2018 | VOL. 1, Nº. 3

CAPACIOUS
JOURNAL FOR EMERGING AFFECT INQUIRY

2018 | VOL. 1, Nº. 3

CAPACIOUS
JOURNAL FOR EMERGING AFFECT INQUIRY

Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry Vol. 1 No. 3
Capacious is an open access journal and all content is licensed
under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License (CC BY 4.0).

ISBN-13: 978-1727709063
ISBN-10: 1727709063
capaciousjournal.com
You are free to copy and redistribute the material in any
medium or format and remix, transform, and build upon the
material for any purpose, even commercially. You must give
appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate
if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable
manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor
endorses you or your use.

2018 | Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry 1 (3)

Editorial team

CO-EDITORS-IN-CHIEF

Gregory J. Seigworth
Millersville University
Managing Editor
editor@capaciousjournal.com

Mathew Arthur
Vancouver School of Theology
editor@capaciousjournal.com

ASSOCIATE EDITORS

Wendy J. Truran
University of Illinois,
Urbana-Champaign
production@capaciousjournal.com

Bryan G. Behrenshausen
Red Hat
production@capaciousjournal.com

Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry is an
open access, peer-reviewed, international journal that is,
first and foremost, dedicated to the publication of writings
and similar creative works on affect by degree-seeking
students (Masters, PhD, brilliant undergraduates) across
any and all academic disciplines. Secondarily, the
journal also welcomes contributions from early-career
researchers, recent post-graduates, those approaching
their study of affect independent of academia (by choice
or not), and, on occasion, an established scholar with an
‘emerging’ idea that opens up new avenues for affect
inquiry. The principal aim of Capacious is to ‘make room’
for a wide diversity of approaches and emerging voices
to engage with ongoing conversations in and around
affect studies.
This journal will champion work that resists:
• the critical ossification of affect inquiry into rigid
theoretical postures
• the same dreary citational genealogies
• any too assured reiteration of disciplinary
orthodoxies
The journal will always encourage the energies and
enthusiasms, the fresh perspectives and provocations
that younger scholars so often bring to bear on affect
within and across unique and sometimes divergent
fields of intellectual endeavor. Capacious seeks to
avoid issuing formal ‘calls for papers’ and ‘special
theme issues.’ Submissions to this journal are accepted
at anytime and are welcome to pursue any and all topic
areas or approaches relating to affect.
Our not-so-secret wish is that essays and issues will
forever remain capacious and rangy: emerging from
various disciplines and conceptual [t]angles. Indeed, our
aim for every journal issue would be that its collected
essays not really coalesce all that much, but rather rub
up against one another unexpectedly or shoot past
each other without ever touching on quite the same
disciplinary procedures, theoretical presuppositions or
subject matter.
Capacious shall always endeavor to promote diverse
bloom-spaces for affect’s study over the dulling hum of
any specific orthodoxy. From our own editorial practices
down through the interstices of this journal’s contents,
the Capacious ethos is most thoroughly engaged by
those critical-affective undertakings that find ways of
‘making room.’
Gregory J. Seigworth
Mathew Arthur
October 2018

Editorial board
Ben Anderson

Anna Hickey-Moody

Tony Sampson

Meera Atkinson

Ben Highmore

Donovan Schaefer

Joshua Trey Barnett

Deborah Kapchan

Natasha Schüll

Lauren Berlant

Tero Karppi

Kyla Schuller

Lone Bertelsen

Anu Koivunen

Janae Sholtz Scroggs

Lisa Marie Blackman

Ali Lara

Hasana Sharp

Casey Boyle

Jennifer LeMesurier

Steven Shaviro

Jack Bratich

Mona Mannevuo

Chad Shomura

Sarah Cefai

Erin Manning

Nathan Snaza

Ruth Charnock

Belén Martin-Lucas

Eliza Steinbock

Rebecca Coleman

Brian Massumi

Elizabeth Stephens

Ann Cvetkovich

Shaka McGlotten

Kathleen Stewart

Joe Deville

Andrew Murphie

Kristin Swenson

Jennifer Fisher

Jussi Parikka

Fredrika Thelandersson

Jonas Fritsch

Susanna Paasonen

Durham University

University of Technology Sydney
University of Minnesota, Duluth
University of Chicago
University of New South Wales
Goldsmiths, University of London
University of Texas at Austin
Rutgers University
London College of Communication
Lincoln University

Goldsmiths, University of London
University of Texas at Austin
Lancaster University
York University

Aarhus University

Radhika Gajjala

Bowling Green State University

RMIT University

University of Sussex
New York University

University of Toronto
Stockholm University
The City University of New York
Colgate University

University of Turku

Concordia University
University of Vigo

University of Montreal
State University of New York, Purchase
University of New South Wales
Winchester School of Art
University of Turku

Carolyn Pedwell
University of Kent

Jeremy Gilbert

John Protevi

Melissa Gregg

Jasbir Puar

Lawrence Grossberg

Andrej Radman

Richard Grusin

Jason Read

University of East London
Intel Corporation

University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
University of Wisconsin – Milwaukee

Louisiana State University
Rutgers University
University of Delft

University of Southern Maine

M. Gail Hamner

Jenny Rice

Alison Hearn

Michael Richardson

Syracuse University

University of Western Ontario

CAPACIOUS

University of Kentucky
University of New South Wales

University of East London
University of Pennsylvania
New York University
Rutgers University
Alvernia University
McGill University

Wayne State University
University of Colorado, Denver
University of Richmond
Leiden University

University of Queensland

University of Texas at Austin
Butler University

Rutgers University

Marie Thompson
Lincoln University

Milla Tiainen

University of Helsinki

Virginia Villamediana
FLASCO

Isabel Waidner

Roehampton University

Elizabeth Wilson
Emory University

Julie Wilson

Allegheny College

Emily Chivers Yochim
Allegheny College

2018 | Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry 1 (3)

TABLE OF CONTENTS
INTRODUCTION

i

Fielding Affect: Some Propositions
Andrew Murphie

INTERSTICE

104 The Humiliation of ‘Sex with Optimism’:
Fieldnotes from Tinder
Sarah Cefai

ARTICLE

2

The Grace of my Perfect Skeleton:
An Autoethnographic Analysis
of the Anorexic Body

ARTICLE

124 The Leaky Dimensions of Film and War,
or Some Connective Tissue

Lea Muldtofte

Smiljana Glisovic

INTERSTICE

16

Boundary Affects: Stills from the
Songwork Catalogue

INTERSTICE

142 Introduction to Jerkism:
Excerpts from Aqua Rara

Ben Spatz with D. Soyini Madison

26

Jock Cousteaux

ARTICLE

Regurgitative Reading

ARTICLE

152 Composting Settler Nationalisms

Marnie Ritchie

Mathew Arthur and Reuben Jentink

INTERSTICE

50

Du Bois and Blur

AFTERWORD

183 Sonnets

M. Gail Hamner
ARTICLE

58

Queer Sonic Cultures: An Affective
Walking-Composing Project
Sarah E. Truman and David Ben Shannon
INTERSTICE

80

Good Morning 1877, Sit Down:
On Civility, Reconstruction, and
Our Revanchist Moment
Kyla Wazana Tompkins and Tavia Nyong’o

Maya Pindyck

Neodymium bulb under two different types of light, Scientific29, 2011
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)

CAPACIOUS

2018 | Capacious: Journal for Emerging Affect Inquiry 1 (3)

FIELDING AFFECT:
SOME PROPOSITIONS
Andrew Murphie
UNIVERSITY OF NEW SOUTH WALES, SYDNEY

. . . O Horizon alludes to the Tagorean horizon of soil and sky.
It aims to situate people in times and scales in which soils and
trees are not only grounds for education but figures of education.
—The Otolith group on their film, O Horizon (Butler 2018)
Capacious
across any and all academic disciplines”1

the humanities, and the sciences are now colliding, collapsing, and converging
what relation does all of this have to a world in which “soils and trees are not only
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Some short propositions:
1
(the history of Chinese philosophy, the I Ching or Book of Changes; Indian aesthetics; diverse ecological
2

psychoanalysis, physics, sociology, a geography of emotions, cybernetics, behaviourism; art, music of all kinds; magic, ritual; politics of all kinds . . . the list is
things to be processes or
events. Viewed from a certain (processual) perspective, everything is, beginning,
impossibly an “object of study.”

2

nonhuman, inorganic and multiple combinations of these—is an open question.

3
other reason, we know this from all those who so eagerly contest or reject it, in
moving feast of somewhat paradoxically

paradoxical constitutions respond both to institutional demands and to the need
to pull apart, often from within, longstanding and many would say Eurocentric
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is defying terrifying odds in terms of the politics of institutions, and indeed of
'Western thought'. William James (2008 [1912]) perhaps summed up the basis
. . . 'is,' 'isn't,' 'then,' 'before,' 'in,' 'on,' 'beside,' 'between,' 'next,' 'like,' 'unlike,'
apply them to a new portion of the stream. (44)

4
theory
theory is everywhere, the abstract accompaniment of whatever it is that's going

-

and American rationalist theories, do considerable work to pretend that they are
2018); most Chinese philosophy from Confucianism and Taoism to dialectical
materialism; the feel in music; all human and nonhuman embedded assumptions,
conditionings and habits; etc. Even the like of gravity or sunshine could be said

other bodies, and all these together. We might thus say that gravity determines

iv
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both a practice and a theory—a speculative pragmatism that becomes the groundwhere, gives the basis not only for life (and for fossil fuels, industrial revolutions,
or for that matter climate change and renewables) but, conceptually, for data, in
Whitehead's sense of data as “the potential for feeling” (1978 [1929], 88).

5
stitution of names and appropriate concepts, or appropriate delimiting tensions
might be better pursued, and indeed often is, in the more experimental mode

movement of a wind through a forest, or the viral contagion of an idea—are

experience again, are our abstracts and universals true or false at all ( James
2008 [1912], 46)
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6

if intertwined, formations of ecologies of practice and their formations of time.
reading, writing, publishing, teaching, being cited, aligning oneself within the
taxonomies and value-adding exchanges and orderings of certain names (or for

between each moment): working to attune to what I will call the immanence of
the communicative event.

7
I once stubbed my toe and could neither fall nor recover my upright position. I
tumbled forward, windmilling my arms for perhaps seven or eight metres, and
then fell through a plate glass window, as if in some cartoon. As I fell, my head
positioned itself close to the ground, under the now falling glass. I thought it
really did slow down remarkably. There was a beautiful sound like hundreds of
tinkling bells as little shards of glass, mixed with blood from my head, fell all
around me like beautiful tiny, red and silver lights. The moment was, and has
remained until this day, profound (lucky that I was). I think it was time slowing
down that drew my attention to this as an immanently communicative event—and
-

unfolding and refolding of powers, though it happens that it is a little odd—and
perhaps more than a little disturbing—to pay attention to this when you might
not want to. This would include those events we usually consider communicative
in an everyday sense—conversations, giving papers at conferences, lecturing,

vi
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event, perhaps precisely because this might mean acknowledging that this is where
Stavning Thomsen 2018) is done, in and as the making of the moment. It is also
where, more importantly, powers really do form, unform, and play themselves out.
Paying closer attention to the immanence of the communicative event would change
the world. Yet we tend to prefer our politics elsewhere. We are great on communication strategies and performances issues, and general theories about what's going on
(this is something of an example of course). All this work is usually directed towards
other places, other times, larger structures and infrastructures of feeling and power.
elsewhere. This can of course be important. It can at the same time involve self or
group interests, as an investment in the future formations of powers.

8
Yet at the same time there is a way in which we always fully inhabit the immanence
powers. This is in what we could call simply, the real, immediate feeling of power as
a constitutional part of each event. We always tend to know how much power we
rather we always feel this, even if we do not immediately 'know' it. (And no doubt
part of the distribution of powers in the communicative event involves who feels
what kinds of distribution of powers and how immediately.)

studies, and a large part of its ethics. Experimenting with how this feeling of power

9
tapose such inhabiting of the strange multiplicities of feelings of power in events
with a careful noting and a reworking of the way the “history of the present” comes
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so it questions many core assumptions about how things work, and what's going
feelings of power in any immanent event in constructions of race, gender, capital, etc.

10
Questioning the history of the present of the neurotypical distribution of powers within the immanence of the communicative event is important for many
reasons. It is important not least because the neurotypical is so fundamental to
the formations of the university, and research and education more generally. It is
cepts and formations of feeling within thinking, and working with feeling itself.
powers as to who gets to feel, or to be conceived to feel, in what ways, and how
and in which situations. This is crucial to neurotypical (and in league with this,
other) erasures of diversity. It is also crucial to the way that institutions such as
universities (and many others) support fundamental underpinnings of power that
in situ.
This includes some troubling, if often assumed complex distributions of powers,
and feelings of power, as to what will even count as communicative and/or affective, within the very conception, technical design, techniques and strategies
of communication (including of course those aspects of communication so key
to academic apportionings of the feeling of power
the moment, this might be it. As Manning writes, “It is still far too rare that we
discuss neurotypicality as that which frames our ways of knowing, of presenting
ourselves, of being bodies in the world” (Evans and Manning 2018, n.p.). 3

of working towards new pathways through the constitution of powers in the
immanence of the communicative event. This often involves a speculative empiricism. As autist Tito Rajarshi Mukhopadhyay (2015) writes in What I Learned
in Special-Ed:
I created my own learning goals, which in turn created some very interesting
situations. I analyzed the responses of people to these situations—what I call
my social experiments. I became an empiricist. Why shouldn't the autist study
becoming a scientist and philosopher, I was able to master my boredom (9).

viii
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11
“theory of mind” (the idea that one can develop a working conception of the
thoughts and feelings of others, in other words, of their 'mind') with something
like a computational theory of mind (so that, we might say, due to our commonality, computers can have a working knowledge of our 'minds' and we of theirs).

cold war, cognitivist, and informational culture (and in turn to the educational,
managerial, and other cultures they have infused). Melanie Yergeau (2013) has
pointed to a certain constitution of powers, and feelings of power, around feeling
itself as part of theory of mind. This produces, of course, an active and savage
exclusion of the neurodiverse.

12
Perhaps for a theory of mind—general, computational, cognitivist, or otherwise—

much to learn from outside neurotypicality (even if such a thing as neurotypicality does not in fact exist beyond its formation as a key distribution of powers
and feelings of power). In fact, there is much to learn about the immanence of
the communicative event itself.
Anne Corwin speaks of neurotypicals as those who “chunk” experience: neurotypicals perceive by categorizing. Autistic perception, on the other hand,troubles
categories, feeling-seeing the world coming into itself. Autistic perception is the
direct perception of the forming of experience (Evans and Manning 2018, n.p.).
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13
of signs in terms of what we might call an affective semiotics (inspired by the work

“transformation of information” (in Horgan 2017), rather than the clear communication of information. It would not take signs or symbols as quasi-objects but
rather as signaletic matter (Stavning Thomsen 2018). Subject and object would
fect would not become a contesting of the representational by the non-representational but rather a reconceiving of what representation, and mimesis, involve
[1929]) called “symbolic reference,” which concerns the immanent formation of
perception as the world's basis for what is only the one special case of what we
call signs and symbols among other instances of symbolic reference (121). Sym-

notion of both the symbolic and reference.

14
Perhaps then, we can rethink what has become the very core of the materialist
version of the cognitive and the rationalist—symbolic processing in the brain
processing which may or may
not involve symbols as we usually think them. Second, we might think of it as
however, we might think of thinking itself not directly as the kind of binary logic
that is the basis for many cognitive models, but instead as a kind of proprioception
within the brain. Thinking itself involves an immanence of communicative/affective events. The brain literally has a kind of proprioceptive feeling of its own

brain in order to realise the full powers of working ecologies of mind into which
ot every organism has a brain, and not all life is organic, but everywhere there
are forces that constitute microbrains, or an inorganic life of things” (213).

x

Fielding Affect

15
Perhaps then we can begin to breakdown the longstanding division of matter
breakdown would not work to favour either matter or process, but rather favour

16

17
How are we to feel, to work within events, when we have to deal with so many

18
in some impossible or contradictory way be “pursued.” Rather, better means of
other disciplines and institutions.
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Endnotes
1. Thanks, as always, to all at the Senselab in Montréal from where much of this
thinking has emerged (although they are not to blame for glitches). Thanks es-

2
47), during which he in turn draws on Marimba Ani's critique of the Platonic
bifurcation of reason and rationality, and desire and pleasure, in order to create
a free will/predestination opposition within a linear and overarching concept of
time (1994). See also Denise Ferreira Da Silva on Descartes' division of the interior
Studies
possible, if at the same time the more necessary, in the shadow of such formations.
3. Manning also writes: “To engage with neurodiversity is to speak up about
the extraordinary silence around neurotypicality and to acknowledge that we do
not question ourselves enough as regards what kinds of bodies are welcomed and
supported in education, and in social life more broadly” (Evans and Manning
2018, n.p.).
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THE GRACE OF MY
PERFECT SKELETON:
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Lea Muldtofte
AARHUS UNIVERSITY

The psychiatric realm as well as social scientists are trying to understand and
the diagnosis anorexia nervosa. However, for various reasons, the voices of the
anorexic subject are usually discarded or misunderstood, which seems paradoxical, since drowning their voices have usually lead them to speak through their
from anorexia from the perspective of an embodied experience with the disorder and reveal a paradoxical construction, a bloc of becoming that produces a

the body, on the level of the closest intersubjective assemblage and on the level
of culture and context.

KEYWORDS
anorexia, body politic, Deleuze, organism, agency
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The Grace of my Perfect Skeleton

high school, shivering with cold in late June. People were complimenting my tan,
not realising that it was the colour of my inside shining through my transparent
skin. I went smiling through the doors that were immediately locked behind
me, triumphantly hungry, wearing my anorexic diagnosis like a crown on top

could administer. I was not let out for almost a year.
It had taken me 8 months to delete my monthly periods, accentuate bones instead
nels. Even one right on my forehead. I created a translucent corporal landscape;
I thought it beautiful and I was so proud of my project. Eventually, I could not
sit or lay down anymore without it hurting, so I used my computer sleeve to sit
on wherever I went. Never had I done anything in silence so perfectly, so visibly,
and my beauty, my power in the fragility that could never have been attained in
people away. I spent hours looking in the mirror, feeling myself and my bones,
and pain became a measurement for success. If I had eaten more than what my
standards could tolerate, I would strip naked, lie down, roll back and forth to the
that I was certain that the bones were still there.
What seems striking, looking back, is that my shrinking was applauded all the
to me, the family, who saw nothing until it was too late, trusted the reasonable,
good little girl to have everything under control as always. My surroundings
implicitly or explicitly admired my body, my dedication, my discipline, and their
assumption of my power. Three weeks before I was admitted to the hospital, I
was approached by a modelling agency, and in the gym women would ask me
for diet and exercising advice in order to lose weight—since I had the looks of an
obvious expert. At some point, I almost ran a little geschäft, where I would make
diet plans and training schedules for people, and if I sometimes responded to a
compliment with “some say that I look anorexic,” they would comfort me with
the fact that “people are just jealous.”
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By the time I entered the hospital, however, with the diagnosis anorexia nervosa,
jealousy was replaced with a rare combination of disgust and admiration. People
would either tell me that I resembled someone out of a concentration camp, a cancer patient, or a fashion model (exaggeration, of course). They would accuse me
nitely became, all three of these things in some ways. Self-constitution through
restriction, deprivation, and inhuman rules is unquestionably self-centred, and
would undoubtedly make most people mad. However, only to make defects or
done within treatment at least in Denmark—would be to completely ignore the
complexity of the phenomenon of anorexia. Maybe that is why the treatment is

This essay will try to explore three directions with regards to the anorexic body.
Three directions that might appear contradictory, and they might very well be,
but then again, the overall point here is that the enigma of the anorexic body does
not have one answer, but multiple inexhaustible explanations. I am positive that
this essay will leave behind more questions than answers regarding anorexia; but
rexia, and eating disorders in general, should not be left to the psychiatric realm
(exclusively) to be explained and treated behind the locked doors of impenetrable
institutions. Because behind those doors anorexia, as I just mentioned, becomes
a problem on the level of the individual: a product of an insane, irrational mind,
one person's shoulders and mind! Especially since the anorexic body is more or less
the opposite: it has extreme force and agency. It is, of course, produced through
assemblages, family, and cultural structures as a protest against obedience, via
extreme obedience.
The three directions are inspired by Gilles Deleuze and his description of anorexia
in Dialogues
as a “history of politics” (1987, 111). A protest on three planes: on the level of hunger/food, on the level of the family, and on the level of consumer society. I have
reformulated them into three themes, which will be the focal points for this essay:
the body, the family or the closest intersubjective assemblage, and the culture and
context. They cannot strictly be separated since, of course, the body, the family
and their cultural surroundings are constituted through a connection with each
other, but for the sake of analysis, as we know, separation can be helpful. I will
progress through these three directions and discuss Deleuze's argument, which I
follow most of the time. Eventually, I part from it in certain ways.

5
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As for material, I will use myself and my embodied experience with anorexia.
Why have I never before thought to engage in academic discussions concerning
every-minute negotiating hell exist in one's work is not particularly attractive.
But, even though intelligent and respectable literature on anorexia in cultural
studies is emerging and includes literature that incorporates voices of anorexic
with an embodied experience of anorexia talking back. Examples of scholars
who engage their bodies and experience with anorexia in their work in order to
explain, explode, and nuance opinions and discussion around eating disorders
include Elspeth Probyn (Probyn 1993; 2005) and Paula Saukko (Saukko 2008).
My voice and body can be a contribution making this voice stronger. Further, the
anorexic voice is usually contested or dismissed as being unworthy, because the
discursive opinion of a person with such a diagnosis is characterised by notorious
manipulative behaviour. As Rebecca J. Lester states in her ethnographical analysis
of anorexia patients: “[P]atients are frequently perceived as not only incapable
of accurate reality testing but as being deliberately manipulative, or playing on
others' emotional investments in order to obtain desired ends (cf. Ramjan 2003)”
(Lester 2016, 9). Speaking as an anorexic, admitting to your illness, immediately
cancels the sincerity and rationality of the voice. Anorexics are silenced.1 But I
have a privileged position, ways to channel my voice, so that I hopefully may
reach readers and escape the locked-in position of being diagnosed a liar. As a
way of highlighting certain aspects from a poetic perspective besides my own
body, I will also use an excerpt from the novel Morte ai Vecchi by Franco Bifo
Berardi. Eventually, I hope to reach a non-concluding conclusion about anorexia
becoming and, thus, proposes anorexia as a space for introducing the ends of
constructivism.

The body praxis
Throughout three pages of Dialogues, where Deleuze ruminates over anorexia,
he sees the phenomenon as self-evidently a refusal (1987). Anorexics do refuse,
they do eat less than other people, that is true. But, in fact, contrary to what
many might think and contrary to the general opinion of people that I have met
(especially in treatment), it is not a refusal of the body image as such. It is not,
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in all cases at least, only or primarily a dedicated punishment towards a look
which the anorexic subject is not content with and therefore tries to alter. How
thinking of Deleuze, I did not hate my body or my look at all, not prior to when
my shrinking started, and especially not during it. I used my body. I did this in
intake: like weighing myself (at least) three times a day, reducing food to its value
in calories, measuring myself, sitting on the bus making sure that my thumb and

Instead of a refusal of the body, Deleuze calls anorexia a refusal of the organism, 2
making oneself an anorganic body” (1987, 110). While it seems paradoxical, it
should be highlighted that refusal and negation, then, apply to a construction of

praxis, preceding the diagnosis. And this praxis, however extreme, corresponds to
a generally acknowledged praxis of dieting, a correct way of eating. The praxis
of anorexia then is what Bray and Colebrook, with reference to Deleuze and
Guattari, calls “a series of interconnected practices,” connections and disconnections to and from body, praxis, and surroundings. In this light, anorexia should
be considered not only for what it destroys, but for what it “creates and invents”
(Bray and Colebrook 1998, 58).
This praxis of a refusal of the organism in interconnected practices I truly recognise because this is about mastery, about refusing, and about mastering the
disturbance of needs and signals from the body, which seemed to me so claustrophobic. The need for food, or responding to the need for food, reminded me of
dependence. Dependence upon a system which was forcing me into social settings
and temporal restrictions (oh the horror of mealtimes, and the fact that clocks, and
daily pauses surround eating—this I will return to). The constant disconnections
and connections between the exterior restrictions, my own restrictions, the numbers representing my restriction in weight, my representation in the mirror, food
determined how I felt. It numbed my loneliness and made me continue. I would
say that instead of responding to hunger as a signal and need from the organism,
the representation of my body and of food in numbers was violently intervening.
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In a reading of Marcel Proust's In Search of Lost Time Deleuze demonstrates
exactly how representations or signs in the world are not primarily referring or
representing, they are not mediators or conveyors of information. Instead, a sign
induces a violence in its encounter with a body, and this meeting doessomething
to this body, forces it to react or to transform in some way (Deleuze 2003). Frederik Tygstrup observes that the sign concept, which Deleuze introduces here, is
inspired by Spinoza and his understanding of affect. Spinoza distinguishes between
affectio
affectus is to be understood as an outgoing

2015, 15). Seen in this way, the refusing and measuring practices of the anorexic in regards to body, organism, and intake are “practices of connection” and
body—”form the event of the anorexic as such” (Bray and Colebrook 1998, 62).
Accordingly, the praxis of refusing the organism: measuring, calculating, and
regulating body and food; deprivation, restriction, and adjusting is then that
which partakes in constituting the construction of the anorexic. Discovering
that my body worked, my brain worked, and I could force it into functioning,
even though I was refusing the organism's greedy demands—all while occupied
with the thought of minimizing my numbers every minute of the day—was a
transformation, the sculpture, I was creating through refusing this organism.
Getting at the same point but through a phenomenological analysis, Dorothée
Legrand insightfully suggests that obeying the organism reduces one to exactly
that—an anonymous organism, an object:
while eating, one is not only assuming survival; one is also negating one's subjecthood by incorporating food, thereby incorporating oneself into the realm
of anonymous organic processes and of corpses, assuming one's dependence
to one's objecthood, thereby negating the sovereignty of one's subjecthood
(2011, 506).

The anorexic, then, will regard the very act of eating as a feeling of losing subjectivity, according to Legrand. In another study, Anna Lavis, discusses the absence
of food, the practice of starvation as a way of understanding the anorexic subject,
understood as maintenance through absence (2013).
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Importantly, however, as is also noted by Legrand, my anorexic praxis was not a
food, and not only in the way that it is clinically proven that starvation causes a
manic fantasizing of nutrition, although such fantasies were also present of course.
For me it was this neurotic game; these negotiations, calculations, compensations,
tricks, in order to make me master of the organism for the purpose of approachmost of the threads on pro-ana websites, which are created and used by people
with eating disorders, are dedicated to eating and not not eating. In this way, I
“The anorexic thinks that food is fundamentally bad, hence the need to select
and extract particles, or to spit it back out” (1987, 111).
I understand why people, including Deleuze, would think that anorexics in general are disgusted with food. Especially because it is a common lie that the anorexic
tells people around her in order to deliver a logical explanation for saying no. And
spitting things out is a clear manifestation of disgust, a gesture of “I don't want
think it is poison or unclean. In these cases, the person has been so maddened by
the disease that delusion has taken over. The “taste and spit” that Deleuze talks
about here is a common starvation praxis, but has more to do with refusing the
organism than with disgust, I would say. It concerns, what Deleuze beautifully
calls, the anorexic's double betrayal in all three planes. First is hunger, the betrayal
of the organism's needing signal: “anorexics are enthusiasts: they live treason or
the double turning away in several ways. They betray hunger, because hunger
tricks them by making them subject to the organism” (1987, 110).
This double turning away is described in Dialogues in relation to a regime of
107). Like God becoming the point of subjectivation, he turns away from his
subjects, who then turn away from him. With regard to the anorexic, the “taste
the organism. Being extremely hungry, putting food in your mouth, letting it
rest there, tasting it only to spit it back out is a refusal of the organism within the
organism itself; it is treason to the point of mockery. I would do it with bread,
because that would be what I would feel like the most. Along similar lines, I was
in the hospital with a girl, who would consume extreme amounts of sugar-free
sweets. They disappear into your mouth without you having to swallow, bordering and guarding the organismic entrance, without giving in to it.
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Germinating organism
In an excerpt from Berardi's novel, a chapter called “Anorexia Sister,” we also see
this behaviour. The chapter is a stream of consciousness from Anita, an anorexic
girl, and it includes a description of her anorexic friend Marcella. At some point
during the stream, Marcella has a grain of rice in her mouth for 42 days, which
she refuses to swallow, just keeping it in her mouth, just inside the gates of the
organism:
I saw Marcella sucking a grain of rice for 42 days. She also kept it tight in her
mouth in class. It seemed that a green string, a talking plant, would sprout
from her throat. Her mother begged her day and night through hiccups that
resembled rattles “do it for mum, do it for me!” but Marcella simply sputtered
(Berardi 2016, 175).

Marcella in this way performs the ultimate betrayal. She not only tricks hunger
with constant taste without giving in to it, she also blocks the entrance of the
organism, refusing any other possible nutrition to enter, clinging to—almost
protecting—her grain of rice.
In this description, a tension and a fear towards not being able to master the
organism is present in Anita, poetically written into the fact that a grain can
germinate. Germination, something that an organism can perform on its own,
is something she cannot control, and this is anxiety-provoking for her. As when
the organism, which has now been given life within Marcella, through that rice
grain. She imagines, thus, her own sprouting as well. Her organismic development as a result of eating (gains weight is what she means here):
Marcella swallowed her grain of rice, and in vengeance, it started to geminate.
A rice paddy was born in her stomach. Today I feel like that grain of rice
which remained stuck in Marcella's mouth for 42 days (2016, 176).

The anorexic betrays the organism, because she feels the organism has betrayed
her. The double betrayal. The anorexic tricks the organism, tries to master it,
and she does it in an almost cruel way. 3 She masters a transformation of her body
by denying the organism. She constructs and, paradoxically, becomes through
negation, becomes through subtraction and shrinking. However, this absurd but
dedicated mockery of the organism ends up mocking nothing and no one more
than the anorexic herself. I will come back to this at the end.
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The family
Moving next to anorexia as a protest against the family, or what I have called closest
intersubjective assemblage. I do this in order to avoid limiting the occurrence of
anorexia to one set of particular relationships. Following Deleuze's anorexic double
betrayal, he continues: “they betray the family, because the family betrays them by
subjecting them to the family meal and a whole family politics of consumption”
(1987, 110). As I described before, the need of food, or responding to the need of food,
was a praxis associated with dependency and constraints; dependency upon a system,
locking me into social settings and institutions dictating my time. Sitting and eating
together at a certain hour is a standard for well-functioning families in proper-functioning Scandinavian upper-middleclass suburbs. It is inherent in cultural norms; it is
something we do and should do with our children or partner. Quality-family-time.
given family; hacking at and exposing this somnambulistic “quality-family-time.”
which are part of a family-time-checklists and usually questioned by nobody. Even
as this protest eventually causes intersubjective tension and intensities, exuding pain,
frustration, and other kinds of imprisonment for everyone involved.
Eating is the clock of institutions as well, it is breaks (in fact the word for meal in
Danish is måltid; mealtime). Breaks are unpredictable social assemblages, assemblages one has rarely chosen oneself. You are enslaved to social situations, to a social
organism, when a clock strikes 12, or 6.30 pm because the cosmos has decided that
bodies have needs at that time. To me this was claustrophobic, and anorexia was
to connect to my own new rules, creating a “being otherwise” (Bray and Colebrook
1998, 58). It was treason. A way of silently saying, “I don't need your mealtime or
your breaks.” However, anorexia for me became the most powerful tool with regards
to voice. I unfortunately discovered that extreme shrinking is a very visible process.
It works because the anorexic body invites other people to be spectators of its slow
to intervene. In this way, the anorexic practice of starvation and slow disappearance
changes intersubjective assemblages, such as the family and the relationships, in
which the anorexic participates. It is extremely inclusive and exclusive at the same
time. Twice in my life I have been deprived of a voice, interrupted, mocked, not
worthy of being listened to within my own home. In both cases, anorexia saved me,
even as it almost cost me my life. Since I started talking through the visibility of
bones, creating a space where no one could interrupt me, this was eventually and,
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Returning to Berardi's novel, Marcella also has a fallout with her mother, who begs
her to eat. I am not a mother myself, but I can imagine, and have experienced
through my own mother the fundamental contradiction of not being able to feed
one's child, since that is the very purpose of a mother's body. Interestingly enough,
Marcella's refusal is also mute, also bound to the fact that she uses her mouth to do
something other than talk. She is using her mouth to not eat, which becomes her
very explicit activity, and this activity is also her answer to her begging mother: not
eating her grain of rice.

Culture and context
in other settings how the praxis of anorexia speaks just as much about the disorder
of the culture surrounding body-ideals and food-trends as it does of the disorder
within the anorexic mind.
Turning to this third protest, for Deleuze, anorexia becomes a political act against
consumption as such. A protest against eating as consumption, obviously, and against
being consumed by structures. But he highlights the political act against consumer
society in particular. He says: “anorexia is a political system, a micro-politics: to
escape from the norms of consumption in order not to be an object of consumption
oneself [...] She will turn consumption against itself” (1987, 110). Consumption, yes.
Earlier I have found it amusing that people would think that anorexia had anything
to do with the fact that Iwanted to look like a fashion model. Now it makes me angry
that it seems to still be the dominating discourse regarding the cause of the disorder.
In a recent Danish newspaper article, the head of the Danish organisation against
eating disorders comments on a new study showing that native Danes are more
His explanation is that Danish girls—note girls—have a tendency to become more

are more curvy. He was quoted:
It is often more accepted to have curves as woman within the immigrant comby fashion magazines than girls with an immigrant background, because there
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Besides the racial and stereotyping problems in this statement, and the automatic segregation in placing non-native Danes in a pool of non-western Danes
(assuming the west against the rest as usual), male anorexics are also shut out of

images, thus completely reducing the complexity of the disorder. Such statements
instead of focusing on anorexia as a set of interconnected practices of protest
with a high level of agency, it is reduced to what Bray and Colebrook call “the
pathologization of women's reading practices” (Bray and Colebrook 1997, 51).
To say that torturing your body and mind has the purpose of becoming something out of a magazine, inherent in this purpose must also lie an assumed desire
to be consumed, to be attractive, to “look good.” To be the object of consumption,
in the double betrayal. Anorexics are grotesquely aesthetic, yes, but they betray
the cultural standards of beauty and stereotypes—by becoming the exaggeration,
by exactly refusing to become an object of consumption. I was not interested in
beauty. I was interested in looking dangerous, in looking fragile, because therein
was my power. It was not myself as overweight I was trying to escape. It was the
relieved when my partner lost sexual interest in me.
I am not saying that my anorexia had nothing to do with body ideals. In fact, I
to a diet, correctly exercising, correctly eating, I am sure I would have chosen
another self-destructive solution, and the disorder wouldn't have stuck with me
for so long. For some, me included, anorexia cannot be detached from western
body ideals; but I was not so much reacting to my own desire to be ideal as I was
reacting to other's desire to be ideal. Understand that anorexia is a solution to a
problem: a solution to an emptiness, a voicelessness. You are willing to let your
body become an object for principles, a “micro-politics” in Deleuzean terms, to
be at least something. I performed the norms and ideals of culture to a grotesque
sentence in relation to this:
If I can be more than they want to be, if I can do more than what they want
to do, I might be good enough. Not good. Just good enough (Britta). 4

In this way, anorexia is the ultimate performance of the norm that dictates the
ideal—the correct way to eat, train, and exercise. It is a becoming-structure, a
becoming-discourse, an act of perfection, of correctness, which in its treason
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becomes a caricature. Eventually, for some (most of the users on pro-ana websites
for instance), anorexia is a paradoxical becoming-diagnosis, where the goal of
becoming is nothing but destruction.
Deleuze uses the term: “involuted body,” which means a body that becomes a body
of the in-between. The anorexic is the in-between; it is betraying organisms on
several planes. She is treason, mockery, irony.

Ends
Anorexia illuminates multiple layers of constraining organisations within life
as such, or more accurately, within western life. Read the anorexic body and
practice as a visual text, and it reveals the order, or the disorder, of society—and
this is important and valuable. However, I want to make a concluding note. In
Deleuze's description of anorexia and in other mass-media understandings of anorexia, if the anorexic body is not insane or a victim of capitalism or patriarchist
hero, defying these categories. I am afraid that I am painting that picture myself—have painted it—which is regrettable, because it undermines the pain and
torture that comes with anorexia. And this does not need aestheticizing, and it

“It is a feminine protest of a woman, who wants to have a functioning of the
body and not simply organic and social functions which make her dependent”
Deleuze says (1987, 110). And that is the paradox of everything regarding this
the cruellest of addictions; a maddening obsession. I became addicted to shrinking, to watch my bones' visibility under my skin. An anxious, compulsive act
that stripped me from anything social to the point where I—literally, as one of
my friends pointed out—had nothing left to lose, nothing but the anorexia of
course. In this void the disorder will thrive. The betrayal becomes tripartite, the
betrayed betrays what betrayed her, and in that process, she betrays life. I betrayed the hunger, which I despised, yes, but I was never able to extinguish it. I
let passions go instead. In Deleuzian terms, I did micro-politics by performing
the double betrayal of systems that were threatening to constrain me. However,
in my understanding, politics belongs to conversation and solidarity, and there
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dies. Anorexia for all its building, constructing, and becoming has one linear
trajectory, and that is towards death; which will end whatever micro-politics she
was performing. I was admitted to the hospital with seven other people, three of
us are alive today. If the anorexic does not die, many will be in and out of hospitals
for years, very much constrained to the identity of the sorry un-Deleuzian binary
of being either sick or normal depending on numbers on scales and body mass

I will end with Anita, and her prayer to mother ana, who art in heaven: “may
it triumph, the grace of my perfect skeleton” (Berardi 2016, 173).

Hopefully not.
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Endnotes
1
disorders, create online for a where their voices are not deprived. Pro-ana-fora
are communities of understanding.
2. The body, family, culture, and contexts are of course organisms. Anorexia can
thus be said to be a refusal of organisms in general.
3. Limited by language, I use ‘she,’ but I mean all kinds of anorexic bodies.
4. Britta's real name and identity are hidden.
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1. The Songwork Catalogue
In May and June 2017, I ran a full-time ‘embodied research laboratory’ at the
Agnieszka Mendel, and myself—produced about 40 hours of video during this
songwork, including solo, duo, and trio explorations of a set of songs learned
from the Smithsonian Folkways digital archive. More information on the project can be found at urbanresearchtheater.com.
graphs. An hour of video contains literally thousands of images. In selecting
myself as solo practitioner (other publications from the project will be more
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)
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fully co-authored). I then searched, often frame by frame, for images evoking
all of the images include my face. In some of them I do not look, to myself,
like myself. And of course, the work being done here is not only embodied.
mediated.
The reduction to eight images invites schematization. It is tempting to name
each one and thereby create yet another (even if deliberately heterodox) typology
pensive, active, dog, harmed, sparks, yearning, giddy, vessel—could these be

2. Ben Spatz Interview with D. Soyini Madison1
DSM: It seems embodied research is inseparable from history and relations as
well as the time and labor required to make it generative or consequential. I’m
thinking about politics and the material resonances of embodied research. How
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Is there a memorable example of rupture or realization that set your process in a

BS: I am always thinking these days about the institutionality of the laboratory.
Much has been written about the violence of the laboratory space, from Linda
Tuhiwai Smith (1999) noting that research is a ‘dirty word’ in Australian indigenous communities, to Karen Barad (2007) choosing the strikingly violent
edge. Yes, the laboratory is ‘inseparable from history and relations’, it is a place of
time and precisely of labor. I constantly return to Bruno Latour’s (1983) statement
about the power of the laboratory to transform the world: ‘Give me a laboratory
and I will raise the world!’ This transformation does not have to be a violent,
colonial one. It all depends what kinds of labor take place in the laboratory, what
kinds of cuts are made. I imagine another kind of laboratory as a leverage point
for another kind of world.

This past summer has taken me through moments of enormous discovery. After
two months of narrowly focused embodied research in songwork, my team was
visited by anthropologist Caroline Gatt, who suggested that we bring our books
concept of embodied research and rendered our methodology more genuinely
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possible to imagine new forms of institutionality that are more adequate to the
sonic and movement dimensions of embodiment, and perhaps less wholly inadequate to our present social and environmental crises.
Many people are writing about the new omnipresence of digital media and suggesting parallels with the early print era. I myself have long believed that performance studies as such would not be thinkable outside the history of cinema
and audiovisual recording. But only in the past couple of months have I begun to
think that the new availability of digital media could open other kinds of institutionalities having to do with embodiment itself. The development of cinema
since the early twentieth century did not lead in this direction. The artistic
power of the director and the economic power of the producer marginalized
the power/knowledge
and pushed those who
care about the agency
of the body into live
performing arts, where
at least the performer
still retained a degree
of freedom. But maybe
this trajectory can now
be altered.
DSM: Your distinction and analysis of ‘technique’ and ‘practice’ have been exceedingly helpful to me in my ethnographic work, and how I think about the profundity of the small gesture or the taken-for-granted things our bodies can do. Your
work and oral history relative to justice. How would you describe justice and how

BS: First, what you have asked means the world to me. My whole project of
theorizing technique (as knowledge and in relation to practice) is inextricably
bound to an underlying orientation towards justice and ecology. However, it has
not always been clear to me how to articulate this impulse without reducing the
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other critical language. I deeply admire historians and cultural critics, and have
often regretted my own apparent inability to insert myself directly into public
discourse as they do. At the same time, I am looking for a way to speak publicly
that does not foreclose the grounding of my perspective in my own embodiment. This again is why the intersections of body, book, and video have been
so astonishing to me in the past few months. We have public intellectuals who
make discursive arguments and we have public performers who sing and dance,
but at present we have virtually no place for public orators who combine these
modes of enactment.
I have now started to look in both the critical Jewish tradition and the critical
Black tradition at the idea of the prophetic, and I am starting to wonder whether
the prophetic has to refer to a particular combination of discursive content and
embodied technique. It seems to
me that in critical
history, there are
tremendously profound potentials
for prophetic enactments of justice
but that these have
been barred from
the public sphere
during the reign of the logos. If indeed the logos is now going to be demoted
and begin to function alongside the audiovisual, then there is an opening for a
audiovisual can be co-opted and controlled, and used in very violent ways, just
like the linguistic. It is a question of who controls the media, or rather a question
about the structure of the institutionalities of media, which is why all my energy
(including the new Journal of Embodied Research) is currently focused on trying
to develop new pathways and relationships between embodied practitioners and

Greek philosophers looked for techniques of the good, but in poststructuralist
contexts it seems impossible to pin down anything so reliable. I know that technique is much more than language; that language is only one kind of technique.
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Perhaps rather than universal techniques of justice what we need are techniques
that function at the level of the planetary in this particular moment. In that case,
maybe these new media will make possible songs and images of justice that allow
for its institutionalization in ways we cannot yet imagine. The book I am writme why I was working with songs (and not books or computers), I said that in
this moment it seems like humanity may have to give up many things in order to
survive, but one thing I am certain we do not have to give up is songs. I want to
be able to speak, or rather, to practice, about justice publicly, but I do not yet feel

DSM: You seem driven. You are abundantly busy. Alice Walker says—and I am
paraphrasing her—‘We must do the work our soul must have’. It seems that you

BS
overlap in my work: the personal, the ethno-cultural, the political, and the spiritual bordering on the mystical—which always risks the messianic. Even before
all the recent critical work on whiteness in the US, I constantly interrogate my
projects to examine whether they are not falling into the traps of some kind of
savior mentality, wanting to prove myself ‘good’ or ‘innocent,’ or to earn my
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way out of guilt rather than purely serving. But I also realize that, as the Walker
ing to oneself.
I guess I would say that I am driven by two things: a constant fear about ongoof my being. The fear is rational to a degree, in that it responds to actual facts
about climate change, the prison industrial complex, the refugee crisis, etc. But
it is also a kind of lived trauma which I would now link to the particular history
of European Jews, and the extremely vexed position of critically oriented white
Jews in the United States: the ingrained sense of worry and impending doom;
the commitment to social justice; the struggle with complicity to racism; and
even the particular relationship to reading and writing that comes from being
the source but not the endpoint of Christian imperial logos.
I would connect this last point, about the Jewish relationship to logos, to my own
From this sense of being trapped within a critical discursive space, I was driven
iment. Later I came back to writing and found that I could use my skill with
language strategically, to make space for critically informed embodied practice.
Today I am driven, on one level, by the idea that the digital audiovisual space of
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the internet might just be that urgently needed commons in which our species
another level, by the ongoing personal need to bring together speech and song,
way that does not sever my linguistic self from the physical, vocal, erotic, vulnerable, ‘grain’ of my body.

Endnotes
1. This interview was conducted by D. Soyini Madison as part of her research for
her book Performed Ethnography and Communication: Improvisation and Embodied
Experience (2018). This excerpt was reproduced with kind permission of Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group (pp 6-11).
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Regurgitative Reading

“Rumination and eternal return: two stomachs are not too many for thinking.”
—Gilles Deleuze, Nietzsche and Philosophy

something that impresses itself upon readers and escapes conscious thought. Reading is a process of assimilation-appropriation-incorporation (or, eating an-other);
meaning a reader takes in parts of a reading in order to understand and identify
with it. At the same time, reading repeats on readers, it is something we cannot
quite stomach; we never quite “get it,” and we cannot fully assimilate the auargued for re-valuating change, surprise, and negativity in practices of reading
(see Cvetkovich 2012). Most notably, Eve Sedgwick (2003, 2007) writes that
reading's encounters with the “new” (inassimilable) object-remains that arrive
involuntary from elsewhere, can break up the conventional, rote reading practices
that value univocal, linear, so-called rational exegesis. This essay asks: What are

begin again. Following along with textual encounters with ruminants, animals
who revolve moistened portions of food (cud) with their rumen muscles, this essay
catches onto a form of reading in Nietzsche's corpus that is a constant processual
embraces the active role of disgust in signaling what cannot be fully digested in
theory: an ethic of reading that tries to vomit up the mastery of assimilationist
reading which presumes to metabolize everything; and the un-domesticating of

In this essay I wager that Nietzsche's regurgitative reading practice is best performed by ruminating on Sedgwick's works about reading styles, especially as
Nietzsche was important to her thinking throughout her career. While Nietzsche
surfaces throughout her works, I focus on “Paranoid Reading and Reparative
tions of ressentiment in terms of the paranoid style and their discussion of reading
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might be as chewed over as Sedgwick's theories of paranoid reading, reading that
aims toward monopolistic repetition, and reparative reading, reading that aims
toward opening love. Sedgwick's parsing of paranoid reading and reparative reading is one part of her incredible legacy inspiring queer and feminist scholarship,
and an integral part of articulating her ideal of “a mind receptive to thoughts,
able to nurture and connect them” (2003, 1). Sedgwick's essay and her readers
cannot vomit up, in full, a paranoid disposition, and it is not clear that arriving
was ever Sedgwick's intent.
I would like to suggest that Nietzsche's cud-chewing helps squeak out a sugperformed in the passages of Sedgwick's essays: reading as an ongoing regurgitation.
The metaphorical apparatus of Nietzsche's cud-chewing shows how Sedgwick's
that intervenes in and constitutes the digestive remains of reading, are the surprises of the new that Sedgwick's reparative reading seeks to welcome. However,
Nietzschean regurgitative reading underscores two important qualities of this
overcoming of paranoia through banal movements; and second, the new of reading may be an abject object. A reading that brings a reader back, again, not to a
renewed intimacy with something like a whole self, like reparative reading, but
force of regurgitation. It acts as an unavoidable, yet productive negativity with the

two sections of this essay: the rumination of ressentiment, or vengeful identity
formation that rejects an-other as a constitutive gesture; and the rumination that
man of ressentiment, I detail the creative and ethical potential of regurgitative
Sedgwick's writings, especially in her Kleinean vocabulary of incorporation, I
engage Sedgwick's theories of paranoia and reparative reading styles in the third
section. In this section, I show how cud-chewing is implicit but performed in
two of Sedgwick's essays, and I elaborate on how cud-chewing can lead readers
to approach Sedgwick's theories anew. I end by inviting readers to ruminate-with
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Rumination and ressentiment
Animals are everywhere in Nietzsche's corpus (See Acampora and Acampora
Untimely
Meditations, The Gay Science, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, and On the Genealogy of
Morals, in particular. This essay chews through Nietzsche's many ruminations
on ruminants to explicate another form of reading: chewing cud. Cud is a moistened portion of food that has already been swallowed and regurgitated by the
rumen muscles of a ruminant (common examples of ruminants include cows,
to expedite digestion. Nietzsche's works refer to cud and cows as they pertain
to practices of rumination: the process of revolving something in the mind and,
in psychiatry, the obsessive repetition of that process (“Rumination, n.” 2016).

meditation that empties the mind of weighty everyday concerns (“Rumen, n.”
2016; “Rumination, n.” 2016).
Nietzsche was interested a great deal in the new bodily habits and values of modern biology and medicine. His own bodily ailments have been objects of intense
speculation. His correspondences detail travails with “the coils of dysentery and
diphtheria” and, later, paralysis, headaches, vomiting, and suicidal fantasies (Middleton 1969, 69, 294). Nietzsche expressed gratitude for “every good night spent,
for every warm ray of sun, even for an orderly digestive system!” (Middleton 1979,
79). He dissociated his abdominal pains from his writings, joking, “I have never
for good health, Silke-Marie Weineck (2006) argues that he threatened to turn
philosophy “into a science of shit” (37). Nietzsche writes that he gives birth to
“a saturnalia of spirit that has patiently withstood a terrible long pressure” [indigestion] (cited in Weineck 2006, 38). Nietzsche's works are, to borrow a phrase

in Deleuze's reading (2006, 116, 134, 178). Within the entrails of Nietzsche's
books, digestion, health, and diet are bound to philosophy and philology. His
to Nietzsche's many voices glimpses how reading becomes eating, and vice versa.
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An aphorism in Human, All Too Human shows irritation with “dyspeptic authors
who write only when they cannot digest something” and who try to “transfer
their own annoyance to the reader” (Nietzsche 1986, 248). These are thinkers
of ressentiment, a disposition that produces goodness only out of reactive vengeance for a perceived injury (Nietzsche 1989a, 36). The identity produced by
ressentiment
upon self-victimization. Nietzsche maligns the domestication of the “herd,” the
becoming-predictable of mankind, through the internalization of ressentiment,
which turns the vengeful eye inward (See Nietzsche 1989a, 97-16F3). Sentences in
Nietzsche's works gag and reel when confronted with herd behaviors. Nietzsche's
“counterideal” to ressentiment (1989b, 313) Zarathustra, undertakes a journey to
ten years spent in a cave in solitude, Zarathustra emerges and experiences a wave
call it a newspaper. They devour each other and cannot even digest themselves”
(1978, 50). In ressentiment, to regurgitate cud means to copy an economy of the
same—to eat and assimilate everything that others feed you. Religions conscript
the lips” so they “never [have] any thoughts of their own” (Nietzsche 1974, 92; on
ressentiment as a great
weariness or disgust with life, a state of ennui and bitterness.
Nietzsche describes Judeo-Christian morality, where cud chewing plays an important role, as the birth-place of ressentiment. According to passages in Deuteronomy and Leviticus, the only kosher animals are those who both chew cud
and divide each hoof in two. Cud-chewing becomes tied up in eternal salvathat this rumination in the service of ressentiment promises but cannot guarantee human happiness, the eternal pursuit of greener pastures. Underwritten by
Nietzsche's own encounter with cows during a bout of loneliness, recounted in
Ecce Homo (1989b, 304), the scent of cows supplants Zarathustra's cold loneliness
“voluntary beggar,” who tries to learn chewing the cud from the cows, ironically, by preaching at them (1978, 268). Like Nietzsche's own thought—”they
[the cows] had warmth”—the beggar believes the cows have found the ticket
to transcendent happiness (1989b, 304). The voluntary beggar insists that the
kingdom of heaven is meaningless if one does not “learn this one thing: chewing the cud!” (Nietzsche 1978, 269). In the second of the Untimely Meditations,
perspective (Nietzsche 1997b, 60-61). Rumination that empties out the past—and
so any pain or pleasure—is too extreme for Nietzsche. So too is rumination that
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ressentiment destroys life (any
becoming, any future) because it cannot digest the past at all (Nietzsche 1989a,
58). Ressentiment's rumination devalues forgetting, a force that can disable cycles
that force, that simply forgets (1989a, 38). Lest we forget, however, Nietzsche
reiterates that there is another form of rumination, a regurgitative reading that
spits up the small man of ressentiment.

An “affirmative purgative”
Chewing cud in Nietzsche's works is also a form of reading that regurgitates man:
the rational, sovereign actor who calculates the future, wills a “painless, timeless
subject of knowledge,” disavows the dancity of language, relies on “either/or”
thinking, and aims to know in absolution (1989a, 119). The preface to the On
the Genealogy of Morals implores readers to approach Nietzsche's aphorisms with
patient rumination: “one has almost to be a cow and in any case not a 'modern
man'” (1989a, 23). Nietzsche's works are peppered with aphorisms about the best
readers for him; each rejects the “modern man” who issues “a 'no' to language and
its paths of sensuality, its gait and dance” (Menninghaus 2003, 174). By negating
up the Proper and its rationalism, a vomiting of vomiting itself,” disgorging the
reading practices that would purge non-wholly-rational considerations from a
Nietzsche, vomiting represented a reversal of assimilation by the digestive system
... [I]t was: 'No, I won't assimilate this; I'm going to reject this. I want to puke
out all the poison I've been fed by philosophy, by history, by patriarchy” (cited in
Davis 2000, 172). The task of reading pursues the reader, pumping cud forward
and back into contemplation through revolt. The repetition of the churn lets one
chew again, or say yes
is a regurgitational reading that chews-over toward unleashing multiplicities,
or the play of language (Davis 2000, 242). This essay retches such a practice of
regurgitative reading (for what is writing if not w o r d v o m i t ) as it pertains

as textual form: how a text lurches, vomits, or doubles back (Brinkema 2014,
CAPACIOUS

Marnie Ritchie

32

pace and punctuation, irony and humor, rants and asides, a polyphony of voices,
and bouts of textual nausea. When approaching a text, certain questions become

poignant for drawing out stomach-churning encounters rather than typical dis-

objective position with which to view rhetorical histories: “(Therefore, I vomit
up The History of Rhetoric. Vomit. Vomit. Vomit)” (331). The textual form of
disgust here is a gustatory parergon. Three parenthetical lurches mark how the
anew, with gusto.
Furthermore, the return of cud demands for Nietzsche “the art of exegesis,” which
ing from Immanuel Kant's thoughts on reason, Nietzsche argues that exegesis

affekt
Anthropology from a Pragmatic
Point of View (1996) is a state of feeling of either pleasure or displeasure, “which
submit to it or reject it)” (155). Despite some ambivalence in Kant's writings about
startle the mind's “composure,” like a “stroke of apoplexy” (155, 156). Although
bodily eruptions with varying degrees of intensity—which produce impressions
and evaluations in repetition (see Wollenberg 2013). Nietzsche expresses that
scanning a poem or aphorism may give a reader an impression, a fuzzy outline of
an idea. Rumination, the lingering over an impression again, glimpses a second
dimension of reading: evaluation (Deleuze 2006, 29). Nietzsche (1968) writes:

before the great
Answer: moral evaluation is an exegesis, a way of interpreting. The exegesis itself
is a symptom of certain physiological conditions, likewise of a particular spiritual
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Nietzsche a mode
of this—what would that mean but to castrate
stomachs are “not too many for thinking,” because thinking involves the active

thinking, reading, and writing anew. Given disgust's role as the activating agent of

translation of the German Ekel, which refers to an overpowering estrangement
registered on the body (see Faulkner 2013; Menninghaus 2003). Derrida points to
the importance of Ekel in Nietzschean thought: “the work 'Ekel' (disgust, nausea,
wanting to vomit) comes back again and again to set the stage for evaluation”
(1988, 23). For Nietzsche, vomiting helps develop taste and distaste by insisting
state but will change as tastes change. Disgust acts as a tastemaker. That is not to
say that disgust is univocally good. There is an array of violent regurgitations to
consider alongside cud-chewing: bulimia, food illness, overeating, seasickness,
etc. Cud-chewing is indeed violent. Passing a lump back up into one's throat and
down again is not altogether fun. While recognizing that these other frustrated
in multiple forms, cud-chewing is distinguished by the banal up-and-down of
remains, in repetition. Cud-chewing attempts to activate the ethical and creative
potential of disgust, its potential to reject something and embrace something new.
Disgust's rejection is a semi-rejection; the food is kept in the rumen's mouth in order to be re-incorporated. Regurgitation is a way in which rumens can begin to eat
thing becoming
too close, disgust demands subsequent distance from a contaminant. Importantly,
disgust in Nietzsche's texts indicates when the “bad air” of ressentiment is in close
proximity (1989a, 47). Despite the desire of Zarathustra and Nietzsche to have long
legs and escape into the fresh mountain air (Nietzsche 1978, 40; Nietzsche 1989a,
96), vengeful impulses to purify life cannot be escaped. There is no promise of
full inoculation from this venom. Disgust, however, continually issues a “no”; it
refuses to swallow the poison and instead pumps it back up into contemplation.
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is not the all-encompassing “yes” of the donkey, swine, or undiscerning men. As
par excellence,
because the ass hears “only yes,” a yes “which is not able to say no” (Deleuze 2006,
178). Zarathustra issues a “Yea-Yuh,” a gung-ho cowboy-cry whose exuberance
dismisses the “shrewd” eye or ear that is able to catch onto the habits of the modern
man (178). The bray of “Yea-Yuh” is also the “yes” of swine and undiscerning men,
who have endless metabolisms, who want to assimilate everything. Zarathustra
proclaims:
Verily, I also do not like those who consider everything good and this world
how to taste everything, that is not the best taste. I honor the recalcitrant
choosy tongues and stomachs, which have learned to say “I” and “yes” and
“no.” But to chew and digest everything—that is truly the swine's manner.
Always to bray Yea-Yuh—that only the ass has learned, and whoever is of his
spirit. (Nietzsche 1978, 194)

(Deleuze 2006, 183). Instead, the cow's “no” speaks back to the perfect digestion
that boasts of its infallible operations. Vomiting and expelling intervene in the
will to a closed economy of digestion, an economy that wipes its appendages clean
(1991) positions Hegel's dialectic as the Great Mouth that takes in everything and
Kant's aesthetic economy as the clean machine that cannot do with any vomit (see
the Dialectic's perfect aesthetic economy, symbolized by one stomach.
In other words, disgust reveals reading as an encounter with extimacy: an uncomfortable separation from oneself, where something unwanted impresses itself upon
readers from elsewhere and cannot simply be taken in and understood (on extimacy
as re-birth see Kristeva 1982). Disgust brings a reading body to the threshold of
regurgitation, unbearably close to something unwanted. Cud-chewing does not
where disgust can speak. While reading, something is trying to get through, so
a reader must register this disgust, smacking one's lips. Therefore, even while
disgust is involuntary, it is a trained no-saying that demands re-evaluation by
initiating delay.
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duces ethical potential and creative potential. First, chewing cud has exceptional
ethical potential as a reading practice; because it is a drawn-out, open process
that transmutes the repetitions of purging (so nothing remains) and/or eating
everything (so nothing remains) into extensive regard for how reading each
time eats another, with remainder, in some form. Chewing-cud engages remains
in a way that does not wipe one's hands, claws, or hoofs of them in complete
understanding or appropriation. Nietzsche's preface to Daybreak indicates that
philology cultivates the practice of chewing something over: “this art does not
so easily get anything done, it teaches to read well, that is to say, to read slowly,
deploy, looking cautiously before and aft, with reservations, with doors left open,
in a process of slow and incomplete assimilation-appropriation-incorporation.
Perhaps the most instructive example of the ethical potential of regurgitative
reading comes from Zarathustra's monologue about a philosopher-to-come in
the third part of Thus Spoke Zarathustra. As Zarathustra crosses the ocean he recites a parable to searchers, researchers, and all those who seek open seas, about a
large black snake who climbed into the throat of a shepherd. Zarathustra recounts
historical convention and the small man of ressentiment
the snake's head back out, the shepherd transforms into terrifying hysterics. The
nausea of this encounter later returns to Zarathustra. Holed up in his cave, he
stirs from a seven-day coma, sick from indigestion. Still tripping, Zarathustra
cannot process disgust with the eternal presence of the asphyxiating circuitry
of the snake: “Alas! Nausea! Nausea! Nausea!” (1978, 219). The animals nudge
Zarathustra with a suggestion: get some air. They explain that the world wills
everything, including his near-death experience, again. The lesson appears to be
that remains return in an ever-open relationality, and mastery over them is folly.
ing underscores that a slow diagnostic is not just a way of rendering docile or
making-tame. Instead, rumination is also a loosing energy for creative and artistic
pursuits. Though Nietzsche could barely stomach it, he left his appetite open to
the vengeful nastiness of the purportedly rational man because such an encounter
contains the potential for metamorphosis: “[N]ot in order to purge oneself of a
to be oneself the eternal
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joy of becoming” (1989b, 273, my emphasis). As Zarathustra recalls his hallucinatory encounter, he longs for the shepherd's transformation into uncontrollable
laughter: “My longing for this laughter gnaws at me” (160). The churning back
laughter through a series of in-jest-ings.
Reading in the service of un-domesticating the senses would insist on opening
smelling and tasting mechanisms to unknown sensations, which translates into
a renewed appreciation for disgust. Loosing creativity from predictable reading
practices is a “training without taming” (Acompora 2004, 8). Nietzsche's philosophies of animality—indebted to but also skeptical of Darwinism's naturalism—
is directed at the reduction of the “beast of prey 'man' to a tame and civilized
animal, a domestic animal
man (1989a, 42). Rather, creativity results from reclaiming some bestial qualities
of man, like a renewed, animalistic appetite. Disgust is not necessarily a natural
same sensation on every body—but variations of disgust act as trainers for the
senses; disgust remakes taste and distaste, and Nietzsche proposes that “man”
may have lost his taste for wildness itself. If disgust re-opens our palates anew,
away from a common tastelessness of the herd, the transformed feral reader may
a too-muchness. Becoming like a feral cow, pregnant with milk might make a
reader feel uneasy. Indeed, readings are unable to contain the involuntary intimacies, digressions, and multiple voices involved in chewing over. A creative reading

Given the ethical and creative potential of cud-chewing, this essay attempts to
chew over key works by both Nietzsche and Sedgwick that regards reading as
a practice of incorporation. Again, the dice throw here is that Nietzschean language performs regurgitation and can help us glimpse another performance of
regurgitation in Sedgwick's works. But also, that there is an ethical reason for
are unavoidably indebted to Sedgwick's distinctions between paranoid reading
and reparative reading (see Cvtkovich 2012; Flatley 2010; Love 2010b; Nyong'o
2010; Wiegman 2014). Reading Sedgwick, there is no choice but to partially
assimilate her thoughts and ideas (see Hanson 2011). A contemporary rendering
of Sedgwick's renderings of ressentiment.
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In what follows, I use the Niezschean language of vomiting to draw out a reading
practice performed in Sedgwick's works: the ongoing regurgitation of reading,
wherein paranoia and reparation infuse one another, as a banal process of incorporation.

Paranoid/reparative/regurgitative
What bubbles up for us in Sedgwick's corpus is how it seems to welcome the
repulsive contact rehearsed each time through reading; like Nietzsche, Sedgwick
re-evaluates negativity and surprise. The Nietzschean metaphor of cud-chewing
underscores two important features of this contact with the “new,” both of which
can be lost in the more recuperative gestures within Sedgwick's works. First, the
oscillation of paranoia and reparation aim toward the banal overcoming of prior
disgust with life (which, for Nietzsche, is a passing through, an undergoing).
Second, the contact with disgust brings a reader not to intimacy with something
like a “whole” self but a self ever-given over to an unbearable exposure. The
transmutations of paranoia and reparation and their various combinations pass
through the unavoidable banality and unbearable proximity of disgust.
wick's incredibly enabling works, especially in the particular case of Nietzsche's
cud-chewing. Nietzsche was an important thinker for Sedgwick. Addressing
concerns about why she goes to Nietzsche in Epistemology of the Closet (“but...
gay-centric literature (1990, 53). Nietzsche's ressentiment is an important theme
throughout her oeuvre, beginning with the recursive dynamics of ressentiment
at work in heteronormative panic in the late 19th century. She painstakingly
reads the homosocial and homophobic relations between Nietzsche and Richard
Wagner in Nietzsche's dual critique and embrace of decadence and sentimentality. The paranoid style of heterosexual panic, she notes, takes the form of an
anti-sentimentality, that is a veiled sentimentality for heterosexual, moralizing
circuits of knowledge: “the identifying interspecularity and fatal symmetry of
paranoid knowledge” (100). Sedgwick calls the yoking sentimentality to the projective loathing of ressentiment “ressentimentality” (151). In “Melanie Klein and
ressentiment to the
paranoid position for how it is “marked by insatiability, hatred, envy, and anxie-
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ty” and vomits projective venom at others (636). For Sedgwick, a hypervigilant,
self-congratulatory position of ressentiment sends all ambiguity and surprise packing or registers them only as non-sense. There are therefore both deliberate and
nondeliberate resonances between Sedgwick's paranoid and reparative reading
(the schizoid and depressive position, respectively, when she uses the language of
Melanie Klein) and Nietzsche's delineation of ressentiment and its overcoming. In
“Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading” for their articulations of paranoid
and reparative reading practices in terms of incorporation. In “Paranoid Reading and Reparative Reading,” Sedgwick argues that one not need be paranoid to
know, nor to make that knowledge relevant to combatting oppression. Paranoia,
she says, is one form of arriving at and displacing knowledge. For her, “Paranoia
knows some things well and other things poorly” (130). What, then, do paranoia

styles revolve around practices of eating/reading, how they digest object-remains.
Reading is a practice incorporating objects, or partial assimilation-appropriation
of an-other. A reader tries to take in, understand, and become something other-than oneself through reading—a process that is always incomplete (see Derrida
1991). Sedgwick extrapolates from Melanie Klein that knowledge-production
involves eating others, and so the language of Kleinean oral incorporation can
map onto Nietzsche's cud-chewing, and vice versa.
Sedgwick's fascination with Klein involves how Klein's psychoanalysis is groundinfants (2007, 628). Klein is interested in things or objects, by which she means
“internal dynamics of the emerging psyche” (629, 632). For Klein—and Sedgwick
notes this is not so much a break with Sigmund Freud's theories of repression and
primary defense
mechanisms involve “splitting, omnipotence, and violent projection and introfeatures: hostility toward ambivalence, dualities of good and bad objects, a limited
view of agency as either powerless or all-powerful, greediness that wants to hold
onto good objects within/as oneself, and projection of the unacceptable parts of
oneself onto others (633). This position's defense mechanisms guard against a
fundamental dread that one's greedy object relations (the need to take in and hold
onto “good” objects and spit out “bad” objects at others in order to be oneself) poses
is “coextensive” with ressentiment in adults, is a process that spits the intolerable
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parts of oneself onto an-other (636). While this projection is an inevitable part
of psyche formation, the depressive position is an anxiety-mitigating position
of infants and adults that attempts to remediate the internal objects of a self. A
depressive position reassembles the object-parts of others and oneself to care for
them, because in this position, good and bad objects are coterminous; an infant
or adult no longer must believe one's internal self is good only by rejecting the

by others (636). Sedgwick writes that a depressive position, where ambivalence,
more complicated agency, a relaxed grip on others, and less venomous bile at
undeserved others can emerge, “requires discovering over and over” (2003, 632).
Key here is that—like ressentiment and its regurgitative overcoming—paranoia
and reparation, from Sedgwick (2003), in further detail:
[T]he paranoid position—understandably marked by hatred, envy, and anxiety—is a position of terrible alertness to the dangers posed by the hateful
and envious part-objects that one defensively projects into, carves out of, and
ingests from the world around one. By contrast, the depressive position is
an anxiety-mitigating achievement that the infant or adult only sometimes,
it is possible in turn to use one's own resources to assemble or “repair” the
murderous part-objects into something like a whole (128).

Paranoia defensively projects, carves, and ingests others, toward protecting a self
from potential danger. Paranoia is a reactive stance with the productive function
of forestalling pain (137). Paranoia, Sedgwick writes, is “a position of terrible
alertness”—terrible presumably because the alert is relentless and uncontrollable (2003, 128). Paranoia insists on forming an unquestionable consensus and
monopolizing space to expand its imperative that one can never be paranoid
its [ressentiment
circuits or patterns of eating. A reparative position, she writes, reproduces the
eaten part-objects into “something like a whole” (my emphasis). So, while both
readings use others to reconstitute a self, reparation nurtures this self with regard
for others. The “more satisfying” whole-like object of the “self” can better seek
pleasure, construct strategies of survival, and become receptive to love.
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Lauren Berlant (2011) asks what many might wonder about reparative reading:
According to Sedgwick, reparative reading tends to a self whose environment is
hostile to its nourishment, as Hanson says, “martyrdom is built in to it” (2011,
105); but this tending (to attachment, sexuality, history as an ongoing process)
is collective. It is, as Berlant says, not just “about me” (2011, 125). Sedgwick deget the pleasure of anticipating futures, given each friend's likelihood of early
how principles of individuality sneak into Kleinean positions, though, Berlant
cautions against any idealized program of better thought or reading. A program

an insoluble loop of positive feedback” (2003, 12). Reading with any program—a
that forecloses the emergent quality of reading.
Even while reparation can inspire collective healing, it is not that reparation is
the ideal reading practice to imitate against paranoia for Sedgwick. Sedgwick
(2003) mentions that “it is sometimes the most paranoid-tending people who
are able to, and need to, develop and disseminate the richest reparative practices”
(150). Sedgwick instead points to how paranoia and reparation “interdigitate”
(145), or grasp hands, as part of a “mutual inscription”: “I am also, in the present
project, interested in doing justice to the powerful reparative practices that, I am
convinced, infuse self-avowedly paranoid critical projects, as well as in the paranoid exigencies that are often necessary for nonparanoid knowing and utterance”
(128-129; on recursion, inter-digitation, and Sedgwick see N'yongo 2010). The
language of interdigitation is interesting for its implied intimacy between Klein's
schizoid and depressive positions (144).

they mash up, some questions arise: do the two positions combine to form thirds,
i.e. rendering reparation and paranoia into something like paranation, reparanoia, etc.) can be a sweeping invitation for constructing a new duality or taking
everything back to (square) one (2003, 2). How might we imagine an interdigitation whose thirdness “takes up duality and carries it far away from unity, opening
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Here, the Nietzschean metaphorical apparatus of cud's re-incorporations can be
helpful, because it highlights that the infusion of paranoia and reparation would
not take the form of a dialectic, the clean digestive economy where positions clash
and produce something new out of their opposition. The Nietzschean apparatus
helps us see the banality and unbearable proximity of disgust within oscillations
of paranoia and reparation.
ing highlights the banal interplays of paranoid and reparative tendencies. In
other words, emphasizing reading as a banal process undercuts the impulse to
turn reading over to ressentiment's omni-satisfaction, the sovereign authority of a
reader who is relentlessly self-assured in either a position of paranoia or reparation.
discomfort with the imperative to contain and/or purge everything. Bishop's
poem contains the line, “The art of losing isn't hard to master.” Sedgwick wryly
writes, “I picture it on a refrigerator magnet, say, urging dieters not to open the
door” (2003, 3). Losing is hard to master because it cannot be mastered. What
tery Sedgwick describes in Bishop's poem. Instead, mastery gives way to valuing everyday hustles. Such banal struggles between paranoia and reparation is
expressed most by Sedgwick when she recounts how she moves from a paranoid
position to a depressive position in relation to the HIV/AIDS epidemic and her
breast cancer diagnosis, respectively. Whereas the former was constricted in queer
dread from witnessing dispossession and death, Sedgwick's confrontation with
her own “nonbeing” took the shape of depression (640). The oscillations of the
gives and takes with ease, that reads and confronts everything, underestimates

to the movements of pure process: grazing, biting, chewing, churning, digesting, re-chewing, defecating, re-chewing. Cud-chewing is the banal trajectory
of process itself: “No mutual elevation, no descent as critical rope-repelling, no
saintly chronicle of always unglimpsed, but later redemptive, everyday salvation: it
is a trajectory that is only and ever extruded through the banal as immanent (over)
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fering; instead, any healing will be more like the sigh of relief after spitting up
something that did not sit quite well.

If we were to consider a sliding scale of regurgitative velocities, cud-chewing
would be marked by slowness, procrastination, and delay rather than immediacy,
confrontation, and haste. As an illustrative point of comparison, we can consider
how Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner (1998) end their essay “Sex in Public”
with a scene of erotic vomiting. Within a performance witnessed by Berlant
and Warner, a twenty-something heterosexual boy (the bottom) is restrained
in a chair while his partner (the top) feeds him just enough milk and food to
keep him gagging without vomiting. The boy's stomach begins convulsing, the
the boy's throat and allows the boy to repeatedly vomit-climax on his stomach.
While cud can rush back into one's mouth, repeatedly startling and gagging
rumen muscles like the boy's throat, cud-chewing's movement is more often a
slow churn. In other words, the pressing of all that remains from reading—the
a reader. Disgust returns.
Cud-chewing slows down disgust's emitted projectiles and reincorporates some
of what comes back up into another re-reading. Cud-chewing's force may not
again ... Zarathustra did convulse in his cave quite a bit), but cud-chewing does
display similar tenderness—a mixture of “trust and violation” (565). Sedgwick
provides perhaps the best example of a tender reading churn when she assesses
what it is like for her to read Klein: “Engaging closely with Klein often feels like
getting stoned, in the sense that the unchecked proliferation of the reader's sense
of recognition, endlessly recursive and relentlessly architectonic, quickly turns
exposition” (2007, 629). As if stoned, a reader's endlessly recursive reading seems
like a way of making a reader and her interpretations more placid, but its delay
proliferates pleasure. To again borrow some language from Nietzsche, a reader
has to almost be a (dopey) cow.
In addition to banality, the interplay of paranoia and reparation is marked by
intermittent, unavoidable contact with disgust, which can register as negative.
That reparative reading cultivates in readers and others to something like a whole,
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implies that reparation brings about renewed intimacy with objects. Nietzsche's
disgust, or bodily alienation, would suggest that reading brings objects too close,
to the point where there needs to be a subsequent distancing. Disgust says “no” to
something that is unbearably close. Thus, the closeness of regurgitative reading is
not exactly “close reading,” which reclaims renewed, comfortable intimacy with a
text. The intimacy of cud-chewing is an unbearable exposure to an inassimilable
outside, in the sense that what comes up in the experience of exposure startles and
gags a reader and her understanding. Rumination returns a reader to her “own”
metaphor of cud-chewing can force all reading practices to confront what they
might rather not: recursions of “extra-being,” “impersonal/a-human 'excess'” (Seigworth 2000, 240). The intermittent spitting-up of the violent purging tendencies of prior reading habits can be nourishing, as cud-chewing can be for cows.
However, disgust reminds us to halt our recuperative tendencies. Disgust forces us
to begin reading again, abjected. Any reparation only happens, if it happens, on
ressentiment
Reparation passes through disgust, which promises to return.
Regurgitating Sedgwick's essays through a Nietzschean third way unleashes the
ethical and creative potential that comes from the unavoidable return of an excess
that impresses on readers. This excess-return is both banal and unbearable. Excess,
Greg Seigworth writes, “derives, neither from a body or a world in isolation, but
from the banal movements of pure process
turn (240, my emphasis). The eternal return has been claimed as a philosophical
thought-experiment and a theory of reincarnation, but it is also a banal, processual
ressentiment
like a whole, like reparative reading. The recovery of cud-chewing is more like
a hard-won struggle of standing in manure, where the dream of understanding through reading will never quite arrive but will churn eternally. Again, as
Nietzsche's parable about the researcher on the open, nauseating seas shows, the
disgorging may at best resemble letting one's paranative and reparanoid eatings
vomit up all the poison one's been fed by convention.
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Conclusion
upon the works of Nietzsche and Sedgwick that takes as a starting point the fact
that reading involves contact with the un-stomachable, or inassimilable. Reading,
even while it is a practice of eating (assimilation-appropriation-incorporation),
is not a clean digestive machine; reading produces excesses through incorporating, vomiting, and defecating (taking this in, expelling that, vomiting that
back up). Each time one comes at a text that has been pre-chewed, that text also
remains open to re-chewing. Disgust signals those moments when something
from elsewhere as the subterranean passage of thought toward something new.
Cud-chewing brings forth—through slow diagnostics and open nostrils—the
re-turn of an external pressure that pumps cud both backwards and forwards as
a way of multiplying potential paths for thought, reading, and writing. What I
have tried to show is that an unbearable, repugnant nearness has striking ethical
potential for how it fashions regard for remains and creative potential for how it

What this essay spits out, with Nietzsche and Sedgwick's many voices, is that
cud-chewing—insofar as it is an act of partial incorporation-assimilation-appropriation—involves operationalizing the violent intimacies of disgust. Reading
involves an unpleasant contact that is rehearsed over and over, which opens up the
chance to spit up any squeaky-clean conventional pressures, re-visit something
that did not make sense, and play with the remains left in reading's wake. When
applied to Sedgwick's writings, the metaphor of cud shows that regurgitative
reading involves banality and unbearable proximity. If reading is incorporation,

ever-joyful, “Churn on, readers!”

to-truth that insists that there exists the one true reading of which other readings
are a mere copy (12). Despite a reader's desire to make reading practices into a

or from the slow slog of reading over. Imitating the cows to the extent that one
believes, like the beggar, he has mastered their way of being is a “no go.” Not only
is there is no way of swallowing Nietzsche nor Sedgwick whole, but reading will
never gobble up cud-chewing itself. Instead, ruminating-with means entering
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into wild proximities with excesses of a shared banal process, including the recursive entanglements of paranoia and reparation. In cud terms, we might say that
a risky renunciation. If something comes back for us to chew over, here, it is that
takes guts. Yes, even two stomachs.
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(Chapter 13, “Of the Coming of John”, this music paired with a stanza from “Mrs. Browning”)

At the head of each chapter of The Souls of Black Folks, W.E.B. Du Bois inscribes a pairing of poetry and music. He lays out attributed words of (White,
European or American) poetry and subtends them with scored but untitled and
the bottom half of this arrangement in his Forethought: “Before each chapter,
as now printed, stands a bar of the Sorrow Songs,—some echo of haunting
melody from the only American music that welled up from black souls in the
dark past” (3). He doesn’t explain what Sorrow Songs are, why their melodies
constitute a paradigmatic national music, or why he pairs them with the words
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am less interested in what Du Bois says about the “weird old songs” (167) than in
ally, I think—teasingly poke at readers’ complacencies about voice, pleasure, and
belonging.
Imagine opening this book in 1903, the year of its publication. To ‘get’ these
epigraphic pairings a reader would have to know poets and poetry and be able to
sight-sing printed music. Such a reader is educated. Her aesthetic formation has
trained her to notice, and make sense of, tidbits like these as guideposts for the
intellectual content forthcoming in the chapter. As such, the epigraphs grant a
kind of access. They function as aesthetic signals, indeed as signals with increasing momentum and insistence since the head of every chapter repeats the same
formal pairing. The educated and aesthetically sensitive reader is put on alert that
something important is going on.

other, or more generally, of the culturally dominant and the culturally sub-dominant or exotic. As such, the epigraphs perform a kind of exclusion. Because not
all readers are educated, because even educated readers will not align with the
cultural history of the bars of music, and because Du Bois provides no lyrics,
titles, or songwriter attributions, the epigraphs posit an aesthetic experience and
immediately mute and muzzle it.
This slippery doubledness of access and exclusion enacts something akin to pressing two magnets with the same polarity up against each other. The shared space
on the page of these poetry-music pairs asserts a commonality—a like charge,
if you will—and yet it is just this equal charge that pushes the poetry and muthese pairings, precisely because such a reader might yield to her intellect’s ardent
attempt to settle on meaning, and settle, therefore, on the meaning of the poetry, thinking the bars of music must be something like the poem’s background
accompaniment.

thus include “corporeally based forms of imitation,” that “[a]t their most primiCAPACIOUS
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pressions, vocalizations, postures and movements with those of another person,’
producing a tendency for those involved ‘to converge emotionally” (186). Gibbs
nitive), and argues that attending to the visceral stratum of social patterning
bonds…[that] form the basis for a sense of ‘belonging,’ and, ultimately, of the
Benjamin’s work on mimesis, Gibbs notes that mimetic communication does not
require an “I” or even a cogent semiotics. “Mimicry is not a representation of the
other,” she writes, “but a rendering—a relation between things” (193).
If the visceral bonds of mimetic communication form a polis and sustain
feelings of belonging, they also can form a counter-polis and the feelings of
belonging together in non-belonging. The wordless and unattributed bars of
music—black marks that a reader may or may not sight-sing into melody—
transcribe the patterned counter-polis of slavery. In a peculiarly elusive and
aggressive manner, Du Bois uses them to evoke the visceral mimetic communication so instrumental to the social bonds of slave survival. Repetitively
forged within bondage; that is, within the isolating but no less shared experithey twinge, stab, gasp, and moan in response to the miasma of existing as un/
human, as object-subject: that is, as owned property. Du Bois’s unmarked and
un-lyricized bars of music do not represent slavery, we might say, but render the
state of slavery—that state of utter constraint through which bodies are forced
into utter subjugation.
In the very moment of his rendering slavery in this manner, it slips away from
semiotic capture. It is as if Du Bois wants to slip slaves and slavery onto the
page, right under the nose of the reader. Right there under the famous poets
crooning the fullness and burdens of the human heart, and yet do so in a way
that shows, in the very moment of his rendering slavery..., it slips away from
semiotic capture. It is as if Du Bois wants to slip slaves and slavery onto the
page, right under the nose of the reader, right there under the famous poets
crooning the fullness and burdens of the human heart. And yet do so in a way
that shows, in the contemporary words of Fred Moten, “There’s no remembering, no healing. There is, rather, a perpetual cutting, a constancy of expansive
and enfolding rupture and wound” (2017, ix).
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Perhaps these poetry-music pairings function as hit-and-run performances of
Saidiya Hartman’s supposition in Scenes of Subjection: “What if the presumed
endowments of man—consciousness, sentiment, and reason—rather than ensuring
attends closely to White attributions of slave “pleasure,” especially the putative
slipperiness of empathy” (18) by means of “the thin line between witness and
spectator” (19), Hartman sits with White claims that slaves, on the one hand,
do not feel pain, and on the other hand, are always happy, joyful creatures

nothing but owned object of
labor and sex.
Hartman quotes at length from Abraham Lincoln’s depiction of encountering
and whippings that lay in the captives’ future, Lincoln marveled that “amid all
these distressing circumstances, as we would think of them, they were the most
cheerful and apparently happy creatures on board” (34). To Hartman, Lincoln’s
words “suggest that song, dance, and game discredit any and all claims of pain”
and she concludes that “these scenes of enjoyment provide an opportunity
for white
enables its deployment as a vehicle for exploring the human [i.e., white] condition” (34, italics added). Because of “the assimilative character of empathy” (35),
Whites simply missed what was going on in the songs, which enacted what
Paul Gilroy calls “the politics of a lower frequency” (35).
Hartman counterbalances Lincoln’s assimilative empathy with Frederick Douglass’ memory of slave songs from his youth:
They would sing as a chorus to words which to many would seem unmeaning
jargon, but which nevertheless, were full of meaning to themselves. I have
sometimes thought that the mere hearing of these songs would do more to
impress some minds with the horrible character of slavery, than the reading
of whole volumes of philosophy on the subject could do. (DuBois 2017, 34)
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Douglass is careful not to extend too quickly his reception of these songs toward

might be productive to read Hartman alongside Kyla Schuller’s The Biopolitics of
Feeling.)
Du Bois knows that both some minds and other minds will read his book. The
music nor the space in-between poetry and music, but in what Moten might call
their blur; because while the stanzas of poetry express something of substantialized humanity, the bars of music evoke (i.e., bang up against and dodge) “the
resistant, relentless impossible object [that] is subjectless predication, subjectless
escape, escape from subjection” (2017, vii)—in other words, the un/humanity of
mimesis of song, and yoked in Du Bois’s epigraphs to the freedom of (White)
substantialized humanity as its subtended, murmuring-muted ground.
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From Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s
“A Romance of the Ganges,” 1838

WHAT BRING THEY
’NEATH THE MIDNIGHT,
BESIDE THE
RIVER-SEA?
THEY BRING
THE HUMAN HEART
WHEREIN
NO NIGHTLY
CALM CAN BE;
THAT DROPPETH
NEVER WITH THE WIND,
NOR DRIETH WITH
THE DEW;
O CALM IT, GOD;
THY CALM IS BROAD
TO COVER
SPIRITS TOO.
THE RIVER
FLOWETH ON.
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From Oblique Curiosities’ “Queer Sonic Cultures: An affective walking-composing project,” 2018

QUEER SONIC CULTURES:
AN AFFECTIVE WALKINGCOMPOSING PROJECT
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Walking in nature has long been associated with creativity. Yet walking’s associated
research and artistic practices remain dogged by representationalism. Concomitantly,
intersectional concerns of race, gender, and dis/ability determine what kinds of bodies are allowed to walk where (and in this case, the where is Brexit-era Britain). This
day walking research-creation project along St. Cuthbert’s Way that we called Queer
Sonic Cultures. As academics and artists interested in the relationship between walk-

research-creation as a research methodology, we understand our artistic compositional practice of co-creating lyrics-melody-harmony-production-arrangement as
the research. Unlike some forms of arts-based research that use an artistic form to
and the theory. In the interests of continuing to make this apparent, we shall prefer
to describe this contextualizing article as Academic Liner Notes. The Academic
Liner Notes begin with a brief description of the location of the walk, contextualized
within the tradition of walking and composing in the British landscape, and the
use of sound-based methods and literature to represent such landscapes. Following
this, we will introduce research-creation as a methodology contextualized within

dimensions of the relations we were part of along the way.
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Queer Sonic Cultures
our Queer Sonic Cultures (capaciousjournal.com/article/queer-sonic-cultures).
They are the research-creation!

‘Academic Liner Notes’: description of project,
or ‘in a curious life, take an oblique stream’
St. Cuthbert’s Way tracks the path of 7th century monk St. Cuthbert. It is a 100 km
public footpath that runs from Melrose, Scotland to Lindisfarne, England. The path
along the border of Scotland and England, winds across rolling mountains, through

the landscape. St. Cuthbert’s Way is a recently designated footpath (1997), although
it was created along a route that has been used, in part, as a Christian pilgrimage
friends, we have composed “sonic cultures” (Truman and Shannon 2015) together
since 2011 and conducted walking-sound research with WalkingLab
of these cultures, we have founded a glitch-folk band, Oblique Curiosities, where
we continue to grow and use our cultures as prompts for further research-creation.
We frequently improvise songs when we walk together. For this project, we wanted
to investigate the relationship between long distance walking and composition
We understand culture both in the socio-cultural sense and (after the microbial
method) as the site of proliferation for something-new. These sonic cultures are
“more-than-representational” (Truman 2016, 138) documentations of our walk, in
productive-of something more.
As queer artists and academics, we draw queerly on the body of scholarship known
as queer theory to queer walking, nature, and composition. After Eli Clare (2001),
we use the term queer in its “general sense, as odd, quirky, not belonging; and in
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(361), to which we would append other non-normative sexual or gender identities.
Queer research can be “any form of research positioned within conceptual frameworks that highlight the instability of taken-for-granted meanings and resulting
power relations” (Browne and Nash 2010, 4). We activate queer as both a noun
and a verb in our scholarship.

Walking, nature, creativity, research,
and their inheritances
Walking in nature is a big deal in Britain. Britain’s walking heritage includes
many ancient trackways, green lanes, and footpaths (e.g. the Pilgrim’s Way from
Winchester and Canterbury) that walkers and pilgrims continue to use. There is
a preponderance of scholastic writing and guidebooks about walking in the UK,
and centuries of literature from Chaucer to Austen to Woolf feature characters
strolling in the landscape or through cities. Numerous authors use walking as a
narrative device, literary theme, or as a method for generating content, such as
Wordsworth’s romantic strolls in the Lake District. There are also books about
walking as a lost art and books on where to walk as part of the pervasive stereotyping of Britain’s ‘green and pleasant land.’ Music demonstrates a similar link
between nature and nation. Euro-Western (and particularly British) ‘classical’
composers often attribute their music—or are attributed (whether they like it or
not!)—to Nature, for example, Beethoven’s 6th (posthumously Pastoral) symphony with its Nature-themed movement descriptions; or the attribution of Elgar’s
music to his wandering in the Malvern Hills; and Williams’ The Lark Ascending
and pastoral-themed Fantasias.
And yet, after Alison Kafer (2013), we are led to wonder what ‘passes’ in/as Naseem more ‘natural,’ than alternative movement habits (such as automatic wheelchairs), or diverse speech patterns in the countryside. As queer subjects walking
in the landscape we might be marked as ‘unnatural.’ However, during our walk
our cis-genders and whiteness insisted we be read as a ‘straight’ couple, and pass

rural Britain and is bolstered by histories (and the ongoing presence) of colonialism and slavery. For Knowles, the British countryside “stands for more than it
is: it produces, embodies and sustains whiteness on behalf of the nation” (170),
and maintains a position as the core of British identity.
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Springgay and Truman (2018a) critique how walking, when framed through
romantic poets and naturalists—and, we argue, music composers—operates as
a privileged (ableist) practice, and a white cis-heteronormative time-space. The
literary tradition is steeped in tales of lone (white) male walkers setting out into
the wild in search of inspiration, in ways that racialized, gendered, and dis/abled
bodies historically could not (and still cannot). According to John Wylie (2005), a
walk in the English countryside “involves at least some attunement with the var-

in much contemporary walking literature, and through stories and songs of the
UK’s artistic tradition to such an extent that an ‘inherent’ relationship between the
creative canon and landscape begins to appear as pre-given. Without an understanding of how imperial power relations pervade the English creative canon and
language, its assumed social, cultural, sexual (cis-hetero), and racial attunement
(whiteness) can also appear co-extensive with the landscape. The classical and
literary creative canon invigorates and builds the capacity for white-cis-hetero
conceptualizations of humanity, and re-centers whiteness as co-constitutive of
the British landscape. Much like the wider expansion of Britain’s economic and
imperial virility, such a capacitation depends upon the debilitation and disparagement of women, dis/abled, working class people, and Queer, Trans, Black,
supremacy, and ongoing settler colonialism.
The link between nature, walking, and creativity has been discussed in many
sound and sonic walks in varied landscapes (Lorimer & Wylie 2010; Gallagher
2016). What are commonly referred to as soundwalks are often used to explore
the “sonic ecologies of place” (Springgay and Truman 2017, 35). Phonographwherein sounds are selected either for their socio-sonic veracity or else their
spectomorphological properties (Rennie 2014). In these productions, the sounds
of the recordist are minimized or erased, and they often go to great lengths to
avoid registering any anthropogenic sounds in order to enact a romanticized
as geomorphology are attempting an artistic representation of landscape, where
Nature provides “aesthetic inspiration” to the extent that past geomorphological
transformations can be discerned from historical images, literary accounts and
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songs (Tooth et al
et al.
Queer Sonic Cultures
project did not set out to sonically represent the places we walked but rather we
our sonic compositions as part of an “ethical commitment to learning to become

Scholars have recently begun to incorporate walking as a research subject, a method, and a methodology. Stephanie Springgay & Sarah Truman (2018a) critique
how—across these threads—walking is variously instrumentalized, seen as inherently innovative, and uniquely productive-of innovation. After Springgay and
Truman, rather than focus on what a method produces, we, as artist-researchers,
to a method (Springgay &
Truman 2018b). This is our theoretical approach to research-creation.

Research-creation
Research-creation is the interrelated practice of art, theory, and research (Truman & Springgay 2015). It is a “thinking-with and across techniques of creative
practice” (Manning & Massumi 2014, 88-89) that moves away from approaches
to qualitative research that assume data can be collected, extracted, and then
resentational approach to doing-research (Thrift 2007; McCormack 2008; Truman 2016). We also suggest that a research-creation event invokes a queer temporality in its disruption of regular space-time delineations.

as “the becoming sensation, a force or intensity manifested at the surface of the
body” (Springgay and Zaliwska 2017, 276-277), “found in those intensities that
pass body to body ... in those resonances that circulate about, between” (Seigworth and Gregg 2010, 1), felt-or-not, capacitating and debilitating further

Similar to our critiques of the whiteness of walking and creative inspiration in the
alization, and reinscribing compulsory white, hetero, Europhallic (Moten 2003)
ablebodiedness (see Ahmed 2004, 2010; Weheliye 2014; McRuer 2016; Palmer
of neutral as white. This re-centers whiteness and ‘Man’ as a universal category
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capacity, and sticks to everything, but nothing sticks to him. And, as evidenced
in the recent and short-lived furore surrounding use of the term ‘gammon’ in the
UK as an epithet for enraged red-faced white men (Lang 2018), anything that
does stick is quickly silenced.

tive, racialized and dis/capacity and debility is always-already inscribed (Ahmed
2004; Lara et al 2017; Weheliye 2014). Drawing from these “frictional” (Puar

hanging in the air are worth describing” (Stewart 2011, 447). However, our
‘descriptions’ are not linguistic representations, but rather, in keeping with our
adoption of research-creation, reach for a more-than-representational engagement

tices that converge around a “shared concern for nonconscious, non-cognitive,
transcorporeal, and non-representational processes” (Springgay and Truman 2017,
11). According to Vannini (2015), the “non-representational answer to the crisis
of representation lies in a variety of research styles and techniques that do not
concern themselves so much with representing life-worlds as with issuing forth
novel reverberations” (12). In this regard we understand our songwriting and
ney; walking-composing-sounding intervenes into the material intensities of the
present-future through “improvising with the already-felts” (Manning 2009, 30).

ics-harmony-tempo-key-arrangement-production-synthesis-phonography-perthought, but also generate[s] sensations resonating in the body as well as the
brain—frissons of excitement, energy, laughter, silliness” (MacLure 2010: 282).
Every feature of each song is co-compositional in its rendering of and reaching
for a more-than-representational account of the evocative ordinariness and piercing bizarrity of everything.
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of our sonic cultures is:
cross-temporal, implying a participation of ‘temporal contours’ in each other,
singly or in the looping of refrains. This cross-temporality constitutes the
movement of experience into the future (and into the past, as memory) (italics
original, 146).

More-than-representational practices perform a queer temporality. Each sonic
emplacements that could never have touched, but are here relived and re-repreand walking studies above, as queer studies has been critiqued for re-centering
whiteness and class privilege: Puar 2007; Muñoz 2010).

Conditions of possibility
We were both prepared and unprepared for the walk. We had sneakers, hats for the
sun, cameras, a tablet (equipped with a microphone, and digital audio workstation
and MIDI sequencing software), notebooks, postcards, and a bowtie and a dress in
case we wanted to dress-up. We had a van transporting our bags from guesthouse
to guesthouse, so we could walk lightly. But we had no map, no compass, no rain
gear, and no warm clothes. We hoped the weather was clement, and that there
a group of well-prepared British walkers replete with walking poles, boots, and all
manner of hiking gear. They were markedly unimpressed by our unpreparedness
(and reminded us of this several times throughout the walk when they invariably
passed us after we got distracted by heather, or had to loop through a wood/thicket/
bull’s pen after getting lost).
In preparing for the research-creation event of walking-composing, we used Barad’s (2007) “conditions of possibility” as an umbrella term for the discursive-ma-

constraints, propositions and activation devices. Enabling constraints (Davis, Sumara, & Luce-Kapler 2008) articulate how constraining features of a project can be
both limiting and productive. Erin Manning (2013) discusses how propositions are
immanent to events and co-constitutive. Following Whitehead (1978), propositions can also be seen as both actual and speculative - they draw from actuality as
well as propose what could be (Truman & Springgay 2016). An activation device
(Springgay & Truman 2018) “forces something new to occur” not to “extract or
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collect information, but to insert itself within the walking-writing-practice as a
thinking-making-doing” (135). As part of the material-discursive arrangement of
ing concepts as they relate to the tablet we brought with us every day of our walk.
— Trumey (Sarah) was against pushing a Steinway up Wide-Open Hill, because
she knew she’d end up doing all the pushing when Shanny (David) was in
a grumble-funk. As such, we were constrained as to what instruments and
digital music equipment we could bring. The lack of a Steinway might be an
enabling constraint, but the addition of a tablet is also an enabling constraint.
We were forced (enablingly constrained) to compose using a touch screen
(rather than a piano keyboard or mouse). This found us drawing sliding melodies with our waggle fingers as our sole means of notation, which in turn may
have influenced our reliance on theremin-esque virtual instruments in our
songs (that and our mutual obsession with Doctor Who).
— Our initial proposition was to become affected as we walked and to create our
sonic cultures using whatever affected us along the way. Propositions probe
what could be. Openness to phono-affects and their graphemic registering
renders them (en)durable (Weheliye 2005). In this way, the tablet as a phono-graphic device was also propositional. Not only could we play music on it,
it wrote sounds (as audio) and melodic intention (as MIDI data) digitally, which
Steinways just can’t do. Ironically, with digital media and archival procedures
changing at alarmingly fast rates, the digital files might seem like they’ll out
last us, but they may become unreadable within our lifetimes.
— The tablet was also an activation device. It inserted the beginnings of the
music production process into the lyric-writing, and melody-humming, and
frog-marching, and nettle-stinging, and... and... and... Being able to accompany our marching with 8-bit snare sounds, or our melody-humming with chords
probed the process in particular directions.
Some of our conditions of possibility were determined before the walk:
Walk St. Cuthbert’s way in five days; 24km on the first, 28km on the second,
19km on the third, 19km on the fourth, and 10km on the fifth. Remember Brian
Eno and his Oblique Strategies. Time signature. Queer the landscape. Write
songs as we walk (lyrics, rhythm, melody, affect, space, repeat).
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days during the walk:
Tablet. Note pad. Pinhole camera. Dress up in dresses and bowties.

pre-planned:
Forget food. Realize we forgot food. Forget water. Realize we forgot water.
Meet racist Brexiteer in quaint village. Bring baggage of Shanny’s recent
ex-boyfriend. Get into a big fight with each other (x3). Get lost (x5). Trample
through stinging nettles (x∞). Chew-up and apply (not)dock leaf. Read Maggie MacLure (2013) next to an open sewer. Hornet’s nest. Bull in field. Karen
Barad. Quantum Physics. Human-Time Lord Meta-Crisis.

Doctor Who.
Pilapalapoptipings.
Run.
Longing.
Heather.
Wind.
Pain.
Delirium.
&

Each of these conditions of possibility determined the material-discursive ar-

As we marched, we chanted, scribbled, and played with our lyrics; sometimes,

fragrance and neglect”), while others drifted in during conversations; hinted at
lyrical inheritances that were circulating as a result of our being together, walking, talking (e.g.
; if there’s no love there’s no love”). Thematically,
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each other, but also necessitated re-writing of the lyrics. We used the tablet’s
microphone to record footfalls and splashes and seal-songs for later reworking
as drum lines and goodness-knows what, and whistled snatches of melodies.
We also drew harmonies and tapped out virtual drum lines into the tablet and
noted the instruments we would use to develop the compositions (e.g. bagpipes).
Digital Performer
when we reached our guesthouse for the night and channeled them through softMX4 and Proton, East
West’s Symphonic Orchestra, Pianos and SD 2, YMCK’s Magical 8-bit, Michael
Bietenholz’s Resonance, and Adam Monroe’s Honky-tonk Piano. The next days,
we would chant the lyrics and tap rhythms over and over as we walked.
ments of the queer sonic cultures, but only when we were in the same geographic

UK, and Santiago de Compostela, Spain; mixing was done in Liverpool, UK.
tastes and expectations.

I could not then but now I can say
(my queery, feary, deary)
process. They were prickly and sticky and atmospheric and moody and spacious
and luminous and resonant and tight and claustrophobic. Yet, three years after
our walk, we are not the same. The cultures are still laced with the sadness of a
recent break-up and the aching tension of each foot-fall, but we have moved on
(hamstrings and all). However, as part of an ethical commitment to becoming
which we participate (Barad 2007), while writing this accompanying article and
re-working the sonic cultures in Brexit-era Britain, the whiteness still sticks.
In order to make clearer the relationship between a stroll in the British countryside, walking and whiteness, we elucidate some of the features of one sonic
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culture: Three Black Military Helicopters documents our being left-out-of-joint

— Three armed military helicopters buzzed us on Wide-Open-Hill; the insertion
of the military into the seemingly serene landscape reminded us of Britain’s
heritage.
— The continuing theme of whiteness that never left us on the walk: from the
increasing creepiness of English ‘heritage’ dining rooms, to the Bangladeshi
restaurant owner’s recounts of racism. One particular incident involved a white
woman drawing Shanny into a discussion on who ‘belongs’ in the countryside
(where his political leanings were assumed to be in-keeping with a particular
identity as a white cis-male British walker). After the conversation, the smell
of dog shite was overpowering as we left the village; it bled into the affective
hangover of the discussion and lingered all about us for miles.
— A further disturbance occurred during an encounter with an overwrought
walker while Shanny was dressed-up in a polka dot dress for a photo opportunity. The man repeatedly yelled at us across the hillside for the location of
an “orienteering (something).” Our queerness, our incompetence as walkers,
and our ill-preparedness were obvious; we failed to pass on so many levels.
We got scared, yelling back “We don’t understand that question; we’re not
walkers!” and fled down the hill-side. We fled the wrong way, completely off
the track, got lost amongst the ferns and heather, stepped on a bee’s nest,
tried to escape through a bullpen, and then tried to escape from the bull by
jumping over an electrified fence.
A post hoc listening of the song today seems to suggest multiple ways in which
these multiple ‘out-of-joints’ appear to inspire the song (although we remain
unclear as to how conscious we were of each inspiration at the time):
— The meter jarringly switches from four beats in each bar to three for the ‘chorus’ section (from a regular 4/4 to a waltz-time 3/4); this section is also not
diatonic (i.e. not in the harmonic key that has been established throughout
the rest of the song), while the voices are auto-tuned to achieve a melody that
would normally be impossibly out of their range.
— Instruments traditionally associated with the ‘classical’ canon (violins, cello
and piano) perform an increasingly disharmonious, yet resolutely ‘major’
(i.e. ‘cheerful’), accompaniment to lyrics such as “Racial slurs in Woolerville,
dog shit smells and bees nests; Whiteness ascends, whiteness ascends,
imperialism!”
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— A juddering, endless arpeggiator hovers throughout the song.
— The melodic phrase heard during the verse lasts eight bars; the chord sequence across the eight bars is: C, Ab, Bb, F#, C, Ab, Bb, F#. Each of these
chords is ‘major’ (i.e. ‘cheerful’) because the middle note of each chord (its 3rd)
is in its highest position. However, the vocal melody flattens that note in the
fifth bar. This means that, throughout the verse’s fifth bar, the accompaniment
is ‘cheerfully’ playing in C major while the vocalist is singing ‘unhappily’ in C
minor and creating quite a disorientation in the process! When heard with the
lyrics, this creates a sinister accentuation; for instance, in the case of the first
line of lyrics, it falls on the underlined words: “Three black military helicopters
puncture the solitude.”

Coda: Ice-pick in my eye
In reference to one of the original prompts of the project: in what ways would
walking a long distance help our composition process; our practice of walking-composing appears to support claims that walking can lead to inspiration,
under the right circumstances. We could have written queer sonic cultures elsewhere, but they wouldn’t be these ones. These sonic cultures are very much inspired by our walk and entangled with our walk. Yet the already-felts (“Meeting

sloppy mud-toes we encountered.
The sensibility of research-creation demands that art be taken as seriously as the
research and theoretical components. We recognize that between us we have a
substantial skill-set, decades of experience in our art-practices, and a close personal
relationship, as well as overlapping research and theoretical interests; we acknowledge the privilege and scarcity inherent in the development of that skill-set. The
walking was inspirational, but hundreds of hours of ‘working’ the inspiration was
cuts that our sensibilities couldn’t purpose. For example, there are three distinct
versions of “All”, two of which are erased, and many lyrics remained unused.
We spent many hours on the various vocal lines, both during recording and in
post-production, cutting across multiple takes, compressing and de-essing—not
to mention auto-tuning! We decided that we could not between us manage the
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version features Luke Jennings on voice and guitar.
In listening-to and re-working the sonic cultures, we were inspired by Steve
unit is described as modulating or distorting sound as it passes through (rather
than just being a neutral component). Further to this, we note that the soundhardware or digital algorithms in their contemporaries—are heard in the signal
output. For instance, our overused Cyberman voice is achieved using a virtual
ring modulator. The carrier wave of the ring modulator’s (virtual) oscillator
is joined with the input signal to create a new sound. In this way, both we as
making something new!
Rather than understanding our sonic cultures as a repository that documents
and represents our walking-composing project, we understand them as a kind
of “anarchive” (Murphie 2016, np). Andrew Murphie (2016) discusses how anar-

The sonic cultures don’t capture the walk, but more-than-represent it in each
anarchival listening.
cess of completing this article. It is a playful critique of our own academic writing
process and sometimes overwrought use of theoretical terms. We hope you will
direct it towards your own scholarship to encourage the academy to laugh.

(Liner) liner notes

1.0 Buttermoon
1.1
1.2 “The sonic culture includes Theremin, an electronic instrument developed
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2.0
2.1 120 bpm, 4/4, Ab
2.2 “The main lyric was advice passed on to Trumey about leaving a previous
job, and was repurposed for Shanny on the occasion of him having a bad breakup
and turning gloomy. The song includes time-stretched and reversed glass shattering samples.”
3.0
3.1 120 bpm, 4/4, F
3.2 “The lyrics, melody, and production remain mostly unchanged from the
Inspired by our mutual obsession with “Doctor Who,” broad, late-70s/early-80s
inspired software-synthesizers are used throughout. This culture concludes with
a bassoon and bass clarinet playing quartal phrases, treated with iZotope’s free
vinyl plug-in to mimic the sound of an old record. The scream was heavily contested—Trumey felt it should only happen once, Shanny thought it should happen
distorted through a ring-modulator and, thus, less scream-like. The lyrics are a
Trumey was reading) and Missy from Doctor Who (who Shanny kept quoting).”
4.0 Cruel Bliss (Sweet Pain)
4.1 70 bpm, 4/4, C
4.2
an impression of the song with us on the walk, including a melody and chord
sequence that we had earlier explored on guitar and piano. We later added a sizeable sampled string section, digital static, chinking glass sounds from our walk,
the tablet mic) are still incorporated into the song as backing lines, and after the
who also added electric guitars. As a proposition for further thinking, the guitars
enabled the song to carry additional instrumentation, including taiko drums
voice to the start of the song saying “I waited for you” through a ring-modulator
in reference to the ill-fated Ms. Bill Potts. Some of the synthesizers operate on
algorithms that continue to run regardless of whether or not the play-button
is held. Derrida and other post-structuralists, as well as sonic methodologists,
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have attended to how meaning is always deferred in a text, and the purity of a
sounding is always changed by the vibrational media (e.g. Gershon 2017). Even
it is played, with the performance bounced for distribution, only one of innumerable possibilities. Due to this, we haven’t been able to recreate our favorite
bounce of the song.”
5.0 Hurry Up Lover, and Love, The Days Grow Short
5.1 127 bpm, 4/4, NA
5.2 “Uses the original voice recording (hence its relative poor quality). We cut up
a single recording of the voice and deployed it to accentuate the natural rhythms
in the recording. The lyrics are a proposition.”
6.0 Three Black Military Helicopters
6.1 138 bpm, 4/4 & 3/4, C
6.2 “The name of the song comes from the unexpected presence of three black
arpeggiator and disorienting lyrical and time signature changes.”
7.0
7.1 86 bpm, 4/4, C
7.2 “The major pentatonic scale, from which we construct our melody, uses the

within one octave; in our song this produces the tones C, D, E, G, A. George
terval (after the octave) due to its placement in the overtone series—where the
doubling of the frequency of a tone produces an ever-darkening series of inter-

Eb); an interval historically banned by the Church for its satanic qualities. We
also include seal-songs sampled during the Pilgrim’s Path mud walk during the
culture’s concluding A Capella section. The lyric hook is from a sad phrase Trumey overhead in Nanjing, China many years ago that has always haunted her.”
8.0 Friend
8.1
8.2 “The culture begins only using 8-bit parts, recreated using the free YMCK
Magical 8-bit digital synthesizer.”
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9.0 Deary, Feary, Queery
9.1 120 bpm. 4/4, Bb
9.2 “Includes samples of footfalls recorded during the walk. The coda lyric is
performed falsetto, digitally tuned down to create an impossible voice. The lyrics
are inspired by marching along St. Cuthbert’s Way and trying to sound like a

Bonus: Ice-pick In My Eye
120 bpm. 4/4, F
“Written during the process of writing this article in Coimbra and Lisboa, Portugal in March 2018, the culture playfully teases some of our favorite theoretical
concepts, including, inevitably, our own concept of the icepick. We hope you
will take it with you.”
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ICE-PICK IN MY EYE!
POSTHUMANISM
AFFECT THEORY
ONTOLOGY
NEW MATERIALISMS

ICE-PICK!
HAVE YOU ERASED
THE OTHER ME?

“Ice-pick In My Eye,” Oblique Curiousities, 2018
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GOOD MORNING 1877,
SIT DOWN: ON CIVILITY,
RECONSTRUCTION, AND
OUR REVANCHIST MOMENT
Kyla Wazana Tompkins and Tavia Nyong'o
POMONA COLLEGE AND YALE UNIVERSITY

Tavia Nyong’o and Kyla Wazana Tompkins’ “Eleven Theses on Civility” blogpost
to the journal Social Text
ocations around the political aesthetic of civility that is completely convincing
in its capacities to distill and dismantle the race-/class-/sex- and other normative
Their post has been widely circulated and deservedly so.
When Kyla messaged me to say thanks for signal-boosting their theses on the
Capacious Facebook page, she added that she’d just read the dialogue between
Kate Hayles and Tony Sampson published in the second issue of Capacious—and
that she and Tavia had been engaged in a months-long email exchange since the
day of Trump’s inauguration, culminating in their Social Text posting. Needless
to say, I immediately asked for a peek: all with an eye toward seeking permission
to share their epistolary to-and-fro with our readers. Such a boundary-testing,
room-making conversation between two established scholars working in or
(a ‘dialogue’) in every issue of Capacious.
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So in what follows you will encounter the fuller backstory that bled into those
eleven theses on civility: unspooling with historically informed urgency, soundour contemporary and quite perilous conjuncture, exploring the stakes for all
of race through the entirety of their conversation as the absolutely visceral register
for any and every moment of coming cultural transformation in the body-politic
as a whole. We could not be more excited and honored to publish this vital dialogue between Tavia Nyong’o and Kyla Wazana Tompkins in Capacious!
Afro-Fabulations: The
Queer Drama of Black Life coming out on NYU Press in November.
—Greg Seigworth, co-editor of this journal

KYLA AND TAVIA
We wrote this dialogue across 2017 as a political crisis unfolded. In it we explore
a term—civility—that we felt was being reshaped under the new political imperatives (the new ‘crisis normal’) of our present moment. In the following dialogue
we, as scholars of race, sexuality, and performance, in the United States bring to
bear on this term as the political sphere undergoes a traumatic explosion of uncivil

We are both trained as scholars of performance, race, and sexuality in the nineteenth-century United States. What we come to decide in this dialogue—particularly at this key moment of the twentieth anniversary of Saidiya Hartman’s Scenes
of Subjection (1997), is that the parallels between our moment and in the period
following the failure of reconstruction in 1877 feel both real and illuminating as
a way to parse the election of 2016, and to think about what is ahead of us as we
try to survive, resist, and think beyond the Trump-Pence years.
tories of race, class, and governance in the United States, we ask: given civility’s
contemporary resurgence as a term punitively applied to leftist speech and activCAPACIOUS
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ism while institutions support right-wing speech’s stated desire to be ‘academically
freed’ of left aesthetic imperialism under the guise of ‘political correctness,’ what

Part one: civility in relation to
the present political moment
KYLA
Tavia, you had a throw-away line at your amazing 2017 MLA talk on a panel with
Zakiyyah Iman Jackson and Kimberly Juanita-Brown revisiting “Saidiya Hartman’s
Scenes of Subjection at Twenty,” in which you said you were interested in thinking
about civility, and I caught the line and I wanted to take you up on it and see what
you’re thinking about.
I’ve been interested in civility for a while on a number of levels. I’ve become interested
in civility as a mobile disciplinary discourse that is enacted against political dissidence
and, of course, unevenly applied according to class and race and gender and so on.
Much of my interest, of course, comes from my research into the early Progressive era. In my current work I explore the notion that civility is a bureaucratic
aesthetic that functions politically while simultaneously pretending to be neither
political nor aesthetic but rational. In short, I’m trying to think about the birth,
in the progressive era, of what Dean Spade (2015) later comes to call administrative violence. In that sense—basically a Rancierean understanding of civility as a
covert political aesthetic, or even a rhetorical mode which guards the boundaries
administrative biopolitical governance as they get instantiated in the name of civil
rights, regulatory law, and the infusion of scientism and social scientism into the
project of governance during the Progressive Era. And what is fascinating to me
is that what I am calling civility goes hand in hand with federal-level solutions
to the failure of the post-emancipation, Reconstruction project. This is not to
condemn Progressivism as Bad; I’m not trying to be simple-minded here. Rather,
I’m asking about the deeply encoded forms of classed and race violence found in
the heart of progressivism that might in turn lead to its undoing. In short, how

I’ll just say, by the way, that I also wonder, as I begin this conversation with you
on the day of Donald Trump’s unbearable inauguration, whether a critique of
How warm and comforting the moment in which I conceived of my project seems

83

Good Morning 1877, Sit Down

from this moment, in which the stakes of the political just blew through the roof.
Like, I wish the imperfections of the New Deal were our biggest problem. But
on the other hand, what I’m trying to get at in this project is the ongoing refusal
of the respectability project that underlies small-p progressivism—almost every
form of progressivism—to allow for actual substantive change within left politics:
that is to say, that I experience or have witnessed the civility of progressivism
as a kind of active political negation based in certain kinds of classed aesthetics.
That negation, for me, often happens at the level of aesthetic judgement about
the discordant wrongness of being, or refusing legitimacy to, what are perceived
as bad subjects or subjects acting ‘in bad form.’
In short, I’m frustrated with the inability of the left (and I direct this at myself as
well) to really listen to people where and how they really are, in the bodies and
voices and registers they arrive in; I’m pissed at the Clinton campaign and the
Democratic Party for abandoning all working-class people, not just whites; and
I really feel like that abandonment contributed to the insane results of the last
election, in which the sheer performance of Trumpian incivility just smelled and
tasted like change to people who really want change. But how to line up that
critique with a moment in which, as you said in your talk, the revanchist—amazing

In terms of your own interests, can you tell me about the sites at which an idea like
in
you elaborate on your engagement with the term vis-à-vis Scenes of Subjection
TAVIA
I can see that we have been grappling with some of the same questions and problems. In the MLA talk you refer to, I was responding to what I have perceived to
Scenes of Subjection, sometimes
an overemphasis on just its famous opening lines, which as you know contain
Hartman’s injunction against the casual reproduction of scenes of torture and
violence under slavery in scholarship. To this day, we are sometimes under an
Scenes—the
problematic Hartman terms the “Formations of Terror and Enjoyment”—has parCAPACIOUS
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tially obscured the fact that half of the book is not about slavery but rather about
through segregation, debt peonage, and racial terror.
With this second half of Scenes—titled with pointed irony “The Subject of Free“Instinct and Injury.” Hartman analyzes here the post-war deployment of the

to her analysis of how the freedwomen and men were framed as indebted to the
white race for their freedom; how whites experienced emancipation as an injury
to their prior enjoyment of supremacy; and how quickly and imaginatively they
sought to rebuild it upon new foundations.
As I’ve written elsewhere, “natural born” white citizens (contrasted in the white
supremacist imaginary with blacks whose citizenship had been granted by the
Fourteenth Amendment) had to rally around their innate and instinctual dignity so as to prevent the ruinous leveling of “practical amalgamation” and “social
equality,” terms which took on new meanings in the postwar period (which
also invented “miscegenation” discourse as we came to know it, as Elise Lemire
amongst others have written). Basically, freedom and citizenship were held to be
contingent upon segregation and the legal prohibition of “miscegenation.” This
is where I pick up the story of civility. “Civility” was racialized from the start as
a formula for preserving the freedom of the white race. But freedom as Chandan
Reddy reminds us, never precludes violence. Ritualized and legitimate violence,
civility. The deep history of what Reddy calls “freedom with violence” (as opposed to the “freedom from violence” that liberal civility claims to extend) is key
in this decisive period.
In my MLA talk I also called for resituating Scenes of Subjection within a cluster
of books from that same period that include Robert Reid-Pharr’s Conjugal Union and Amy Dru Stanley’s From Bondage to Contract. What reading Hartman
together with these other scholars reveals is, above all, the pertinence of change
over time as something other than ‘progress.’ I want to push us to think categories
like freedom, citizenship, civil rights, and civility not as ideological ruses, or not
simply
have to be grappled with. We don’t just live in the afterlives of slavery, after all,
we also live in the afterlives of freedom and citizenship. The paradox is that all
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these afterlives are so ambiguous in terms of what they bequeath to the present.
And yes, what an awful conjuncture within which to try to think about these
questions! But to push back a little on your closing implication that the topic you
have proposed feels out of date in the age of Trump: I think to the contrary, that the
newfound politicity of rudeness or rancor (or whatever the opposite of civility is)
only underscores the ongoing relevance of the set of historical questions you have so
ably outlined for us. If what Ranciere calls politicity can be thought in terms of the
libidinizing of politics, a cathexis that is always interruptive of the placid and in fact
dull norms we call ‘civil,’ then perhaps we can pose the problem you are presenting
as one of politics without civility.
I’m a little fearful at the enthusiasm with which I see politics now embraced as a
kind of sporting event and media spectacle, an embrace which I associate from my
own experience growing up in postcolonial Africa, not with democracy but with
authoritarianism (just as I experienced the upsurge of “show of force” armed police
after 9/11 in New York not with greater security, but actually as a tacit admission of
greater insecurity). Under authoritarianism, knowing the codes of civility was a life
or death matter for everyone, and profanity, rancor, and rudeness held an explosive
capacity they seem to lack in America’s much more raucous and bawdy culture. So, I
dance or privilege of being able to say, not everything is politics). I take this to mean
that there will be now, and for the foreseeable future, a certain libidinal saturation
of the political, akin to masculinist investments in sports and war. I guess this is the

Rutherford B. Hayes victory in the 1876 election was another time the loser of the
popular vote nonetheless took the electoral college). That victory led to the end of
Reconstruction and the triumph of white revanchism. The avatar for such a politics
today is probably Steve Bannon or Stephen Miller. The other possibility, the politics
progressivism and its accompanying politics of uplift and respectability. The avatar
for such a politics today is undoubtedly Bernie Sanders. If the New Deal is our
high-water mark for welfare state progressivism (despite all we know about the racial
bias of the welfare state, as recounted by everyone from political scientists like Ira
Katznelson, to journalists like Ta-Nehisi Coates), what is the purpose of a critique of
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When you ask about the uses of civility and incivility today, I think about that
dramatic moment of the campaign, when Black Lives Matter activists “rudely”
interrupted a Sanders speech (I think the accompanying social media hashtag, hilariously, was #BowDownBernie), temporarily infusing the preferred scenario of the
New Deal bitter enders with some “black girl magic.” Without taking ideological
provide a kind of dialectical image for the present conjuncture: #BowDownBernie
was a clapback against resurgent social democracy seeking to politically represent
and speak for black movements against state and vigilante violence, but also a
calling in of Sanderistas to a renewed engagement with the ethical critique of the
cynical deployment of “intersectionality” as a cipher for neoliberal multiculturalism). That Sanders’ moment of potentiality and emerging strategy culminating in
the upset victory of a rightwing candidate promising law and order and presaging
a threatened clampdown on the rights of even nonviolent demonstrators, should
not cause us to lose site of the promise of this robust disruption of civil politics by
black feminist righteous discontent.
To return to the burdened subject of freedom—which you ask us to think of in
terms of an aesthetic of governmentality—that is precisely what I am also seeking
in a reading of the second half of Scenes. The other scene of black subjection, if you
post-bellum white revanchist politics are driven by sentiments of racial injury,
resentment, vengeance, anger, and humiliation. Racial democracy is actually experienced as a humiliation of white settler futurity. The deep, historical origins of
what we now call “toxic white masculinity” may lie here!
And if we had to identify your aesthetic form of governmentality, one that concretized this double bind of civility and rudeness, we could do little better than
consider the dominant popular culture of that period: blackface minstrelsy. In
minstrelsy, after all, black incivility redounds to the political detriment of the race,
while homeopathic elements of that same incivility in blackface can actually enhance
the authenticity of white herrenvolk democracy. Read politically, at least, the rough
music of blackface entailed borrowing a rude and vulgar vitality attributed to the
black for purposes of libidinizing white cultural politics, in such a way as to render
those resources absolutely toxic for the would-be black political actor. I struggled
to articulate this in my chapter on “minstrel trouble,” in part because I did not follow out the progression of the form, as I would now like to, into the post-bellum
decades. But that work was already accomplished, I think, by Michael Rogin!
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Part two: civility and questions of academic
freedom relevant to the current political crisis
KYLA
Let’s talk about the pushback to so-called political correctness, which is terrifying
on the one hand but also, I think, the return of U.S. anti-intellectualism but with
clause in its faculty handbook, reserving the right to evaluate someone on “how
they get along with others” and incivility is absolutely the term, locally, that I
see applied to any kind of internal dissent. And as I talk to colleagues across the
country I hear particularly women of color, but also others, saying: I’m told I’m
too aggressive. So, the dislike is obviously political, but it is generally phrased as
an aesthetic evaluation: too pushy, too outspoken, discordant etc. It’s not what you
say but how
in the confrontation between BLM and the Sanderistas is a strategic deployment
of uncivil disobedience toward the reshaping of leftist civil politics: a calling out
that is a calling in as you elegantly say.
But the paradox here is that the resurgence of white nationalism as a cultural
formation, as you key into what you’ve already said about the relation of white
supremacy to settler colonialism, is also organized around incivility, albeit one
oneself! So white incivility is freedom, but brown and black incivility is violence.
It must be Tuesday.
Here again I want to return to the point that civility is an aesthetic mode, within
which regulatory models coercively operate, that feels like unfreedom. And I
think that we really need to think about the fact that whether on the left or on
the right, many of us are agreed on that point even as we are diametrically opposed
in our political desires. We want to be free to say the thing we want to say that
seems true to us. We want to be less disciplined, less regulated. And yet: regulation is the mode in which small-p progressivism and large-P Progressivism meet
to ascertain that change will happen; formalized comportment agreements are
what have historically been put in place to structure protections against violence.
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Adjacently then, we are talking about infrastructure and process, both of them
the gum and the gunk in the gears of the dream of friction-free capital as well as
civil: that of the civil service. Because like many people I am counting on the
work of longtime civil servants, Mueller, the EPA, the scientists, and others to
slow the violence of this rank government down. The revenge of the mid-level
bureaucrat! The mid-level bureaucrat who is paradoxically one of the symbols, as
Because if you’ve ever had to apply for welfare, as I had to when I was in graduate
school in Canada, or engage the state and ask for help in any way, you know that
that dude, or that lady, sitting between you and what you need is the person who
violence—or the moment of respite you are entitled to before you can gather your
resources again. In short, we are relying on the very people whose limited sites of
agency and evaluation are often the sites where survival is or is not determined,
or alternately, where daily grinding indignity is meted out.
Imani Perry said something on social media the other day that really struck me: she
said that this moment of the criticism of identity politics in the name of political
correctness is actually sublimating the really good critiques of identity politics,
which do exist. So, just to try out a thought: what if these conjoined sites of cri-

TAVIA
I think a parallel to Imani Perry’s comment about identity politics could be made.
Just as the right-wing attack on identity politics makes us all defend it in public,
however nuanced our classroom or written critiques. Similarly, the right-wing
surface the queer and feminist critique of the limits of Title IX. So, for instance,
at least one critic of Laura Kipnis, Ann Stoler, has gone so far as to accuse Kipnis
of collaborating with right-wing opponents of feminism. While there are many
zestful instances of profane and inspiring feminist publicity pushing back against
patriarchy—from the Slut marches to protest signs reading “Pussy Grabs Back”—it
as you call it won’t settle for good old repression as a response to so many abuses
of power.
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Part three: multiple temporalities we are working
in; the importance of thinking through the present
in relation to the post-reconstruction period
KYLA
Maybe this is a moment to clarify how we are thinking about the multiple temporalities within which we are writing and here I’m reminded of my text to you
on the morning of the Trump inauguration: “good morning 1877, sit down.” We
are both thinking about the crisis of the Trump election and the rise of rightwing
and white nationalist politics via our understanding of the post-1877 period; I
hear us both saying that the critique that Hartman levels at reconstruction polito be leveled at the basic terms of U.S. historiography, which seeks to laud those
precious twelve years between 1865 and 1877 as the years in which we almost had
it right. But actually, that moment already had, and fundamentally contained the
seeds—the trace!—of its own undoing.
I’m going to take a moment to stake my own argument here, for the importance
of a return to historical work in American Studies and in other interdisciplinary sites, which we obviously share and which you named above as the need to
think “conjuncturally.” There is so much great interdisciplinary historical work
happening now, around re-reading the archives of slavery, around resurrecting
moments of failure and political defeat in the name of excavating possibilities for
future freedom. But much of it is happening from people living in disciplinary
homes. And it drives me somewhat mad that—and excuse me if this seems like an
overstatement—somehow work on any period prior to 1950 has to be relegated
hold in the sites where we are doing our political thinking, like Ethnic Studies,
Performance Studies, Gender Studies or American Studies. The presentism or
even immediatism of those sites, by which I mean a tendency to prioritize the
contemporary period, is, it seems to me, a missed opportunity to deepen critique
by thinking across periods. And for me, the urgency with which it seems to me we
have to return to the post-1877 moment, in order to excavate the festering traces of

Following your lead in returning to Hartman’s prescient critique in Scenes: what
do you think of the moment in the opening sections of the chapter called “Instinct and Injury” when she is taking up the apparently liberal Louisianian author
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George Washington Cable—one of the vaunted “nice white guy” authors of nineteenth-century literary studies, alongside Mark Twain and Herman Melville—on
the totally loopy terms of his opposition to segregation. In the essays she cites
Cable as arguing against segregation as it was upheld by the Supreme Court’s
1883 overturning of the Civil Rights Act of 1875. But Cable’s argument is this:
Cable argued that the separation of the races presumably necessitated by the
danger of the black presence in fact resulted in a far greater danger—the
commingling of the upper ranks and the lower orders imposed by the color
ization of the abhorrent and degraded lower orders, primarily because of the
danger they posed—”the fear that the stupid, the destitute, and the vicious
[would] combine against them [the upper ranks] and rule by sheer weight of
numbers (165-166).

Hartman then says:
what is interesting here is the displacement of race as the central question of
the social qua social and the recommendation of a more encompassing and,
dare we say, nefariously “egalitarian” mode of social incarceration targeted at
the lower classes...Cable hoped that the abolition of invidious racial distinc-

I’m skipping a lot here. But I think that what Hartman is saying in this chapter—
about what she comes to call the “social”—is that the shell game of racial biopolitics
under liberal capitalism is that it, in actual fact, polices and produces the space of the
private, understood here as the “social” and therefore the apparently “personal,” all
the while claiming the social/private to be unregulatable and thereby leaving racism
intact. So then, what is aversive—the uncouth, the unwashed, the unpropertied—is
a personal thing, and indeed the Supreme Court used ideas of the private to protect
new state laws and step away from regulating aversion. And this is what makes a
decision like Plessy, enforcing segregation as long as it happens between putatively
“natural” differences, possible.
Admittedly, Cable’s logic is a bit eccentric to the period so maybe we don’t want to
work from there without reservation. But I think what’s key here is that Hartman
builds her analysis of this space she calls “the social” out of a critique of a socalled progressive agenda. In short, the point for me here is that even progressive
politics have also been undergirded by a hygienic policing of bodies—what she
calls bourgeois civility—that almost but not exactly mirrors the less polite racisms
(you elegantly call it “a readiness to violate those norms”) which is a formulation I
want to think more about; on her blog and, in her Social Text piece, Lauren Berlant
(2017) called it “the feeling of being free” of the “other side” of the political equation.
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and local practice of the juridical and the biopolitical. I mean, there’s an aesthetic
logic resting behind the fact that “reasonableness” is a key legal concept; because
any other approach is uncouth.
This brings me then to my second point, and that’s where I’ll stop. My question
at this second moment is this: is Hartman’s idea of the “social” analogous to, or
can you elaborate on what you mean when you say the left must respond by mak-

TAVIA
ing attention to the necessary, and necessarily improvisatory, work of struggling for
ways of getting out of the current deadlock and into a new conjuncture, by means
open-ended dialectical conclusion to have been about. No doubt “communism” was
as uneasy a genre for him to rest in as it is for us here and now. The genre of the
academic conversation we are presently engaged in, thinking together and across
each other’s critical terms and investments, is one sign of the productivity of this

tury scholars trying to “build a bridge to the nineteenth century” by discovering

to describe a certain velocity of critical thinking that, perhaps, can take on a sort of
failed, to hit (the ground running). Instead of landing a telling blow, we have spun
around and only further disoriented ourselves. I’m pretty convinced that we are
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or uncivil, I hear you wanting to make a case for some sort of associative diagram
of these terms as indexing a class-conscious opposition to demands for civility on
liberal bourgeois terms. And I, in turn, am hesitant to believe any diametrical contrast to bourgeois civility will do the trick of negating neoliberal governmentality.
Again, I want to think conjuncturally, which may be a punk-ass way of saying, I
want to reserve the right to ape civility when it suits me.
And yet I couldn’t be more sympathetic to your case, particularly when you bring
up Cable’s vision of “the social,” which does sound for all the world like a nineteenth

the Democratic Party. I feel very much in solidarity with your radical discontent
about that particular version of civility (for example, we see it in the “love trumps
hate” messaging, that attempts to shift partisan rancor into a juxtapolitical realm of
niceness and manners: I much prefer “pussy grabs back” and other “rude” replies).
KYLA
First, I think I might want to push back on the idea—maybe I’m misunderstanding
you—that if “civility is a form of violence...we needn’t fear it...insofar that civility
and incivility are tactics adopted by a range of political actors…” I guess what
I might say here is, I am completely in agreement with you in aligning civility
with a history that biopolitically polices racial uplift and that thereby undermines
the revolutionary potential of reformist movements. But I think the missing term
course, because as Glenda Gilmore tells us, it’s black women who form the front
line of racial, which is to say community, uplift labor, literally labor because black
during the worst periods of Jim Crow] that makes it impossible for working-class
people to organize together across racial lines and against capital. This is not a
Pollyanna-ish plea to negate or ignore the material harm of whiteness as a prized
possessive investment across Euro-American class lines; nor am I trying to claim
a priority to class over race. To be clear, both of those would be bankrupt political
positions for me.
But I do really want to say that civility for me is about the embrace of class mobility and therefore about the abandonment of the crucial and necessary work of
articulating class and race together as intersecting—I’m citing Crenshaw here on
purpose—and simultaneous. And at the same time, I want to say that discursively
race and class strategically bifurcate the key demographics—working class whites
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and people of color—in whose united hands the only revolutionary possibilities for
the United States actually lay, in the late nineteenth century and in the twentieth
to which working-class whites were happily persuaded to adhere is the greatest
political sleight of hand and the worst political disaster that ever happened to the
potentialities of the post-civil war moment. Whiteness defeated anti-capitalist
and anti-racist revolution, if that revolution was ever going to happen, which it
probably wasn’t, but let us live as if it were.
But jumping more than one century forward, for me I want to say that the abandonment of labor, the abandonment of the union base—and let’s remember how
important unions and unionized civil service jobs were to working-class African
Americans in the mid-century—was the moment for me when the Democrats,
most recently in the form of Hillary Clinton, lost the country. Not that the unions
always did it right either. That’s when the so-called liberal left lost their location
on the left and made this disgusting white and nativist revanchism—the return
of this revanchism—possible. Because it’s only from radical socialist, which is to
say, anti-racist and anti-capital organizing, at the base, that real left organizing
can emerge. And what I want to think about is how returning to that base might
interclass political formation. So in the sense that civility as a discourse is always
an anti-working class—understanding the working class to be not only white
but also black, immigrant, illegal, queer and otherwise as well—and here I’m
thinking about Janet Mock inciting the women’s march on Washington to chant
“sex work is women’s work!” or Rod Ferguson’s invocation of the black trans sex
worker in Aberrations in Black
historical materialism—from this analysis I am loathe to agree that we should fear
incivility in and of itself.
That said, you are so right when you say that you are “hesitant to believe any
diametrical contrast to bourgeois civility will do the trick of negating neoliberal
governmentality.” I suppose I am methodologically experimenting in how far
we might take an aesthetic critique, how large we can scale it up. I would like an
aesthetically uncivil left based in a critique of racial capital and I think we should
lower—but also with a politics that builds critique from the theoretical and practical, political and cultural, production of a multi-racial coalition of working-class
peoples. And I guess in some ways what I’m talking about here is style: a left with
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up the evacuation of the rational public sphere, what some used to call “politics”
(in distinction from what Ranciere would call “the political”), as a question of
e
a
TAVIA
and local practice of the juridical and the biopolitical.” I think we are talking
may lay outside “the rule of law.” I probably need to say that I grew up around a
very “call me Mr. Tibbs” version of postcolonial black civility. In that milieu, we
employed manners, rectitude, and social ritual as a way of enforcing the equality
that white colonizers and ex-colonizers never really wanted to give us. Robert
Reid-Pharr’s Conjugal Union, which came out at about the same time as Scenes of
Subjection, and remains under read, is very good on this point. The postbellum
black novel of domesticity imagines “clean houses” and “peculiar people” as a
constricting aesthetic of governmentality that is better than the alternative (slavery,
impoverishment, madness, “the black outdoors”). This is a proto-class, or class-aspirational ethic as much as it is a class-consolidating norm. We won’t get very far,
for instance, by miscrecognizing The Garies and Their Friends, as a hegemonic
text! Reid-Pharr is perfectly lucid as to what kind of prison this domesticity is
(and a version of queer black studies emerges in the sequel to this book, “Tearing
the Goat’s Flesh,” which he later publishes separately in Studies in the Novel, and
which is sort of “the part that had not part” in the original dissertation). And yet,
in terms of the historical imagination, Reid-Pharr seems unwilling to surrender
the possibility that in certain places and times in our history, these counter-civilities have been viable tactics of resistance, survival, or protective coloration.

placement of civility within an aesthetic of governmentality. Also proximate to
our current discussion, I now realize, might be Homi Bhabha’s essay “Sly Civility,” an essay where he suggests that one of the stratagems of the colonized is to
ritualize the encounters of colonial rule in such a way as to maximize an apparent
“symmetry” between their cultures. Wole Soyinka’s Death and the King’s Horsemen would be an excellent text to consider in this light. Part of the power of sly
the policing of civility with a range of tactics and stratagems, rather than being
of saying, to quote Maxine Waters: I am reclaiming my time!
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Let me turn here to what I see happening in your own work on the racial biopolitics of health and queer feeling in the Progressive Era, if I may. Reading
your work, I see an afterlife of slavery on view in the white determination to
retain the black body as a generator of value and well-being for white supremacy,
while rendering incoherent black attempts to lay claim to those social goods of
citizenship and the good life. Not to turn constantly to the present regime, but
at one point I became curious as to who Donald Trump “follows” on Twitter:
of the forty odd accounts when I checked, only one was Latino (conservative
commentator Geraldo Rivera), and the black account was authored by a pair of
modern day minstrels! That Trump should feel the need to respond to the trauma
of a black presidency by turning to this deep restorative fount of racist well-being
this post-truth moment in politics is really anything but new; and: the response
“basket of deplorables” was elitist to the core.
This is all to say that many days I locate myself within what I understand to be
one point of agreement between the afro-pessimism of a Frank J. Wilderson and
the undercommons of Fred Moten and Stefano Harney. While these theoretical
positions are increasingly presented as incommensurable—in the same way Moten
and Hartman were for a long time imagined to be occupying radically alternate
positions on questions of subjectivity and resistance—what they share, if one reads
The Undercommons and Red, White, and Black in counterpoint, is an unrelenting
critique of the manner in which the US sociopolitical order renders blackness

say that, for me at least, this returns us to your opening evocation of Rancierean
it correctly.
Politicity makes me think of “politesse” and, through that association, to the covThe undercommons and afro-pessimism both keep returning us to a traversing
of the classical fantasy of democratic politics as that activity which is conducted
by elites on behalf of the women, minors, slaves, and barbarians who are to be
excluded (violently if necessary) from that sphere. The Ancient Greek agora, we
is the kind of words men can use amongst themselves when they do not have to
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fear being overheard, challenged, or clapped back by women and other social
inferiors. This is indeed part of what the Marquis de Sade, at the birth of modern
democracy, savagely satirizes in his pornographic manifesto “Frenchmen, one

Part four: civility as a key site for thinking into and
planning beyond the impasse of the political present
TAVIA
So, all this is to say: one tension I hear emerging in our conversation is that you
keep saying: civility is a ruse, I want to smash civility. And I keep saying: civility
is a ruse, and the least civilized are those who pretend and enforce “civility.” I
want to reserve the right to play along under certain circumstances for certain
experimental purposes (no guarantees!) Civility, I think I am coming to believe,
is a biopolitics that enforces a certain scandal of the impolitic upon dangerous
bodies in advance of anything they say or do. We are always already uncivil
because we are always already uncivilizable; white masculinity gets to be rude,
savage, violent, wild, whatever, because at the end of the day these behaviors can
from, white civilization and supremacy. For instance, we live in a political culture
excremental language, and the exchange works to demonize black masculinity

KYLA

you were talking about—some awful public back and forth between Bow Wow,
Snoop Dog and the 44th Governor of Arkansas in which the latter called Snoop
“Poop”—I said: “It's all bad reality tv. Like actually the tv has gone inside out and
acting out, which you called repressive desublimination or are these nasty little

I mean, can you really have a conversation about incivility and not end with
I’m hearing you right that is what you are saying, about the place of blackness
in Western aesthetico-politics and about the ultimate incommensurability of
blackness and so-called civility, in your citation of Wilderson’s afro-pessimism,
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wherein blackness is the case limit for where the human as both an avatar for
rights and as a collapsed political project ends (a point, we need to say, that Sylvia
the fore those connections, which if I understand you, you see as the mask of
civility falling away temporarily in order to re-assert or re-energize itself.
I hear what you are saying about sly civility and I am convinced, not least because
I hear you saying something about the strategic deployment of civility as drag
that really seeks to weaponize, as it were, the slyness in “sly civility” as strategy
but also non-consent. That said, I agree that civility is a ruse, but I don’t believe
it is so. In my experience, those institutional actors really believe that the class
and race-based logic of civil performance actually adheres to their essential selves.
Most of all I don’t believe that the least civilized are those who pretend and enforce
“civility” because in saying that I feel like we are still holding on to civility as
a virtue. What I do think that statement gets at is the deep well of disdain that
some of us have for ruling demographics, with their terrible shamelessness and
uninhibited bad manners: that freedom to be so unerringly vile—to grab pussies—and to never doubt their own value. My favorite person on this is Koritha
Mitchell who has this unerring way of skewering the hypocrisies of institutional
childhood growing up with many West Indians in Toronto: “no home training”!

What Trump has, that we as intellectuals, as educated people with post-secondary
educations, do not have, is a rebellious relation to civility that, while obviously
narcissistic and increasingly the ravings of an isolated would-be sovereign (cf his
the election precisely because it was a critique of the classed aesthetics (or facticity
as Steven Shapin has documented) of rational civility and therefore of the left.
Even and while in the academy and on the streets. some of us are variously read
otherwise and made to pay for it, and even and while I want to make this point
here without saying that this is a guy with an actual political critique. So like yes:
I despise and fear Trumpian incivility not least because I also think it signals the
kind of violent bawdy white terrorism that I talk about in my Social Text piece, in
which I draw on Mbembe’s ideas of the intimate terrorism of the colonial carnivalesque. But I also admire it, a tiny bit, because I hear in it an impropriety or an
anti-propriety that I wish left politics could return to—on her blog Lauren referred
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to it as “the noise in his message” (and she too cites Hartman)—and I think the pull
to sound here, to the sensory reordering of his interventions, is really important.
I suppose I might invoke my own upbringing right now as the child of very, very
poor working class whites and very, very poor North African immigrants, the
latter of whom emigrated to the Americas with a boatload of tenuous cultural
capital inherited from living under French colonialism. I am solidly middle class
now, but I desperately miss the sound of working—class or at least non-college-educated people, in English, French and Arabic, talking politics to each other, taking
each other seriously as thinkers and theorists, being impolite, loud, brash, rude.
as background noise. I feel like I heard some of the sound of those politics in the
noise emerging from the least crazy of the Trump voter’s, when they talked. And
although I excuse no racism and no violence and no classism, and I don’t accede
to the idea that working-class whites voted for Trump, nonetheless I mourn an
entire culture, this United States, that has been trained to not know how to make
worse, to think of structural change as the defeat of individual freedom.
Again, I’m not attributing class consciousness to Trump! For god’s sake, no. But
I am saying that his incivility—exactly the crudeness of his attempts—sounds and
smells like an ‘outside’ to the classed aesthetics of the left-which-is-not-a-left-anof his other violences in.
To return quickly to Dean Spade here, but also to think about this question of
noise: civility is a critical term for me because it allows me to work analytically
across multiple scales of analysis, from the governmental to governmentality. If,
for Dean Spade, the space and exercise of administrative infrastructure is a key site
for activist intervention because it is precisely where violence takes place against
trans folks trying to survive the system, my interest, as a nineteenth-centuryist
must necessarily turn to the moment in which that infrastructure gets institutionalized, which is precisely the period Hartman is talking about. Hartman turns our
attention to the deep political violence of the post-reconstruction period; it seems
key then that the current civil service—and you see here how the “civil” might be
a key analytic form to follow here—is founded in 1883 with the Pendleton Civil
Service Reform Act. Can we draw a line from the politics of respectability and
disciplinary methodologies—perhaps an attention to the haptic, to the distribution

99

Good Morning 1877, Sit Down

TAVIA
So, returning again to your call to conjugate the politics of 1876 and 2016 in
some kind of historical sequence, leads me to suggest another antonym for civility.
That is to say: in both the historical and personal registers of your account of the
be suggesting that the antonym for civility is neither incivility nor rudeness, but
militancy. It is the militancy of black Reconstruction that the Compromise of 1877
brings to an end. It is the militancy of Black Lives Matter that Trump’s call for “law
and order” reacts to. And, when one turns to student activism on campus—which
liberals love to disparage and bemoan as illiberal in form and therefore somehow
a greater threat to American democracy than the inequality, anti-black racism,
xenophobia, and militarism they are standing up to—where here clearly the target
of civility is quite transparently a new militancy that owes little, for better or worse,

As for your use of Dean Spade’s work, I think you are onto something that trans
theory and activism has been attuned to in particular: what I might want to think
of in terms of micropolitics. I want to hear more about the Pendleton Civil Service
Reform Act, and the construction of a system of administrative norms that, in
turn, must be confronted through militancy (which is, in a way, civil rights 101:
confronting segregating lunch counters, schools, pools, waiting rooms, public accommodations). Elsewhere I suggested we might think of the sequel to such “civil
disobedience” a kind of “civility disobedience”: a tactical and strategic disruption (as
opposed to spontaneous and emotional) of the norms that reproduce in the present
the same kinds of structures of administrative violence that civil disobedience was

KYLA
I think that I may want to go bigger than just militancy without disavowing
militancy itself. I think what I may want is a reordering of the boundaries of what
counts as political thought, political performance, and strategy in the context of
dering politics against rationality might be to say that we stop looking for one
going to happen on many fronts, from the antifa to peaceful protest, including
militancy and including the deployment, from within state bureaucracy of a
kind of sly civility. And I think that change will have to lead with what speaks
to feeling before we ever get to what rebuilds infrastructure and social nets, if we
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have time for that given the planetary apocalypse. But more than that, when I
think about incivility, I think about a political openness to speaking or making
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A tinder box: charred cloth, mushroom, flint, and tyrstan, Dirk van der Made, 2006
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In Sex, or the Unbearable, Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman invoke the rubric of
“sex without optimism” to explore options beyond the “normative function” of sex
“as the mechanism of emotional cohesion that sustains heteronormativity” (2014,
mism” to “the presumption of sovereignty,” which they claim is disturbed by “an
encounter with the estrangement and intimacy of being in relation” (xiii-xiv, viii).
The question of whether optimism disavows “what’s unbearable in negativity”
gets to the nub of the matter, pointing to the role of optimism in our capacity
to bear or surmount “what overwhelms us in ourselves and in each other” (ix).
This vital but often ordinary “experience of relation” links our capacity to be in
the world to our vulnerability within it (viii-ix). The relation between nonsoverlife; our capacity to get through it) is constantly at play in our sexual ethics and
aesthetics. Whatever sex might be, for each of us, and in whatever context, the
authors suggest, sex foregrounds a dynamic relation between optimism and its
other. Berlant and Edelman thus develop the rubric of “sex without optimism” to
retrieve, examine and extend sexual and social possibility. Here, I use their rubric
as a springboard from which to think about how the relations among optimism,
that of humiliation. I cannot yet make claims beyond suggestions regarding the
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or vis-à-vis optimism—although the work I undertake here is pursuant to this aim.

Gender might be a blunt instrument with which to critically take on and address
the fantasy of sovereignty, and no doubt there are reasons why Berlant and Edelman themselves do not pursue this path. Within normative optimism at least, the
“putative sovereignty” that is defended from the risks of negativity brought on by
“enjoyment” is, surely, epistemologically masculine (and white, etc.) (8). I would
posit that the fantasy of sovereignty that governs how we encounter sex (our optimism about sex) is highly gendered, and that this gendering is important to the
the implications of optimism too for heterosexuality’s counter-discourses). For
one, the paradoxical experience of being anchored and overwhelmed is quickly
absorbed by the discursive notion of the tension between / among ‘the sexes.’ By
the minor to the major, do nothing less than constitute the aesthetics of gender;
(what is “gender” if not, at least in some respect, the ways we get attached—to one
dered structure of optimism, as a condition of possibility for humiliation, comes
to inform the gendering of structural / individual humiliation. So, rather than
faithfully pursue Berlant and Edelman’s rubric of “sex without optimism”—a very
clever project, but beyond what I can advance here—I stay on sex with optimism,
to the cultural context that humiliates (Berlant 2011).
My writing here is experimental and proceeds by way of example, experience,
and a weak reference to the “politics of location” (Rich 1986, 210). The dating
platform Tinder, in its generation of new aesthetic categories that apparently
break with “narrative knowledge and knowledge as narrative,” while purportedly
speaking to / seeking out the pleasures and availabilities of sex, lends itself well to
a study of the emergent formations of sex with, and without, optimism (Berlant
and Edelman 2014, 3). Indeed, whatever our prejudices about the app (and Tinder
is ripe for prejudice of all sorts, particularly in its barrage of aesthetic judgements),
Tinder’s scenes are at the forefront of transformations in sexual relations. I want
to admit, however, that I did not intentionally seek out an object through which
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approach Tinder in the cold light of day as an object of research (Berlant and
Edelman 2014, 5). Rather, my engagement with Tinder’s emergent textuality
happened.
Nonetheless, in having taken up feminist theory as a “movement for change [that]
lives in feelings, actions, and words” many years ago, my practice of writing was
a priori
writing, like my experience of Tinder, embodies “the constant pressure to adjust
that is at the heart of being nonsovereign” (Berlant and Edelman 2014, 6). So,
what I have written here occurs from within “structures of digital feeling” and
exposes something of “the continuous lines that compose numerous intersecting
durations of the experiential” (Seigworth 2015, n.p.). While it’s awfully grand to
invoke Michel Foucault in this way, not to mention perplexing (what would he
become other than what one is,” and that this formulation of the nonsovereignty
of sex and writing expresses an optimism for their forms (Foucault 1985, 104).
However, Tinder takes the risks and fallout invited by this nonsovereignty to new
proportions. If “[w]hatever circumscribes or mutilates our feelings makes it more
2014, 4), then my ruminations that follow here—on the theatre, circuits, status and
stakes of “sex with optimism”—seek to provoke the “intersecting durations” of
these proportions, among other things (Seigworth 2015, n.p.).

#1. Theatre
We are in the love scene now.
Laura and Alec stand facing the audience; though really, they face one another as
the love scene plays out in their faces.

a lover makes (!), but the face of the lover’s emotion. Fear shimmers in Laura’s
eyes—there is a dark side to her longing. She relinquishes herself as much as she
1940s, she’s “a woman in love,” and an adulterous one at that (Beauvoir 1949).
This particular love story is also likely to emanate from the closet of homosexual
love experienced by its writer, Nöel Coward.
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I am, for a moment, confused and hesitant. I don’t recognise this scene from the

Brief Encounter (Lean
1945), itself an adaptation of Coward’s original screen play Still Life (1936)—be-

closet of the 1940s to make more vivid on stage the emotion of falling in love.
For, in 2018, despite all that we know now, all that has happened, we are taken
by a love that is still, somehow, innocent of the very social conditions on which
it comments. Especially so where these conditions shore up love’s failed promise.
Facing the audience but really facing one another, Alec and Laura undress in
synchronicity and slow motion. Like mime artists, they dance the intensity of
succumbing. They absorb the melodic tenderness of Go Slow, Johnny (Coward
1961) into their movement—the expression of the song through the characters’
undressing animates the scene. The crescendo of love’s emotions gathers intensity
from each of the scene’s components, including us the audience. Drawn into the
ensemble, we become ourselves crescendo elements, loved up. We’re too heartbroken for the characters to feel we are voyeurs of a private emotion.
As her lover returns to his wife, Laura is taken into a terrible darkness. What
emerges—she rediscovers herself as the pianist. We know the force of feeling is
inseparable from creativity itself; this is why feeling seeks expression, and why
we can say, with Nick Cave, that “sorrow itself is a creative act” (2013, 7). Laura rediscovers her capacity to plumb the depths of her pain through art, which
means to plumb the intensities of art and life itself. The creative force that courses
overwhelmed. Concerto for Piano No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18 (1901) becomes a “Love
Song,” expressing “an inexplicable longing, an unnamed and enigmatic yearning
of the soul” (Cave 2013, 7).
Now we’re in a love-grief scene and it howls with yearning.
The howl of heartbreak is one to be avoided.
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Heartbreak is an unravelling of the subject, except that the pain is an expression of
love i.e. haunted by ideation (it’s the attachment that howls). The scene in which
the characters swing from the chandelier suggests that they were having great
sex too. I just wonder whether the elevation of their romantic love, paradoxically
represented as taboo and as over and above the taboo it represents, expresses or
denies “what’s unbearable in negativity” (Berlant and Edelman 2014, ix).
“I felt so utterly humiliated and defeated and dreadfully, dreadfully ashamed”
Laura (Celia Johnson) confesses.
“Self-respect matters, and decency. I can’t go on any longer” (Lean 1945).
Laura’s particular heartbreak is the outcome too of her humiliation—she couldn’t
live up to a normative ideal that she understood was key to the feelings of others.

#2. Circuits
I go to the theatre to collect one last scene. I want to exercise the nonsovereignNothing short of an open heart. I have learned that this is key to my ability to
read and write. An open heart suggests an openness to others.
I was on countdown: 16 hours before leaving for Sydney. My very own grief
city. A string of errands yes. But just one real thing to do before I leave. I know,
as I make my way to the Empire Cinema, that love is a lot of theatrics. Despite
the risk of these, I hope that love and theatre will come full circle on me. How

(most everyone else I am told has this whole love/sex scene more sussed than me).
I know this call can be out of concern: an open heart is hard won, and easily
lost. But in this look, something is going on more than my feeling. This look gives
out a cultural story—the nonsovereignty of a love/sex story, all the way from the
crescendo of sensation in the love-grief scene, to the Tinder swipe; all the way
from a Tinder match to seat D16.
In a description of the love scene the following juxtapositions come into play: gay
intimacy isn’t visceral, as it is in, for example, 120 BPM (Campillo 2017): we’re
real, (too) close fucking, or
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dying body. Passionate love (the audience is moved to tears with the movement
of it) occurs without visceral sex (it is the theatre after all). We see the face of the
lover’s emotion not the faces a lover makes. The challenge of intimacy beyond
patriarchal sexuality admits to the prescience of these distinctions, and their role
The cultural politics of “[t]he love laws … the laws that lay down who should be
loved, and how. And how much,” go on and on (Roy 1997, 33). The love laws
travel in circuits. All we have to do now is work out what happens not only when
sex is located in the bedroom of the middle-class couple, but in the quagmire of
social media.

me. This means we match. (I’ve substituted sentences for statements).
I quickly learn from other users that a match doesn’t mean a thing because guys
swipe right anyways. Though, in this instance, we arrange to meet, which I guess
does mean something.

shot of tequila with me. Usually he wouldn’t like it, but this time he did.
He walks home with me, but he doesn’t kiss me.

I enjoy it too much to wonder where he learned that.
We must have been talking Harvey Weinstein, though I can’t think what for or
why. But we must have been. Weinstein was in the air, about to enter conversation at any time.
“Kevin Spacey put his hand on my knee,” he says.
To say that now, it’s become so awkward! All of a sudden, we’ve said too much,
without hardly saying anything at all.

CAPACIOUS

Sarah Cefai

110

In the moment, I think it’s a sort of accolade: what nice young man wouldn’t
(well, if Kevin Spacey wanted some… ). Not everyone can say that Kevin Spacey
hit on them. I say now, with irony.
of Spacey from the bright lights of Hollywood to my new friend’s knee. We’ve all seen The House of Cards (2013- ). I’ll
admit to the schadenfreude on my part, especially seen as Spacey was knocked back
where I wasn’t. I gloat, I admit it. Spacey missed out: what a kisser! But, even that’s
weird to say now. His status having changed from closet case to sexual predator
changes the terms of the joke.
Weirdly, but not so weirdly because it was in the air, that story broke in the
following weeks. Anthony Rapp alleges … (you know the rest), later claiming
that his allegation took inspiration from the women who had come out about
their experience of Weinstein (Gajanan 2018). I use the metaphor of the closet
intentionally. Its purposes multiply these days.
I am disturbed by the story and weirdly, or not so, disappointed in him (Spacey,
that is). My disappointment quickly turns into anger towards the discourse that
emerges: it’s a moral panic; it’s the sex wars. A Guardian columnist writes, literally,

Remember Section 28, introduced by Thatcher’s government in 1988, barring
ophobic bigots will use Spacey’s case to press the case that LGBTQ people
threaten children. ( Jones 2018, n.p.)

The bet was on, but we don’t know who won. Why is sexual politics overbur-

of patriarchal privilege in which men’s fantasies of sovereignty facilitate their

Meanwhile, Spacey is taken out of the circuits of cultural production faster than
you can say s-e-x-u-a-l …
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In The Guardian’s Dating After #MeToo ‘series,’ another journalist levels that “if
you kiss a person who doesn’t want to be kissed, that’s sexual assault” (Edelstein
state that. The law uses the language of “sexual touching,” which the journalist
neglects to consider. Now, it’s cultural law that matters—opinion and mob rule.
as the agents of sexual
initiation with women. Sexual harassment is relocated within the domesticating
‘lifestyle’ discourse on casual sex and courtship, with little consideration of how
relations of power, sex and intimacy are foregrounded by questions of power in
the workplace (see Gallop and Berlant 2001).
Bumble’s (2014) founder, Whitney Wolfe Herd, successfully sued Tinder for
Bumble as the “feminist Tinder,” “focusing on the needs of one segment: wommust initiate contact (apparently, Tinder’s data say women don’t). In any case,
the platform doesn’t interfere much in men’s initiations—they simply initiate in
response. Bumble’s advertising is plastered on central London buses. It’s a supercorporate-postfeminist-lifestyle-frenzy. So-and-so business woman joins the
Bumble Family as a Bumble Ambassador. Users are invited to a Bizz Dinner on
the theme of Advertising and Marketing. Programming Romance, a talk given
digital dating. The Sofar Sounds events are transforming living rooms and retail
shops into venues for secret, live shows, creating an immersive experience.
Maybe Feeld (2014) breaks the mould: a London based app for “open-minded
couples and singles. Discover a space where you can explore your desires and
The website looks queer enough: “we believe nothing is more unpredictable or
less binary than human desire.” You got that right! Fantastically queer, until you
consider that access to the platform depends upon you sharing your Facebook

CAPACIOUS

Sarah Cefai

112

The ‘swipe’ has a cultural logic that can’t be easily subverted because it is reartic-

A city bar serves the cocktail: “Hot or Not”. (The reference is lost on the bar
tender, for whom “Hot” refers to the house-infused chilli tequila option.)
ITV’s Love Island (2015–), successor to Big Brother (1999–) with more pool, bikini and bedroom, requires contestants to swipe ‘In Real Life.’ The objective of
the game is to wind up matched in a couple. Contestants left out of a couple, i.e.
not swiped right on, are more at risk of being dumped from the villa. To not be
swiped right on is to lose the competition. Love Island is celebrated (by the TV
industry) for bringing a generation of young viewers back to broadcast television.
A new app launches. Shapr (2018), it is a “networking app for professionals. This
app lets you swipe right on your career. Instead of awkward dates, you get casual
Given what we already know about
networking in the creative industries (McRobbie 2015), the concept of Tinder for
work barely needs explanation. It barely needs explaining too, that men prefer
causal business meetings to awkward dates. Why go on dates, with all the porn

I mark an undergraduate dissertation in which a student uses Zygmunt Bauman’s
Liquid Love to claim that Tinder is responsible for the dissolution of marriage.
True, Bauman’s claim that “ ‘relationship’ is … the sole game in town worth playing, despite its notorious risks” does warrant some merit in light of the popularity
of dating apps (2003, viii). These apps gamify and sexualise dating, transforming
the hook-up app into “an end in itself” (Chamorro-Premuzic 2014, n.p.). And by
app, I mean us and our data. Moreover, the game takes the form of your gamble.
Your gamble might risk your heart, or your desire, your night out, your time,
your interest and attention, or your vulnerability to others—all that can be put at
risk, but most especially the dignity that is essential to your status. It’s remarkable
that “if ‘commitments are meaningless’ while relations cease to be trustworthy and
are unlikely to last, you are inclined to swap partnerships for networks” (2003,
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#3. Status
Such a relief, to burst from the theatre
Into our cool, imaginary streets
Where we know who’s who and what’s what,
And command with Metrocards our destinations.1
It’s a breath of fresh air, jumping out of the theatre. But theatre jumps too—it’s
aesthetics compete for our attention in our “act of passing by” (de Certeau 1984,
97). Phenomena from microcelebrity to audit culture, networking, CCTV and
mobile phone cameras, data analytics, and entrepreneurialism, all place us on
stage. Reality TV is never far away.
The stage sets the scene for comparison, gives us terms with which to measure others, check how we ourselves measure up, and demonstrate that we are

the aesthetic, ideational forms by which our digital footprints are generated—the
basis for the “generative” rules of the algorithm (Lash, cited in Beer 2009, 994).
These “virtuals that generate a whole variety of actuals … compressed and hidof status, and reputation is the means by which status communicates. The past isn’t
the past—what matters to humiliation is that it’s a reoccurring present in which
our reputations travel: the past can always be used to humiliate us. Because our
capacity for judgement is so highly mediated, we often don’t know who’s who
and what’s what; but, simultaneously, a premium is placed on self-knowledge and
self-representation. As the regulatory circuits of cultural production and consumption
outward facing and data loaded, comes to stand in for our social and cultural
citizenship (Hall 1997; Striphas 2015).
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Given that we internalise the historical stage—we imagine the exercise of power,
entrapping ourselves within the logic by which it is exercised (Foucault 1977)—
our failure to meet the expectations of others creates an experience of humiliation
that always relates our self-worth back to the theatrics of normative values (Skeggs
ble histories, but, they are only ever instantiating representations. Nevertheless,
we ‘follow’ one another’s names, lulled into thinking that we are following one
ereignty, is mediated by status, constituting a further investment in normativity
powered by the algorithm (Beer 2009; Striphas 2015). As we follow reputations
we invest in a reputational economy that becomes increasingly hegemonic. This
economy of reputation is the new cultural economy or political economy of
culture. We try to command our own theatrics while our reputations dance on
a screen before us. Whereas “[s]tories diversify; rumours totalize” (de Certeau
1984, 107).
“I don’t think anyone wants to be one of a hundred colours in a box,” Peggy (Elisabeth Moss) observes in 1960, as imagined in 2007 (Mad Men, Season 1, Episode
tion. Advertising rests on schemas of individuation and as these schemas operate
in ways that are increasingly individual, e.g. through tracking and targeting,
extracting economic value from the depletion of the social. The association of
individuality with consumer power is also increasingly linked to a new type of
social status that incorporates gender as a social construct and embodied style
through a personalised aesthetics of the self. Status is shaped through people’s
subjective
with the categorisations of identity that stratify the
social, as well as by consumer power, yet appears to be greater than the sum of its
the whole scene of networked
to communicate reputational value—from the value of the workplace, to lovers,

one’s “social identity” (2) would now be better understood as one’s reputation—
constitute one’s status.
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#4. Stakes
Desire itself brings us down at least a peg or two. No one falls for anyone, anymore.
People are too guarded.
Even to have wanted, is to have fallen. Wanting is risking your status in a zero-sum
game.
He is the perfect stranger. The “paradox” of the stranger is that their “attachment
invokes disconnection” (Feldman 2012, 303).
A woman is never a stranger. As soon as she feels, she falls below the line. Despite
her best intensions, she might throw out a look.
Meanwhile, there is no stranger as such. We all have proper names now—a reputation.
Meanwhile, we are all strangers now: the stranger “presents the synthesis” of at-

Meanwhile, you never know until you’ve already fallen, when you’re being catfished
or when you’ve fallen in love.
I know there’s no writing without risking yourself, but I don’t know what I’m
risking by writing. This risk transpires in the experience of shame, which has some-

We might assume that sex invites the risk of humiliation because sex is shrouded
in shame. Especially women’s sex. Especially same-sex sexuality. Nowadays, sex is
shrouded in social media.
I try to get my head around the paradox: “no one really cares what or how I write
but me, but, I can’t separate writing from my sense of self in relation to others”—the
concept of the audience is present. That’s the historical stage, the audience; that’s
guarantees.
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It’s no coincidence that my writing about Tinder is analogous to my writing about
writing. Tinder’s as much subject as object: Tinder writes itself. The imaging, the
writing, the texting, the swiping, is Tinder’s writing. The textuality of Tinder puts
something at stake—something that combines with what would have been already
at stake (In Real Life). However risky though, the stakes of Real Life are better because people retain access to the mere facts of one another’s tangibility. In a range
of ways their self-possession is less at risk of humiliation. We’re tricking ourselves
if we think that Tinder protects us from the shame of rejection.

(from Sedgwick and Frank 1995, 136). Could there be a less stable referent, or
once we lose face. Losing face, we experience “the sick feeling of being exposed as
thinking we are more than we really are” (Miller 1993, ix). I guess that’s also the
risk with writing. It’s “the humiliation of having our poses of competence undercut
by our own ineptitude” (ix).
You have to have an optimism that something is going to work out. This is already
a kind of thinking we are more.

“one must have expected good things to have come from the other person before
the other’s contempt produces shame” (Tomkins in Sedgwick and Frank 1995,
138). The way we care what others think is usually implied, for example, in an
investment that is made possible by a transaction. Such as: I take the time to reply
to his message. Taking the time to reply casts out optimism. They say they do,
but people don’t know what they’re looking for. They use Tinder to look: what
intimacy of the face of the lover becomes the face of optimism.

of history and of mattering; our imagining of what other people can see or care

self-knowledge and control.
If our heart is at stake, everything is at stake.
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It doesn’t matter how many times you write “No Strings Attached”, and “Not
Looking for a Relationship” in your bio, sex is still relational. Especially good sex,
and especially bad. The experience is in excess—something’s disturbed, yo! Even if
you pay—although paying can make the terms of the transaction clearer. Whatever, there has to be an exchange, because the relationality of sex is us exchanging.
Being on a date with you, texting you, swiping you—it’s not as simple as being
looked at and judged; not being right or good enough. It’s not just being rejected,
though no one likes that (in any case, ‘rejection’ is making such a song and dance
about it). It’s not even the switch, from being something (“let’s fuck”) to nothing
(I keep only your phone number and a vague memory). It’s the way that all this
gets mixed in with the shame of the mistake: you thought that you were good
enough. It was such an implied, assumed thought that you didn’t even think it.
You simply thought, I wore my best for you. We tend to distract ourselves from
the shame we experience in the knowledge of having an unmet expectation of
positive appraisal.
“Humiliation is the price we pay for not knowing how others see us” (Miller
1993, x).
Not only is our status lowered, we discover that we are wrong about where we
were made in error. If stigma “constitutes a special discrepancy between virtual
and actual social identity” then this discrepancy facilitates the humiliation we
experience in being wrong about ourselves: we are embarrassed and ashamed not
only because we realise that we are the subject of a “spoiled identity,” but because
we didn’t know
type of injury in a world in which self-knowledge is premium. A world in which
which status communicates, is full of intervals in which you might be wrong
about yourself. Platform media exacerbate and complicate the discrepancies between virtual and actual social life in ways we don’t understand—in ways about
to trip us up. You may even be “seen to be putting on airs by simply being out
of place, by being on the other’s turf” (Miller 1993, 11): yet we might not even
have a place “[w]here we know who’s who and what’s what,” and what better
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In every swipe and chat, the exchange reproduces your status and you play with
the possibility of being wrong about where you think you are in the world,
which means being wrong about yourself. Teasing plays on the insecurity of
self-knowledge; to humiliate someone is to deny their self-knowledge, to injure
the pride they take in their humility. This play is gendered: if a woman is an academic and a man is a trader, or a strategist, or a website editor, she will get used to
micro-humiliation—the more status he has, the more he has something to prove
about his place in the world. So, she probably makes self-deprecating jokes. As
London ( Juno Temple) says, to “spare your fragile male ego” - “I thought we were
both on the same page as to what we expected / wanted of the encounter,” says a
guy I met twice (Kaboom 2010). This is optimism in the form of an idea about
mutuality. But this notion of equal status is refracted through gender: “[D]o you
understand what self-deprecation means when it comes from someone who alout of self-deprecating humour … I put myself down in order to speak” (Gadsby
2018). Changing the joke of humiliation is a radical challenge to its terms.

mation is part of the structure of being targeted by a Jordan Peterson follower.

Being tricked is de facto humiliation: the person loses face because they didn’t
know they were being tricked. People are using Tinder to bring one another
down a peg or two; that is a problem, but also this humiliation game is on a
continuum with the self-deprecating humour that many of us with minoritized
identities have been using as an everyday strategy of survival. Really, self-depre-

So, we might decide that love’s gamble isn’t worth it. It isn’t worth the game.
If we’re gambling with our hearts, we’re gambling with our status, and in our
society that’s near enough gambling with everything.
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#5. Coda
He likes me too,
he tells me with his mineral breakfast.
He’s got soft ears and rosy cheeks. Like
literally, a cherub fell into my bed.
An actor and a poststructuralist,
virtually impossible to know
which one of us is faking it.
We are both in the business
of impression management.
Let us count the ways that we fit together.
Every which way we go, we fit.
Every actor needs a stage; every writer needs a muse.
“Every barista needs an espresso machine,” he jokes.
He kills it.
He lounges in my bed as if it’s his own—
even calls me over,
before he gets up to leave.
“I might disappear again,” he says.
If he doesn’t have time,
he doesn’t have time.
I watch his thumb curl.
The thought of him with other women is way too raw.
I was having fun
up until a certain moment.
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Endnotes
1. James Richardson, ‘In Shakespeare’, poem, The New Yorker, February 12 2007.
Shared by Elizabeth Stephens on Facebook.
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A desire to understand a thing can precipitate a range of acts on the part of the
researcher on their quest for knowledge. For an artist-researcher the materiality
of their practice often plays a key role in their ‘coming to know’. This writing
interrogates how particular materialities played into my research process in coming to ‘know war.’ All of the gestures along the way were intentioned toward
arriving at ‘knowledge’ through the body. The essay looks at the materialities of
language, sculpture, performance, and moving image and their various potentials for creating knowledge events—encounters where we can come to know
through experience. The central question in the research becomes: can a moving
in the process of this research and how temporality, duration and an ekphrastic
practice can work to create such a knowledge event. This is a performative piece
of writing that enacts the play of elements that drive creative-practice research.
It shows up the complex tangle of the personal and bodily, the theoretical and
writerly, which co-create our coming-to-know.

KEYWORDS

Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)
capaciousjournal.com | DOI: https://doi.org/10.22387/CAP2018.22

125

The Leaky Dimensions of Film and War

The setting is Khao Lak, Thailand, 2015. It’s hot. I’m reading the 2013 Winter
issue of the Granta Magazine of New Writing themed “Betrayal” (2013). There
and they all in their way, according to Granta press-releases, explore “the sting
of betrayal by a loved one, our leaders, and from within our own hearts,” they
look at “betrayal’s many forms,” and the “many shapes of betrayal” (n.p). This
collection had been on my bookshelf for some time but it is only in 2015 that I
picked it up as a summer holiday read. A strange choice, perhaps, for a poolside
trip to Thailand. But I like the short story form for a holiday read, easy to pick
up and put down between dips in the pool. A really rewarding themed collection,
though, is one where the related/unrelated short pieces resonate in a way that
betrayal but war that held it all together.
Connective tissue, the fascia, holds things-apart, together. This is what we mean
when we say things ‘resonate’: a vibration in and between things. We might think
of the way sound does this as it travels through walls, connecting or remaking the
boundaries between spaces and entities across those spaces. Resonance between
parts could also be thought of, or experienced as, a certain kind of intimate relation between things that appear separate but are not. The force that things that
are separate exert on each other, and the quality of that intimacy, is of interest
materialities of sculpture, performance and moving image, and philosophical
frameworks that give us language around the question of knowledge and research. Further to this, this essay interrogates what an appropriate response to
audience, the reader.
The research investigation unpacked in this essay is about tactics for measuring
the weight of war. I pointed to the moment by the poolside in Khao Lak as a kind
of ‘inciting incident’ for this investigation. I set the scene in this way because I
can pinpoint this moment as the moment when a troubling—that had already
on the way my troubling took shape. My writing here is not a critique or literary
analysis of the Granta collection, though it is tangled up in the story of it all. The
content of the pieces in the collection, the thematic thread, was indeed about
betrayal and not war. Reading the Granta collection that held within its pages
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focussed stories around the theme of betrayal, was certainly a gateway into my

reading and what I was doing (violence and relaxation); the state of being relaxed
enough for knots of violence held deep down in my body to loosen a little and
come up to the surface; the attention to the weight of the body in and out of
the pool; in and out of the humid air; in and out of earshot of the hotel workers
who were many, attending to only myself and 4 or 5 other guests. Syria, Lebanon, Burkina Faso, Wyoming were some of the places the stories were set. I was
thinking of the Arab Spring, the Syrian crisis, the refugee crisis in Australia. This
complex of things exerting their force on each other gave rise to an investigation
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This writing, which reads partly as an exposition of my search for a response to
war, is an experiment into whether it can serve as the fascia of the story about
how particular materialities in art might access a certain kind of knowledge. How
exactly these materialities and concepts interrelate in the quest for a certain kind
of knowledge, and how this kind of writing can give a sense of the quality of that
interrelationship is also of interest here. I will trace various ways in which the
and for the audience. And how the materiality of the medium the artist-researcher
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and body. I do reach for some theoretical concepts to help me understand and
articulate the movements made along this investigation. I do this with the help
experiences, and worlds. I consider the problems with aesthetic representation
and use non-representational theory to help me articulate knowledge as an 'event'
rather than an 'artefact'. With this I privilege contingency, performativity, and
the encounter. I will think through my acting training and how this has come to
bear on the processes that have shaped this research. I look at sculpture in terms
of how all this relates to the moving image and a short video work that I made:
An Ode to John Smith (2015).
In Khao Lak, the troubling that bubbled up—as I read, and swam, and ate, and

way. A discomfort in the shape of responsibility arose and I proceeded to use
metrics as a way of alleviating it: I had to know all the facts, the where and who
and why and how much (of it all) of all, wars. But simply ‘knowing’ the facts and
this weight I wanted to manifest in the shape of a sculptural work. What would

sculpture would be a rationalised object of war, without emotion or gore. I wanted
to create a simple object, a single thing, unequivocal, something one could not
debate. I didn’t want to get caught up in the mess of it, in the things that leaked,
but rather in numbers and hard facts that were physically relatable to the size of
our own bodies. I am talking here about gravity—the natural pull of forces—the
(indisputable) gravity of the situation. To turn the amorphous and invisible into
something concrete is to bring it into the physical realm where it is governed by
lie in simple mathematics. The uncomfortable ‘not knowing’ would be alleviated
through a knowledge with the body. What I wanted was epistemological control
because anything otherwise was too frightening. I want to evoke Timothy Morwas experiencing ‘war’ at his moment: too big for me to think: it is unthinkable, it
is everywhere, it permeates all of our worldings (2013). The impulse toward makCAPACIOUS
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ing a simple object that did not permeate everything everywhere but had visible,
sensible boundaries seemed a way I could contain this frightening ‘everywhere’.
By creating a physical object, rather than having to grasp a troubling idea—the
thing I can’t grasp, grasps me. The (imagined) sculpture would strike the body
and make itself known. The thing I couldn’t understand or relate to relates and
one that came from fear.
But I knew better than to think of an object as separate from me simply because
it and I have skins that apparently keep things in and apart. An object and a body

belonging to a body of encounters but also, in non-belonging (2010, 2).

simply this potential (not even ability) to “reciprocate and co-participate” in what

body that plunges us towards the “unthought” (1989, 182). This kind of body must
move toward a new way of being, it moves toward new knowledge that remains
otherwise inaccessible. The body is our transport towards transformation. This
kind of body is active, not controlled by the mind as a separate organ that resides
in the head. Deleuze is theorising this in the context of his work on cinema. The
lineage of the idea starts before this on his work on Proust with the notion that
sensual “encounters…force us to think” (1972, 161). Here the argument is developed that our sensual encounters with artworks plunge us towards the unthought.
And let’s not forget the researcher also has a body and not just a mind that thinks.
My war sculpture proposition seems to hinge on the idea that I can create a condition for an encounter between the body of the sculpture and the body of the
artist-researcher go about creating this condition: a potentiality for the audience to

practice of exposition and plaiting of fascial tissue. What’s more is that I do not
have a sculptural practice. This is obvious, I’m sure, in the naive way I have been
talking about what sculpture can ‘do’, how it 'speaks' or what it has the potential
to instigate.
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resentation for reverberation, we come to a non-representational way of proceeding. A non-representational researcher is not interested in observing the world
and notating those observations in order to classify, order, and attach meaning
to those observations. This kind of researcher’s work uses “techniques that do not
concern themselves so much with representing lifeworlds as with issuing forth
novel reverberations” (Vannini 2015, 12). A reverberation is felt, sometimes maybe heard, a reverberation is hard to describe or represent. A reverberation moves
depending on where and how you are standing, depending on who you are, deand movements; there’s only the moment or “event” of the act.
Erin Manning relates events to thinking: “to place thinking in the event is to once
more challenge the idea that the precomposed subject is extra to the event, and
that the thinking happens from outside-in” (2015, 61). The event is the thinking
and the event is composed of an entire complex of reverberating entities. This is
about presentness, privileging action, practice, performance. I am speaking here
tions. I am speaking about a co-evolution between all kinds of bodies involved
artwork' to an audience. This goes to the heart of the matter: the world is in
boundaries will be held and measured and weighed. As a non-representational

kind of research takes into its fold all of the inevitable contingencies. Research is
contextual, situated, personal, biased; it has a human dimension. Accounting for
these things can be interesting, revealing. Ignoring these things is probably bad
research, less interesting, less true. To research is to participate in the unfolding
of the world “from the very inside of our being” (Ingold 2015, viii).
Jill Bennett has done some wonderful work around the way “trauma might not
experience is a powerful mode with which to explore these experiences (2005,
emotional response to a represented experience”, which is perhaps what we might
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sensation as it is registered in the work” (2005, 7). She, too, follows Deleuze’s
‘meaning’ of trauma, we must also pursue the question of how it might lead us
toward a conceptual engagement” (2005, 7). This for me brings forth a provoc-
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in this non-representational aesthetic mode. Whilst this is also my project here

in relation to working with materials in the art context, in order to understand
something of the subject of war; my focus is not structured along theoretical lines
of ‘empathy’ as it is with Bennett, who constructs a beautifully crafted argument

of the trauma of war in relation to a particular lived experience. Rather than understanding someone else’s pain and taking it on as my own (which is what much
about the very inability to ‘know’ a thing such as war when it is outside one’s own
direct experience. My work is in understanding the quality of grappling with the

having epistemological control over something devastating which is everywhere.
A sculpture of war has already been made: Balkan Baroque (1997), by Marina
Abramovic. Actually, countless sculptures of war have been made (too many for
there to be need of me giving any citations here). And actually, Balkan Baroque
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isn’t really a sculpture, it is more a performance work, or perhaps we should call
the large pile of animal bones on which Abramovic sat. The number of bones
and their weight are, I think, not especially relevant. It was more about her performative act of cleaning the bones, and the relationship between this and the
other elements in the installation: a video depicting Abramovic playing a Doctor
that lectures us on the nature of rats; Abramovic playing a Bulgarian seductress
dancer; a video portrait of her mother, and a video portrait of her father. The
real Abramovic sits in front of these videos on the pile of bones, and cleans them
one by one with a brush. She is there in the dungeons of the gallery for 4 days,
with the rising heat and stench of the blood and bone. In videos documenting
the work you can see people holding hands over their faces to block the smell out.
This work is about endurance, as much of Abramovic’s work is. It is about the
of ever getting clean. Still, I would not call her act a futile one; it is an act she
must continue to perform even if her task is impossible to achieve. The labor of

into its theme, we might say that the pain of war is impossible to ever erase. In

myself. But I am intrigued by the material leakage of this work—not only in the
sense of the leaking stench of the bones as they decompose and surely Abramovic’s
perspiring body as she works—but the leakage of the various materialities of the
live act, the video, the artefacts in the space. I can only imagine that to experience
the work is to experience how these expressions are entangled with one another;

As an aside—Abramovic and I share the same motherland. I was much younger
than she at the outbreak of war, and at the time she made this work. Actually,
I was completely unaware of her or the work at the time. But I had the same
impulse towards pain: I too was safe whilst many that I knew were not safe, and
a certain kind of shame comes with that. I understand Abramovic’s impulse toward creating pain for herself in order to alleviate some of the shame. This is an
aside, but interestingly brings us back to this original feeling of needing to know
what a thing feels like, as an act of responsibility. I wasn’t thinking of making an
artwork when I was thinking about my sculpture. I was only grappling with my
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own lack of understanding, and for me embodied cognition happens through the
act of making, of handling materials, moving the body. But this isn’t an aside at
through-lines, about the quality of connection not a hierarchy between connected
elements. Surely to proceed in this way does away with the concept of the aside.
And so I will tell you another part of this story that involves a ‘healer’ I see. The
last session included her bringing up a long-forgotten memory from my own
childhood. I had been in Australia only a year or two when the war back home
broke out. My parents tried to shield me from it as much as they could, I suppose
they thought it was not something a child could possibly process or understand.
Nonetheless, what they never knew was that I went to bed every night composing
speeches I would give to the entire nation which would move them in such a way
year old to speak such words that would stop a war. It was a painful time, it was
a pain that sat deep in my belly, which the healer is now trying to “throw up into
the light”—whatever that means. The healer speaks in a language that I’m sure is
inadequate to what she’s actually seeing and experiencing during the session; but
I mostly think I ‘understand’ what she’s saying. Mostly I just feel things moving
in my body. Mostly we don’t speak. This story relates. It speaks of other practices
that recognise that things can get stuck in our bodies. It also relates because it
takes us back to how old my troubling with war really is. Back then I thought
some poetry would help. I grew up and thought a sculpture would work to do the
job. And now I’m writing words that keep working at the very same problem.
Except that I am learning, with experiences such as the one with the healer, that
access to these other non-verbal spaces, spaces that we so inadequately refer to as
‘the light’ for example, might be necessary.
My consciousness about this way of experiencing and thinking about the world,
where the body was a way toward a certain kind of understanding and knowledge unavailable to other registers, was developed when I was training to be an

that don’t immediately yield an impulsive response to a situation, to how the
character you are playing might react. Notice that I do not say feel, because
in this school of thought feelings are irrelevant, it is how the body is moved that
to manifest them or focus on them at all, they are only a consequence. By the
time emotion arises as such the impulse, or the body’s response to a stimulus,
has already passed. Emotion is something we name after the body has already
responded to a past moment. I take emotion here to mean a cognisant awareness,
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an ability to name and classify what has happened in/to the body as a response

An Ode to John Smith, iPhone 5 [2:34], Smiljana Glisovic, 2015

that emotion doesn’t quite capture (see Cataldi (1993) for a perspective on this
via Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology). As an actor prepares they are most likely

not thinking of the philosophical traditions that have engaged with these ideas;
this was not the framework for the training. What I share here on acting was a
knowledge I came to through experience. It is an experience I drew upon when
to philosophical concepts on the subject in the hope it will help me draw together
things that have so far sat apart. Manning, reading James, says:
to reorient the real to include that which can be experienced (rather than
known as such) is to profoundly challenge the notion that knowledge is based
comes to act, comes to be felt as such. What is real is as much the in-act of
experience unfolding as what has come to be (2015, 55).

Neither experience nor philosophy, neither the world, nor the researcher are

stage and everyone on/in it, all of its actants held together, part of the same membrane. As one actor moves (as a result of their body being struck by another body),
everything changes, new relations are formed. Encounters change everything.
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We might think of the stage as an assemblage in the Guattari and Deleuzian
sense (2004), where an assemblage is just this kind of encounter of relations between bodies. Assembl-ing would be a more accurate translation of “agencement”
because it articulates the transitive nature of this thing that is a situation. There
is a holding together but also a constant forming and reforming, never the same,
never again quite in this way. An actor’s main task is to attend to the singularity
of each moment, or to 'stay present'. The present moment is found and lost simultaneously by virtue of impulses propelling you into the future—you are not
feeling an emotion and then responding according to it. You do not play the
emotion, that is a turgid approach, because you are then occupying the past and
the future and not the present. An actor simply plays the present, in action, by
allowing themselves to be moved by the other actors on stage. Pre-conceiving
and determining cognitively how to respond to situations and events is apparently bad acting—and also bad research. The question: “where does it sit in my
to other bodies on stage. This is a kind of ‘move’ by a thinking body toward an
‘appropriate response’. Paying attention to where something strikes the body and
allowing impulses to arise in response to that sensation is a kind of thinking of
situation that the play-script has already somewhat determined. This is to say
that our ‘impulses’ are also structured, there are parameters within which we are

My purpose here is to pay attention to the co-constitution and evolution of bodies,
experiences, worlds, and to attune to the thought-in-the-making (see Manning
& Massumi 2014). It is also to explore what happens when there are interruptions
to our experiences, in such instances such as war; how these traumas reach deep
into our entanglements and worldings. And I’m wondering whether any of the
concepts or philosophies I am occasionally drawing on can have a grounding
ready made my confession that I do not have a sculptural practice and that all of
this talk of sculpture only remained at the conceptual level.

course, we have Resnais’ Night and Fog (1956), and we have Farocki’s Images of the
World and the Inscription of War (1989). They both use the moving image as document, as evidence that is rooted in a particular time and place of traumas. They
both interrogate the 'archive' and take us toward reading the images anew. But
for my intentions I did not have images to go back to. My problem was not one
of representation. I wasn’t troubled by extant images of war. It wasn’t the shock
of a single image and its implications that I was interrogating, the emaciated or
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immolated body. I yearned for a sense of a kind of totality, an understanding, all
at once, of all the places war touched. To proceed, I considered my move from

And so in this same way I was interested in whether the moving image could
achieve this sense of weight and size, this status as ‘object', but not in a repre-

more determined temporality and duration than sculpture does. But temporality and duration are also important to sculpture. I won’t perform an analysis of

sculpture led me to consider whether the moving image could do the work of

(2011), Shaviro (2010), amongst others. But this literature doesn’t quite address
in terms of weight. What can the moving image do in measuring the weight
How do I use the impulse toward sculpture and object creation in understanding

To frame this discussion I would like to call on non-representational research
than an object of the already thought. My moving image practice is one that I
use to help me think. I turned to the moving image clips I archive in my mobile
phone to help me think my way out of the sculpture and into another way of
captured here and there. I came upon a couple of clips that I had shot whilst

of other ones that were of a similar material quality to the shadows on the bed
a couple of years earlier in my bedroom. I remember the moment: lying on the
bed in a relationship-break-up stupor, noticing the quality of movement and
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becoming aware of the gentle warm breeze coming through the window. The
light, the implication of breath, called forth the war sculpture. Not weight but
The Hotel
Diaries
and mundane, there’s nothing beautiful about his compositions. He stutters and
lisps his way through seemingly unstructured and unthought-through musings
on the state of the hotel, the grime on the taps, and on the faulty TV. But there
are other topics of conversation, too. He tells us about what he has seen beyond
Gaza or Lebanon where he cannot take out his camcorder. He muses on current
politics in his casual, laconic tone. He puts on an innocence that holds only so
far. Sometimes he can’t but throw in a sharp and exacting polemic. He is trying

performance that helps us to identify with these war zones through him. But he
doesn’t really acknowledge the viewer, it seems he is only making these records
and musings for himself. This is his holiday video which his unfortunate family
members might be subjected to upon his return home—or that is the conceit.

Paradise Not
Yet Lost
a siren in the background. I told the story of the sculpture in this video, with
my own Smith-esque voice-over which was rather white text on a black screen.
Smith’s voice-overs have a sense of being a draft version, a work on its way to
practice takes this same shape of the incidental, the improvisatory, the openings
An Ode to John Smith. I had to make a work
in order to gesture toward a work that I was never going to be able to make.
This kind of ekphrastic practice imagines the impossible work in such a way so
the work is made in the imagination of the viewer. In this case the moving image
work is posited as ‘not the real thing'—just a stand-in for something else in the
making—or that is the conceit. The intended sculptural work is about volume,
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rience of qualities such as lightness—perhaps evoking the question of gravitas, of
of materialities here between the text on screen, the black space in the frame,
the silence, the qualities in the moving images, the rhythms they play out. We
might also call these aesthetic interruptions: the plunge into the black on screen,
the move toward the text, the blunt address of those words. We might remempalimpsest of force-encounters traversing the ebbs and swells of intensities that

denial for the potential of emotional or sympathetic attachment. Rather the video creates a dwelling space for a thinking body to play out the tensions of my
own grappling with the topic of war. The ‘dwelling space’ is created through

time-based work be long enough, make its audience endure enough, to approach

and length I mean: the length of a breath. An audience breathes together with the
a particular kind of fascia holding bodies together. What is between the frames
duration and time that we experience in a linear manner when we say: how long
the images has the potential to evoke a multiplicity which isn’t determined by

do the job, it is not complete. This is a playful dimension of the work that puts in
or essay, or philosophical proposition.
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any thing but of quality (light, texture, movement: the most basic elements of the
moving image). I also used words which did not anchor meaning in the images,
to precipitate a thinking about the relationship between objects, events, measures,
and what the knowledge and art object or event are capable of instigating. To do
positing questions around its own value, around what it can do as a place-card
only,until it gets-it-right or manifests a sculpture of concrete, of molten lead. But

then thought. An Ode to John Smith became an accidental act in ekphrasis, whilst

on the screen which plays out slowly, laconically arising and falling as a slow,
not urgent, thought. This black space is another moment of vertigo, untethered
in time and space, at-a-loss. The gravity of our subject cannot be given in terms
of simple measure, there are leakages, and interruptions and also moments of
the sculpture—full of potential and only a possibility. I am left with the echo of
the following: to grapple; to handle; to act; to be present; to be at a loss.
In this grappling we’re trying to come to an understanding. But non-understanding is also useful. Non-understanding, just like non-belonging, might give rise to
alternatives. Jane Bennet proposes this for the potential of art (2009, 21). So does
Morton: “art sometimes gives voice to what is unspeakable elsewhere” (2010, 12).
The practice of art provides alternatives to thinking, alternate paths for research,
possibilities for how art thinks the alternatives, where alternatives here mean
not thing-containers of knowledge but conditions for “thinking otherwise”. As

that they have the potential to generate a feeling of something happening that
disturbs, agitates, or animates ideas already circulating in ways that might open
up possibilities for thinking otherwise” (2013, 9-10).
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My ode is a provocation to experience ‘otherwise’, to ask: where does it sit in
of the form. An Ode to John Smith
space made of duration and light, for the contemplation of the heaviness of war.
Attending to how these lines of thought and practice converge and refract as I
Both are experiments in the passages and interruptions in the search for understanding the ungraspable.

An Ode to John Smith, iPhone 5 [2:34], Smiljana Glisovic, 2015
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To learn to swim is to conjugate the distinctive points of our bodies with the singular points of the objective Idea in order to form
a problematic field.
—Gilles Deleuze
Monstrous hybrids: I love that in swimming, the butterfly stroke
features a dolphin kick.
—Ingrid Tatyanova

#aquariumchannel205

duration. Then a brief interlude of darkness: the screen fades to black for four,
Programmatology.

(p.1)
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)
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The most compelling thing about this space is that I am unsure if it’s an analog
that looks digital, or a digital that looks analog. I think this in-between-ness contributes greatly to the earlier notion of a ‘plastic green ecology’ lurking behind
the liquid crystal. And the sensual compressionism required to make this space
primarily perceived as light and retinal stimulation is precisely what makes the
vice-versa above so compelling.

Jock Cousteaux

(p.5)

What is it to attempt the moiré
(p.9)
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This particular community centre swimming pool I’m thinking of is a ~ # space,
particularly during lane swimming sessions. In fact, during lane swimming sessions we might even describe the pool as a ~ ## space, given the way that swimmers are partitioned by marker lines into channeled lanes of up-and-back rather
than out and about swimming freely. Lane swimming is productive swimming,
(p.25)
Analyst: Have you ever had your schizoanalysis session in a saltwater swimming

Analysand:
case I began to enjoy myself far more readily, just swimming around, and even
began remembering recent visits to the ocean with my Muse. (But not those visits
where the ocean itself was dirty.)
(p.29)
For almost the entire beginning of its existence in interstellar-space, the cradled baby
has no understanding of the relationship between gravity and the anthropocentric

The image rocks gently in the waves.

Ghost in the Shell [1h 23min], Mamoru Oshii, 1995

(p.59)

145

Introduction to Jerkism

And perhaps if one were a cyborg-mermaid, or a ghost-in-the-she’ll, there would
ocean-space to interstellar-space in a movement through the fake surface tension of
appearances. Of breaching the reflection.
There remains the possibility that just then one could momentarily experience the
sensation of passing through both sides of a liquid screen.
(p.78)
in which it uses ‘you’ to refer to itself, ‘you’ to refer to the image in the mirror,
and ‘you’ to refer to the parental observer. Soon it begins using ‘I’ as well, and
sometimes will even use ‘I’ and ‘you’ in the same sentence or context to refer to

traject

articulating an aquatic individuation adequate to the ‘higher dimensionality’ of the
two-way mirror (with its multiplying technical descriptors, i.e. one-way mirror,
two-way glass, one-way glass)—a context in which opacity and the incipience of
diffraction demand the pronouns begin to multiply as well, adding to ‘you’ and ‘I’
the more abstract ‘they’ and ‘maybe’.
(p.170)
“Boy’s surface can be used in sphere eversion, as a half-way model. A half-way
model is an immersion of the sphere, with the property that a rotation interchanges inside and outside, and so can be employed to evert (turn inside-out) a sphere.”
Consider this sphere eversion a sort of ‘Mercator projection’ for the ‘higher dimensionality’ of Folded-Earth and Surfaceworld: Interstellar-Space (I/S); Ocean-Space
Synthetic-Dataspace (S/DS).
(p.203)
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Boy’s Surface (Top View), Maksim, 2006

and deep time: vertebrae are oceanic before they are seismic. And yet somehow
they are rooted as well, a hydroponic sort of arborescence perhaps, what the rings
of a tree might resemble were they dragged through the water for a million years
and then some.

same slightest precipitates may generate intense moments of vertigo for the binocular body: the semicircular canals cannot stand these sudden and infraperceptible
changes to the channel. In this sense the spinal vertebrae could be said to hold a
million potential vertigos within its living fossil record of mineral aggregation
and assembly, intensively—deep time thus trembling, microaccelerational, derivative and portentous.
(p.212)
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quality or standardized quantity (such as 9.81 m/s2), but rather varies with the
ing and exhaling air—we can perceive these. Breathing thus literally emerges as
a matter of sinking or swimming, and to change one’s breathing is thus also to
change one’s relationship to the oceanic.
(p.214)
sory deprivation’. It is a peculiar form of sensory deprivation, however, in that
cluding darkness and silence), reminding us that the deprivation at stake here does
not necessarily concern the exteroceptive visual or auditory senses but rather the
proprioceptive of ‘internal’ hapticity and the ‘deprivation’ of gravity. The precise
density of salts in aqueous solution and the ambient air temperature forming a
relatively warm and seamless transition between liquid and gas elements comprise
the truly regulated aspects of this apparatus—the specific composition of sensory
its weaponization.
(p.215)
In witnessing the pure delirium or ecstasy of the reversed ampliphibriain maneuver
emerging from the ocean millions of years ago, being swept along a determinate
what joyful terrors may have been experienced in the process, disequilibria that
(p.225)
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To perform a sphere eversion of the human eyeball is to turn the humours inleaking the vitreous and aqueous into minor murmurings and becomings-oceanic. It is to introduce new tension on the looping ‘Cartesian’ conduits which form
the ear’s semicircular canal system and the basis of balance.
(p.229)
I’m reminded of an event that took place over twenty years ago, reminded of
the weird temporal nexus between ocean and the unconscious, reminded that the
body thinks thought often long before thought thinks itself, particularly when
trauma of some sort is involved.

with the ocean as an adult: as a neophyte I’m not certain if the waves were particularly large on the occasion, nor if the undertow was particularly strong (they both
seemed that way to me); though weirdly, I recall the temperature at the beach had
reached 40-degrees Celsius that day. I had been at it for a little while (maybe half
me askew. I scrambled trying to get back upright and catch my breath, but just as
my head surfaced the next wave was crashing down upon me even more forcefully, with me having barely whispered a sliver of air. The physics of turbulence
beneath the surf were of such quality that my body tumbled and twisted along
every possible axis of rotation, discombobulated. The terror of being underwater
additional panic: I did not know which way was up.

the sea, we might describe this as an experience of the Real particular to ocean-space.
scribe this temporarily forgotten event as the incipience of a lived cartography of
Surfaceworld.
(p.230)
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Endnotes
1. “Introduction to Jerkism” is intended here to evoke the line taken by the
conceptual lepidoptpersonae). In some ways it is to suggest the earliest
sketches of a speculative feedforward complement to theories of accelerationism,
as jerk is the derivative of acceleration with respect to time’ or ‘the third time
derivative of position, and has a well-established mathematical relationship to
chaotic behaviour.
2. Maksim (2018). Boy’s Surface. [online]. Wikipedia. Available at: https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Boy%27s_surface). [5 April 2018] See also: Petit, J.-P.
(1985). Topo the World. Savoir Sans Frontières.
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Untitled, Matthew Henry, 2015
Creative Commons Attribution 2.0 (CC BY 2.0)
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Decomposition Composition (detail), Mark Bulford, 2017.
Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0)
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a list of provisional sensibilities to guide our knowing-together with nonhuman

and reframe Canadian-colonial occupation as a project of recycling—reproducing
only beings and knowings that are deemed useful to nation-building. Eventually,
and with the help of Indigenous science and feminist science studies, we cultivate
a performative understanding of compost as a mode of multispecies storying that
provokes accountability. In the second provocation, as we wonder how to tell
nonhumans might have their own stories, or at least storied lifeways that generatively contribute to keeping on together in a place. We trace out crucial crossings
between multispecies ethnography and Indigenous sovereignty by demonstrating
how compost as a mode of attunement to nonhuman stories can be done in both
that might guide our thinking, reading, and writing with human and nonhuman
others as we continue to tend to our kinship obligations on Indigenous lands.
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reading and writing practices
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The mix of what we’re in
This text is leaky—and while it tries to make-stable the contours of a time in
ing-as-method we go on to propose is provisional and messy and others (like
a garden at a university campus on stolen Indigenous land, heading into our
of ecological ruin and Indigenous protest, boulevards city-wide were lush with
Canada 150 tulips planted to commemorate colonial rule. We found ourselves
feeling around for a theoretical practice that might stay in the mess of things

In what follows, we imagine compost as a way of thinking, reading, and writing with land as a storied place where humans and nonhumans are being made
Because, in our take, compost is syncretic—it fuses and confuses human and nonhuman capacities across inter-imbricating scales, speeds, and states with a sense
of messiness expedient to the disruption of the sanitizing, assimilationist force of
but in the very academic institutions of colonial sovereignty that are constantly
at work recycling Western ontologies, epistemologies, axiologies, and methods at
compost-thinking (rather than the academy) is informed by Indigenous political
2014b; Watts 2013), and politics takes the form of a relational injunction to include all constituents of a territory in the task of getting on together.

stories and theoretical tetherings—that work toward a list of provisional compost
sensibilities to guide our knowing-together with nonhuman others as non-Indigenous theorists on Indigenous lands. As we go along, we use ‘story’ and ‘theory’
interchangeably in order to give equal weight to Indigenous and non-Indigenous
knowledge practices (see Atleo 2011, 141-54). And we should note, too, that our
use of ‘land’ is not exclusive of other elements of place: seas, skies, and the rest.
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matter of waste-making, and reframe Canadian-colonial occupation as a project
of recycling—reproducing only beings and knowings that are deemed ‘useful’ to
nation-building. By way of this short restorying, we come to see that wasting,
recycling, and composting are not just tropes or innocent imaginaries for industrialists, extractivists, environmentalists, or activists but are, instead, world-making material and discursive practices that shape lands and how we respond to the
nonhuman constituents of a place.
We feel around for a theoretical situation for compost and, as we wonder what
can do
of paying attention to things in ongoing transformation. But, because no two
compost piles are the same and caring for compost requires attending to what
is in the mix (in the case of this text, both Canada 150 tulips and tulip-kin), we
come to realize that some modes of theory-making—even as they trouble Western
notions of sovereignty—do not work in the compost-theoretical heap alongside
Indigenous-empirical sovereignties. Eventually, and with the help of Indigenous
science and feminist science studies, we cultivate a performative understanding
of compost as a mode of storying, a world-making knowledge practice open to
humans and nonhumans alike, that provokes accountability for the stories we tell.
In the second provocation, as we wonder how to tell stories that are accountable
to and for their own telling, we hang on to the idea that nonhumans might have
their own stories, or at least storied lifeways (and nonlifeways) that generatively
contribute to keeping on together in a place. Thinking with anthropologist Anna
Tsing and Vancouver-based artist annie ross, we trace out crucial crossings between multispecies ethnography (including storying practices that confound the
concept of species) and Indigenous sovereignty by demonstrating how compost
as a material and storying practice—and as a mode of attunement to nonhuman
list of compost intimations that might guide our thinking, reading, and writing
with human and nonhuman others as we continue to tend to our kinship obligations on Indigenous lands.
Tulipa, a small anxiety in our relationship: one of

lines of trade and traversing unsteady borders to land on the grounds of Ama transnational undertaking with the power to establish colonies and negotiate
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treaties). Then there was Tulipomania, the early seventeenth-century market

by aphids infected with the tulip mosaic virus.
Another time, another continent away, the national myth of Canada’s ‘cultural
mosaic’—a happy take on multicultural success—spreads like a virus, transmitted
garden-to-garden by the Canada 150 Tulip in a botanical display of national unity. Developed in the Netherlands, trade-named by the Canadian government, and
sold by a chain retailer of building supplies, the selectively bred Triumph cultivar
the sesquicentennial anniversary of Canada’s Confederation—styled as ‘Canada
150.’ In the lead-up to Canada 150 celebrations, a Liberal Member of Parliament
of “rebirth and promises” (CTV 2016);
hinting maybe that the sesquicentennial would coincide with Prime Minister
Justin Trudeau’s (now-broken) campaign
promise of renewed state-Indigenous relations (see Palmater 2017), spurred on
by the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada’s foregrounding of the
cultural genocide of Canada’s Indigenous
peoples.

The Canada 150 (Carnaval de Rio) cultivar bears an
uncanny resemblance to the virus-infected plants
that fuelled Tulipomania.
Tulipa, Balthasar van der Ast, 1620. Gouache,
313x202mm, Institut Néerlandais, Paris.
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Prepending ‘cultural’ to ‘genocide,’ of
course, allowed the Canadian federal
government to sidestep international
legal culpability, keeping genocide in
the past tense (as a culture-decimating
force ‘back then’) and reinforcing the
normalization of colonial violence in
the storying of present-day liberal democratic nationhood as a cultural mosaic
in which Indigenous peoples might now
participate with equal opportunity—nevermind that Canadian multiculturalism
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is an assimilationist framework institutionalized in Section 27 of the Charter
of Rights and Freedoms that allows the state to determine what is acceptable in
diversity at the expense of Indigenous life and land (MacDonald 2014; Palmater
2015; Simpson, James & Mack 2011). We think a t-shirt designed by educator
Eric Ritskes (2017) better announces Canada’s legacy; it consists of an inverted

Anti-Canada 150 Poster Pack, Anonymous, 2017
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Canada 150 logo, Ariana Cuvin, 2015 and
Colonialism 150 logo, Eric Ritskes, 2017

Canada 150 logo (a meshwork of diamonds forming a mosaic-like leaf) and the
label: “Colonialism 150.” From happy stories of national unity to more than a

political and economic atmospheres; colonial aspirations and occupations; the
temporalities of a plant’s reproductive cycle or a nation’s federation; a latticework
of aphid vectors; and the shifting potentials of multispecied and nonliving entimore, cropping up in questions
-

of nation-building. We are tangled in this story, too: one of us a third-generation
Franco-colonial ancestry spans more than 150 years on Indigenous territories. We
stand together on the stolen land of the Musqueam, Squamish, and Tsleil-Waututh
peoples—in what is now called Vancouver, British Columbia—sober with the
weight of being here and accountable to the demands of Indigenous nationhood.
Writing from British Columbia’s public research university on Musqueam territory, Cherokee theorist Daniel Heath Justice (2016, 352-353) describes Indigenous
nationhood as sovereignty predicated on tribal webs of kinship responsibilities:
entanglements in which humans, animal and plant-people, spirit-beings, and
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other geological, hydrological, and meteorological forces make nations together.
By Western standards, Indigenous sovereignties are nonsovereign, but only in the
mix-up of translating between two incommensurable forms of governance—one
in which politics are shored up by natural and social sciences that apprehend tulips
as ‘natural’ and distinguish humans from nature as ‘cultural,’ the other which is
a science for living together where politics means accountability to a nonhuman
tionhood that necessarily abstract violence to human and nonhuman bodies in
projects of sovereignty requiring national unity, Indigenous sovereignties coalesce
communicated through ever-evolving stories and performed in ceremonies that
provoke human participation in the ongoing renewal of land (see Corntassel &
Bryce 2012; Simpson 2016).
We stand, likewise, in a crowd of nonhuman others, wondering how to read
other than to compost it, to discompose its fast and easy reconciliations, to let it
decompose, slowly, into the responsibilities and workings-together of soil. But
also, to honour its spirited way of life: as it tends itself, tends for its invertebrate
and microbial others; as it buds, withers, and feeds the dirt into which it can
grow again, renewed. With the limp stems and putrescent blooms of Canadian-colonial nationhood heating up on our compost pile, we want to ask: how
can we intervene in the naming, narrativizing, and performing of sameness and

to read Canadian multiculturalism as mononaturalism: the idea that we inhabit a

to Western intellectual histories), while whatever aberrations or disagreements
mologies incommensurable with those that obtain ‘facts.’
Meanwhile, Canada’s federal, provincial, and civic governments have made reconciliation the ambition of state-Indigenous relations under the ambit of mulcounts as an entity, which entities count, and which knowledges authorize their
accounting—continues to hang on the “evidence-based” approach of Canadian
liberal democracy and its “great advantage of neutrality” (Policy Horizons Canada
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2013); even as ‘evidence’ is invoked to explain away the destruction of Indigenous
lands in extractive projects. But there is no neutrality in backgrounding ‘nature’
props. There is no neutrality in the half-millennium of human control over tulip
reproductive cycles and genetic compositions, over how or where a form of existence can continue on. Human-tulip relations have forged economies, carved out
transcontinental mobilities, and propped up the makings of nations in ways that
require Indigenous stories about plant-peoples as political subjects and familial

Anxious with the question of which political and intellectual sovereignties matdecidedly not-neutral living-out together of a common world animated by Indigenous empiricisms, in which knowing is an ongoing relational response to the
conditions of keeping on in a place based on participation in the continuity of all
lifeforms or forms of existence (including nonlife) and cultivating attentiveness to
human diplomacies are encoded in stories, and stories are told, retold, and tested
against human and nonhuman thriving (see Atleo 2011; Simpson 2015). If it is
in the everyday sharing of stories that nations are made, as Sara Ahmed (2000,
98) contends, then the stories we tell about tulips matter: they shape materialities,
pattern shared meanings, insinuate value, and guide our response to the humans
and nonhumans around us. As a storying practice, the Canada 150 Tulip not only
maintains settler nationalisms, but stipulates a mode of encounter for meeting
nonhumans which carries the weight of an entire system of being, knowing, and
doing that reinforces settler nation-building projects.
cies-based entitlements and proprieties bound up in evidence-based claims in
which the terms of being and knowing are always already set, the other rooted
in kinship responsibilities to a constellation of entangled nonhuman others), we
also want to ask: how can we think, read, and write with nonhumans, including
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I. Turning to compost
We arrive at compost in the thick of three everyday tropes implicit in both agricultural and industrial histories of nation-building and liberal ecological sensibilities: waste, recyclable or recycled materials, and compost. As material and
conceptual or discursive repertoires, these tropes are not just nouns describing
wastings, recyclings, and compostings done by humans, fungi, industrial robots,
ing, and regenerating as world-making practices in which method and matter are
always co-shaping is informed by John Law and feminist science studies at large
(2015) in the idea that practices (as done by humans and nonhumans) are productive—do something in and to the world—and that what is practiced or repeated
is done at the expense of what is not. And, it is human practices that spark our
concern: material and conceptual exclusions of nonhumans and those held to be
less-than-human enacted in colonial renditions of waste, recycling, and compost.

waste-making practices: having laid waste to their own lands in overexploitation,
Europeans set sail in search of new resources and routes by which to exchange
them (Beinart & Hughes 2007, 2-10). In the ‘new’ world, unwilling to participate in the performance of waste as ‘surplus,’ Indigenous peoples were deemed
incapable of industrializing their lands into usefulness and, in the instantiation
of land-tenure frameworks based on intensive cultivation as a measure of ownership, were dispossessed not only of their lands but of the possibility of enacting
sovereignty predicated on regenerative land use practices. As James Tully (1993,
147, 156-63) notes, the material practice of wasting and its correlate conceptual
shapings (as both under- and overuse) were integral to the colonial project, in both
the coupling of ownership and overproduction, and the rendering of Indigenous
territory as squandered wasteland in order to justify expropriation in the service
of making lands useful to the demands of nation-building.

frenzied media attention (including the Athabascan tar sands or the cedar forests
ties when left untouched (Lorenc 2016). Then, there is the waste that extractive
copper and gold mine that spilled millions of cubic metres of arsenic-poisoned
slurry into the watershed of Secwepemc territories in central British Columbia.
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oversupply of power while drowning thousands of hectares of land in the heart
of Treaty 8 Nations’ ancestral lands. For the extractivist, land left untouched sits
wasting away. But after intensive cultivation, land is laid to waste along with a
host of entirely other beings, knowings, and doings tied to Indigenous lifeways.
In On Garbage, John Scanlan (2005, 71-81) moves that Western philosophy and
science attained mastery over nature (which, on Indigenous territory, we are
inclined to render as ‘land’) in ongoing performances of sanitization: acts of
extraction or separation in which beings and knowings deemed useful mark
the disposal of everything and everybody else. Seen this way, Western wasting
enacts Western-colonial sovereignty—the authority to say which ontologies and
incorporation into the political body. Just as our national identity leans on multhe idea that being Canadian means being sustainable (see Boyd 2004, vii) implies
that we have made a clean break from waste.
But recycling—the mainstay of liberal ecological sensibilities—works like waste,
reproducing only what is considered valuable: useful materials, useful concepts. As
Daniel Lang (2007) writes, “recycling means never having to say you're sorry”—it
serves as a material and discursive alibi for the absence of real change (n.p.). When
its cover is blown, however, recycling proves as materially costly as waste: from
of hazardous contaminants (MacBride 2011; Rogers 2006, 176-79). Moreover,
there are material limits to what recycling can do—as Michael Huesemann writes,
“how will it ever be possible to recycle the numerous chlorinated organic hydro(2003, 260). Unlike recycling, and despite the measured inputs and rigid stages
of industrial composting, almost all compost processes are able to break down
hydrocarbons—compost is materially regenerative (US EPA 1998). And, while
architectures of power (Kendall & Koster 2007), we want to know: what can

decomposition as the
undoing of Western intellectual and political sovereignties that rely on enclosures like ‘subject’ or ‘species’ (and authorizations like ‘science’ or valuations like
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‘useful’), and recomposition
nonhuman co-constituents of land. Thinking with decomposition is certainly
generative in blurring inherited conceptual categories and reframing bodies as
nonsovereign, leaky or permeable, and belonging to a world (see Barnett 2016).
But while decomposition is ubiquitous, an Earth-process that gets by just as well
without human aid, compost pulls humans into the mix amidst water, oxygen,
carbon, nitrogen, earthworms, bacteria, fungi, molds, protozoa, and other orPerhaps this is what Donna Haraway calls “staying with the trouble”: multispecies
players—including humans, their legacies of ruin, and their agencies of care—livpossibility of somehow getting on together (2016, 10).
And so, compost is about going to the trouble of trying, and trying again, in the
wrong things into it,” it can be a place of “culpable failure” (Franklin 2017, 51).
as decompositional and recompositional as a matter of staying with the trouble,
human and nonhuman cooperation in the ongoing renewal of land; where culpable failure is a matter of learning from doing, while paying attention to everyone
(including nonhumans) and keeping on together in a place.

the inclusion of nonhumans in makings of theory and in social, cultural, and political life at large, including critical animal studies, posthumanisms, ontological
turns in science studies and anthropology, new vitalisms and materialisms, and
responsibility of composting, turns in knowledge are so often enacted as overturning: modes of citational abjection, of throwing entire bodies of knowledge
to waste, or of discrediting moves (often in service of newness) that never quite
arrive at turning as attending to something that has been there all along—like
Indigenous knowledges. Turns can be the estate of recycling, too: refashioning
something old to turn it into something new without ever disrupting authorial,
disciplinary, and institutional forms or warrants—never questioning inheritances,
their obligations, and their citational architectures.

TallBear (2012) that systems of knowledge (namely Western philosophy and social
and natural sciences) invoked to animate nonhumans have historically de-ani-
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mated Indigenous peoples, even as Indigenous peoples have never forgotten that
nonhumans are agential and enmeshed in social relations as cultural and political
subjects. With Zakiyyah Jackson (2015), we acknowledge, too, the many ways
that race comprises the terms through which ‘nonhuman’ comes into coherence.
We are hanging on, nonetheless, to the risks of thinking alongside ‘nonhuman’
even as compost matures within wider agricultural histories fraught with violence
to bodies and lands. In our take, attending to the place-bound particularities of
compost includes caring for how bodies arrive at the site of compost already
subject to reciprocally constructing terms like gender, race, sexuality, class, and
ability, and the segregations of conceptual categories like subject/object, life/nonlife, or species. There is no universal composting subject. We recognize, too, the
trouble of multiple and divergent agricultural worlds so often rendered singular
as civilizational ‘fact’, as compost becomes embedded in practices of everyday life
as an often-greenwashed panacea to ecological ruin at the expense of Indigenous
and other non-Western agricultures—and their attendant ontologies and epistemologies—that assert the cultural nature of land.
So, we are in search of a theoretical framework and citational lineage from and
in which to do compost as a theory-making method—a framework capacious
enough to encounter the nonhumans of compost as social subjects, generators of
theoretical or disciplinary tethering for composting settler nationalisms must
stay with the trouble of violent colonial pasts and presents, including ongoing
material and theoretical performances of wasting and recycling as modes of Indigenous dispossession (both materially and in knowledge projects, especially
those of the academy that work to reanimate the nonhuman), and as a means
of apprehending nonhumans as inert or insensate and devoid of agency as mere
objects, natural ‘resources,’ or nation-building props. The theoretical situation of
compost, moreover, should be empirical: attentive, as in the act of composting,
to material workings through doing, sensing, and learning—and alert also to the
ways in which the ‘parts’ and functions of a process or thing (like composting
and its constituent matters) are encountered, named, and evaluated through the
ontologies, epistemologies, axiologies, methods, and citational arcs of Western
philosophy and science, and thus regulated by the enclosures and exclusions of
Western political and intellectual sovereignties authorized by what counts as
normative in being, knowing, and doing.

CAPACIOUS

Mathew Arthur and Reuben Jentink

164

The workings of compost are not static, they are always in the making and hard
ings must somehow remain tensile and on the move. We agree with Sebastian
Abrahamsson and Filippo Bertoni who write that, in composting, there are no
“normative guidelines for togetherness”—composting is not a question of kinds
of relation but rather of asking what compost-relations “can do” (2014, 126-127).
As a question of slippery methods and leaky subjects, with ever-shifting capacities
who are always in the making, it would seem reasonable that our experiment
inhabit a zone of theory-making staked out in the processual Spinozan-Deleuand between bodies and worlds being made and is, as such, “proto-political” in

attend to the always-transitioning capacities of bodies in relation is to witness
terms involved in ways that crosscut inherited conceptual categories and disciplinary territories (50).
Crucially, as a mode of theory-making that attends to what a body can do (where
on the privileging of language and cognition as markers of human exceptionalism. Language, in Massumi’s take, belongs to a continuum of bodily potentials
that include the nonlinguistic, such that the linguistic is merely a threshold past
which the feeling of a change in bodily capacity being expressed changes qualitatively in nature. And, because cognition accompanies a body as it is always
subject, rather it is “in the world” (2015, 211-12).

we are alive to the possibilities of locating thinking in the world and the promise of what an ongoing, relationally situated regeneration of conceptual terms
might do for theory-making. But as non-Indigenous scholars living and working on lands inscribed with settler schemes of beings, knowings, and valuings,
methodologically bracket out what comes after or above the threshold of being
of what Lawrence Grossberg describes as “singular event or plane” rendered as
“the universal ontological substance of the real” (2010, 192). We wonder, too, if
-
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democracy in ways that decentre Indigenous stories and empiricisms, kinships
and sovereignties.1
As Anishinaabe and Mohawk theorist Vanessa Watts (2013) cautions, while critical focus on ontology might allow for a river’s agency (or, in the case of this
text, a tulip’s agency), it cannot account for a river’s—or tulip’s—own knowing;
to bracket out epistemology leaves ontology empty and ready for inscription in
-

way a tulip might register changes in its capacity in terms of meaning.
ing stories (including settler national narratives and Western theoretical canons),
and their power to make present or absent the entities that are available to live
with, think with, and care with—the power to make kinships and sovereignties—in order to rephrase the question of what compost can do (as both a ma-

promise to open our compost-thinking to nonhumans and nonlife, we also recis decompositional: writing the body as porous, unsettling disciplinary and generic territories, and foregrounding the inadequacies of capture and translation
as discursive operations that aim to say something about a world always in the
things come to be in temporary composition, tracing emergent modes of power
and the precarious atmospheres of political unrest (Massumi 2017). But as storying practices that shape and are shaped by the world’s unfurling, as a matter of

In theory-making, attending to the relational textures of being a person folded
into a place is a matter of accountability in citational habits, in deciding theoretical foci, in choosing methods and moods, in centring some political projects
and not others, in choosing to collaborate and shake up the individualist politics
authorize, translate, or nuance what or whom. Does the privileging of potential
-
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ing affect theory at all. Accordingly, we want to ground our compost theorization
in Indigenous sciences (a term deficient in describing the intra-impingements of
spirituality, philosophy, natural science, and politics in Indigenous empiricisms)—
not to claim innocence in our place on Indigenous territories, but to rise up to the
relational responsibilities of being here, and as a matter of demonstrating what
we think a compost theory should do as a world-making knowledge practice
that attends to what is in the mix in a place. In doing so, we knowingly risk
collapsing multiple and situated indigeneities or belongings-to-place—but some
loose commonalities can be ventured.
Niitsitapi (Blackfoot) theorist and education activist Leroy Little Bear describes
three interrelated tenets of Indigenous sciences. First, and related to the verbheavy nature of many Indigenous languages, Indigenous sciences share an acknowledgement that everything in the world is in “constant flux,” dissolving,
transforming, and reforming. Second, the nature of constant flux is taken to be
both a question of being and knowing: everything in existence comes into being
as fleeting accruals of energy waves or oscillations accompanied by a transfer
of energy, and knowledge is located in (and transmitted by) transfers of energy
such that units of analysis like ‘particle’ or ‘wave’ in classical and quantum physics, ‘affect’ as a name for body- and world-making forces, or Indigenous words
that end up translated as ‘spirit’ are all capable—as part of a web of knowing—of
describing the same thing. Importantly, and pointing to the third tenet, allowing
for multiple or divergent modes and expressions of knowing does not slip into relativism because ‘truth’ is related to, or tested against, the continuity of all forms of
existence that make up a place as kin. Third and finally then, because everything
being unmade and remade is animate, everything has spirit (or is comprised of
waves, or has the capacity to affect and be affected) and, as Little Bear reckons,
“if they all have spirit, that’s what we refer to as all my relations” (2011, np). Significantly, what distinguishes Indigenous sciences from affect studies and other
‘new’ materialisms or posthumanisms, as Chinese-Métis theorist Sebastian De
Line (2016) notes, is an explicit framing of relations between bodies as positioned
“deep within networks of belonging” that are “personal, intimate, and shared”
rather than impersonal and abstract (6).
Because we want to ground our thinking in what is here, on the pile—in the
mix, to be accountable for Canada 150 Tulips and to tulips as kin, we must also
stay with the trouble of our own non-Indigenous systems of knowledge—even as
Indigenous sciences help us to see our relations with the nonhumans of compost
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as personal and intimate. We are cautious, too, of the trend to invoke Indigenous knowledges as analytical accessories that do the work of undoing Western
conceptual categories (see Todd 2016; Wilkinson 2017). Regeneration is not recycling—and it requires attunement to that which is here now, and to what ‘that
which is here’ needs in order to transform or keep on. We want to stress, too,
that even as we identify the abstractions of certain modes of theory-making as
incompatible with our own understandings of the obligations of non-Indigenous
theorists on Indigenous lands, a compost-inspired theory can never be prescriptive: just as the constituent scraps of compost invariably vary, there can be no rules
or citational quotas for a compost theory and, just as no two compost heaps are
the same, there can be no cut-and-dry political imperative for compost-thinking.
Rather, goods and bads in composting are merely about paying attention—
through trial and error—to what works in the mix; in this sense, any theoretical
framework that makes room for nonhumans might reasonably engage or at least
acknowledge Indigenous systems of knowledge, forms of governance, and practices of everyday living that have sustained and continue to sustain nonhuman
lives (and nonlives) for millennia. Karen Barad’s agential realism, for example,
social sciences are ontological, epistemological, and ethical engagements, that
nonhumans can and do know, and that matter—what the world is made of—is
van der Tuin 2012, 59). We should note, too, that agential realism is not exclusive
are predominantly Western. Reworking physicist Niels Bohr’s insights about
the interplay of experimental and theoretical apparatuses and his assertion that
interactions between agencies and objects of observation are integral to quantum
in its fabric—such that, in temporary stabilizations, materialities, meanings, and
responsibilities emerge simultaneously as things come into coherence as things.
Reality, in Barad’s construal, is not anterior or independent but, rather, comprises
a “topologically dynamic complex of performances” (2007, 380); as the temporelational patternings or ‘intra-actions,’ knowing is simultaneously available to
and constitutive of human and nonhuman ‘individuals’ (including nonhuman
sponsiveness—being, knowing, and responding to inclusions and exclusions are
of a short provocation to demonstrate a way of thinking, reading, and writing
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with nonhumans that calls, explicitly, for relational responsibility in knowledge
ways in which Western ontologies, epistemologies, and systems of value have,
in their reenactments, inscribed Indigenous lands with literal, material scars and
the more subtle erasures of Indigenous land and life that happen even in Western
sovereignty-disrupting theory-makings.
To attend to cuts is to challenge the underpinnings of intellectual and political sovereignty in Western philosophy and natural and social sciences while
still attending to how ‘individual’ things come into coherence. In making-stable
what is always on the move, cuts do not throw out the possibility of having stories-in-common for getting on together, they simply ask that we—those who
share the same stories—are paying attention to how our stories come to be.

II. Doing compost
Doing compost starts in the garden with cuts. It is in weeding, transplanting, or
deadheading that grounds are readied for Canada 150 Tulips and teeming heaps
of those more subversive trimmings (who did not make the cut) assemble. For a
garden to be tamed into form, as Thylias Moss (2011) writes, some plants must go
den or penal death row” (285). The rose garden at the far end of the University of
British Columbia—our campus, for example, is shaped by stern curvilinear hedges
with repressed bursts of colour, a clipped formality achieved only by what has
been made absent. Here, the story of what makes a formal English-style rosarioverheating leaf-blower engines, and hewing hedges into intricate geometries.
The material presence of the rose garden, too, is an ontological, epistemological,
and axiological engagement bound up in histories of imperial and colonial nation-building practices: that the grounds are on unceded Musqueam land requires
the displacement or cutting-out of an entirely other way of being, knowing, and
doing, in which the nonhuman inhabitants of a rose garden can know and be
known as kin, as social, cultural, and political subjects.

and explained in terms more leisurely than quantum phenomena. In trimming, a
campus rosarium or national garden is brought into form or coherence by cutting
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other things out—Indigenous bodies and bodies of knowledge, the possibility of
sentient and knowing nonhumans, and nonhumans as kin. What is made present is made durable or valuable and comes into focus as something to respond
to, even celebrate, at the expense of what is thrown out. In the garden, though,
unwanted things have a way of growing back—of resisting cuts or making their
own way—whereas roses and their imperial-colonial nostalgia or Canada 150
Tulips and their promise of multicultural success must be maintained. For Sara
Ahmed (2010, 21-33, 133-59), nationalisms are maintained in both stories and
“happy objects,” objects which have been storied in repeat encounters and whose
in histories of cuts, in turning to or including some things and turning away
from or excluding others.
The maintenance of ‘Canada’ as a happy story of multiculturalism relies on nonhumans being in compliance, being storied and turned toward in certain ways:
as easy resources that generate already-determined social goods rather than troudistress or in anthropogenic disaster. It is tourism board-funded clips of pristine
wilderness and not aerial photos of clearcut northern British Columbian forests
that are markers of national happiness. For Ahmed, accounting for how goods
and bads are established in objects that orient or gather bodies around them puts
pressure on the relationship between happiness and nationhood in ways that
“recognize the impossibility of putting certain histories behind us” (159).

in the task of remaining accountable for cuts—for what stories are made or repressed—and for the ways in which these stories cut across the registers of being,
knowing, and responding-to as they accrue in (and are provoked by) ‘objects’ or
nonhumans and our patterns of encounter with them. As compost gathers to-

biological or biochemical theories about what the living matter of compost is and
how it works, ethological accounts of how nonhuman life behaves in compost,
and histories or ethnographies of how humans compost. Because we are invested
in staying with the trouble of unhappy histories while having stories-in-common
for getting on together, we are most interested in stories of humans and nonhumans composting together—in multispecies ethnographies that theoretically
integrate human and nonhuman entanglements in the sometimes-speculative
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piricisms (and sovereignties that take into account the endurance of nonhuman
others), as texts that come to be in the ongoingness of keeping on together with
nonhumans. Multispecies stories, moreover, often take into account nonhuman
modes of “storied experience,” what Thom van Dooren (2016, 67-69) describes
as the nonhuman capacity to engage worldly happenings as meaningful. We are
cautious, though, in seeking out sites of compost hope, turning again to dispossessed humans, nonhumans, and their knowledges as resources for ecological
resilience (Simpson 2014a). We insist, as such, the work of turning and turning
the pile is not a turning-to (as if there were someone or something to look to for
agency or knowledge), but rather a turning-with: an always present living-out
together in “this here and this now,” always situated (see Butler 2017). Being
ooze—and stories of human and nonhuman entanglement are not always happy
stories even as they work at regeneration.
Take, for example, the Red River, whose unhurried course has been reinscribed by
the North Dakota and Minnesota border, but whose waters crosscut national lines
along its course, levees and emergency dams failed—an unhappy story by most
accounts. But Kim TallBear (TallBear & LaBare 2015) describes her encounter
with the aftermath otherwise: abandoned farmlands have returned to wetlands
and are home again to seabirds. She does not describe what the river has ruined,
but rather “the devastation to the Earth wrought by white people’s agriculture,”
now undone by the river’s force (n.p.). Quoting Eben Kirksey (2015) TallBear
calls these lands “sites of biocultural hope” (n.p.). As both the story of a river’s own
agency (the cuts it makes as it is both in-the-making and making the world), and
a story that marks human lives with twisted fences and submerged dirt roads, the
nonhumans negotiate regenerative ways of getting on together amidst waste or
ruin. The new wetlands that emerge from ruin are not pure: rotting farmhouses,
overturned cars, grasses, and seabirds are all caught up in the water’s rise and fall
in varying states of decay and growth—like compost.
Attending to the ongoingness of place and cultivating attunement to human
to recognize the trouble of violent colonial pasts, contest what counts as waste
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or what is recycled as useful, and to remain attentive to the material workings
of regeneration. In this way, doing compost as theory is staying with the waste.
For multispecies ethnographer Anna Tsing (2015), we inhabit a world marked by
of the proposed Site C dam and poisoned watersheds surrounding the breached
Mount Polley mine tailings pond. As Tsing argues, neither averting ourselves
to sites of ruin as hopeless dystopias will help us to think about “collaborative
survival” (19). Instead, she asks that we follow nonhumans around as they lead
us back to places laid waste by civilizational force and still bearing colonial and
capitalist pressures—but places alive in regeneration even in ruin. And, following nonhumans around (like Canada 150 Tulips and tulip-kin) while making
accountable accounts is how we want to do our compost-thinking.
Tsing, we think, is a practiced composter, attuned to what is making- and unmaking-together in a place. Her text is a lively tracing of mushroom commodity
chains, including the networked lives of matsutakes and their Japanese-, Lao-,
and Cambodian-American pickers, sellers, and buyers who are connected and
disconnected in waves of transoceanic migrations, present realities of colonial
expansion, asymmetrical demands of capitalism and citizenship, competing interests of industrial forestry and forest conservationists, and the transformations of
global warming. In what she deems an “anti-ending,” Tsing concludes her ethDown on all fours, below gangling tanoak and between the rotting stumps of
with her hands. “We were looking for mushrooms by feel alone,” she recounts.
But mushroom hunting, as we learn, is more artful than pawing about wildly;
one needs to know particular plants and fungi and where mushrooms are likely
to pop up. This method, writes Tsing, is a “combination of intimate knowledge

quite arriving, always back in the middle of human-mushroom relations.
Like Tsing, feeling through the leaf litter for matsutakes, we continue to get a
feeling for compost by fumbling around with our hands—homing, honing in,
and grounding ourselves here and now. Even as compost theory happens in the
abstract, we learn and continue to learn from the material practice of composting.
digenous Health Research and Education garden at the UBC farm, where we volunteered last summer. We dug into the compost and sensed its heat and dampness;
we scrunched our noses at the sudden smells, discovering that compost learning is
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not only visual or tactile and is not always pleasant—that compost can be trouble.
We learned that we could get a sense for the state of decay, of where a pile was ‘at’
in its process of decomposition and recomposition, by paying attention to who
or what was still around. Sometimes we failed. We got to know which plant-kin
are easily decomposed and those that crop up again and again in weedy tufts
around the pile. We learned something of both Western and Indigenous sciences.
By getting to know the heap in its ongoing composition (or compost-ition), we
came to know something of compost and composting. In learning to attend to
ongoing recomposition as a way of knowing the world, we found ourselves back
in the middle of things—and wondering if we might extend our understanding
of compost beyond the garden and beyond compostable carbon-based life.

telling stories and that the term ‘multispecies’—as TallBear (2015, 234) notes—is
incapable of making room for Indigenous understandings of nonliving or immaterial nonhumans as sentient and knowing subjects. In learning from the
messiness and unpredictability of compost (which can often include nonliving
things), we have realized that conceptual categories like ‘species’ are storying
cuts which, while sometimes useful, make absent the teachings that inorganic

series “Happy Birthday Super Cheaper,” Vancouver-based sculptor annie ross
weaves ceremonial garments for throwaway items: a plastic T-Rex, a detergent

pull yourself out, and put it all back together” (n.p.).
Pulled from the waste, ross’ series can easily be read as recycling, having something in common with DIY or maker projects that repurpose trash. But ross’
objects are not upcycled into reusability, she makes no such demands of the junk
she assembles, and plastic dinosaurs remain plastic dinosaurs. What is regenerated in ross’ art-making compost practice is not the object, but how the object
its roots in the Latin composita, something ‘put together’—and we wonder if the
labour of putting it all back together attends to stories doubly: restorying throwaway objects (and how we might encounter them) while staying with the trouble
of the stories that shaped how these items came to be as artifacts of overuse and
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deserving of response which might otherwise have been extended toward humans
or, at best, animals. If it is possible, then, to ‘compost’ plastic or brass, it is a matter
of apprehending compost as a mode of encounter or, as Warren Cariou (2017)
says, recognizing the “sensory skills and the teachings” these material forms have

annie ross, Petroglyph Deer Goat, from the series Happy Birthday Super Cheaper, 2005-2007

man others and, to illustrate, Anna Tsing proposes that a walking stick is an
“encounter in motion,” a person-and-stick (29). Concatenations of human and
nonhuman abound, most obviously in going through the motions of sustaining
livelihoods as with the matsutake and its pickers, or entire lifeways as with salmon
and their coastal Indigenous kin—but also between humans and the many nonliving material supports of human life. Relying on the help of nonhuman and
but of messy encounters and sometimes-failed collaborations. Thinking through
(29). More than just a collection of things, a happening establishes expectations,
responsibilities, and agreements between those, human and nonhuman, who have
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As a place of contingent capacities, a compost pile is one such happening—whether the pile is a heap of organic and inorganic scraps, a bibliography, a body of
theory, an institution, or a nation—where the responsibilities of turners, decomposers, makers, and bystanders must be continuously negotiated. Perhaps this
‘happening’ is akin to what Ahmed (2010) calls a “politics of the hap,” where the
‘hap’ of ‘happiness,’ traced to Middle English, suggests chance or possibility. As
Ahmed sets out, such a politics attends to how what is came to be, and to what
has been made impossible—but works “toward a world in which things can happen in alternative ways” (223). To think, write, and do compost might mean
recognizing the already wasted and its per-haps, its could-be-otherwise—never
atrophying in the happy promise of ecological or theoretical utopias, but being
creative about, with, and in wasted landscapes and sites of knowledge and the
responsibilities they provoke.
Both Tsing and ross teach us that encounters with matsutake mushrooms and
plastic dinosaurs (or Canada 150 Tulips) are not mere gatherings, but happenings
in which beings, knowings, and doings are unmade and remade—that following
posting settler nationalisms in the enactment of worlds, in theory and in practice,
incommensurable with Western political and intellectual sovereignties. Tsing and
hope in regeneration, acknowledging that the realms of culture and politics are
continuous with the nonhuman world including nonliving things. To encounter

Western and Indigenous sovereignties.
In focusing back on sites of ruin or throwaway objects, Tsing and ross demonstrate culpable failure: that we must stay with the trouble we have made even as
we try again and again. And, in Tsing’s account of Mien and Hmong refugees,
Native Americans, and matsutake mushrooms getting on together (for better
and worse), we learn that as non-Indigenous theorists and activists on Indigenous
lands, being ‘for’ Indigenous sovereignty does not entail a waste-making reversal
or making-pure—but rather that being here together requires careful attention
to what is in the mix and how it might work together (or not). Finally, through
Tsing, ross, and compost itself, we learn ways of knowing what is good—beyond
inherited categories—by living in relationships with humans and nonhumans over
time—what we have been calling Indigenous empiricism.
CAPACIOUS

Mathew Arthur and Reuben Jentink

176

tween kin, we see intimations of an ontology of entangled human and nonhuman
composters-together who arise in webs of belonging, being made and unmade
together in regenerative processes. Whether the workings of compost are personal

come to know a heap’s composition. Thinking with compost as a material practice
is always in-the-making and to how that which is being made is encountered,
named, evaluated, and otherwise ‘cut’ in Western and non-Western systems of
knowledge; in the theory-makings of philosophy, science, or cultural and political
intuitions, or impressions that make knowledge known—just as composters-together constitute these multimodal and multisensory knowings. To compost in
this way is also to think, read, and write as methods of attending to emergent
materialities and meanings such that we might have stories-in-common for being
here together, even as we stay with the trouble of fraught pasts, precarious and
sometimes-ruined presents, or uncertain futures.

stories, between citational lineages, styles, or disciplines and mediums (like Tsing’s mushroom anthropology or ross’ art-making). Because what matters in the
constituent materials and practices of compost is syncretism, composting requires
an ethics: a way to know what is good or what works in the midst of constant
change. And, in compost-thinking, we are indebted to Indigenous empiricisms—
in everyone (human and nonhuman, living and nonliving) enduring in a place.
While never easy, compost is slow—it gives us time to react, to sense, to consider,
and reconsider. Being together in compost’s slow regeneration suggests a politics of
ing individuals and collectives in messy and sometimes fraught collaborations, that
is attuned to how stories themselves can shape a mode of encounter. In attending to
what everyone in the mix needs, in the midst of ongoingness, the politics of doing
compost—materially and as theory-making—will always exceed the enclosures of
Western sovereignties and settler nationalisms, turning-with what kinships and
sovereignties are already here and to what we humans and nonhumans might
compost together.

177

Composting Settler Nationalisms

Endnotes
1
Indigeneity such as: Meera Atkinson and Michael Richardson (2013) writing on
trauma and embodiment in multimodal Indigenous storytelling; Driftpile Cree

Australian cinema; Tanana Athabascan scholar Dian Million (2009) emphasizing
the importance of the felt histories of Indigenous women; or Maori and non-Maori
scholars collaborating on the interchange between Indigenous relational framings
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This project draws inspiration from Richard Serra’s “Verb List” (1967) to intervene onto Shakespeare’s
sonnets. I enact one or more action(s) on each sonnet: crumpling, cutting, erasing, burning, staining,
concealing, scratching, freezing, folding, etc. Responding to a persistent White culture of literary
elitism, this project explores what haptic interventions can do to a canonized cultural object. I want
to see what working different bodily touches onto (an arguably touching) sonnet might generate. I
see these visceral interventions layering another kind of poetry onto Shakespeare’s poetry—one that
prompts a relationship between text and action while questioning Shakespeare’s cultural currency.
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