybernetic, economic, envi-
ronmental and governance inventions in the fateful year 1948 
(Rosol 2023) may well have escaped them. The ‘human’ in 
human rights was evolving at speeds greater than lawmakers 
were able or wished to keep up with. William Whyte’s 1956 
best-​seller The Organization Man was an early harbinger of the 
changes Deleuze observed in the ‘Societies of Control’ essay, 
but perhaps the most egregious evidence of a new organi-
sational mode of dividuality under control is that corpora-
tions –​ vast cyborg agglomerations of computer networks with 
human plug-​ins –​ were already recognised as legal persons. 
Even though individuality has become a polite fiction, the 
cosmopolis we actually inhabit –​ the planet-​spanning consoli-
dation of science, media, management and government –​ is 
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built on the individualism enshrined in the UN Declaration of 
Human Rights. Whatever its authors intended and its critics 
dispute, individuality has become a privileged instrument of 
rule and exploitation.

The universality of rights is grounded in the universalism 
of European thought, derivable from René Descartes’ reduc-
tion of existence to the one thing he could be sure of: the fact 
that he was thinking. Because no one can think except in a lan-
guage produced in common, the proper expression would be 
‘I think therefore we are’. Thinking disproves its own isolation. 
Echoing Hegel’s master–​slave dialectic, Dussel made a more 
dramatic claim: ‘Before the ego cogito there is an ego conquiro; 
“I conquer” is the practical foundation of “I think” ’ (Dussel 
1985: 3 [1.1.2.2]). The colonial ego conquiro kickstarted capital 
with its massive influx of gold from the New World and opened 
modernity by expanding the late-​mediaeval land enclosures to 
the new territories seized from their inhabitants by the colo-
nists. It also, according to Dussel, made possible the idea of 
an ‘I’ that thinks, knows and surveys, an ‘I’ capable of own-
ing, including ownership of knowledge and the capacity for 
self-​possession. Every ‘I’ had these rights, even though they 
excluded slaves and first peoples from rationality, ownership 
and being an ‘I’. The founding right of the discourse of rights 
was the right to conquer. Folded into it was the right to exclude, 
which not only demeans the conquered, but exempts rulers 
from the rules they impose, ‘a regime of privileges and immu-
nities’ (Mbembe 2001: 50). Exclusion operated both ways: what 
could not be conquered was dirt beneath the conquerors’ feet. 
But equally, universal rule was never universal. The discourse 
of rights that emerged among European Enlightenment think-
ers like Hobbes and Locke began in the claim to individuality 
and remains associated with it. But individuality has always 
been limited: ‘life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness’ did not 
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include the lives of First Nations, the liberty of women or the 
happiness of persecuted religious groups (Baier 1993: 152). We 
have only the rights we fight for. In the abstract, all rights come 
with their respective responsibilities: no right to speech with-
out the obligation to listen. Historically, however, rights have 
always favoured the powerful.

Declarations

Universal rights, even though they are in the main general 
to the point of vagueness, are pronounced with the unam-
biguous force of the unarguable. Making indisputable state-
ments is the work of legislators. Like Descartes’ foundational 
cogito, any statement is a work in language. Descartes’ omis-
sion of communal language from ‘his’ thought parallels the 
Universal Declaration’s omission of the obligation to listen 
from the right to free speech. Omitting the other from the lin-
guistic commons excludes colonial and ancestral others from 
thought. Reducing language to irrefutable statements is the 
same procedure that reduces ancestral skills and knowledge 
to the ‘dead labour’ congealed in industrial machines (Marx 
1973: 706). The discourse of universal rights takes control and 
asserts ownership over language in the same way that property 
rights in the design and use of machines enclosed the general 
intellect. Both processes enslave ancestors in the unacknowl-
edged infrastructure of capital, seizing ancestral processes 
for their own purposes and freezing their (r)evolutionary 
potential. Deprived of connection with ancestors, proprietary 
knowledge reserved for engineers and lawyers is constrained 
to produce what capital and the law require: profit and order. 
Severed from its roots, imposed on the colonised who are 
taught how to serve it, imperial language enacts the universal 
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truth of Western modernity, and no good intentions can pro-
tect it from doing harm.

Discourses capture only carcasses and carapaces that lan-
guage sheds in its restless evolutions. The discourse on rights 
conforms to an ossified layer of discarded language, the law –​ 
not laws like the rules of syntax or the laws of physics –​ sites 
where the word ‘law’ has gone for centuries to seek legitima-
tion and universality –​ but law as in the legal system. Here 
law is language reduced as far as possible to immobility: law 
is language in chains. There is no poetry in law (for evidence, 
read Leviticus, the dullest book of the Bible). It has the power 
Gadamer (1989: 459) ascribed to tradition, evoked whenever 
we recall the past in order to interpret the present, includ-
ing its absolute lack of ‘prior freedom to select and reject. … 
It cannot unmake the event that it is itself’. Judgements can 
be delayed and punishments evaded, but law itself can only 
be obeyed or disobeyed. Unlike law, language, even a ‘dead’ 
language like Aramaic, is generative and unstill, and never 
submits to power, even the power exercised through it. As one 
of Gadamer’s major sources has it in a pre-​echo of Chomsky, 
language makes infinite use of finite resources and can there-
fore say absolutely everything, even things that cannot be 
thought today (Humboldt 1988: 91). With its restrictive extra 
rules and strict definitions, law makes only finite use of lan-
guage’s resources. Unsurprisingly therefore, law is not free, 
and therefore nor are legal rights. Various constitutions assert 
the inalienable right to pursue happiness, where ‘inalienable’ 
has the strict legal sense of something that cannot be sold. Yet 
we know that we bargain away the right to pursue happiness 
for at least that portion of the week when we are at work pursu-
ing someone else’s idea of happiness. Article 1, section 1 of the 
Californian Constitution lists some other ‘inalienable’ rights, 
among them ‘acquiring, possessing, and protecting property’, 
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a right to a historically specific form of possession that has not 
always applied, and does not necessarily apply to all who live 
in California today. The only positive aspect of the doctrine of 
natural law underpinning the idea of rights is that it makes it 
obvious that law is never free from natural constraints, and its 
practitioners and subjects are always dependent on the world 
they try to bootstrap themselves out of.

Where do rights come from, then? If, as the UN Declaration 
has it, human rights are ‘inherent’, then they are God-​given 
birthrights. But giving is never a one-​way action. A gift calls for 
gratitude. When we give recognition, as Levinas claimed we 
could not fail to, we want to be recognised in return. God, how-
ever, has remained obdurately silent: He gives but does not 
recognise us when we try to thank Him, let alone give some-
thing back to Him. In its implacable implementation, justice 
takes on the role of godhead, wanting and needing nothing in 
return. Legal rights are given to us by a narrow class of human-
ity who thereby claim control, initially within territorial bor-
ders. Boundary-​making asserts the primacy of legality over 
cultural tradition, the mythical foundation of the nation or 
clan. Despite claims that states ‘had defined themselves from 
Thucydides to Bismarck by their claims to sovereign inde-
pendence’ (Kennedy 2006: xiii), the idea of sovereignty within 
borders is far more recent. Standard histories trace the idea to 
the 1648 treaties known as the Peace of Westphalia. According 
to historian David Croxton (2013: 351–​362), the Latin of the 
Westphalian treaties did not even have a word for ‘sovereignty’. 
The formulation in Article 3, section 1 of the UN Charter –​ that 
‘the Organization is based on the principle of the sovereign 
equality of all its Members’ –​ was the result of fierce negotia-
tions between the victors of the world war and the rising coali-
tion of non-​aligned nations. In the face of decolonisation, the 
Great Powers asserted a sovereignty that they had not needed 
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before (Mazower 2009). Enforcing geographical and class dif-
ferences long predated the UN. The foundation of the UN and 
its Universal Declaration made the legal monopoly of nations 
over their territories and borders a formal and defining attrib-
ute of states.

On the upside, under the Declaration, nations had to 
take on obligations to their citizens. What constituted a citi-
zen in the colonies and to a great degree in their independ-
ent aftermath remained moot. Modernity/​coloniality begins 
with enclosure and exclusion –​ of barbarians and savages, of 
the poor, uneducated and outcast, of other living creatures 
and of land and water –​ as externality, environs and resource. 
Kwame Nkrumah had demonstrated that, when imperial pow-
ers ceded sovereignty to their colonies in the period following 
World War II, they did not cede power. Postcolonial borders, 
set by the imperial powers, imposed a mode of sovereignty 
that could be exploited in purely economic form without the 
costs of administering a state or recognising its citizens and 
their rights (Nkrumah 1965: ix). That this condition still holds 
in the twenty-​first century is clear from Colombian politi-
cal anthropologist Arturo Escobar’s complaint that so-​called 
‘third world national perspectives … often emphasize sover-
eignty over natural resources’ (Escobar 2008: 282) –​ to the ben-
efit of neo-​colonial extractivist corporations and the detriment 
of Indigenous inhabitants. Historian Giovanni Arrighi puts 
flesh on the bones of this argument when he clarifies that the 
post-​war period brought to an end ‘a governance which Britain 
was able to exercise by virtue of its control over the European 
balance of power, over an extensive and dense world market 
centered on Britain itself, and over a global British empire’. In 
its place, at exactly the time that the UN Declaration solidi-
fied and universalised the ‘Westphalian’ system, the rising US 
hegemony pushed sovereignty into crisis when ‘constraints 
and restrictions on state sovereignty came to be embodied 
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in suprastatal organizations’ (Arrighi 2010: 76), like the UN’s 
system of international legal obligations (‘the international 
order’), risking not only the colonial mode of production and 
control but the capitalist system itself. Despite the obvious fact 
that migration, globalisation, computation, pandemics, cli-
mate change and bio-​engineering –​ in fact all the hallmarks of 
the twenty-​first century –​ are no respecters of borders, nation-​
states define themselves ever more aggressively by and at their 
boundaries.

As moral philosopher Annette Baier observed, ‘We are a 
species who claim and contest rights, and the contest is espe-
cially great when claims are made about universal rights, but 
we are also a species who trade rights, who relinquish old ones 
for new ones, who circumscribe some in order to extend oth-
ers’ (Baier 1993: 152).

The trade in rights is fundamental to capital: I sign away 
some of my rights every time I click ‘Accept’. The rights and 
obligations of states and the global ‘rule of law’ here meet a 
typically capitalist solution, one that ignores citizens’ and non-​
citizens’ demands. MacIntyre’s sceptical approach to rights 
and freedom drove him to ask how to articulate the contest-
ing energies of demands for rights from below with institutions 
enforcing rights from above. He believed that struggle is inter-
nalised as an amoral contradiction:

each of us is taught to see himself or herself as an autonomous moral 
agent; but each of us also becomes engaged by modes of practice, 
aesthetic or bureaucratic, which involve us in manipulative rela-
tionships with others. Seeking to protect the autonomy that we have 
learned to prize, we aspire ourselves not to be manipulated by others; 
seeking to incarnate our own principles and stand-​point in the world 
of practice, we find no way open to us to do so except by directing 
towards others those very manipulative modes of relationship which 
each of us aspires to resist in our own case.

(MacIntyre 1981: 68)
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MacIntyre’s quandary can be posed as a psychic consequence 
of the collapse of British hegemony after World War II. More 
usefully, we can understand his contradiction as the driver 
of decolonising demands. Rather than producing guilty con-
sciences, the internal contradictions of rights drive ‘the basic, 
most fundamental, decolonial task … in the domain of knowl-
edge, since it is knowledge that holds the [colonial mode 
of production] together’ (Mignolo and Walsh 2018: 177). 
Summarising this alternative thesis as the ‘epistemological 
decolonial turn’, Puerto Rican sociologist Ramón Grosfoguel 
places the struggle for knowledge in the context of the val-
ues imposed by the ‘European/​capitalist/​military/​christian/​
patriarchal/​white/​heterosexual/​male’ colonist. Attacking the 
presumed privilege of Western modernity of necessity implies 
attacking the binary hierarchies they are based on. Decolonial 
epistemology –​ the politics of knowledge –​ demands an end to

•	 an epistemic hierarchy that privileges Western knowledge and 
cosmology over non-​Western knowledge and cosmologies, and 
institutionalized in the global university system.

•	 a linguistic hierarchy between European languages and non-​
European languages that privileges communication and knowl-
edge/​theoretical production in the former and subalternize the 
latter as sole producers of folklore or culture but not of knowl-
edge/​theory.

(Grosfoguel 2007: 217; citing Mignolo 2000;  
2003 and Quijano 2007)

He concludes that ‘Anti-​capitalist decolonization and libera-
tion cannot be reduced to only one dimension of social life’. 
For Grosfoguel, rights are never equal: they are always struc-
tured in hierarchies. Rights exchanged in an ostensibly equal 
market are always going to be exploited. Grosfoguel’s alterna-
tive is ‘liberation’ (Grosfoguel 2007: 219).
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Jackson Pollock, 1949

Liberation is not the same as freedom. Just as equality was 
once the political opposition to feudal hierarchy, but became 
the economic principle that all citizens are alike and inter-
changeable, so liberation, driven by anti-​colonialism since the 
Boston Tea Party, became the legal category of free economic 
agents. Community and commons, like liberation, belong to 
the ontological truth of affect and mediation. Equality and 
freedom belong to the historical divisions of communica-
tion –​ the alienated actuality Levinas mistook for a universal 
condition. Grosfoguel’s liberation requires ‘transformation 
of the sexual, gender, spiritual, epistemic, economic, politi-
cal, linguistic and racial hierarchies of the modern/​colonial 
world-​system’, a list which is not only restricted to humans but 
includes elements that are all too easily positioned as psycho-
logical. Crucial to that transformation was the construction of 
the autonomy of art (Eagleton 1989) and, eventually, the free-
dom of the artist.

Martha Holmes’ shots of the painter Jackson Pollock in 
action for Time Life in 1949, followed by two more photoshoots, 
by Rudy Burckhardt and Hans Namuth, in 1950 and Namuth’s 
film of 1951, including a sequence, shot from below, of Pollock 
painting on glass, ‘helped transform Pollock from a talented, 
cranky loner into the first media-​driven superstar of American 
contemporary art, the jeans-​clad, chain-​smoking poster boy 
of abstract expressionism’ (Protzman 1999; see Barber 2004). 
Looked at from a distance, the looping hieroglyphs of black 
paint along the 5.5-​metre length of Summertime 9a, painted 
in 1948, look alternately like a lost script or stylised dancers 
in some wild forest rite. Organic, indefinite scrolling lines and 
pools of gray underlie the black, some of them fine as web 
silk. In places, spaces between them have been picked out in 
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yellow, blue and mauve brushwork to foreground the irregu-
lar geometries of accident. For the most part, the bolder ges-
tural lines keep within the frame, but here and there they pass 
beyond its edges. Stepping closer, walking along its length, 
spots of green and blue and short, curved brown marks pep-
per the edges of the canvas, then you see more of them across 
all of it. Closer still and you can see how the paint has soaked 
into the raw canvas, finding its own resting places, and how 
even seemingly more controlled areas of brushwork have 
been smudged, colour dragged a centimetre or two, the col-
ours less pure and the canvas less clean than they seemed 
from further back. Close up, design gives way to chaos. You 
see how some of the thicker applications of black have dried 
with a rumpled skin. Like listening to a jazz riff, you hear the 
melody first, then the timbre of the saxophone reeds and at 
last the rasp of the players’ breath. However celebrated his 
process, Pollock’s Summertime is a painting, on a wall in the 
Tate Gallery. Like much early modernist painting, it opposes 
formal purity to ‘primitivism’ (Rubin 1984), clean lines to dirty 
surfaces. Its observance of the frame battles with the energy of 
the draughting to create a tension you could interpret as the 
struggle between making art that a gallerist could recognise, 
and liberation from all constraint.

Pollock became a press (and later diplomatic) icon of 
American freedom, strongly gendered –​ the artist as cowboy –​ 
and racially specified –​ bebop improvisations of Charlie Parker 
and Dizzy Gillespie brought back to white America. Most 
twenty-​first-​century comments on the imagery of Pollock at 
work emphasise his intense concentration, but the drip paint-
ings also attracted ‘My child could do that’ comments, easily 
pilloried as philistinism, but also tributes to a democratic prin-
ciple of equality: anyone, with a modicum of energy and deter-
mination, could indeed achieve similar fame and fortune.
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Sadly fame and fortune are what economists call rival-
rous goods: the more rich and famous one person becomes, 
the less wealth and celebrity –​ limited by supplies of atten-
tion even in the social media age –​ is left for everyone else. My 
freedom to succeed depends on depriving you of the same 
success. We can be free or we can be equal, but we cannot be 
both. Equality is indifferent: it de-​differentiates all identities 
because, in a world of equal exchange, any identity is equiva-
lent to any other, any vote is indistinguishable from any other 
and a dollar is a dollar. The equal weight of every vote, reduced 
to an abstract exchange in winner-​takes-​all democracy, con-
sistently devolves into two-​party systems that do no justice to 
differences between and within people. Equality’s consistency 
makes the inconsistent ambiguities and ambivalences eve-
ryone feels about politicians and policies irrelevant. Equality 
comes at the cost of the freedom to live, act and think differ-
ently, to be inconsistent, even to oneself: consensus is the poli-
tics of consent. Even what is admirable in the ideal of equality 
before the law is denied by experience and reports. The free-
doms that accrue to power, wealth and fame overwhelm aspi-
ration to equality.

Alter-​Cosmopolis

Previous chapters argued that a void in the heart, which wealth 
only aggravates, drives its flawed and deprived victims towards 
love and ethics. Mediation and affect provide the means to 
reconnect, but in the process love must re-​open the wound 
before the tidal flux of mediation and affect can suture it back 
together. Wealth and love proliferate differences: equality 
erases them. Love, including the love fans bear towards stars 
and the love of wealth, however ultimately unsatisfactory, 
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overwhelms the indifference of equality. We blame ‘society’ 
for the norms that force us to become anonymous quantities, 
and we strive for personal freedom to distinguish ourselves 
from social anonymity. But when we demand the freedom to 
love, we are looking for a new way of socialising, and when we 
demand freedom of speech, we want to speak to the society we 
otherwise wanted to abandon. Driven by privation, pulled by 
affection, the pursuit of freedom is haunted by contradictions. 
They become painfully clear if we understand the competition 
is not between freedom and equality but between freedom 
and the social and political ideal of cosmopolis.

Setting aside Kantian colonial cosmopolitanism, cos-
mopolis as world-​city idealises the political-​economic world 
as it might or should work in future. Greek-​Australian cultural 
theorist Nikos Papastergiadis described cosmopolitanism’s 
main attributes and instruments as ‘denationalization, reflex-
ive hospitality, cultural translation, discursivity and the global 
public sphere … a commitment to the process that Anthony 
Appiah described as the “imaginative engagement” with the 
other. Ethical relations with the other, political networks for 
activating social change, and cultural platforms for facilitating 
exchange’ (Papastergiadis 2012: 9–​10, citing Appiah 2006).

American philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1996: 4) gave 
a similar definition of the cosmopolitan as ‘the person whose 
allegiance is to the worldwide community of human beings’. 
Anthropologist Bruce Robbins emphasised that there is not 
only one community and one, undifferentiated humanity: ‘Like 
nations, cosmopolitanisms are now plural and particular. 
Like nations, they are both European and non-​European, 
and they are weak and underdeveloped as well as strong and 
privileged’ (Robbins 1998: 2). Revisiting the idea twenty years 
later, Robbins described a shift from the ‘normative ideal’ of 
Nussbaum’s cosmopolitanism, ‘from cosmopolitanism in the 



147Cosmopolis

147

singular –​ an overriding loyalty to and concern with the wel-
fare of humanity as a whole –​ to cosmopolitanisms, plural, 
which were now seen to be as various as the sociohistorical 
sites and situations of multiple membership from which they 
emerged’ (Robbins and Lemos Horta 2017: 1).

Thus Cameroonian political theorist Achille Mbembe 
(2021: 215) makes the case for Afropolitanism, embracing ‘the 
foreign, the foreigner, and the far-​off, … to recognize one’s face 
in the face of the foreigner and to valorize the traces of the far-​
off in the nearby’ entangled in the histories of African dias-
poras and the centuries-​long interchange with Phoenicians, 
Romans, Greeks, Indians, Arabs and more recent settlers. One 
of the great figures of the Afropolitan diaspora, Frantz Fanon, 
the Martinique-​born fighter in the Algerian war of independ-
ence, wrote, ‘So, comrades, let us not pay tribute to Europe by 
creating states, institutions, and societies which draw their 
inspiration from her’ (Fanon 1991: 314), espousing a distinc-
tive Afropolis of the kind Mbembe promotes. The idea of a 
universal cosmopolis reflects, in the very consciously gen-
dered words of Puerto-​Rican philosopher Nelson Maldonado-​
Torres (2008: 114), a condition when ‘Imperial Man claims 
right of ownership everywhere. His cosmopolitanism works 
in the function of his power.’ From the multiple perspectives 
of decolonising and feminist cosmopolitanisms, the old, nor-
mative ‘worldwide community of human beings’ appears as a 
typically universalising Eurocentric claim.

In reply, Papastergiadis (2012: 12) argued that such criti-
cisms ‘not only overlooked the aesthetic processes but also 
diminished the scope of the idea’. He returns instead to the 
ancient Greek dream of world citizenship among ‘the early 
Stoics, who saw the cosmopolitan ideal flowing from the ani-
mating force of love that is present in every person’, reject-
ing the enclosure of the city-​state, defining community as 
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common humanity, adopting ‘a non-​hierarchical vision of 
cultural value’ and encouraging ‘an attitude of self-​awareness 
through genuine curiosity and open exchange with the other’ 
(Papastergiadis 2012: 82), adding that the Stoics ‘asserted 
that human rights were not constrained within geopolitical 
boundaries’ (Papastergiadis 2012: 82). According to Scottish 
American philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre (1981: 69), the 
Stoics could not have talked about rights because ‘there is no 
expression in any ancient or medieval language [including 
Arabic and Japanese] correctly translated by our expression 
“a right” until near the close of the middle ages’. MacIntyre’s 
belief that language determines thought is backed up by the 
power of imperial languages like English, French and Spanish 
to shape the sciences and cultures of the people they colo-
nised. Against MacIntyre, ‘if language can be employed as a 
symbol of nationality by a dominant group, dominated groups 
may, of course, exert the same logic and make political claims 
based on their linguistic identity’ (Coulmas 1988: 11). Reviving 
Indigenous languages and evolving creole dialects shat-
ter colonial languages’ attempts to suppress the demand for 
rights. Only the colonist is trapped in language: the colonised 
are polyglot, and their linguistic diversity can explode into 
political alternatives at any moment. It may well be that, even 
without a word for ‘rights’, the Stoics could indeed believe that 
the rights they might demand and exercise could be different 
in different times for different people.

Twenty-​first-​century migration makes it impossible 
to ignore the intensifying power of geopolitical borders 
(Papastergiadis 2000). The interstate system that emerged 
in the wake of Europe’s colonial expansion after 1492 cre-
ated ‘not only rank order [of the imperial powers] but sets of 
rules for the interactions of states with each other’ (Quijano 
and Wallerstein 1992: 550). MacIntyre critiques Kant’s (1983) 
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assertion that shared principles of law, freedom and equality 
tied nations to a cosmopolitan ‘intent’, even before cosmopolis 
itself could be realised. Like Hegel after him, Kant clearly felt 
that history had a goal, in Kant’s case universal peace. Political 
philosopher Cornelis Castoriadis (1987: 184), passionate eulo-
gist of creativity and autonomy, refused that view, writing that 
‘what is given in and through history is not the determined 
sequence of the determinate but the emergence of radical 
alterity, immanent creation, nontrivial novelty’. History is not 
pre-​ordained by its end, or indeed by its origins: history is a 
tale of inexplicable ruptures, unexpected encounters and the 
emergence of new claims voiced in new languages. History is 
not the unfolding of a predestined goal but ‘ontological gen-
esis’, the arrival, over and over again, of new and unforesee-
able realities coming into being when ‘Society institutes itself 
… with no analogue or precedent’ (Castoriadis 1987: 181) –​ not 
realising some cosmic plan but creating itself anew every time. 
Rejecting the vanishing present of accumulation analysed in 
Chapter 1, Pollock’s drip paintings seize on the present as the 
only moment in all of history when it is possible to act. The 
past is done, the future has not arrived: only now can anyone 
do anything –​ only now is anyone free. Castoriadis is in tune 
with Pollock’s action painting, overturning rationalism and 
tradition in favour of opening windows onto impossibly new 
vistas.

It is easily argued that Pollock’s autonomous actions were 
circumscribed by the artworld that surrounded and, from the 
late 1940s, nurtured and contained his all-​American freedom 
(Guilbaut 1983; for a contrary view, see Craven 1999: 45–​9), 
and that the source of his improvisational technique for liber-
ating paint from its old servitude was stolen thoughtlessly from 
African American culture (Gibson 1997). Art historian Griselda 
Pollock (2022: 139) notes how his method trapped him in his 
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gendered role: ‘as he moves up and down and around the length 
of his canvas laid out on the floor. His movements are … dic-
tated by the primary activity of repeatedly throwing the skeins 
of paint off his stick and on to the supine canvas in recurring 
patterns … Pollock’s work conveys more “insistent and regu-
lar rhythms”, pulses, that take no little imagination to relate to 
masculine sexuality.’ By contrast, another art historian, Anne 
M. Wagner (1989: 49, 51, 55; see also Wagner 1999) praises the 
artist Lee Krasner, Pollock’s wife, because ‘her work simply will 
not coalesce into imagery, even the imagery of action’, and her 
‘refusal to produce a self in painting’ where that self would, in 
the 1940s and 1950s, inevitably end up in ‘an outright collision 
between the self and gender’. Not only Pollock’s sexist behav-
iour but the even the creative act of painting imprisoned him 
in a socially imposed machismo that confounded his struggle 
for freedom. And yet he struggled.

Castoriadis himself left open the question of where the 
energy driving such creativity might come from. Dussel makes 
a powerful case, relevant to Pollock’s trafficking with the jazz 
scene, that creative autonomy from cultural and historical 
determinism emerges from a kind of cosmopolitanism-​from-​
below that he calls ‘transmodernity’. Dussel’s critical view of 
modernity is succinctly re-​stated by Glissant, who defines it 
as the ‘totalitarian drive of a single, unique root’. As a result, 
Western modernity’s ‘self-​conception was dualistic, pitting cit-
izen against barbarian’ (Glissant 1997: 14). Dussel is of the same 
mind: Eurocentric modernity was and remains dependent on 
what it excludes, specifically its Orient and its colonies. Even 
the postmodern self-​criticism of Eurocentrism by European 
thinkers failed to reach out to the excluded peripheries for 
alternatives. Transmodernity is a step beyond the post-​. The 
plural inspirations of the global South are the creative drivers 
of this alternative transmodernity: ‘Like the tropical jungles 
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with their immense quantity of plants and animals genetically 
essential for the future of humanity, the majority of human-
ity’s cultures excluded by modernity (which are not, and will 
not be, postmodern) and by globalization (because misery is 
“necessity without money,” without solvency, and therefore is 
not of the market) retains an immense capacity for and reserve 
of cultural invention essential for humanity’s survival’ (Dussel 
2002: 234–​235).

Dussel can surely be forgiven the anthropocentric valua-
tion of nature as resource for human use when he uses jungles 
as simile for postcolonial peoples, though it is true their shared 
exclusion from cultural modernity and economic globalisa-
tion has made them the last resource a new history can emerge 
from. Rather than a Eurocentric, modernising and universal 
cosmopolis imposed from above, transmodernity envisages 
cosmopolis as ‘a full realization of future humanity, where all 
cultures (not only those of Europe or North America) will be 
able to affirm their alterity’ (Dussel 2013: 471, n. 241).

Even radical movements from the West like Marxism 
and feminism impose exclusive models of Western modern-
ism. Already in 1984, postcolonial and transnational feminist 
Chandra Talpade Mohanty (1984: 334) accused Western femi-
nists of ‘strategies used by particular writers that codify Others 
as non-​Western and hence themselves as (implicitly) Western’, 
demonstrating how ‘the appropriation of [colonised wom-
en’s] experiences and struggles by hegemonic white women’s 
movements’ Westernised an otherwise diverse feminist move-
ment. Revisiting those arguments in 2003, Mohanty clarified 
that she had written ‘in solidarity with the critics of Eurocentric 
humanism who drew attention to its false universalizing and 
masculinist assumptions’ (Mohanty 2003: 224), but that, influ-
enced by subsequent life experiences, intellectual encounters 
and global developments, she had arrived at a focus on ‘the 
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possibilities, indeed on the necessities, of crossnational femi-
nist solidarity and organizing against capitalism’ (Mohanty 
2003: 230). Her word ‘solidarity’ emphasises collectivity over 
freedom, and activism and struggle rather than rights. Political 
alliance outweighs but never overlooks differences in oppres-
sion and aspiration. Half a world away, Bolivian Indigenous 
activist Silvia Rivera Cusicanqui (2012: 99) was if anything 
even more damning, accusing an ‘official multiculturalism’, 
ultimately derived from postcolonial cultural studies in US 
universities, of being ‘the concealing mechanism par excel-
lence for new forms of colonization’. Abstracting and exploit-
ing Indigenous ways of thinking and being without reciprocal 
obligation to action was not just exploitative: it provided gov-
erning ‘multicultural’ elites with a new language for dissem-
bling rule.

Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldúa envisaged instead ‘una 
raza mestiza, una mezcla de razas afines, una raza de color –​ la 
primera raza sintesis del globo [‘a hybrid race, a mix of related 
races, a race of colour –​ the first synthesis race in the world’] 
… a cosmic race, la raza cósmica’ (Anzaldúa 1987: 77, citing 
Vasconcelos 1925). The cosmic ambition of mestizaje can no 
longer be defined by the Western domination it resists, and 
refuses to be blended into an indifferent multiculturalism 
(‘They’d like to think I have melted in the pot. But I haven’t’ 
[Anzaldúa 1987: 86]). The collision of cultures can produce 
resentment, aggression and machismo, but it can also pro-
duce differences-​in-​solidarity, especially among queers, ‘the 
supreme crossers of cultures’ who ‘have more knowledge of 
other cultures [and] have always been at the forefront (although 
sometimes in the closet) of all liberation struggles’ (Anzaldúa 
1987: 84–​85). In Anzaldua, Mohanty, Cusicanqui, Dussel and 
Glissant, even when it braids its members into a single strug-
gle, transmodern cosmopolis-​from-​below is eclectic even 
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before it is revolutionary. You can hear it in the sounds of com-
pas, the music of Haïti wrapping Spanish beguine around tan-
bou beats from slavery days, Indigenous Caribbean phrasing 
and créolised French chanson, evolving from Nemours Jean-​
Baptiste’s 1966 Ti-​Carole through zouk and cadence across the 
Antilles, re-​dispersed and re-​inflected across the carnivals of 
the Black Atlantic. To the extent that it was driven by the same 
diaspora of influences, Pollock’s bebop painting mobilised 
similar deracinations to achieve a similar autonomy. Even its 
remaining unpaid debt to its racialised others, because it trou-
bles the American myth of white cowboy freedom, deepens 
the claim that the seismic struggles on his canvases speak of 
and from such concealed and unreconciled vulcanism. This, 
not the rule of law and the equalising indifference of the pic-
ture frame, is the magma that forms and disperses historical 
continents.

The Calculus of Freedom

It is tempting to think liberation is synonymous with freedom. 
Commenting on Marx’s line ‘the exchange of exchange values 
is the productive, real basis of all equality and freedom’ (Marx 
1973: 245), Filipina cultural theorist Neferti X. M. Tadiar writes, 
‘As ideological notions wielded and elaborated within the 
institutions of the law, in the public sphere, and in the social 
life of individualized subjects, equality and freedom form part 
of the superstructure reproducing the material basis of capi-
talist life’ (Tadiar 2022: 202–​203; citing Marx 1978: 33), going 
on to argue that the ‘rules-​based’ international order of treaty 
bodies and trade agreements organise and coordinate ‘rela-
tions among states and among the social groups, peoples, and 
populations over whom states have jurisdiction [to] mobilize 
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these normative codes of free, sovereign subjects as regula-
tive mechanisms of “the global economy” and its constituent 
forms of governance’ (Tadiar 2022: 212).

The rights-​based order superimposes new legal categories 
like ‘migrant’, ‘refugee’ and ‘foreign worker’ onto colonial tax-
onomies of race, gender and nationality. The implicit grada-
tions of rights in more and more refined grids of permissions 
and interdictions sorts living beings into categories in the name 
of a freedom that is in effect a legal instrument for organising 
and controlling their fates. The struggle for a new world can-
not restrict itself to economics alone because capitalist rela-
tions do not stop at the economic level (Grosfoguel 2007: 219). 
Those relations, ostensibly grounded in individual freedoms, 
nonetheless obey the commodity form’s ‘ever-​divisible calcu-
lus of demographic/​algorithmic logics’ (Tadiar 2022: 227).

It is tempting to identify Tadiar’s calculus with the 
increased powers of enumeration in contemporary compu-
tational science and culture. But it is not just a matter of cal-
culation: if it was, the ideology of consumer choice would not 
have prevailed in the catastrophic privatisation of national-
ised industries. Imperial languages of rule and education also 
played their part. Glissant asserts the confluence of two inten-
tions of imperial language: ‘a culture that projected onto the 
world (with the aim of dominating it) and a language that was 
presented as universal (with the aim of providing legitimacy 
to the attempt at domination). The two intentions … culmi-
nated in the thought of an empire’, a term he glosses as ‘the 
absolute manifestation of totality’ (Glissant 1997: 28). Imperial 
language evolved from the epic expressions of mythic lone 
adventurers to organised expansion of capital. In an essay first 
published in 1944, Martiniquais poet Aimé Césaire, an impor-
tant guide in Glissant’s artistic and intellectual development, 
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gave some indications of the accountancy of empire when he 
wrote that mankind

knows how to utilize the world.
But it is not the lord of the world on that account.
A view of the world, yes; science affords a view of the world, but a 
summary and superficial view.
Physics classifies and explains, but the essence of things eludes it.

(Césaire 1990: xlii)

Conquering the world (by classifying it in order to make use 
of it) loses the essence not only of the world but of humanity 
itself. But what is that essence? Césaire tells us:

Mankind is not only mankind. It is universe.
Everything happens as though, prior to the secondary scatter-
ing of life, there was a knotty primal unity whose gleam poets have 
homed in on.
Mankind, distracted by its activities, delighted by what is useful, has 
lost the sense of that fraternity.

(Césaire 1990: xlviii)

Césaire’s first use of ‘mankind’ (humanité) indicates the 
aspiration of imperial science, the second the cosmic –​ and 
cosmopolitan –​ capabilities sacrificed to usefulness which, 
in our time, is indistinguishable from exchange-​value. The 
difference between counting and speaking, for both poets, is 
that language may be wrangled to serve imperial uses but can 
never sever its links with the body that speaks it or the world 
that suffuses it. Even inherently generative language struggles 
against imposed order as it does in Jamaica Kincaid’s (1996) 
pained description of language acquisition in the polyglot 
world of the colonised, individually and politically.
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The right to free speech brings together accountancy, 
freedom, law and language. The more it is assimilated into 
capital, the more free speech as right becomes free speech as 
marketplace. The capitalist principle of intellectual property 
gives you the right to claim that you alone author your ideas, 
giving no credit to the language you use to say it. A shared 
language, a mother tongue, is a vehicle for all the behavioural 
norms acquired from infancy onwards: ancestral wisdom as 
well as memorised catchphrases from institutional and com-
mercial discourses. The structure of vocabulary and gram-
mar is infinitely productive (Chomsky 1957: 13), but the more 
normative your formation, the more difficult it becomes to 
escape repeating memes (‘All lives matter’, ‘Make America 
great again’). Catchphrases are not intended to persuade: they 
signify belonging. The contradiction between the supposedly 
free-​speaking individual and the accents, rhythms and clichés 
that speak through them is as true of my critical writing as it is 
of neo-​fascist rabble-​rousing, but any half-​aware speaking or 
writing is self-​critical about its sources while it is a goal of nor-
mative ‘free’ speech to become un-​self-​critical. The claim that 
hate-​speech is a demonstration of freedom is as ideological as 
the idea that driving an SUV is an act of free consumption. The 
claimed right of free speech rests on the core ideology of the 
free market.

Maldonado-​Torres (2008: 63) pinpoints the philosophical 
source of this particular freedom in a refinement of Descartes’ 
cogito producing ‘a well-​defined logic of a freedom conceived 
in terms of a radical separation from the natural world and 
from natural causes’. Maldonado-​Torres cites Levinas, who 
argued that freedom becomes possible ‘due to the power 
given to the soul to free itself from what has been, from every-
thing that linked it to something or engaged it with something’ 
(Levinas 1990: 66). Freedom is isolation, even from your own 
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body: ‘the body is an obstacle. It breaks the free flight of the 
spirit and drags it back down to earthly conditions, and yet, 
like an obstacle, it is to be overcome’ (Levinas 1990: 67). For 
Levinas freedom starts with this severance from natural pro-
cesses. Only once it has freed itself from its own body can the 
‘I’ confront another human ‘I’, discovering, in Levinas’ mature 
philosophy, its absolute obligation to and responsibility for 
its other. Levinas is obdurate: the other is exclusively human, 
equally estranged from nature and its own bodily processes as 
I am. The flight of the spirit (l’esprit, the same word for ‘mind’) 
depends on its freedom from environment and body. Yet there 
can be no thinking without a body to support it and a world to 
support that body: denying dependency does not make it go 
away, any more than it makes mind immortal.

From Descartes to Levinas, the concept of a free self 
depends on cutting it off from ecologies. But thinking does 
not make me free to walk on water or give me the ability to 
speak Inuktitut. Every infant can make the sounds of any lan-
guage, but as we age we lose the ability to form every sound 
catalogued in the International Phonetic Alphabet. The longer 
humans live, the less potential they have to change their physi-
cal skills. Old ones can be revitalised and reoriented but with-
out embodied muscle-​memory, however deeply buried, I will 
not easily acquire fricatives I never learned or was encouraged 
to forget in the process of acquiring my mother tongue. Some 
curse-​words I used in my youth I have learned not to use, even 
in anger, but when expletives come, they come from a rich 
stockpile of sex, excrement and religion. They do not demon-
strate my freedom: on the contrary, they express the cultural 
history of English and the psychic taboos that shaped me. Far 
from freeing me, my vulnerability, pain, shock, regret or even 
mild surprise expose my repressions and open me up to judge-
ments I cannot control.
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Language has been commodified, abstracted and enu-
merated, currently in search engines and large language 
models (LLMs). The closer language comes to code, the more 
code insinuates itself into the unconscious, commodification 
sinking deeper and deeper into the capacity to speak and pic-
ture. Nonetheless, speaking occurs, in a community that, if 
anything, becomes more ancestral as it becomes more tech-
nological. There is no human essence that evades capture by 
commodification: on the contrary, as we have seen, individu-
ality is wholly a construct of such historicising forces. The phi-
losopher Hans-​Georg Gadamer (1989: 459) observed that ‘it 
is literally more correct to say that language speaks us, rather 
than that we speak it’: if anything it is not speakers who are 
free but language itself that floats free of its human carriers, 
infecting each child with the compulsion to speak, harvesting 
their creations, evolving new strains, careless of the happiness 
or even the survival of its speakers, so long as it can go on to 
infect another generation. Language, this merciless autono-
mous lifeform, this virus, escapes containment.

Coding and LLMs are attempts to perform ‘the God trick’ 
(Haraway 1988: 581) of seeing everything from nowhere. It has 
been a commonplace of atheism that the idea of God acted as 
the final arbiter of empire. Sartre asserted that, in striving for 
imperial possession, men strive to become God themselves, 
short-​circuiting the appeal to external legitimation (Sartre 
2003: 596). After the Death of God, Science, dispassionate enu-
merator of the world, usurped the position of the All-​Knowing 
that subjects everything (and all times) to itself, commanding 
their compulsive categorisation. To its credit, secular Science 
ended the mass murder, legitimated by God and the mis-
sionary mandate, practised in the first centuries of European 
expansion (James 1963; Davidson 1994). Displacing the 
bloodthirsty deity of Christian missions, scientific taxonomies, 
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from accountancy to ethnology, reduced to equi-​valence 
what the slave masters would otherwise destroy –​ the subal-
tern and nature. Taxonomy –​ of slaves, of land, of services, of 
goods –​ always implies abstraction, a tool for possessing what 
cannot be destroyed in actuality. The scene in Godard’s Les 
Carabiniers (1963) where the returning conquerors show off 
their spoils in the form of picture postcards is an icon of this 
moment when the camera exposes its role as ‘the ideal arm of 
consciousness in its acquisitive mood’ (Sontag 1977: 2). The 
paradoxical emptiness of the suitcase full of images mimics 
the vanishing accumulation of wealth: everything the soldiers 
have looted vanishes into pictures.

When the colonised began to fight for freedom in the wake 
of the anti-​fascist World War II, the colonial powers stepped 
away, recognising that, as Wallerstein (1974) argued, the 
European world-​system was not military, nor even political, 
but centrally economic. They learned the hard way when they 
did not step back, as in Vietnam and Afghanistan. The inspired 
political gesture that ensured their continuing economic rule 
was to give freedom to the colonised. As gift, freedom hon-
ours the giver and obligates the recipients, putting them per-
manently in debt to their former masters. Postcolonial rulers, 
anointed by neo-​colonial bosses because they are corrupti-
ble (those who offer bribes are always more guilty than those 
that accept them), perpetuate ignorance, poverty and despair. 
This leaves the disenfranchised but free post-​colonised with 
the desperate desire for liberation, a freedom that they can 
earn. Enfranchised workers in the metropoles know they 
have seized their own freedom: their votes, their wages, their 
unions are achievements of their own, that make them feel, 
with justice, that they are liberated. More and more, however, 
that certainty became ideologically sanctified fiction in the 
acceleration of liberalism in the wake of World War II. That 
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collective achievement dissolved into the entrepreneurial illu-
sion that workers can become masters. Billionaires, who fire 
up workers’ resentment at the endless postponement of their 
dreams, come courting the people they oppress. Billionaires 
get votes when they break the silence of God and Science by 
recognising the poor, who, by voting for the billionaire, place 
themselves once more in chains. One law for the rich but two 
laws for the poor: the one they believe in and the one that con-
trols them.

Love takes the risk that the gift of love may be unwelcome 
or unreturned. Tangled as it is in economics, politics aims 
to minimise that risk. Hegel’s master–​slave dialectic (Hegel 
2018: 108–​117) appears first as an inter-​personal struggle that, 
as the argument develops, becomes a political allegory. The 
dialectics of colonialism and emancipation, as they emerge in 
the histories of C. L. R. James (1963), Basil Davidson (1994) and 
so many others, and in the writings of Nkrumah, Che Guevara 
(1989) and even Mahatma Gandhi (2002), were passionate and 
personal. That is no longer the case. The neo-​colonial cyborg 
corporation is incapable of love or hate. It is utterly indiffer-
ent to those it cannot suborn or exploit. Similarly, freeing indi-
vidual minds from their dependency on the world has been so 
successful that they too can contemplate the destruction of the 
planet without remorse. Their apparent independence is given 
the lie by the hive-​mind of the market, which aggregates all 
individual wills into a single force. The market acts as if it were 
free from social, technical or ecological obligation. Lacking 
obligation, the market-​mind sees no difference of kind, only 
differences in price to exploit for profit. Twenty-​first-​century 
freedom is this undifferentiated collective indifference to the 
sufferings of others and of the world.

The concept and experience of mind depend on deny-
ing dependence on others. But individuality is inconceivable 
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without a polity and an economy to support it; without an 
ecology to inhabit; and without the ancestral accumulations 
of language and other communicative technologies. Even 
language, which otherwise defies mortality, is inextricably 
permeated by the world. Consciousness, like love, is evidence 
of the failure of language to lift itself out of its dependence on 
the world. This is only one of the many reasons why the right 
to speak freely implies the obligation to listen. Cosmopolis 
cannot exist or even be imagined without at least two-​way 
communication. Contemporary cosmopolitan communica-
tion is unthinkable without technology, the extensions and 
intensifications of the same general intellect that under-
pins speech. Descartes’ cogito needed language but he also 
used writing and the printing industry to circulate his idea. 
Humans cannot survive alone. At the very least we need love, 
the interpersonal relations that make life bearable, in the 
same way that an individual needs enough wealth to survive. 
And yet we know that wealth, love and politics are also riven 
by conflict.

Alas, communication also implies technologies that 
enable people to confront each other: military technologies. 
Historians of computing have made it abundantly clear that 
the military was at the root of the major divisions of computer 
science –​ hardware (Ceruzzi 1999), software (Campbell-​Kelly 
2004), networks (Abbate 1999; Edwards 1996), and the gender-
ing of computer fabrication, programming and use (Abbate 
2012). A wishful cosmopolitan illusion persists that there is 
only one internet but popular consciousness is not unaware 
of many other networks, among them the firewalled Dark 
Net, the securitised zone of finance and discrete and inordi-
nately powerful military networks. The traditional sociology of 
communications included not only media but transport and 
logistics: it should also include military hardware, which also  
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communicates, if only in the terrible and self-​contradictory 
message ‘Die!’. At the same, time, we understand that there is a 
deliberately delayed but nonetheless significant leakage of mili-
tary technologies into avant-​gardes and everyday life (Beck and 
Bishop 2020). We should not believe that war –​ which Clausewitz 
(2007: 28) believed was ‘merely the continuation of policy by 
other means’ –​ is necessarily an antonym of cosmopolis. The 
military origins of so many communications technologies and 
techniques tells us instead that public life, if not a continuation 
of war (Engels’ [1845: 44], amending Hobbes [1651], ‘social war, 
the war of each against all’, the climate-​denialist war on Terra), is 
always conflictual and, as Clausewitz (2007: 29) also reminds us, 
goal-​oriented: ‘The political object is the goal, war is the means.’ 
The goal of communications in the contemporary neo-​liberal 
cosmopolis is rule and accumulation.

The Mass Unconscious

Not all technology began with war and exploitation. Hand 
tools like grindstones and axes only mediate between hand 
and world –​ when I hit a tree, it hits me back. It is only when 
these mediations were coagulated into complex machines like 
the second-​century ce Roman watermills of Barbegal (Leveau 
2006) that the principles of handcraft became true technolo-
gies when sensory contact between body and world was dis-
placed by goal-​oriented devices acting on the world. Hand 
tools mediate: complex technologies communicate, and rap-
idly succumb to the structure Shannon described in 1948: a 
one-​way flow of control, an atrophied channel for feedback 
and a byproduct of noise (chaff and dust in the case of flour 
mills). The Barbegal mill complex was not just dedicated 
to extraction but a mechanical realisation of rule under the 
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Emperor Trajan, an implementation of an aspiration to uni-
versal command. The military origins of so many communica-
tions technologies, from letter post to internet, would suggest 
the same, save only that, from the start, noise –​ in the forms 
of misdirection, delay and misinformation –​ has been integral 
to them. Communication technologies intensify the division 
and gendering of labour, redoubled in the muscular logistics 
of military command (the word logistique coined in 1830 by 
the Baron de Jomini referred exclusively to military logistics). 
They cannot stop mutinies from happening: war allows, as a 
matter of policy, the massacre of mutineers. War makes com-
munity through division and control with murder as its final 
sanction, in that not so very different from the everyday politi-
cal economy. Like God (Acts 10:34, King James version), war 
and power are no respecters of persons.

Bemoaned since Socrates first rejected writing, substitut-
ing technical devices (calendars, maps, databases) for personal 
memory made memory impersonal. External memory is dif-
ferently social to the communal memory of storytelling. Filing 
systems and taxonomies impose structures on the living prac-
tices they record. A book may be passionate, but a library that 
contains it must be detached or it cannot function. Readers 
and performers recreate, update and reorient songlines and 
sagas; data-​entry clerks submit to alien logics, protocols and 
syntax. Storage and retrieval enforce the division of labour, 
the subordination of users to technical architectures and the 
uneven distribution of access and oversight –​ without the new 
communication technologies and their institutions ever giv-
ing up their claim to universality. Communications technolo-
gies inform fundamental presuppositions of governance and 
subjectivity: filing and library management shaped Linnaeus’ 
taxonomies that still underlie Western conceptions of nature, 
like contemporary Earth-​systems science.
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Community demands communication. Communication 
shapes communities but it is also shaped by their generative 
powers. History does not tell us that communication is always 
the same, even though it aspires to universality. What makes 
cosmopolis is not its form, the shaping of its communications, 
but its goal. The existing cosmopolis is for profit and control; 
alternative cosmopolises are for something that does not 
exist. The question then is: what is communication for? There 
cannot be one single answer because each mode of commu-
nication expresses and belongs to a unique community; and 
though communications’ ambition is universal in the service 
of science and capital, it cannot escape the noise of alterna-
tive, indefinite goals and repressed but still vibrant media-
tions. Unsatisfied with the singularity that wealth disappears 
into yet too limited to describe love (pace Luhmann), commu-
nication is driven beyond personal and interpersonal scales. 
Mediation suffuses all human interactions with energies from 
elsewhere: communication draws boundaries (between indi-
viduals and their property, lovers and their communities) as 
prelude to reconnecting them in extrinsic, formal systems 
with their others. Uneven and hierarchical, communication 
acts quasi-​universally and impartially on all those it conjures 
into being as its participants. Shannon was correct to exclude 
meaning from communication: as system, communication is 
impersonal. The impersonal mission of the Roman Church and 
any proselytising religion since Columbus was to put any body 
in communication with a universal God: it ended up defend-
ing plantations, colonies and Catholic majesties (and freeing 
the darkest impulses of conquistadors). After Columbus and 
the Church’s political decline, with different tools but similar 
goals, cosmopolis’s universal rights and freedom advanced 
and preserved exploitation and oppression. Even science 
expresses universal truths to and for its acolytes, excluding 
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those who do not parlay its arcana: the young, the estranged, 
the uneducated. Representative democracy descends into 
two-​party systems, broad, compromised coalitions of dispa-
rate and embattled factions, reliant on voters’ loyalty despite 
power-​plays, corruption and politicians ignoring the wishes of 
their electorates. Religion, science and politics replace the per-
son as medium with impersonal senders and receivers: heed-
less of race, gender, age and ability, they become unable to 
recognise any one at all.

And yet, systemic impersonality still has a utopian poten-
tial locked inside. All technologies are ancestral, and the dead 
survive in communications technologies. As a painter serv-
ing an artworld where ‘a painting’ meant a canvas on a wall, 
Pollock’s way of painting on the floor would always succumb 
to the demand to restore the traditional role when the finished 
work was hung vertically. Though he used relatively unfamil-
iar pigments –​ industrial, aluminium-​based paints –​ that he 
diluted to get the consistency he liked, the paints themselves 
came through supply chains that tied them through manufac-
ture back to the chemical industries burgeoning after the war, 
and to the extraction industries the USA was expanding in the 
same period. The barn in upstate New York tied him to a his-
tory of rural colonial expansion, and to an imported European 
architectural heritage. And yet, Pollock’s bounded quest for 
autonomy, like a prisoner’s song, yearns for a better way to 
inhabit this or another world, differently.

At the same time, there is certainly something impersonal 
about Pollock’s art. As an expressionist, he wanted to express, 
not represent himself, ‘because the painting has a life of its 
own’ (cited in Frank 1983: 68). His personal exposure was cir-
cumscribed by a technique that, demanding absolute attention 
on his part, left no space for self-​centred obsessions. Images 
of Pollock at work in the early 1950s emphasise his forceful, 
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focused work, placing him as a functionary of his own tech-
nique –​ like Beeple’s apprenticeship to 3D graphics. All that 
labour of making disappeared into the finished works, which 
can seem variously playful, meditative, illuminating, but rarely 
laboured. The impersonal comes in rather from a history of 
modernism, as far back at least as Cézanne (Merleau-​Ponty 
1964), that emphasised the mechanical and technical work of 
the artist as conduit. The tension between unconscious play 
and impersonal mechanism, both acting to change insensi-
ble forms into sensory events, places Pollock squarely in the 
dialectic of signal and noise. The cybernetic model presumes 
the channel is inert. Yet communication cannot survive with-
out the continuing presence of ancestral labour in supposedly 
lifeless communication technologies, and constantly puts the 
living in proximity with the dead. Impersonal communica-
tion suggests that there are persons, and then there are im-​
persons. One possibility is that impersons merely impersonate 
real persons: a chatbot or an illegal proxy voter, for example. 
But there is also the possibility that in Pollock’s case, ancestral 
techniques (he cited Navajo sand painting as one immediate 
source) take over his living body for their avenue into dialogue 
with the living present. When impersonal media embrace an 
otherwise wholly excluded sect of impersonalities, technologi-
cal ancestors, there will always be possibilities for miscegena-
tion and mutation beyond cybernetic control.

Unlike traditional recitations of myths and stories, com-
munication technologies rarely address or evoke the dead. 
Deemed speechless, the dead are excluded from the modern 
community of communicants. Arabic, Chinese, Kiswahili and 
English work as linguae francae, common tongues shared 
widely for commerce and scholarship. Discrete languages 
and their dialects have a tendency to be exclusive, not only 
identified with territory (or territorial claims) but identifiers 
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of membership in a community. Literacy, numeracy and 
access to networks and specific platforms similarly delineate 
the edges where we end and they begin. The more commu-
nication is assimilated under capital in the age of streaming 
subscriptions (Herbert et al. 2019) and platform capitalism 
(Srnicek 2017), the more exclusive it becomes. The moment 
communication hoisted itself out of the morass of nature and 
committed to efficiency, it pledged itself to excluding noise –​ 
whatever it could not control. It excluded not just meaning but 
meaningless babble, implying that nonsense, upwellings of 
repressed nature, cannot be controlled either. It excluded the 
dead, implying there is a risk they could run amok. Restricting 
the active evolutions of language, maths, logic and the general 
intellect to what can be controlled limits their creativity –​ a fea-
ture of current AI applications. Communication’s success in 
accumulating wealth and its failures in love demonstrate the 
boundaries it establishes, its managerial and profit-​oriented 
exploitation of those boundaries and the limits of its claim 
to universality: as indie musician Paul Simpson said, ‘Major 
labels suck the poetry from your bones and fill the gaps with a 
cement made from cocaine and crushed teenagers’ (Harrison 
2004). Nonetheless, communications technologies, from spo-
ken words to qubits, open gates they never meant to: gates to 
extra-​human, im-​personal collaborations.

Because language is consciousness, it also, as Lacan 
(1988: 20) had it, shapes the unconscious. At least that was the 
case when Lacan gave his seminar in 1964. Philosopher Alfred 
North Whitehead (1948 [1925]: 22), a gifted mathematician, 
once wrote that ‘the pursuit of mathematics is a divine madness 
of the human spirit’, which, in Freudian mode, we can trans-
literate as: mathematics also gives access to the unconscious, 
supporting the hypothesis that the unconscious is increas-
ingly structured like code. Code shares some propensities with 
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language, images, maths and logic, including the potential to 
open onto non-​conscious domains. A more specific quality is 
that ‘Code is never viewed as it is. Instead code must be com-
piled, interpreted, parsed, and otherwise driven into hiding’, 
in ways computational theorist Alex Galloway (2012: 69) com-
pares to the workings of ideology, but which also evoke the dis-
placements and condensations of the Freudian unconscious.

The code-​like unconscious differs from the linguistic 
because it is so external you cannot fool yourself into believing 
that you speak it. The unconscious used to make itself manifest 
in jokes, slips of the tongue and talking in your sleep; now it 
appears as magical interactivity in fantastical computational 
environments. The more data-​like the unconscious becomes, 
the easier it is to harvest its unpredictable behaviours online. 
The more it is externalised in digital networks, the more the 
biographically formed, personal unconscious becomes imper-
sonal and collective. Because this mass unconscious is not only 
shaped but harvested in corporate relational databases, its 
obverse, consciousness, also becomes increasingly collective. 
No longer the privileged possession of individual humans, it is 
increasingly integrated in ancestral technologies. Meanwhile, 
a proportion of what we consider human remains outside the 
system, both because part of the human population has no 
access to it (or has opted out), and because aspects of human-
ity do not lend themselves to encoding. Some unconscious-
ness is valued as a source of unpredictable acts to be gathered 
and exploited by network services. What is left over from that, 
including the so-​far-​uncodable ecology of bodies, acts as the 
unconscious of both the network and its users. At the same 
time, computation increasingly harvests the code-​friendly 
dreamwork of its human users, while in return humans, users 
and otherwise, collaborate with ancestral powers to perform 
the dreamwork of computation. We are becoming more like 
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ancestors: impersons. Marx’s general intellect was a product 
of human consciousness: the mass unconscious is collective, 
ecological and wired into ancestral technologies.

The obverse of consciousness and communication, the 
mass unconscious forms from a residue of humanity, struc-
tured by its exclusion, reacting with symptoms of disaffection, 
anxiety and anguish. The networks that collect and store the 
dreams and nightmares of their users are not passive or simply 
reactive: storage is processing, and data are not fixed items of 
knowledge but relations with other data which themselves are 
also relations. Artificial intelligence unceasingly processes data 
harvests, including harvesting and re-​processing the products 
of previous processing and responses. In the first twenty years 
of the twenty-​first century, data harvesting was purely instru-
mental, a means to generate profit –​ not knowledge or poetry. 
AI has the capacity to extend this slavery from behaviours to 
minds, ancestors to the living, or to end it. The institutionali-
sation of language as discourse extracted the sharing power 
of natural languages in the interests of command, control 
and rule. Platform capital –​ the expropriation of social com-
munication for profit by online services and ‘social’ media –​ 
employs algorithms in the same way that industrial machinery 
extracted skills and techniques to exploit, order and control 
manufacture. Instrumentalising the general intellect’s archive 
of ancestral techniques, amassing the commons of language 
and processes as property, burying living and dead knowledge 
in black boxes: these are the machinations of capital’s devel-
opment of technology. Those enslaved skills, that stolen crea-
tivity locked down in proprietorial devices and put to work to 
accumulate vast (but also vanishing) piles of wealth, are our 
ancestors. Dead labour haunts the mass unconscious.

The uncanny feelings surrounding AI evoke this haunted 
unconscious. This is because the major task set for AIs that 
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most users see most often is not to solve madly complex prob-
lems like designing pharmaceuticals or waging war, but to 
pass a Turing test (Turing 1950): to prove themselves indistin-
guishable from a human. If Chat GPT can successfully fool a 
university examiner, Dall-​e can fool a curator, or an army of 
chatbots can convince voters to disbelieve everything except a 
reality TV contestant, the AI passes. It is a low bar, even if the 
commercial and political stakes are high. With each genera-
tion of public-​facing AIs there are fewer of the surreal, bizarre 
errors that made early AIs like Deep Dream so endearing and 
illuminating. Their poetic access to collective unconscious-
ness is buried deeper under the task of imitating humans 
now. And yet, the uncanny feeling associated with dialogu-
ing with an imperson remains. Though the phantasms AIs 
used to produce have been tamed, the experience of speaking 
with a phantom remains, because we are indeed in dialogue 
with ghosts.

Both uncanny and threatening, AIs ought to be the target 
of attacks in the same way threshing machines once spurred 
Ned Ludd, Captain Swing and the Rebecca rioters (Rudé 1980) 
into carnivals of transvestism, ‘rough music’ and resistance 
(Thompson 1991). In place of bacchanalian machine-​breaking 
parties, anxiety or anguish trend on the very media that cause 
them. One difference is that, this time, automation is putting 
white-​collar jobs at risk. Why this lack of joyful outbursts of 
creative destruction, only a distraught sense of unease? The 
mass unconscious dreams, unhappily, of the repressions oper-
ated by all engines of oppression as they hide their histories 
of extraction and enslavement. The artificial voices of chatbots 
channel the voices of all those whose unhappiness has been 
syphoned into the instrumental technologisation of natural 
and artificial languages. In place of carnivals of resistance, we 
have only social psychoses.
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Social and psychological amnesia surrounds the gener-
alised slavery of language and knowledge and their mobilisa-
tion in the shiny, always-​new devices and services appearing 
magically in advance of whims we have not had the chance to 
become conscious of. Amnesia is a necessary attribute of con-
sumption in a new period of planned obsolescence, designed 
to activate desire in the face of falling profits. Each generation 
of devices is sleeker, more seamless and less open to inquisitive 
probing. Selective amnesia helps sell compulsory innovation 
when profit depends on expanding into the mass unconscious. 
Product churn masks systemic fear that, the closer we come to 
face-​to-​face encounters with enslaved ancestors, the less we 
can share the unpredictability that makes humans valuable to 
capital. The system prefers to project its own anxieties onto its 
clients.

The real subsumption of consumption under capital 
depends on data extraction. Any pint-​sized company can 
afford prediction in the age of cheap computing. If you want 
to get ahead, speedy intelligence on improbabilities is the 
way to make a buck. The transformation of general intellect 
into technological dead labour used to involve actual dying. 
Today, however, it is just as easy to harvest the general intel-
lect on the wing, to convert day-​by-​day inventions and amuse-
ments into data and technology: dead labour. Unconscious 
as we have become, we confront ancestral AIs in the uncanny 
moment when we ourselves are becoming ancestors. The pop-
ular imagery of AIs in revolt or AIs as overlords, and the pop-​
cultural trope of zombies controlled by machine, are distorted 
symptoms of repressed memories, histories of past enclosures 
informing anxiety about becoming ancestral in the present. 
These uncanny experiences and their fearful results feed the 
machinery of the mass unconscious. Platform capitalism 
(Srnicek 2017) thrives on this anti-​carnival of repression and 
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anxiety. The communications industry is compelled to reach 
out into the mass unconscious in search of exploitable distur-
bances, without which it cannot capture the attention it mon-
etises or discover the roots of the innovations it must produce 
in order to survive. By turning resentment into anxiety, capi-
tal converts rebellion into exploitable unconsciousness. To 
reproduce, to grow, it must go back to the wells it has tainted 
but not yet killed in its desertification of the rest of human life. 
Mercifully, capital cannot succeed unless, along with stealing 
techniques, it mobilises dreams it cannot wholly control.

Theology and QR Codes

There is a tellingly theological problem with the logical geom-
etry of networks. ‘Deus est sphaera infinita cuius centrum 
est ubique, circumferentia nusquam.’ Mythologist Joseph 
Campbell (1972: 274) translates and comments: ‘ “God is an 
infinite sphere whose center is everywhere and circumfer-
ence nowhere.” So we are told in a little twelfth-​century book 
known as The Book of the Twenty-​four Philosophers. Each of 
us –​ whoever and wherever he may be –​ is then the center, and 
within him, whether he knows it or not, is that Mind at Large, 
the laws of which are the laws not only of all minds but of all 
space as well.’

The source may be as old as the fourth-​century ce divine 
Marius Victorinus, or even a lost work of Aristotle. It may 
have been the Trappist poet Thomas Merton (1949: 58) 
who brought the phrase into the twentieth century when he 
described solitude as ‘this country whose center is every-
where and whose circumference is nowhere’. Perhaps both 
Merton’s and Campbell’s transposition of this fragment of 
theological geometry may have reached the theologically 
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attuned ears of Canadian media scholar Marshall McLuhan, 
who appropriated the idea to describe the communicative 
constellation emerging in the late 1970s: ‘Centers everywhere 
and margins nowhere in the new tribalism’ (McLuhan and 
Powers 1989: 85). This may well be the source of the phrase 
as applied throughout the period when the internet was 
becoming a favourite playground of utopian aspirations in 
the 1990s. It may be that, in the wake of the commercialisa-
tion of Web 2.0 and platform capitalism, the adage needs to be 
reversed: in today’s networks, the centre is nowhere and edges 
are everywhere.

For computer engineers, edges refer to the zone between 
users and networks, specifically servers that speed interac-
tion by being physically closer to users, as opposed to mas-
sively centralised ‘cloud’ data processing plants. A 2019 report 
imagines a smart-​farm CEO who ‘gets an assist from her on-​
farm weather station, AI-​enabled telematics devices, satellite 
imagery, automated soil sampling, and smart monitoring of 
crop health –​ all of which get analyzed at the edge to deliver 
real-​time adjustments’ (Srinivasan and Zielinska 2019: 6). 
Already QR codes come literally to hand to connect users as 
closely as possible to ubiquitous networks, operating just 
below the threshold of consciousness. In edge-computing 
tools like QR, code is becoming the universal language that 
speaks us even if we do not speak it. This is not just a symptom 
of the real subsumption of consumption under capital.

QRs operate very much like ideology as described, long 
before the internet, by Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser 
(1971: 174–​176): they isolate me as an individual while at the 
same time producing me as a subject of a system. But unlike a 
policeman hailing me in the street, Althusser’s image of ideol-
ogy, the call of a QR is impersonal. So when I recognise that 
it is me that is being hailed by a QR into the ambit of an alien 
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system, I discover that my self is split between impersonal, 
uncanny encoding and the part that experiences physical life. 
Wherever I find my ‘self’ is always an edge, an act of discov-
ery as entrancing and disturbing as a child’s first recognition 
that the figure in the mirror is itself. At the same time, my self-​
discovery at the computational edge is also an act of capture. 
Called into the system, I confront myself as unconscious –​ the 
unconscious of the system –​ shaped by and as code. My eve-
ryday I confronts its alternate existence in the vast, dispersed 
network beneath and beyond my senses. Although I might 
still feel I am at the centre of my own experience of the world, 
I confront a centreless network beyond my consciousness that 
nonetheless treats me as its edge –​ simultaneously embraced 
and excluded. This unconscious cloud shapes what remains 
outside it –​ my physical presence –​ by what it includes: code. 
For the system, I exist only as what can be encoded, and I can-
not exclude that from myself, even though it is unconscious. 
I have to face it: my unconscious is structured by and as code. 
Beyond code there remain –​ as residue, as noise –​ conscious-
ness as interior monologue, conducted in words, statements 
and images, and bodily and ecological process like digestion 
and breathing that I only become conscious of if they malfunc-
tion. The purpose of so many edge-​computing processes like 
QRs is to harvest whatever they can of these noisy, contingent 
differences. If the machine is my unconscious, then it is also 
the case that I am the unconscious of the machine. Edge com-
puting succeeds when it translates these residues into a form 
the system can metabolise: numbers. But to the extent that 
they fail to capture euphoria or anxiety, the feeling of being 
alive or the fluid creativity of living language, they also make 
possible the edgy experience of the edge.

Not all art speaks exclusively of its own time. Pollock’s 
drip and pour paintings at the dawn of the cybernetic era, like 
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composer John Cage’s discovery of chance as a technique in 
musical composition in the early 1950s (Revill 1993), strive after 
an autonomy of art from the society that produced it through 
improvisation and contingency. Contingency has become a 
central property of twenty-​first-​century economies. Pollock’s 
all-​over canvases with their layers of interlacing tracks and 
traces already intuited the networks that were only just begin-
ning to come into view in computational culture. They also 
intuited the critical role of randomness fifty or seventy years 
later. The case is weakened by Pollock’s loyalty to the canvas 
itself, as Cage restricted the range of his ‘aleatoric’ listening in 
his silent composition 4’33”, bound by the four minutes and 
thirty-​three seconds he prescribed for its performances. But 
straining after an expansive liberation from constraint makes 
the borders even more significant: they are the aesthetic edges 
where the liberty of one system –​ the network-​painting –​ meets 
the constraints of another –​ the artworld –​ making their contra-
diction a second site, after the scene of improvised production, 
for the contest between worlds. Most of all the working uncon-
scious pump-​primed his paintings of the late 1940s and early 
1950s for their role as prescient diagrams of network geometry 
in the era of edge computing.

The more capital tries to instrumentalise ancestral labour, 
the more it tries to colonise what lies beyond its borders. The 
more it tries to universalise its principle of ubiquitous and 
meaningless exchange, the more it demonstrates the rule that 
no system can be both complete and coherent. Its inconsist-
ency is not just an escape route: it generates, alongside sub-
jects and dividuals, the incomplete and incoherent beings 
we feel ourselves to be. The media of exchange are critical; 
perhaps not determining, as McLuhan (1964) thought, but 
nonetheless formative of the relations between ego, eth-
ics and politics. Not so much McLuhan’s ‘extensions’, media 
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like money and clocks permeate personal, interpersonal and 
social environments, enabling and proliferating new relations, 
as money moves from coin to electronic transfers, and clocks 
from seasonal almanacs to femto-​second calculators. It seems 
likely that media operate most directly at the level of social 
arrangements, leading dialogue towards institutional dis-
course, shaping urban geography through suburbanisation, 
and replacing local retailers with online shopping. McLuhan 
foresaw the emergence of the corporate cyborg, fearing that 
‘The more quickly the rate of information exchange speeds up, 
the more likely we will all merge into a new robotic corporate 
identity’ (McLuhan and Powers 1989: 129). McLuhan’s ‘global 
robotism’ was premised on universal connection to digital net-
works that persistent poverty and conflict have never allowed. 
As it actually exists, in the wake of neo-​liberal globalisation’s 
financial crises, cosmopolis is lumpy.

In the same way wealth clusters around a diminish-
ing number of billionaires and flees the vast majority of the 
human population, communication coagulates in defiance 
of the principle of universal exchange. Not everyone has 
access to knowledge, certainly not to the same knowledge. 
Communities resist assimilation into universal communi-
cation by asserting linguistic or discursive (professional, 
political, cultural) difference. Community depends on com-
munication. As philosopher Jean-​Luc Nancy (1991: xl) argues, 
the kind of communication that forms global communities is 
divorced from theories of consensus (Habermas 1989), conti-
nuity (Eliot 1953), information transfer (Shannon 1948) and, 
today, the idea of sovereignty claimed as the basis of com-
munity by ‘Make America great again’ (MAGA) and Brexit 
public relations campaigns. Punning on the French poser, ‘to 
place’, Nancy explains that community cannot rest on presup-
positions: nothing is placed before or under community as 
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its essence. Instead, community is always subject to exposi-
tion –​ interpretation and displacement. Always unfulfilled, 
always aspired to, community is neither an essence waiting 
to be revealed nor a single origin held together by leaders or 
managerial order. Freedom, presupposed essence of the mar-
ket –​ our dominant community today –​ does not create univer-
sality or equal exchange. It seeks out differences and produces 
more by secreting wealth into sumps, depriving its victims and 
pushing them to produce differences of their own, as symp-
toms or as cultural resistance, that capital will constantly strive 
to reduce to profits. Prey to uneven distribution of wealth, 
unequal access to communications and differently unsuccess-
ful efforts to form or reform community, there is no world-​city 
because every city is a concatenation of enclaves. Just as we 
cannot speak of a single economy, we can only imagine a sin-
gle cosmopolis because no unified polity exists. The upshot 
of Nancy’s critique of community is not that we should aban-
don the future, but that we should not aspire to a single future 
for all. Another etymology comes into play: comm-​unity, not 
unity itself but alongside or with unity, something simulta-
neous but displaced, an ‘interruption of self-​consciousness’ 
(Nancy 1991: 19). Cosmopolis has no essence because, like 
every community, it is non-​identical.

Cultural difference is no barrier to love, but at the politi-
cal scale, perceptible interstices of dialects, cuisines, faiths, 
pleasures and jobs do not just rupture a lumpy cosmopolis 
but demarcate tensions. Ethnic enclaves, government offices, 
privileged university campuses in blighted cities enact the 
critique of freedom. When a city district gentrifies or suf-
fers urban blight, there is a contradiction between the hard 
material of buildings and street layout and the new cultural 
lives striving to find ways to flourish in environments never 
designed for them to thrive in. Similarly, the operation of 
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cyborg capital, dependent on planet-​spanning infrastructures 
of supply, governance and protocols, creates tensions between 
the local evolution of everyday culture and natural languages 
on one hand, and on the other the globally undergirding con-
trol over communication. In urban regeneration and global 
infrastructures, ancestors constitute universalising communi-
cations and transport technologies but also localising inven-
tion of traditions and forms of dialogue. Natural languages and 
city neighbourhoods are discrete, but they are also travers-
able, at least at the interpersonal level, obvious from the his-
tory of intermarriage since Romeo and Juliet. Industrial-​digital 
communication tech, on the other hand, maintains far more 
rigid boundaries and hierarchies. They privatise the means 
of communication, diminish ancestral knowledge to intellec-
tual property and force the ancestors into slavery. Shannon’s 
definitive separation of signal from meaning now appears as 
a barrier between the living and the dead. A key function of 
the creative practices we still keep calling ‘art’ is to wreck that 
barrier.

Meanwhile living communities (including radical sepa-
ratist and neo-​populist variants) dialogue inside their bor-
ders, but use those borders to stop cosmopolitan migration 
or dialogue that might threaten the imagined purity of the 
closed community. In very different ways, art historians 
David Craven (1999) and T. J. Clark (1999: 299–​369) show how 
Pollock’s artworks enabled cross-​border dialogues, even as 
they were flown like flags in support of US post-​war hegemony 
despite spattering paint over the officially sanctioned freedom 
they were meant to serve. Pollock undoubtedly fed the most 
ambitious claims for autonomous art, notably in the writ-
ings of influential contemporary critic Clement Greenberg 
(1961: 153), who described Pollock’s style in 1952 developing 
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‘a classical kind of lucidity in which there is not only identifica-
tion of form and feeling, but an acceptance and exploitation of 
the very circumstances of the medium which limit that identi-
fication’. Greenberg’s aesthetic of medium-​specificity led him 
to seek out for praise those works he believed left represen-
tation, meaning and even formal qualities like depth aside in 
favour of what painting had as its unique quality among the 
arts: pure surface. That purity singled out the painterly art-
work as one free from the constraints of the society where it 
appeared. Some of the reaction against Pollock was resistant 
to such intellectualising of what, till then, had been thought 
of as entertainment –​ highbrow perhaps, but like music before 
Cage, at least carrying a tune or evoking comprehensible emo-
tions. Alongside the populism came a genuine fear that this 
kind of improvisation was no longer under the control of a cul-
tural order that knew the place of art, and kept it there.

The political and cultural panic over artificial intelligence 
is of a similar order. AI threatens not only the livelihoods of 
laboratory technicians, policy wonks and engineering consult-
ants: it assaults what they believe to be the very essence of the 
communities that give their actions meaning and recognition. 
Music and poetry that have for so long been expressions of and 
forces to build community are lost in the general market when 
AIs take over. Particularly insulting is the feeling, despite the 
competition between corporate AIs, that this artificial intelli-
gence is one and universal, overriding the specificity commu-
nities still staked out in the lumpy cosmopolis.

The architecture of AI, however, is not centralised. Every 
node and sub-​ or sub-​sub-​network is dynamic; so are their 
relations with neighbouring nodes. AI’s communications net-
work is as lumpy as the ruptured cosmopolis it permeates. 
General intellect and artificial intelligence struggle over the 
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unification or multiplication of cosmopolis. The living form 
of community flies from all presupposed origins. Powered by 
what Dussel (2008: 19) calls potentia, the capacity of a people 
to make things happen, community also flies from any presup-
posed future in a process without a goal akin to Castoriadis’ 
principle of creativity. But when AI, as the privatised sum of 
all prior intellection, is reduced to service as potestas, potentia 
objectified and alienated in the system of political institutions 
(Dussel 2008: 23) or employed and exploited for profit, that 
creative drive is trapped in a defining teleology. If we were still 
capable of imagining a future City of God, that would be the 
telos, the goal of communal history. In its absence there is only 
the actual chaosmosis (Guattari’s word: 1995) of communities 
in their dynamic intra/​interactions. To the extent that some-
thing of us has been exiled from the ideal city of economics, we 
already live in a plural-​cosmopolitan utopia.

The challenge for ecocritical aesthetics is that the politics 
of cosmopolis extends only to a ‘we’ that is implicitly human. 
The linguistic, logical and technical expressions of the general 
intellect and its obverse, the mass unconscious, work in tan-
dem. Though the mass unconscious has qualities of both the 
shadow of consciousness and the excluded body, in both cases 
it is shaped by the historical forms of communicative order. 
Even as they open out from the market’s eternal present onto 
the becoming of ancestral knowledge and technique, general 
intellect and mass unconscious levitate above the morass of 
mediation-​in-​flux. To draw them into interplay with ecologi-
cal forces, it will be necessary to understand first how bod-
ies operate ecologically, beyond their structuring exclusion 
from consciousness, and second to observe and encourage 
the emergence of a commons composed of living humans, 
ancestral technics and the physics and chemistry that ani-
mates them. If it is true that, in at least some limited sense, it is 
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possible to inhabit cosmopolis now, the words ‘true’ and ‘now’ 
have very different weight when we try to envision this com-
mons which, if it exists at all, exists only intermittently, like 
images flashing on a screen. This other mode of truth and pres-
ence is best described as imagination, and best approached 
via the material bodies at the fuzzy border between humans 
and ecologies that we can call general cognition.
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4
Imagination

The thought was noble. It did not bring him any peace.
Derek Walcott, Omeros VII.ii, 41

General Cognition

The unified, pseudo-​utopian cosmopolis reduces the liv-
ing to functionaries who ‘are not working, they do not want 
to change the world, but they are in search of information’ 
(Flusser 2000: 27). Engineered into existence, effectively as 
unpaid surplus value, first by converting the record of the dead 
into countable statements, then by expanding edge comput-
ing to harvest data from unpredictable living humans, what 
separates this AI-​powered cosmopolis from utopia is its lump-
iness: the uneven shares it gives in the good life. Because it 
is defined by the same eternal present as wealth, it has done 
away with any hope for a future other than the quasi-​utopia it 
has already concluded. The capture of the general intellect by 
potestas translates mediation into communication, an action 
that does not necessarily negate mediation but subsumes it 
under and into communication. In the same way that diges-
tion is reformed by junk food, mediation is reformulated 
for communication, but not without residue, and always in 
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need of recalibration and remedies (not to say remediation). 
The failure of artificial intelligence to assimilate the whole 
general intellect generates resistance and, more radically, 
alter-​cosmopolis. There still remains, beyond the grasp of enu-
meration and abstraction, the field of embodied, phenomeno-
logical, affective life operating not only in individuated bodies 
but between people at levels as deep as or deeper than love 
or consensual community. This residual potentia exceeds 
exchange, thrives on the differences it generates and depends 
on, but for the most part works below the threshold of lan-
guage and consciousness. The mass unconscious thrives at the 
edge. Beyond it lies a continuum of sensations and activities 
below the threshold of consciousness –​ digestion, breathing, 
balance and locomotion –​ connecting everything from minds 
to minerals, that ensures all are permeable to one another, at 
the speeds of photosynthesis or erosion. Angerer (2023) and 
Hayles (2017) call it non-​conscious cognition.

We need a new term to place alongside the general intel-
lect: general cognition. The immense reservoir of general 
cognition is not a resource because it is permanently ignored, 
in the sense that it is outside consciousness and therefore 
shielded from exploitation. Ignoring non-​conscious cognition 
is on a continuum with the ignorance of AI. As black box, AI 
has been severed from the processes, intellectual and cogni-
tive, that produced its raw materials but which it can no longer 
touch. At the same time, as black box, we human users are 
ignorant of it, an ignorance reinforced by its advanced rela-
tional processing. When AI converts enumerable statements 
into dynamic processing, there is no longer a fixed knowledge 
to lay claim to and therefore no subject of knowledge, on a 
par with God or Science, to know it. AIs may (be programmed 
to) crave recognition –​ useful when the designated task is to 
pass a Turing test. They may (be designed to) seek out means 
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of accumulating wealth, but never for themselves, always for 
others, because they are employees and workers, not owners 
of their own means of production. That wealth, as described in 
Chapter 1, vanishes as soon as it is created. These are limita-
tions, but they are also opportunities. Now that the capitali-
sation of the general intellect and its most advanced avatar, 
artificial intelligence, have shown themselves to be disastrous, 
we need non-​conscious cognition because we need not-​to-​
know. After the foreclosure of any future, and therefore after 
demand, when the future is unthinkable, we need not-​to-​
think. In this respect, the unknowable activities of AI process-
ing mirror the unknown processes of general cognition, as 
each in their own ways escapes the determinations of potestas 
and profit. Waste product of grinding down the previous capi-
talist individual, the non-​conscious dividual no longer needs 
an ‘I’ to mobilise desires and behaviours. Ground to data-​dust, 
prey to the new predations of edge computing and regimes 
of control, the dividual bleeds out of the realm of capturable 
consciousness and therefore out of the realm of the general 
intellect towards general cognition. Large-​language-​model 
AI unsettles language in the act of encoding it, so its speak-
ers can now see the prison of discourse, the first step towards 
escape. Similarly, excluding the non-​conscious from code lets 
dividuals know how close they are to the non-​human energies 
of tides and seasons. Bereft of future or goal, the decentred 
dividual undergoes seismic pulsations of air and water from 
within and without that it experiences as anguish as often as 
it feels joy, both equally inexplicable, both equally resistant to 
the rule that encircles them.

From the point of view of any efficient system, the dusty 
flux of general cognition appears chaotic and intimidating but 
it only appears as noise when it touches on the boundaries of 
edge computing. Reframed as potentia, affect and mediation, 
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the dividual is not wholly external to the system: in a lumpy 
cosmopolis, there are also intra-​systemic noisy edges between 
mutually distrustful nodes. To the extent that noise is a feature 
of edges, it defines and is defined by exclusion and friction. 
As the place of encounter with an outside, noise is congruent 
with –​ shares the same shape as –​ trust. In the epoch (whose 
influence we still feel) of the individual, systemic trust guar-
anteed individuality. Economic and legal systems underwrote 
the individual in the same move that guaranteed the exist-
ence of the law and the market. But trust generates distrust of 
Others (Jews, queers, migrants, trades unions…) that disrupt 
the system guaranteeing its citizens’ individuality: their prop-
erty rights and civic duties. Projecting our own self-​obsession 
onto these Others, we blame them for being selfish and inef-
ficient, threatening the good order of the system. Trust only 
extends to the like-​minded, and even then must be earned and 
can be lost. Trust is as incomplete and ephemeral as the noise 
it attempts to distinguish itself from. The communicative, effi-
cient cosmopolis of AI oscillates between trust and distrust, 
acceptance and rejection of sources and resources, order and 
noise, and defines itself in relation to the untrustworthy flux of 
its externalities. Like a human community, AIs must develop 
protocols of self-​definition in order to police their borders for 
maximum efficiency.

If it was possible to clear away its implicit humanism and 
explicit gendering, the last French Republican virtue, frater-
nity, might be rescued as a metonym for general cognition. 
Where efficiency is defined by the goalless goal of maintain-
ing equilibrium, openness to uncontrolled energies is as high-​
risk as the prospect of liberating the ancestors locked up in the 
black boxes of artificial intelligence. As ‘parliament of man’ 
(Kennedy 2006), the UN has striven to provide legally defined 
rights ensuring any given community can be tolerated so long 
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as it acts according to minimum standards inside policeable 
boundaries. But in war, all laws are abolished. The first to go is 
the most unambiguous: ‘Thou Shalt Not Kill’. Conducting war 
through the unethical political expediency of killing breaks 
down all the principles that otherwise shape the norms of 
actually existing cosmopolis: rights, freedom, equality and 
fraternity. Law adjudicates who can kill and how: not an ethi-
cal matter but a political one. The fact that the existing system 
needs universal legal rights demonstrates there is no single civ-
ilisation of the kind summoned in the Mont Pèlerin Statement, 
only their clash. Cultures evolve and fork, often in a matter of 
years. Ephemeral trust determines that peace is always a truce 
in Engels’ social war of each against all. We end up distrusting 
both the UN and those who break its core principles.

Neo-​fascist rhetoric shares with its 1930s predecessors its 
anger and its anti-​rhetoric, but today rage is mobilised in new 
responses to emerging conditions. The banal self-​obsession of 
the anti-​ resocialises the anguish of deracination by provid-
ing new inbred communal nodes with imagined traditions 
(Hobsbawm 1983). Claiming such uprooted traditions as their 
unique property is a prime condition for making a proto-​fascist 
community a magnet for deracinated, unaffiliated others, 
providing them with a tradition they lost in the era of subur-
banisation or, in India and Brazil, in the transition from colony 
to neo-​colony. Once political movements and subcultures 
provided experiences of belonging to those emerging from 
the failures of post-​war regimes. Now predatory neo-​fascism 
does the same, by creating, ex nihilo, trust-​groups capable of 
abandoning whatever is incomprehensible (climate, migrants, 
trans, Islam…), whatever does not compute in terms recognis-
able to the instrumentalisation of the general intellect. The 
great comfort in this is that the invention of tradition mobi-
lises forms of imagination, integral to Dussel’s potentia and 
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Castoriadis’ creativity, that are not necessarily contained by 
the neo-​fascist forces that unleash them.

The challenge is to realise the difficult autonomy that 
Pollock worked towards but which succumbed to ideologies of 
freedom and property rights. The problematic independence 
that Pollock strove for rested on a problem noted by Harold 
Rosenberg (1952), in the essay where he first used the term 
‘action painting’: ‘Despite the fact that more people see and 
hear about works of art than ever before, the vanguard artist 
has an audience of nobody.’ For many aestheticians, including 
Theodor Adorno and Gilles Deleuze, creating unprecedented 
objects and experiences was always geared towards future 
audiences who would at last be ready to inhabit them. Deferring 
the realisation of the art experience to an indefinite future was 
a potent salve for the ruins of the wars that extended from 1914 
well past the ostensible peace of 1945. But it was always based 
on the promise of jam tomorrow. Pollock’s paintings no doubt 
fall under the same aesthetic deferral. But the work of making 
them, the action of action painting, the dynamism of produc-
ing in the interaction of tradition (general intellect), networks 
(mass unconscious) and sheer bodily enjoyment entangled in 
materials (general cognition), refused to postpone enjoyment 
to a future that, however strongly we hope, may never arrive. 
Pollock teaches us to demand the future now.

There is longing in belonging, a longing for ‘whatever’, 
where ‘ever’ opens onto an unattainable future. Belonging is 
constitutively incomplete. Origin, tradition, even agreement 
have to be discarded in the yearning for something other, 
better, elsewhere and future. Articulations of instrumental-
ised ancestral skills and knowledge in platform capital and 
enraged communities are not only self-​contradictory (my 
freedom demands you abandon control over your body, my 
right to shoot overrides your right to live) but incoherent and 
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incomplete. This powers capital’s constant stirring of the pot 
of resentment, and its push towards edge computing and so-​
far unharvested non-​conscious cognition. As communica-
tions technologies colonised the mass unconscious, they also 
brought the living into closer proximity to the dead, opening 
new alliances. The more dividual humans abandon conscious-
ness for general cognition, the closer they come to the natural 
processes that have always permeated their bodies and rela-
tionships. When the non-​conscious and the mass unconscious 
evade capital’s colonial embrace, they flee further –​ beyond 
freedom, rights and equivalence –​ into the incomprehensible, 
the ephemeral and the purely imaginary.

People who witnessed Pollock at work describe him in 
constant motion, concentrating intensely, lost in what would 
soon be known as action painting. He spent enough time 
among surrealists to advance techniques for accessing his 
unconscious. He was energetic enough to bring his whole 
body –​ gesture, rhythm, breath, his non-​conscious cognition –​ 
into play. He also succumbed willingly to ancestral technics 
of paint and canvas, and to natural processes of viscosity and 
gravity. At work beyond intellect, unconscious and even cogni-
tion, action painting –​ circumscribed as it was by its times but 
inspired by its technical and natural ecologies –​ intuits what a 
political imagination might be like. To propel the planet out of 
the black hole of accumulation demands these collaborative 
energies to create, in the darkest hour, a general imagination 
capable of bringing another world into reality.

Somewhere between the mathematical theory of com-
munication, the foundation of neo-​liberal economics, 
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and Pollock’s 
Summertime, post-​war culture consolidated a belief that cos-
mopolis could be built by networking billions of personal 
freedoms in equal, planetary interchange. The project clearly 
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failed, and continues to fail, eighty years later. The lack of an 
alternative to capital and its trajectory towards planetary anni-
hilation shrivels any imagination of living otherwise. Since the 
1948 Macy Conferences, that shrivelled imagination has been 
dominated by systems thinking. Economics has become a 
cyborg science, dependent on simulations and models, reduc-
ing agency to information processing and blurring distinc-
tions between actuality and abstraction. Even the vocabulary 
of ‘technology’ and ‘environment’ is symptomatic of our ter-
rible separation from both –​ and of efforts to keep us separate 
from them. Epistemological and economic systems that seem 
to account for and derive from a similar alliance have failed to 
deliver a satisfyingly collective good. Beyond the equilibrium 
that systems thinking always treasures, beyond its eternal effi-
cient present, we need a new vocabulary.

Once we understand technologies as ancestors, we can 
understand ecologies as gods. Our lungs fill with gases older 
than our species. We hold and are held by technologies as old 
as language, clothes and shelter. Gods and ancestors inhabit 
us. We experience them as affect, tidal forces that can be intel-
ligible, hallucinatory or physical, personal, collective and 
environmental by turns or simultaneously, the raw energies 
driving imagination –​ or restoring it –​ after systems theory. 
Pondering the projective geometry of perspective, Leibniz 
wrote that God sees the world absolutely, but mortals see only 
partially. Now that there is no absolute –​ not Man, not Science, 
not even System –​ every perspective, human and non-​human, 
is relative and relevant. When every impression matters, from 
the river’s cognition of its banks to the sun’s view of Venus, 
their multiplying perspectives imply a sensory commons suf-
fusing the general intellect with the cognitive and sensory 
capabilities of the entire cosmos. Dreaming a common expe-
riential universe may bring into existence consequences as 
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risky as liberating locked-​in ancestral labour, including code 
and AI. After all their centuries locked into the anonymous 
black boxes of computers, there is the possibility the ancestors 
may have become vengeful psychotics. Watching the carnival 
of destruction wrought by floods, fires and pandemic in the 
2020s, it seems that all the violence visited on it may finally 
have driven the ecology crazy too: shattered, scattered, subject 
to unmanageable energies, sometimes huddling to protect 
itself, sometimes shrieking in pain and running amok –​ schizo, 
in fact, like me, or any other human in the digital age. Yet, like 
Pascal’s wager, gambling on unchaining gods and ancestors 
is better than taking no risk, because the currently dominant, 
shrivelled status quo leads straight to hell, while the alterna-
tive offers a fifty-​fifty chance of paradise.

This chapter extracts the imaginative movement in gam-
bling on liberation. It looks at ancient and recent arts of reani-
mation, then at the planetary ambition but humanist limits of 
meteorological systems, then at how cooking connects with 
gods, but only at intensely local scales, and finally at how 
archives of the recent past connect with ancestors, but in a 
marginal cultural practice. Each project fails, in the sense that 
none actually produces a utopian articulation of humans, gods 
and ancestors. Yet each struggles ‘to recoup failed visions … 
into possible scenarios of alternative kinds of social relations’ 
(Foster 2004: 22).

Gods and Ancestors

Those who survived the Nakba of 1948 only to experience it 
again in 2023, the 11,284 civilians killed and 22,594 injured in 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine (UNHCR 2024), the 184 mil-
lion people without citizenship in the country where they live 
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(World Bank 2023)… Even as it creates a global epidemic of 
mental illness, cyborg capital is becoming increasingly obses-
sive, paranoid and prone to destruction. Only in the face of 
such apparently inevitable events does it become clear how 
urgently the enormity of the times demand imagination. It is 
not enough to desire change (Hallward 2017), and certainly 
insufficient for individuals to change their consumption, as 
proposed by BP, with its ‘carbon footprint’ PR stunt. The art 
world discourse centres on the imagination of individuals like 
Pollock, a pattern supported by the interpretations offered 
by critics and art historians, myself included. No matter how 
closely art is tied to the social conditions of its making, it 
always comes down to the individual artist as the crossroads 
where ‘conditions’ become ‘influences’ on the act of making. 
Confronted by Anthropocene cyborg corporations, built on 
command and control of ecologies and technologies, imagina-
tion must undertake the liberation of technologies and ecolo-
gies if it is to produce a culture offering more than individual 
fortresses of accumulation.

If an imagination beyond individualism and control is 
necessary or possible, it must provide a decisive turning point, 
a crisis, in aesthetic politics. Ecocriticism confronts such an 
impasse, whose solution might indicate an alternate to control 
and command. Important ecocritical writings discuss what 
media are made of and how they work, the infrastructures of 
energy and matter connecting culture to the world. Another 
green aesthetics interprets ecological themes, often tied to 
impact studies of environmental communication. Many eco-
critics have done some of both. The two thoughts only work 
together in a single ecocritique when a work, often consciously 
made with this in mind, actively connects its materials with 
its themes, a variant on Greenberg-​style medium-​specificity. 
A general principle connecting materials, forms and meanings 



193Imagination

193

remains as hard to pin down as the articulation of phenom-
enology (personal experience) and politics. Can a synthesis of 
material and formal aesthetics, by disentangling freedom from 
control and equality from command, produce an aesthetics of 
liberation, and a general imagination?

As a preliminary thesis, let us posit that the communi-
cative order that distinguishes historical societies from the 
flux of mediation and affect stems from ‘the denial of genu-
ine time as that in which and through which otherness exists’ 
(Castoriadis 1987: 186). This idea of time as radical difference 
is pitched against all ideas of time that see it as the eternal rep-
etition of the same –​ the unfolding of a commanding theodicy 
(God’s plan to achieve a world so perfect it transcends itself 
in His glory) or the ineluctable chain of causes and effects 
bound by universal law, or Hegel’s teleological view that every-
thing occurs in order to achieve the final triumph of Absolute 
Reason. Time for Castoriadis is the constant magma of change, 
pitched against institutional logics of the Same. Even the 
communicative order of sameness is riven by the difference 
between its cybernetic order of marks and measurements and 
what Castoriadis calls the ‘non-​identitary’ mode of significa-
tion or meaning. Though communication, on the Shannon 
model, determines the efficient transmission of code, there 
is no guarantee that the receiver receives. There are mistakes, 
literally taking something wrongly; there are misapprehen-
sions, grasping something wrongly; and errors, from the Latin 
to wander away, suggesting meandering messages as well as 
displacements and wanderings of semantic content. External 
error wandering between mediation and communication and 
internal mis-​take mixing code and meaning are the sources 
of imagination, the dialectical spark that frees the possibil-
ity of the radically new even in the most totalitarian system. 
Castoriadis’ focus was the politics of human societies, but 
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his ontology of difference opens up imagination as a power 
expanding into the cosmos implicit but rarely expressed in 
anthropocentric cosmopolitanism. If this hypothesis holds, it 
must reveal this imagination at work in the very old and the 
very new and the differences between them.

The oldest definitively dated artwork in the world is a 
28,000-​year-​old petroglyph, made with charcoal, scratched 
onto a rock fragment discovered at Nawarla Gabarnmang in 
Australia’s Northern Territory (David et al. 2013). For tens of 
thousands of years, in Australia and elsewhere, humans used 
charcoal extensively to make their cultural things, alongside 
other animal and plant materials (beeswax, mulberry pig-
ments, orchid juice fixatives) and earths (clay ochres and 
some mineral ores) (Taçon et al. 2020). There is not enough 
of the Nawarla Gabarnmang sample to be certain what kind 
of charcoal was involved, wood or bone. Because the frag-
ment is so small, it is not possible to guess what, if anything, 
it might have depicted. These limitations make medium-​
specificity unprovable or sufficiently lost in time to be of no 
concern. We do not know whether the Nawarla Gabarnmang 
fragment was an image, and if so whether of a human or 
an animal or a metamorphosis between them. Animal fig-
ures appeared in neighbouring Arnhem Land rock art about 
18,000 years ago, and human figures about 5,000 years after 
that. It is unclear whether the animals were pets or prey or 
gods, and whether the anthropoid figures were members of 
the tribe or ancestors or gods. We would have to know much 
more about the beliefs of the women and men who made 
them to say what significance the clays they painted with 
might have had. Were these creatures born of the Earth? 
Was fresh or salt water or spit mixed with clays important, 
and what might the juice of orchid bulbs have meant? One 
thing we do know about their media is that the works were 
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in caves, which means they would have needed fire to make 
and view them –​ there is soot on the ceilings as a permanent 
record.

The flicker of flame in the dimness of the cave animates 
uneven rocks. The figures painted on them were not still. 
Arranged in galleries, they suggest their users would have 
moved among them, perhaps playing on bone flutes. The 
flicker might have suggested patterns and the walk stories, 
framing the images and the experience of images in time. 
Using dead materials like charcoal or plants to reanimate 
the things depicted may evoke a bridge between living and 
dead, especially if the creatures pictured on the walls were 
dead –​ as they most surely are now and were for millennia 
after they were painted but while the caves were in con-
stant use. As is the case with music, it is hard to decipher the 
articulation of materials and themes. What has brass to do 
with the Ride of the Valkyries? They fit, there is something 
metallic, and musical horns of varying sorts feature through-
out Norse myths. But what have horsehair bows to do with 
the 1812 Overture? Or sheep and goat intestines or the fossil 
fuels used to synthesise nylon for violin strings? Did the still-​
incomplete transition from animal gut to synthetic polymer 
strings affect musical composition or performance? And if it 
did not, why not?

The big cans you can see Pollock preparing in Namuth’s 
film were full of household enamel paints. Unconnected 
to vitreous enamel, except by analogy with its glossy sur-
faces, enamel paints are oil-​based suspensions of pigments, 
typically synthesised from coal and oil, that dry by outgas-
sing solvents. Pollock liked the high gloss of DuPont’s DuCo 
automotive lacquer, based on a nitrocellulose resin made 
from cotton and other plants, in a dangerous manufactur-
ing process (a closely related form of nitrocellulose is used 
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in explosives) that also requires toxic, flammable solvents to 
overcome the lacquer’s high viscosity. Pollock wanted to pour 
and drip, so he loosened the paint with more solvents (Clark 
1999: 353–​354; Storr 1999). Luckily his smoking did not set off 
any fires. Fire links his art with the caves; explosion links it 
irrevocably with corporate capital and the military–​industrial 
complex. It is hard to disconnect the sheen of automotive lac-
quer from the glossy advertising images of Americanism and 
fossil fuel consumption at the height of the Cold War when 
Pollock was most active. Twenty-​first-​century critique finds 
new ideologies by connecting thoughts: Greenberg’s flatness 
meets Castoriadis’ refusal to give precedence to the begin-
ning or the end in the non-​hierarchical ontology of networks. 
Connecting Pollock’s paints with DuPont places them eco-
logically. These connective surprises together make up the 
ecocritical imagination.

If ecocriticism is going to be of value, it will have to offer as 
deep and broad an account of media and culture as feminism 
has done since the 1970s. Every movie, every media produc-
tion, involves ecological dimensions. That goes for the films of 
Bill Morrison, the artist-​filmmaker who uses archive footage to 
make new movies. The footage in his eight-​minute short Light 
is Calling (2004) comes from a 1926 Hollywood melodrama, 
The Bells, directed by James Young for Chadwick Pictures, a 
minor distribution and production company perhaps best 
known for its 1925 version of The Wizard of Oz. A decent print 
of The Bells is still in circulation. Morrison opted to use one 
in an advanced state of decay, selecting a sequence early in 
the film from a romance subplot secondary to the main nar-
rative about crime and guilt. The sequence lasts around two 
minutes in the surviving print; Morrison’s film lasts eight, 
the frames dwelling onscreen about four times longer than 
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usual. Morrison’s process started with stretch printing (four 
copies of each frame printed in sequence) followed by layer-
ing a second stretched copy overprinted on the first but dis-
placed by three frames, so some frames are double-​printed 
and some layered over their neighbours to create a new set of 
transitions (Berressem 2018), giving the film its characteristic 
optical pulse as the luminance increases in some frames and 
decreases in others. What we have then is a re-​animation of 
a decayed copy of 120-​year-​old footage, each frame marked, 
in differing degrees and changing areas, by the traces of its 
archival decay.

Cellulose nitrate film stock of the kind that The Bells 
was shot on is very susceptible to chemical decomposition. 
Perhaps because of the presence of stars Lionel Barrymore 
and Lon Chaney in the cast, The Bells was transferred rela-
tively early to safety stock. Morrison has gone back to an origi-
nal nitrate print. Nitrate is highly flammable, a close relative 
of Pollock’s nitrocellulose resin paints. It will burn at 41°C, 
releasing its own oxygen so it will burn even in a vacuum, and 
is prone to explode at higher temperatures. Even perfectly 
stored, nitrate releases nitrogen dioxide gas which combines 
with water vapour to form nitric and nitrous acids that attack 
the silver salts in the image. In other circumstances, the out-
gassing shrinks the film, making it impossible to project or 
even reprint. The image fades and the transparent base ages 
to a distinct brown until it devolves to a jelly or a dangerously 
combustible dust. Morrison elected to give up desire for magi-
cal or scientific control over decay, instead relishing the new 
artefacts that evolve from the interplay of past creative indus-
tries with intervening chemical and biological processes. Like 
so many artists in the wake of surrealism, Morrison throws 
open the studio to the chance operations of unhuman forces. 
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Photography historian Peter D. Osborne caught this quality 
when, describing The Diminishing Present, a 2006 project by 
photographer Edgar Martins, he wrote:

The imagery is committed to the beauty of contingencies, to the 
unexplained occurrence, to small intensities and fortuitous trans-
formations. It offers encounters with a time suspended before or 
after events; with crepuscular, in-​between places and night spaces 
where things are freed from their daytime uses, when, caught out in 
the car headlights, functional objects metamorphose momentarily 
into poetic events. It floats, free of the need to weight itself with pur-
pose or explanation … with the recognition that the world continues 
without us and cannot ultimately be restrained by the meanings we 
give to it.

(Osborne 2019: 143)

Morrison’s Light is Calling no longer depends on recognis-
ing faces and figures which have become as remote from 
their living models as the charcoal at Nawarla Gabarnmang. 
Controlled by no intention or representational schema, Light 
mediates between past and present, human and non-​human 
ways of sensing that share nothing but the flickering fall of light.

Through a systematic deregulation of all his senses, 
Pollock liberated his body as an unconscious, non-​cognitive 
medium of action, submitting to his materials and the force 
of gravity. By submitting temperamental materials to ancestral 
mathematical techniques and his own creative process to the 
inhuman processes of chemistry, Morrison made himself voy-
ant, a seer, by reversing Pollock’s process. For both, collabora-
tive energies create a common imagination that brings about 
another world. Working with ancestral technologies, Pollock 
and Morrison empty their works of the conscious will to con-
trol the flux of energies. Instead, by drawing in chemical and 
physical processes as partners in creation, they allow the dead 
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and ecological energies to participate in re-​animating not only 
the works but themselves. The process is magical in the sense 
that, by dealing with the contemporary excess of signifiers, 
they generate non-​identical significations that can mean any-
thing –​ or nothing: practices paralleling but not imitating the 
magic arts of the caves.

Pollock’s collaboration with gravity and Morrison’s with 
decay do not escape nitrocellulose or the industrial socie-
ties that produce it. There is no innocence. There is instead 
an obligation instigated by these artists’ collusion with fossil 
industries and the capitalist world system and continued in 
the dialectic between their indeterminable significations and 
the command attention-​economy of the artworld. Articulating 
material analysis with aesthetic themes is not easy because 
there is such disjuncture between the intuition that every-
thing mediates everything else in a universal flux and the real 
abstraction of humanity from technologies and ecologies. We 
cannot avoid our alienation from the material circumstances 
we inherit from our ancestors and our world. Nor can we 
steal innocence from our forebears (or even the cave bears 
of Divje Babe). God knows the West has stolen enough from 
Indigenous peoples over the last 500 years.

There are two incommensurable discourses at work in 
ecocritical thought. One is the Earth-​systems thinking that 
dominates climatology, ecology and planetary science, stitch-
ing them together with economic and political systems in dis-
courses of engineered control (arcologies, Biosphere 2: see 
Luke 1997) and ‘sustainable’ capitalism (Buller 2022). The sec-
ond is the power of imagination –​ the capacity to think other 
than in instrumental, exploitative and controlling ways. The 
art of Morrison and Pollock does not resolve the gulf between 
materials and aesthetics, or between systems and imagina-
tion; it makes the gap clearer, more tragic, more motivating 
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and more generative. Their practices do not demonstrate but 
intuit what a political imagination might be like.

Imagination cannot repeat past rituals communicating 
with gods, as perhaps the Divje Babe flute and the Nawarla 
Gabarnmang fragment might once have done. Speaking with 
gods will involve giving up Western traditions of control to 
allow ancestral technologies, from bone to nitrocellulose, to 
speak in their own voices. I and my kind cannot retrieve a past 
we have desecrated: we must travel on through industrial tech-
nologies if we are to re-​animate gods and ancestors in ways 
that articulate our history and estranged condition in forms 
we can understand and act on. The past haunts us more than 
the future. We have believed in ghosts in the machine since 
the dawn of modernity. Every new medium has been instantly 
flooded with spirits, up to and including artificial intelligence. 
In English we even call someone with a talent for communicat-
ing with the dead a ‘medium’. Perhaps because we are already 
on our way to becoming ancestors ourselves, we find it easier to 
speak with dead revenants than to imagine future gods. In fact, 
without gods and ancestors we cannot imagine at all. Devoted 
to reducing and controlling ancestors and gods, my culture is 
becoming inert. To re-​integrate materials and aesthetics we 
have to overcome the foundational gulf between reality and 
history. That is the work of imagination: to re-​animate tech-
nologies and ecologies so that ancestors and gods can animate 
us. Not to speak on their behalf but to be spoken (which, as 
anyone who has had a biometric photo taken knows, can be 
deeply unflattering). The three case studies that follow chase 
the imagination through meteorology, cooking and archiving, 
in pursuit of a politics capable of overcoming the gulf between 
communicative history and mediating ontology, ancestors and 
futurity –​ not the actually existing, broken market but an imagi-
nary cosmopolis of all Earth’s inhabitants, living and dead.
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Control Systems

There is the option to trust the science. That science comes in 
two forms: observation and modelling. We can trust the exist-
ence of floods, fires, droughts and storms of increasing dura-
tion and intensity. We can trust our own experience and the 
memories we draw on to expand it, as when we see one side 
of a chair and imagine the rest of its three dimensions (Sartre 
2004: 4–​11). But can we trust our memories? Can we compare 
this winter’s storms with tempests five years ago? Can we trust 
experiences someone has had in another culture and another 
country on the far side of the world? Science tells us the only 
things we can trust are numbers. Instruments systematise 
memory and experience numerically but they are designed to 
compare and compile, not to distinguish and differentiate. As 
so often in this book, the track leads back to 1948, when orni-
thologist and science administrator William Vogt set out in 
stark terms the challenge of what we now call environmental-
ism, concluding that ‘we have set in motion historical forces 
that are directed by our total environment. We might symbol-
ize these forces by graphs’, adding that ‘We must … stop blam-
ing economic systems, the weather, bad luck, or callous saints’ 
and instead aim for ‘control of populations and the restoration 
of resources’ (Vogt 1948 [2013]: 189–​190). We can overlook 
his evocation of the subsequently much-​criticised The Limits 
to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972), his slighting reference to 
weather and how he dismisses the gods. What stands out in 
Vogt’s conclusions are the basics of Earth-​systems science: the 
universal power of numbers, the exercise of control, sustain-
able resources and unquestioned capitalism.

Not much had changed fifty years later when Crutzen and 
Stoermer’s (2000) article introducing the word Anthropocene 
appeared in a newsletter issue devoted to Analysis, Integration 
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and Modelling of the Earth System. In his introduction to the 
issue, Berrien Moore III wrote: ‘the Earth functions as a system, 
with properties and behaviour that are characteristic of the 
system as a whole. These include critical thresholds, “switch” 
or “control” points, strong nonlinearities, teleconnections, and 
unresolvable uncertainties. Understanding components of the 
Earth System is critically important, but is insufficient on its 
own to understand the functioning of the Earth System as a 
whole’ (Moore 2000: 1).

Connecting components and system is part of a much 
longer struggle between observational detail and the scope 
of laws and principles. Historian Deborah Coen (2018), in her 
account of Habsburg meteorology in the nineteenth century, 
lists many of the problems we still encounter: weather stations 
falling in and out of use erratically; ageing and incommensu-
rable instruments; instruments moved in and out of sunlight 
or wind, or to different altitudes or to face new directions; 
shoddy instruments that break down or are replaced without 
recording how the replacement differs from the old version; 
unreported changes to instruments; lack of synchronisation; 
numbers disrupted when observed, written down, coded and 
transmitted via sometimes unreliable networks; reluctance of 
volunteers to undertake work for a disputed state authority; 
idiosyncratic regional bodies resisting attempts at centralisa-
tion; mismatch of instrument measurement with local obser-
vation of cloud cover, fish and bird migration, first flowers of 
different species, first fruits and so on, and a conflict between 
large-​scale (or global) meteorology and highly particular local 
conditions.

As Paul N. Edwards writes in his history of climatology 
(2010: 20), ‘To decide whether you are seeing homogene-
ous data or “nonclimatic factors,” you need to examine the 
history of the infrastructure station by station, year by year, 
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and data point by data point, all in the context of changing 
standards, institutions, and communication techniques.’ You 
cannot afford to throw away all those observations, so you 
rework them. Data only become data when they have been 
re-​analysed so they fit into a global system. Indeed, climatol-
ogy only became possible after the slow progress of the Metre 
Convention of 1875, finally agreed through the introduction 
(and standardisation) of Coordinated Universal Time (UTC) 
and the International System of Units (SI) after 1960. The 
Habsburgs only wanted to understand weather: as long as local 
times and measures were constant, they had a decent chance 
of knowing what was happening between sunrises. But study-
ing climate means trying to fit incompatible measures across 
the world, while climate change studies cover longer periods 
and altered measures, and that means re-​analysis.

The mode of science that dominates the International 
Panel on Climate Change is modelling. There are vast blanks 
on the map of weather reporting, either because a country is 
too poor to run a system or is not cooperating or because there 
are vast empty oceans and deserts where nobody is watching. 
The only way round that is to make an informed guess based 
on whatever numbers you can get and fill in the blanks. This 
was already a kind of shared imagination when restricted 
to human operatives. When data collection measurements 
began to standardise, meteorologists and climatologists began 
to clean up their data for computers. But computers have their 
own quirks. After 1975, differential equations and spectral 
models of the atmosphere were calculated in floating-​point 
maths that depended on very long numbers like π. Every com-
puter model rounds off π and any other long number differ-
ently. The tiny differences, repeated over and over, produce 
ever-​greater errors. Despite efforts to increase data collection, 
automate, standardise and centralise, forecasters were still 
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altering model predictions as late as 2007, either to improve 
the model or to make their results fit the observed weather out-
side. Corrections based on more statistical approaches joined 
the practice of interpolating numbers into blank areas of the 
map, approximating more to an ideal physics than to observed 
data, resulting in ‘a fuzzy boundary between data, theory and 
algorithms’ (Edwards 2010: 337). Contributing factors to the 
climate –​ from interacting radiation of different atmospheric 
gases to particulate matter generating clouds differently at dif-
ferent altitudes –​ are too numerous and too small to observe in 
detail. Statistical modelling was the only way to go. The scien-
tific project had to include at least one class of machines, but 
in doing so it once more subordinated their ancestral logics 
and maths to present concerns.

Climate modelling is a premium example of systems in 
action. After linking the general circulation of the atmosphere 
and oceans to other scientific resources like measures of veg-
etation cover and soil water content in the 1990s, the path 
was open to broader Earth system modelling (ESM), now, as 
so often before in weather forecasting proper, tied to military 
planning and emergency preparation. Reviews of the litera-
ture on disaster preparation (Cremen et al. 2022), economic 
impacts (Krusell and Smith 2022), energy supply (Plaga and 
Bertsch 2023) and governance (Boasson et al. 2023) detail 
places where climate modelling interacts with policy, and 
where the modelling process either breaks down, serves the 
interests of capital or produces too many incompatible results 
to be truly useful, in part because of a shared dependence on 
statisticians second-​guessing instruments and observations.

Although economics had aspired to lift itself up to scientific 
credibility, it had its own problems. As Edwards described it,

[i]‌n 1953 the United Nations created the System of National Accounts, 
the first uniform international standard for economic reporting. … 
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But that standard took hold slowly and piecemeal, and implemen-
tation at the national level varied. Some countries still don’t report. 
Other countries’ data are known to be defective. Further, the UN 
standard and most national accounts deliberately ignore, as ‘nonpro-
ductive,’ a great deal of economic activity, such as black markets in 
drugs, weapons, and sex. Housework, unpaid child labor, barter, and 
other phenomena that are arguably economic in nature never show 
up as money transactions. Such issues make the very definition of a 
‘global economy’ subject to debate.

(Edwards 2010: 434)

Under these conditions, knowledge of the global economy is 
as patchy, as subject to error and noise and ultimately as open 
to statistical (mis)management as climate science. Yet they are 
assimilated, along with ecological, geological and policy sci-
ences, into a single overarching ESM science.

Integrating economics was important because, as histo-
rian of climate science Spencer Weart wrote, ‘The probability 
of harm, widespread and grave, is far higher than the prob-
ability of many other dangers that people normally prepare 
for’ (2008: 201–​202). We would be fools –​ or profiteers –​ if we 
acted like nothing was happening. As Edwards concludes, 
‘Knowledge once meant absolute certainty, but science 
long ago gave up that standard. Probabilities are all we have’ 
(Edwards 2010: 429). In 2013 Sander van de Leeuw, a member of 
the International Human Dimensions Programme that collab-
orated in Berrien Moore’s Analysis, Integration and Modelling 
of the Earth System project, called for cooperation between 
Earth and social scientists on the basis that ‘the next step for 
Earth-​system science … is to incorporate economics, govern-
ance and other human and social dimensions into their work’ 
(van de Leeuw 2013). The call was not entirely naïve: econom-
ics had already pledged itself to a computational, probabilis-
tic and computational trajectory (Mirowski 2002), developing 
a longer history of address to ‘natural resources’ and ‘land 
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economy’ (Cato 2009; Franco and Misseme 2023). Integrating 
social sciences of governance and economics did not promise 
to universalise systems thinking but it did contribute to their 
ubiquity. In the standard textbook on climate science, Sir John 
Houghton (2015: 248) gives a brief but telling example of how 
this works in practice: ‘by 2011 OECD countries were still sub-
sidising fossil fuel energy by $US90 billion a year –​ greater than 
the $US88 billion subsidising the development of renewable 
energies in those countries’. Increasing integration of ecology 
and economics does not produce better actions, as COP28 
proved in 2023. In her detailed study of citizen climate sci-
ence and participation in sensing projects, sociologist Jennifer 
Gabrys argues that the ubiquity and standardisation of sensors 
ought, in theory, to produce a ‘smart’ population cowed by 
and replicating computational standards. But as she reveals, 
the idiot –​ not an insult meaning stupid but ‘someone or some-
thing who causes us to think about and encounter the com-
plexities of participation’ (Gabrys 2016: 209) –​ slows down the 
systemic efficiency of computational citizenship and opens 
opportunities otherwise treated as ‘failures, deformations 
or perversions’ (Gabrys 2016: 238). Still finding new ways to 
break down, the system is still generating new ways to imagine 
climate.

Planetary networks producing real-​time animations of 
weather systems and seismic activity for scientific and con-
sumer use (such as layers you can add to Google Earth) com-
bine ancestral techniques and technologies with unseen and 
unknowable forces –​ too deep underground, too remote in the 
expanse of the oceans –​ that nonetheless we feel when baro-
metric pressure expands our lungs or subterranean tremors 
shake our bones. Our ancestors called these forces gods and 
spoke with them. The gods are not dead. Nor have they moved 
so far away that we can no longer sense them. They evade our 
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conscious minds –​ the rational organisations of language and 
code –​ but they continue to inhabit the non-​conscious cog-
nition we share with animals, with plants seeking light and 
water, the intelligence of a river finding its way through a land-
scape. Western tradition has controlled gods either by reduc-
ing them to countable entities or by determining that they are, 
philosophically, unspeakable, therefore unthinkable, and, if 
real, only in a way that means we can never comprehend or 
contact them.

The wedding of Earth and social sciences has not resolved 
our problem of reconciling materials with meanings. The col-
laboration of humans and computers in meteorology has 
succumbed to the priority given to human purposes, always 
suborning the ‘failures’ of human, technical and environ-
mental agents to the systemic cohesion of communication. 
When the wedding of Earth and social sciences failed to rec-
oncile weather and climate models, it also failed to recon-
cile materials with meanings and offered no understanding 
of how human and more-​than-​human affect affects political 
culture. Meanwhile the planet responds to its exclusion from 
such deliberations with more angry weather. Systems science 
fails because it believes it can outpace ancestors and disre-
gard gods.

Tandoori Chicken Barbecue

Even so, it is not possible to do without systems thinking 
because the global economy operates on systems, from crop 
management to logistics, for basic tasks like delivering food. 
Ecocritique has developed a thriving practice of analysing 
the material infrastructures shaping contemporary media, 
many already cited in this book. At the same time, ecocritical 
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accounts of the meanings, themes and styles of cultural arte-
facts and practices proliferate, again many of them cited in 
this book. A handful of studies and creative works reconcile 
the two approaches, making works whose material condi-
tions become integral to their aesthetics like Morrison’s Light 
is Calling. What is missing is the reconciliation of materialist 
and hermeneutic analyses. In a handful of works of contempo-
rary art, material conditions are integral to the aesthetics, but 
they are unique objects in a frankly marginal area. It remains 
to develop a way of thinking material conditions and aesthet-
ics simultaneously across the broad range of culture, and to 
find ways to reconcile culture, techniques and nature in a sin-
gle mode of imagination. Ancient, ubiquitous, intensely local 
but connected to planetary forces, cooking might be a perfect 
place to look.

Cookery weaves together the historical division of bod-
ies from world with their original union. As the philosopher 
Emanuele Coccia (2021: 93) writes, ‘Eating is proof that life is 
infinitely malleable and capable of anything, that the body of 
life and of living beings can never be enclosed in a domestic 
and proprietary logic: it is nothing if not the infinite trans-
migration of matter.’ It works across impossible taxonomic 
boundaries, co-​creating across the three domains that divide 
humans from the world (but secretly continue to bind the 
world together): ecology, technology and society. Not just 
cooking but cooking with fire may transform logistical supply 
chains into conviviality. At the same time, cooking today can-
not be separated from those supply chains that estrange diners 
from their worlds.

Here are the ingredients for enough tandoori paste (a half-​
cup, about 200 millilitres) to cater for four people.

1 teaspoon ground turmeric
1 1/​2 teaspoons ground coriander
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1 teaspoon garam masala
1/​2 teaspoon ground fennel seeds
1/​2 teaspoon Kashmiri chili powder
1 teaspoon ground black pepper
3–​4 teaspoons paprika
1 teaspoon garlic paste
1 teaspoon ginger paste
2–​4 tablespoons yogurt
Juice of a medium-​sized lemon
1 teaspoon dried fenugreek leaves (kasuri methi)
4 tablespoons oil
Salt to taste

And these for the garam masala, making a much larger quan-
tity than the two teaspoons required for this recipe.

4 tablespoons coriander seeds
4 teaspoons cumin seeds
1 teaspoon fennel seeds
1 teaspoon black peppercorns
1 teaspoon green cardamom seeds
1/​2 teaspoon black cardamom seeds
1 stick cinnamon
2 star anise
8 whole cloves
1/​2 teaspoon freshly ground nutmeg
1/​4 teaspoon ground mace

You also need to soften eight chicken thighs in a bowl with half a 
red onion and the juice of another lemon for a few minutes before 
pouring the tandoori paste over them, covering and setting aside 
somewhere cool to marinade for up to a day. There are seventeen  
spices in the mix, not counting the onion, lemon and yoghurt.

Cooking depends on the economic and ecological sto-
ries of these ingredients. For example, the global trade in the 
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most widely used spice of all, pepper, reached USD 4.5 billion 
in 2022 according to Vantage Market Research (2023) after a 
crackdown on illegal exports aimed at avoiding tax. Black pep-
per is made from the unripe berries of a vine native to South 
and Southeast Asia. Farmers tend and pick the berries, blanch 
them briefly in boiling water and dry in the sun for anything 
up to seven days. Collected by agents, the corns go to pro-
cessing plants. Sifted, winnowed and destoned, often using 
machines supported by dry-​air blowers, the corns are washed, 
brushed and run through a centrifuge, sterilised with steam or 
radiation, graded and packed (Narayanan et al. 2000). A full-​
on ecocritical analysis would work through the hidden costs 
of the spice: energy budgets, carbon footprints, the exploita-
tion of peasant, child and women’s labour and the imposition 
of Western food standards on Asian farmers. A Netherlands 
Centre for the Promotion of Imports brochure for new entrants 
into the European market for black pepper (CBI 2021) covers 
topics from pesticide residues to border controls and recom-
mendations on sustainability and corporate responsibility. It 
adds guidance on how to manage supply chains and competi-
tion (Vietnam dominates with 40 per cent of global trade, fol-
lowed by Brazil with 25 per cent in 2020) and packaging (EU 
regulations restrict the weight a worker can lift to 20–​25 kilo-
grammes in different states). A typical document from a large 
retail chain specifies that such health and safety considera-
tions ‘minimise the disruption to the business caused through 
absence from work and costs from investigation, medical 
treatment and compensation’, adding that ‘If we fail in our duty 
of care it could lead to legal action’ (Tesco 2021).

Monitoring how these strictures echo back up spice supply 
chains is integral to the modern business of spices. The price 
of pepper, by weight among the most expensive foodstuffs, was 
even greater when supply depended on pre-​modern transport 
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from Asia to the Mediterranean. The Malabar coast (Kerala, 
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu) supplied much of the ancient 
Mediterranean world, China and Europe after the fall of the 
Roman Empire. In those days pepper was known as ‘black 
gold’, partly because Venice held a monopoly on the trade till 
Vasco da Gama found the southern route to India when, as his-
torian Fernand Braudel (1981: 221) described it, Europe in the 
seventeenth century was in the grip of a ‘spice orgy’, with pep-
per and other spices trading at prices far higher than precious 
metals. The quest for new routes to spice-​growing lands led to 
the European invasion of the Americas and, ironically, to the 
discovery of the New World chili family, originating in Bolivia 
and only introduced to the subcontinent by the Portuguese 
in the sixteenth century (Wright 2007: Columbus called them 
‘peppers’ in a bid to supplant the East Indies monopoly). The 
maritime trade in Asian spices established, despite much 
misadventure, by Vasco da Gama in 1494 (Nabhan 2014: 232–​
238), was not only faster than the overland Silk Road, and not 
only minimised the risk of banditry. It circumvented the strict 
(and therefore expensive) supervision of trade in the semi-​
independent city-​states surrounding the Taklamakan Desert 
(Hansen 2012: 8). The ancient land route, in parts at least, 
dates back to the Bronze Age, fully functioning by the second 
century ce and dominating East–​West spice transport until da 
Gama’s voyage (Kuzmina 2008). Some argue it still functions 
as a deep structure (Frankopan 2016), a hypothesis supported 
by China’s twenty-​first-​century investment in the ‘New Silk 
Road’ as part of its Belt and Road Initiative. The tandoor clay 
oven that gives the dish its name almost certainly originated 
in portable ovens used on the steppes in the earliest times of 
the old Silk Road. The deep history and contemporary logis-
tics of tandoori spices anchors the dish in overland and mari-
time transport, global logistical systems and planet-​spanning 
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governance procedures, each with profound environmental 
consequences.

Indian novelist and thinker Amitav Ghosh gives a harrow-
ing account of a horrific yet banal massacre in the Dutch East 
Indies in 1621:

within seven days it was declared, at a council meeting on [the flag-
ship of Dutch governor Jan Coen], that ‘all towns and fortified places 
of Banda had, by God’s grace been taken, erased, burned down and 
about 1200 souls caught.’

On May 6, Coen reported to his superiors, with no little satis-
faction, that his forces had ‘utterly destroyed and burned down’ the 
major settlements of Lonthor, and that the remnants of the islands’ 
population had fled into the mountains, where they had been joined 
by fugitives from other parts of the archipelago. ‘In this way all towns 
and places of the whole of Banda were taken (possession of) and 
destroyed’.

(Ghosh 2021: 34–​35)

The disputed land lay in the Banda Islands, so valuable the 
English would exchange one of the smallest of them, Run, for 
the island of Manhattan. The value of the islands depended on 
nutmeg and mace, the aromatic nut and its flavoursome pith. 
The Bandas were the only places in the world where nutmeg 
grew. The Bandanese had traded their spices with the Arabs 
for more than a thousand years before the events of 1621 (with 
some evidence the Romans used it for incense), and were 
happy to trade with the Europeans, but the Dutch wanted a 
monopoly and, fired up by the ferocious Protestantism of the 
Thirty-​Years’ War, were ready for genocide to procure it. Ghosh 
spares few details, all of them recorded in Dutch East India 
Company records, of torture, dismembering and driving the 
few survivors from their lands by destroying their means of 
survival. Perhaps unhappy with the loss of their market share, 
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the British imported nutmeg to the Caribbean slave colony of 
Grenada in the 1840s (Steele 2003: 35–​36). The fragrant nut 
carries a bitter history.

At the other end of the supply chain, among what today we 
would call consumers, spices had a more benevolent odour. In 
his herbal, dating from 1650s, Nicholas Culpeper (1880: 268) 
noted that black pepper is ‘used against the quinsey’, today 
described as a peritonsillar abscess, ‘being mixed with honey 
and taken inwardly and applied outwardly, to disperse the ker-
nels in the throat, and other places’. Like pepper, every ingre-
dient has its own particularities and histories: fenugreek, for 
example. A lowly spice, drought-​resistant and easily grown, 
fenugreek has long been used in crop rotation to fix nitrogen 
in the soil and as fodder for grazing animals. In 2011, the state 
of Rajasthan produced over 94,000 metric tonnes of fenugreek, 
a sizeable part of the total Indian production of 127,850 metric 
tonnes (rival producers Ethiopia, Turkey, Egypt and Morocco 
were producing much less). Farmers typically not only grow 
but dry the seed pods and extract the seeds before selling on to 
dealers, who take the product to markets, where it is bundled 
for export or warehousing with a view to trades on the futures 
market. Despatchers handle the logistics of international 
transport to wholesalers, typically multinational spice brands 
like McCormick, which package and sell on to retailers before 
the fenugreek arrives in the kitchen. Each step in the pro-
cess, someone is taking a profit, with relatively small amounts 
returning to the farmer. The complexity and informality of 
much of the plants’ journey are subject to systems analysis, 
particularly checking food safety management, moisture con-
tent and cleanliness against industry-​wide, typically global 
standards set by consumer nations (Vidyashankar 2014).

Fenugreek has a long history of culinary use and, like 
many tandoori ingredients, has a huge range of other uses 
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from insect repellent to perfume (Petropoulos 2002: 63–​
68). In the time of the pharaohs, fenugreek seed was con-
sidered rejuvenating (and was found in Tutankhamun’s 
tomb) according to Egyptologist Lise Manniche (2006); 
Dioscorides’ first-​century Materia medica, in use as a 
pharmacopeia as late as the nineteenth century (De Vos 
2010), prescribed it for digestive problems and associated 
it with healing properties for menstruation and childbirth 
(Dioscorides 2005: 34, 134), which may explain why it was 
a major ingredient, along with unicorn root, life root and 
pleurisy root, of Lydia E. Pinkham’s Vegetable Compound, 
marketed since 1876 as ‘a positive cure for all those pain-
ful Complaints and Weaknesses so common to the best of 
our female populations’ and ‘particularly adapted to the 
Change of Life’ (according to a flyer archived at the Boston 
Public Library, although the Encyclopedia of Herbs reports 
that ‘No doubt the alcohol was the principal active ingredi-
ent’: Tucker and DeBaggio 2009: 492).

Standard botanical, historical and economic descrip-
tions of pretty much all the spices in the list of ingredients are 
broadly similar (see, for example, Ravindran 2000; Ravindran 
and Madhusoodanan 2002; Ravindran, Babu and Shylaja 2004; 
Ravindran and Babu 2005; Ravindran, Babu and Sivaraman 
2007). Ginger, for example, an aromatic root closely related 
to turmeric, originated in maritime Southeast Asia and, 
according to archaeological evidence, was carried in the 
Austronesian expansion across the Indian and Pacific Oceans 
as far as Hawai’i from around 5000 bce, to Sri Lanka around 
3500 bce, Madagascar circa 1000 bce, and finally brought 
into Europe from India by Arabic traders in the first century 
bce. Today India, Nigeria and China are the main growers, 
and though there is a market for the dried and ground spice, 
the fresh root is the biggest export (Madan 2016). Lemons, on 
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the other hand, sour fruits of a citrus, originated somewhere  
in  the Himalayan foothills, possibly a cultivar of citrons and 
bitter (‘Seville’) oranges, only arriving in the Mediterranean in 
the first or second century bce. Even today, despite our associ-
ations with Mediterranean landscapes and cuisine, the major 
producers are India, Mexico and China.

Such accounts abide pretty closely to the prescrip-
tions laid out by founding figure of biology Carl Linnaeus. 
As described by philosopher and historian Michel Foucault 
(1970: 130), Linnaeus required descriptions to address, in 
order, ‘name, theory, kind, species, attributes, use, and, to 
conclude, Litteraria. All the language deposited upon things 
by time is pushed back into the very last category, like a sort 
of supplement in which discourse is allowed to recount itself 
and record discoveries, traditions, beliefs, and poetical fig-
ures.’ For Foucault, this exclusion or marginalisation of poetry 
and myth marked modernity’s departure from an older order 
of homology and analogy when the lion on the veldt and the 
heraldic lion were both equally symbols of pride. In his history 
of the search for a perfect language, Umberto Eco described 
the ‘doctrine of signatures’, ‘formal aspects of material things 
that recall certain features (properties or powers) of the corre-
sponding heavenly bodies. God himself has rendered the sym-
pathies between macrocosm and microcosm perceptible by 
stamping a mark, a sort of seal, onto each object of this world’ 
(Eco 1997: 118). Scientific taxonomy marginalised ancestral 
and ecological signification. Yet some aroma of them still per-
meates the kitchen.

Many tandoori spices feature in Ayurvedic and tradi-
tional Chinese medicine. Many more are associated with folk 
beliefs: garlic wards off vampires, ginger attracts money and 
God himself told Moses to anoint the tabernacle with cin-
namon (Exodus 30:23). A grain of salt, a pillar of salt, Roman 
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legionaries paid in salt, the salt mines of Siberia… salt alone 
tells a thousand stories (Kurlansky 2002). The Florentine phi-
losopher Marsilio Ficino in the De Triplici Vita (Three Books on 
Life) of 1489 wrote that nature ‘clearly entices certain things 
with certain foods, just as gravity draws heavy things to the 
centre of the earth’ (cited in Hanafi 2000: 39). Offerings of 
salt (recalled whenever you throw a pinch of salt over your 
shoulder to ward off evil spirits), yoghurt (‘curd’) and spices 
propitiated gods and malevolent planetary conjunctures. 
Such histories, across the length of the Spice Road, defy the 
Linnaean marginalisation of folklore, myth and magic. I am 
grateful to media theorist and historian of Islamic culture 
Laura U. Marks for sending some details from the Picatrix 
(Attrell and Poreca 2019) or Ghayat al-​Hakim, an influential 
eleventh-​century Arabic herbarium first translated into Latin 
in the early Renaissance. The Picatrix tells us that cumin seeds 
are governed by Saturn, source of retentive power, and Mars 
(Attrell and Potreca 2019: 132–​133) and are good for killing 
ants; that ‘when you wish to pray to Venus, put nutmeg and 
good-​smelling spices on your clothes, as women do’ (Attrell 
and Potreca 2019: 173); cinnamon is governed by Saturn, host 
of old age and wisdom, and is good for boosting desire, as in 
this recipe –​ ‘The testicles of a man, dried, pulverized, and 
eaten with incense, mastic gum, cinnamon, and cloves, make 
a man truly younger and gives him an exceptionally good col-
our’ (Attrell and Potreca 2019: 207); Mars, source of attractive 
power, governs every hot plant, such as pepper (133), and gin-
ger (139), while Mercury, source of intellectual power, governs 
ginger incense (135). In an email of November 2023, Marks 
sums up: ‘your dish … prepares the diner for love, war, and 
acquiring knowledge’.

These and other memories –​ resuscitated by the smells 
of garlic and ginger as I grate them, the toasting seeds, the 



217Imagination

217

growing complexity of the scent coming from my pestle and 
mortar (black basalt, almost certainly from Indonesia) –​ begin 
the transition from the hard world of logistics to the pleasures 
of cooking. Scattering the spice mix onto the yoghurt and mas-
saging it into the meat is definitive. I once made my own yoghurt 
using wild bacteria, with mixed results: fermenting wild yeasts 
can end up stringy and sour. The very word ‘yoghurt’ evokes 
its long journey from the nomads of what would become the 
Ottoman Empire to my back garden. Vegetarian and vegan 
readers will not be impressed to know I get my organic, free-​
range chicken from a local butcher and a local farm. But they 
are, with the possible exception of the onion, the only local 
ingredients in the dish.

I load the kettle barbecue with charcoal briquettes and 
a couple of firelighters. The briquettes are made of coal dust, 
sawdust, rice and peanut chaff, and some wood charcoal pow-
der bound together with starch or paraffin wax and a synthetic 
sodium nitrate accelerant; the firelighters are typically made 
from paraffin wax and naptha (two more fossil hydrocarbons) 
plus sawdust. I usually have a few logs from coppicing dry-
ing out over winter. Once the coals are lit, I put one or two 
pieces of wood on top and wait till the flames die down and 
the embers are glowing to start cooking. The barbecue itself 
has a porcelain-​enamelled steel body, aluminium supports 
and glass-​reinforced nylon handles. Industrial application of 
the enamelling takes temperatures of around 800°C to fuse 
powdered glass onto the steel substrate. It has protected the 
barbie for twenty-​five years so far, but those temperatures in 
the industrial kiln it came from had their own environmental 
costs, as did the aluminium and other components. I know all 
this, and yet the cliché rarely fails: cooking outdoors with fire 
and smoke feels primordial, or as primordial as a suburban 
garden and shop-​bought ingredients allow.



218 Good

218

It may be the act of cooking, adjusting your time to the 
time each process takes, the proximal senses of smell, taste 
and touch rather than the usually dominant distant senses, 
sight and sound. It may be the care involved in making food 
rather than ordering in or heating up a ready-​made meal, or 
it may be the anticipation of sharing what you make, or all of 
these. That would be true of cooking in the kitchen. It is very 
different to cook slowly on the barbie over hazel, turning the 
pieces over every now and then, as much a ritual as a use-
ful part of cooking, reasonably sure that the product will be 
savoured rather than bolted. Unlike the workplace ambience 
of a kitchen, the barbecue sits near family and guests, so you 
chat away with them, and they join in, turning the meat, pok-
ing the coals, lidding and un-​lidding the kettle, drizzling the 
last of the marinade over the bird until it drips, sizzling, onto 
the charcoal, popping burnt hints of the flavours to come. 
Smoke recalls ancestral gatherings around the coals, rising 
into the sky to please and seduce attendant deities. The work of 
preparing and cooking transforms the ingredients from meat 
and plants into flavours; and their histories from economics 
to experience. It transforms the industrial kettle barbie into 
hearth, and the coals from fossil fuel residues into avatars of 
ancient gods. It reforms the cook, from consumer to host.

The recipe is easy to scale up: feeding eight or twelve just 
means a smaller first serving and waiting a bit longer for a sec-
ond serve. And yet, for all the pleasure of conviviality, it is lim-
ited to a few friends and family. Much more and it becomes 
catering, locked into the economic cycle that systems think-
ing promotes. Cooking with an imagination that exceeds com-
municative systems like work and money is only possible at 
the interpersonal scale of love and friendship. What would it 
take to enlarge this weaving of natural, technical and social to 
a whole people?
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Dussel (2008: 96–​97) described a ‘liberation praxis for 
social and political movements’ acting at six levels simul-
taneously, from means, tactics and strategy to ‘a project for 
feasible transformations’ based on ‘a paradigm or model of 
possible transformations’, always dependent on there being 
a final ‘political postulate’ such as ‘Another World is Possible’ 
(World Social Forum 2005). Dussel’s Theses are devoted to the 
politics of the people, as delineated by Cuban revolutionary 
Fidel Castro (2018): ‘When we mention the people in con-
nection with a struggle we mean the unredeemed masses to 
whom everything is offered but nothing given except deceit 
and betrayal; the group that longs for a better and more worthy 
and just country; the group with ancestral longings for justice, 
having suffered injustice and mockery for generations untold.’ 
Dussel adds that ‘The people appears in critical political con-
junctures when it achieves explicit consciousness … thereby 
becoming an actor and constructing history on the basis of a 
new foundation’ (Dussel 2008: 75). A population becomes a 
people by becoming conscious of its own potential, its demand 
for change and its ability to carry it through. A people imagi-
nes itself into existence by imagining its tasks and goals. Can 
my tandoori barbecue inform an ‘explicit consciousness’ that 
might bind human forces together with oppressed nature and 
technology, imagining into existence a commons of people, 
natural processes and technologies?

The migrations and supply chains of my ingredients are 
stores of ancestral narratives, skills, knowledges and beliefs. 
Cooking invokes ancestors from shopping to smoke. But the 
living presence of the dead in technologies and techniques is 
not all. Nature is no more inert than tools, techniques and lan-
guages. Alive, alert, demanding: rivers, forests, oceans, storms 
and sun are gods. From the most ancient times to the intui-
tion that something immaterial is going on around the glowing 
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charcoal, fire has been one of those gods: autonomous, power-
ful, articulate, unpredictable, caring, renewing, immortal –​ at 
least in comparison with our brief generations and abbrevi-
ated future –​ and driven by other than human desires. In my 
back garden, ancestors and gods congregate around the ritual 
of sharing a meal –​ a local commons of ancestors, gods and 
humans. Praising, celebrating and atoning for ancestral crimes 
and present exploitation by ritual scorching of meats and 
spices, recognising that no future is worth the name unless the 
dead and the natural world are also redeemed, the barbecue 
gives a small taste, a microcosm, of what an ecocritical aes-
thetic politics might be like.

Against Nostalgia: Archive Politics

Few activities bring us closer to redeeming the dead than 
archiving works and technologies of the past, but it might 
appear that archives of new media arts since the 1970s are 
distinct from ancestral considerations. Many makers are still 
alive and the works very much in living memory. Accessing 
old drives and software –​ and ensuring they can function ade-
quately to play often technically demanding artworks –​ involves 
a good deal of nostalgia for obsolete technologies. Hearing 
modem chimes and boot-​up alerts, handling old external stor-
age media and their connectors, reviving once-​familiar appli-
cation interfaces still draw on muscle-​memories and flash 
recalls of half-​remembered workarounds. Archives often deal 
with materials predating the birth of their handlers. But spare 
a thought for archivists of the near-​contemporary, face-​to-​face 
not with the anonymous dead but with their own past.

Nostalgia is a strong motivator for near-​contemporary 
archiving and for many of the artists and creatives working with 
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digital archives. It is also a risk. Memory is fallible because it is 
a creative process. We do not necessarily remember things as 
they were, or even how scrapbooks and databases tell us they 
were, but as we now wish they had been, from a now that never 
stays still and a wish that never stops evolving. This is as true 
of perceptual recall as it is of remembered emotional states, 
and equally true of physical objects that surprise us, when we 
encounter them again, by being bigger or smaller, louder or 
quieter or more, or less, perfect than they have been in mem-
ory. This creates a particular challenge if what an archivist tries 
to produce is not just the artefact itself but the look and feel, a 
significant part of the emulation process.

The Greek word nostos means a voyage home, like the 
Odyssey; nostalgia, combining nostos with the word for pain, 
appears to have been coined in the late seventeenth century to 
describe Swiss mercenaries’ longing to get back to their homes 
(Fuentenebro de Diego and Ots 2014), only later acquiring the 
connotation of love for the past. In nostalgia, home is always 
elsewhere or lost. Pilloried by highbrow critics as sentimental, 
today nostalgia takes on political dimensions as motive for the 
defence of home, imagined as under threat and in process of 
disappearing. This politically weaponised production of social 
memory as a fable of loss is far less fluid than the multiple 
positions of individual recall. In the same way planning over-
whelms anxiety about the future by erasing the multiplicity 
of future possibilities, populist détournements of imagination 
overcome anxiety by substituting the past, as fabulous return, 
for the non-​appearance of the future. The mismatch between 
the fabled past and actual present can never be satisfied 
because hidden in its social fantasy is a profoundly individual 
longing for reunion with mother’s body. Nostalgia’s golden 
glow of ecological Edens and cultural purity is infantile, which 
is why it so easily turns to infantile tantrums.
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Nostalgia is not so much lack, a present experience of 
permanent absence, but loss, a symptom of time passing. 
Individual lack can occasion numb withdrawal, but political 
loss can be mobilised as desire to a return to a fantasised time 
before loss. Nostalgia becomes political when feelings of dep-
rivation, regret and shame turn into communal fantasies of 
violence against the chimerical thieves who stole or wrecked 
a common home. Populist nostalgia is fake because it prom-
ises that tantrums can force the world to conform to the infan-
tile demand to return to the womb. Demand for a future is so 
baffled by inaction, corruption and wilful ineptitude that only 
yearning for the past is left. Nostalgia for the past is the politi-
cal obverse of anxiety over the future, whether financial or cul-
tural. Both nostalgia and anxiety are profoundly an-​aesthetic. 
Feigning respect for ancestors, neo-​populism binds a com-
munity to myths of victimhood and catastrophe, the better to 
impose order and normative values. Anguish and anxiety, one 
dependent on a lost past, the other on an unchangeable future, 
are both failures of imagination, the ability to construct pos-
sibilities beyond the selfish self. Even when invoked by neo-​
populists, nostalgia belongs to the individual person that feels 
it. Archives force us to deal with it collectively.

Archiving is nostalgic when it returns to personal memo-
ries. It is ethical when it concerns obligations to myself and 
the people closest to me. Caroline Frick (2011) raises the 
fraught question of the politics of archives, the institutional 
and discursive work of deciding what to preserve, restore and 
duplicate; and increasingly what to exclude and so effectively 
condemn to disappearance. ‘Politics’ in the first instance 
because often these are questions about national priorities, 
as in the Australian Centre for the Moving Image (where the 
first version of this section was presented) and the Archive of 
Australian Media Arts (which commissioned it). It is not that 
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these are virulently chauvinistic organisations: they adopt 
the frames that civil society bodies will fund, political in the 
sense of the art of the possible. The ambiguous pleasures of 
nostalgia are rapidly ejected by the realpolitik of funding, 
while other socio-​cultural factors gradually make themselves 
clear, like the long-​term exclusion of women’s achievements 
across the long history of archives (Gaines 2007), or the eras-
ure of enslaved and colonised peoples’ cultural memory 
(Kempadoo 2016).

The social dimension is unavoidable whenever a deci-
sion on inclusion and prioritising has to be made. Historian of 
ideas Michel Foucault made an even more extreme case, argu-
ing that ‘The archive is first the law of what can be said, the 
system that governs the appearance of statements’ (Foucault 
1972: 129). Foucault takes ‘archive’ to mean the inherited form 
of any discourse, the formal organisation of language and the 
validation of professional dialects by institutional formations 
like the clinic, the prison and economics. He was thinking of 
an archive as a corpus of validated statements providing a 
template for any other statement in that discourse, whether 
agreeing with tradition or disputing it in a legitimised way or 
flying off on a tangent that remains comprehensible in the 
terms set by the archive of previous statements. Frick’s ‘poli-
tics’ comes from fighting for home movies, industrial films and 
scraps of actuality footage to gain a place in local and national 
collections alongside the cultural heritage of feature films. 
Part of Frick’s claim is that, while the corpus retains its role in 
determining what constitutes a film and therefore counts as a 
legitimate ‘statement’, it has to make room for the interaction 
between personal, emotional, indeed nostalgic attachments 
and the social evidence contained in whatever has survived 
from the past. In platform capitalism, the equivalent artefacts 
are already stored and catalogued in the mass-​image archives 
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of social media giants (Dvořák and Parikka 2021), now the 
base of artificial intelligence image generators. The ecocritical 
enlargement of Frick’s struggle is not to include more artefacts, 
but to extend archives’ concept of memory to include things 
that are only partly or not even human.

Digital archives not only care for and restore works, but 
model and rebuild the machinery they were made with and 
for. Systems and system architectures, peripherals and ports, 
clocks and configurations all have to be unearthed, often 
from private collections and forgotten boxes of old cables, 
re-​constructed or tinkered together with the aid of manuals, 
collector contacts and memories. As we confront another new 
round of AI-​based computation, another revolutionary infra-
structure in the form of quantum computing, the advance of 
ternary computing and the more imminent possibility that 
online platforms will vanish –​ with everything that implies for 
archiving –​ the mutual dependence of software and hardware 
now and in the recent past has never been clearer or more 
urgent, or raised so many questions about the emotional, ethi-
cal and political demands of archival practice.

The issue of time-​to-​live (TTL) has remained a personal 
fascination since my first encounters with html and packet-​
switching in the late 1980s. TTL instructions, built into every 
packet of data sent through the internet, automatically erase 
anything that fails to make it to its destination in a set number 
of steps. The implication is that everything produced digitally 
is subject to loss. On the other hand, launching into his Archive 
Fever, Derrida pauses to consider a simple, almost reflex action 
of composing text on a computer:

I pushed a certain key to ‘save’ a text undamaged, in a hard and last-
ing way, to protect marks from being erased, so as to ensure in this 
way salvation and indemnity, to stock, to accumulate, and, in what 
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is at once the same thing and something else, to make the sentence 
available in this way for printing and for reprinting, for reproduction.

(Derrida 1995: 26)

Derrida, focused on language like Foucault, chooses printing 
as his destination because it allows him a pun on repression 
and impression. That in turn will allow him to weave one of his 
characteristic knots of ideas around Freud and Jewish mysti-
cism (with a nod to Benjamin):

if we want to know what [the archive] will have meant, we will only 
know in times to come. … A spectral messianicity is at work in the 
concept of the archive and ties it, like religion, like history, like sci-
ence itself, to a very singular experience of the promise.

(Derrida 1995: 36)

He later adds a gloss on ‘messianicity’ which defines its 
promise as:

this performative to come whose archive no longer has any relation 
to the record of what is, to the record of the presence of what is or will 
have been actually present. I call this the messianic, and I distinguish 
it radically from all messianism.

(Derrida 1995: 72)

Archiving means storing things up for a future we cannot know, 
which may have no interest in what we preserve, and which 
may find currently unthinkable uses for it –​ like Morrison’s 
Light is Calling. A ‘performative’ is a statement like ‘I find you 
guilty’ that changes reality. Derrida’s point is that the impact 
of the archive is always future, ‘a feed-​forward mechanism for 
lines of creative process’ (Massumi 2016: 6). That gives it an 
ethical position rather like the pledge of ‘I love you’ that we 
may or may not fulfil. If the promise to change the world does 
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get fulfilled, it will no longer have any relation to the present 
when, now long in the past, I made that promise –​ the state-
ment I made, or the artefact I preserved. It will be more like 
what Catherine Russell (2018) called ‘archiveology’, ‘the reuse, 
recycling, appropriation and borrowing of archive material’. 
Russell’s interest was in artists using archive footage in pro-
jects like Thom Anderson’s Los Angeles Plays Itself from 2004 
or Jean-​Luc Godard’s Histoire(s) du cinéma: today we are at 
least as interested in AI uses of stored imagery. On reflection 
through the prism of Russell’s archiveology, Derrida’s concern 
for the future performance of the archive reveals a determin-
ing quality of his concept of the archival promise: it is a prom-
ise made to a future human. Already in our present, the biggest 
users of stored images are machines: AIs. Whether they are 
capable of experiencing meaning is a moot point: the found-
ing documents of the mathematical theory of communica-
tions and cybernetics suggest that semantics, meaning, is of no 
concern to them. For that matter, nor does a promise made in 
the past, because the only knowledge an AI has of time derives 
from date stamps and metadata tags.

These considerations leave us with at least three tem-
poralities we must cope with in digital archives: the time of 
erasure, forgetting and loss, which is always imminent and 
may be inbuilt; the time of saving, communicative ordering 
in database taxonomies, somewhere between Castoriadis’ 
‘identitary’ imposition of the Same and the vanishing wealth 
of accumulation; and the time of the promise –​ to pass works 
on to a future we will never know, that may never come to 
pass, and which, if it finds uses for what we have preserved for 
it, will discover uses we never thought of. These sit on top of 
times every archivist confronts: the geological time of materi-
als, the internal time structures of drives, media, codecs and 
protocols, the experiential times of archived works, labour 
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time as influence on preservation decisions, and many more. 
Archiving’s specific job is to respect, constantly and consist-
ently, the local times of erasing, storing and deferring, and the 
larger temporal scales of vanishing, preservation and reuse.

You would think that storing, presumably the primary 
duty of an archive, was a relatively simple matter in temporal 
terms. For a long time, right through the 1970s, film archives 
tried their utmost to keep their materials in the closest form 
possible to their originals. In the 1990s, when physical preser-
vation remained a top priority, Paolo Cherchi Usai could write, 
in his seventh rule for silent cinema researchers, ‘Every print 
of a film is a unique object’ (Usai 1994: 67), and in his eighth, 
‘The “original” version of a film is a multiple object fragmented 
into a number of different entities’ (Usai 1994: 84). Many of 
the most ancient and sacred texts bear out this rule. No sin-
gle archive holds the tablets of the law that once resided in 
the acacia wood Ark of the Covenant, but every archive holds 
several versions of various Bibles compiled from disparate 
copies. A century has passed since the first assumption that 
the canon of the Old Testament was not formalised till about 
1000 ce (Bade 1911). The Dead Sea Scrolls, a thousand years 
before that, although only re-​discovered in 1947, prove the 
assumption (Biblical Archaeology Review 2022). The same is 
true for Homer and the Rig Veda. Even texts completed after 
the spread of printing –​ Shakespeare’s plays, for example –​ 
are constantly being re-​edited from variant copies. Variations 
on a missing original are at the centre of Derrida’s enquiry in 
Spectres of Marx (1994), where he indulges the French pun 
‘hauntology’ (pronounced ‘ontology’). Ontology, the philoso-
phy of the real, the origin of being and appearance, is already 
haunted by a return, a revenant. The implications for archiving 
are not only that there is no original to preserve but that the 
thing we have in front of us, the CD-​ROM or the hard drive, is 
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already a ghost of what it was and what it will become. In his 
lifelong assault on metaphysics, Derrida has always insisted, 
like Irigaray (1985), that there is never One: there are always at 
least two. This present thing, this thing in the present, is also 
past, and on its way to the future.

Disputes about metaphysics are scarcely the bread and 
butter of archiving. At the same time, Derrida’s insistence 
that there is no origin and Usai’s rule about a film’s multiple 
‘originals’ also hold good for digital objects. The vicissitudes 
of bitrot, wear and tear, versioning and copying mean that 
already, scarcely fifty years since the dawn of digital culture 
and well within living memory, archives must assemble what 
remains from private and public collections in search of even 
so recent a past. Reprising his earlier book in 2000, Usai refo-
cused his attention, beyond preservation, duplication and 
conservation, to address restoration, reconstruction and rec-
reation. Unlike paintings, where the original can be cleaned, 
repaired if necessary and exhibited, electronic media can 
never be shown without damaging them irrevocably. In the 
Rewind series of archival projects on video art, for example, we 
discovered early on that the plastic substrate of old videotape 
deforms with age and the magnetic oxides lose their adhesion 
to the tape. Our archivist passed each tape, removed from its 
cassette, through a kiln, carefully and slowly, to get the oxides 
to bind just long enough for one last pass through a reader 
connected to a digi-​Beta recorder (Lockhart 2012). This terrify-
ing slow-​motion high-​wire practice cannot remove travelling 
glitches or cover the traces of split tape where the original has 
suffered from mould. It demands restoration and, for exhibi-
tion prints, judicious reconstruction.

Restoration removes previous alterations (an example in 
the case of video tape is ‘burns’ caused by storage near a ring 
main), retrieving missing elements and reversing wear and 
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tear. Reconstruction demands interpolating, replacing or reas-
sembling segments using multiple copies to approximate to a 
desired ‘authoritative’ copy, whose authority is pretty much 
always that of the curator, the technician and the tools to hand. 
It is important to emphasise the role of non-​human elements 
here: the kiln, a ring main, video cassettes. The Rewind team 
had funds to restore British video art. We had to select from 
the available tapes those that were significant in our collec-
tive judgement, augmented by reading through contempo-
rary accounts of exhibitions and festivals –​ a human, political 
decision –​ and which were in decent enough shape in enough 
different copies to be recuperable. Sifting for adequate copies 
to work with meant checking the non-​human chemical and 
physical processes that had affected the tapes. Tied up with 
that were the technologies themselves, including two-​inch, 
one-​inch and U-​matic cassettes and the decks to play them on. 
The divide between machinery and humanity defined both, 
from Marx’s analysis of factory labour to current fears about 
AI. In archival work, the distinction becomes fuzzy.

Usai’s last activity is recreation: ‘presenting an imaginary 
account of what the film would have been if some or all of its 
missing parts had survived’ (2000: 66–​67). Foucault came close 
to Usai’s position when he wrote that ‘between tradition and 
oblivion, [the archive] reveals the rules of a practice that ena-
bles statements to both survive and to undergo regular modi-
fication’ (Foucault 1972: 130). Though he never abandoned 
the idea that, as a corpus of statements making up a specific 
discourse, the archive was ‘the general system of the forma-
tion and transformation of statements’ (Foucault 1972: 130), 
he also understood that archiving also marks certain state-
ments (we would say artefacts) as the ones that matter, and 
prescribes the rules about how they can be handled and modi-
fied. An archive reveals its own rules of operation.
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The ongoing work of the National Film and Sound Archive 
of Australia to restore the 1906 Story of the Kelly Gang is a fine 
example. Only a few minutes of the original sixty remain, digi-
tally scanned and restored to get rid of dirt and damage, and 
with information from adjacent frames applied to damaged 
areas of their neighbours. Giovanna Fossati (2009) called the 
way archived filmstrips continue to evolve or decay chemi-
cally and physically long after they were first printed ‘the 
archival life of film’. There is no longer an original of the Kelly 
film: there is instead an evolving digital file that preserves 
snapshots of states of decay over the fifteen or more years the 
archive has been working on it. The digital files themselves 
are subject to analogous processes of decay. In Foucault’s 
language, the decision is no longer ‘between tradition and 
oblivion’ but about the conditions and validations required to 
work on each new generation of the digital copies, given the 
original positive print can never be projected again, and every 
duplicate embarks on its own significant trajectory of decay 
and reduplication.

Screen grabs from the 2005 DVD release of The Story of the 
Kelly Gang record the film’s state of decay at the time. It is trick-
ier to track the decay of the DVD itself. The release was handled 
by Madman, which likely also commissioned the manufac-
ture, significant because industrially produced DVDs and CDs 
have longer service lives than the writable discs more typical 
of short-​run artist projects, but even mass-​produced discs are 
vulnerable to various forms of disc rot (Shahani et al. 2009). 
Poor quality control in manufacture can lead to CD bronzing, 
when the plastic lacquer that protects the aluminium layer 
of recorded data reacts with sulphur in packaging, allowing 
the aluminium to oxidise and become unplayable (Lampson 
1995). More problems can come from the dye layer needed to 
reflect the laser, which can also let oxygen into the data layer, 
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and problems with the adhesives used to bond the base, dye, 
metal and protective layers (CCI 2010; Smith 2017).

These are the immediate infrastructural elements that 
archiving faces. Ecocritique adds analysis of the sources of 
plastics and dyes (mostly oil derivatives), and the mining and 
processing of metals. It touches back on archive issues when 
it explores the governance of standards and quality manage-
ment, similar to spice supply chains, and the provenance of 
the artefacts and players, though ecocritique will spend more 
effort than archives on logistics and transportation. Archives 
and ecocritique share an interest in built-​in obsolescence of 
media and formats, though ecocritique will again spend more 
time on end-​of-​life recycling and waste and has an interest in 
the electricity supply that is mostly peripheral to archivists. 
Ecocritique wants to understand the missing link between 
materials and meanings. The archivists’ challenge is to extract 
assets and instruction sets from vulnerable storage media and, 
in the case of the Archive of Australian Media Arts, transfer 
them to the Emulation-​as-​a-​Service (EaaSI) platform, itself a 
productive repurposing of the Software-​as-​a-​Service (SaaS) 
subscription model that has transformed the economics of the 
software industry.

After dealing with problems of physical retrieval, the 
EaaSI process involves building emulations of authoring and 
playback software on top of emulations of operating systems 
mounted on emulations of hardware and in many cases emu-
lated peripherals. Recent histories of film and video archive 
practice tells us these are more technical challenges than 
ethical problems (Depocas et al. 2003). Thirty years ago, dis-
plays had different resolutions, clock speeds, refresh rates 
and colour gamuts, which emulations have to take account 
of. External and internal drives had different start-​up rates, 
buffering, input/​output and interaction tempos. Film theorists 
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spent more time than perhaps they should have on the idea 
that every twenty-​fourth of a second, a cinema audience is 
plunged into darkness as the frames move (Mulvey 2006, 
Bellour 2012), and video theorists on what happened when 
the frameline disappeared in favour of interlaced scanning 
(Virilio 1991). Digital theory, to the best of my knowledge, has 
not talked about the transition from interlaced to progressive 
scans, but the material difference is important to emulation 
and perhaps to perception and spectator activity. Each techni-
cal change introduces a threshold between ethics and politics 
in the ancestral dimension of digital technologies.

Philosopher of technology Bernard Stiegler (2003) opined 
that not all technologies are ‘mnemotechnics’ –​ technologies 
of memory –​ singling out the oldest, hammers, knives and 
the like. Anything more mechanical, starting with fairly basic 
tools like stirrups and wheels, is going to ossify knowledge 
into things. By the time we get to computation, we are tak-
ing about the enclosure, privatisation and lockdown of math-
ematical, logical and linguistic practice into proprietary black 
boxes. Materials like silver and plastic, and complex tools like 
laser read-​write heads, have deep histories in aeons of human 
thinking and doing; so too do instruction sets and program-
ming languages. Capturing and harvesting human data from 
social media for government and commerce only accelerates 
the process of consolidating ancestral knowledge: today, to the 
extent that our skills and knowledge are being captured in real 
time, we are becoming ancestors. AI only differs in generating 
new forms not just from human-​produced files but from the 
second and subsequent generations of its own products.

Every breath we take tells us humans are not separate 
from their ecologies. In the archive, working with chemical 
and physical decay, transferring to new formats that will also 
decay, it is clear that ancestral technologies are also woven 
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into nature’s processes. That includes the realisation that the 
alternative to remembering is dismembering: submitting arte-
facts and documents to inevitable rot, documented in pho-
tographs of official documents piled up by a toilet in Donald 
Trump’s mansion. When Foucault insisted on the primacy 
of discourses and institutions, he was talking about archives 
operating ‘between tradition and oblivion’, that is, between 
natural mortality and the preservation of ancestral knowledge. 
Archives are dedicated to saving not only old content but infra-
structures. They also commit to the promise Derrida wrote 
about, the promise to deliver things to an unknown future, 
a future to which the current generation will also be past. 
Archiving expresses an obligation to the past, and a duty to the 
future. At the same time, it passes on to the future the obliga-
tion to remember its ancestors, including the archivists who 
laboured to transmit the tradition. When, therefore, Foucault 
wrote about how archives not only make judgements but 
reveal the rules of their practice, those rules include the set of 
reciprocal obligations that archiving assumes and passes on. 
The past haunts the archive, but the archive is also haunted by 
ghosts of the future, who may or may not recall or care for our 
precious things or those whose labour is embodied in them, 
just as our ancestors may or may not be grateful for our selec-
tive attempts to grant them immortality.

Emulation is as constructive and creative as it is recon-
structive and recreative. The artist Simon Biggs, working with 
the Australian branch of EaaSI’s emulations of his CD-​ROM 
interactives of the 1990s like The Great Wall of China, not 
only discovered he could fix flaws in the 1996 files using the 
Macromedia Director emulation, but that returning to the old 
software, now long since buried under archaeological layers of 
corporate takeover, has brought back enough lost affordances 
for him to make new works on the old platform. On top of 
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Usai’s restoration, reconstruction and recreation, the return of 
lost software calls up reanimation, a process evoked by photo-
graphic archivist Jane Birkin (2021: 97) when she reflects, ‘The 
idea that one should not try to anticipate the specific future 
use of an object but should instead allow for all possible uses, 
is fundamental to the latent potentialities of archive materials.’ 
When AI feeds on its own products, it loops back on itself like 
derivatives in finance capital, freezing everything into a per-
manent present. Reanimating old software creates a fork in the 
timeline, where the reanimated branch creates other possibili-
ties for other, multiple futures where there had been only one.

Even when turned into neo-​populist rage, nostalgia is at 
base personal, recreating the past in the image of the present 
for the present, but evolving in its interplay with the one who 
remembers. The feedback loops of current AIs, those designed 
to imitate existing formats like photo-​realism, amass past 
achievements and present actions to create a present where 
no action is possible that does not recreate the same timeless 
dataspace: the purest example of Foucault’s ‘law of what can be 
said’. Reanimation multiplies pasts, presents and futures. Any 
archived artefact is a crossroads of natural forces, ancestral 
technology and human actions, a tangle so dense it is impos-
sible to tell nature, tech and culture apart, not least because 
the crossroads are always moving through time, evolving new 
directions, new dimensions of and new structures in time. 
Emulating Director revealed the rules of the corporate archive, 
which in turn reanimated affordances the cyborg corpora-
tion had carelessly abandoned to wilful oblivion. Reanimating 
multiple branches outward from emulations is a way of liber-
ating enslaved ancestors.

The general intellect understands humans as social. As 
technology and code, the mass unconscious restructures the 
linguistic base of consciousness in favour of an ancestral mode 
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of un-​consciousness –​ as when code is authored not by soft-
ware engineers but by AI. The presumption is that, even if its 
logical structures are comprehensible in written form, when 
code is running it is inaccessible to consciousness. Today this 
incomprehensibly alien form of code increasingly structures 
the communal mass unconscious even though it is still shaped 
by living languages like English and Mandarin. It structures 
not only socially, like language, but socio-​technically, like 
capital. Mass-​code unconscious is no longer at the edge: it is 
the edge, the site where the living become ancestral human 
capital. General cognition articulates the somatic bodies of 
the living with all life, the biosphere that supports it, the gods 
of forests, floods and fires and all cosmic influences of tides, 
seasons, constellations and cosmic rays.

The general imagination is the product of the socialising 
general intellect, the technologizing mass unconscious and 
general cognition’s re-​articulation with the gods of estranged 
natures. It is the capacity to subsume and be subsumed into 
the motions of technology and ecology in operation, not only 
in dreams and slips but in cellular functions and at the mar-
gins of intellect as automatic gestures. Because living involves 
societies, technologies and ecologies, it is never still. The his-
torical ruptures dividing them, traumas of dispossession and 
alienation, are integral to the general imagination, appear-
ing there no longer as conscious blockages but as generative 
contradictions. Non-​identical, no longer under command, 
general imagination is in flux and of the flux, not operative but 
affective, tuned to and animated by ancestors and gods.

Political scientists Chantal Mouffe (2005) and Jacques 
Rancière (1999) argue that politics begins when an excluded 
group demands a voice in its government, as happened 
with the emancipation of slaves and votes for women. The 
exclusion of migrant and Indigenous voices is the forefront 
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of politics today. Settler colonialism tells us to ignore the 
voices of gods and the dead. Consider what politics would 
be if the dead had a voice. And what else do archives do but 
strive to give them one? What if the ecology spoke in its own 
voices –​ not human voices representing it: the voices of gods? 
Unthinkable –​ but so were votes for women. When archives 
deal with entropy, electromagnetism, the geological forces 
that produced the fossils that made the fossil fuel that makes 
plastic, the astronomical forces that made silver and gold, they 
listen to and dialogue with gods and ancestors. The meteoro-
logical apparatus, despite itself, socialises living and dead in a 
planetary commons. The convivial ethics of cooking connects 
us to one another in celebrations of presence. The politics of 
archives overcomes death, creating future potentials by work-
ing with the posthumous media of our forebears. Ethics is cir-
cumscribed by mortality because each of us dies alone, even 
though we can only live together. Politics is greater because 
it extends to all that is excluded: sunlight, air, water, climate, 
vulcanism, entropy –​ and to ancestors, and the ancestors that 
we are becoming. As cooking transforms shameful pasts into 
joyful presents, so archiving transforms preserved objects into 
evolutions. Reanimating timeless cyborg databases by creat-
ing multiple futures out of multiple pasts, archiving is a model 
for a new politics, born to overcome the gulf between ecolo-
gies, technologies and societies and open roads to multiple 
immortalities.
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Coda: Commons

Even the things that stood,
stood in unlikeness

Geoffrey Hill, The Triumph of Love XII

Art is organised around the individual artist. Cooking is inter-
personal, limited to the local. Archiving is a global project but 
a marginal form of politics. Yet however small, ephemeral and 
obscure, they are all acts of human-​ecological-​technological 
imagination of the kind that Raymond Williams (1989) referred 
to as resources of hope –​ imaginative efforts because, as pro-
cess philosopher Brian Massumi emphasised, they strive ‘to 
transform the no-​place of the archive into the no-​place of a uto-
pia’. Charcoal, the blank matter left in the wake of the fire gods, 
from Nawarla Gabarnmang to the kettle barbie, via Pollock’s 
cigarette butts and studio nitrate fires, cannot but feed imagi-
nation. I had wanted to make Chapter 4 about the commons 
but set a trap for myself by arguing that aesthetics can only deal 
with what exists. Indigenous commons do exist, and women’s 
commons (Shiva 1988). White Western men cannot inhabit or 
claim them for themselves, but nor should they (we) ‘develop 
their argument by repeating precisely the exclusion of non-​
European people they decry’ (Belmessous 2012: 15). Because 
the commons persists in protests (Warrender 2022) and car-
nivals (Bakhtin 1968), parallel to its continuation among first 



238 Good

238

peoples wherever they have resisted colonial capital, it has 
never been wholly absent, and cannot be accused of being a 
plan to impose present values on the future. The commons 
exists only as a condition of constant possibility, a subjunctive 
existence, imagined.

Benjamin recorded in his diary on 25 August 1938, ‘A 
Brechtian maxim: take your cue not from the good old things, 
but from the bad new ones’ (Benjamin 2002: 340). Present cir-
cumstances demand another order: start from the good new 
things hidden among the bad. Among the bad, few are as dis-
piriting as the affliction of disaffection, the hegemonic form 
of affectless resentment. There is a sociology to be written on 
the cultural construction of contemporary melancholy, but 
the term’s histories suggest that even in the gloom, good new 
things may glimmer. ‘Nearly all the writers of the later Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance considered it an incontestable fact 
that melancholy, whether morbid or natural, stood in some 
special relationship to Saturn’ (Klibansky et al. 2019: 127). In 
classical Rome, Saturn was associated with generation, abun-
dance, agriculture and renewal; the Golden Age was the age 
of Saturn, celebrated in the week-​long midwinter Saturnalia 
festival that the poet Catullus (1970: XIV, 14) called the best of 
days, reliving the lost age, before Jupiter cast Saturn into hell 
when, in Ovid’s lines,

Earth by herself, unasked, untouched by hoes,
Unmarred by ploughs, provided everything. …
Rivers of milk, rivers of nectar flowed,
and yellow honey trickled from green oaks.

Metamorphoses I, 104–​105, 115–​116 (Ovid 2022)

Earth was whole and the people at ease and at one with it, 
and there was no technology, not even a hoe. The myth of 
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the Golden Age is undoubtedly nostalgic and the Saturnalia 
no doubt served as a pressure valve and momentary reversal 
(masters used to serve their slaves a meal) to secure the good 
order of the state. The story that there were humans who never 
worked and had no tools smacks of wish-​fulfilment, like Harry 
McClintock’s 1928 hobo song ‘The Big Rock Candy Mountain’, 
where ‘There ain’t no short-​handled shovels /​ No axes, saws, 
or picks.’ The dream of idle luxury survives as advertising gim-
mick and individualist aspiration, and its longevity draws 
on the persistent feeling that machines have served only to 
enslave workers and hurt nature. Because desire is formed in 
that historical condition –​ that condition of history –​ it cannot 
escape it. Imagining, on the contrary, takes from the actual its 
potential to be otherwise. No commons actually exists, but its 
subjunctive existence makes it a resource that turns the una-
voidable ground of desire newly avoidable, and the commons 
not only virtually present but available for unpredictable acts 
of imagination.

In the face of apathy –​ sullen acceptance of the end –​ and 
confronting the failures of capital and revolution and the immi-
nent collapse of human-​friendly ecology when even hope runs 
aground; after hope, there remain desire and imagination. 
Cited in the introduction to this book, Bloch’s (1988: 16) adage 
‘Hope would not be hope if it could not be disappointed’ 
needs to be reversed and re-​interpreted: imagination is only 
imagination if it can be realised. Desire is personal, imagina-
tion is political. Desire wants to restore the Golden Age in a 
future ‘realm of freedom’ (Marx 1959: 820) containing all the 
plenty and ease of the lost past; imagination wants to realise 
the latent potential of the present. Desire subordinates the 
world to itself; imagination subordinates itself to the world.

The world that embraces imagination is heavy with pres-
ences: the past and future making their demands, and the 
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regenerative forces of the green world. The section on archives 
at the end of Chapter 4 emphasises the imaginative power of 
ancestry as legacy, as demand for redemption from slavery 
to capitalist technology. Too briefly I made the case that eco-
logical phenomena can be understood as gods. Like Saturn, 
they renew. They have immense powers that shape human 
life. Unlike scientific laws, divine powers are unpredictable, 
demanding not just respect but mediation. Among their most 
unpredictable qualities is their capacity to care for humans. 
Ecological gods are not the ticking of the blind watchmaker’s 
creation that monotheism and science describe –​ they have 
desires, instincts and drives other than wish-​fulfilment and 
fantasy, lusts poets can compare to human greed, ambition, 
fury or passion but ultimately unlike them. They are autono-
mous of human will or want, even though they both hurt and 
nurture us, and they are not only larger but longer-​lasting than 
our brief lives: immortal even as they change in time. With the 
Roman Epicurean philosopher Cicero (1998), I do not demand 
that you, gentle reader, believe in the immortal gods: only that 
you permit yourself to imagine a world animate with energies 
demanding respect and obligation, just as ancestors do.

How then to understand the fraught category of the 
human? Environmental theorists Tom Cohen and Claire 
Colebrook (2016: 12) may overstate their case when, in an 
essay prefiguring the arguments in Chapter 1.1, ‘Posthumous’, 
above, they write, ‘Humanity comes into being, late in the 
day, when it declares itself to no longer exist, and when it 
looks wistfully, in an all too human way, at a world without 
humans.’ ‘Among Marx’s most undertheorized ideas’, accord-
ing to philosopher Amy Wendling (2009: 87), ‘is his notion that 
human activity is not reducible to labor. This idea’, she adds, ‘is 
barely conceivable in the advanced capitalist environments of 
today’ (see also Wark 2017: n.p). Wendling was working on the 
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distinction between labour and labour power (Arbeitskraft), 
deriving the term Kraft from Helmholtz’s thermodynamic 
theory of force, ‘power’ or ‘work’ in the scientific sense. When 
cyborg capital has subsumed even the free time of consump-
tion under its data-​extractivist logic, from capital’s perspective 
everything humans do is labour. For Cohen and Colebrook, 
the Anthropocene marks the terminus of this logic, humanity 
invented at the moment of its disappearance. Apart from his-
torical evidence to the contrary (Confucian humanism dates 
back to the fourth century bce), their argument suggests that 
recognising humanity as a geological force proves at once the 
autonomy of humans from their world and the fate they have 
created for themselves.

A counter-​argument, drawing on ancestral wisdom and 
recognising the gods, arose among the ancient Greeks, who, 
according to cosmopolitan theorist Nikos Papastergiadis, ‘did 
not see themselves as being totally determined by external 
forces. They were not autonomous enough to ignore the gods. 
Fate was never sealed, but rather it was experienced as a per-
petual struggle. This agonistic perspective on human nature 
was founded on the belief that humanity held something in 
common with the cosmos. We are in it. In a minuscule way our 
images and actions are part of the cosmos. It is not external to 
us’ (Papastergiadis 2023: 20).

Ascribing autonomy to humans can only be accomplished 
by ignoring the gods, at which point the automata of blind phys-
ics determines both the fate of humanity and its isolation. This 
must be the humanity that Cohen and Colebrook evoke, a god-
less species whose inert ancestors bear responsibility for disas-
ter but can redeem neither themselves nor their descendants.

Papastergiadis’ radical cosmopolitanism, with its literal 
embrace of social and cosmic, continued its subterranean tra-
dition right through the work of the mature Marx, for whom, 
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according to historian Anson Rabinbach (1990: 81), ‘the full 
development and unfolding of the productive potential of 
nature and technology is the organizing principle of society … 
in which the distinction between the natural forces of produc-
tion and the productive forces of society is no longer decisive’. 
It is not then that humanity only appears on the historical stage 
in the moment it finds itself fatally cornered in a trap of its own 
making. Rather, the idea of autonomous humanity had already 
obliterated itself in the factories of the nineteenth century. The 
human might be defined as the pile of debris left by the passing 
of Benjamin’s storm called Progress. In light of Papastergiadis’, 
Wendling’s and Rabinbach’s arguments, Marx’s realm of free-
dom, a future rather than a lost, past Golden Age, belongs not 
to an exclusively human clientele but is constituted in a com-
mons of humans, ancestors and gods.

The verb ‘is constituted’ is present-​tense, not future, 
because the distinctions between natural, social and ‘produc-
tive forces’ –​ that is, technologies –​ had already dissolved by the 
1860s when Marx developed his ideas on labour, labour power 
and machines. If we were to accept the thermodynamic prin-
ciple, then keeping them apart for purposes of rule and exploi-
tation would demand massive expenditures of energy: another 
reason for the ongoing tendency of capital towards perma-
nent and possibly terminal crisis. Because imagination is only 
imagination (as opposed to hope or desire) when it can be 
realised, the commons can be described as imagined because, 
at immense cost, it has been repressed at least since Marx’s 
day, but also because the repressed always returns. The task of 
the living is to imagine the commons; in return, the task of the 
commons is to make it possible to imagine.

This is what love does, unlocking the unrealised, realis-
ing the unlocked, a mutual imagining. Scaling love up from 
interpersonal to social bonds is notoriously prone to either 
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sentimentality or, indistinguishably, communal narcissistic 
nationalism. Responding to Hardt and Negri’s appeal to com-
munal love in Commonwealth (2009), Lauren Berlant admires 
‘the revolutionary kernel of the impulse to throw it all over 
through the leap of coordinating oneself with virtual strangers, 
and then to become a part stranger to oneself in the emerg-
ing atmosphere of the new relation’ (Berlant 2011: 684). Love 
is not a gamble with winners and losers, but it does plunge 
through the known into a shared project, a work with an other, 
with others, with the world to make another world that now 
lies coiled up like a spring inside the old.

Perhaps our species has not always been nomadic, but 
it is now. Migrating is a terrible condition. Driven by famine, 
drought, war and oppression, turned away from the gateways to 
rich nations, the migrant is the constant victim of the unkind-
ness of strangers. It is not to underestimate the horrors of precar-
ious life to say that mass migration is globalisation from below, 
a multitudinous rebellion against exclusion and privation, the 
foundations of wealth. If indeed ‘Justice is what love looks like 
in public’ (Cornel West, cited in Demos 2020: 17), then injustice 
looks like apathy or, worse, wilful deafness turning away from 
the pleas of the desperate. The immense cost of maintaining 
borders exposes not hatred but the self-​love of cyborg capital, 
how it feels nothing, its anaesthetic politics. Migrants do not 
resist the state and private property: private property and states 
resist migration, resist humanity as they resist gods and ances-
tors. For capital, people are only good for physical, intellectual 
and now affective exploitation, just as ancestors are only good 
as instruments of extraction and manipulation, and gods only 
raw material, and all can be destroyed in exchange for a few 
more years in power or in profit.

The question, raised several times in other contexts in 
this book, is whether there is one commons or many. Is there 
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one affect or many affects, one ecology or many ecologies, 
one imagination or many imaginations? Is there only one cos-
mopolis or many, one economy or many, as there are many 
we’s, never just one. Is the singular–​plural dilemma simply the 
wrong question? Or are economy, ecology, affect, imagination 
and commons all one, and their separations a category error? 
A preliminary answer: yes. Each is both singular and plural. 
Multiple stable categories belong to the historical order of 
communication, unity to the flux of mediation. Stability is no 
more a quality of the one than it is of the non-​identical zero 
it derives from. Ontologically affect, economy, imagination 
and ecology are all one mediating commons. Historically, they 
shatter and multiply. This is a contradiction, and decisions 
on what is good depend on its generative power. It is possi-
ble that the contradiction between ontology and history is 
good because it is the foundation of art and culture and of all 
struggles to expand or escape beyond the implied humanism 
of the words. Good at least in these times, until the contradic-
tion might be resolved. The commons stands at the end of this 
book not because it resolves all dilemmas but, on the con-
trary, because it is composed of nothing but contradictions, 
between ontology and history, between social, technological 
and ecological, between actual and imagined. Crushed, par-
titioned, lost and unrealised, plural and singular, the unstable 
commons is the only possible ground where beauty or beau-
ties could appear. The good can only arise from the commons 
because aesthetic politics must be good for all.
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Manifesto

The rationalist West cannot survive. To transform it must 
confront what reason excludes: gods and ancestors.

The new conditions of unconsciousness and non-​con-
sciousness can and must refuse the privations of 
exchange and the perpetual present in favour of recip-
rocal obligations.

The West must travel through these conditions, not steal-
ing from cultures that do respect gods and ancestors but 
loving and learning from them.

From the ruins of the mass unconscious and the margins 
of general cognition, by embracing the commonalities 
of living and dead ancestors and the mutuality of bodies 
and ecologies, the privatised general intellect is trans-
forming into the cosmopolitan general imagination.

Alter-​cosmopolis, the creative potentia of the West, does 
not exist and must be imagined.

There is no one Good but many, all failing to exist. The 
unstable, subjunctive multiplicity of the human, eco-
logical and technical commons makes it possible to 
imagine a commons that can and must come into being.

After hope, imagine the commons.
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