Unnatural Acts:
Theorizing the Performative

Sue-Ellen Case
Philip Brett
Susan Leigh Foster

The partitioning of performance into obligatory appearances and strict
disallowances is a complex social code assumed to be “natural” until recent
notions of performativity unmasked its operations. Performance partitions,
strictly enforced within traditional conceptions of the arts, foreground the
gestures of the dancer, but ignore those of the orchestra player, assign sig-
nificance to the elocution of the actor, but not to the utterances of the audi-
ence. The critical notion of performativity both reveals these partitions as
unnatural and opens the way for the consideration of all cultural intercourse
as performance. It also exposes the compulsory nature of some orders of
performance. The oppressive requirements of systems that organize gender
and sexual practices mark who may wear the dress and who may perform
the kiss. Further, the fashion. of the dress and the colorizing of the skin that
dons it are disciplined by systems of class and “race.” These cultural per-
formances are critical sites for study.

The series Unnatural Acts encourages further interrogations of all varie-
ties of performance both in the traditional sense of the term and from the
broader perspective provided by performativity.
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Preface -

Posthuman Bodies is a collection of essays that takes up, in a mostly affir-
mative way, various challenges to the coherence of the “human body” as
a figure through which culture is processed and oriented. In the essay that
opens this volume, we argue that a posthuman condition is upon us, and
that nostalgia for a humanist philosophy of self and other, human and
alien, normal and queer is merely the echo of a battle that has already
taken place. This argument is not a truth claim but, like the title of the
volume itself, an open invitation to engage discursive and bodily configu-
rations that displace the human, humanism, and the humanities. As we
will assert, such engagements come from the experience that the authori-
zation that these identities seem to offer comes at too high a price; at the
price of rendering unintelligible much of what matters to us. The “us” of
this pronouncement and what is at stake in it will be constantly under
revision in the essays that follow.

Like “us,” most of the contributors to this volume come through the
humanities—diagonally, as it were—neither quite beginning there, nor
quite leaving them behind. The essays cluster around film and literary
studies, cultural studies of science and science fiction, feminist and queer
studies, but multiple other resonances and disjunctions characterize rela-
tions within and among volume, sections, and essays. Typically, these do
not yield the glimpse of some utopian interdisciplinary space or Program
in the Posthumanities; instead, they share a commitment in practice to
hybridities that resist reduction to single principles; a perversity that is
often enacted through diagonal resistances to standard academic dis-
course, While this may seem an annoyance or even a failure of organiza-
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tional rigor to some readers, it is for better and worse a primary animator
of the assemblage of Posthuman Bodies. To put it another way, the “post”
of “posthuman” interests us not really insofar as it posits some sub-
sequent developmental state, but as it collapses into sub-, inter-, infra-,
trans-, pre-, anti-.

Following our manifesto-manqué, Allucquere Rosanne Stone and Steven
Shaviro elaborate some of the multiplications that characterize the post-
human condition. In “Identity in Oshkosh,” Stone explores how Multiple
Personality Disorder, which she follows through a Wisconsin rape trial,
represents a crisis in accountability and agency, raising potent questions
about “how cultural meaning is constructed in relation to bodies and
selves.” Shaviro suggests in the following essay that we can learn a couple
of things from William Burroughs about the multiple and parasitical re-
lations between bodies and personalities, words and money, insects and
sexual torture. For Shaviro as for Burroughs, “Self-identity is ultimately a
symptom of parasitic invasion, the expression within me of forces origi-
nating from the outside.”

If the lessons from Burroughs and the enterprise of multiplicity still
seem unclear, Kathy Acker, in her inimitable bad-girl vogue, clears up the
matter: “It was the days when men were cutting off their cocks and
women were putting on strap-ons.” Acker’s apocalyptic soap opera con-
tinues to take us through masochism, paranoia and plagiarized sex tips
for girls, assembling along the way an anti-Oedipal sex/gender system
whose “someness” always makes it the site of conflicting stories-in-process.
The three following essays explore the someness of gender for the oppor-
tunities it offers for explicitly feminist engagements with posthumanity.
Alexandra Chasin considers how «Identities among Women, Servants,
and Machines” (and subject/object distinctions historically bound up
with them) are renegotiated in various human-machine interactions, sug-
gesting that human and machine “working beings” share a common
project in undermining claims of ontological difference between us. Paula
Rabinowitz exploits the equally shifty boundaries between documentary
truth, cinematic fantasy, and spectatorial investment in Chick Strand’s
film, Soft Fiction. Susan M. Squier moves the performance space from the
dark comforts of the cinema to the intrauterine space of reproductive
technologies, tracing the emergence of a new constellation of reproduc-
tive images—“Ectogenetic Fetus, Surrogate Mother, Pregnant Man”—to
assess their disciplinary functions in posthuman reproduction.

Essays by Jennifer Terry, Camilla Griggers and Roddey Reid are clus-
tered around discursive practices of «“Queering.” Terry investigates how
scientific discourses of sexual normalcy and deviance can be implicated
in the construction of homophobia while retaining a “seductive power”
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for some gay men and lesbians. Griggers, on the other hand, is interested
in how the mass media’s image of the deviant lesbian body functions as a
definitive limit case for postmodern and posthuman technologies of vio-
lent subjectivity. From the death of a pacifist femininity, Reid shifts the
scene to the “Death of the Family” as a narrative that has both succeeded
and failed in “Keeping Human Beings Human.” Reid inverts the scare tac-
tics of conservative discourse on the family, parodying the gothic imagery
of decline and apocalypse to situate death-of-the-family narratives into a
posthuman context.

The essays that comprise the final section, “Terminal Bodies,” empha-
size cinematic posthuman becomings in which “Terminal” signals not a
simple end but termination as an ongoing condition, as well as indicating
the place where human and machine interface, with unpredictable results.
Kelly Hurley’s “Reading Like an Alien” posits alternatives to psychoideo-
logical theories of the horror film that understand its function as the ne-
gotiation of cultural repressions. Hurley argues that, while the horror film
works within traditional cultural narratives of “the human,” including
those of psychoanalysis, it does so in order to rupture and exceed them,
generating new images and narratives of “the human” as posthuman in
the process. In “Terminating Bodies: Toward a Cyborg History of Abor-
tion,” Carol Mason challenges the messianic strain in, recent theoreti-
cal constructions of the cyborg as a symbol for political embodiment, ar-
guing that historic divisions between class, race, and gender enacted
in Terminator 1I—especially the film’s apparent celebration of white femi-
ninity at the expense of black masculinity—compromise the liberatory
potential of the cyborg. Eric White’s “Evolutionist Cinema” tends to posit
bodily futures as animations of “hitherto latent aspects of human na-
ture.” White traces several film narratives in which the human body be-
comes monstrously other by emancipating “the menagerie within.”

We hope this volume will function as a kind of upgrade; a piece of very
soft-ware that enacts and enables various interactivities, code-switchings,
and other potentially viral discursive involvements. While we wait for a
self-help book to tell us how to get in touch with “the menagerie within,”
this ambiguously pregnant set of cautions and exhortations will have to
stand in for a user’s manual. Go forth and multiply. Your actual mileage
may vary. Objects in mirror are closer than they appear.

Judith Halberstam
and Ira Livingston



Acknowledgments

Our thanks go to Kelly Hurley and Eric White for their part in conceptu-
alizing this volume, and to Sue-Ellen Case, Susan Foster, Philip Brett, and
others at Indiana University Press for helping to materialize it. For grant-
ing some of the time and space to work on this project, Ira Livingston
thanks the director, Peter Copek, and staff of the Oregon State University
Humanities Center. We thank Verso Press for permission to publish Paula
Rabinowitz’s essay, a version of which appeared in her book on documen-
tary film. We thank Grove Press for permission to publish Kathy Acker’s
essay, “The End of the World of White Men,” a subsequent version of
which appears as the preface to Pussy, King of the Pirates, under the title,
“Once Upon a Time, Not Long Ago, O.”



POSTHUMAN BODIES






Introduction:
Posthuman Bodies

Judith Halberstam and Ira Livingston

If the time should ever come when what is now called science, thus
familiarised to men, shall be ready to put on, as it were, a form of
flesh and blood, the Poet will lend his divine spirit to aid the trans-
figuration, and will welcome the Being thus produced, as a dear and
genuine inmate of the household of man. (Wordsworth 738)

Now that Wordsworth’s entrepreneurial speculation of future collusion
between scientific and cultural production has paid off repeatedly, the
bond matured and the stock split and reinvested again and again to the
profit of its stockholders, the loyalty of employees and customers of
the human monopoly (Nature/Culture Systems, Incorporated) can no
longer be assured. Science and its poetic sidekick have maintained the
“household of man” through exclusions, subordinations, exoticizations,
pathologizations, criminalizations—thus guaranteeing that the “trans-
figuration” that is upon us cannot leave intact any of Wordsworth’s inter-
dependent terms: neither “what is now called science,” nor the “form of
flesh and blood,” nor the “household of man.”

Posthumanities emerge not in the happy interdisciplinary family busi-
ness imagined by Wordsworth, but (equipped with leaked secrets and em-
bezzled powers) out of a disenchantment that is both anti-aesthetic and
anti-scientific. It is in this volatile market that the medical/aesthetic dis-
ciplinary monopoly on “the body” is being challenged. If the announce-
ment of the discovery that “the body” has a history has become conven-
tional, the field that it inaugurates has only begun to be established. Even
so, the emergence of “the body” in history, and thereby its partial reifica-
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tion and relativization, also opens a space for posthistorical bodies to es-
tablish themselves.

“We’re all connected,” crooned a recent ad-campaign for New York
Telephone: that was the kind of thing Wordsworth had in mind. The
slogan performs an exemplary ideo/topo-logical maneuver. The organicist
notion of connectedness—and its most extreme mystification, the Romantic
imagination—had been invented as internalizations and de-politiciza-
tions of dominant material interests and their power/knowledge grid. The
ad turns the heavily laundered Romantic imagination inside out to or-
ganicize the corporate body. The old humanist party line is sublated in
the postmodern partyline, dogma mutated into a floating multiple con-
versation, couplings into switchboards—looking forward to an operator-
less networking that is both and neither perfect freedom and the
police state (which, as William Burroughs reminds us, has no need
police). But if the extension, attenuation, miniaturization, and cross-
wired interdependence of the networks that implicate the body are Con-
trol strategies (and they are), the time has passed when resistance could
effectively be imagined in terms of a sovereign, local, man’s-home-is-his-
castle body. The price of indulging nostalgia for the immediacy of edenic
nakedness, or for the spontaneous and bodily unity of the revolutionary
crowd, is too high. The urgency for new kinds of coitions and coalitions
is too compelling in an age of continuous and obligatory diasporas.

The constructionist body is not equal to the task if it is merely a com-
pensatory or reactionary opponent to the humanist body. The proletari-
anization or automatization of the body with respect to “discursivity” is
an anxious reaction-formation to the “loss” of an autonomy that was it-
self an exclusive fiction. Posthuman bodies are not slaves to masterdis-
courses but emerge at nodes where bodies, bodies of discourse, and dis-
courses of bodies intersect to foreclose any easy distinction between actor
and stage, between sender/receiver, channel, code, message, context. Post-
human embodiment, like Haraway’s “feminist embodiment, then, is not
about fixed location in a reified body, female or otherwise, but about
nodes in fields, inflections in orientations. . . . Embodiment is significant
prosthesis” (195).

Sign Posts: Some Posthuman Narratives

Postmodernism, poststructuralism, postcolonialism, postindustrial capi-
talism: the proliferation of academic “post-isms” marks simultaneously
the necessary or regrettable failure to imagine what’s next and the recog-
nition that it must always appear as “the as yet unnamable which is pro-
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claiming itself and which can do so, as is necessary whenever a birth is in
the offing, only under the species of the non-species, in the formless,
mute, infant and terrifying form of monstrosity” (Derrida 293). But the
rough beast that now slouches towards the next century is not monstrous
simply by virtue of its status as a non-species: posthuman monstrosity
and its bodily forms are recognizable because they occupy the overlap be-
tween the now and the then, the here and the always: the annunciation of
posthumanity is always both premature and old news.

Posthuman bodies are the causes and effects of postmodern relations
of power and pleasure, virtuality and reality, sex and its consequences.
The posthuman body is a technology, a screen, a projected image; it is a
body under the sign of AIDS, a contaminated body, a deadly body, a
techno-body; it is, as we shall see, a queer body. The human body itself is
no longer part of “the family of man” but of a zoo of posthumanities. In
their recent world tour, the rock group Uz coined the concept “Zoo TV”
and performed the becoming-posthuman of the body on stage and on
camera, somewhere between desire and captivity. Zoo TV was a remark-
able performance of identity in mass media culture for several reasons,
Bono’s various couplings on stage with mirrors, cameras and video equip-
ment fundamentally undermined otherwise stable relationships between
fan and star, disconcerting the technology of rock stardom by insisting
that the star is a trick of the dazzling lights, a feedback effect rather than
an emotional center that anchors the rock performance in time and space
for each individual fan.

Is the performer screen or image, reflection or production? By calling
the rock extravaganza “Zoo TV,” Uz confuses the distinction between
who is looking out or in, who js in the cage, who looks on, who s exoti-
cized, what is rare, who is catalogued and how. We might ask how Zoo TV
collapses nature and culture into each other, into a place where captivity
refers to a state of desire (fan captivation) rather than astate of siege. But
is captivity on screen or off ?

The relation between the posthuman and the postmoderninaZoo TV

a troubling relationship to history. Speed and its possibilities—the speed
of the new, the speeds of potential futures colliding with the fast ap-
proaching past—create a crisis in the category of “history” and the nar-
ratives it inspires. History is inefficient as a method of processing mean-
ing; it cannot keep up. As history slows down relative to events in the
realm of information and meaning, the future remains on hold. History
#s social or chronologjcal history is dying with the white male of western
metaphysics and consequently it is no longer enough to say where we have



Introduction

4

been. We struggle instead to articulate a present laden with the debris of
inert pasts. Posthuman bodies do not belong to linear history. They are of
the past and future lived as present crisis. This present, this crisis does not
glide smoothly along a one-dimensional timeline but erupts or coalesces
non-locally across an only partially temporizable realm of meaning.

Posthuman Bodies represents attempts to keep up with the present and
to process the identities that rub up against the body and then dissolve in
the maelstrom we call postmodernism, posthumanism, poststructural-
ism, postcolonialism, postindustrial capitalism. The essays in this volume
work to engage posthuman narratives that have all but replaced previous
masternarratives about humanity, its bodies, its subjects, its pains, and its
pleasures. These narratives show how the body and its effects have been
thoroughly re-imagined through an infra-disciplinary interrogation of
human identity and its attendant ideologies.

Out Posts: Some Subcultures
without Culture: Paris Is Burning

Posthuman bodies thrive in subcultures without culture: there are only
subcultures. Culture processes and appropriates a subculture only as quickly
as the subculture becomes visible as culture: the Imaginary of dominant
culture is always only a culmination of appropriated forms and plagia-
rized lyrics (if a mirror can be said to appropriate anything).

Voguing, now a famous instance of the signifying dance of the hyper-
stylized body, began as a predominantly black and latino transvestite sub-
cultural denaturalization of haute-culture gender performance (before
being mainstreamed by a very white Madonna). But to identify voguing
as parasitical on Big Culture (e.g., under the heading of “parody”) would
be as reductive as to try to understand voguing as Romantic Creativity.
Instead, voguing and other subcultural practices work to undermine the
one-eyed pyramid of generic hierarchy, to trouble the smooth flowchart
of cultural circulation, somewhat like films that precede novelizations, se-
quels that precede prequels, mafia bosses that model themselves on movie
mafia bosses, actor-presidents, TV-doctors who endorse pills, polls that
pit sitting vice presidents against the TV characters they denounce, info-
mercials, docudramas, and so on and on.

Madonna mimics black and latino gay prostitute culture and translates
it into a million-dollar stage act; her performances are attempts to origi-
nate the forms she has appropriated. This is exactly the process by which
some performances are given the weight and authority of “reality” while
others are relegated to shadows and imitations. But if authority and origi-
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formance and butch-femme lesbian gender performances, Butler is able
to claim that “the parodic or imitative effect of gay identities works neij-
ther to copy nor to emulate heterosexuality, but rather; to expose hetero-
sexuality as an incessant and panicked imitation of its own naturalized
idealization” (22-23). This inversion is powerful because of the way it in-
tervenes in the construction of gendered subjectivity at the point where
it becomes a model of humanness. It interrupts a linear continuity among
gender, heterosexual norms, and human sexuality by showing how heavily

heterosexuality and gender depend on g2y identities to idealize, humanize

present oppression of “Others” is by no means to be understated, the
Other is also the matrix against which the self is made toappear and from
which it can never be extricated; the “conservation of Otherness” dj

»

rather similar way to give the illusion of a monolithic culture of white
monied heterosexuality, under whose camera eye she squirms. The release
of Jennie Livingston’s film, Paris Is Burning, drained Madonna’s voguing
€xtravaganza of its reality effect even while being pulled part way up by
her bootstraps. Not only do New York City’s drag queens give an alterna-
tive history to the origin of voguing, they also give an alternative history

order to engage the posthuman narratives that saturate transitions be-
tween cultures and subcultures,

Balls, houses, legends; reading, throwing shade, walking; realness, cate-
gories, vogue: the subcultural “dictionary” that organizes Paris I's Burning

gangs. Houses are like familjes and they take their names from designers
(House of Chanel, Saint-Laurent, etc.) or from their founders or Mothers
(House of Labeija, Ninja, etc.). Between “tribe” and “family” and “profes-
sion” and “commune” and “corporation,” the House is an unromanti-
cizably opportunistic posthuman assemblage that could never be mis-
taken for the cozy privacy of Wordsworth's “household of man.”
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To “walk the ball” is to compete, in one of a huge range of categories,
against “Children” of other Houses for trophies. Categories include Butch
and Femme Queens, Realness, Bangee Girl and Boy, and so on. In Real-
ness, Children simulate a social role to the point where they could pass for
real. For example, Executive Realness involves dressing as a businessman
with suit, tie and attaché case. The Realness category allows poor, gay,
often black or latino men to untangle for a moment the economic and
social forms of oppression that stand between them and the so-called
“real world.” It also allows them, however, to recreate that real world in
their own image, to repeople it and to challenge in an intensely artistic
way the conventions of domination.

While many of the Femme Queens are satisfied to strike poses of femi-
ninity, others in the ball scene have had actual transsexual operations.
Bodily operations suggest that “Realness” may in fact have something to
do with physical organs, while the drag shows suggest that, on the con-
trary, the most Real woman is one who passes on the streets rather than
between the sheets. This tension between “real” anatomy and real gender
is articulated by several Femme Queens in the documentary. Pepper Labeija
and Dorian Corey offer accounts of what they perceive to be the nuanced
distance between performing realness and wanting to be real. Corey says
that the Children hunger too much for something beyond the “small
fame” of walking the ball. Labeija cautions against taking realness for real;
he never wanted the operation because he knows that simply “having a
pussy does not mean you will have a fabulous life.” Labeija wryly implies
that becoming a woman means facing a new oppression: to be a “real”
woman is simply to face “real” sexism. On the other hand, Venus Xtrava-
ganza wants the operation and longs to be “a spoiled, rich, white girl
living in the suburbs.” While this kind of sentiment drew horrified re-
sponses from some liberal critics who marveled at the willingness of
people to embrace their oppressions, it is a fantasy that actually begs to be
read within the context of the balls and their codes of signification.
Venus’s fantasy functions as fantasy precisely because its realization will
always be frustrated. The “real” of her fantasy, of course, has little if any-
thing to do with spoiled, white girls in suburbs. The posthuman element
of this fantasy lies in its non-relation to real whiteness and its expression
of the fantasy function of white realness. W hiteness, in other words, func-
tions in this fantasy as a limit of the real and as a desired category only
because it is unattainable or impossible. Not because whiteness cannot be
simulated but because Venus Xtravaganza for one will never reap the re-
wards of even a successful simulation of whiteness. Real whiteness, how-
ever, the other end of this equation, becomes equally vulnerable insofar as
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Venus’s fantasy makes visible the lines of power that collide in the cate-
gory “white” and which allow it to slide into the category “human.”

Madonna performs the real “whiteness” that voguing exposes as drag
in order to stabilize the categories and make her whiteness and realness
work for her in a way that Venus never can. While Venus and the other
queens imitate a whiteness they find in fashion magazines, Madonna imi-
tates the imitation in order to reclaim and re-secure voguing for super-
stars. Madonna’s performance and her blond translation of voguing make
her a real millionaire; Venus dies before the film project is completed, a
murder victim. This is not, therefore, merely a moral lesson about the
dangers of thinking realness is mutable. Instead, Madonna and Venus are
examples of the power of stable real whiteness versus the risk and inse-
curities of trying to perform white realness. These are not aberrations of
the flow-vectors that define the structure of cultural space-time but indi-
cators of the poverty of teleological and hierarchical narratives to account
for cultural traffic.

The gridlock of signifiers and signifieds at the juncture of gender, class,
cthnicity, and sexuality in the night world of voguing is a traffic jam of
posthuman proportions, where the drivers may as well abandon their ve-
hicles. The Human wanders, lost, into a maze of sex changes, wardrobe
changes, make-overs, and cover versions that imbricate human reality
into posthuman realness.

As definitions of bodies and their acts proliferate within subcultures,
they shrink proportionately in what we call culture. One example, Hus-
bands and Wives, one of Woody Allen’s melancholic autobiographical
confessions, registers the loss of a sexual vocabulary within normative
heterosexuality. Judy Davis plays a frustrated and frigid divorcée who
struggles to find the right sexual combination, the formula she hopes will
unlock her desire. After a date with a caring, handsome man she seems to
like but not desire, she is reduced to thinking of coupling as the union of
“hedgehogs and foxes,” a union that signifies the impossibility of comple-
ientarity. But the model for binary complementarity in Allen’s film is a
heterosexuality that here seems stuck always in a mode of either/or, with
no alternatives in sight. Davis’s character lacks a way of understanding
the desire for difference and the desire for sameness; where they overlap,
where they collide, where they come to blows. Hedgehogs and foxes?
Mcanwhile, minority sexual cultures generate elaborate and proliferating
sexual vocabularies: so many words, so many acts, so few discrete identi-
lies—or only as many identities as there are bodies and then some. Hedge-
hogs and foxes? This definition registers the pathos of normative hetero-
sexuality locked into a sad groove, constantly generating narratives of
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sentiment and romance to cover over the obvious confusion and lack of
faith that plagues all attempts to mate for life.

Someness

Sex only has currency when it becomes a channel for something besides
its own drive for pleasure. Turn-ons are not sexual; sexuality is a dispersed
relation between bodies and things: some bodies (such as male lesbians,
female cockwearers, baby butches, generationalists, sadofetishists, women
with guns) and some things (dildoes, pistols, vegetables, ATM cards, com-
puters, phones, books, phone books). Some turn-ons: women in suits
looking like boys, women in suits wearing dildoes looking like and being
men, men without dicks, dicks without men, virtual body parts, interac-
tive fantasy. What is bodily about sex? What is sexual about sex? What is
gendered? Are posthuman bodies postgender? Is anything post anymore,
or is this the beginning? The search for origins stops here because we are
the origins at which imagined reality, virtual reality, gothic reality are all
up for grabs. You’re not human until you're posthuman. You were never
human.

What would happen if singularities ceased to anchor the ways in which
we think? Not The Posthuman Body, but bodies. “The sex which is not
one” is the plural paradigm for the species which are never one. Deleuze
and Guattari revise the paradigm of the subject strung like a marionette
to reduce the marionette body and the puppeteer mind to more cat’s
cradles of nervous fibers, sets of intersecting bio-psycho-social con-
straints that make the nodal body (8). This is not to replace a stuck mind-
body dualism with a heterogeneous monism, but to insist on the “some-
ness” of every assemblage. Posthumanity cannot be asserted by a kind of
gender suffrage (each person their own gender) because the discourse
of “infinite diversity” just plays the “good cop” to the “bad cop” of singu-
larity and duality, to the tendency to set up one (system of gender) and
two (m/f, gay/straight, gay/lesbian). For Haraway’s “cyborg,” “one is too
few, but two are too many” (177); Homi Bhabha’s postcolonial “hybridity”
is “less than one and double” (179); Deleuze and Guattari’s “assemblage”
is enumerated as “n minus one”:

In truth, it is not enough to say, ‘Long live the multiple,’ difficult as
it is to raise that cry. No typographical, lexical, or even syntactical
cleverness is enough to make it heard. The multiple must be made,
not by always adding a higher dimension, but rather in the simplest
of ways, by dint of sobriety, with the number of dimensions one al-
ready has available—always n minus one. (6)
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How many races, genders, sexualities are there? Some. How many are
you? Some. “Some” is not an indefinite number awaiting a more accurate
measurement, but a rigorous theoretical mandate whose specification,
necessary asit is (since “the multiple must be made”), is neither numerable
nor, in the common sense, innumerable,

Some Humans

The rhetorical crisis for the humanist is such that one minute he’ll lay
down the law of the jungle to you and the next minute he’ll be aghast
when everything isn’t tastefulness, gentility, and rationality. The privilege
of blindness to these contradictions is part of the arrogance of entrenched
power; no doubt it will always be ready to sacrifice everything, beginning
as usual with its subalterns, in order to go to the grave with the privilege
of this blindness, with the delusion of its own disinterestedness or inter-
nal consistency, the proud fiction of its self-sacrificing fatherliness or
motherliness,

The posthuman marks a solidarity between disenchanted liberal sub-
jects and those who were always-already disenchanted, those who seek to
betray identities that legitimize or de-legitimize them at too high a cost.
No one comes naturally to this conjuncture; rather it must be continually
forged within and among people and discourses,

When Air Force pilot George Bush dropped his bombload on his target
and bailed out, regrettably but unavoidably leaving his fellow crewmems-
ber to crash, he could be proud enough of a missjon accomplished to

positioned, by various disjunctions from power, to see these contradic-
tions do not labor out of some altruism or dedication to truth but because
we are the ones left in the plane.

In times of crisis and great change the cost of various fictions becomes
prohibitive, even for those who have traditionally been charged with main-
laining them. It is not that Western Culture will be saved or lost (it will
be both and neither; its identity has never been anything but a selectjve
fiction); it is that laboring under notions of saving and losing—turf pro-
tection, damage control—has become more destructive, while the ongoing

seeming to bite the hand that seems to feed us (whether an authorizing
identity or discursive position), seeking to participate fully in a set of
power relations from which our disjunction is also our cnabling condi-
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tion, and being driven rather than paralyzed by the double impossibilities
of the detached (“ivory-tower”) and the fully engaged (“organic”) intel-
lectual.

The human has been configured as a tribal circle gathered around the
fire amid the looming darkness of a dangerous world, as the party of rev-
elers sequestered from the plague, as the exclusive club of the Human,
complete with all the rights and privileges pertaining thereunto (for ex-
ample, the right to eat non-members of the club and the privilege not to
be eaten). It is only partially our membership in the club that enables us
to contest the rules, to beg to differ on how one must “assume the posi-
tion” (take up the various crosses of identity, power, gender, authority). It
is also because the darkness looms within the circle in a more virulent
form, because some of the some that we are have been excluded; it is
through multiple articulations among the constitutive roles of these others.
Because otherness is not additive in the traditional sense, there is no
“best” representative of the posthuman. Posthumans have been multiply
colonized, interpenetrated, constructed—as well as paradoxically empow-
ered—but neither virtue nor vice attaches automatically to this multiple
position. |

The posthuman does not necessitate the obsolescence of the human; it
does not represent an evolution or devolution of the human. Rather it
participates in re-distributions of difference and identity. The human
functions to domesticate and hierarchize difference within the human
(whether according to race, class, gender) and to absolutize difference be-
tween the human and the nonhuman. The posthuman does not reduce
difference-from-others to difference-from-self, but rather emerges in the
pattern of resonance and interference between the two. The additive other
(who is subordinate in several systems at once) is not necessarily the geo-
metrically other of the posthuman, who may well be “between between”
in a single system. As a friend of ours likes to say, “I'm a feminist at a
heavy metal concert and a metal advocate at a feminist meeting.”

Family?

The human tribe can never again be family. Postfamilial bodies celebrate
the end of His-and-Her matching theories that endlessly revolve around
the miserable imagined unit, the imagined comm-unity of an imagined
kinship in an imagined house with an imagined dog and two (if only)
imagined children. Still, the story of the victory of the middle class and
the hegemony of its family, discipline, and rationality as unmarked uni-
versals is as exaggerated as the story of their imminent demise. The shift
in the balance of powers from the coercive to the disciplinary did not, of
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Lacan located the birth of human culture in the knowledge that hetero-
sexual intercourse produces babies: the Name of the Father is secured by
asystem specifying who may be allowed to fuck what and how, producing
mandates, prohibitions and selective freedoms in the circulation of fluids—
breast milk, semen, money, gifts, information, The bio-taxonomy of spe-
cies (and the order of knowledges of which it is an artifact) may be
described as a similar set of mandates and prohibitions, along with the
various “internal” divisions that it authorizes (species, order, family, genre,
gender, divisions into sexual or asexual reproduction, warm and cold
blood, etc.). Taxonomical discipline trains the branches of the genealogi-
cal “Tree of Life” to diverge neatly. Discursive bodies allow no such
neat distinctions; they are both warm-blooded ( self-regulating) and cold-
blooded ( sensitively dependent on thejr environments); both sexually and
asexually reproduced. In any case, the ecology of interdependence proble-
matizes the role of fucking in the life of species. When farting cows can
be postulated as leading to catastrophic global climactic changes, who're
you gonna call? A climatologist, a zoologist, a nutritionist, a Buddhist?
What discipline has jurisdiction? If, magnified by technological intercon-
nections, fear and hope can Sweep across global stock markets as easily as
they do across the Romantic humanist heart, shall we say humanism is
dead or has reached its apotheosis?

If human reproduction, at least for the time being, necessarily involves
the union of a sperm and €88, we are not created in, nor reducible to, their
image (one per customer, please). Beyond the “Jitt]e creatures. . . of love”
of the Talking Heads song, allowed to name both sperm/eggs and adult
bodies, is Dorion Sagan’s “metametazoan,” a multiple creature afloat
in the non-complementary “omnisexuality” of bacterial exchanges, via
which “the body becomes a sort of ornately elaborated mosaic of mi-
crobes in various states of symbiosis” and “health is less a matter of de-
fending a unity than maintaining an ecology.” Even $0, the posthuman as
“metametazoan” cannot therefore be subject to a “one-to-one linkage or
reliably complete mapping” either with the multiplicities of microbes or
with the planet Earth (“Gaia”) conceived as a single/multiple organism
(Sagan 369, 379). Posthumanities is alive to the ongoing danger of being
shackled to the Great Chain of Being, ,
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In practice as well as paradigm, sperm and egg unions have been repo-
sitioned. There are in any case multiple ways to bring about this union
(tax incentives, in vitro fertilization, ideologies of family, turkey basters,
etc.), or inhibit it (condoms, operations, tight jeans, abstinence, queer
practices, etc.), and none of them are entirely reversible or irreversible.
How can an Aristotelian hierarchization of causes separate the role of
“the body” in reproduction from that of economy, technology, ideology,
fashion? If biological reproduction is merely one possible function of one
possible kind of fucking, as well as merely one of the many kinds of re-
production required to perpetuate the code of the human, then there is
a curious lack of specificity in the term “fucking,” a lack of coherence
among its connotations, its variable association with pleasures and pains,
with reproduction, with specific penetrations or frottages, with rhythmic
frictions. What is allowed to be fucking? If the dissociation of female or-
gasm from generation that Laqueur locates in the late eighteenth century
(1987) is what eventually allows female orgasm to signify the unspeakable
(“jouissance”) and unlocalizable mystery and the unreliability of signi-
fiers, while male ejaculation (as in the “cum shot” of masculinist pornog-
raphy) comes to guarantee the self-evidence of desire and truth in the
binary of yes-or-no; this binary axiologization never could direct the
traffics among power, pleasure, and bodies—traffics which include but are
by no means exhausted by female ejaculation, sex-without-orgasm, or-
gasm-without-sex, sex-without-ejaculation, ejaculation-without-orgasm,
reproduction-without-sex, sex-without-fucking, practices in which geni-
talia can become fetishes or second-order metaphors (a process impossible
by definition in the one-way law of Freudian displacement and condensa-
tion),and so on. Itbecomes possible to assert a non-relation between fucking
and reproduction—the relation upon which patriarchal humanity is pre-
dicated—partly because of the diversity of sexual practices, partly be-
cause of technological options, but mainly because the point where they
converge is no longer an adequate anchoring point for a meaningful or
workable system. Likewise, responsibility for conception and contracep-
tion, no less than for postnatal care, is not given but assigned.

The climacteric of the human dinosaur is a dangerous time, but no
more than any other. The dying dinosaur still thrashes his tail, taking out
hundreds of thousands in the process. Some of ‘us cannot resist the risk
that gnawing its scaly flesh entails; others strive to go about their business
in discursive ecosystems in which the dinosaur could never compete, but
all of us live in his shadow.

The infamous “family values” debate of the 1992 U.S. presidential elec-
tion will be remembered as the discursive moment in which conservatives
lost their hold on the imaginary place called “home.” In what Jameson
calls the homeopathy of postmodernism~the resistance through indul-
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gence—family values dissolved at the touch. As soon as conservatives ac-
tually described the family they had in mind, its very visibility ruined its
power as an ideological imaginary: there really is no place like “home.”
Discursive power operates from the imaginary, and identity registers its
moment of failure. If the failure of “family values” has allowed a little
sliding in what counts as “family;” it has also bipartisanized the crusade
on their behalf, making opposing positions still more difficult to articulate.

The posthuman repudiates the psychoanalytical and so the posthuman
is also postpsychic, beyond any therapy that attempts to rectify the disor-
der and illogic of desires with health, purity and stability. Above all,
purity dissolves in extrafamilia] relations, where the body in culture is al-

Aliens

If the human is dead, the alien, the other, goes with it. Or does it? What
is different about the alien? Does posthumanity prop itself up against a
human body or does it cannibalize the human?

David Cronenberg’s films refuse to grant the category of human any
particular primacy over other identities that jockey for position within
the body. In The Fly, the scientist played by Jeff Goldblum revels in the
disintegration of his human form, collects his human parts and creates
4 museum/mausoleum in his bathroom medicine cabinet. The human is
emphasized here as a scientific showcase, a medical exhibit, a show of
force but always a threatened constituency of body parts and reason,
Goldblum becomes more and more repulsive, more and more likable and
interesting as his form becomes fly. When he merges fly/human with the
genetic structure of the computer and its attendant hardware, the triple
other of animal/human/machine cannot slouch anywhere to be born but
only abjectly crawl and beg to be killed; posthuman embodiment is frus-
trated seductively in the fina] instance in order to be nurtured in an imagi-
hary or perverse reading the film can only insinuate, In any case, the
human has been reduced to a moment, but not an evolutionary moment:

body and machine.

In Dead Ringers the male subject is two male subjects who disintegrate
because they find out that the inside of the body, specifically the inside
of o woman's body, fs mutant, beautiful, mesmerizing, infertile o i
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human. Claire’s infertility refracts the terrible fertility that produced the
male subjects as not one baby but two. The twin gynecologists tremble
before the gothicization of a body they know scientifically but not sexu-
ally. Again, the film’s work is apparently negative; the self-sufficiency of
male narcissism and the body that it codes is imploded through its oblique
contact with its other, but the powerful identity-vacuum produced by this
very thorough implosion into abjection is exactly where and how the film
invites the posthuman to emerge. Recognition of a posthuman agenda re-
quires new protocols for reading the positivity of horror and abjection,
not as representational (as pedagogical object-lessons: don’t try this at
home) but as functional dysfunctions that make other things happen.

Catachresis

When Aristotle described “man” as a “featherless biped,” Diogenes con-
fronted him with a plucked chicken. To assert, in the spirit of this vaude-
ville philosophy, that humanity (and the human body) is a catachresis—a
term unable either to ground itself adequately in a referent or to assert a
common logic to unite its various referents—is a good first step, but the
imaginary closure of the category of the human, even or especially if per-
petually deferred, has very real functions. Unlike the human subject-to-be
(Lacan’s “'hommelette”), who sees his own mirror image and fixed gen-
der identity discrete and sovereign before him in a way that will forever
exceed him, the posthuman becoming-subject vibrates across and among
an assemblage of semi-autonomous collectivities it knows it can never
either be coextensive with nor altogether separate from. The posthuman
body is not driven, in the last instance, by a teleological desire for domi-
nation, death or stasis; or to become coherent and unitary; or even to
explode into more disjointed multiplicities. Driven instead by the double
impossibility and prerequisite to become other and to become itself, the
posthuman body intrigues rather than desires; it is intrigued and intrigu-
ing just as it is queer: not as an identity but because it queers. Queer-
ing makes a postmodern politics out of the modernist aesthetics of “de-
familiarization.” “What intrigues me,” k.d. lang asserts, “is being alternative
and completely conformist at the same time” (98).

Queer
David Wojnarowicz, in Close to the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration, writes:

Realizing that I have nothing left to lose in my actions, I let my hands
become weapons, my feet become weapons, every bone and muscle
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and fiber and ounce of blood become weapons, and I fee] prepared
for the rest of my life. (81)

disrupt the terms offered to it for self-definition. Coalition across what we

articulations.

The AIDS body, for example, crumbles and disintegrates with the dis-
ease, but as Wojnarowicz shows, it also produces fear in those who do not
have AIDS; it not only disintegrates, in other words, it produces disinte-
gration at large. Disintegration as a political strategy attacks the oppres-
sive imaginary gulf between the eternalized and “safe” body and the body
atrisk, the provisional body; it is this differential that constantly attempts
to construct the Person-With-AIDS as “already dead,” and beyond the hu-
man loop. Disintegration operates like a virus and infects people with fear
of AIDS, exerting a weird kind of power, harnessed by ACT UP. The PWA,
the junky, the homeless person, the queer in America also has power: as
Wojnarowicz puts it, we have the powerto “wake You up and welcome you
to your bad dream.” Queer tactics are not pacifist, embracing instead the
“by any means necessary” approach: self defense and more. This is not
simply an agenda of physical intimidation but a Foucauldian tactic of
“discipline and punish” inspiring fear without actually laying a finger on
anyone. .

“Fear,” Jenny Holzer writes, “Is the most Elegant weapon.” Close to the
Knives is really a manifesto for action, a proposal designed to strike fear
into right-wing hearts; it is a call to arms, a call to live—to acknowledge
that we live—close to the knives and close to the edge of violence. People
who die of AIDS die violent deaths and Wojnarowicz proposes to make
this violence visible,

The frame of reference within Wojnarowicz’s personal holocaust is vi-
tal: the virus becomes an epistemology all its own, dividing the world into
carriers and infected versus the possibly or potentially infected. The ran-
domness of the disease means that everyone is affected by the infection
of so many. This epistemology—knowing one’s identity by measuring
one’s distance to or from the possibility of infection—opens up a window
on other forms of knowing, on what he calls: “the unveiling of our order
and disorder.” Being Queer in America is a posthuman agenda.

At one point in Wojnarowicz's book, he describes videotaping the death
of his friend in order to give the man a virtual existence beyond the grave.
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Of course, Wojnarowicz’s writing is also a technology that extends the
body beyond death and beyond the disintegration of the body. Technolo-
gies that remake the body also permeate and mediate our relations to the
“real”: the real is literally unimaginable or only imaginable within a tech-
nological society: technology makes the body queer, fragments it, frames
it, cuts it, transforms desire; the age of the image creates desire as a screen:
the TV screen is analogous to self, a screen that projects and is projected
onto but only gives the illusion of depth.

The image of an AIDS-related death being captured on film returns us
all too quickly to U2’s world of Zoo TV and its invitation to the reader to
wonder which side of the lens she is on. While a connection between U2,
an international mega-band, and Wojnarowicz, a queer artist dying of
AIDS, may be arbitrary and coincidental, an odd image binds the two to-
gether. On the ZOO TV tour, U2 sold T-shirts featuring a silk-screened
photo by David Wojnarowicz that appears as the cover of Close to the
Knives. The photo shows buffalo stampeding over a cliff, and on the U2
T-shirt the Wojnarowicz caption, “Smell the flowers while you can,” is
scrawled underneath. The buffalo jumping to their doom, slipping off the
edge of the earth and leaving their prairie zoo, resembles the medical zoo
produced by the AIDS pandemic. This zoo cages AIDS-infected bodies
and then drives them over the cliff. Smelling the flowers while you can
means not simply hedonistic abandon but staving off apocalypse with
pleasure. And then making your apocalypse one that requires witnesses.

“I'm carrying this rage like a blood-filled egg and there’s a thin line
between the inside and the outside a thin line between thought and ac-
tion and that line is simply made up of blood and muscle and bone”
(Wojnarowicz 161). Wojnarowicz trips over the line between inside and
outside; he finds the meaning of his slow death in the anger that eats away
at the human and the body and asks not for vengeance but for massive
change and recognition that nothing is the same when you are dying a
political death. The self disintegrates in this queer narrative into a post-
human rage for disorder and uncivil disobedience. For the queer narrator,
rage is the difference between being and having: it is a call to arms, a de-
sire that the human be roughly shoved into the next century and the next
body and that we become posthuman without nostalgia and because we
already are. ,

Quakes: The After Shock

Bodies depend on a network of signifying relationships. Following the
San Francisco earthquake of 1990, there was a sharp rise in the battering
of women by their husbands and boyfriends. The poor and homeless suf-
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fered disproportionately from the loss of their temporary shelters, often
situated in old and substandard buildings, and from the diversion of so-
cial services. Nine months after the quake, area hospitals reported a sharp
tise in the birth rate. In other words, the same people got fucked as usual,
only more so. Far from being a “natural” event, the earthquake operated
to confirm and reinforce the social distribution of violence. The discur-
sive tremors in what had been considered the transhistorically stable
ground of the body will not be so easily channeled.

Posthuman bodies never/always leave the womb. The dependence or in-
terdependence of bodies on the material and discursive networks through
which they operate means that the umbilical cords that supply us (with-
out which we would die) are always multiple. The partial re-configurability
of needs means that our navels are multiple as well. You can kill a signi-
ficant portion of a country’s inhabitants by disabling the country’s “in-
frastructures” more economically than by shooting people; fertility treat-
ments are less effective than tax incentives to produce babies; the Human
Genome Project will do less to increase overall health than the redistribu-
tion of health care and wealth; changing how you walk and talk and dress
and who and how you fuck changes your gender as well as surgery. These
strategic assertions move the question from the dependence or contin-
gency of bodies on the discursive networks in and by which they operate,
to a refusal to distinguish absolutely or categorically between bodies and
their material extensions.

Posthuman bodies were never in the womb. Bodies are determined and
operated by systems whose reproduction is—sometimes partially but al-
ways irreducibly—asexual: capitalism, culture, professions, and institu-
tions, and in fact sexuality itself. It is not merely that environmental fac-
tors are downloaded into the gene as the privileged mediator of bodily
reproduction, but that the gene itself is everywhere. The localized and
privileged gene promulgated by the Human Genome Project is a fetish be-
cause it hysterically displaces and condenses causality; hysterically be-
cause it serves to organize Big Science itself into the image of its fetish,
anarticulated control mechanism, each bjt doing its part. If recent initia-
tives to locate the “origin” of violence in the “rea]” of the fetishized
gene are matched, predictably, by equally laughable attempts to find the
American violence gene in the “representational” space of television im-
agery; the diversionary repressive strategies that generate and are gener-
ated by these initiatives may not be so funny.

Against such initiatives, the current proliferation of books and articles
on “the body” participate in a series of epistemic changes of which the
body is both seismograph and epicenter. But the story that begins two
hundred years ago with The Birth of the Clinic and The Making of the
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Modern Body and ends, as we speak, with “The Death of the Author,” The
Closing of the American Mind,and The End of History is, after all, only the
story of abody of discourse that always hysterically believed that it would
die if its definite article were cut off, or revealed to have been detachable
all along.

In The Birth of the Clinic, Foucault suggested that the late eighteenth-
century shift in power/knowledge was succinctly enacted when doctors
stopped asking their patients, “What is the matter with you?” and began
to ask “Where does it hurt?” We add a third question: what is happening
to your body?

Bodily masternarratives authorize a very narrow range of responses:
that it is maturing or evolving or deteriorating or remaining the same,
becoming dependent or independent; that it is threatened by, succumbing
to or recovering from illness; that it is gaining or losing, for good or ill,
various features or functions (weight, hair, muscles, mobility, etc.); that it
is growing, reproducing, dying.

This range of authorized answers is noise for the purposes of our in-
quiry, and for most of what we feel is significant about what is happening
to our bodies. What comes after the human is not another stage of evo-
lution but a difference in kind. How is your body changing in kind? In
small ways: I had my ear pierced (the topology of my body is changing;
there’s another hole all the way through it; my body is the earring of my
earring). I got a tattoo (I participate in the cultural marking of my body).
In other ways: it is changing its gender or its sexuality; that is, my sexual
practices are re-configuring my body. I am becoming variously cyborgized
(re-integrated with machine parts or across various networks). It is changing
its dimensions, not by getting smaller or larger, but by being rhythmed
across different sets of relations. ,

The transnationalization of culture has reached such a point that local
traditions tend to be transformed (fossilized, commodified) into second-
order phenomena: the bodies of our ancestors line the medium in which
we now swim; the reef of culture is made of their skeletons. Those who
resist the inroads of transnational capital and culture (in the name of na-
tional or ethnic integrity, appropriate technology, human-scale), and those
who seek to make it habitable are not simply opposed, though articula-
tions between them may be tendential; for example, those who find Mall
Culture oppressively difference-leveling, and those who walk the Malls to
recode and reconstitute them into a viable public sphere. Posthumanity is
not about making an authentic culture or an organic community but
about multiple viabilities.

When Marx imagined being able, in a postcapitalist utopia, to “fish in
the morning, rear cattle in the afternoon and criticize in the evening, just
as | wish, without ever becoming fisheriman, farmer or critic” (160), he
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imagined a world in which the division of labor would neither divide
people from themselves nor from each other; a world of practices without
identities. To be able to (insert whatever sexual practice you wish) with-
out becoming gay or straight, man or woman, requires not a productivist
revolution that demands more options (more sexualities and genders,
more discursive hybrids), but one which queries and queers the ways that
the options are articulated and policed.

Queer, cyborg, metametazoan, hybrid, PWA; bodies-without-organs,
bodies-in-process, virtual bodies: in unvisualizable amniotic indetermi-
nacy, and unfazed by the hype of their always premature and redundant
annunciation, posthuman bodies thrive in the mutual deformations of to-
tem and taxonomy. We have rehearsed the claim that the posthuman con-
dition is upon us and that lingering nostalgia for a modernist or humanist
philosophy of self and other, human and alien, normal and queer is
merely the echo of a discursive battle that has already taken place—and
the tinny futurism that often answers such nostalgia is the echo of an
echo. We stake our claim between these echoes and their answers,
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MULTIPLES






Identity in Oshkosh

Allucquere Rosanne Stone

The name is the end of discourse.
—Foucault

From the San Francisco Chronicle:

On July 23, 1990, a 27-year-old woman filed a complaint in Oshkosh,
Wisconsin charging that Mark Peterson, an acquaintance, raped her
in her car. The woman had been previously diagnosed as having
Multiple Personality Disorder (MPD). She claimed that Peterson
raped her after deliberately drawing out one of her personalities, a
naive young woman who he thought would be willing to have sex
with him.

Cut to the municipal building complex in Oshkosh, Wisconsin. Out-
side the courthouse, gleaming white media vans line the street, nose to tail
like a pod of refrigerators in rut. A forest of bristling antennae reaches
skyward, and teenagers in brightly colored fast-food livery come and go
bearing boxes and bags; the local pizza joints are doing a land-office busi-
ness keeping the crews supplied. The sun is very bright, and we blink as
we emerge from the shadows of the courthouse. “Jim Clifford would have
loved this,” I comment. “I wonder what the Mashpee courthouse looked
like during the trial he was researching.”

“Where’s Mashpee?” my friend asks.

“In New England. The town of Mashpee was originally an Indian vil-
lage. The Mashpee Indians deeded some land to the settlers, and the set-
tlers eventually took over everything. A few years ago the surviving Mash-
pee families sued the town of Mashpee to get their land back, claiming
that it had been taken from them illegally. When it finally came to trial,
the government argued that the case revolved around the issue of whether
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the Mashpee now were the same Mashpee as the Mashpee then. In other
words, were these Mashpee direct descendants of the original Mashpee in
an uninterrupted progression.

“So the issue really being argued was, just what in hell is cultural con-
tinuity, anyway? Is it bloodline, like the government wanted it to be, or is
it the transmission of shared symbols and values, like the view that the
Mashpee themselves seemed to hold?

“That’s why 1 find this trial so interesting, because what they’re arguing
here is both similar and different, and what’s happening here both reso-
nates and clashes with the Mashpee case in important ways.”

While we stood in line there were a million-and-one other things I
wanted to add. For example, the idea that personal identity is so refractory
is a culturally specific one. Changing your name to signify an important
change in your life was common in many North American cultures. Names
themselves weren’t codified as personal descriptors until the Domesday
book. The idea behind taking a name appropriate to one’s current circum-
stance was that identity is not static. Rather, the concept of one’s public
and private self, separately or together, changes with age and experience
(as do the definitions of the categories public and private); and the name
or the label on the identity package is an expression of that. The child is
mother to the adult, but the adult is not merely the child a bit later in
time.

Retaining the same name throughout life is part of an evolving strategy
of producing particular kinds of subjects. In order to stabilize a name in
such a way that it becomes a permanent descriptor, its function must
either be split off from the self, or else the self must acquire a species of
obduracy and permanence to match that of the name. In this manner
a permanent name facilitates control; enhances interchangeability . . . if
you can’t have a symbolic identity (name) that coincides with your actual
state at the time, then your institutionally maintained or fiduciary identity
speaks you; you become the generic identity that the institutional descrip-
tors allow.

Here in Oshkosh, instead of asking what is a culture, the unspoken
question is what is a person. We all say “I'm not the person now that I was
then,” but as far as not only the government but everyone else is con-
cerned, that’s a figure of speech. In Mashpee exactly the opposite was be-
ing argued: whether the disparate lived experiences of individual mem-
bers of a continually negotiated cultural system or an imagined cultural
“unit” converged, through a legal apparatus transculturally imposed, on a
unitary fiction, the fiduciary entity called the Mashpee tribe. In this trial,
we have disparate experiences of individual social identities having at
their focus a physical “unit,” a fiduciary entity called the person, whose
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varying modes of existence both support and problematize the obduracy
of individual identity and its refractoriness to deconstruction,

On this particular day, the first day of what by anybody’s definition
could be called the spectacle of multiplicity, everyone is getting their
fifteen minutes’ worth, their own little niche in the spectacle as multi-
plicity and violence get processed through the great engine of commodi-
fication just like everything else. Reporters from media all over the world
are interviewing everything that moves. There are only so many people
available in Oshkosh, and after exhausting whatever possibilities present
themselves in the broad vicinity of the municipal complex, in a typical
paparazzi feeding frenzy the media begin to devour each other. On the
lawn not far from the courthouse doors Mark Blitstein, a reporter for the
Oshkosh Herald, a small local newspaper, is grinning broadly. “I was just
interviewed by the BBC,” he says.

The cult of Isis reached full flower in Egypt at around 300 B.C.E., in the
New Kingdom during the Persian Dynasties. The consul Lucius Cornelius
Sulla brought the Isis myth to the Roman empire in 86 B.c.E., where it
took root and flourished for nearly 700 years, becoming for a time one
of the most popular branches of Roman mythology. The last Egyptian
temples to Isis were closed sometime in 500-600 C.E.

Theoutlines of this familiar myth are simple: At first there existed only
the ocean. On the surface of the ocean appeared an egg, from which Ra,
the sun, was born, Ra gave birth to two sons, Shu and Geb, and two
daughters, Tefnut and Nut, Geb and Nut had two sons, Set and Osiris, and
two daughters, Isis and Nephthys. Osiris married his sister Isis and suc-
ceeded Ra as king of the earth, However, his brother Set hated him, Set
killed Osiris, cut him into pieces, and scattered the fragments over the
entire Nile valley. Isis gathered up the fragments, embalmed them, and
resurrected Osiris as king of the netherworld, or the land of the dead. Isis
and Osiris had a son, Horus, who defeated Set in battle and became king
of the earth. -

In his foundational work in abnormal psychology, Multiple Personality
Disorder, Colin Ross makes the point that the Isis/Osiris myth illustrates
the fragmentation, death, healing, and resurrection of the self in a new
form. He probably chose this as his representative morphotype because it
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Ross used the Osiris myth as a specific therapeutic model. He main-
tained that the MPD patient suffered from an Osiris complex, rather than
an Oedipus complex. His abandonment of the Oedipus complex as a use-
ful explanatory model stems from his reading of Freud’s interpretation of
the case of Anna O. and Freud’s repudiation of the seduction theory fol-
lowing the publication of Studies in Hysteria. Ross’s rationale is partly one
of explanatory economy; he points out that the Oedipal model is what
hackers would call a kluge—a complex, unwieldy, and aesthetically unsat-
isfactory patch that has the singular virtue of getting the job done—and
that the Osiris model (not to mention the accompanying Isis model which
would replace the Elektra complex) provides a much simpler and more
elegant explanatory framework for multiple personality.

There are certainly enough varied opinions about what in hell is going
on here to supply a very large number of theoreticians. The knots of pro-
fessionals of various stripes engaged in muted or heated discussions call
to mind the gedankexperiment of setting an infinite number of monkeys
to the task of writing the complete works of Shakespeare. One of the psy-
chologists observing the trial commented, “There’s an awful excess of at-
tention being paid to MPD these days. You know, in many ways it’s being
grossly overdiagnosed. And people are being channeledinto it. . . it’s like
your most recent designer disease.”

“Clinically speaking, does MPD have any positive aspects?”

“Well, it can be a way to get attention because of its fashionability in
some therapeutic circles. There’s no doubt that Sarah is a person who is
not well. But she’s learned to channel her illness so it gets attention. Or
maybe she gets attention. But that way of dealing with a psychological
problem has its own difficulties. It’s also self-damaging. Part of her way
of expressing it is to burn herself with cigarettes. Then her other person-
alities wonder how she got burned.”

“Is there a possibility that she was acting? To get attention?”

He shook his head, looking thoughtful. “If she was acting, it was a hell
of a brilliant job. And if she wasn’t acting, then there was something else
going on that was quite fascinating. Her vocabulary and demeanor, for
instance . . . over time and place, they’re consistent within a personality.”

“How can you be sure that a particular person really has MPD and isn’t
faking it for some reason?”

“In many cases it’s terribly hard to say . . . frequently difficult to make
the call. Most MPDs are very intelligent. I'd think the more intelligent you
were, the better you’d be able to fake something like that. If you were men-
tally ill anyway and knew it, there'd be excellent reasons to get a designer
disease. You might be worried about getting lost in the state hospital sys-
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tem, and coming up with symptoms of MPD is a hell of a good way to
get lots of attention quickly. If I were committed to a state facility, I'd try
to generate a good case of MPD for myself just as fast as I could, That
kind of thing can easily make the difference between life and death in
some places, or between a reasonably comfortable life and being zombi-
fied by compulsory meds twenty-four hours a day.”

“I couldn’t say that I was absolutely sure just what MPD is, how it
works, or really anything as simple as diagnostic procedures that worked
in every case. A good part of what we’re seeing here is a very tight inter-
action between the patients and the doctors, where a certain amount of
the syndrome is occurring in the interactions between them, and that
makes it very difficult to tell what's really going on. Do you get MPD when
you're diagnosed or when you’re two years old? I'd like to find out, in a
definitive way, but it gets more difficult every day. The thing is taking on
a life of its own.”

“Butin this case, at least, there’s not much argument about whether the
incident between Sarah (who had no objection to her first name being used,
but not her last—A R S.) and Mark Peterson really happened . . . that’s not
what’s at stake. After all, Sarah’s condition wasn’t exactly a secret. Her
friends knew; the neighbors knew she had MPD. And Peterson . . . jesus.”
He shook his head. “It was clear to everybody that the guy was a real
sleazebag, and that he was lying . . . after all, he bragged about it after-
wards to friends. Hell, he bragged about it to the cops.”

Rather than delegating the trial to a prosecutor, Winnebago County
District Attorney Joseph Paulus is handling the case himself. He takes
Petersen through the hoops, then doubles back, “Let’s get back to your
making love to Jennifer,” Paulus says.

Peterson immediately corrected him, never said I made love to her”

Paulus looked faintly annoyed, went back to his table and riffled through
a pile of papers there. “We have a statement here from you, in which . . .
ah—" He found the page he was looking for—“you gave Officer Barnes a
statement in which you claimed to have made love to Jennifer”

“Well, I.. . that’s not right.”

“Would you like me to read it to you?” Paulus was looking at the papers
in his hand; he barely looked up when he said it.

“No. I mean I know what I said, and that statement was incorrect.”

Paulus’s eyebrows came up a trifle, but his expression didn’t change.
“In your statement to Officer Barnes you said that you and Sarah had dis-
cussed her multiple personalities before you went to the park, is that
correct?”

“No, sir”
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“You didn’t talk about her multiple personalities with her?”

“No, sir.”

“At any time?”

“That’s right.”

Paulus put most of the papers down, or rather slapped them‘ down, and
rounded on Peterson. He was plainly angry. “You allowed all kinds of un-
truths to go into this statement, didn’t you?” , i

Peterson fumbled for a moment. “I was tired from a long day’s work,
he said.

Freud and Breuer published their classic work Studies in Hysteria in
1895. The book consisted of some case histories of their female patients
and a number of chapters on theory. All the women described in the case
histories had what would be theoretically described as dissociative disor-
ders. In addition, most had been sexually abused. In Ross’s view, Anna O.,
the subject of the most famous case history in the book, “clearly had
MPD.” Up to that point, Freud had considered these patients as suffering
from the adult consequences of real childhood sexual abuse. His treat-
ment took the reality of the trauma into account from both clinical and
theoretical perspectives.

However, within a few years of publishing Studies in Hysteria, Freud
repudiated the seduction theory which he had so carefully and effectively
worked out. This point in Freud’s development of his psychoanalytic
theory has been a focus for study for some time; for example, Ernest Jones
pointed out in his biography of Freud (1953) that many of the abusive
fathers of Freud’s dissociative female patients were part of Freud’s social
circle. This would have made it extremely awkward for Freud to state pub-
licly that his patients had been sexually abused as children. Anna O’s family
lived in the Liechtensteinerstrasse, only one block from the Bergasse, where
Freud both lived and worked. Breuer, for his part, was extremely uncom-
fortable with the sexual aspects of Anna O.’s symptomatology (Jones 247).

Edward Salzsieder, Peterson’s attorney, started out with a novel and, un-
til that moment, unthinkable idea. Salzsieder suggested that even though
Wisconsin law forbade questioning a rape victim about her sexual history,
such protection shouldn’t extend to all of her other personalities. So he
proposed questioning the other personalities—Franny and Ginger in par-
ticular—about their sexual histories. Many observers felt that this was one
of the key points in the definition of multiple personality as a condition
or state with legal standing other than as a pathology. For better or worse,
Judge Hawley didn’t think much of the idea. He did appreciate its com-
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plexity, though—“We’re trying to split some very fine hairs here,” he
said—but he wasn’t willing to take the idea so far as to impute autonomy
to the multiples. “I do find,” he said, “that the rape shield law applies to
[Sarah] and all her personalities combined.”

That threw Salzsieder back on his own resources. Deprived of the op-
portunity to question the personalities about their individual sexual ex-
ploits, he fell back on the strategy of attacking their legitimacy. To bring
this of f he needed to assemble a cadre of MPD infidels, unbelievers with
legal and professional stature who, he hoped, could cast doubt on the
whole idea of MPD. As it turns out, it wasn’t difficult to do. All kinds of
people were willing to testify on all sides of the issue. But Salzsieder was
looking for a special person, someone who not only didn’t believe in MPD
but who could convince a court that MPD was a convenient fantasy, some-
thing that Sarah had read about and then adopted to excuse her promis-
cuous behavior. Eventually he came up with Donald Travers. Travers is
from Wisconsin, a slightly balding man of medium build who when on
the stand projects the proper blend of sober professionalism and easy be-
lievability that Salzsieder needed. Travers is an impressive infidel. He is an
articulate speaker who is convinced that MPD is a medical hoax and
whom Salzsieder had gotten to review Sarah’s psychiatric records for the
previous year.

Salzsieder started by getting Travers to attack the credibility of MPD
as a diagnostic category. After Travers was sworn in, Salzsieder asked
“How many psychologists actually have patients with MPD?”

“There’s a band of very intense believers who have all the sightings,
where the rest of us never see any,” Travers said. “What I call the UFOs
of psychiatry.”

“In your professional opinion, what would you call Sarah’s condition?”

Travers put his fingertips together like a character from a Perry Mason
cpisode. “I would say that . . . I believe Sarah does have psychiatric prob-
lems, but her problems don’t appear grave enough to fit within the DSM3
guidelines.” :

“She’s well enough to know what she’s doing. Is that what you mean?
Responsible for her own actions?”

“That’s correct.”

In one of the foundational accounts of MPD, Colin Ross identifies the
fragmentation of self and the transformation of identity that occurs
across ethnic and cultural boundaries, all of which he lumps together un-
der the rubric of “aberration.” While his identification of this charac-
teristic of human cultures is correct, his use of the rubric is peculiarly
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situated. Ross is interested in making a strong case for legitimizing MPD
as a recognized medical phenomenon, and in so doing he seems to feel
that he must explain away the problem of why many of the cultures he
mentions in passing do not themselves pathologize MPD. Ross can per-
haps be excused for pathologizing MPD tout court, because he evinces a
genuine interest in assisting the individuals he has observed whose ac-
.commodation to buried trauma causes, in his words, more suffering than
it prevents. I am primarily concerned here with how the phenomenon of
multiple personality fits into a broader framework of cultural develop-
ments in which the abstract machine of multiplicity (in Deleuze and
Guattari’s words) is grinding finer and finer. Among the phenomena at the
close of the mechanical age which are useful to note is the pervasive bur-

%eoning of the ontic and epistemic qualities of multiplicity in all their
orms.

It is the moment everyone in the courtroom has been waiting for.
People had been standing in line since before dawn to assure themselves
of seats in the courtroom. A few had brought folding chairs to use while
they waited in the predawn chill. Some sat on beach blankets with ther-
mos jugs of steaming coffee. The composition of the crowd was extraor-
dinarily diverse.

After an agonizing wait while people chatted to each other with the same
lively animation I associated with waiting for the start of a long-antici-
pated film, the bailiff called the room to order. The silence was instanta-
neous. “All rise.” the bailiff called, and Hawley strode in, followed by the
court stenographer.

Hawley sat down in the high-backed leather chair, squared something
on his desk, and looked down from the bench at the packed courtroom,
his glasses catching the light. The sound of people getting seated died
away, and a hush again fell over the room.

For the most part Hawley had not said very much beyond what was
required of him as presiding magistrate, but this morning he cleared his
throat and made a brief introductory speech. His voice carried well in the
room. It was a calm voice, not too inflected.

“Before we proceed any further, I want to make sure all the video and
film equipment in this room is turned off and that all the cameras are
down out of sight” He scanned the room slowly, more for effect than for
surveillance, then continued in the same calm voice. “There has been an
unusual amount of attention surrounding this case. The issues we are con-
sidering are of an unusual nature. But I want to make it clear to everyone
here that this is not a circus. This is a very sensitive case. There may be
some bizarre behavior that you have not witnessed before. But nothing
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should get in the way of this being a court of law, first and foremost. I
know that I can expect you to behave appropriately.”

Nods from the spectators. People settled deeper into their seats. The
unusually large population of professionals among the spectators now
made itself known as people reached into bags and briefcases for their
yellow notepads, making the room bloom like a gray field dotted with
buttercups.

Hawley nodded to Paulus. The silence deepened, if that were possible,
and Paulus called his first witness of the day.

Sarah walked briskly to the stand. She seated herself and was sworn in.
She put her hands in her lap and looked calmly at Paulus. This is the main
event, I thought. It is what this whole thing is about, really. It is not col-
umns in a newspaper. It is not theory or discussion. It is not soundbyte
media hype. It is a young, calm, slightly Asian-looking woman in a white
cotton sweater and a pale blue skirt.

Paulus stood a few feet in front of her, holding his body relaxed and
still. He spoke to her in a normal conversational tone, not very loud but
clearly audible in the silent room.

“Sarah, you've heard some testimony here about some events that took
place recently in Shiner Park. Do you recall that testimony?”

Sarah nodded slightly, then added, “I do.”

“Do you have any personal knowledge as to the events in the park?”

“No,” Sarah said, “I do not.” Her voice was quiet, flat, matter-of-fact.

“Who would be in the best position to talk about the events in the park
that night?”

“Franny,” Sarah said.

“Would it be possible for us to, uh—” Paulus hesitated and looked like
he wanted to clear his throat, but he settled for an instant’s pause instead
and then continued—“meet Franny, and talk to her?”

“Yes,” Sarah said, looking calmly at him. A beat or two. “Now?”

“Yes,” Paulus said. “Take your time.”

The silence was absolute. Faintly, from somewhere outside in the hall-
way, something metallic dropped to the floor and rolled.

Sarah closed her eyes and slowly lowered her head until her chin was
resting on her chest. She sat that way, her body still, breathing slowly and
shallowly. It seemed as though everyone in the room held a collective
breath. The muted hush of the air conditioning came slowly up from the
background as if someone had turned up a volume control.

Maybe five seconds passed, maybe ten. It felt like hours. Then she raised
her head, and slowly opened her eyes.

She looked at Paulus, and suddenly her face was animated, alive and
mobile in a way that it hadn’t been a moment ago, The muscles around
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her mouth and eyes seemed to work differently, to be somehow more
robust. She looked him up and down, taking him in with obvious appre-
ciation. “Hel-lo,” she said.

“Franny?” Paulus said, inquisitively.

“Good morning,” Franny said. She looked around at the windowless
courtroom. “Or good afternoon—which is it?” Her phrasing was more mu-
sical than it had been, with an odd lilt to the words. It, too, was animated,
but it didn’t sound quite like an animated voice should have sounded.
Also, on closer inspection it appeared that the more animated look of her
features hadn’t made it down into her body. Her posture, the way she held
herself, the positions of her shoulders and legs and the relative tension in
the muscles of her body, hadn’t changed very much from Sarah’s posture.

Paulus looked as if he wanted to feel relieved, but again he hid it quickly.
“It’s, uh, morning, actually,” he said, in a conversational tone. “How are
you today?”

“Pm fine. How are you?” The same lilt to the words.

“Just fine. Now I was just talking to Sarah a few moments ago, and I'd
like to talk to you about what happened June ninth of 1990.” He glanced
up at Hawley. “But before we do that, the judge has to talk to you”

Hawley looked down at Franny. When she faced forward most of what
he could see of her was the top of her head, but she turned now to face
him. Her expression was hard to catch, but Hawley looked perfectly placid,
as if swearing in several people in one body were something he did every
day. “Franny,” he said, “P'd like you to raise your right hand for me,
please.”

Hawley swore her in, his face impassive. It sounded like any other court
ritual. When they got to the “so help you God” part, Franny said “Yes,”
they both lowered their hands, and she turned back to Paulus.

“What did he say?”

“He said it felt good. And I knew what I was supposed to do when he
said that. I seen it on TV. People wiggling like that. And when a person
says it feels good, the other person is supposed to say it feels good. So I
put my arms around his back, and I said, “That feels nice.”

“Did it feel nice?” Paulus asked.

“No,” she said, sounding perplexed. “But you're supposed to say that,
aren’t you? It was on TV.”

An important aspect of Freud’s personal genius, and one with lasting
import for the developing field of psychoanalysis, was his ability to con-
struct a clinically plausible and socially acceptable theory that explained
the phenomenon of adult dissociation and simultaneously denied the re-
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ality of childhood sexual abuse. This, which Ross refers to as Freud’s un-
fortunate “metapsychological digression,” was the theory of the Oedipus
and Elektra complexes. Returning resolutely to his point, Ross asserts that
the Osiris complex more clearly describes what happens in the etiology of
MPD than the Oedipus or Elektra complexes can, and it does it with a
minimum of description; if economy of representation counts for any-
thing, the Osiris complex wins hands down. The trouble with the Osiris
myth in a modern clinical frame, as Ross comments, is that “in our cul-
ture, the original agent of the fragmentation of self does not always re-
ceive divine retribution. ...”

From the point at which Freud repudiated the seduction theory, and
continuing forward almost to the present, psychoanalysts of Freudian
persuasion considered patients with dissociative disorders of traumatic
origin to be suffering from unresolved unconscious incestuous fantasies.
This state of affairs has been treated at length by feminist scholars (e.g.,
Rivera 1987, 1988; Sprengnether 1985, among others).

We are still looking at traumatically produced MPD here, still using the
final D to indicate that the thing is a disorder and nothing more. Just what
is it, then, that we are looking at, and why is MPD so important to an
examination of communication technology? More to the point, is there
any room for non-traumatic multiplicity in any of these clinical accounts?
At one point Ross, for example, answers this question almost dismissively
and with complete self-confidence: “The term (multiple personality) sug-
gests that it is necessary to debate whether one person can really have
more than one personality, or, put more extremely, whether there can
really be more than one person in a single body. Of course there can’t ...”
(41). And here Ross misses some of the most crucial implications of his
study.

Multiple personality (without the stigmatizing final D) is a mode that
resonates throughout the accounts I present here. Ross’s research both
affirms and denies that mode in a complex way. He has a clear investment
in affirming the reality of a clinical definition of multiplicity, and his
views concerning Freud’s problems in coming to grips with the probable
ctiology of clinical multiplicity (with the D) are useful in studying the
influence Freud has had on the field of psychoanalysis. For reasons that I
find not entirely clear, he dismisses out of hand the idea that there can be
more than one person in a single body. At that point he appears to fall
back on received social and cultural norms concerning the meaning of
“person” and “body.” Like the surgeons at the Stanford Gender Dysphoria
Project, of whom I have written elsewhere, Ross still acts as a gatekeeper
lor meaning within a larger cultural (rame, and in so doing his stakes and
investments become clearer. :
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In this context, the context of multiplicity and psychology, it is useful
to consider the work of Sherry Turkle. In her study Constructions and Re-
constructions of the Self in Virtual Reality, presented at the Third Interna-
tional Conference on Cyberspace, Turkle notes:

The power of the (virtual) medium as a material for the projection
of aspects of both conscious and unconscious aspects of the self sug-
gests an analogy between multiple-user domains (MUDs) and psycho-
therapeutic milieus. ... MUDs are a context for constructions and
reconstructions of identity; they are also a context for reflecting on
old notions of identity itself. Through contemporary psychoanalytic
theory which stresses the decentered subject and through the frag-
mented selves presented by patients (and most dramatically the in-
creasing numbers of patients who present with multiple personality)
psychology confronts the ways in which any unitary notion of iden-
tity is problematic and illusory. What is the self when it functions as
a society? What is the self when it divides its labor among its con-
stituent “alters” or “avatars”? Those burdened by posttraumatic dis-
sociative syndrome (MPD) suffer the question; inhabitants of
MUDs play with it.

In Turkle’s context, the context of virtual systems, the question that
Ross dismisses as, to him, obviously false—namely, can multiple selves in-
habit a single body—is irrelevant. Compared to “real” space, in virtual
space the socioepistemic structures by means of which the meanings of
the terms “self” and “body” are produced operate differently. Turkle seizes
upon this and turns it into a psychotherapeutic tool. Moreover, Turkle
shows how the uses of virtual space as an adjunct to therapy translate
across domains, beyond the virtual worlds and into the biological. What
in this context might be called the ultimate experiment—plugging a per-
son with MPD into the MUDs—has yet to be performed. Thus we have
not yet observed one of its possibly hopeful outcomes: healing trauma,
but preserving multiplicity; or perhaps more pertinent, creating discur-
sive space for a possibly transformative legitimization of some forms of
multiplicity. The answers to the questions posed above—why is MPD so
important to an examination of communication technology, and is there
room for non-traumatic multiplicity in clinical accounts—in fine are
bound up with the prosthetic character of virtuality. The technosocial
space of virtual interaction, with its irruptive ludic quality, its potential
for experimentation and emergence, can be a problematic and hopeful do-
main of non-traumatic multiplicity, Turkle and others, myself included,
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are waiting to observe how the dialogue between non-traumatic multi-
plicity and clinical accounts emerges in a new therapeutic context.

“Do you remember what you talked about while he was there?”

“Most of it was small talk. I recall telling him that we were many, there
were many of us in the body. I said we were multiple, that we shared the
body. I told him about some of the others.”

“How did he react to your telling him about some of the others?”

“He didn’t seem surprised.”

Although everyone had their own reason for being there, nobody could
quite explain what their fascination with the courtroom scene was. I tried
to make a few mental models, and it didn’t work. The courtroom audi-
ence’s behavior, though, was its own giveaway. Its attention was on the
moment of rupture, conjoining the sacred and the forbidden. I am cer-
tainly not the first to label this moment the moment of interruption, when
the seamless surface of reality is ripped aside to reveal the nuts and bolts
by which the structure is maintained. Sarah was a liminal creature, marked
as representing something deeply desired and deeply feared. In the same
courtan ax murderer would attract a certain ghoulish attention, but noth-
ing like the fascination we were seeing here. On the principle that where
one finds a circumstance which is a focus of the most intense emotional
cnergy coupled with the least understanding of why it is such a focus,
there is the place to dig, then it seemed clear enough that the moment
Franny appeared was that moment.

Multiple personality, as it is commonly represented, is the site of a mas-
sive exercise of power and its aftermath, the site of a marshaling of physi-
cal proof that identity—of whatever form—arises in crisis. It vividly dem-
onstrates the connection between the violence of splitting off a string of
identities to the violence of representation under the sign of the patristic
Word in a court of law. In order for the prosecution’s strategy to work, the
victim must manifest a collection of identities, each one of which is rec-
ognizable to the jury as a legal subject. We are witnesses to an exercise of
power, to an effort to fix in position a particular subjectivity. Having thus
been drawn to the grotesque—in this case, to the spectacle of the maimed
persona—we might reflect on how we got here and where we were going
when our attention was arrested.

First is the spectacle of violence at the margins, at the origins of subject
construction. To make the discredited move from the local to the univer-
sal, in the violence by which the multiple subject is constituted in the
medical syndrome we recognize the elements by which national identities
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have traditionally arisen—the consolidation of a sense of conscious au-
tonomy in an act of violence, temporally and physically at the site of its
application. We are witnesses to a spectacle that as civilized beings we
would prefer not to acknowledge—a site at which the apparatus of pro-
duction of subjectivity is laid bare—and the safe course is to view such a
site as an aberration, as pathology, engendered by an unfortunate encoun-
ter with a sick author(ity). We fail to make the identification when con-
fronted with a particular narrative of passage, that of recognizing the pro-
tagonist as oneself. We miss the lesson of how we came to be capable of
being constructed as witnesses ab origine, miss comprehending our own
violent origin.

The trial ends with Peterson’s conviction.

This outcome is a mixed grill for the various interests surrounding the
trial. While there are several points on which new law might have been
written, two in particular are interesting in connection with the Peterson
trial. One concerns the conflation of multiple personality with mental ill-
ness. Another concerns the legal status of each member of a multiple per-
sonality. Both of these relate to issues of how cultural meaning is con-
structed in relation to bodies and selves.

Ruth Reeves, Sarah’s downstairs neighbor, is a woman with no particu-
lar investment in much of the debate. “I've met most of them (the per-
sonalities), and they’re real,” she says. “It’s no different, really, than talk-
ing to a roomful of people.”

“Do you think she’s sick . . . mentally ill? I mean, multiple personality
as a disease ... ”

“Well, her personalities mostly just seem to live their lives. It’s not like
one of them’s a murderer or goes around busting up the furniture. Some
of them aren’t healthy for her, though. I hope therapy can help her, so she
doesn’t have to do things like eat crayons or burn herself. But—" She
looked thoughtful for a moment, searching for words.

“You know,” she said, “if the therapy turns out to be effective ’'m going
to miss the personalities. They’re a wonderful bunch of folks.”

The verdict upholds existing Wisconsin law. The law states that it is a
crime to have sex with a mentally ill person if the person is so severely
impaired that he or she cannot appreciate the consequences of their be-
havior, and if the other person knows of the illness. Because the trial
made no attempt to separate the issue of MPD from issues of mental ill-
ness, the verdict reinforces the general conflation of multiple personality
with mental illness. This seems natural to the great majority of mental
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health professionals who viewed the trial. A few, who perceived the oppor-
tunity to “decriminalize” MPD, are disappointed.

“Multiple personality” covers a broad range of phenomena, which in-
cludes within its spectrum such things as spirit possession. “Multiple
personality disorder” is the official term for a condition which includes,
among other things, blackouts. That is, only one personality is out at a
time, and if there isa dominant personality it suffers memory gaps during
the time the other personalities are out. “You find clothes in your closets
that you have no memory of having bought, and worse yet, they aren’t the
cut or color you would ever think of buying,” one multiple says. “You get
court summonses about traffic violations you didn’t commit, you wake
up in the morning and find you have burns and bruises and you have no
idea how or where you got them.” In general the dominant personality is
frightened and troubled by these occurrences. The dominant personality
may also have difficulty coping in the world, and it is this maladjustment,
or the fear and disorientation caused by the blackouts, that generally
brings the person into the doctor’s of fice.

At the other end of the spectrum are persons who also consider them-
selves multiples, but who do not suffer blackouts and who claim to retain
awareness of what the alter personalities are doing when they are out.
These persons find themselves in a difficult situation. If they assert their
multiplicity, they fear being pathologized, so they tend to live “in the
closet,” like other marginalized groups. They live largely clandestine ex-
istences, holding regular day jobs and occasionally socializing with other
multiples of similar type. They worry about being discovered and being
forced to quit their jobs, or about being declared disabled or mentally in-
competent. They have no common literature which unites them; the mul-
tiple equivalent of The Well of Loneliness has yet to be written. Their
accustomed mode of existence, sharing a single body with several quasi-
independent personalities, is emblematic of a fair percentage of everyday

life at the close of the mechanical age.



Two Lessons from Burroughs

Steven Shaviro

Seattle, 1993. Don’t believe the hype. I find myself stranded in this obses-
sively health-minded, puritanical, routinized, and relentlessly cheerful
city, lifelines cut, lost without my vital supply of counteracting stimu-
lants. Yes, some of the bands are still great, despite the insidious pressures
of fame: Nirvana, Mudhoney, Seven-Year Bitch. But otherwise, nothing. I
strain to hear the echo of Burroughs’s silent scream: “What scared you all
into time? Into body? Into shit? I will tell you: the word.” But does anyone
even remember? These prefabricated combinations of words, and these
carefully crafted, HWP bodies, are all I can find, perhaps all there is. Or-
ganicism is a myth. Our bodies are never ourselves, our words and texts
are never really our own. They aren’t “us,” but the forces which crush us,
the norms to which we have been subjected. It’s a relief to realize that cul-
ture is after all empty, that its imposing edifices are sound stage facades,
that bodies are extremely plastic, that facial expressions are masks, that
words in fact have nothing to express. Bodies and words are nothing but
exchange-value: commodities or money. All we can do is appropriate
them, distort them, turn them against themselves. All we can do is borrow
them and waste them: spend what we haven’t earned and don’t even pos-
sess. Such is my definition of postmodern culture, but it’s also Citibank’s
definition of a healthy economy, Jacques Lacan’s definition of love, and
J. G. Ballard’s vision of life in the postindustrial ruins. So don’t be a good
citizen. Don’t produce, expend. Be a parasite. Live off your Visa card, or
scavenge in the debris.

With all this in mind, I want to propose a biological approach to post-
modernism. Ethology rather than ethnology. As we know from Foucault,
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from Francois Jacob, and from Donna Haraway, “biology” as we under-
stand it today is a very recent invention. But of course it works both
ways. Every mutation in culture is a new state of the body. Technological
changes, as McLuhan said, are alterations in the very nature of our senses
and of our nervous systems. The inventions that make, say, genetic engi-
neering practicable are themselves biological innovations. The conditions
of possibility for postmodernism first evolved something like one million
years ago, with the appearance in our hominid ancestors of what might
be called the Ronald Reagan gene or meme: the program for deceiving
others more effectively by at the same time deluding yourself. This allows
you to project a powerful aura of absolute sincerity. Pull the wool over
your own eyes, as the Church of the SubGenius puts it. But the Reagan
strategy is only one move in a long history of manipulations, power grabs,
and scams. Freud and Lacan to the contrary, there’s nothing less “essen-
tialist,” less “organicist,” more political, and more historically variable
than our “anatomy” or “biology.” I leave open for the moment the ques-
tion of just how far this pronominal “our” extends.

Nobody understands these issues better than William Burroughs. All
his major novels, from Naked Lunch (1959) to The Western Lands (1987),
have explored the landscape of postmodern biology, with its deliriums
and its terrors. That’s why I invoke him as my guide in what follows. These
“lessons” about language and about insects are only two of many to be
learned from Burroughs. But a word of caution is in order. As we read in
Nova Express: “And what does my program of total austerity and total re-
sistance offer you? I offer you nothing. I am not a politician. . . . To speak
is to lie—To live is to collaborate—There are degrees of lying collabora-
tion and cowardice—It is precisely a question of regulation. ...”

1. Language Is a Virus

“Which came first, the intestine or the tapeworm?” In this epigram, William
Burroughs suggests that parasitism—corruption, plagiarism, surplus ap-
propriation—is in fact conterminous with life itself. The tapeworm doesn’t
simply happen to attach itself to an intestine that was getting along per-
fectly well without it. Say rather that the intestine evolved in the way that
it did just in order to provide the tapeworm with a comfortable or profit-
nble milieu, an environment in which it might thrive. My intestines are
on as intimate terms with their tapeworms as they are with my mouth,
my asshole, and my other organs; the relationship is as “intrinsic” and “or-
ganic” in the one case as it is in the other. Just like the tapeworm, I live
off the surplus-value extracted from what passes through my stomach
and intestines. W ho's the parasite, then, and who's the host? The internal
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organs are parasitic upon one another; the organism as a whole is parasitic
upon the world. My “innards” are really a hole going straight through my
body; their contents—shit and tapeworm—remain forever outside of and
apart from me, even as they exist at my very center. The tapeworm is more
“me” than I am myself. My shit is my inner essence; yet I cannot assimilate
it to myself, but find myself always compelled to give it away. (Hence
Freud’s equation of feces with money and gifts; and Artaud’s sense of be-
ing robbed of his body and selfhood every time he took a shit.) Interiority
means intrusion and colonization. Self-identity is ultimately a symptom
of parasitic invasion, the expression within me of forces originating from
outside.

And so it is with language. In Burroughs’s famous dictum, language is
a virus from outer space. Language is to the brain (and to the speaking
mouth and the writing or typing hand) as the tapeworm is to the intes-
tines. Or even more so: it may just be possible to find a digestive space
free from parasitic infection (though this is extremely unlikely), but we
will never find an uncontaminated mental space. Strands of alien DNA
unfurl themselves in our brains, even as tapeworms unfurl themselves
in our guts, Burroughs suggests that not just language, but “the whole
quality of human consciousness, as expressed in male and female, is basi-
cally a virus mechanism.” This is not to claim, in the manner of Saussure
and certain foolish poststructuralists, that all thought is linguistic, or that
social reality is constituted solely through language. It is rather to deprivi-
lege language—and thus to take apart the customary opposition between
language and immediate intuition—by pointing out that nonlinguistic
modes of thought (which obviously exist) are themselves also constituted
by parasitic infiltration. Visual apprehension and the internal time sense,
to take just two examples, are both radically nonlinguistic; but they too,
in their own ways, are theaters of power and of surplus-value extraction.
Light sears my eyeballs, leaves its traces violently incised on my retinas.
Duration imposes its ungraspable rhythms, emptying me of my own
thought. Viruses and parasitic worms are at work everywhere, multiple
“outsides” colonizing our “insides.” There is no refuge of pure interiority,
not even before language. Whoever we are, and wherever and however we
search, “we are all tainted with viral origins.”

Burroughs’s formulation is of course deliberately paradoxical, since vi-
ruses are never originary beings. They aren’t self-sufficient, or even fully
alive; they always need to commandeer the cells of an already-existing
host in order to reproduce. A virus is nothing but DNA or RNA encased
in a protective sheath; that is to say, it is a message—encoded in nucleic
acid—whose only content is an order to repeat itself. When a living cell is
invaded by a virus, it is compelled to obey this order. Here the medium
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really is the message: for the virus doesn’t enunciate any command, so
much as the virus isitself the command. It is a machine for reproduction,
but without any external or referential content to be reproduced. A virus
is thus a simulacrum: a copy for which there is no original, emptily du-
plicating itself to infinity. It doesn’t represent anything, and it doesn’t
have to refer back to any standard measure or first instance, because it
already contains all the information—and only the information—needed
for its own further replication. Marx’s famous description of capital ap-
plies perfectly to viruses: “dead labour which, vampire-like, lives only by
sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks.”

Reproduction (sexual or otherwise) is often sentimentally considered
to be the basic activity and fundamental characteristic of life. But it is
arguably more a viral than a vital process. Reproduction is so far from be-
ing straightforwardly “organic,” that it necessarily involves vampirism,
parasitism, and cancerous simulation. We are all tainted with viral origins,
because life itself is commanded and impelled by something alien to life.
The life possessed by a cell, and all the more so by a multicellular organ-
ism, is finally only its ability to carry out the orders transmitted to it by
DNA and RNA. It scarcely matters whether these orders originate from a
virus, or from what we conceive as the cell’s own nucleus. For this distinc-
tion is only a matter of practical convenience. It is impossible actually to
isolate the organism in a state before it has been infiltrated by viruses, or
altered by mutations; we cannot separate out the different segments of
DNA, and determine which are intrinsic to the organism and which are
loreign. Our cells’ own DNA is perhaps best regarded as a viral intruder
that has so successfully and over so long a stretch of time managed to
insinuate itself within us, that we have forgotten its alien origin. Our
genes’ “purposes” are not ours. As Richard Dawkins puts it, our bodies
and minds are “survival machines” programmed for replicating genes,
“gigantic lumbering robots” created for the sole purpose of transmitting
NA. Burroughs describes language (or sexuality, or any form of con-
sciousness) as “the human virus” All our mechanisms of reproduction
follow the viral logic according to which life produces death, and death in
(urn lives off life. And so remember this the next time you gush over a
cute infant. “Cry of newborn baby gurgles into death rattle and the crys-
tal skull,” Burroughs writes, “THAT IS WHAT YOU GET FOR FUCK-
ING.

language is one of these mechanisms of reproduction. Its purpose is
not Lo indicate or communicate any particular content, but merely to per-
Petuate and replicate itself. The problem with most versions of commu-
nlcations theory is that they ignore this function, and naively present lan-
Kuage as o means of transmitting information. Yet language, like a virus
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or like capital, is in itself entirely vacuous: its supposed content is only a
contingent means (the host cell or the particular commodity form) that
it parasitically appropriates for the end of self-valorization and self-pro-
liferation. Apart from the medium, there’s no other message. But if lan-
guage cannot be apprehended in terms of informational content, still less
can it be understood on the basis of its form or structure, in the manner
of Saussure, Chomsky, and their followers. These theorists make an equi-
valent, but symmetrically opposite, error to that of communications
theory. They substitute inner coherence for outer correspondence, differ-
ential articulation for communicative redundancy, and self-reference for
external reference; but by isolating language’s self-relational structure or
transformational logic, they continue to neglect the concrete and prag-
matic effects of its violent replicating force. Both communicational and
structural approaches try to define what language is, instead of looking at
what it does. They both fail to come to grips with what J. L. Austin calls
the performative aspect of linguistic utterance: the sense in which speak-
ing and writing are actions, ways of doing something, and not merely ways
of (con)stating or referring to something. (Of course, stating and refer-
ring are in the last analysis themselves actions.) Language does not repre-
sent the world: it intervenes in the world, invades the world, appropriates
the world. The supposed postmodern “disappearance of the referent” in
fact testifies to the success of this invasion. It’s not that language doesn’t
refer to anything real, but—to the contrary—that language itself has be-
come increasingly real. Far from referring only to itself, language is pow-
erfully intertwined with all the other aspects of contemporary social re-
ality. It is a virus that has all too fully incorporated itself into the everyday
life of its hosts.

A virus has no morals, as Rosa von Praunheim puts it, talking about
HIV; and similarly the language virus has no meanings. Even saying that
language is performative doesn’t go far enough; for it leaves aside the fur-
ther question of what sort of act is being performed, and just who is per-
forming it. It is not “I” who speaks, but the virus inside me. And this
virus/speech is not a freestanding action, but a motivated and directed
one: a command. Morse Peckham, Deleuze and Guattari, and Wittgen-
stein all suggest that language is less performative than it is imperative or
prescriptive: to speak is to give orders. To understand language and speech
is then to acknowledge these orders: to obey them or resist them, but to
react to them in some way. An alien force has taken hold of me, and I
cannot not respond. Our bodies similarly respond with symptoms to in-
fection, or to the orders of viral DNA and RNA. As Burroughs reminds
us: “the symptoms of a virus are the attempts of the body to deal with the
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virus attack. By their symptoms you shall know them. ... If a virus pro-
duces no symptoms, then we have no way of knowing that it exists.” And
so with all linguistic utterances: I interpret a statement by reacting to it,
which is to say by generating a symptom. Voices continually call and re-
spond, invoke and provoke other voices. Speaking is thus in Foucault’s
sense an exercise of power: “it incites, it induces, it seduces, it makes easier
or more difficult; in the extreme it constrains or forbids absolutely; it is
nevertheless always a way of acting upon an acting subject or acting sub-
jects by virtue of their acting or being capable of acting. A set of actions
upon other actions.” Usually we obey orders that have been given us, vis-
cerally and unreflectively; but even if we self-consciously refuse them, we
are still operating under their constraint, or according to their dictation.
Yet since an order is itself an action, and the only response to an action is
another action, what Wittgenstein ironically calls the “gulf between an
order and its execution” always remains. I can reply to a performance only
with another performance; it’s impossible to step outside the series of ac-
tions, to break the chain and isolate once and for all the “true” meaning
of an utterance. The material force of the utterance compels me to re-
spond, but no hermeneutics can guarantee or legislate the precise nature
of my response. The only workable way to define “meaning” is therefore
to say, with Peckham, that it is radically arbitrary, since “any response to
an utterance is a meaning of that utterance.” Any response whatsoever.
This accounts both for the fascistic, imperative nature of language, and
for its infinite susceptibility to perversion and deviation. Strands of DNA
replicate themselves ad infinitum. But in the course of these mindless
repetitions, unexpected reactions spontaneously arise, alien viruses in-
sinuate themselves into the DNA sequence, and radiation produces ran-
dom mutations. It’s much like what happens in the children’s game “Tele-
phone™: even when a sentence is repeated as exactly as possible, it tends
to change radically over the course of time.

We all have parasites inhabiting our bodies; even as we are ourselves
parasites feeding on larger structures. Call this a formula for demonic or
vampiric possession. The great modernist project was to let the Being of
l.anguage shine forth, or some such grandiose notion. If the “I” was not
the speaker, the modernists believed, this was because language itself
spoke to me and through me. Heidegger is well aware that language con-
sists in giving orders, but he odiously idealizes the whole process of com-
mand and obedience. We postmodernists know better. We must say, con-
trary to Heidegger and Lacan, that language never “speaks itself as language™
it's always some particular parasite, with its own interests and perspective,
that's issuing the orders and collecting the profits. What distinguishes a
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virus or parasite is precisely that it has no proper relation to Being. It only
inhabits somebody else’s dwelling. Every discourse is an unwelcome guest
that sponges of f me, without paying its share of the rent. My body and
home are always infested—whether by tapeworms and cockroaches, or by
Martians and poltergeists. Language isn’t the House of Being, but a fair-
ground filled with hucksters and con artists. Think of Melville’s Confi-
dence Man; or Burroughs’s innumerable petty operators, all pulling their
scams. Michel Serres, in The Parasite, traces endless chains of appropria-
tion and transfer, subtending all forms of communication. (He plays on
the fact that in French the word parasite has the additional connotation
of static, the noise on the line that interferes with or contaminates every
message.) In this incessant commerce, there is no Being of Language. But
there are always voices: voices and more voices, voices within and behind
voices, voices interfering with or replacing or capturing other voices.

I hear these voices whenever I speak, whenever I write, or whenever
I pick up the telephone. Marshall McLuhan argues that technological
change literally produces alterations in the ratio of our senses. The media
are artificially generated parasites, prosthetic organs, “the extensions of
man.” Contemporary electronic telecommunications media are particu-
larly radical, as they don’t just amplify one sense organ or another, but
represent an exteriorization of the entire human nervous system. Today
we don’t need shamans any longer, since modems and FA Xes are enough
to put us in contact with the world of vampires and demons, the world of
the dead. Viruses rise to the surface, and appear not just in the depths of
our bodies, but visibly scrawled across our computer and video screens.
In William Gibson’s Count Zero, the Haitian loas manifest themselves in
cyberspace: spirits arising in the interstices of our collectively extended
neurons, and demanding propitiation. In certain issues of the DC comic
book Doom Patrol, written by Grant Morrison and illustrated by Richard
Case, we learn that the telephone is “a medium through which ghosts
might communicate”; words spoken over the phone are “a conjuration, a
summoning.” The dead are unable fully to depart from the electronic
world. They leave their voices behind, resonating emptily after them. The
buzzing or static that we hear on the telephone line is the sum of all the
faint murmurings of the dead, blank voices of missed connections, echo-
ing to infinity. These senseless utterances at once feed upon, and serve as
the preconditions for, my own attempts to generate discourse. But such
parasitic voices also easily become fodder for centralizing apparatuses of
power, like the military’s C’I system (command/control/communication/
intelligence). Doom Patrol reveals that the Pentagon is really a pentagram,
“a spirit trap, a lens to focus energy.” The “astral husks” of the dead are
trapped in its depths, fed to the voraclous Telephone Avatar, and put to
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work on the Ant Farm, “a machinery whose only purpose is to be its own
sweet self.” As Burroughs also notes, the life-in-death of endless viral rep-
lication is at once the method and the aim of postmodern arrangements
of power.

No moribund humanist ideologies will release us from this dilemma.
Precisely by virtue of their moribund status, calls to subjective agency, or
1o collective imagination and mobilization, merely reinforce the feedback
loops of normalizing power. For it is only by regulating and punishing
ourselves, internalizing the social functions of policing and control, that
weever arrive at the strange notion that we are producing our own proper
language, speaking for ourselves. Burroughs instead proposes a stranger,
more radical strategy: “As you know inoculation is the weapon of choice
against virus and inoculation can only be effected through exposure.” For
all good remedies are homeopathic. We need to perfect our own habits of
parasitism, and ever more busily frequent the habitations of our dead, in
the knowledge that every self-perpetuating and self-extending system ul-
timately encounters its own limits, its own parasites. Let us become dan-
dies of garbage, and cultivate our own tapeworms, like Uncle Alexander
in Michel Tournier’s novel Gemini (Les Météores). Stylize, enhance, and
Accelerate the processes of viral replication: for thereby you will increase
the probability of mutation. In Burroughs’s vision: “The virus plagues
empty whole continents. At the same time new species arise with the same
rapidity since the temporal limits on growth have been removed. . . . The
biologic bank is open.” It’s now time to spend freely, to mortgage ourselves
heyond our means.

Don’t try to express “yourself,” then; learn rather to write from dicta-
tion, and to speak rapturously in tongues. An author is not a sublime crea-
tor, as Dr. Frankenstein wanted to be. He or she is more what is called a
<hanneller, or what Jack Spicer describes as a radio picking up messages
[rom Mars, and what Jacques Derrida refers to as a sphincter. Everything
i Burroughs’s fiction is resolved into and out of a spinning asshole,
which is also finally a cosmic black hole. In Chester Brown’s comic book
Iid the Happy Clown (originally Yummy Fur), there is a man who suffers
from a bizarre compulsion: he can’t stop shitting. More comes out than he
vould ever possibly have put in. It turns out that his asshole is a gateway
lo another dimension, a transfer point between worlds. This other dimen-
sion isn’t much different from ours: it has its own hierarchies of money
and power, its own ecological dilemmas, even its own Ronald Reagan. But
what's important is the process of transmission, and not the nature of the
procluct. Waste is the only wealth, and that’s how masterpieces are born.
"Why linger over books to which the author has not been palpably con-
wrained?” (Bataille). This constraint, this pressure in my intestines and
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bowels, marks the approach of the radically Other. It’s in such terms, per-
haps, that we can best respond to George Clinton’s exhortation: “Free
your mind, and your ass will follow.”

2. The Insect People of Minraud

We all have our totem animals, our familiars, our spirit guides. They are
usually other mammals, sometimes birds, occasionally even reptiles or
amphibians; but they are almost always vertebrates of one sort or another.
Our relationships with insects, on the other hand, tend to be stranger,
more uncanny, more disturbing. Few of us—Spiderman aside—willingly
accept intimacy with the arthropods. “Insect collecting is a hobby few can
share,” as Shonen Knife gently laments. Burroughs waxes lyrical about
cats, about lemurs, about “sables, raccoons, minks, otters, skunks and
sand foxes”; but he can only approach arthropods with an obsessive, fas-
cinated repulsion. His novels are filled with hallucinatory visions of the
insect- and centipede-ridden realms of Minraud and Esmeraldas, places
of sexual torture and sacrifice. Exceptions to this horror can perhaps be
made for the beauty of butterflies, and for the savoriness of certain non-
insect arthropods, like crustaceans. But almost nobody enjoys our en-
forced proximity to bedbugs, cockroaches, and houseflies. Is our disgust
simply the result of being confronted with a life form so utterly alien? Our
lineage separated from theirs more than 600 million yearsago, even before
the Cambrian explosion. The insects’ modes of feeding and fucking, those
two most crucial biological functions, are irretrievably different from
ours. Looking across the vast evolutionary gap, we are seized by vertigi-
nous shudders of gastronomical nausea and sexual hysteria:

We have all seen nature films in which enormously magnified insects
unfeelingly dismember their prey. Their glittering multifaceted eyes
stare at the camera while their complex mouthparts work busily,
munching through still-struggling victims. We can empathize with
our closer relatives the lions, who at least seem to enjoy their bloody
work. But when the female mantis bites the head off its mate in order
to release its copulatory reflex, it does so at the behest of an instinct
that seems to have nothing to do with love, hate, or anything else to
which we can remotely relate. (Christopher Wills, The Wisdom of the
Genes)

Such an enthralled disgust is crucial to the postmodern experience of
limits. The narrator of Clarice Lispector’s The Passion According to G. H,
is captivated by the sight of a wounded cockroach, trapped in a doorjamb
as a “whitish and thick and slow” paste oozes out of Its ruptured body.
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After pages of obsessive contemplation and description, she ritually de-
vours the cockroach, finding in it the impossible “embodiment of a pre-
historic, pre-symbolic, ecstatic primal divine matter” (Camillo Penna).
But this effort at communion necessarily fails. The flesh of the squashed
bug is sacred, as Bataille might put it, because it is primordially ambiva-
lent: it arouses both disgust and desire, at once demanding and repelling
our intimate contact. We cannot touch, much less eat, this debased matter;
and yet we cannot stop ourselves from touching and eating it. Insect life
is an alien presence that we can neither assimilate nor expel. Professional
exterminators know this well, and so do the best theologians and philoso-
phers. Much ink has been spilled recently exploring Thomas Nagel’s ques-
tion, “what s it like to be a bat?”—or more accurately: is it possible for us
to know what it’s like to be a bat? But the whole discussion looks suspi-
ciously like a replay of the old philosophical canard regarding the alleged
unknowability of “other minds,” only tricked out this time in postmod-
crn drag. And in any case the bat is still a mammal, a fairly close relative
of ours. That makes it all much too easy. Wouldn’t it be more relevant and
useful to pose the question of radical otherness in biological terms, in-
stead of epistemological ones? It would then become a problem, not of
metaphorically entering the mind of a bat, but of literally and physically
entering—or metamorphosing into—the body of a housefly. And resolv-
ing such a problem would involve the transfer, not of minds, but of DNA.
What’s important is not to intuit what it might be like to be another spe-
cies, but to discover experimentally how actually to become one. Such is
the import of Cronenberg’s film The Fly.

Burroughs cites Rule One of the basic biologic law, rigidly enforced by
the Biologic Police: “Hybrids are permitted only between closely related
species and then grudgingly, the hybrids produced being always sterile.”
To innovate means to violate this law, to introduce alien genetic material,
to assume the risks of “biologic and social chaos.” But then, viruses and
bacteria are doing this all the time. There’s nothing new about genetic
engineering; as Lynn Margulis points out, humans are only now adopting
techniques that prokaryotes have already been practicing for billions of
years. As for viruses, they seem just to be transposable elements—such as
can be found in any genome—which have revolted against the tyranny of
the organism, or otherwise gotten out of hand. From meiosis to symbiotic
merger, every genetic recombination is a new throw of the dice. No such
process can be controlled or determined in advance. In Cronenberg’s film,
Homo sapiens meets Musca domestica only by the sheerest contingency.
I'he transformation of Seth Brunclle (Jeff Goldblum) into an insect—
or more preciscly, into the monstrous hybrid Brundlefly—is a statistical
aberration: an improbable accldent, a fortultous encounter, an irrepro-
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ducible, singular event. That’s why Seth never quite comprehends what’s
happening to him, at least not at the moment that it happens. His sci-
entific consciousness lags perpetually behind his ceaselessly mutating
body. His theories about his condition are out of date by the time he utters
them. Cronenberg’s human-turned-fly is the postmodern realization of
Nietzsche’s prophecy of the Overman: “man is something that should be
overcome.” For the Ubermensch is not the “higher man,” nor is he any sort
of fixed entity. Rather he is a perpetual becoming, an ungrounded projec-
tion into unknowable futurity. The singular hybrid Brundlefly is just such
a body, without stable identity, caught in the throes of transformation.
Did Nietzsche ever suspect that his great metaphysical longing would be
most compellingly realized in insect form? Any scientist can make obser-
vations about how flies (or bats, or humans) act in general; but even Seth
Brundle never knows from the inside “what it’s like” to be a fly. For “what
it’s like” necessarily involves the irreversible othering of the knower: the
“going-under” of the Overman, the continual “becoming” of Brundlefly.
The pursuit of knowledge, as Foucault puts it, should result not just in the
“acquisition of things known,” but above all in “the going-astray of the
one who knows.”

Insects are well ahead of humans in this regard. Radical becomings take
place routinely in their own lives. This is especially so in groups that pass
through pupal metamorphosis. Their bodies are broken down and com-
pletely rebuilt in the course of transmutation from the larval to the ma-
ture stage. Is the butterfly “at one” with the caterpillar? Is this housefly
buzzing around my head “the same” as the maggot it used to be? One
genome, one continuously replenished body, one discretely bounded or-
ganism; and yet a radical discontinuity both of lived experience and of
physical form. The surplus value accumulation of larval feeding gives way
to lavish expenditure: the extravagant coloration of the butterflies, the co-
prophilic copulation of houseflies and others. Insect life cycles continually
affirm the possibilities of radical difference—even if ants and bees would
co-opt this difference into the homogenizing mold of the State. Every in-
sect is a “singularity without identity,” in Giorgio Agamben’s phrase. The
fringe biologist Donald I. Williamson even goes so far as to argue that
larval stages are remnants of symbiotic mergers between formerly inde-
pendent organisms. But whether or not this be literally the case, Brundle’s
hybridization certainly opens the door to yet stranger metamorphoses.
The body of an insect—far more radically than the mind of a dialecti-
cian—is perpetually “other than itself.”

The high intelligence and adaptive flexibility of mammals is usually
attributed to our premature birth, and our consequent long period of
growth outside the womb. Genetics is supplemented by emplrical learning
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and parental guidance. Welay down numerous memory traces, and build
up complex personalities. Learning doesn’t play such a role in insect de-
velopment: not only because they have too few neurons to store all that
information, but more crucially because memory traces cannot survive
intact through the vast physiological changes of pupal transmutation. We
higher mammals like to congratulate ourselves on our supposed ability to
alter our own behavior adaptively in the span of an single lifetime. But
this complacency may well be exaggerated. Innovation is harder than it
seems. Insects usually manage to adapt to changed environmental cir-
cumstances a lot faster than we do, thanks to their greater propensity to
generate mutations, and their far higher rate of genetic recombination
over the course of much shorter reproductive cycles. In humans and other
mammals, once memory traces are forged and reinforced, it’s nearly im-
possible to get rid of them. And as if that weren’t enough, we've also in-
stituted traditions and norms of critical reflection, the better to police our
«dentities, and to prevent our minds and bodies from going astray. Edu-
cation, after all, is just a subtler and more sadistically refined mode of
operant conditioning than the one provided by direct genetic program-
ming. As Elias Canetti remarks, no totalitarian despot can ever hope to
dominate and control his subjects so utterly as human parents actually
do their children. We accept such discipline largely because we feel com-
pensated for it by the prospect of imposing it in turn upon our own de-
scendants. Our mammalian talents for memory and self-reflection serve
largely to oppress us with the dead weight of the past. Morse Peckham is
right to insist that only “cultural vandalism”—the aggressive undermin-
ing of established values through random, mindless acts of destruction—
<an free us from this weight, and stimulate social innovation. We humans
need to push ourselves to such disruptive extremes; otherwise we have no
hope of matching the insects’ astonishing ability to adaptively alter their
physiology and behavior in a relatively brief time. Unburdened by mam-
malian scruples, insects effortlessly practice the Nietzschean virtue of ac-
tive forgetting: the adult fly doesn’t remember anything the maggot once
knew.

Postmodern biology is increasingly oriented toward what might be
called an insect paradigm. In postmodern biotechnology, according to
Donna Haraway, “no objects, spaces, or bodies are sacred in themselves;
any component can be interfaced with any other if the proper standard,
the proper code, can be constructed for processing signals in a common
language.” The organicism of romantic and modernist thought—together
with its political correlate, the disciplinary “biopolitics” so powerfully de-
scribed by Foucault—has given way to a new model of life processes. Post-

modern bodies are neither “vitallstlc" nor “mechanlstic.” They are struc-
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tured through principles of modular interchangeability and serial repetition;
they innovate, not on the basis of any pregiven criteria, but experimen-
tally, by continual trials of natural selection. Arthropod body plans are
especially postmodern, built as they are on multiply repeated segments,
which can be fused or altered to generate new, differentiated structures.
(The organic metaphors of the nineteenth century, in contrast, are ideali-
zations of vertebrate body plans.) Genetic engineering, whether carried
out in the laboratory or in “nature,” requires just such a modular flexi-
bility. Stephen Jay Gould, reflecting on the astonishing variety of arthro-
pod forms discovered in the fossils of the Burgess shale, suggests that the
initial Cambrian diversification of multicellular life progressed precisely
in this way. Cambrian evolution seems to have taken the form of a “grab
bag,” mixing and matching body segments in a process much like “con-
structing a meal from a gigantic old-style Chinese menu: one from col-
umn A, two from B, with many columns and long lists in every column”
(Wonderful Life). This kind of thing doesn’t much happen in macroevo-
lution any longer; but it’s still crucial on the molecular-genetic level, as
Christopher Wills argues in The Wisdom of the Genes. Certain mimetic
butterflies, for instance, have linked “supergene complexes” that allow
them alternatively to mimic any one of a number of vastly different
model species. Segmented repetition with modular variation remains the
basic organizing principle of all insect genomes: hence the frequency of
homeotic mutations—multiplied wings and legs, antennae transformed
into legs, added or subtracted segments—in laboratory strains of Droso-
phila. Melancholy old conservatives like Jean Baudrillard fear that post-
modern modular coding leads to a preprogrammed “satellitization of the
real,” and finally to its total “extermination.” But even the slightest ac-
quaintance with insects will convince you that—contrary to Baudrillard’s
claims—“the hyperrealism of simulation” allows for a far greater explo-
sion of change, multiplicity, and sheer exuberant waste than traditional
organicist models of production and circulation ever did.

Haraway points out that recent developments in postmodern biology
involve a radical problematization and “denaturalization” of all notions
of the organism and the individual. Witness Lynn Margulis on the sym-
biotic basis of eukaryotic cells, Richard Dawkins on “selfish genes,” para-
sitism, and the “extended phenotype,” and Leo Buss on the multiple, vari-
ant cell lineages of mammalian immune systems. When we look at the
molecular-genetic basis of life, all we can find are differences and singu-
larities: multiple variations, competing alleles, aberrant particle distribu-
tions, unforeseeable sequence transpositions. These multiplicities never
add up to anything like a distinct species identity, Postmodern biology
thus deals not with fixed entities and types, but with recurring patterns
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and statistical changes in large populations—whether these be popula-
tions of genes or populations of organisms. It tends to emphasize anoma-
lous phenomena like retroviral infections and horizontal gene transfers;
in such encounters, alteration “ceases to be a hereditary filiative evolution,
becoming communicative or contagious” (Deleuze and Guattari). Po§t-
modern biology moves directly between singularities without identity
and population multiplicities, without having recourse either to ipterven-
ing, mediating terms, or to overarching structural orders. It rejects the
“holism” formerly attributed both to the individual organism and to the
Jarger ecosystem. Look at the mutations and transpositions haul?ting any
genome, or observe the behavioral quirks of the cockroaches invading
your apartment. You will find what Deleuze and Guattari call

molecular, intensive multiplicities, composed of particles that do
not divide without changing their nature, and distances that do not
vary without entering another multiplicity and that constantly con-
struct and dismantle themselves in the course of their communica-
tions, as they cross over into each other at, beyond, or before a cer-
tain threshold. (A Thousand Plateaus)

The obsolescence of those old organicist and holistic myths opens the
way to strange new social and political arrangements. In our postmodern
world, the “disciplinary power” analyzed by Foucault is continually being
displaced into more subtly insidious modes of oppression. The ubiquitous
codes of an “informatics of domination” (Haraway) are initially deployed
by government bureaucracies, and then “privatized” as the property of
multinational corporations. Such flexible and universal codes, insinuating
themselves within all situations by a process of continual modulation, are
the hallmark of what Deleuze, following Burroughs, calls the postmodern
“society of control.” Cybernetic regulation is the human equivalent of the
pheromone systems that regulate all activity in an ant colony. But let’s not
assume that this new arrangement of power forecloses all possibilities of
resistance and change. As Deleuze says, “there’s no need to fear or hope,
but only to look for new weapons.” Seth Brundle speaks of his paradoxical
desire to become “the first insect politician,” suggesting the possibility of
an alternative insect politics, different from the totalitarianism of ants
and bees. Consider that flies, like midges and mosquitoes, tend to swarm;
and that locusts periodically change form, and launch forth into mass no-
madic_rampages. Such insects form immense crowds without adopting
rigidly hierarchical structures, Their loose aggregations offer far more at-
(ractive prospects for postmodern sociality than do the State organiza-
tions of the Hymenoptera. Insect swarms are populations in continual
flux, distributing themselves randomly across a vast territory. They are al-
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tered by the very processes that bring them together, so that they can nei-
ther be isolated into separate units, nor be conjoined into a higher unity.
“Their relations are distances; their movements are Brownian; their quan-
tities are intensities, differences in intensity” (Deleuze and Guattari). If
postmodern power is exemplified by the informational feedback mecha-
nisms of the “insect societies,” then maybe a postmodern practice of free-
dom can be discovered in the uncanny experience of the insect swarms.
The next time you see flies swirling over a piece of dung, reflect upon what
Agamben calls the “coming community,” one that is not grounded in
identity, and “not mediated by any condition of belonging”; or upon what
Blanchot calls “the unavowable community” or “the negative commu-
nity” or (quoting Bataille) “the community of those who do not have a
community.”

Postmodern politics, like postmodern biology, must in any case come
to grips with natural selection. The romantics and the modernists alike
misconceived evolution in melioristic or moralizing terms. Even today,
New Age sentimentalists search frantically for any metaphysical solace
that might palliate the harshness of neo-Darwinian struggle. We hear
tales of beneficent feedback mechanisms (Gregory Bateson, James Love-
lock), of heartwarming cooperative endeavors (Francesco Varela, Stephen
Jay Gould), of synchronic species progression (Rupert Sheldrake), or of
strange attractors at the end of history (Terence McKenna). These are all
visions of a world without insects, one in which change would always con-
form to our petty bourgeois standards of niceness and comfort. Bur-
roughs and Cronenberg know better, as do biologists like Richard Daw-
kins. We live, as Burroughs reminds us, in a “war universe.” If we want to
survive, we must avoid the facile self-deceptions of teleological and rule-
driven explanations. Let us rather construct our “war machines” accord-
ing to pragmatic, immanent, selectionist principles. Mammalian immune
systems in fact already work in this way: they “learn” to recognize and de-
stroy enemy proteins as a result of differential reproduction rates among
widely varying T cells. Similar models for the adaptive growth of neurons
in the human brain—“neural selectionism” and “neural Darwinism”—
have been proposed by Gerald Edelman, Steven Pinker, and others. And
artificial intelligence research has started to explore the possibilities of al-
lowing selectional processes to operate blindly, instead of imposing pre-
determined algorithms. All such selectional systems are what Deleuze and
Guattari call desiring machines or bodies without organs: they are not
closed structures, but relational networks that “work only when they
break down, and by continually breaking down.” Breakdowns are inevita-
ble, since the process of adaptation is never rapid enough to keep up with
the pace of continual change. And every breakdown brings to the fore an
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immense reservoir of new, untapped differences and mutations: material
in random variation upon which selection can operate. These selectional
processes, therefore, do not guarantee us anything in advance. They do
not provide for a future that will comfortingly resemble the present or the
past. They do not help us to imagine how things might be better—that
old utopian fantasy, much beloved of “progressive” social critics. Rather,
their political efficacy lies in this: that they actually work to produce dif-
ferences we could not ever have imagined. They provoke innovations far
stranger and more radical than anything we can conceive on our own. “I
love the uncertainty of the future,” as Nietzsche so stirringly wrote.

So cultivate your inner housefly or cockroach, instead of your inner
child. Let selectional processes do their work of hatching alien eggs within
vour body. And don’t imagine for a second that these remarks are merely
anthropomorphizing metaphors. We can kill individual insects, as spiders
do; but we can’t for all that extricate ourselves from the insect continuum
that marks life on this planet. The selectional forces that modulate insect
hodies and behaviors are also restlessly at work in our own brains, shaping
our neurons and even our thoughts. Does such an idea revolt you? The
problem might be that we can’t read insect expressions: we don’t know
what they are thinking, or even if they are thinking. But this may just be
an unwarranted vertebrate physiological prejudice; after all, “insects are
naturally expressionless, since they wear their skeletons on the outside”
{ Christopher Wills). Watch for when the insect molts, and its inner vul-
nerability is exposed.

We should reject all distinctions of inner and outer, as of nature and
tulture. How could you ever hope to separate genetic influences from en-
vironmental ones, or biology from sociology? Those social critics who
think “biological” means ahistorical and unchanging—and reject natural-
istic explanations on that basis—clearly don’t know what they are talking
about. The bizarre, irreversible contingencies of natural history and cul-
tural history alike stand out against all endeavors to endow life with
mecaning, goal, or permanence. Entomology is far less essentialistic, far
more open to difference and change, far more attentive to the body, than
inre, say, cultural critiques grounded in Frankfurt School post-Marxism
and Lacanian psychoanalysis. It’'s common in well-meaning academic
humanist circles to loathe and despise sociobiology. But this isn’t just a
matter of disputing some rather dubious claims about particular aspects
ol human behavior. What many of my colleagues really can’t forgive is
nociobiology’s insistence upon biological embodiment itself. It’s not really
A question of whether this or that gender trait is really “written in our
fenes,” so much as it is a case of the panicky denial of evolutionary con-
tingency, or genctic limitation, altogether, “Dialectical” biologists like
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Richard Lewontin, together with their social-determinist allies, merely
perpetuate a massive, and quite traditional, idealization of human cul-
ture: one that has long fueled delusive fantasies of redemption and tran-
scendence, and that has served as an alibi for all sorts of controls over
people’s lives, and moralistic manipulations of actual human behavior.
Edward O. Wilson, to the contrary, made only one real mistake when he
came to systematize the discipline of sociobiology: this was his choice of
ants, rather than houseflies or cockroaches, as an implicit reference point
for examining “human nature.” Be this as it may, entomological intuitions
continue to be more illuminating and provocative than narrowly human-
istic ones. Maurice Maeterlinck well expressed the uncanny fascination of
insect life nearly a century ago: “The insect brings with him something
that does not seem to belong to the customs, the morale, the psychology
of our globe. One would say that it comes from another planet, more mon-
strous, more dynamic, more insensate, more atrocious, more infernal than
ours.” What has changed in this picture in the last one hundred years?
Only one thing. We postmoderns have come to realize that such alien
splendor is precisely what defines the cruelty and beauty of our world.
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THREE

The End of the World of
White Men

Kathy Acker

It was the days when men were cutting their cocks off and
women were putting on strap ons. . .

The Muses sometimes form in these low haunts their most lasting attach-
ments. . . '

Artaud speaks:

When O was a young girl, above all she wanted a man to take care of
her.

In her dream, the city was the repository of all dreams.

A city which is always decaying. In the center of this city, her father had
hanged himself.

This can’t be true, O thought, because I've never had a father.

In this dream, she searched for a father.

She knew that it was a dumb thing for her to do because he was dead.

Since she wasn’t dumb, she thought, she must be trying to find him so
that she could escape from the house in which she was living, which was
run by a woman.

O went to a private detective. He called O a dame.

“I’m looking for my father.”

The private eye, who in one reality was a friend of O’s, replied that the
case was an easy one.

O liked that she was easy.

And so they began. First, according to his instructions, O told him all
that she knew about the mystery. It took her several days to recount all
the details.

At that time it was summertime In Dallas. All yellow.

.}
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O didn’t remember anything in or about the first period. Of her child-
hood.

After not remembering, she remembered the jewels. When her mother
had died, a jewel case had been opened. The case, consisting of one tray,
held insides of red velvet. O knew that this was also her mother’s cunt.

O was given a jewel which was green.

O didn’t know where that jewel was now. What had happened to it.
Here was the mystery of which she had spoken.

The private eye pursued the matter. A couple of days later, he came up
with her father’s name.

“Oli.”

The name meant nothing to her.

“Your father’s name is Oli. Furthermore, your father killed your mother.”

That’s possible, O thought, as if thinking was dismissing.

The detective continued to give her details about her father: he was
from Iowa and of Danish blood.

All of this could be true because what could she in all possibility know?

When O woke up out of her insane dream, she remembered that her
mother had died eight days before Christmas. Despite the note lying be-
side the dead body in which the location of the family white poodle was
revealed, the cops were convinced that the mother had been murdered. By
a man unknown. Since it was now Christmas, these cops had no intention
of investigating a murder rather than returning to their families, Christ-
mas warmth, and holiday.

O realized, for the first time in her life, that her father could have mur-
dered her mother. According to the only member of her father’s family
whom she had ever met, a roly-poly first cousin whose daughter picked
up Bowery bums for sexual purposes (according to him), her father had
murdered someone who had been trespassing on his yacht.

Then, the father had disappeared.

O became scared. If her father had killed her mother, he could slaugh-
ter her. Perhaps that’s what her life had been about.

During this period of time, O lived and stayed alive by dreaming. One
of the reveries concerned the most evil man in the world.

It was at a fancy resort that was located in the country, far from the city:
O stood on one of the disks, as if on a giant record, which jutted out of a
huge cliff. Shrubbery was coming out of parts of the rock. Each record lay
directly over and under another record, except for the top and the bottom.
The one on which O was perched thrust further into a sky which was
empty; the record was a stage.

In the first act of this play, O learned that evil had entered the land.
That the Father, who is equivalent to evil, la approprlating or thieving all
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of his son’s possessions with success. Both the father and the son were
standing behind O. The father began to increase and deepen his evilness
by torturing his son. He inflicted pain solely physically. O actually saw the
older man point at her three different machine guns, each of which was
different from the other two. O understood what this man was saying to
her: he wanted to scare, rather than to shoot her.

Then he laughed.

O hated the man of evil as much as it was possible for her to abhor
anyone.

Either the next day or an unknown number of days later, while O in
her classroom was doing whatever she did, which, according to her con-
tract with the university, had to be called teaching, but teaching was some-
thing which she didn’t understand, she noticed that her students were no
longer paying attention to whatever she was doing and were whispering
to each other. Worse, they were staring at what she didn’t know.

In the center of her classroom, there was a cat chasing a rat. The rat,
for O, was in the center, was almost touching her. Then the rodent leaped
straight up: it was closer to her. O couldn’t understand why she wasn’t
terrified. Why wasn’t she jumping up on the seat of a wood chair and lift-
ing the front of her skirt up over her cunt? Artaud wrote: we must get rid
of Mind as we must get rid of all literature. But instead of doing that
which she was supposed to do, perhaps because she identified with cats, she
kicked this white rat in the shins. Of course, it was by accident. As she was
kicking hard, she saw that the animal was a smaller version of the huge
stuffed white cat with whom she slept every night.

O needed to be held by her cat in order to fall asleep.

Artaud continued: I say that Mind and life interconnect at all levels. I
would like to make a Book to disturb people, like an open door leading
them to where they have never gone. Simply a door communicating with
reality.

O saw that the cat or rat wasn’t going to die.

Then her real search began. She had to find the torturer so that she
could get rid of all the evil that was in the world. His son and O had be-
come partners and mercenaries: it was he who taught O that she would
be able to search only if she got rid of her fear of evil.

For some reason unknown to O, she was frightened of everyone and
everything.

The father of evil had left them a clue to his whereabouts: D.N.

Nobody seemed to know whether D.N. were the initials of someone or
something or whether the letters were part of a language nonapprehend-
able by reason. O and the son thought that ID.N. was the name of a coffee
joint . ..
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..... They came to a deserted western street. The coffee joint found in this
loneliness named “a street,” within all this yellow, wasn’t named D.N. or
anything. ..

..... They came to a ranch. The main building, at first not noticed or notice-
able, was a white one-story, peeling paint. To its right, in one of its sides,
a café-in-the-wall.

A girl fed her dog-horse, large as a large horse, a plate of raw ham-
burger. She had once been married to the man of evil’s son. Now, sepa-
rated from him and living on the ranch, she was happy.

This clue which was true informed O and the partner that the man of
evil was present.

He walked up to her. In all that openness. There was no one but those
two. Then O realized that all that had happened to her, the narrative, had
happened because and only because she was attracted to this man. The
evil father. She hated him because he was irredeemably violent.

O began to teach him that he could transform his violence into mutual
pleasure through sex.

It was at this point that O decided that she wanted to go where she had
never been before. . .

O speaks:

The revolution had yet to begin in China. The word revolution no
longer meant anything to us because the same governments now owned
everything. There was nowhere left to go. Wherever we were living, all of
my friends, including me, were dying before we reached old age and, be-
fore that, living in ways that crossed social and other limits because other-
wise living was unbearable.

I no longer had interest in politics.

I had come to China as I usually came: I was following a guy.

I believed that we were in love.

It didn’t matter the name of this unknown city. All unknown cities, in
China, hold slums which look exactly like each other: each one a labyrinth
or an actual dream in which streets wind into streets which are winding
into more streets and every street goes nowhere. Perhaps, because all the
signs have disappeared.

The poor eat whatever they can get.

Right before the revolution, the Chinese government told its people
that the recession was over; the poor could no longer distinguish between
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economic viability and disability. Some of them walked around with
needles sticking out of their bodies.

Most of the females had whored for money.

In China, my boyfriend, W, told me that if I loved him, I would whore
for him. I think that also W gets off on women who are whores. I don’t
know whether or not he had deep feelings for me and what those feelings
were. I wonder, again and again, why I run after men who don’t have any
feelings for me and why I, for this reason, don’t have a boyfriend.

It is my mother, rather than my father whom I have never known, who
dominates my rational life. When she was alive, my mother didn’t notice
and, when she noticed, hated me. She wanted me to be nothing or some-
thing worse because my appearance in her womb, not yet in the world,
had caused her husband to leave. What my mother who was ravishingly
beautiful, charming, and a liar told me. While she was alive.

Absence isn’t the name only of my father. Every whorehouse is child-
hood; the one into which W placed me was a hounfor named Ange.

In the outside world, which is the one outside a whorehouse, men fear
women who are beautiful and run away from them: a ravishing woman
who’s with a man has another kind of deep wound somewhere else. My
mother was weak in this way and her weakness is now my fate.

Whereas inside the brothel, the females, whoever they physically are,
must always appear beautiful to men; they have been imprisoned in order
to fulfill men’s fantasies. In this way what was known as “the male regime”
scparated its fantastical life from its rational existence.

Since I was the first white girl who had ever entered this hounfor, the
others, including the madam who had once been a male, hated me. They
sneered at my characteristics, such as my politeness; what they really de-
tested was that necessity, economic necessity, wasn’t driving me into pros-
titution. To them, the word “love” meant nothing. But I wasn’t becoming
u whore because I would do anthing for W, anything to convince him to
love me, a love I was beginning to know I would never receive. I had en-
tered the brothel willingly so that I could become nothing because, only
then, could I begin to see.

I had had no idea what I was doing.

I entered the brothel and the madam took away all of my possessions,
even my tiny black reading glasses. It was as if she was a prison matron.
She said that because I was white, I thought that I deserved things such
as to be happy, that I deserved to possess commodities. Such as happiness.
'That I was too pale, delicate to be able to bear living in this place.

The girls thought that I could leave the cathousc whenever I wanted.
But I couldn’t walk away because inslde the whorehouse [ wasn’t anybody.
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There was nobody to walk away. I was now a child: if I rid myself of child-
hood, there would be nothing left of me.

Artaud understood this.

Later on, the girls accepted me as a whore. As they were. Then I started
to wish that I would love a man who loved me.

In their spare hours, the whores visited fortunetellers. There were many
prescients in the slum. Though I soon started accompanying my co-work-
ers, I was scared to say anything to these women who had once been in
the business. I would stand in those shadows and rarely ask anything: for
I didn’t want to tell anything about myself. When I did inquire about a
future, I asked as if there were no such thing. I only felt safe asking about
the details of daily life, johns, and defecation, all that was a dream.

As if dreams aren’t real.

Fortunetellers wandered around the streets right outside the hounfor.

The fortune, mine, which I remember was based on the card of the
Hanged Man:

The woman who was reading the cards still took tricks.

“Does that mean that ’'m going to suicide?”

“Oh, no, O. This card says that you're a dead person who’s still alive.
You're a zombie.”

I knew better. The Hanged Man or Gerard de Nerval is my father and
every man I fuck is him. Like I said, fortune is dead whenever all the men
are hung.

My father is the owner of the cathouse. He’s sitting in his realm of ab-
sence and he surveys all that is not.

The cards clearly show me that I hate him. When a message travels
from the invisible to the visible, the messenger is an emotion. My an-
ger, this messenger, will lead to revolution. Revolutions are always dan-
gerous.

The cards said worse. They told us, whores, that the revolution which
is just about to happen, due to its own nature or origin, must fail. When
it fails, when sovereignty be it reigning or revolutionary has finally disap-
peared, when sovereignty eats its own head as if it’s a snake, when the
streets are again dust and decay but a different dust and decay, all my
dreams, which are me, will be shattered.

“It’s then,” the slut-fortuneteller said, “that you’ll find yourself on a pi-
rate ship.”

What cards I remember told me my future is freedom.

“What’ll I do when there’s no one in the world who loves me? When all
my existence is this not-ocean or freedom?”

The cards proceeded to give images of stress, iliness, disease . ..

Whores are diseased. This is why no one loves them. I had now been In
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the cathouse for a month. W hadn’t once visited me; he had never cared
about me. I was a whore because I was alone.

Three helpers were going to show me how to become free. They were a
cock who was the largest of all cocks, the journey into the land of the
dead, and Yemaya.

I was trying to get rid of loneliness and nothing will ever rid me of
loneliness until I suicide.

Artaud speaks:

O said, I want to go where I have never been before.

I was living in a room that was in the slum. I was still sane.

I was just a boy. All I saw was the poverty of those slums. In order to
counteract the poverty that was without, and within me, I ran to poetry.
Especially to the poetry of Gerard de Nerval who wanted to stop his own
suffering, to transform himself, but instead hanged himself from a rusty
picture nail.

I had no life. I only loved these poets who were criminals. I began to
write letters to people whom I didn’t know, to those poets, not in order
to communicate with them. To do something else. I wanted to hang myself.

Dear Georges, I wrote.

I have just read, in Fontane magazine, two articles by you on Gerard de
Nerval, which made a strange impression on me.

I am a limitless series of natural disasters and all of these disasters have
been unnaturally repressed. For this reason, I am kin to Gerard de Nerval
who hanged himself in a street alley during the hours of a night.

Suicide is only a protest against control.

Artaud.

The alleyways were lying all around me. They ran every which way so
haphazardly that they stopped. Here lay the hounfor.

I would watch man after man walk through the doors. Men went to the
brothel, not in order to have the sexual intercourse they could have on the
outside, but to enact elaborate and torturous fantasies which, one day, I'll
be able to describe to you.

I'll be able when there is pleasure in this world. At that time I did not
have a lover nor did I know what it was to be a body.

Day after day I would look through one of my windows into one of
theirs. It was there that I first saw O who was naked. My eye would follow
her, as.much as it could, so that it could clear away all that was before and
behind her.

[ would die for her. Whenever a man hangs himself, his cock becomes
80 immense that for the first time he knows that he has a cock.

One day, O emerged from the brothel. I saw her stand on the cdge of



Kathy Acker

64

the doorway and look away from the brothel. Obviously she was terrified.
Finally, one of her feet peeped over the doorframe’s bottom. I had no idea
what was mirrored in those eyes. Her feet moved three times back and
forth across the doorstep.

As soon as she was fully outside, she began to turn in the same ways
that winds move through the airs. Perhaps she was meeting this outside
and the air for the first time. Perhaps, in the stale air of the brothel, O was
a “she” and now O was another “she” who was indistinct from “air.” I
watched her begin to breathe. It was in this way that O, alien, encountered
poverty, the streets which my body were daily touching. The streets whose
inhabitants ate whatever they could and then, when they could no longer
eat, committed suicide.

The streets reminded O of her childhood. When she had been a child,
she had always been alone. Even though she’d had a half-sister who was
now married to a European armaments millionaire. Every summer, O’s
mother, so that she would never have to see her oldest daughter, sent her
to a posh summer camp. The camp was composed only of girls.

While the girls passed through the latest dances in each other’s arms in
the hour before they were ordered into dinner, O stood on the sidelines
and watched. All she knew was that she couldn’t dance because she wasn’t
like all the others. In the whorehouse, perhaps for the first time in her life,
O had become safe because there were no humans. Not the men who vis-
ited her.

In the hounfor, she was naked.

Now that O knew safety, she had the power to return to her childhood.
To the poverty that was mine. I watched O walk down street after street,
searching for a body. I knew that when O had a body, she would belong
to me.

O speaks:

Just after the first time W and I slept together, I knew that he didn’t
love me. I didn’t know why. This area of not knowing or nausea left me
shreds of belief to which I could cling and I clung, belief that in the future !
W might start to love me. Like a child who cannot believe that her mother
doesn’t care about her.

I remained in that brothel. One day W returned and told me that now
he wanted me to meet the woman whom he adored even more than his
own life. In order to do this he was going to take me out of the brothel for
the day.

The}; had been together many years, before he ever met me. He in-
formed me. That then she left him. It had been his fault: he wasn’t a good
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human being. That she returned to him, in China, and now he wanted to
be as good to her as it was possible for any human to be.

Though she had come back to him, she was still unsure whether she
wanted to be with him, and that made him love her more.

I didn’t know where I existed in W, therefore why he was telling me
about the one woman whom he worshipped.

Maybe I could cling to this nausea. Maybe nausea is something. His fat
body. I followed him into the streets outside the brothel. Into those streets
which I had started to explore by myself. A bird flew through the sky.

His girlfriend was white like me. She was beautiful and rich. As soon
as I met her, I knew that I didn’t exist for her in the same way that I didn’t
exist for W, that she didn’t know how to love. She was one of the owners.
She was beautiful and rich. She had an identity.

I could love W which she never could, but did he want that? Did he
realize all that I would be able to give him?

After the high-class dinner, he took his girlfriend and me back to the
brothel and he tied me to my bed. Needles inserted into the flesh just be-
low the lower lashes kept the eyes open. In front of me, W made love to
this rich bitch first with his fingers. Delicately playing with her thick outer
labia. Slowly they turned from pale pink to almost blood red. And opened
to my eyes as the fingers went up. Some of his fingers were in her mouth.
He was bending her over and then he turned around, her cunt juice drip-
ping so much that I could see it from his tips, and put hislong cock which
I can still know in my mind into that cunt that must have been open,
wanting, screaming for pleasure, whether she loved him or not, she was
being fucked inserted thrust into pummelled bruised and all that comes
out is pleasure, the body is pleasure, I have known pleasure, and I am
watching the endless pleasure, as it comes again again again, that I have
known and now I am being refused.

She, rich, can never know what my nausea, my lack is: what my pleasure
is and so I am changing.

Throughout all of the dinner and the sex I was forced by myself to
watch, I was wearing the deep red lipstick which color my mother wore.
My mother had always walked around the house naked, touching her own
white body; there she wore her menstrual blood on her mouth. There are
no men: my father had left her before I was born.

Since I have never known you, every man I fuck is you. Father. Every
cock goes into my cunt which is now a river named Cocytus. I have said
that I will now only tell the truth: When you, Cock of all Cocks, you the
only lay in the world, and I am the one who lives if not dies for sex, when
you took a leave of absence skipped out ¢Jaculated disappeared and van-
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ished before I was born, you threw me, and I hadn’t yet been born, into
even another world.

The name of the world was China.

Who can understand China’s teeming populaces, its children, its march-
ing, student soldiers?

Artaud speaks (the rewriting of his first letter):

I am a violent being, full of fiery storms and other catastrophic phe-
nomena. As yet I can’t do more than begin this and begin again and again
because I have to eat myself, as if my own body is food, in order to write.
I don’t want to write (talk the only way I know how) about myself. I want
to discuss Gerard de Nerval. He made living: a living world: he made a
living world out of myth and magic. The realm of myth and magic that
he contacted was that of a Funeral. His own death and funeral.

I’ll talk about death, my death, later.

The Tarot card in the realm of Nerval is The Hanged Man. Heidegger
turned away from Hitler, reversed himself, and at the same time explained
that “the very possibility of taking action” or “the will to rule and domi-
nate” was “a kind of original sin, of which he found himself guilty when
he tried to come to terms with his ... past in the Nazi movement.” Hei-
degger began at that time to emphasize, instead of Dasein, Sein, or an es-
sentially reverent contemplativeness that might keep open the possibility
of anew paganism in which no sovereignty could arise, no sovereignty out
of the ashes of Hitler’s aborted revolution.

Such contemplativeness is the hanged man in the realm of Nerval. Such
contemplativeness is a human who’s in the act of doing nothing or only
turning inside-out, reversing, travelling the road into the realm of the
dead from which he’s returning alive. In other words, The Hanged Man
card represents the slight possibility that this intolerable society (in which
identity depends on possessing rather than on being possessed), this so-
ciety in which I'm living, could change.

Gerard de Nerval was a sailor who descended into oblivion and, as he
did, wrote against oblivion. He hated his own cock and so descended into
the Cocytus, into oblivion, three times until his cock floated bloody on
its waters. Or he hanged himself.

(O speaks: I spent day after day walking the streets. Looking for W whom
I knew I would never again find.)

I am Gerard de Nerval who hanged himself 12:00 p.m, on a Thursday by
his own hands; the other one died in Paris or he announced that this death
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would happen, he announced that he had died from loneliness coming
from social rejection.

I, Gerard de Nerval, who wrote in the teeth of the utilitarian concept
of the universe, hanged myself from an apron string tied to a grating.
There was nothing left.

Now]I, Gerard de Nerval, want to talk about the distance between hang-
ing and The Hanged Man. [ lived in an unbearable society and I murdered
myself. Then a sailor, I journeyed to the lands between daily life and
meaning (symbol). I AM MAD AND SO NO LONGER WILL MAKE
SENSE. I hanged myself in order to scream more loudly; I know that is
why suicide happens; and I died and my scream grew and castrated me so
that this suffering turned into everlasting suffering. The name of ever-
lasting suffering is contemplation.

In this way I turned myself inside-out:

Only the head can cut the head off. For instance, de Sade’s valet, Latour,
flagellated de Sade who hated de Sade. De Sade ran away from his own
class. But I Antonin Artaud Gerard de Nerval am not running away: I am
welcoming all the pain I can get because pain is the body.

I, Antonin Artaud, have hanged myself and I haven’t died.

I’m living in a slum in China and I'm entering into sexuality. 'm now
a hole so all the liquids can gush through me. I am sexuality. Being a
man or an abyss of a man, I’'m protecting my mother in the full knowl-
cdge that she hates my guts. My mother’s a betrayer because she is begin-
ning to know that she’s God: she’s perceiving her cunt and ovaries and
all of her other holes to be the labyrinth and sacred. My mother is my
holiness.

And I have adopted the embraces of Satan.

Antonin

O speaks:
Without W, I no longer want to be a whore.

Artaud speaks:

[ entered the voodoo house so that I could meet O. It wasn’t just a
house. Its trees, small illness rooms, altars, and accompanying chambers
called “ghuevos” were dedicated to the appearance of spirits in human
hodlies, to the spirits’ possessions of human bodies.

Though the insides were complicated, staircases appearing out of no-
where and leading to floors not before seen, rooms upon rooms all in a
jumble, somehow I knew exactly where O’s bedroom would be. White
doves, pigeons, chickens, precisely and delicately marked guinea-hens
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walked and flew out of these windows. Almost all of the inside walls were
brilliantly whitewashed except where a certain spirit was being honored.
On the ground floor, the madam stopped me to ask where I was going: I
said that I was going to serve O.

She told me that I had to give money so I could be with O. Because I
don’t have any money, I was thrown out of the whorehouse.

I found myself in a marketplace where everything is being sold for ev-
erything else. There some of the poor didn’t have any limbs. Others would
do anything sexually for anyone. The children often said that, every har-
vest, a third of them were going to die if the growth wasn’t bountiful. I
decided that I had to stop the hell in which I was living.

I knew that they had thrown me out of the whorehouse because I didn’t
want to give O money, | wanted her to love me.

The denial of my sexuality planted in me the seeds of rebellion. There
must be other women and men like me in that slum. Ones who would do
whatever had to be done in order to change everything.

I looked for them in the holes, in the shadows that had eaten them-
selves up.

It was at this time that the revolutionaries, both male and female, met
in what light came from the quarter moon.

The revolutionaries, who were mainly young, talked. Their city was a
dump and growing. The only answer is that we get our hands on weapons.

“We’re poor.”

“A white man just gave us some money, probably in order to save his
own neck.”

Though I had no interest in weapons, I agreed to undertake the ma-
chine-gun delivery, dangerous at least, in return for the exact amount of
cash I needed to buy O so that I could give her her freedom from the
brothel.

I cut off my cock and blood out of a heart I had never known started
to flow.

O speaks:
How long will this reign of masochism continue?

Artaud speaks (the letter continued, addressed directly to O):
Everywhere he went, de Nerval would take with him a scummy apron-
string which had once belonged to the Queen of Sheba. De Nerval told
me. Or it was one of the corset-strings of Madame de Maintenon. Or of
Marguerite de Valois.
From this apron-string which was tied to a grating, he hanged himself.
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The grating, black fetid stained with hound excretion and partly broken,
was located at the bottom of the stone stairs which lead to the rue de la
Tuerie. There’s a straight drop from that stair platform downward.

As de Nerval swang there, a raven hovered over, as if it were sitting on
his head, and cawed repeatedly, “I'm thirsty.”

I’'m thirsty are probably the only words that the old bird knows.

I, Antonin Artaud, though slum, am an owner: I own the objects and
the language of suicide.

Why did Gerard de Nerval hang himself from an apron string? Why is
this society which is China insane?

To learn why Gerard madly offed himself, I will enter his soul.

Gerard wasa man like me. Women think that both of usare good-looking.
Nerval wrote this:

... le dernier, vaincu par (Jehovah)

Qui, du fond des enfers, criait: “O tyrannie!”

Gerard was le dernier because he was just about to suicide; he was talking
to God the tyrant whose very existence was putting Gerard in hell. So,
Gerard suicided because of the existence of God; Gerard opposed the ty-
rant God by cutting off his own head. God is the head, le genie. He cut
off his own head with a woman’s apron-string so that he now has a hole
between his arms so now he is a woman and can no longer tolerate the
phallus-head order. This hole is the hole of nothingness. The soul of Ger-
ard de Nerval has taught me that nothingness is the abyss of horror out
of which consciousness always awakes in order to go out into something
to exist.

The hole of the body, which every man but not woman including
Gerard de Nerval and myself has to make, is the abyss of the mouth.

I have found my language which is why I can write this letter to you.
O. You're naked. Gerard gave me a language that doesn’t lie, that language
that is spurting out of the hole of my body.

You're naked so I know you’ve got a body.

When Gerard cut off his cock, he made all that was interior in him
exterior: all that is interior’s becoming exterior and this is what I call a
revolution and those who are holes are the leaders of the revolution.

I have gotten to know Gerard de Nerval and he was a revolutionary
both before and after he hanged himself from an apron-string. He hanged
himself from a woman’s string in order to protest against social control
hecause all suicide is a protest against control. I repeat that. After he cas-
(rated himself, language like screams came pouring through him.

I am Gerard de Nerval after he castrated himself because consciousness
in the form of language is now pouring out through me and hurting me
and I'm entering into sexuality, I want to own you, O.
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There’s only gloom or nothingness around what’s rising out of me out
of the nothingness; the gloom is everywhere, the streets made up of pov-
erty, shadows of revolutionaries. I, Antonin Artaud, have put down the
language that spouted out, I've written to O, but this language isn’t me.

O speaks:

I have a fantasy, a sexual desire, which isn’t a dream. First of all, there
has to be a man. Then, there has to be sex between me and the man. These
are my prerequisites for desire.

First, the man rejects my sex. With rejection, absence, desire awakes.
Lust need memory or desire torment my body so badly that I become sick
and am on the edge of death.

Just when almost all is lost (the world), this man returns to me. Taking
me in his arms, he restores my life.

For the first time I knew that W would never love me. I was still living
in the whorehouse. The dinner with him and his rich girlfriend was over.
W would never come back to me, wrap his arms around me, and take me
out of the brothel.

Knowledge that he would never love me was recognition that he
never had.

Since I was no longer safe in the brothel, in this realm of fantasy, I be-
came very sick. I hovered at death.

It was at this time that the student revolutionaries, armed more profes-
sionally than any of the cops around them, burst into the English embassy
which was located in the section next to the slums. Paying in violent in-
jury and death, they successfully annihilated the government building. -
When my health returned, I learned that W partly owned the cathouse.
had known that he was rich. I didn’t care what he had felt or would feel
about me: all I wanted was for him to be absent from me.

I wanted W to remain absent from me: I wanted nothing to change.

I learned that it had been W who had first given the terrorists the
money to buy the weapons. Perhaps he hadn’t know why. Perhaps there
was a need in him to disrupt and to destroy. I didn’t know W and I don’t,
When the revolutionary raid on the English had succeeded, red, probably
he had become frightened. For the first time in his life, he had realized that
to be rich and white is to be vulnerable. He understood that he was vul-
nerable. So when the revolutionaries had returned to him and asked for
more funds, he had refused.

They began to beat him up. They almost killed him.

Assoon as I learned that this had happened, I stopped hating W for not
returning my love.
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In the skirmish prior to the explosion of the English embassy, the
young boy who had run guns to the revolutionaries had one of his arms
severely injured.

With the other hand holding the money that he had earned by working
for the terrorists, he entered the brothel. He found the madam and gave
her the amount she had requested as the price of my purchase.

I knew nothing about the purchase of my freedom.

the degeneration of all my work

Behind my bedroom door, Artaud said that he had come back to me.

I replied, “I'm still sick: I don’t want to see anyone.”

I'm writing the way one dreams.

Then he forced himself into my room so I hit him. He fell down to the
floor on the arm that had been broken. When he cried out, I was sur-
prised.

“You're just a boy so how could you be hurting so badly?”

He told me that he had broken his arm in-order to get the money to be
able to buy me.

His arm was bent the wrong way for a human.

I understood that someone could hurt more than me. I reached down
and lifted up his body, onto my thigh, as much as I was able. I only wanted
to fuck him. At that point, pain was the same for him as sexual pleasure.
For me, every area of my skin was an orifice and each part of his body
transforming into an instrument could do and did everything to me.

We wondered at our bodies.

Artaud wrote in another letter:

I entered into sexuality and three times I became a hole through which
liquids rushed, then poured. Three times I was plunged into the waters of
oblivion.

Afterwards, when I saw O, I wanted to protect her because she worships
her cunt.

O speaks:

I never saw Artaud again.

Weakened not only by the beating but then by the desertion of his rich
girlfriend, W must have begun to go mad.

IH1e learned that the young boy and I had fallen in love. He began to
follow Artaud, through the slum’s streets which now reeked of more and
more revolutionarics, into alleyways which were blind. In one of them, he
shot the young poet and left him for dead.
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There were too many dead bodies, in those days, for there to be such a
thing as murder.

When I heard this, I no longer cared what happened to W. I departed
from the whorehouse. For me, there were no more men left in the world.

I had been searching for my father, in a dream, and found a young and
insane boy who was then killed.

Now I stood on the edge of a new world.
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Class and Its Close Relations:
Identities among Women,
Servants, and Machines

Alexandra Chasin

You see, we humans have spent centuries trying to invent ways to
make all we have to do go by easier. It probably started with the
wheel. And fire. Later there were tools. And servants, of course. Then
computers.—Tomashoff

The author of this quote makes an implicit distinction between “we
humans” and the things we have invented—things that have historically
made, or will someday make, “our” lives easier. We live, we have a hard
time, weinvent things. But what about them, the tools? What follows from
the implication that there is some class of thing that could relieve those
of us who are human—by contrast to those objects, we subjects—of “all
we have to do”? What follows from the history and pervasiveness of the
belief that some kind of thing will liberate us from the perpetual activity
of labor, that activity through which we have traditionally identified our-
selves? Is it the purpose—the being or doing—of those materials that are
acted upon to enable us to cease laboring? And what about the persistent
assumption that there is a clear and stable ontological difference between
us and them?

The servant in the list above is troubling. That servant troubles the dis-
tinction between we-human-subjects-inventors with a lot to do (on the
onc hand) and them-object-things that make it easier for us (on the
other). Is the servant one of us or one of them, human or thing, subject
or object? Or, does the servant have the kind of body that points past, or
ambivalates between, the poles of this binary scheme? And what about
the last element in the series above, the identity that points past the point-
ing past of the servant, and adds amblgulty to his/her/its ambivalence?

-3
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What about the computer? If the subject-object opposition has always
been an inadequate model for understanding social identities and rela-
tions, there have always been bodies that exposed its inadequacy. In the
U.S. today, computers—specifically in their tendency to engage in work,
and in their imagined capacity to “replace” human workers—are the latest
sort of body to give the lie to the old binary. Because identities derive
from doing, rather than from being, work serves a definitive role in the
distinctions between humans and our Others. Contemporary bodies that
trouble those distinctions do so in, and through, labor; “all we have to do,”
or labor, may be the activities in and through which such bodies identify
themselves as posthuman.

The “trouble” is the denaturalization of the conceptual basis for distin-
guishing between Subjecthood and Objecthood. These categories are, of
course, culturally constructed, rather than given by God or nature, but
also, their construction has historically empowered the individuals and
groups and kinds that inhabit the position of the subject. “Subject” here
borrows the meanings given it within the modern Western philosophical
tradition that comprehends Descartes and Althusser. “Object” refers to
the things that have been designated, within the same tradition, as static -
and stationary, passive and inert. Can posthuman bodies do more than
embody an epistemological crisis, more than point to the internal contra-
dictions of the binary schema through which we dis-identify with them?
Can they help suggest an alternative to this Western-traditional model?

Other familiar dichotomies align with the opposition between subject -
and object: male and female, masculine and feminine, white and non- '
white, rich and poor, normal and deviant, mental labor and manual labor,
developed and underdeveloped, strong and weak, active and passive. A
great deal of work, especially recent feminist work, has gone into the re-
jection and/or dismantling of such distinctions. One way into this prob-
lematic is to ask how objects are not passive, or how they act socially. How -
do objects participate in social negotiations, in the evaluation and con-
stant transvaluation of the categories—such as gender, race, class, sexual
orientation, and nationality—that are implicated in human identities in
the contemporary U.S., and in the practices that produce, re-produce, and
deconstruct those categories? In particular, how do electronic machines
do so? ‘

My first consideration of the deconstructive properties of electronics ‘
followed from an exchange with my Automated Teller Machine. I noticed
years ago, that when we had completed our transaction, and the machine
spat my card back out, the terminal screen displayed the following mes-
sage: “Thank you, Alexandra Chasin, it was a pleasure serving you.” [ was :
shocked; I wanted to ask the thing, “Pleasure?| What do you know about
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pleasure?” My first thought was that the reference to pleasure constituted
the machine’s claim to have human experience, a claim that it already im-
plicitly makes by “speaking” in natural language. But almost as immedi-
ately, I noticed that the machine’s claim to take pleasure in serving me,
placed it in a certain class position, if not in a certain gender position as
well. To appear to take pleasure in serving, has been, traditionally, an ideal
for women, just as it has been for workers, especially servants, and often
for slaves.

There are two important points to make about the ATM. The first is
that the machine, to the extent that it represents itself as human, could
not help but represent itself as a classed, gendered, speaker of standard
American English (the official national language of the U.S.); this inevi-
table marking of a representation of anything human then points to the
implausibility of a universal human identity, that imagined identity that
has underwritten liberal humanism. In other words, the performance of
humanness entails the activation of such identity markers as race, class,
gender, and nationality, at least. (This entailment, in turn, suggests that
such features form a weak foundation for “identity.”) The second point is
that the machine, in making its claim to pleasure in serving, effaces the
alienation that so often attends labor, just as in its very operation it effaces
the real human labor that went into its performance of service—from
bank personnel to software programmers to the third-world workers who
s0 of ten make the chips (O’Connor, 249).

In disabling the myth of a universal human identity, electronics con-
found the boundary between human and machines. Therefore, the elec-
tronics also contribute to the negotiation and renegotiation of yet another
binary that aligns with the subject/object binary; that is the opposition
between human and non-human, or more specifically, human and ma-
chine. Electronics participate in those negotiations partly by exceeding
the definitional norms of both categories; such excesses then effect changes
in the construction of the categories themselves.

Electronic machines emphatically deny the distinction between mate-
rinlity and discourse, if for no other reason than that the materiality of
clectronic machines is so elusive; electronic devices seem to be nothing
but representations. It’s as though there’s no there there. To identify the
metal and plastic boxes, in which logic boards are so of ten housed, as the
things-in-question misses the point, even though the most common prac-
tical interactions with electronic devices consist in human manipulations
of plastic and metal. On the other hand, to identify an electron as mate-
rial is somewhat unsatisfying since it is a very small particle, rarely at rest,
and characterized mainly by ita negative electrical charge. Moreover,
when using electronic devices, most people have no direct experience of
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the electrons that make the devices work the way they do; that is, they
don’t feel like they’re manipulating electrons. The distance between people
and electrons in such an interaction is mediated by a series of symbolic
representations—codes and languages. Through the binary code, and its
translation into “natural language,” electronic machines represent them-
selves. They may, in fact, be little other than representations of them-
selves; nevertheless, the fact that the metal and plastic boxes take up space
nominates electronic devices as objects. If all objects contribute to nego-
tiations of social relations, each one does so quite differently; it follows,
then, that there will be very particular ways in which the electronics
participate in the negotiation of gender, race, nationality, and class. Elec-
tronics also, and perhaps uniquely, contribute to the renegotiation of the
boundary between humans and machines at the same time as, if not
through, a reorganization of kinds of labor; that is, shifts in identity cor-
relate with shifts in the character of certain kinds of labor. (I will return
to this point.)

If the identities of humans and machines do not derive from essential
features, from what can they derive? More specifically, if humans and ma-
chines both appear as endowed with identity markings that derive from
their activities and interests and that reinscribe the axiomatic divisions
of Western-traditional hierarchical binarisms (i.e., those that align with
subject and object), then humans and machines seem to share the cultural
condition of exhibiting culturally contingent identities. What, then, if
anything, distinguishes humans from machines?

The traditional answers to this question involve identifying charac-
teristics that distinguish humans from all non-humans, including ani-
mals; those characteristics are: thinking, talking, feeling, and otherwise
perceiving, intentionality, and the capacity for toolmaking.' Based on,
and reinforcing, an evolutionary model, arguments for the distinctive
traits of a human species may, in one sense, place us on a continuum with
animals, but in another sense, they fix our difference from, and supe-
riority over, animals. The same ambivalence divides attitudes about the
difference between people and machines. For example, Bruce Mazlish as-
serts that “man and the machines he creates are continuous,” and pro-
poses that we abolish the idea of “discontinuity between man and ma-
chine” (3).2 It could be said that proponents of artificial intelligence depend
on Mazlish’s premise. On the other hand, the literature on electronics
abounds with humanistic insistences that people and machines belong
fundamentally and unalterably to distinct ontological categories. For ex-
ample, in an argument against anthropomorphism In the design of user-
interface systems (that is, what computers say to their users), Dr. Ben
Shneiderman writes that “it is important for chlldren to have a sense of
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their own humanity. They need to know that they are different from com-
puters” (9). (I will elaborate further on these two basic positions later.)
But if the question of difference between human being and machine be-
ing immediately arises with the issue of electronic activity, so, as imme-
diately, does the question of whether people and machines act differently.

While thinking, talking, feeling, and otherwise perceiving, intention-
ality, and the capacity for toolmaking, are often listed as human capaci-
ties, they also, obviously, name and/or imply realms of activity. The iden-
tity or difference between machines and people, then, may be analyzed
by comparing their activities at least as fruitfully as by comparing their
traits. The very activity that defines machines is the activity that con-
founds the distinction between them and people; that activity is work.
I'rom all points on a political spectrum, people have asserted not only that
inachines work, but that work is their raison d’étre, and quite properly so.
In his introduction to the Time-Life book Machines, Henry Ford II writes
of his grandfather, Henry Ford, “His boyhood on a 19th Century farm
convinced him that men and horses were doing a lot of hard work that
could and should be done by machines” (O’Brien). He goes on to quote
the original Ford: [“We] have taken the heavy labor from man’s back and
|"laced it on the broad back of the machine” (O’Brien). Extending this
vision toward a totalized and (this is crucial) socialized arrangement,
l.ewis Mumford nevertheless concurs that “That is, in fact, the ideal goal
of a completely mechanized and automatized system of power produc-
tion: the elimination of work; the universal achievement of leisure” (279).
'I'his essay will examine in some depth the identity and difference be-
tween the work that people do and the work that machines do. In the in-
terest of this examination, a focus on service has certain advantages. First,
it highlights the social meanings of work, or the relation between various
definitions of work and various social arrangements. Second, it counters
the marxist tendency to understand work as commodity production. Fi-
nally, electronics, as distinct from a more polymorphous category of ma-
chine, and especially as a U.S. phenomenon, suggest a reconsideration of
the particular kind of labor called service—its nature and its role among
social practices.

What is service and how is it related to other kinds of labor? It is a
commonplace within marxist traditions to distinguish between produc-
live labor and reproductive labor; in both cases, the telos of labor is profit.
W here the former is invested in commodities whose distribution and sales
profit the owner of the means of production, the latter supports and
maintains the activities of production, Reproductive labor conditions the
support and maintenance of cultural and technical systems, systems that,
in turn, condition the uninterrupted operation of production, as well.as
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the uninterrupted control of production, whether by owner, state, or most
likely, some combination of the two. Within this schema, service is des-
ignated as reproductive labor. While this schema is itself useful, it is pro-
vocative for the purposes of this project to think of service as a kind of
labor that is immediately consumed or exhausted. That is, it cannot be
stored, accumulated, or saved. Service is exhausted in its performance. In
this sense, service itself abets the forgetting of labor. Once exchanged,
service ceases to exist, and therefore ceases to store, materially, the labor
that goes into it and, equally, into the exchange.

I have just claimed that the ATM’s speech and actions demonstrate the
impossibility of representing a human identity that is not marked by gen-
der, race, class, and nationality, and that the service performed by elec-
tronic machines requires a reexamination of the distinction between
human and non-human identities. If, as I will go on to claim, the mean-
ings of these kinds of identities and their markers change in relation to
historical changes in types of labor (i.e., the increased prevalence over the
course of the twentieth century of electric and then electronic machines
in the reproductive labor force), then looking at the history of service can
help make sense of the relation between machine identities and human
identities.

The history of domestic service provides an especially good place to
explore the relation between the labor of humans and that of machines.
Not incidentally, domestic labor is subject to at least two kinds of forget-
ting: first, like other kinds of service, it is fundamentally reproductive,
and second, it takes place in the household. As Roger Sanjek and Shellee
Colen write in At Work in Homes: Household Workers in Global Perspective,

Contemporary Western society is plagued with its own mystifica-
tion—the ideological separation made between the household and
the workplace. With capitalist organization of industrial production
in the nineteenth century, much productive work moved outside the
home to new workplaces. Most reproductive activity remained in the
household, performed primarily by women. “Work” became some-
thing one did for a wage in a “workplace”; the home was no longer
seen as the site of “work,” and paid “housework” was regarded by
employers as low status, even stigmatized work, or not real work at
all. In addition to its ideological implications for gender, this sepa-
ration interferes with our capacity to see the home as a workplace,
and to conceptualize the interpenetration of production and repro-
duction. (4)

Encouraged by this approach to demystifying the division between home
and workplace, and having observed cruclal similaritles between the na-



Class and Its Close Relations

79

ture of service in the household and the nature of service in low-status
public sector positions, I move now from my ATM in the street into the
household. The question here is how electronic machines—in any sphere—
participate in the negotiation of such “status,” and how low-status elec-
tronic service confounds the distinctions between human and machine
identity.

According to Sanjek and Colen’s characterization of paid household work,
“at root in all cases is an employer-worker relationship” (3). The history
of domestic service in the U.S,, then, is equally a history of employer-
worker relations, most often a same-gender, cross-class, and in the last
hundred years, a cross-race, relation. In her essay “Ideology and Servi-
tude,” Judith Rollins counts the ways in which class, racial, and gender
identities intersect in employer-worker relations in the domestic work-
place. Among them,

the hiring of a household worker also supports gender subordina-
tion. The middle- or upper-class female employer is able to purchase
her freedom from the least rewarding, least prestigious aspects of her
socially defined gender obligations. . . . She thus circumvents some
of the most oppressive aspects of her woman’s role—as defined by
the patriarchy. (Rollins, 85)

The white, female, middle-class employer thus buys some social status for
herself at the expense of a particular worker; moreover, the employer’s
middle-class status depends on the class structure within which she has
the power to buy the services of the worker. And, as Rollins elaborates,
through the exercise of her class privilege, the employer transfers her
own gender subordination to the racially and economically subordinated
worker. This relation typically

afford[s] the employer the ego enhancement that emanates from
having an “inferior” present and . .. validate[s] the employer’s life-
style, her class and racial privilege, her entire social world. Most im-
portant, the performance and relationship demanded function to
provide the employer with ideological justification for the economi-
cally and racially stratified system in which she lives and from which
she derives benefit. (78)

The history of domestic service in the U.S. bears out this analysis.
Household workers constituted the largest single occupational group of
all employed American women during the nineteenth century. Of those
household workers, the vast majority were white women, and this phe-
nomenon depended on the operatlon of slavery. In the carlier part of the
century, the occupation was flled In greater proportions by U.S.-born



Alexandra Chasin

80

white women, but as the century progressed and immigration increased,
household workers were increasingly born abroad. English, Scandinavian,
German, but especially Irish women comprised the population of foreign-
born domestic workers. In the decades following the Civil War, as African
Americans moved, in large numbers, out of the reconstructing South, and
as factory, clerical, and sales work became increasingly available to white
(U.S.-born and immigrant) women, African American women began to
fill the ranks of the domestic work force in the North and especially in
the Midwest. Large numbers of African American women also remained
in the South, at work in white households. As one of these women re-
ported about the town in which she lived, in 1912:

More than two-thirds of the negroes of the town where I live are
menial servants of one kind or another, and besides that more than
two-thirds of the negro women here, whether married or single, are
compelled to work for a living—as nurses, cooks, washerwomen,
chambermaids, seamstresses, hucksters, janitresses, and the like. . . .
Tho’ today we are enjoying nominal freedom, we are literally slaves.
(Katzman, 24-25)

David Katzman reports that, in 1890, 24 percent of female servants and
laundresses were African American; by 1920, that figure had grown to
40 percent. The corresponding figures for native-born and foreign-born
white women dropped from 44 percent to 39 percent and from 32 percent
to 21 percent, respectively (62-63). And Judith Rollins reports that,

Throughout the twentieth century, until the 1970 census, household
work has been the largest occupational category for African Ameri-
can women. Butsince194o0, the percentage of employed African Ameri-
can women reported by the census as “private household workers”
has been decreasing dramatically: in 1940, nearly 60 percent of all
African American women workers were household workers; in 1970,
18 percent were; and by 1980, only 5 percent of employed African
American women were still doing housework (cits). They are, of
course, being replaced by women from Latin America, the Carib-
bean, and Asia. (76)

These demographic shifts indicate what large numbers of domestic
workers have said about domestic work, which is that it is extremely un-
desirable work, both by virtue of its difficulty and by virtue of its low,
perhaps lowest, status among types of work. Its difficulty and its status
are, of course, mutually reproducing: its low status derives from the fact
that the work is dirty, the hours are long, the benefits are nearly non-
existent; furthermore, periodic reform efforts notwithatanding, this kind
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of labor has always been wholly unprotected by government or union
regulations. The low status of the work is also a carry-over from slavery,
an institution that would certainly have cemented the association be-
tween subordinated labor and household work. Racism, and also xeno-
phobia, must to some degree account for a low valuation of household
work where such large proportions of people performing it are African
Americans or immigrants. The fact of its low status, together with racism
and xenophobia, appear to have licensed the inhumane treatment of do-
mestic workers by their employers. As a domestic worker interviewed
in the early 1960s said, “I wouldn’t even mind the measly pay and all the
demands and the bad working conditions, if only I were treated like a
human being” (Gratz, n.p.). This treatment, more than anything else, has
driven women to find alternative employment wherever possible, and of
course the possibilities have differed according to the race of the worker.

In the last couple of decades, the demographics of the occupation have
shifted again; once more, workers have come from the least enfranchised
sectors of U.S. society. As Rollins points out, since Asian and Hispanic
immigration has grown, Asians and Hispanics have moved disproportion-
ately into domestic service positions. Their treatment has been little bet-
ter than that of their predecessors. For example, in Southern California,
in 1983, where Hispanics constituted 60 percent of all domestics, a white,
female, employer published “Tell-a-Maid,” a “28-page memo pad of key
phrases and clip-out printed memos in Spanish and English for commu-
nicating with the estimated 100,000 Hispanic domestics in the Los Angeles
area” (Holmes). This, courtesy of People magazine:

Hispanic leaders in Los Angeles . . . denounce Tell-a-Maid (and its
companion Tell-a-Gardener) as insulting, demeaning and racist. . . .
Critics say the memos are dehumanizing. “I know it is a means
of communication, but it eliminates that human contact and creates
little robots,” says Gloria Molina, whose L.A. district is heavily His-
panic. (Holmes)

The spokeswoman from 1912 speaks of being a slave, the domestic
worker interviewed in the mid-1960s speaks of not being treated like a
human being. Speaking in the 1980s, Congresswoman Molina equates the
inhumane treatment of domestic workers with the creation of robots.
While many factors no doubt influence the shift from “slave” to non-
specific “non-human” to “robot,” it may also relate to concurrent techno-
logical changes. It also brings us back, squarely, to the place of electronics.

The fitful changes—which have most often been declines—in the ser-
vant population have led many middle-class white women, in the last cen-
tury, ko complain of a “servant prablem.” The problem, for them, has been
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both the unavailability and the poor quality of domestic workers. This
phrase was coined at least as early as 1869, when Catherine and Harriet
Beecher wrote about it (NCHE, 68). The decline that has occasioned this
perpetual lament coincides, historically, with increased prevalence of elec-
tric and electronic machines in the household.

Wherever and whenever the leisure class, under capitalism, grows, its
growth obviously depends on structural inequalities that produce, and
are reproduced, through paid (and also unpaid) household work. Such
growth may also depend on the deployment of machines as household
workers, which is to say that it depends on a service class of being. In
other words, the social inequalities that predicate the expansion of the
human middle-class in this country may depend on the ever-increasing
utilization of machines as performers of work of low social status.

Perhaps since the so-called “industrial revolution,” it has been inade-
quate to define productive labor as the work that a human laborer per-
forms; because machines appear to perform work that is indistinguish-
able from human work, it is impossible to assume that the labor congealed
in a commodity is exclusively human labor.? By the same reasoning, it is
no longer adequate to define service, as a category of labor, as that which
is provided by a human. If however, it is still possible to define commodi-
ties by their congealment of some kind of labor, it is possible to describe
service as the kind of labor that resists congealment altogether. It is also
inadequate to define a kind of labor according to the tasks or motions
involved in its execution; for example, repetitive motions may charac-
terize either productive or reproductive labor. Nor does the social class of
the person performing the service (in those cases where it is a person)
determine whether labor is service; for example, members of the mana-
gerial and professional classes—doctors, lawyers, bankers, teachers, bu-
reaucratic workers of public and private employ—supply their labor in
the form of services, as do nurses and household workers. Conversely,
service, per se, does not designate a kind of labor that necessarily carries
with it low social status. It is equally impossible to define a class of labor
on the basis of whether the employer is public or private institution or
individual.

Where and how do machines occupy these meanings? Mumford and
Ford both suggest that machines can, do, and should work, and that their
ideal role is to relieve people of labor. Referring to a traditional Western
taxonomy of labor, Mumford goes on to write, “But work in the form of
unwilling drudgery or of that sedimentary routine which ... the Atheni-
ans so properly despised—work in these degrading forms Is the true prov-
ince of machines” (279). Again, the degrading forma of which Mumford
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writes are found in productive labor forms as well as service, but where
service fits the description of “unwilling drudgery” or “sedimentary rou-
tine,” machines may be as easily inducted into the performance of labor
as they are into the performance of strictly productive labor. I will pursue
the kind of service that fits that description, asking how electronics par-
ticipate in the negotiation of the meanings of such work, as well as the
negotiation of the identities of the beings who perform it.

Returning once more to the ATMs assists this pursuit. Having infor-
mally observed the changes in the “speech” of ATMs over the past two
decades, Dr. Ben Shneiderman has described the following trend in the
development of user-interface systems. In their early forms, according to
Shneiderman, ATMs “had names such as Tillie the Teller or Harvey Wall-
banker and were programmed with phrases such as ‘How can I help you? ”
(“Beyond,” 6). This phase, which he designates as a moment of “anthro-
pomorphic fantasy,” personifies the machine by giving it a human (I
would say American-English) name, by referring in that name to the
human that used to perform (and, in another location, still performs) the
transaction which the machine will perform electronically, by printing
(in reference to itself) the first-person singular pronoun, and by offering,
explicitly, to act like a human, that is, “to help.”

If the first and anthropomorphic wave of ATM user-interface design
humanizes the machines in order to attract and initiate a skeptical public,
the second phase counters that humanization by naming the electronic
medium. In this phase, still according to Shneiderman, “These deceptive
images rapidly gave way to a focus on the computer technology with
names such as The Electronic Teller, CompuCash, Cashmatic, or Compu-
bank” (“Beyond,” 6). In these names, the semiotic pendulum swings to
the other side; they either imply or infer (or both) that the technology
itself attracts, and even addicts, users.

“Over time,” writes Shneiderman, “the emphasis moves towards the
service provided to the user: CashFlow, Money Exchange, 24 Hour Money
Machine, All-night Banker, or Money Mover” (“Beyond,” 6). While the
anthropomorphic software design emphasizes the intentional agency of
the computer, and the second phase emphasizes the medium that makes
possible the appearance of the computer’s intentions, the third phase de-
emphasizes intentional agency altogether. These names reduce the ma-
chine to its functions and rhetorically remove the machine from its inter-
mediary position between the user and the financial institution; although
the machine may conduct the same transactions as ever, its name literally
de-scribes it as a purely tranaparent (a8 opposed to intentional) agent.
This third set of names relers o the actlons that human bank tellers per-
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form without referring to their—or to the machine’s—humanity. In this
way, the name begins to collapse the humanity of both machine and
human bank teller into their common performance of labor.

Gaylon Howe, of the Wachovia Bank, confirms Shneiderman’s observa-
tions.* In the early 1970s, he recalls, ATM marketing strategy assumed that
the general public would be resistant to using the new technology. As a
result, the interface design focused on the “personal” aspect of the ATM.
Characterizing the era in which ATMs first emerged as a time before per-
sonal computers, and before credit cards had come into such prevalence
as they enjoy twenty years later, Howe suggests that ATMs had to demon-
strate some relation “to things people were comfortable with ... [to]
people.” Concurrent with the wider public acceptance of ATMs, the EFT
(Electronic Funds Transfer) technologies developed in such a way that in-
dividual ATMs were no longer constrained to serve only the customers of
a single financial institution. As banks joined in regional, national, and
then international networks with other banks in the early 1980s, features
like network access and number of locations and variety of transaction
capabilities figured more prominently in the marketing of ATMs. It is im-
portant to note that bank personnel—and not computer scientists or in-
terface designers—made such marketing decisions.

It is nearly impossible to establish the veracity of the claim that these
names form a chronological sequence in the emergence of ATMs (if the
reader is an ATM user, she can, no doubt, think of some examples that
support, and also some that contradict, those claims.) Regardless, Shnei-
derman’ssequence tells a story of the moral development of the machines.
For him, the difference between anthropomorphic and non-anthropomor-
phic styles in interface design is the difference between immoral and
moral modes of computer-to-human speech. Proponents of non-an-
thropomorphic user-interface design think that computers that mimic
human functions are deceptive, that they essentially mistreat the user. Wino-
grad and Flores, theoreticians of Artificial Intelligence, advocate counter-
ing this trend through the design of “transparent interaction,” or interface
systems that enable the system itself to “ ‘disappear, not to intercede in
the guise of another ‘agent’ between human users and the computational
system” (Friedman and Kahn, 11).

As quoted earlier, Shneiderman also believes that anthropomorphic de-
sign fails to uphold and convey the idea of difference between people and
these machines. I would argue that if there is a problem with these repre-
sentations, it is not that they confound machine being with human being,
or blur the boundary between human and machine, nor that they deceive
the human user about the nature or capabilities of the machine. The real
problem is that they leave intact the notion that soclal relations depend—
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necessarily and properly—on a service being, even on a service class of
being. Perhaps commodities are not the only things that efface labor; per-
haps service can, in effect, be made to efface itself qua labor. Perhaps, in-
dJeed, the conventions that have thus far made up the face of laboring ma-
chines, succeed exactly to the extent that they hide the labor that goes into
the performance, much like the conventions of Western realist drama. In
other words, the performance of service effaces labor in a different way
than commodities do. The performance of service depends on people act-
ing as though their service is not labor. In this way, whether a machine or
A person serves a person, the service being must seem to enjoy serving;
that is, she must hide her own labor.

The idea that machines can and should intervene into the servant prob-
lem in this country goes back at least as fay as 1917, when electricity, or
more precisely, electric appliances, began to figure in advertisements as
ideal servants, as things that could perform labor without the displaying
the liabilities of human subjectivities. At work in the household, ma-
chines have promised, explicitly, to save labor. However, as Ruth Schwartz
(Cowan, among other researchers, has shown, this kind of equipment does
not actually save time for the presumptively female homemaker. Conse-
quently, the labor-saving device names, and is named by, the very things
it means to hide, that is, both labor and the falsity of its own premise.
Nevertheless, the idea that, in the words of Time-Life, “The modern
American household teems with a gleaming assortment of willing me-
chanical slaves,” has been popular and potent throughout the twentieth
century” (O’Brien, 166).

Contemporary representations of this idea often advertise electronic
devices. For example, General Electric aired a series of three television ad-
vertisements for its major household appliances in 1985-86. This reading
of GE’s ads starts from the assumption that they reflect a standard adver-
tising strategy, that is, that these ads attempt to seduce the viewer into
buying the product advertised by tapping into familiar configurations of
social relations; in other words, by representing ideologies and myths, so
prevalent in U.S. culture that the viewer will certainly have already bought
and consumed them, and by representing these ideologies and myths in
association with products which the viewer, it is hoped, will buy and con-
sume in the near future. Such myths are, of course, at work in association
with the products advertised; additionally, the ads reveal more about both
G and the structure of those myths than could possibly have been in-
tended either by the advertisers or by GI. Such moments of revelation are
textual ironies, moments in which the true range of GE’s operations are
betrayed or in which the political import of the myths show through their
ostensibly “informative” character; In these moments, the ambivalence of



Alexandra Chasin

(MIISIC AND BEEP
SOUNDS THROUGHOUT)

P iisy s o
SUNERAL () USTACR

AV O: The GE 2800 Dishwasher, SINGENS: GE. W biing
H dous slinost ever ything but good things to life,
cloar thi table.

Figure 41

VW g 9g Mg
Y ¥ gt it
BIRERAL GO T1tetMr

(BEEP)




Class and Its Close Relations

87

the machines, and possibly of their consumers, if not also their producers,
is belied.

The first ad pictures a dishwasher, and here, he introduces himself (Fig-
ure 4.1). This ad relies on prevalent tropes of master/servant, or class, re-
lations and likewise tells a Christian story, featuring most prominently
moments of creation and sanctified procreation, which in turn involve
traditional configurations of gender relations. The Christian configura-
tion of subservient woman partner-to-man subtends the capitalist con-
figuration of public producing man and domestic reproducing woman.

“Hello.” The title of this 60-second spot is “Son of Beep” which reso-
nates with both names of sequels in various popular culture forms, and
also with Jesus, Son of God, the embodiment in human form, of God. In
this ad, in its beginning, there was the word, and the word was “beep.”
And beep begets beeps. In the first frame, there is only the light—which
is always the first move of prime movers like God and GE—and the beep.
The light and the beep signify the electronic machine’s basic language,
which is binary, and the conversion from that language—the language of
on or off, zero or one, and not incidentally, of object and subject—into
natural language, and thus the machine can communicate with the human
viewer. “Hello.”

This same beep also connotes the air-broadcast technique for deleting
expletives; in this way it is a signifier of absence, or of effacement. The
beep is therefore the primary unit of the expression of ambivalence in that
it effects those textual ironies, moments when the text itself refers to the
very things it effaces, or at least to the fact of their effacement.

Right away, the dishwasher establishes an identity which is only par-
tially, and not generically, human. He speaks, and speaks English. He is
masculine (“son of beep”), but divine: here’s his “magnificent self.” The
dishwasher announces his intelligence and refers once more to his crea-
tion, a reference that sustains the Christian subtext of the ad. He is born
ex nihilo, of a sinless birth, machine from machine without the apparent
contamination of human labor: machina ex deus. His humanness is fore-
grounded in his brain and his speech, which sounds like'a seduction nar-
rative, as though he is a sensitive new-age man who helps with the clean-
ing, a modern Mr. Right. He can make your pots shine, your crystal
sparkle. Then he claims to help you save energy, by which he manifestly
means electricity and/or gas and/or oil, but this is one of those moments
where the machine betrays itself. It doth protest too much. Again, Cowan
has demonstrated that women who perform unpaid housework full-time
in their own homes did not, in the 19803, do significantly fewer hours of
housework per week than did thelr predecessors of the 1950s (the average
number of hours per week may have dropped from 4o to 35) (208).
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The dishwasher then announces that he can be programmed to start
himself; he refers to the consummation of the sexual relationship he’s
been leading up to, making the move from creation to procreation, linking
the sexual and religious narratives. At the same time that the big voice-
over in the sky speaks, the machine appears lit up inside as though there
were a ghost in the machine, perhaps a holy ghost; the singers add the
choral touch. GE’s motto, “we bring good things to life,” associates the
corporation with God once more, even as it makes explicit the permea-
bility of the boundary between living and non-living entities, and be-
tween humans and machines.

The labor force is almost completely effaced in this ad. However, the
combination of narratives of Christian creation and gendered seduction
featured in this ad support procreation, or the reproduction of the labor
force, materially and ideologically. The profitability of corporate produc-
tion depends on all of these acts, or processes, of reproduction. If the
human labor behind this performance of machine labor is not completely
effaced because of the cameo appearance of the African American female
servant figure at the GE Answer Center, it is only because she acts as the
failsafe mechanism behind this machine. She is the very picture of a cy-
borg, in Donna Haraway’s sense, hooked up, plugged in, located on the
integrated circuit. The irony is that she is, in this same sense, a double of
the machine, whose professed identity is also cyborgian. Against a back-
ground of beeps, spoken for by beeps, she is named by a number; when I
called this number, the circuits were busy.

In the next ad, the dishwasher welcomes the electronic refrigerator
to the kitchen (Figure 4.2). The dialogue between them brings to the
foreground the military theme that was just hinted at in the last ad, an
elaborate layering of failsafe systems. The fridge refers to his “smooth op-
eration,” to a failsafe backup system, and to the “rigorous testing proce-
dures,” that sound like boot camp, and which the dishwasher has also
been through. Having shared the testing procedures clearly affords them
a certain camaraderie, or fraternity. When the fridge notes that his inte-
rior is “ingeniously designed for efficient use of space,” he betrays the en-
tire range of General Electric’s operations (indicated by their range of
publications), operations which range from meteorological research to X«
ray studies, from the inner space of the body to the outer space of outer
space. This is another of those ironic moments when the machine speaks
of that which it hides, in this case, the fact that apparently benign house-
hold appliances represent only a fraction of GE’s total production—and
that, at the time that these advertisements aired on television, the bulk of
GE’s production activity placed it among the top two or three defense con-
tractors in the U.S.
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The assurance of the failsafe feature mimics the assurances made to the
public by military experts to counter the threat of technology run amok;
television viewers are assured that the machines are backed up by people,
that they are ultimately under human control. The boy enters, the failsafe
human in this case, and speaks to the machine. Only a child can speak
with the machine-qua-servant (we will see in the next ad that the adult
woman cannot speak with the machine); this behavior—unsocialized as
it is—would be inappropriate in an adult. Sherry Turkle’s research on chil-
dren’s behavior with electronic toys reveals that children speak very dif-
ferently to machines than adults do. The ad implies, correctly, that an ap-
preciation of class difference, and of ontological difference, is something
that subjects mature into. The unintended military associations are made
graphic in the boy’s pajamas, on which the only legible word is “defense,”
as in Strategic Defense Initiative, Star Wars, the proposed U.S. defense
plan for military control of outer space. This machine is so advanced that
it speaks for itself, indeed, and also speaks for GE’s involvement in the
military-industrial complex, for major appliances more major than dish-
washers and refrigerators.

Finally, there is the ad for the electronic cooking center, with micro-
wave, stove range, and self-cleaning conventional oven (Figure 4.3). This
ad is structured as a dramatic performance; here labor is dramatized, as
are labor relations. To the audience which is constituted by the dinner
guests off-screen, the woman in the ad appears to perform the labor of
preparing dinner and dessert. Her performance for them involves en-
trances, exits, and applause. Simultaneously, the machine performs for the
tv-viewing audience, both by speaking to it, and by revealing, through
that speech, its conviction that it has really performed the labor of pre-
paring dinner, the same labor that the woman appears to have performed
for her dinner guests. If its speech humanizes the machine, then the cook-
ing center seems to perform like a servant.

The cooking center confides to the viewer that it is the real laborer in
the picture; it even makes a familiar complaint of laborers, a complaint
which is of course a common-sense analysis, that the boss, or owner, is
profiting from its labor, and without recompensing the laborer adequately.
Moreover, it confides to the viewer its ability to speak. It keeps this ability
hidden from the woman (it stops beeping when she walks in) and thus the
cooking center apparently agrees to efface its labor (by not interfering
with her performance-of-labor for her guests), and it also effaces its own
pseudo-alienation (by not making the same complaint to her that it 